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PART ONE
THE BLACKOUT
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The heat was almost unbearable as Wyatt rushed from the building. He made sure the glass door closed properly, then checked his watch, nearly tripping on the pile of black garbage bags jutting from the alley. 

He’d already been late once, and it was his second week on the job. It didn’t help that the office was a forty-minute ride from Harlem. This apartment was the only place in the city Wyatt could afford on such short notice, but he was hopeful the situation would be temporary. 

And that’s what he told himself as he ran down the sidewalk. 

“Excuse me,” he mumbled, passing an old lady and her miniature dog. 

Warm air rose from the grates above the subway station, and Wyatt cursed under his breath when he felt the rumbling of the train below. He’d missed his ride, and now he’d have to wait another ten minutes in the furnace that was New York’s summer. 

He slowed, realizing he’d have time, and considered his options. It was either stay in the sweltering sun or melt on the underground platform. An unmarked van covered with random graffiti drove by, and the driver slowed, watching him, then honked at a taxi trying to cut into his lane. 

Wyatt chose the nearby drugstore, smiling when the cool air conditioning blew on his face. His apartment didn’t offer AC, and when he’d asked the landlord about adding a window unit, he’d said it was against building policy. Apparently, they posed a safety hazard, and Wyatt might have believed it, if half the rentals didn’t already have old rusting units clanging by the fire escapes. 

Wyatt had assured himself he wouldn’t be there long, so he hadn’t pressed the issue. Now that it was averaging well over a hundred degrees every day, he regretted his lack of action. He’d purchase his own after his first paycheck. He could sweat it out for another few days.  

“You gonna buy something?” a guy behind the counter asked. 

“I…”

“Then scram. We’re not a hotel lobby.” The proprietor pointed at the exit. 

Wyatt sighed and returned to the oven. The city had experienced a couple of outages since the heat wave started, but luckily, the damage had been minimal. They’d repaired the grid within the hour on each occasion. 

With almost seventy thousand residents for every square mile, Manhattan had serious power requirements. Add in a spell of weather like this, and it forced everything to the limits. 

Wyatt took the stairs at the corner, heading below street level. He swiped his metro pass and pushed past the turnstile, hearing it click. A guy hopped the one next to him and darted to the platform. Wyatt ignored him and leaned on a brick pillar, eager to reach Wall Street. The sign suggested the train would arrive in two minutes, and he checked his cell phone, relieved to find service. 

The subway came earlier than expected, and Wyatt waited for the doors to slide open. The moment he stepped on, the hot, muggy air choked him. It was half full, but by the time the local car reached Wall Street, it would be stuffed to the gills. Wyatt knew better than to bother sitting, so he settled at the back, clutching the handhold strap as the train beeped and took off, traveling southwest. A voice carried through the speaker, but as usual, he couldn’t understand the muffled words. 

Wyatt tapped a social media app, hating himself for doing this every morning. He searched his ex’s feed, pausing on a picture of her with another guy. Who was he? He wasn’t tagged, which was probably for the best. He really didn’t need another rabbit hole, not while trying to move on with his life. 

Wyatt had come from LA to start a new life, and this wasn’t what he’d expected. There, he’d lived in her beach house… or more specifically, her father’s beach house. Six years of sunsets and nightly walks on the sand, listening to the calming sounds of the waves. He loved that ocean. This side of the country, with the cold, dank harbor, was nothing like his experience in California. 

The train stopped, letting on another influx of transit riders, and as they proceeded farther south, more professionals in suits or blouses and skirts entered. A man talked loudly on his phone, bragging about some big client he’d hooked, and Wyatt cringed, hoping he’d never become that version of a Wall Street guy. 

Across from him, a kid kicked her legs while playing a video game. Her mother scrolled on a tablet, oblivious to the world around her. 

Wyatt backed up, making room for a young couple clearly on vacation. If the woman’s ‘I Heart NY’ t-shirt wasn’t enough, her boyfriend had a matching bucket hat. Despite how much he loathed the outfits, seeing a couple in love struck a painful chord.

The lights flashed as the train barreled along the tracks, passing deeper into Manhattan. That wasn’t rare, but the lamps continued to flicker, sparks shining from outside the windows. Wyatt leaned over, peering into the dark tunnel, and the train skidded to a halt with screeching brakes. 

The entire train car turned dark, and again, the muted voice spoke. The only parts he understood were ‘technical issues’… ‘outage’… ‘stay calm.’ 

“What’s happening?” the female tourist asked. 

“It’s another outage,” someone else said. “Damned mayor… if he did what he’d promised and expanded the grid, we wouldn’t have these problems.”

Wyatt had heard a lot of similar complaints in the office. 

“What do we do?” a woman asked. 

“We wait,” someone answered. 

“I ain’t got time to wait! I can’t lose this job.” A man stomped on the floor with his heel.

A few of the passengers had their flashlight apps turned on, brightening the space. 

“I’m leaving.” A big man with no sleeves shoved his way to the exit and pried on the doors. They eventually relented, and he peered out of the train. “It’s a short drop. There are always exits on the tracks.”

“Where are we?” an older lady asked. She had her purse clutched to her chest as if it might vanish. 

“Almost at Chambers,” a girl replied. 

Wyatt had to decide. Wait for the subway to start again and be late, or… He had twelve minutes to show up for work on time. “I’m coming with you.” He navigated the crowd of people. The jump wasn’t bad, and he landed on the platform next to the tracks. For a moment, he lost his bearings, and realized he’d faced the wrong direction. His own flashlight remained on, and it cast strange shadows on the brick corridor walls. 

With him in the lead, others followed, and the same indecipherable voice echoed on the speaker, warning everyone to stay put. The tunnel was pitch black in both directions, but after taking a few steps south, Wyatt spotted an emergency fixture on the ceiling. 

“That must be the doorway outta here,” the big guy said. 

Ten of them began the hike. Wyatt monitored the ground, cautious not to trip or roll his ankle. He shoulder-checked, ensuring the train didn’t fire on again and run them down. Wyatt wasn’t one to trust anything autonomous, especially not a subway car. 

As expected, they discovered a doorway, and a woman hurried up a short set of stairs and tested the handle. “It’s unlocked!” 

Everyone cheered and sped up the steps, but something caught Wyatt’s eye as light flooded the tunnel. He walked away from them, aiming his phone with a shaky hand, and stared at dozens of trapped rats. Tails twitched as he approached, and his shoe landed on something sticky. Wyatt retreated, but the goo nearly captured his dress shoe. 

Once clear, Wyatt knelt and poked the gelatinous substance, then wiped it clean when the guy from the train shouted at him. It stank like rotting vegetables in a compost pile. He’d grown up with one behind his fence line, and this brought him to his childhood. 

The man without sleeves still held the door. “You coming?”

“Yeah.” Wyatt took one last glimpse of the mass of gunk and the writhing rats, and turned his phone off. 

He found the street a few minutes later, after a quick climb up a spiderweb-infested stairwell, and the heat once again bombarded him. The sun sat low and bright, but the long stretch of high-rises and skyscrapers quickly swallowed it. Seven minutes. 

Wyatt continued toward the office, eager to move on from the disastrous morning. He needed to make a good impression on these people, and he’d been doing the opposite. This was his first job since changing careers in his late twenties, and after getting his MBA, he’d been so optimistic. Once Isabel had broken up with him, he’d decided a drastic change was in order, and there was no larger contrast to life on a California beach than a tiny studio apartment in New York. 

He rounded the bend and cut through an alley, coming onto Wall Street itself. He took a moment to appreciate it: the old stonework, the plethora of suited men walking with distinct confidence. Lives were made and broken because of this place, and now Wyatt was a cog in the machine. He sighed and sprinted to his office building a half block down. Brown & Brown wasn’t the biggest investment firm in the city, but they were successful enough to be right in the middle of it all. 

Wyatt stalled at the front doors, examining his reflection. He looked rough. One minute. 

He entered, nodding at the desk where two security guards stared at a video loudly playing on a screen. It mesmerized them, and Wyatt just walked by without showing his badge. The elevator took him to the tenth story, and he smiled when he spotted Sarah, the receptionist. 

“Good morning, Wyatt. Mr. Brown wants to see you,” she said. 

Wyatt pointed at himself. “You sure it was me? Wyatt Rider?”

“They’re in boardroom two.” Sarah grinned and answered the phone, her tone much friendlier than anyone should be allowed this early in the morning. “Brown and Brown Investments… yes, let me put you through.”

Wyatt reached his cubicle, and waved at Dave beside him, who was clearly on a call, since his feet were propped on the desk, his hands folded behind his head. “I’m telling you, don’t sell, Mrs. Goodman. The market dip is natural… yes, it’ll come back. Have I ever led you astray before? Great. We’ll be in touch.” He patted the earpiece and tossed the device away. “If it isn’t the golden child, showing up late.”

“Golden child?” Wyatt had no clue what his co-worker was talking about.

“Mr. Brown. He’s like a bloodhound on the trail this morning. They’re all waiting for you.” Dave sipped from a tall silver can. He already had an empty energy drink next to it. No wonder he talked a mile a minute. 

“Boardroom two,” Wyatt repeated, wondering what the big boss wanted with a lowly junior like himself. 

“That’s the one. Don’t forget the little people when you rise to the top.” Dave shoved the headset on, answering another call. “Yes, I’ve seen the charts… no, I don’t advise you to sell…”

Wyatt glanced at the numbers scrolling across Dave’s screen, and his jaw dropped. The market had taken a serious crash. He’d been too busy commuting to read about it. 

The good news for Wyatt was that he didn’t personally handle any clients yet, and wouldn’t until he’d worked there for several months. His role had him shadowing some of the midlevel traders and bringing everyone coffee. 

Wyatt wished he could have changed his clothing, but if Mr. Brown wanted to see him, it was important. He ran his fingers through his hair and took a deep breath, navigating the hall with a phony swagger to mirror the rest of these people. 

The boardroom had ten bodies around the table, with Mr. Brown at the head, standing to give himself a height advantage. The table dwarfed the space, and Wyatt blinked under the bright fluorescent lighting. They flickered once and continued to illuminate the space.

Wyatt pushed the door, and Mr. Brown’s gaze rested on him momentarily before returning to his staff. “If we don't fix this trajectory, there will be cuts, and not just a few. I’m talking about major changes at Brown & Brown Investments.” 

That sounded bad. Wyatt lifted his hand when there was a break in the conversation. “You wanted to see me? I apologize, but I got stuck underground with the power outage. I guess it didn’t hit here.”

Mr. Brown stared at him. “You look like shit, Wyatt. Did you crawl the rest of the way?”

One of the present traders laughed, and Wyatt glared at Troy before regaining his composure. “Almost, sir.”

“Take a seat.” He motioned to the single empty chair at the far end, beside a woman Wyatt didn’t recognize. 

Wyatt hesitantly crossed the room, sitting in the executive swivel chair. It lowered by itself, and Wyatt fumbled with the lever, raising it up with a hiss. They watched him in silence, and he averted his gaze.

“We’re facing something unique at the moment. The market has never been so volatile. This means considerable gains for some, and giant losses for others. It’s our job”—he waved a finger at the gathered associates—“specifically, your job, to make sure we’re on the winning end, more than the losing. We need new clients. Whales. I’m not speaking about your grandma’s retirement fund here. But we’ll take those too.”

Wyatt stayed still, trying to not bring more attention to himself. He didn’t understand why he’d been included here. He had nothing to offer other than unapplied theories from his business school. He’d done countless mock investment trial runs, and knew the ins and outs, but Wyatt had no way of trapping large clients. 

“I’ve acquired a list of potential targets. I want you to learn everything about these people and compile reasons why you should be the account manager for three of them.” An image projected onto the whiteboard from the ceiling. Wyatt read through the names, not recognizing half of them. The others were giants of their fields. Tech gurus, mostly. He froze when he saw one in the lower half and sank into his chair. This was why they’d asked him to join. 

Mr. Brown used his phone and set it on the table. “I’ve emailed you this confidential list. Our goal is five successful additions to Brown & Brown, and we’re doing it by Friday. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Troy quipped faster than anyone. 

“What a suck-up,” the woman beside Wyatt muttered. 

“What are you waiting for?” Brown asked. “Get to work!”

Everyone stood, and Wyatt lingered as the room emptied. “Sir, are you asking me to take part in this?”

“Wyatt, I have something special for you. How well do you know Garner Vikas?”

Wyatt clenched his jaw, recalling the picture on the wall of his and Isabel’s home, and sighed. “I know everything about him, sir.”

“That’s what I thought.” Mr. Brown grinned. “Imagine my shock when I was reminded he gave your reference.”

“No, he didn’t.” Wyatt would have remembered adding his ex’s father to his resume. 

“He put in a good word with me. Vikas asked that you were offered this position at Brown & Brown Investments,” he said. 

Wyatt tensed. Of course that was how he’d landed the job with a top-tier establishment. Isabel’s dad loved interfering with people’s lives. It was one of the main contentions in their relationship. 

“What do you need me to do?” Wyatt asked after a moment’s hesitation.

“Set up a meeting,” Brown said. 

“He may not want to see me.”

“Then lie. Say you have his daughter’s childhood teddy bear, for all I care. Convince him to play ball with our firm, or—”

Wyatt’s chin lowered to his chest in resignation. “Or you fire me.”

Mr. Brown reached up to pat Wyatt’s shoulder. “You’re a smart man, Wyatt. By Friday. Bring the paperwork. I’d like to start with a hundred million.”

“A hundred million?” Wyatt couldn’t hide his shock. “Are you…”

But Mr. Brown was already on the way out, the door swinging shut, leaving Wyatt alone in the boardroom. His boss returned, gesturing at Wyatt. “And clean yourself up, for God’s sake. This is a place of business.”
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Luna waited in the coffee shop, staring at every man, wondering if they were her contact. After an hour, she packed her tablet into her bag. 

“Luna?” a man asked from behind her. 

“That’s me.” Finally. If this had been a date, she’d have a few harsh comments for the guy. “Have a seat.”

Anand Shaan clutched a coffee, and his eyes darted nervously around the bright bistro. “I shouldn’t be here.”

She recognized him from the corporate website. His picture looked a few years old, but the expression was identical.

Luna was used to this kind of meeting, and knew how to deal with him. “But you came.” She motioned to the empty spot across from her. “Please, all I’m asking for is a few minutes of your time.”

She let a strand of curly brown hair fall over her brow while glancing up at him. It was her closing move, a flirty gesture that worked eighty percent of the time. “It took me two hours to take the train in from Connecticut. We experienced an outage halfway through.” That was a lie. She lived in Greenwich but had a room in the city for the week. Unfortunately, guilting her interviewees came with the job.

The man accepted the seat and jostled his knee up and down like he’d already ingested a few espressos. “I shouldn’t be here,” he echoed. 

“Why?” She had a decent amount of intel on the company, but chose to feign ignorance.

“Don’t think I can’t see what you’re doing.” Anand glanced at her, and she observed his features. He had dark eyes, perfectly styled hair, and a demeanor that suggested he’d worked tirelessly to become an executive at the leading energy tech company in North America. But he’d probably risen from nothing and didn’t want to risk his future. 

“What am I doing?” she asked, losing her flirty tone.

“Do you think you’re the first to reach out for details on our project? Ever since Mr. Vikas released his preliminary plans two years ago, he’s been a target for every major news outlet. The New York Minute isn’t the most impressive I’ve been contacted by.”

“You’re referring to the clean energy promise?”

“That’s the one.”

“How’s it going?” Luna opened her purse and freed the tablet. She effortlessly found the program and removed the stylus without breaking contact. 

“What are you fishing for?” Anand’s leg ceased the jostling, and he rested both elbows on the round table. “Mr. Vikas won’t stop, no matter what you dig up, so my advice is…” He glanced at the door. “Go home, Luna.”

“What about the power outages? Can you confirm if those are the result of Nu-En’s tests?” 

This caught him off guard. It was obvious in the way his left brow rose and his lip twitched. “What tests?”

“There’s been an abnormal draw of power coming from Long Island. Doesn’t Nu-En own a chunk of land in the area?” 

His fingers flinched, and he snatched his coffee, taking a sip. “You’re as talented as I’ve heard.”

She smiled at the praise. “It’s going to break, Anand, whether or not you want it to. What does he have?”

Anand’s expression grew darker. “This will change the world. Forever.”

The tip of the stylus rested on the screen. “Is that a good thing?”

“Depends on who you ask. Nu-En’s been targeted by so many companies in the last two years, we’ve grown thick skin. Oil, solar, wind, geothermal, nuclear, coal… every single one of them wants Vikas’ head on a stick, and you’re about to learn why.”

Luna hadn’t expected this type of conversation. She only wanted to discover if Nu-En was involved in the power grid consumption issue, but Anand had offered her something far juicier. “Let me visit.”

“Where?”

“I’ve followed Garner Vikas’ career for years. I’ve written a few classy pieces on him, the kind that might even have made it to his wall for posterity.”

Anand laughed at this, and she blinked, as though he’d shamed her. “Then you don’t know him well. The last thing Mr. Vikas would do is display whimsical articles about himself. He doesn’t bother with the media. He says it’s the scourge of our society. Mr. Vikas says that…”

“He says what?” she prompted. 

“Never mind.”

“But there will be a grand unveiling, right?” Luna crossed her fingers under the table. It was a silly superstition, but it often worked. 

“It’s possible.”

“Can I have an invitation? The media will be present, despite his obvious objections to the platforms.” Luna held her breath. If Nu-En had created a power source that was renewable and clean, this would be the biggest break of her life. The job would normally go to Cliff Mack, her nemesis at the paper, but Marge, the chief editor, wouldn’t be able to reject her proposal with a genuine invitation. 

Anand got up, and she followed suit. “I can’t do that. You’ve wasted your time.”

He left, and she slid into the seat, sighing. She’d been so close. The conversation bothered her, and she replayed it from the start. Anand had been burying something important. He’d been restless, and kept staring at the exit. She hadn’t asked for anything a normal reporter wouldn’t. 

“What are you hiding at Nu-En?” she whispered. 

Luna finished her own drink, which had gone cold, and saw it was almost one in the afternoon. There was just enough time to make the trek to Long Island and snoop around before traffic became intolerable. 

She gathered her belongings and headed outside, regretting her suit jacket. She removed it and hailed a cab, whose driver grumbled when she asked him to cross the Williamsburg Bridge in the middle of the day. Luna promised him a hearty tip if he waited at the other end. 

The man gazed at her in the mirror and nodded. “Fine, because you asked nicely.”

“Thank you,” she said, and reached for her phone. Luna hit the text app and found two messages from her brother. “Now what?” 

Luna, did you see that thing in Japan?

She tried to process his question and checked the next text. 

Seriously nuts. What do you think it is?

Darcy had an overactive imagination, and was always searching for something to distract him from his life in Connecticut. He was a good brother, and a better father, but his constant communications throughout the day had become arduous. 

She prepared to respond, typing I’ve been working, when the link came in. 

CAUGHT ON CAMERA: COAST OF JAPAN

Usually, Luna would ignore his links, since they often took her to sketchy sites with click bait and advertisements, but the title and her brother’s urgency intrigued her. 

They were halfway across the sprawling bridge, and she glanced behind her, seeing Manhattan’s cityscape shrinking. She pressed the link. 

Luna kept the volume low and saw an object on the shore, water rushing up to meet it on the sandy beach. A man spoke in hasty Japanese, wearing fishing waders held by suspenders. The words scrolled on the screen in an automated translation. 

I find it in my net, three kilometers from here. 

But what was it? Luna squinted as the shaky cameraman zoomed on the creature. Its skin looked slimy, still damp despite lying in the sun. The tentacles suggested it might be a squid or an octopus. What was so special about this? She almost stopped it when one tentacle lashed out at the man. It pulsed and dragged him into the water. 

It moved so quickly. The water churned, then became red. The cameraman got closer, and Luna guessed what was about to happen. An appendage shot from the surface, breaching the blood-soaked water, and grasped him. The phone fell, landing sideways, but continued filming regardless. 

She grimaced and turned away when it consumed the man. Luna checked the length of the footage, and it was under two minutes from start to finish. Apparently, the cameraman had been live streaming, and now the entire world was sharing it. The video had over twenty-one million views in less than forty minutes. 

Did you see it? Darcy texted again. 

Her thumbs hovered over the screen, unsure of what to say. Instead, she keyed something into her browser search bar. Are squids dangerous? The answer was short and sweet: Yes. She saw a cluster of articles and warnings to divers about the cephalopods, and returned to the original link. 

Luna scrolled through the comments, and stopped on one from a verified user that caught her eye. That isn’t a squid, contrary to the size. First off, there are twelve limbs. Octopuses have eight, as in octo, and squids, including giant squids, have ten. Also, I’ve watched this dozens of times, and am confident the suckers are different. These appear to have teeth, which begs the question… what are we looking at?

Luna didn’t need this distraction. She responded with a comment that would surely aggravate her brother. Talk about cheesy CGI. This is almost as bad as the five-foot-tall bat you were convinced was real.

The trip to her destination was another ten minutes away if traffic cooperated, and she replayed the footage. It certainly looked legit. 

I knew you’d say that. Another one emerged on the shores of Brazil.

He sent the link. 

Brazil. That was quite a distance from Japan. Luna tapped the screen and observed as something twice the size was captured on film. A boat bobbed in the swells, and tentacles rose from the depths of the ocean before vanishing again. 

Her phone rang, and she rolled her eyes, seeing Darcy’s name. “What?”

“You have to admit there’s a connection,” he said. 

“I can’t admit anything. Nothing proves they took these today. And the second one didn’t show the torso, just a couple of limbs.”

“Giant limbs… Luna, this is it.”

“This is what?”

“Remember that book I read when we were kids?”

She tried to recall but couldn’t pinpoint which one. He’d devoured countless science volumes, marking him as the biggest nerd ever to quarterback the high school football team. “Refresh my memory.”

“There’s like eighty percent of the ocean that’s unexplored. All it would take is one fault line to crack open, and we’d find all sorts of things,” he said. 

“Seriously? That’s your conclusion? Darcy, we’re not about to be attacked by creatures from the dark depths of Earth.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m your older sister, and I know better.” She smirked, imagining his frustrated expression. 

“Fine, but it’s pretty cool. If I find any more posts, I’ll send them.”

“Hey…” Luna blew out a breath. “How’s Olive?”

“Good, I guess… she’s staying with her mom, but I think she’ll come back soon.”

“And the kids?”

“Here with me.”

“Aren’t they in school?”

“Yeah, of course. I’m leaving work to get them in an hour.”

“Okay.”

“When are you back? I need some help,” he said. 

“Soon. Maybe a couple of days.” Luna wanted everything with her brother to work out, but his relationship with Olive had always been rocky. They were the classic couple that had thought having kids would bring them closer, but as usual, it only magnified their problems. 

“Enjoy the city. Laters.”

“Laters.” She hung up and stared out the window as the taxi driver exited off the freeway, heading to a quaint neighborhood. Nu-En utilizing an office here made little sense. The people would be aware if anything underhanded transpired under their noses. 

The homes spread wide on acreages, in a vastly different setting than the city only twenty minutes behind them. She followed the power lines along the road, assuming that, one day, someone like Garner Vikas would render the technology useless. 

The driver pulled over a couple of minutes later. “This is it.”

“Wait here,” she said. There was nothing remarkable for a mile. In the distance, she spotted a flock of seagulls circling an empty beach. Twenty cars were lined in an orderly fashion, instead of being randomly placed in the massive parking lot. 

She walked toward them and felt the ground vibrate. Luna crouched, setting her palm on the scorching hot pavement. Vibrations coursed through her fingertips and up her arm. Nu-En owned this land, and they were doing something. But there was no building, nor anything that suggested they had a testing facility right here on Long Island. 

Luna was at a loss. She could wait to intercept someone returning to their vehicle, but she doubted they’d answer her questions, and it was hot enough to cause serious dehydration. The taxi driver honked, and she waved at him. This might be a dead end. 

Luna climbed into the back seat, regretting that she’d wasted a day. 

Tomorrow would be better. 

“Let’s get to the city,” she told the guy, and he wordlessly signaled and started west.
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Wyatt finished the pint and picked at the nachos in front of him. 

“Another?” the server asked. 

“No, thanks. I’m done.” Wyatt glanced at the football game, then checked his phone. So far, no response from Mr. Vikas. He needed to make this happen, or he’d be out on his ass. He didn’t have much money to his name, since everything had been Isabel’s. 

Wyatt considered the staff, wondering if any of them had come to New York to act on Broadway or work on Wall Street, only to be chewed up and spit out like so many before them. Wyatt wouldn’t end up in the same position. He had nowhere else to go. 

He waved at the server and grinned. “Actually, I might require some liquid courage after all.”

She gave him a smile. “Roger that.”

Wyatt’s gaze lingered on her. She was cute, but probably already looked a couple of years older than her actual age. The glamor of the city had worn off, and Wyatt saw it for what it really was: a soul-sucking hell, determined to drag everyone down with it. 

She returned with the beer, and Wyatt fumbled with his phone, almost changing his mind. He missed Isabel. Not their relationship, because that was a bit of a dumpster fire, but the sensation of falling asleep together. The comfort of knowing another person in the universe cared for him. Being alone was far different. It had been some time since he’d only had to think about himself. 

Wyatt understood he was selectively choosing good memories. His therapist would assure him reality didn’t match his recollections. He closed his eyes, hearing Isabel’s voice as she shouted at him to quit his job. The glass shattering against the wall when he’d thrown the coffee cup in anger after she’d admitted to having feelings for a supplier, assuring him nothing had happened. A year later, he learned the hard way that something did, in fact, happen. Multiple times. 

He sipped the beer and keyed her phone number into his texting program. He’d erased it after their breakup, but he had the digits memorized. Wyatt’s pulse quickened, and he nearly deleted the message, but his job was in jeopardy, and the only path to Garner Vikas’ ear was through his beloved daughter, Isabel. 

Hey Is, It’s… me

With an auspicious start, he examined the screen, wondering if she’d read the message. Instead of worrying, he continued to type. 

I hate to do this, but I need a favor for work.

Isabel was a self-made millionaire—if having your father invest in your clean beauty line, then supply all the IT and tech integration, and provide the manufacturing facilities, was classified as self-made. She did, so he let her have the title, because it didn’t matter anymore. 

The phone chimed. 

Wyatt, what do you want?

It wasn’t radio silence, and that meant she’d help. Isabel had always pushed him to do something more important and didn’t think he should settle for being a carpenter. He’d enjoyed the honest work, without the stresses of Wall Street, but he’d conceded, letting the Vikas trust fund pay for the education. Mentioning work was the only way he’d get her to listen. 

Can you put me in touch with your dad?

He took a long draw of beer, eager to be finished with the conversation. 

What do you want with Daddy?

He cringed, astounded that a woman in her early thirties still called her father ‘Daddy.’ 

Please don’t fight me on this. Can you have him text me?

Wyatt pictured her grinning at the comment. It was seven o’clock on the East Coast, which meant she’d be watching the sunset on her deck, cradling a glass of Chardonnay with an autobiography on some washed-up celebrity of the week. 

Daddy doesn’t text…. I’ll get him to call

Wyatt couldn’t stop smiling.

I owe you big time. Thanks, Is

She didn’t send a response. 

“It appears the tides have turned,” the server said, stopping at the bar. 

“We’ll see. One step closer to the dream.” He lifted the glass, and she stayed put. 

“You’re not from around here, are you?” 

“I’m Wyatt… born in Boulder, most recently LA. Go Dodgers.” He hated himself for saying it, because he didn’t give a crap about baseball. 

“The mountains to the beach, to this…” She lifted a hand, spinning in a slow circle. 

“What about you?” 

“Kayla… from the most boring town in Maine. I’ve lived here for seven years.”

“Nice to meet you, Kayla.” Wyatt shook her hand and found it warm, despite the sputtering air conditioner in the back. The front door was closed, the bar trying to keep the sweltering heat at bay. 

A patron lifted his arm, getting her attention. “Wyatt, until we meet again.”

He wondered if his radar was broken or not. He was sure Kayla had been coming onto him, but Wyatt knew servers often did that in search of a decent tip. With the task done, he finished his beer and slid cash onto the counter. Kayla nodded at him, carrying a burger to another table. 

“Do you like movies?” Wyatt blurted. 

Kayla put the plate aside and walked toward him, hands on hips. “Depends on the movie, I suppose.”

“They’re replaying a classic horror flick at the theater this Friday.”

She lifted an eyebrow. “Which one?”

“Monsters from a Green Swamp.” He felt foolish for even saying the name. What had gotten into him?

“I can’t say I’ve seen it… I’m more of a rom-com gal, personally.”

There it came, the inevitable rejection. “Okay, maybe another—”

“I didn’t say I wouldn’t go. What time?”

“Pick you up here at seven?” Wyatt held his breath, waiting for the reply. 

“Deal.”

Wyatt exited, sweating from the oppressive blanket of summer. He spun around, peering through the window, and caught Kayla doing the same. He pretended to be casual and waved, then took off south. Wyatt hadn’t gone on a date since his departure from LA. Isabel had moved on, so why shouldn’t he?  

His apartment was a couple of blocks from the bar, and he slowed his pace, seeking to familiarize himself with the neighborhood. It felt like every time he went outside, he rushed somewhere. Life in the city was hectic compared with his previous experience, but not everyone had a beach view and a girlfriend with an endless budget. 

He appraised the shops, some of which remained open. The dry cleaners had the lights on, and the owner was busy taking notes. He passed a diner advertising the ultimate burger, and a quaint bodega. 

His place was almost indefinable, as the entrance sat between two businesses. The left held an internet café, which always seemed empty; the other, a teahouse, where they read your fortune for ten bucks. He noticed the woman inside reading a newspaper as she sipped her beverage. Did they still print those? 

She gazed at him, her brow furrowing. Wyatt backed up when she stood, coming to the door. “You’re here for the reading?”

“No, I live—”

She grabbed his wrist and glanced in both directions before dragging him into the establishment. The woman flipped the Open sign to Closed and locked up. 

“I’m not really—”

“I sense something in you.” She had a thick Eastern European accent, and he couldn’t tell if it was authentic. She looked genuine enough: around sixty, with a colorful wispy scarf swathed over a clashing blouse. “Sit.” 

Wyatt wondered why he always obeyed strong women. Maybe it had something to do with his own mother’s lack of stability. 

“I am Madame Lavinia.”

“Wyatt.”

“You’re not from New York,” she said. 

He shook his head. Wyatt assumed these people played the odds, providing generic statements that would hit three-quarters of their clients. From what he’d read, it was all about making them optimistic and happy before they leave. “No, I’m not.”

“Give me your hands.”

Wyatt glanced at the door and slid his arms onto the table. She seized them with heavily jeweled fingers, her bracelets loudly clanging together. Her eyes pressed closed, and she took a deep, shuddering breath. “I see the water.”

That could mean a bathtub, the Hudson River, rain…

“Malibu.”

Okay, that got his attention. 

“The woman is striking… blonde… fit. Rich.”

Wyatt almost pulled away, not wanting to be reminded of what he was missing. 

“You’re better off here. There’s another.”

He thought of the server.

“She’s smart, with curly brown hair. Have you met her?”

Kayla’s hair was blonde and straight. “No.”

“I’m seeing more.” She blinked and watched him with a calculating stare. “There’s danger in your future. In all of ours. You are stronger than you think, Wyatt.”

He freed himself from her grip and set his palms on his lap. “What does that mean?”

“Your world is about to change, but you’ll be ready for it. Trust yourself. Someone can help you… I’m struggling to focus, but they’re able to give you a hand. But only one.” Madame Lavinia sat back in her chair, sweat pooling on her upper lip. “Please, leave now.”

“Don’t you charge for this?” He rose, and she ushered him to the exit. 

“It’s on the house.” She hurried him to the street and locked up behind him. 

Wyatt realized his life in New York would be far different from before. He proceeded upstairs to his apartment and pressed against the door. Today had been exhausting, and he had to wake up tomorrow and do it all over again. It was almost eleven, which meant he wouldn’t sleep enough. 

Instead of heading straight to bed, he showered in the tiny square box and gazed at his surroundings while wearing a towel. The bed centered the living room, his kitchen so small that cooking was nearly impossible. The TV was off, and he remedied that, changing it to an old movie from the Fifties. He appreciated the era, where the cars were bigger than this suite, and the rat race was a little slower. The film showed aliens descending on Earth, the actors donning rubbery suits with large drooping eyes. 

Wyatt woke sometime later, and the movie had finished, the black and white bars telling him the local cable station was off the air for the night. He used the remote to power it down and checked the clock, finding it was four in the morning. 

His cell phone rang, startling him with the loud noise. The number wasn’t familiar, but it originated from the area. It was probably Mr. Brown. He was the type of man that would wake up five hours before the market to prep his day. 

“Hello?”

“Are you sure? Saying hello is not a question, Wyatt.”

“Mr. Vikas?”

“Again with the questions. I think it’s time you made a statement, son.”

Wyatt sat up and rubbed his eyes. “Hi, sir. Thanks for calling me.” He dropped the sarcasm he would normally default to, and didn’t add that it was the middle of the night. 

“What can I do for you?”

“Mr. Brown told me you called him after my interview.”

“I did.”

“I appreciate it.”

“Do you enjoy working on Wall Street?”

Wyatt wanted to tell him it was awful, and that he’d made a terrible decision moving into finance, but refrained, since it had been Vikas’ money that carried him through school, and subsequently his recommendation that landed Wyatt the job. 

“Did I lose you?”

“No, sir. I like it. I’ve only scratched the surface.”

“You texted my daughter asking me to reach out just so you could say thanks?”

Wyatt pictured his gray hair, the clean-cut chin, and the piercing dark eyes glaring at him with mild disdain. He’d never been outright rude to Wyatt, but the condescension was there, hidden beneath a layer of indifference. “I wanted to… set up a meeting.”

“For Brown & Brown Investments.”

Nothing got past this guy. “Yes, sir.”

“And your boss was aware you had a prior relationship with me, and wants you to hook a whale. Am I warm?”

Exactly. “Not exactly. If you have time, may I drop by and discuss—”

“Wyatt, come to my office. I’ll have my assistant send you the details.”

“When?” 

“How about this afternoon?”

Wyatt raised a fist in victory and climbed from the bed. “I’ll be there. Thank you, Mr. Vikas.”

“See you soon, son.”

That was new. “Okay. See you then.”

The call ended. 

Wyatt paced his studio and thought this might be the moment everything changed for the better. There’d be no more coffee runs and snarky comments from his coworkers. After tomorrow, nothing would ever be the same. 

Wyatt considered sleeping for a while longer, but there was no way he’d be able to after that conversation. Instead, he dressed and headed outside, which was eerily quiet in the predawn glow. Sirens drifted from a few blocks away, and Wyatt walked for a while. Central Park lingered across the street, but he’d been cautioned not to enter it in the dark. During the day, it became a haven, a place of sanctuary, but the atmosphere converted under the guise of nightfall. 

The first hint of the coming day crested between the enormous buildings in East Harlem, and this made his decision. There mornings were slightly cooler, and Wyatt enjoyed the stroll, peering to his left at the lake. It was something special, and he realized he should spend more time in the park. The green was a respite from the concrete jungle, and the air smelled different here. 

Wyatt walked on, taking it slow since he didn’t have to be in the office for another two hours. He reached the Loch and saw a pair of ducks floating by the stream. He approached one of the many stone arches and paused at the entrance. There was someone inside. 

He squinted, striving to get a better look, but it was dark within. The silhouette crouched, shrouded in shadows. It smelled strange, and he realized where he recognized the scent from. The goo in the subway the day before had the same distinct odor. Wyatt thought better of entering the tunnel and circumvented it. 

He decided to meander to the subway line as the first rays of light scattered over the grassy fields. It was still quiet, but the joggers had started their runs. 

“Over here…”

The voice was weak, and he couldn’t locate the source. His gut instinct was to continue on, knowing full well that creeping into the shrubs would be a bad idea.

He kept walking, and the man cried out again. 

“You have to see this!” Louder this time. 

“Where are you?”

“Bushes.”

Wyatt entered the shrubbery, finding a man staring at a raccoon stuck in the Earth. Gunk encased its body, adhering the animal to the ground. “Did you touch it?”

The guy’s eyes grew bigger, and he stepped away with his hands raised. “Not a chance. I came for a smoke.” He nodded toward the cigarette butt he’d tossed aside. “My name’s Mark.” 

Mark fumbled into his shirt pocket and shakily pulled another smoke out, lighting it. The raccoon appeared to be dying, its breaths gurgling as the slime covered most of it.

“I should call someone.” Wyatt crouched, smelling the same stench as the subway tunnel prior. 

“Who?”

Wyatt didn’t have a clue. “Police?”

Mark laughed nervously. “I think they’ll recommend that ooze-soaked raccoons are someone else’s department.” His gaze scanned the park. “I’m outta here. I suggest you do the same.” Mark puffed away, walking from the scene. “The guys at work will never believe this…”

The raccoon thrashed, yanking itself free from the trap. It hissed, revealing fangs, and lunged for Wyatt. He ducked and fell forward, landing in the mess. The creature skittered away, darting into the shrubbery. 

Wyatt glanced at his shirt, which was coated in sludge. His pants were torn, and he realized he’d need to go home and change before heading to the office. So much for being early. Wyatt rushed to the park’s exit and took the long way, returning to Harlem.
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The phone woke Blaze from the depths of his slumber, and he shoved the bedding off, searching for it. He knocked over a half empty glass of water, spilling the contents onto his carpet. “It’s early,” he told the caller. “I hope this is good news.”

“Do you think I’d be dialing you at six in the morning if there was good news?” The voice belonged to his boss, Harvey Johnson.

Blaze sat up, setting his feet on the floor. His vision was fuzzy, and he closed his eyes. “Care to elaborate?”

“It’s a mess. Check the lot. Jerry texted me that the foundation cracked in half,” Harvey said. 

Blaze tried to let that sink in. “The foundation wouldn’t break. We poured it two weeks ago, and there’s nothing capable of damaging it in the area.”

“That’s what I told Jerry, but he swears on a stack of Bibles.”

Blaze pictured Jerry clutching a sweating can of light beer, exaggerating a minor fracture in the concrete. “I’ll get there later today,” he said. 

“No. You’ll go now!”

Blaze knew better than to argue. He had something more important to tend to, but it was easier to beg forgiveness than ask permission. “I’ll be in touch.” Harvey continued talking, but he hung up anyway. The land developer contracted him exclusively, and Blaze was the best around. Not that there were many other options in the middle of Nowhere, Texas. Plus, Blaze knew he built a better house than the competition. 

“You up?” He pushed his son’s door open and found the kid sprawled on top of his bed, a paperback novel folded under his face. Typical Luke, always reading a book about aliens from other worlds, or elves with magical powers. He wanted Luke to believe in the improbable for as many years as he was able, before the weight of adulthood took hold. 

Blaze strode in and gently shook his shoulders. Luke peered up with drool on his lips. “Dad?” He checked the clock. “It’s early.”

“And from the looks of it, you stayed up late.” Blaze removed the paperback and slid a bookmark from the bedside stand into it. 

“Sorry. I lost track of time.” Luke was twelve, the perfect age in Blaze’s mind, but Blaze had been more of a baseball fan. His own childhood had been filled with hours of dirt biking, snake hunting, and girl chasing, but Luke wouldn’t follow in his father’s footsteps in that regard. Now that Blaze had hit forty, he was grateful his son had carved his own path. 

“Breakfast in ten.”

“Why?”

“We have that meeting at the school,” Blaze said, and the look on Luke’s face broke his heart. 

“I forgot.”

“That’s okay. We’ll figure this out.”

Blaze took a quick shower and spied a leak coming from the faucet when he turned it off. The closer he inspected his own place, the harder it was to work on brand-new mansions every day. People like Harvey Long woke up in massive primary suites with their own bathroom, finished with a closet bigger than Blaze’s living room. But that was how the world revolved, and Blaze was just grateful to have a roof over his head and food on Luke’s plate. 

He fried a couple of eggs, brewing coffee, and Luke glanced at his cup. 

“When you’re older.” He patted his son on the back and slid a plate of food to him. “It’ll stunt your growth.”

“I don’t want that,” Luke admitted. He adjusted his glasses and flipped his book open. 

Blaze wanted to ask him to put it away, but he wasn’t in the mood for an argument, so he ate in silence. It was as hot as sin, and the AC unit sputtered, giving them a slight break from the never-ending heat. But you didn’t live in southern Texas without growing used to the weather. 

Eventually, Blaze locked up and waved at Tina across the street. She sat on her front porch, basking in the sun like a lizard, wearing too few items of clothing to be appropriate. Luke pretended not to stare, but Blaze caught him. 

The vinyl seats were already hot to the touch, and Blaze fired up the truck, cranking the air. School didn’t start for another hour, and the teacher had asked him to come before the bells rang, suggesting it would be better for all parties. 

Blaze saw that Luke was struggling, and that was why he’d been enrolled in summer school, but his kid wouldn’t talk about it. Luke was intelligent, far smarter than his grades showed. 

“Do you like Mrs. Hobbart?”

“Miss Hobbart,” Luke corrected. 

“Right.” Blaze tapped the radio on, and a familiar broadcaster’s voice carried through the speaker. One of them had broken a year earlier, and only played from Luke’s side. 

“There’s no explanation of the creature’s origin, but over a dozen sightings have been reported around the world. None of the oceans are impervious to the twelve-legged beasts.”

“Dad, what’s he talking about?” 

“I don’t have the slightest…” Blaze shut it off and hit the signal, turning into the school parking lot. 

The trees were brown, since the town was on a water ban. They hadn’t had rain in months, and the wells were running dry. His own grass had shriveled into a crisp patch, but it just saved him the time he didn’t have to cut it. 

“Dad, you can’t park in this spot.” Luke pointed at the placard. Principal Vonnegut. 

“Too bad.” Blaze killed the engine and winked at his son. “He’s not here.”

Luke laughed and grabbed his backpack. “It’s your funeral.”

Blaze joined Luke at the front entrance, and they found it locked. He noticed a custodian inside and flagged him down. 

“That’s Mr. Fred.”

Fred glanced at him, then at Luke through the door, and unlocked the push bar. “Luke, classes don’t start for another hour, don’t you know?”

“Mr. Fred, this is my dad. We’re here to talk with Miss Hobbart.” 

“Don’t let me stop you.” Mr. Fred stepped aside, holding the door for them. 

“Thanks.” Blaze nodded at the man, and they entered the building. Blaze had been to the school a handful of times, but his wife used to handle the run-of-the-mill things, like school plays and bake sales. Now it was just him, and he felt stretched a little thinner as he toured the empty halls. 

“Which way?” He didn’t remember, but Luke led him to Miss Hobbart’s office. 

She was at the desk, the light flowing through the window bathing her in an orange glow. He’d met her at some event a year earlier, but barely remembered talking to her.

“Dad?” Luke asked, and Blaze realized he was standing outside the schoolroom. 

“Good morning.” He smiled and shoved his hands into his jeans’ pockets. “You wanted to see us?”

She glanced at his son. “Luke, would you give us a few?”

Luke ditched his bag on his desk and snatched his book, heading to the hallway. 

“Can you close that?” she asked from her desk. 

He did, making sure it latched. “Are we discussing something top secret?”

Miss Hobbart didn’t match his grin. “Take a seat.”

Suddenly, Blaze was twelve again himself, being scolded in the principal’s office. “Miss Hobbart…”

“You can call me Susie.”

“Susie, what’s this all about?”

“I guessed Luke wouldn’t have discussed it with you. He’s being picked on. A lot.” 

Blaze’s pulse hurried, and he flexed his hand, a rage boiling within his core. “Who is bullying my son?”

“I’m not at liberty to give names,” Susie said. 

Blaze’s vision turned red, and he took a calming breath. You’re not that person anymore. These are kids. “What do you want to tell me?”

“Luke’s struggling to get along with the others. He’s always reading, and when they ask him to play at recess, he turns them down. It was a slow progression, but Luke’s inverting even more since...”

She didn’t need to finish. Luke’s change in attitude was a reaction to his mother’s death. Early on, Blaze had convinced himself that Luke would grow out of it. 

“That gives them the right?”

She lifted a hand. “Heavens, no. We’ve already spoken with the boys and their parents. It hasn’t become violent, but I wanted you to be aware of what’s been occurring.”

Blaze glanced at the door, wishing Luke would talk to him about these things. “His mom was so much better at this,” he whispered. 

Susie smiled. “I’ll monitor the situation, and if anything transpires moving forward, I’ll call you, okay?”

“All right.” He stood and shook her hand. His must have felt like a cinderblock covered in sandpaper compared to hers. “Thanks for caring.”

“Luke’s extremely bright, but I want him involved in more than books. Would he consider joining the paper in the fall? Or the baseball team?” 

“He’s already in summer school,” Blaze said. 

“That’s because he was behind.”

“Is there anything else?” Blaze asked. 

“It might be better for Luke to do something different this summer. I’ve spoken to the principal, and we’re able to pass him in the subjects he failed. We know that Luke isn’t putting in his best effort, but you have to promise he’ll pick it up in the fall. Can you talk to him?”

Blaze hadn’t considered this as a potential outcome of the meeting today, but maybe she was onto something. “I have to get to work. Let me think about it?”

“Of course. Take care, Mr. Madden.”

“It’s Blaze.” He forced another smile. 

He said goodbye to Luke, not mentioning what they’d discussed. If Luke was being bullied, he had to agree to the deal. Blaze pictured spending the next couple of months with Luke, nudging him out of his shell. 

The phone rang the moment he got into his truck, and he ignored Harvey’s call. “Hold your horses,” he muttered to himself, and drove to the outskirts of town. The highway seemed quiet, but it always was in the summer. The heat was too unbearable for most of the new development workers. No one wanted to pour concrete in 120 degrees Fahrenheit, and rightly so. 

The town had seen a resurgence in the last couple of years, since they’d found oil about thirty miles due south, almost on the Mexican border. It made Gossler the nearest municipality to the site, and those oil companies brought cash. The crew from out of state had already erected a chain hotel. It was a hack job, in Blaze’s opinion, but it wasn’t his reputation on the line. 

Harvey called again, and he hit the phone button on his steering wheel. “Almost there.”

“Blaze, check on Jerry.”

“Why?”

“We were talking, and he screamed before it dropped.”

Blaze tried to imagine what could make Jerry scream. He was an overweight ex-biker with a chip on his shoulder. “I’ll go to the trailer first.”

“Be careful. You got a gun?”

Blaze glanced through the truck window to the gun rack in the box. “You know I do.”

“Good. Bring it.” 

Blaze heard the click and continued down the road, slowing as it turned to gravel. He passed the sign, a bright display marking this the future home of Desert Oasis, Gossler’s new vision for the future. The billboards were huge, complete with smiling kids in a glistening swimming pool, a man grilling burgers on a barbecue, and a woman in a floral dress, bringing drinks on a serving tray. What was this, the 50s? 

Blaze looked beyond the signs, finding only rocks and sand, or the occasional withering tree. Heat lines rose from the ground in all directions as the sun pounded the dusty region.

Jerry’s trailer was parked at the front of the development. He worked directly for Harvey, and liked to pretend he held some power over Blaze, and that suited him just fine. As long as they paid him on time, Blaze was happy. Desert Oasis would be his golden goose. Harvey had promised him work for the next three years, with incremental bonuses for expedience. 

Blaze pulled up to the sun-washed box and noticed empty beer cans near the doors. A folding chair sat in the shade, with a filled ashtray next to it. 

He climbed from the truck, sweating. “Jerry?” he called, but there wasn’t any response. 

Using the keys in his pocket, he unlocked the gun rack and withdrew an older, but highly tested lever action .348 Winchester. It was oiled and smelled like new. He locked it again and searched the terrain. Jerry was nowhere in sight. 

“Jerry?” He knocked on the front door and tested the handle. The place was messy and the scent of stale sweat hung in the air, but it was empty. 

Blaze walked toward the construction site and grinned at the progress. They’d flagged ten lots. The earth was soft from the utility companies placing sewage, water, gas, electrical pipes, and wiring. That had delayed them a bit, especially given how hard the ground was, but once they’d finished, Blaze had poured three foundations in a week. 

The first two were nearly framed, and Blaze walked by them, trying to see if Jerry was touring one of the houses. When he didn’t find the guy, Blaze wandered to the far end of the block. The roads weren’t completed, but the curbs had been placed, and he almost tripped on one as he staggered to the farthest home in the area. As Jerry had told Harvey, Blaze discovered why the foundation was trashed. The earth had cracked open twenty feet wide, taking a third of the concrete with it. 

“What the hell happened?” Blaze carefully stepped to the edge of the fissure and gasped. He couldn’t see the bottom of the pit. He lowered to one knee and set his rifle down, replacing it with a fist-sized rock. Blaze tossed it, listening to the stone as it careened off one wall, then the other. He didn’t hear it land. No earthquake had been reported, and those weren’t common in Gossler. 

Something made a sound behind him, causing Blaze to spin around. “Jerry?”

The man looked horrible, as if he’d been on the world’s longest bender. His lips opened, and spit stretched between them. “… laze...” The word might have been his name, but Blaze couldn’t be certain. 

“Are you okay?” Blaze took a step closer and stopped when Jerry’s hand lifted. His fingers were lengthened, his nails like talons. “Jerry… what did this to you?”

Jerry’s eyes bugged from his head, ooze streaming from his nostrils, and he pointed at the fissure. 

Blaze’s gaze followed the lengthy finger, and Jerry rushed him. He saw it in his periphery at the last second, but reacted just in time. Blaze grabbed Jerry by the belt and shoved the man’s chest, using his momentum to throw him into the pit. Jerry let out a muffled shout and fell into the large crack, leaving a trail of slime on the rocks. 

Blaze stumbled to his seat and scooted away, muttering to himself. His hands pressed into some of the gunk, and he wiped them clean on his clothes. It gave off a terrible stench, and he removed the t-shirt, tossing it to the dusty ground. He stared at the damaged foundation, trying to make sense of the last five minutes.
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Once Luna started digging into the strange sightings around the globe, she couldn’t stop. She’d only had four hours of sleep, and she poured the second cup of coffee as the sun rose from the east. She watched it from the fancy hotel on West 59th Street. 

Her phone rang, and she picked it up. “Hey, Marge.”

“Are you at home?” her boss asked. 

“Um, no, I’m actually in the city,” she answered. 

“What are you doing here? Is it for work? I thought we put you on that festival in Vermont?” 

Luna cringed. That article was completed, and already sent to the first editor. It was a lame fluff piece they shouldn’t have assigned her. “I’m sure you wanted to allocate the Nu-En story to Cliff, but I’ve been checking into it. I think there’s a correlation between the blackouts and Vikas’ secret laboratory,” she said. 

“Secret lab? We’ve done our research on Vikas, and he’s doing everything above ground,” Marge said. 

How wrong she was. It was all below ground, in Long Island. “Give me a week. I can break this story. It’ll be huge!”

Marge remained silent for a couple of breaths. “Fine, but don’t do anything that will tarnish our reputation. The New York Minute isn’t in a position for another defamation suit, understood?”

“Clear as crystal. What are you calling about?”

“Have you seen these videos?” Marge’s voice sank lower, and Luna could picture the chief editor anxiously adjusting her plastic glasses. 

“Yes. What do you think of them?”

“We’re trying to figure it out. At first, Chris assumed someone faked them, but he’s verified most of the timestamps. Something’s happening in the oceans.”

“Who do you have on it?” 

“Cliff,” Marge said.

The nemesis strikes again. Suddenly, her story seemed purposeless. If there was a fissure in the depths of the seas releasing a new species, everyone would be glued to their televisions. 

“I’d better go. The story won’t write itself,” Luna said. 

“Take care. Drop by the office, since you’re in town.”

“I’ll try,” she said, but doubted she would. Luna hung up and finished her cup of coffee before heading to the hotel room’s exit. She’d already made the bed and folded the towels, as if she was never there. 

Nu-En had an office in the city, and Luna decided to check it out before doing anything else. She needed to find Garner Vikas, but so far, she’d come up empty-handed, making it seem like he was secreting himself away. Did that mean he was busy, or did he have something to hide? 

The air was stuffy and hot after going through the air-conditioned lobby. The doorman held it, letting a middle-aged man by, and Luna motioned to the valet. “Can you call me a car?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

After a few minutes, a black luxury car appeared, and the valet held the door for her. She slid him a twenty-dollar bill and entered. 

“Where to?”

“Thirty-fourth and Fifth.”

He nodded and started driving. It was a quick turn, then a straight shot south, but at this hour, the roads were crammed full. She could have taken the train and arrived much sooner, but Luna had never enjoyed the subway, especially this time of year. 

She used the delay to think about what she’d say to Garner Vikas if she actually encountered him at the office. What are you doing on Long Island? Do you have a permit for that? Can you comment on the outages, and are you responsible for them? Did you know that two people have died from the heat during the blackouts?

Her journalistic tastes favored more solidified interviews, where she could ask tough questions in a stable environment. Snapping questions at someone in passing was like the paparazzi of reporting, and that wasn’t her style. 

After a half hour in traffic, she got out. 

“Would you like me to wait?”

They would charge this to her room, which the New York Minute paid for. If nothing came of the story, she’d be in a world of trouble. “Yes, please.”

He gestured to a spot down the street, and she smiled at the driver, thanking him. 

The building faced the Empire State Building, and she gawked up at the towering structure before focusing on Nu-En. Their name was nowhere on the awning, and she entered the front doors, finding no staff to greet her. 

“Hello?” The foyer sat empty, the desk opposite the lobby devoid of anything. No phone or computer. She’d expected security, at a minimum, but it was utterly silent. 

The building directory was on the wall, and it became apparent that Nu-En leased the entire five stories. Garner’s office would be on the top floor, because what rich business tycoon could dismiss the best view in the place? She tried the elevator, but the button didn’t light up when it depressed. “Walking it is,” she muttered, pushing into the stairwell. 

Luna considered herself in decent shape, but she’d grown winded by the time she shoved into the top floor. It was vacant too. The handful of remaining desks were abandoned, the drawers open, pieces of random paper on the floor. It resembled one of those Ponzi schemes from Wall Street in the nineties, everyone fleeing before the SEC came to bust them. Her skin crawled at the sight, and suddenly, her interest in Nu-En skyrocketed. Her instincts had been correct. They were doing something important, and she needed to reach Vikas sooner rather than later.

“Right, we’re heading there for the test this afternoon. Same place. Use your keycard; it’s still good,” a man said. He entered the lobby from an office, and Luna ducked behind a desk, climbing under it. 

She clutched her shins, trying to stay as small as possible. Breaking and entering would be that black mark Marge had warned her of. 

“Okay, see you at three.” 

Luna held her breath when she heard his footsteps approaching. The man stopped a few feet from her hiding spot, and she recognized the name on the white ID badge clipped to his pants pocket. Anand Shaan. 

He whistled and unplugged a laptop from an adjacent cubicle, then turned around. “It’s been a slice,” he said, and continued his tune as he walked to the exit. When she could no longer hear him, Luna risked her escape. 

Three o’clock. He could only have been talking about Long Island. 

Luna contemplated leaving, but now she was certain the office was unoccupied. She rifled through the remaining stuff. The first piece of paper had calculations printed out, but none of it meant anything to her. It displayed a graph with kilowatt hours and time on the y-axis. She crumpled it up and tossed it to the floor, checking another. 

Luna eventually found Mr. Vikas’ office. The walls were bare, and a fake ficus sat in the corner. The desk was cleared, except for a single framed photo. She flipped it around, finding a stunning woman smiling at the camera. It had to be his daughter, because Vikas was unmarried since the passing of his wife eight years earlier. She returned the frame and tried to access the drawers. The first two opened and had nothing of interest, but the center one was locked. 

Luna reached into her purse and pulled out her nail file, jamming it into the narrow space. She twisted it, finally hearing the lock undo. “Add it to the list of misdemeanors,” she whispered. 

While almost everything else had been taken from the offices, this drawer had the personal belongings of Garner Vikas. She flung a lip moisturizer tube and hand lotion aside. There were a few notes, and she plucked a drawing out. Luna thought it was supposed to be a pink pony, or a unicorn. It said ‘To Daddi’ on the top. She tossed it back and continued in her quest for something that might prove useful. 

Then she discovered a lifeline. 

The lanyard looked brand new, the card on the end showing a current picture of Vikas. It had a date from four months ago. She shoved the card into her purse, and listened at the sound of another voice. 

Luna closed the desk up as quietly as possible and tiptoed to the hallway, peering at the exit. 

“… don’t care what you’re hearing. We’re running the test today.” Vikas himself walked into sight, and Luna’s breath caught in her lungs. She squished behind a door. “I’ll be there soon. I forgot something.”

Luna watched him through the crack in the door. Vikas slid his cell phone into his suit jacket pocket and stepped into his office. 

“What’s this?” he asked, probably finding the broken lock, and she ran for the stairwell. 

Luna didn’t look back as she sped down the stairs, hoping Vikas didn’t catch sight of her. When she got to the main floor, it remained empty, and she fled outside. 

A black sedan with tinted windows was double-parked, and Luna turned her chin in the opposite direction, not wanting the chauffeur to spot her. She hurried across the street and up the block, jumping into her own waiting car. “Drive,” she advised. 

The guy glanced through the mirror, and she sat up higher. “Drive!”

He did, the urgency in her voice spurring him on. 

“Where to?” he asked. 

Luna retrieved the keycard from her purse, staring at the tiny photo of Garner Vikas. It said Nu-En on the edge, flipped vertically, the lettering in a dark blue color. 

“Ma’am?”

“I’m thinking,” she said. “Circle Midtown East, would you?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He signaled, heading north. 

Luna was onto something. They were planning on running another test, and she needed to be there for it. Whatever they’d mentioned, it revolved around Long Island at three o’clock. She had to get to that parking lot and figure out where these people were going. 

It was too early, and she hadn’t eaten yet, so she directed the driver to stop at a diner on 1st Ave, almost immediately under the Queensboro Bridge. 

“Should I wait for you?” 

“Yes, thanks.” She noticed the hum of the vibrations from the traffic on the mammoth overpass. It reminded her of the sensation from the lot on Long Island, and that got her thinking. 

The heat was unbearable, and it wasn’t even ten yet. She pressed into the diner, the chimes clanging loudly at the disturbance. The place was quiet during the week, with a few older women complaining about the weather at a table by the window. 

Luna sat at the counter, glancing outside as if Vikas might track her down. Did they build a GPS into the keycard? She wouldn’t put it past a man of Vikas’ stature. 

“What’ll it be?” a man in a stained white apron asked, his thin hair folded over a bald head. 

“Coffee. Eggs. Over easy.” She glanced at the greasy grill behind the pass-through. “Make that scrambled.”

“Comin’ right up.” He sauntered off slowly. 

The story wasn’t exciting on the surface. There were always energy companies attempting new innovations, but Luna had been curious since first watching his press conference two years earlier. Vikas claimed he’d built a device that would forever change the way we harnessed electricity, and declared it would revolutionize the world. She remembered him snapping his fingers and smiling at the camera, saying, “Power will be instantly accessible. Remote Africa, the Arctic Circle, the oceans. Imagine what we can accomplish with no wires, grids, or limitations.” 

The oceans. Luna considered this, and the series of phenomena rising from the depths and showing up on beaches around the globe. She almost texted her brother, but he had his hands full, trying to do his job and care for his wonderful daughters while Olive was ‘finding herself’ in Vermont. 

Breakfast came out shockingly fast, considering how leisurely the cook moved, and she ate it without comment. Luna was used to eating meals alone. 

She peered at the clock, the seconds ticking by as it moved ever closer to three in the afternoon.
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“New guy, you forgot my coffee,” Troy said. 

Dave grunted and removed his headset at the neighboring cubicle. “Didn’t you lose two clients this week?”

Wyatt watched their interaction, and Troy didn’t take the bait. “I asked for double espresso, low foam, one pump vanilla latte.”

“Is that a drink or a medical condition?” Dave asked.

“I’m talking to Wyatt.” Troy came closer, and Wyatt checked the clock. 

“Mr. Brown’s waiting for me.”

“Right, Mr. Brown suddenly has interest in the junior guy who can’t even order coffee properly. What are you doing here? Aren’t you too old to be an intern?” 

This fool wouldn’t goad Wyatt. “I’ll get the…”

“Troy, drink normal coffee like the rest of us,” Mr. Brown said from the hallway. “And leave Wyatt alone. He’s busy. I should think that someone with your precarious stature would be as well.”

This sent Troy scattering, and he shot Wyatt a glare from behind Mr. Brown. 

“Let’s go, Wyatt.”

“Yes, sir.”

They wandered through the office, using the elevator to land on the main floor. Mr. Brown reiterated the game plan, his actions animated as they entered the lobby. Wyatt followed along, nodding occasionally as they exited the building. 

“And you know what to say?” Mr. Brown asked for the second time. 

“Yes, you’ve explained it,” Wyatt said, trying not to let his frustration boil over. “When are they coming?”

Wyatt and Mr. Brown stood on Wall Street, watching the bustle of the area as the lunch hour finished up. “Should be any minute. Don’t screw this up, Wyatt. We’ll take good care of Mr. Vikas. You make sure he understands that.”

“Yes, sir.”

“One hundred million. Don’t forget,” Mr. Brown said. 

“Loud and clear.” There was absolutely no way Isabel’s dad would fork over that much cash to an investor he’d never worked with, but he wouldn’t point that out. 

A car arrived, stopping in front of their offices. The window rolled down, and a woman peered at him from the driver’s side. “Wyatt?”

“That’s me,” he replied. 

“Hop in.” The window slid closed. 

“Good luck.” Mr. Brown shook his hand, and Wyatt sensed desperation in his tone. Maybe working for Brown & Brown Investments hadn’t been his best option after all. 

He climbed into the front seat, and the driver seemed surprised by his choice, but she didn’t comment. 

“Hey, how’s your day going?”

She smiled and shrugged while pulling into traffic. “We have air conditioning, so it’s better than my apartment.”

“You and me both.” He laughed. “What’s your name?”

“Karla.”

“Cool.”

“You don’t seem like the usual type that Mr. Vikas sends me for.”

“I’m… I’ve known Mr. Vikas a long time.”

“I see.”

“Do you know where we’re going?” Wyatt asked. 

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“I can’t tell you,” she said. 

“But I’ll see it.”

“Eventually.”

“I’m confused.”

Karla withdrew a black sleeping mask from a compartment in the door. 

“What’s that?” Wyatt knew the question was stupid.

“They’ve instructed that you wear this once we’re on the bridge.”

Wyatt laughed, thinking they were playing a practical joke on him. Karla didn’t join in. “You’re serious?”

“Nu-En is under a lot of scrutiny these days, and there are many people aiming to ruin Mr. Vikas and his dream. We don’t take security lightly.”

“You tell me when,” he conceded. It sounded just like Garner Vikas, so Wyatt wasn’t fazed by the measures. Vikas was brilliant, and Isabel had loved to regale Wyatt with details of her father’s inventions and numerous patents, and he’d listen, pretending it also impressed him. 

When they reached the Brooklyn Bridge, Wyatt slid the mask on. He turned to Karla and lifted his hands. “I can’t see a thing.”

“Okay, sorry about this.”

“It’s fine.”

“Have you read about the cephalopods?”

“The what?”

“The squid monsters. There’s been sightings in Japan, another in Brazil. I think an angler in Ireland was attacked by a whale or shark.”

Wyatt tensed and wanted to claw the eye covering off. “When did this happen?”

“Yesterday. I have an alert on my phone, but haven’t seen much today.”

“What are they?”

“People are suggesting they're something new. The one in Ireland is an unfamiliar creature. The footage makes it look like a whale with arms, but it’s grainy, and the clip isn’t very long.”

Whale with arms? Wyatt took a deep breath and recalled his experience this morning, finding the raccoon trapped in a pile of ooze in the park. “Has anyone mentioned a sludge?”

“I think someone killed a tentacled beast in Australia. It secreted a viscous substance from its appendages. It was leaking out,” Karla said. 

“They’re here in New York too,” Wyatt whispered. 

“What are?”

“The creatures,” he said. “My train died during an outage yesterday, and I encountered some gunk in the tunnel. Rats were stuck to it, and I think it acted like a glue trap. They were being ingested, or even altered. Then I found a raccoon in the park this morning at sunrise in the same condition.”

He couldn’t see Karla but heard her gasp. “Wait, there was slime?”

“Yes. It was on the ground in the bushes, and the raccoon escaped.” Wyatt rubbed his fingertips with his thumb, and they were smoother than normal. Was the substance acidic or corrosive?

“Have you told anyone?” Karla asked. 

“Just you,” he admitted. “And the guy from the park that saw it first.”

“Did you take any photos?”

Wyatt shook his head. “I had to go to work.”

“You should have gone to—”

“The police? What would I have said? Officers, there’s slime in the bushes? They’d have told me to get lost.”

“Fair point.”

The tires rumbled, and Wyatt guessed they’d crossed the bridge. “How much longer should I wear this?”

Karla remained silent for a moment. “I hope you’re comfortable.”

She asked him more questions, but he couldn’t answer anything beyond what he’d already explained. When he turned the tables on Karla, she grew quiet, not willing to divulge anything about Nu-En. Wyatt had done a quick search on the company this morning, but there wasn’t much information. A big energy corporation like them would have to comply with endless regulations, but they’d filed little in the last two years. And since they weren’t publicly traded, the details of their financial situation remained a secret. 

Eventually, Karla braked and pulled over. “Keep the cover on. We’re switching vehicles.”

A door closed, and his opened, with the driver taking his arm. “This way.”

He didn’t enjoy walking while blindfolded, and experienced the sensation that he was about to tread straight into a wall. He heard something unlock, and she placed him into a secondary vehicle. The entire thing felt like it was sinking, and he nearly tore the facemask off, but Karla whacked his arm, warning him to stop. 

“We’re taking a ladder.”

“A ladder?” 

“You’ll understand soon enough. Follow my voice.”

Wyatt knelt and put a foot through the opening, finding a rung. He moved carefully, exercising extreme caution, and only slipped once. His chest bashed into the metal rung, but he held tight. Soon he found steady ground, and Karla was behind him, urging him forward. 

“We’re in a tunnel.” Her voice fell flat. 

Wyatt struggled to picture their destination. It was underground somewhere on Long Island, in a tunnel. “Where does it go?” 

“Keep walking.”

Wyatt slowed when she warned him to, and he tried to listen for anything that might give away their position. The whine of an electrical motor sounded, growing louder with time. 

“Up here.” Karla helped him, and Wyatt took a single step higher. A door whooshed closed behind him, and they began moving after she directed him to take a seat and buckled him in. 

“We’re traveling below Long Island?” 

“Yes.”

“Isn’t it bedrock? I remember reading about how hard the earth was here.”

“Nothing’s too difficult if you put your mind to it,” Karla whispered. 

“You know, you’re full of wise sayings for a Nu-En driver,” Wyatt told her. 

“Thanks.”

“You’re not a driver, are you?” Wyatt had an inkling that whatever they were doing, Mr. Vikas wouldn’t let his secrets breach his inner circle. 

“How astute. I’m the Chief Engineer of Nu-En’s robotics department,” she said. 

“As in, robots on two legs?”

“Some of them.”

“Can you show me?” Wyatt had seen videos of different robots, and some were impressive, but they weren’t mainstream yet. He didn’t expect they’d be living in households during his lifetime. 

“If there’s time left, I will. You can take it off,” Karla said, and Wyatt removed the covering. They were in a shuttle, speeding through a tunnel on a simple track. 

“What is this?”

“It brings us to the Nu-En facility,” Karla advised. 

It finally made sense. Mr. Vikas had built an underground train to a secret testing site. He recalled Isabel constantly talking about this project that was going to revolutionize the world, only she made it seem like the facility was in Mexico, not off the coast of Long Island. 

The trip was fast, with the shuttle rushing past the metallic-walled corridor with incredible speed. Wyatt estimated they must have been traveling at over two hundred miles an hour as it slowed to dock at the far end of the tunnel. The entire trek was around twenty minutes, meaning they might be as far as sixty or seventy miles from their starting point. 

A pair of armed security guards stood at the exit, and Karla flashed her badge. They scanned it and let them by. 

“Don’t they know you?” Wyatt asked. 

“We can’t be too cautious,” Karla replied. She picked up a second badge from a table and offered it to him. “Wear this on your neck. Don’t take it off.”

Wyatt slid the lanyard over his head and smirked. “What, are they going to shoot me if I wander around?”

Karla’s look suggested that might not be far from the truth. “Come. Mr. Vikas is waiting for you.” She used a keycard, granting them access into the primary structure, and Wyatt’s gaze lingered on the innovative setting. The interior was white and shiny, gentle lights recessed in the curved ceiling. It was pristine, not a single footprint or smudge in the foyer. 

A door on the opposite side of the space opened, and Garner Vikas entered, fingers steepled. “Welcome to the future, Wyatt.”

They shook hands, and Wyatt took in his surroundings. “This is quite impressive, sir.”

“My daughter always wanted us to be closer, and I’m feeling nostalgic.”

Wyatt didn’t know what to say to that.

“Thank you, Karla. I’ll see you at the lab in thirty minutes,” Mr. Vikas said. 

Karla met his gaze. “It was nice to meet you, Wyatt.”

“Likewise.” Wyatt and Mr. Vikas watched her depart by a secondary exit, and Isabel’s father guided him deeper into the facility. 

“What have you read about my project?” he asked. 

“Not much,” Wyatt admitted. 

“Isabel’s quite proud of it, though she doesn’t understand the scope. All the details are kept close, and I’ve been lucky to have nothing leak past my iron-clad NDAs.”

Wyatt had learned a lot about non-disclosure agreements in school. “You’re going to make me sign one, aren’t you?”

Mr. Vikas walked to an aquarium, where colorful fish darted through the clear water. He stopped at it, lifted the lid, and pinched a small serving of food into the tank. “Yes, soon enough. Today, we’re running a preliminary test on our newest iteration of my technology, and I’d like you to witness it.”

“Why me?” 

Mr. Vikas stared at the fish as they devoured the crushed flakes. “Again with the questions.”

“I thought we were supposed to be curious. Ask things when you don’t have the answers.” Wyatt crossed his arms, and Isabel’s dad smiled, dusting his hands clean of fish food. 

“You’ve got me there. Let’s go to my office.” 

They walked to an elevator, and Wyatt noticed there were six stories. Mr. Vikas pressed the top button, and the doors closed. 

“You didn’t answer me.”

“Wyatt, you were good for Isabel. You kept her grounded and gave her a sense of the real world,” Mr. Vikas said. 

That was probably supposed to be a compliment, but he couldn’t shake the impression that it was laced with an insult. He’d come from nothing. Well, from less than nothing. His mom had succumbed to cancer, leaving him in squalor, and his dad was nowhere to be found. Wyatt still hadn’t looked him up since she’d died fourteen years earlier. Some people were better buried in the past. 

“Your meeting was a blessing, and I’m grateful you’ve been able to receive an education. But Wall Street?” 

“It was Isabel’s idea,” Wyatt said, becoming defensive. “And apparently you helped me get the job.”

“No, business school was my daughter’s idea. She wanted you to work for me,” Vikas said. 

“She did?”

“Sure. Why do you think she pushed you so hard? Isabel knew I only hired a small percentage from the best of the best.” Mr. Vikas waved him out of the elevator when it reached the intended deck, and Wyatt inhaled a thin breath. This was incredible. They were floating above the ocean. 

The floor was transparent, and directly below them were three enormous, immobile rings. Wyatt gaped at the impressive technology, trying to interpret their function. “This is your energy project?” Beneath them, the ocean lapped against a glass wall, the water sloshing up the surface and retreating in time with the waves. A dozen workers in white jackets hurried on the deck underneath, half of the team typing on computers, the desks also clear. 

A woman holding a tablet walked over to them. The redhead offered the device to her boss and left, her high heels clicking loudly. 

“That’s the NDA?” Wyatt asked. 

“No, son. Actually, yes, but it comes after something else.”

“What is it?” Wyatt glanced at the screen. 

“A job offer. I’d like you to join Nu-En.”
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At precisely two in the afternoon, Luna revisited the same spot from the day before. The driver told her he couldn’t stay any longer, and she signed off on it, then watched as the luxury car headed west, stranding her in the middle of nowhere. 

“Now what?” she muttered to herself. The cluster of parked vehicles remained in the same spot as yesterday. Luna examined them, finding a few discrepancies, and there were definitely a couple of others she hadn’t noticed earlier. 

Luna walked into the shade beneath three massive oak trees at the edge of the lot, struggling to figure out what her next move was, when a sports car pulled up. Music blared from the speakers, and the engine cut off, sending silence through the area. 

Anand Shaan exited the coupe, glancing around with sunglasses on. She hid behind a tree trunk as he locked his car and headed to an unmarked white utility van. The windows were tinted, and Luna couldn’t see into them. Anand tapped the handle with his keycard and peered over his shoulder before climbing into the van. 

Luna waited for him to come out, but he didn’t. “What are you doing in there?” she whispered. 

She counted the minutes, but the van didn’t drive off or make any indication there was someone inside. Luna’s watch told her she had a half hour before the test began, and she knew she had to take a risk. 

She exited the safety of cover and hurried across the quiet parking lot to the van. She pressed a hand to the glass, trying to peek through the tint, but it was too dark. Luna knocked on it. “Anand. It’s me, Luna Wells, from the New York Minute. We met yesterday…” 

Anand didn’t acknowledge her. She crouched, noticing something solid between the tires. The van wasn’t sitting on four tires; it connected to the ground with a platform beneath it, the material reflective to give the impression of open air. From a distance, the vehicles flanking the van blocked it. Up close, it was pretty obvious.

Luna sighed and pulled the keycard she’d swiped from Garner Vikas’ office and held it to the handle. The door unlocked.

The inside of the van was empty, other than a bench at the center. A digital display sat on the far edge, and Luna took a seat, investigating the control panel. A green button flashed in the middle of the circular white screen, and Luna pressed it. 

The bench lowered, and Luna grabbed hold of the armrest, her entire body flushing with nervous energy. Whatever Vikas was doing, he’d put a lot of effort into ensuring absolute discretion. 

Marge’s warning about not making a mess about the investigation echoed in her mind as the bench stopped lowering. She stared at the top of a ladder, which descended into a hole in the floor. The ground was carved into bedrock, but someone kept it clear of debris. The opening had the faint odor of chemicals. 

Against her better judgment, Luna slipped her purse strap over her body and descended the rungs. 

She reached the bottom, and her fingertips tingled with the realization that this story was out of her league. Two vehicles sat empty as she approached. They were similar to train cars, but sleek and rounded, pointed at the nose. Luna examined the tunnel before her, which appeared to stretch on forever, extending like a massive tube through Long Island. “Where do you go?”

Luna heard voices from above and searched for somewhere to hide. She rushed to the lead shuttle, and hectically patted her hands on the rear section until she discovered a hatch. It opened with the depression of a button, and Luna clambered into the storage area. She scooted to the wall, tucking herself between a black crate and a barrel marked with a skull and crossbones, along with some digits describing what kind of hazardous material she was seated next to. Her breaths came fast, and she was confident someone would discover her hiding there. 

“We’re the last ones,” a woman’s voice said. A row of benches separated Luna from the pair of newcomers. 

“I’ll radio it.” 

The duo activated the shuttle, and the dash glowed a brilliant green before the entire vehicle shuddered to life. She realized she was directly above the engines, and her legs vibrated as the shuttle began traveling. “Base One, we’re approaching. Seal the van. No entry after this point.”

“Sealing the access,” someone said through the speakers. Luna was trapped. She considered attempting an escape before the shuttle moved ahead, but she’d made it this far. If they caught her, what would they do, call her boss? Surely they wouldn’t take any more drastic measures. The list of things she’d done to get here was criminal, and she realized that if Mr. Vikas wanted to, he could have her thrown into prison for breaking and entering. 

Before she could leave, the transport sped up, the inertia plastering her against the hatch. The pair spoke little, and when they did, her position muffled their words, along with the howling of the powerful engine. 

Luna tried to create a plan, but she literally had no clue where they were heading, or what she’d discover on the other end. She focused on putting her worry aside, but it was difficult as they hurtled through the large underground tunnel, toward an unknown destination. 

Her phone beeped, and she reached for it, dropping the damned thing. It slid away, and Luna panicked when it rang. Her brother’s face appeared on the screen, and she wordlessly cursed him. She grabbed hold of it and silenced the ringer. 

She sighed in relief and sat upright, to find the woman staring over the bench at her. 

“Who the hell are you?” she asked. 

Luna composed herself, and offered her hand with as much dignity as she could muster. “Luna Wells, New York Minute.”

“It’s always a reporter,” the woman complained. 

Luna didn’t move for the rest of the trip, and her questions to the pair remained unanswered. When the tracks ended, the woman called for security. 

“This is her.”

The rear hatch opened wide, and someone clutched her. “If you can bring me to Anand Shaan, we’ll clear this all up.” The two Nu-En employees seemed surprised by the name drop. Good. “He knows me.”

“Go to the boardroom,” the man told the guards. “We’ve closed the tunnel, so you can both leave. No one else is coming for the test.”

They nodded and brought Luna out of the tunnel past their security checkpoint. Once inside, Luna tried to focus on her surroundings, attempting to memorize every detail. The place appeared innovative, with rounded walls and ceiling, white fixtures and finishes, blue lights to accent it. It was like stepping fifty years into the future. “Where are we?”

The security guards didn’t respond. 

“Can you please contact Anand—”

“Keep quiet.”

Luna continued to catalog the facility as they reached the elevators, and once inside, they traveled to the third floor out of six, and she peered through a transparent wall, watching people in lab coats fixated on their computers. Various images occupied the screens, which were unrecognizable and slightly disturbing. 

“In here.” The female guard gestured into the room, and the lights flicked on with their movement. 

“Now what?” she asked. 

“You wait.” The doors closed, and Luna sighed, taking in the setting. 

It had the same curved walls, the domed ceiling, and the table was thin and transparent, like so much of the space. A screen sat on the far wall, and Luna strode to it, then shoulder-checked as she tapped it with a manicured nail. The display glowed blue, and the letters N U E N drifted from right to left before vanishing. The boardroom appeared on the display, and Luna pressed one of the digital walls. She jumped when the white faded to clear. 

“What in the…” Luna backed into the table and gawked at the enormous contraption now visible through the wall. Three giant rings engulfed the area, and Luna now understood they were on the ocean, not farther inland on Long Island. Water bashed against the lower half, and her arms covered with goosebumps. This had to be the energy project Vikas had mentioned a couple of years earlier. It was obvious he’d begun working on it well before that. 

“Miss Wells, I presume?” Garner Vikas entered. She was so distracted by the view, she hadn’t noticed. 

“Mr. Vikas… I’m sorry…”

“You’re the first person to figure it out. I wonder how you accessed my tunnel.” Vikas came closer, and another man joined him in the boardroom. He looked familiar, but Luna couldn’t put a name to the face. He was clean-cut, with a suit on, but it wasn’t as nice as one an executive at Nu-En would wear. 

“Call me resourceful,” she told him.

“Or you stole the ID card from my office in town and waited while Mr. Shaan led you to our little secret?” Vikas smiled, and she felt duped. 

“You knew.”

“You do realize I have cameras everywhere?”

Luna removed the stolen badge and slid it on the table. “I didn’t mean to cause any trouble. This is a big story, and once I tracked you to Long Island, I had to know.”

“You’re a good reporter, Miss Wells.”

“You’re not upset?”

“Nu-En is releasing our vision this coming Friday. What would you say to being the only press allowed on site?” Vikas raised an eyebrow. 

“I’d… be honored, sir.” Luna watched him, thinking what’s the catch?

“Fantastic. You’ll be allowed to join us for the test—after you sign something, of course.”

“Right.” There it was. She would do anything to break this story. Covering whatever Nu-En was planning might just be the article to change her entire life. 

“My acquaintance, Wyatt Rider.” He gestured at the man behind him. “This is Luna Wells, with the New York Minute. She’s worked there for eight years, straight out of college. Studied at Columbia. Nice school. Luna won a few national awards for her pieces; one notably was about me. Wyatt, I think the article even mentioned you.”

It all connected. “You’re Isabel’s boyfriend.”

Wyatt’s gaze fell to his shoes. “Was.”

She’d forgotten that, and regretted bringing it up. Their breakup, while not tabloid news, had still passed through the business world circuit before something more important distracted the world. 

“Luna isn’t married, and hasn’t had a long-term relationship since high school. Billy Preston, right?” Vikas asked, and Luna couldn’t believe he knew these details. “Your brother lives in Greenwich, with his two daughters, Grace and Bella. It’s a shame his marriage is falling apart.”

Luna clenched her jaw. Vikas was showing off, but how did he know so much if he’d only just learned about her trespassing?

The door opened again, and Anand Shaan entered, a smug grin on his face. 

“You were manipulating me,” she muttered. 

Anand shrugged and walked to the clear wall, staring at the rings. “It was pretty simple. All I had to do was dangle a few carrots, and the rest was…history.”

She’d fallen directly into the trap, but why had they gone to all this trouble to bring her in when they could have just invited her? She asked that very question, and Vikas crossed his arms. 

“I had to see if your reputation was as infallible as I’d heard,” he said. 

“It’s almost three,” Anand told him. 

“Then let’s be off. Miss Wells, would you care to accompany us?”

“I’d like nothing more.” Luna caught the gaze of Wyatt, and wondered what Vikas’ daughter’s ex-boyfriend was doing here.
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Wyatt checked the countdown, finding only two minutes remaining until the test began. He glanced at the reporter, wondering what it was about her that interested him so much. She wasn’t the first person to fall into one of Garner Vikas’ traps, but she might be the most attractive. Her dark curly hair fell over her eyes, and he recalled the words spoken by the fortune teller in the teahouse near his apartment. 

There’s another in your future. She’s smart, with curly brown hair. Do you know her?

Could she have been talking about Luna Wells?

“You work here?” Luna asked him.

“No. I actually have a job with Brown & Brown Investments,” he said. 

She acted surprised. “What do you think about the allegations?”

“Allegations?”

“Against Mr. Brown. The SEC might be knocking soon,” Luna said, and Wyatt took a deep breath. 

“That’s why he’s worried,” he muttered. 

“What’s that?” Luna asked. 

“Nothing.” Suddenly, Mr. Vikas’ job offer was looking better and better. 

“How did they build this without our knowledge?” Luna went to the edge of the top floor, and Wyatt tagged along, soaking up the view of the Atlantic. There was nothing in sight in any direction he looked, suggesting they were far enough from Manhattan to not see the skyline. 

“I have no clue, but Mr. Vikas is quite good at what he does,” Wyatt said. 

“How’s your relationship now that you’re no longer in the family?”

Wyatt could tell she wasn’t trying to offend him. “Off the record?”

“I’m not here to do a piece on Vikas’ daughter, just the technology.”

“Mr. Vikas has been generous. He’s always supported me, even going above and beyond at times.” Wyatt sealed his lips as the countdown ended. “Looks like it’s showtime.”

“I can’t wait to learn what he’s been doing.” 

The floor shook as the rings moved, and the first spun, then the second, followed by the third, and when Wyatt was confident they’d collide, they missed one another. The rings sped up, spinning faster and faster, until they appeared to be solid. 

The ocean churned below, with the water sloshing higher. “Do you know how this works?” Luna asked him. 

“Not even a little,” he admitted. 

Garner Vikas and his team leaned over a large monitor that spewed thousands of calculations far beyond Wyatt’s comprehension. Karla was there with Anand, whispering as the rings continued to spin. 

“Activate the disruptor,” Vikas said above the noise. 

Karla had a small grin as she pressed the icon on her screen. Blue lights glistened between the rings, crackling around the six-story-high technology. 

“Everything’s in order, sir.” Karla beamed at the energy source. 

Garner Vikas touched a button on the wall, and his voice boomed throughout the entire building. “This is it, people. Today’s the day we change the world.”

Below them, the lab techs stood in awe, clapping at the proud words from their boss. 

“Sir, something’s wrong,” Karla said. 

“What is it?”

“The readings…” 

The blue light flashed hotter, sending sparks across the rings, and it startled Wyatt.

“We should shut it down,” Anand suggested.

Mr. Vikas seemed to hesitate for a moment. “Turn it off!” 

More sparks flew as the rings slowed, dimming the glow. The water under the device calmed, and the entire lab filled with silence. 

“What happened?” Luna asked. 

Vikas looked at Karla for answers. 

“It’s nothing we can’t fix by Friday. I didn’t build the relay couplers for this much power, which is even grander than we suspected in the calculations.” Karla pointed at the screen, and Mr. Vikas smiled widely. 

“These numbers are what we just transmitted?” Vikas stared at the monitor, frowning.

“Yes.”

“We might not need more Rings. This would be enough to power the entire country,” he said. 

Wyatt glanced at Luna, wondering if she’d caught that. Judging by her wide eyes, she had. 

“Perhaps we should hold off the release for another few weeks, run more preliminary tests, and when we’re confident it’s operating at full capacity, show it to the world,” Anand offered. 

Mr. Vikas walked to his counterpart and set his hands on Anand’s shoulders. “We’ve dreamed of this for ages. It’s ready. As Karla said, we only need to increase the strength of the couplers. Everyone call your families. We’re going to be staying here until it’s showtime.”

He came to join Wyatt and Luna. “Sorry, there was an issue. I assure you, Friday will be something you’ll never forget. Please return home, and I’ll be in touch with the details.”

Wyatt wanted to ask more questions, but he could tell that Isabel’s dad wasn’t in the mood. “And think about my offer, son. You could be part of something that makes our planet a better place to live.”

“I will, Mr.—Garner.” 

An hour later, a driver slowed near on 59th Street, near a fancy Central Park-adjacent hotel. “This is me,” Luna said. 

“I’m in Harlem.”

Luna stepped out and stuck her head into the car. “Should we grab a drink? I could use one after the day I’ve had.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Wyatt couldn’t say no to that, and he didn’t really want to be alone, not when he’d learned Brown & Brown Investments was on the verge of being shut down. If he lost this job, he really would have no other choice but working for Nu-En, but until he fully understood what the role would entail, he wasn’t willing to sign his life over. 

The sun was high, the weather sweltering, and Wyatt hurried from the car to the hotel entrance. A doorman opened it, and Wyatt waited for Luna to go in first before feeling the comfort of the air-conditioned lobby. 

“I should freshen up. You mind if we stop at my room?” 

“Sure. Should I wait in the bar?”

“You can come up.”

Wyatt joined her, and they exited on a higher floor. “The paper pays for this?”

An old woman in a vintage Chanel suit walked by, ignoring them. 

“Sometimes you have to take a chance. They will, now that I’ve secured my seat at the big reveal this Friday.”

“And if you’d failed?”

“That wasn’t an option.” She slid her room key out and tapped the lock. 

Wyatt appreciated her optimism. 

“Welcome to my home away from home,” she said, waving her arm at the suite. 

There was a view of the park that would cost more per night than he made a week. “And home’s in Greenwich, Connecticut?”

“You heard Vikas, huh?” Luna was in the bathroom, the faucet running. “I have to admit, it was alarming that he knew every detail of my life.”

“Imagine dating his daughter,” Wyatt muttered under his breath. He glanced around the suite, and everything looked immaculate. “Did you just arrive today?”

“No.” She appeared in the doorway, holding a tube of red lipstick. “I’ve been here a while.”

“You like things organized.” He said it as a statement, not a question. 

“Who doesn’t? If your life isn’t in order, everything surrounding you becomes chaotic.”

Wyatt considered that, and couldn’t find fault.

“Sorry about the detour.” She looked in the mirror and smoothed a lock of hair. 

“It’s okay. I’ve already gone home once today to change.” 

“Why?”

Wyatt observed Central Park, wondering if they’d discovered any other strange things today. “I found a raccoon encased in slime.”

She laughed, but stopped herself. “You’re serious?”

“It escaped, but seemed feral or something.”

“What was it? Does it have anything to do with those sea creatures?”

“I still haven’t seen the videos.” Wyatt hadn’t had a free moment since he’d awoken at the crack of dawn. 

“Here.” Luna removed a laptop from a desk drawer. In seconds, the feeds were brought up, full screen. Together, they watched the latest compilation of various videos from different parts of the world. 

Wyatt sat on an uncomfortable chair, barely able to believe this was real. The last one showed something crawling from a forest, and it resembled a deer with two heads. A hunter fired a rifle, and it reared, blood blossoming from the wound. The deer scattered away, returning to the tree cover. 

Luna closed the laptop. “There weren’t nearly that many earlier. Before, it was only those cephalopod things.”

“What if this ooze is doing something to the animals?” Wyatt asked. “I saw rats in a subway stuck in the same gelatinous substance. Then the raccoon. The deer was probably affected.”

“Mutant animals?”

It sounded too much like something from his favorite genre of movies. “None of it explains the creatures from the oceans.”

“I could use that drink,” Luna said, moving for the exit. 

The bar downstairs was half-full, and the TV behind the bartender showed the same clips they’d just watched on Luna’s computer. 

They sat at a table, facing away from the television, and when Luna ordered a cocktail, Wyatt followed her lead, opting for a whiskey sour. Before the server was gone, she downed it and asked for another. 

“My brother thinks that something deep in the ocean has been released,” she told Wyatt. 

He sipped the drink and admitted he’d thought the same thing. “Why aren’t more people worried about it?” Wyatt gestured to the bar, where locals were on dates, or couples were vacationing from out of state. 

“It’s not important enough until it’s in our backyard.” Luna drank slower this time, nursing the cocktail. “That’s how it is with news. My readers all express concern with global events, but once the article is closed on their browser, they return to their lives, convincing their kids to do homework, or deciding what’s for dinner. Unless a mutated raccoon is aiming to kill them, the general population won’t react like you’d expect.”

“I guess you’re right. Are you excited about Friday?”

“I was. But with everything going on, doesn’t it seem… unimportant?”

“Not really. Mr. Vikas is offering free power to the entire world’s population. He’s not even charging for it.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

She raised her glass, clinking it to Wyatt’s. “Then here’s to Garner Vikas and his philanthropy.”

“Are you being sarcastic?” Wyatt could sense it, and the eye roll helped prove his point. 

“Why’s he doing it, then? There has to be a motive.”

Wyatt swirled the ice cubes in his drink, reminding him of the rings. “It was his wife’s dream.”

Luna had the decency to appear surprised by something. “I had no idea.”

“No one did. They didn’t really tell people. She was off limits, and when she died, he created various foundations in her name. He was already working on this project before she passed eight years ago, and that’s why he’s rushing the release. Friday is the anniversary of her death.” 

“You must miss her.”

“I didn’t know her. Isabel was skiing a couple of years later, and I was with some buddies in Aspen, blowing off steam after a long job finished up.”

“Finance?”

“No. I was a carpenter back home.”

Another look of shock. “From woodworker to Wall Street. That’s a good story title.”

“I’m afraid my life isn’t of much interest to anyone,” Wyatt admitted. 

Luna smiled and twirled her straw. “I bet there’s more to you than you think.”

Wyatt recalled the fortune teller again, and he cleared his throat, finishing his drink. “Well… since we’re both attending the same event Friday, want to go together?”

“It would only be economical.”

“Exactly.” Wyatt smirked until he remembered his plans with Kayla from the bar. “Crap.”

“What?”

Wyatt decided to be honest. “I have a date.”

“For the Nu-En unveiling?”

“No, for Monsters from a Green Swamp.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s a movie.”

“And one of my favorites.”

Wyatt took a moment to collect his thoughts. He had to be careful, or he was going to fall in love. The last time that happened, he’d lost six years of his life and had to rebuild from scratch. “We’re going to a screening uptown.”

“You’re in a relationship,” Luna said. 

“No. I just met her.” Wyatt bit his tongue, wishing he’d just shut up, but Luna seemed okay with his openness. 

“Does she like those movies?”

“Nah. But she still said yes.”

“Then reschedule. I don’t think we want to miss whatever Mr. Vikas has in store for us.”

“I’ll have to tell her in person. I don’t have her number,” Wyatt said. “What about you? Was Mr. Vikas accurate in his description of your relationship status?”

“Painfully.”

They continued to chat while he ordered a beer, and eventually they realized they’d better eat. Just as the food arrived, Wyatt noticed the lights flicker. It happened twice; then the restaurant turned dark. 

“I guess our friends at Nu-En are moving ahead with their tests,” Luna whispered.
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“Finish your dinner,” Blaze told Luke. 

“I’m full,” he huffed. The stack of mashed potatoes sat untouched, and he’d only taken three bites of the pork chop. 

“Luke, we can’t keep going on like this.”

His son dropped his fork and stared at Blaze with fire in his eyes. It was a look Blaze knew far too well. “I miss Mom!” Luke got to his feet in a hurry.

Before Luke could run off, Blaze caught his gaze and whispered two words. It was the one phrase that could stop either of them in an argument and force their opposition to listen. “Candy corn.”

Despite the rage boiling in his child’s expression a second ago, it deflated, and he cracked a smile. “Man, I hate candy corn.” He plopped onto his seat, no longer glowering. 

“So do I, but your mother loved it.” The phrase had been his therapist’s idea, and so far, it held a perfect record, but it could only be used when absolutely necessary. If Blaze spoke it every time they had a spat, the power would be drained. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

“They don’t like me.” Luke rested his head on a hand, his elbow propped on the table beside his plate. 

“Why not?”

“They’re jerks. I’m not into catching frogs or hitting mailboxes with baseball bats.”

“Kids still do that?”

Luke nodded. 

“Good. You’re responsible.”

“I don’t want to be grown up yet. None of the other kids do their own laundry, or make burgers on Wednesdays,” Luke said. 

Blaze pursed his lips and took another bite of his dinner. He chewed slowly, and almost lost it when he remembered Jerry’s twisted face as he attacked Blaze at the development site. He’d told Harvey that Jerry was nowhere to be found, but that lie might only last so long. If his body somehow surfaced, Blaze prayed he wouldn’t be a suspect. 

“I’m sorry, bucko, but I have to work.” He pointed up. “It’s how I keep this roof over our heads.”

“I know.”

When Blaze was twelve, he hadn’t needed to think about finances or chores, other than taking out the trash and washing the dishes the odd night. He asked a lot of Luke, but this was life as a single parent. “Want to go for a walk?”

Luke perked up. Blaze was usually too tired by the time they finished dinner to do anything but watch an hour of a baseball game, then climb into bed. But he was wired after what he’d encountered that morning. 

“Can we walk to the river?”

“It’s dry.”

Luke gave him a pleading look. 

“Sure.” It had been Riley’s favorite spot, and they’d go there at least once a week, doing a three-mile circle, crossing the two rickety bridges, then returning home. The fact that the river vanished the summer after she’d died wasn’t lost on Blaze—or Luke, for that matter. 

“You toss the food and stick those in the sink. I’ll be right back.” Blaze headed to his bedroom and opened the closet, using Riley’s birthday to unlock the gun safe. He removed his revolver and spun the barrel, finding it empty. He refused to keep a loaded gun in his house, even though he kept it secure. Blaze dug in his sock drawer for his ammunition and stuffed the revolver. He shoved the gun into the back of his jeans and flipped his shirt over it. 

He didn’t know what was going on out there, but something had gotten to Jerry. It might have been an infection, or an allergic reaction, but after two scalding showers, Blaze was mostly sure he hadn’t caught whatever ailed the site supervisor. 

It was growing dark, and the streetlights turned on as they reached the sidewalk. A dog barked from a block over, and Blaze could smell cigarettes, but couldn’t see Tina on the front step. 

“Can we talk now?”

“I already did.”

“Okay. They’re not hurting you, right?”

“I wouldn’t let them.”

“Violence isn’t the—”

“Dad, we don’t have to do this.” Luke glanced up, and Blaze was shocked at how much he reminded him of Riley. 

“Then we won’t.” Blaze had listened to everyone’s opinions in the early days of being a single father, suggesting he needed to pack in as much quality time as possible. Blaze worked under the rule that he wanted to spend normal, mundane moments that made them more comfortable together. It was them against the world. 

The houses ended after four lots, giving way to a tree-lined path. The river used to run on the outskirts of Gossler, but now it was just a crispy indentation that held rainwater for a day or two, if they were lucky enough to see any. 

Father and son walked along the trail, wordlessly enjoying the night air. It was hot, but nothing like midday. The moon was gigantic on the horizon, and he took a moment, stopping to stare with Luke before they reached the first bridge. “She loved you.”

Luke sniffled. “I know.”

“I think you should drop summer school,” Blaze said without thinking.

“But you have to work.”

“Come with me. Learn the trades.” The incident would throw him back a few weeks, but Harvey had assured him the clean-up crew was coming, and the county would assess the earthquake damage. The insurance team was going to meet Blaze there in the morning. 

“I don’t have to go?” Luke watched him with enormous eyes. 

“Not until the fall.” Luke was too smart for his own good, but he hadn’t been applying himself. The teachers were trying to do him a favor by keeping him engaged in the off season, but Miss Hobbart had already suggested he’d get passing grades on those courses and continue with his education in September. 

Luke barreled into him, squeezing until Blaze could barely breathe. His gun was knocked ajar, and the revolver dropped to the path. Luke jumped at the sight of the weapon. “Why do you have that?”

Blaze had made a promise to never lie to his kid, and this counted as one of those occasions. “I saw something today, and it had me worried.” He put the revolver back. 

“What?”

“The house got damaged… and there was an animal.” Blaze justified stretching the truth, because he couldn’t very well tell Luke he’d tossed Jerry into the hole. “I think it had rabies, and when you asked to walk out here in the dark, I wanted to be careful.”

“Cool,” Luke said, accepting his reasoning. “Can you teach me to shoot?”

Blaze had offered before, but Luke had showed no interest in guns. “Sure. We’ll start with rifles on the weekend.”

“Okay.” Luke jogged ahead, his soft-soled runners silently carrying him over the wooden bridge. There was no railing, and Blaze hurried to catch up, keeping his balance in the center of it. Soon they were on the opposite side, and the sky was gigantic once they broke from the tree cover. Stars were everywhere, glistening from the pure black canvas. 

“You ever think about them?” Luke pointed at the Big Dipper. 

“About who?”

“Aliens.”

Blaze barely had five minutes a day to shave his scruffy chin, let alone worry about beings from another planet. “Not really.” Most chatter about aliens in this region was of a different kind. 

“I do.” Luke squinted behind his glasses. “They’re real.”

Blaze observed his son and smiled. Only a child could believe such a thing with that strong of a conviction. “Could be.”

“You know what’s scary about aliens?”

Blaze could list a dozen things. “What?”

“In my books, it never ends well.”

“For us?”

“Sometimes for them. But it’s always war.”

Blaze cringed at the use of the word. He’d done his service for the country, and tried to put his time overseas from his mind. “Why do you say that?”

“We’re too different. It’s like trying to put a lion and a gazelle into a cage together. Blood will be drawn,” Luke said. 

Suddenly, it didn’t feel like he was talking with a twelve-year-old. “And they’re the lion, I assume.”

“Usually.” Luke lowered his gaze and grinned. “But sometimes humans survive. I like those stories.”

“I do too,” Blaze said. He hadn’t read a book for fun in… well, probably ever, but he understood why Luke would. 

They carried on down the path, the insects singing loudly. Blaze was used to the sound, since he’d lived in these parts his entire life. Any time he left Texas, it was too silent, as if the air wasn’t right. 

“Dad…” Luke ran ahead, and Blaze reached for his shirt, but missed. 

Blaze chased after him, and halted when he heard the water. “What the hell?”

Luke was crouched at the dry riverbed, peering back at him. “Where’s the water coming from?”

It started as a trickle but was picking up speed. “I have no idea, but we should go.”

Luke was already off. “Dad, we have to check the source.”

Blaze chided himself for teaching Luke from a young age to always find the root of a problem. “Fine, but slow down.”

Luke moved like the wind, his skinny, willowy limbs fast enough to win medals at the yearly track meet. Blaze was once the same, until he’d blown his knee in another type of desert. He followed as quickly as he could, and he was sweating when they reached the second bridge. That was where they would normally circle back and return home. 

“It’s just ahead.” Luke was on the bridge, jabbing his hand into the water. The river was running at full speed, gushing from somewhere farther along the path. When the ground rumbled, Blaze really wanted to bring Luke home, but he hadn’t seen the kid so excited over anything in two years. 

“Let’s find it.” Blaze put a palm on Luke’s shoulder, and his son perked up. 

“What if Mom’s sending us a message?” Luke asked.

Blaze’s heart broke just a little more. 

The water was higher than ever, and it forced them from the path. The trees grew denser, and they blocked any sign of the clear, bright sky from earlier. Blaze used his cell phone’s flashlight, but the beam fell flat against the impending darkness. 

The ferocity of the water seemed to increase with every few steps, and eventually, Blaze held Luke back. “The ground’s fissured.” 

Blaze and Luke stared at the area ahead. Trees lay uprooted, their root ends splayed out sideways. Rocks sat unearthed, while worms crawled along the mud-encased surfaces. It smelled fresh, like dirt and musk. 

“What could do this?” Luke whispered. 

The crack was larger than the one by Blaze’s job site, and he searched the pathway, making sure Jerry wasn’t there with his slimy mouth. Luke picked up a rock and tossed it into the hole. Water was gushing from below, funneling into the riverbed. 

Blaze saw two sets of eyes across the crevasse, watching him from the shadows. They reflected his flashlight beam, shining yellow. A strange scent drifted through the wind, and seemed familiar, musty even. Wolves? 

“Luke, we have to go.”

Luke must have sensed the trepidation in his voice, because for once, the kid didn’t argue with him. 

They turned around to run the way they’d come, and when Blaze checked again, the eyes were gone. 

Once they got home, Blaze put Luke to bed after giving him water and making him brush his teeth. It was only nine thirty, but Blaze told him they needed to be up early if he was going to work with his old man at the construction site. That had sealed the bargain, and Luke actually turned out his lights, not bothering to read before sleep. 

Blaze tidied the kitchen, made a cup of instant decaf, and sat on the back porch. His yard had ancient oak trees, but like everything in Gossler this year, they were dried to the point of hibernation. A bird landed on a branch, and it drooped low. 

What had he seen? Jerry had died, he was sure of it, but what was the goop? Why was the ground around Gossler breaking apart? The questions churned in Blaze’s mind, repeating in a loop, and he tried to stifle them. 

He recalled the rumors from a couple of decades ago about the land being too close to the Gulf of Mexico. The water lay thirty miles due east, and that put their little town in jeopardy during every hurricane season, but it was usually a downpour at best, which Gossler could use at the moment. 

The clock struck midnight before he hit the sack. Blaze cleaned up, slid into his bed, and stared at the ceiling with a sense of dread. His son’s words carried an ominous tone he couldn’t shake.

It’s always war.
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Wyatt woke with the sunlight casting its warmth over his face. He jolted upright, finding himself in a strange place. The couch had a thin blanket on it, and it slipped to the floor when he swung his legs out. 

“I thought you’d never wake.” 

Luna smiled from her desk. She’d already showered and drank a steaming cup of coffee from room service. The tableware had several baked goods on it, and she gestured to them. “Want something?”

Wyatt stretched. “Is the power on?” It all came back. The outage, then her offering that he stay the night in a strictly platonic sense, considering the city would be a mess to travel around. 

“An hour ago. That was the longest outage yet,” she said. Luna plucked a croissant from the platter and stuck it in her mouth, typing on her laptop. 

Wyatt filled his cup, not bothering with cream, and looked at the time. “I’m late. Again.”

“All things considered, perhaps you should take the offer from your father-in-law.”

“He’s not my…”

She smirked and lifted her eyebrows. “You’re awfully quick to defend your position. Okay. I get it, but Brown & Brown Investments is sinking fast, so put on a life preserver before you visit the office.” 

“Is it cool if I shower?”

“Be my guest.” Luna turned her attention to her computer. 

Wyatt took his time, letting the anxiety of yesterday wash off and circle down the drain. He changed into the suit he’d already worn, with no other option. He glanced at her toiletries and used a blob of Luna’s hair product. If he had to double down on the outfit, at least he smelled like lilacs in the spring. 

“I’ll see you out.” Luna was all business this morning. Her demeanor had shifted from drinks last night. He didn’t blame her. They were strangers, thrust into an odd situation together, so it had bonded them momentarily. While they were lowered in the elevator, he had a slight regret that they hadn’t connected more. 

Wyatt waited as Luna walked past the doorman, and he followed her to the sidewalk. The sky was cloudy, but it did little to ease the oppressive heat. 

“Heading south?” Wyatt asked, and Luna shook her head. 

“I have to go to the office.” She pointed east. 

“Can I…”

“See you in a couple of days.” Luna flagged a taxi and left without another word. 

“You did it again,” he muttered to himself. 

Wyatt pulled out his wallet, finding a twenty and a handful of ones. He hadn’t been paid yet, and required every penny, so he trucked it to the nearest subway station, hoping like hell the train didn’t stall with another outage. 

He made it to Wall Street without incident and was only ten minutes late. A new record. 

“… Brown and Brown. I know, crazy, hey?” a man said into his phone. 

Wyatt hurried, his steps quickening as he neared the office building. Traffic was at a crawl for the entire region, with red and blue lights flashing against the stonework of the investment firm he worked for. 

Wyatt approached with caution as men and women in black suits rolled countless filing cabinets from the entrance using hand trucks. Some jackets had the letters FBI stitched on them, and Wyatt sighed. 

“It’s a shame.” Dave, his next-door cubicle neighbor, snuck up beside him. “I really liked this job.”

Wyatt hung his head. “I needed this paycheck.”

“Chin up, pal. Something will pop up.” Dave crushed his empty energy drink can and tossed it into a can. He stopped to remove his tie, throwing it away as well. 

“I didn’t do anything. It was all Mr. Brown!” Troy shouted as a pair of government agents urged him outside, his hands cuffed behind him. Wyatt smirked as he locked eyes with the resident jerk, and was glad the universe had paid dividends. 

Wyatt’s phone rang, and Mr. Vikas’ number appeared on screen. “Hello.”

“I expect the paperwork to be signed and brought to my apartment this evening.”

“I haven’t…”

“You’re jobless, Wyatt. I’ve made a significant offer. You want to be part of this, believe me,” Mr. Vikas said.

Wyatt peered around, seeing a few street cameras. He wondered if Isabel’s father was watching him now. “Okay. I’ll need the address.”

“No bother. I’ll send a car to your place at seven PM sharp.”

“I live on…”

“I know where it is.” The call ended, and Wyatt flipped the phone around, staring at the blank screen. 

With nothing to do for the next ten hours, Wyatt started for the East River. He turned at the sound of a commotion, and saw Mr. Brown being escorted from the building. He had the common sense to stay quiet, and Wyatt waited while they shoved him into one of the unmarked black sedans. It took off to join the traffic jam. 

Wyatt remembered what his mother used to say. “People enter your life for a reason, a season, or a lifetime.”

He assumed Mr. Brown had been a reason to get him to Manhattan at this precise moment. Maybe Mr. Vikas was right about the job transition. Wyatt could be part of something bigger than himself, instead of trying to profit from market fluctuations. Being successful in this business took a lot of luck and determination, but what if Nu-En’s power source really would change the world?

Instead of going to the subway, he walked to the East River Greenway. He sat near the marina entrance on a bench, observing the water as the clouds parted. The Brooklyn Bridge crossed the expanse a few blocks to the north, and Wyatt’s gaze followed its length. 

He noticed movement in the middle of the river, and he stood, rushing to the railing. A massive, darkened shadow breached the surface. Waves flowed from the disruption, and it once again sank, until Wyatt could no longer see its shape. 

“What was that?” he whispered. 

He thought it best to find something to eat, then go home. 

It took an hour, but he made it to Harlem. Wyatt had his suit jacket folded over his arm, his sleeves rolled up, the tie off.

His place was smack dab between the bar Kayla worked at and the subway station, and he opted to head there, prepared to disappoint his Friday night date. The bar was closed, and it had a sign saying they were open at eleven. 

That left him fifteen minutes. He lingered near the alley, finding a couple of large garbage bins and a grease trap, which clearly hadn’t been cleaned in ages. Heat waves rose from the top of the black container, but they may as well have been stink-lines in a comic book. 

Something banged behind it. “Hello?”

Wyatt walked closer to find the bar’s rear entrance was open. “Is Kayla here?”

More noise carried from inside the kitchen, like somebody was knocking two pots together. Wyatt shrugged and went into the building, glad for the shelter from the sun. 

He struggled to see at first, since it was so dark. Wyatt blinked and got his bearings. Bang. Bang. 

Kayla stood at the stainless-steel countertop, hitting the surface with a frying pan. 

“Kayla? I have some bad news…”

She turned, and he jumped back, staggering into a rolling cart. “Wyatt.” His name came off more like Eye-At, and a gooey blob clung to her lips, which were a pale blue. Her eyes were drooping, her cheeks sallow. 

“Are you okay? Do you need me to call someone?” he asked. 

Kayla took a shaky step closer, holding the frying pan. “Um fane.” Spittle flew from her mouth, and a long string of goop fell toward her chest. 

“You don’t look so great.”

“Moobie dat.”

Wyatt tried to keep a distance between him and Kayla. “Movie date?”

He pressed through the swinging doors, entering the common bar space, and retreated when she came closer. Her eyes were watery, lips red and cracked behind the layer of goop. She struggled to speak again, but the words sounded garbled. 

“Yeah, we can still see the movie…” Wyatt appeased her as she clung to the cast-iron pan. He backed up, lifting his hand as if he was calming a wild animal. “You should sit down, and I’ll call for help.” Wyatt tripped over something near the bar. He fell hard, landing on his shoulder as his head smashed into the black-tiled floor. Lights flashed in his vision, and he scrambled to his feet, seeing the body sprawled out. It was the bartender. Judging by his bent neck and blank stare, he was clearly dead. 

“What the hell!” 

Kayla attacked. 

The frying pan struck him in the ribs, and he wrestled it from her grip. She clutched his collar, tugging his face toward hers. 

“Moobie dat.”

“Yeah, I’ll pick you up at seven!” Wyatt escaped to the front door, finding it locked. She followed with lumbering steps, as if the real Kayla had forgotten how to walk. 

Wyatt fumbled with the bolt and spun the lever, releasing it. He hurried to the sidewalk and didn’t once look back. He just sprinted, racing for the sanctuary of his home. When he reached it, he saw the teahouse was open. Wyatt stopped, heart still racing, and found Madame Lavinia watching him through the glass. 

He hurried into her business, panting his breaths. “What do you know about this?”

“About what? You’re very sweaty. Do you always jog in a suit?” Her accent had changed, and now he was sure it was fake. 

“You had too many details. I met the girl with curly hair.”

“That is good. You’ll live plenty of fine years together,” the woman said. 

“What?” Wyatt paced the room, and occasionally checked for Kayla nearby. “You warned me of a danger coming. I might have just met it.”

“No, I don’t think you have,” she said. 

Wyatt noticed the large piece of luggage by the cash register. “Going somewhere?”

“The city is not a safe place anymore, so I’m leaving.”

“Where to?” Wyatt asked. 

“Boulder,” she said. 

“Colorado?”

“You know it?”

“That’s where I grew up,” Wyatt said. 

“What are the odds?” Madame Lavinia smirked. “Take care, Wyatt.”

He tried to recall if he’d given her his name or not the other day. He was certain he had. 

“Please,” he begged. “What’s happening in New York?”

The fortune teller lost her smile and patted the back of his hand. “Wyatt, you should leave with the curly-haired woman and stay away from the ocean.” A taxi pulled out front and honked. “That’s me.” She dragged her suitcase to the sidewalk, and he stepped out with her while she locked up. 

The driver popped the trunk and tossed the heavy piece into it with a curse under his breath. 

“Good luck.”

Sirens echoed through the area, which wasn’t a rarity, but an entire fleet of emergency vehicles flew down the road, red lights spinning, three different alarms sounding as the police, fire, and ambulance fled north. 

Wyatt waited until the taxi was out of sight, then hurried upstairs. Even this space no longer felt safe. Kayla had tried to kill him, and she’d already murdered the bartender. Why hadn’t he called the police? He assumed Kayla was the reason the cavalry had passed by. 

He held his cell phone, but his fingers wouldn’t dial 9-1-1. Instead, he saw a message from Isabel. 

I hear you’re working for Daddy now. I’m happy for you.

Wyatt slumped to his couch and kicked his shoes off. He’d almost forgotten about the meeting at Mr. Vikas’ apartment later. Should he still go?

He flipped the TV on and read the banner on the newsfeed. Heatwave causing an allergic reaction in rare cases. What to do if you find yourself near a recently discovered organic substance?

“That’s no allergic reaction,” he muttered, and turned the news off.
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“How nice of you to show yourself,” Cliff Mack said from the office doorway. 

“Cliff, it’s daylight. Shouldn’t you be in your coffin, waiting for nightfall?” Luna asked with a grin. 

As usual, it took Cliff a moment to process the insult, and he tilted his neck back, fake laughing. “I suppose you know that the New York Minute has a vacancy in the upper echelon. No more stories you don’t want, no more trudging through the slime, so to speak.”

“I’m aware,” Luna murmured.

“Marge has essentially assured me the position is mine.” Cliff studied his fingernails, and she assumed they were freshly filed. 

“Is that so?”

“Don’t worry, Luna. When I’m on the top floor, I won’t look down on the rest of you. After all, subordinates are essential when running an empire.” He left, but Luna was curious about how his story was going. 

“Cliff…”

He stopped. 

“Can we get a coffee?”

He waggled a finger between them. “You and me… breaking the proverbial bread?”

God, she hated this guy. “Only if you’re in the mood for biscotti.”

“Biscotti… I forgot you were clever.” He checked his watch, and she noticed the luxury logo. “I have a few minutes now.”

She shut her laptop and joined him, walking through the busy halls of the city’s second largest publication. Luna loved it here, and couldn’t imagine being anywhere else. She usually worked from home, but being in the offices reminded her why she’d started as an investigative journalist. 

The lunchroom was quiet at two in the afternoon, and they used the fancy coffee machine to pour whatever kind of beverage they desired. Luna opted for a regular coffee, while Cliff had a latte with lavender foam. 

She nodded at the drink. “Seriously?”

“It’s good for my skin. Sue me.” Cliff took a seat. “What’s on your mind?”

“Your story.”

“Crazy, isn’t it?”

“What exactly is it?”

Cliff straightened his tie, and leaned in conspiratorially. “I think China’s responsible.”

Luna sat back and sighed. “It’s not China.”

“Okay, maybe not, but that sells copies.”

“Seriously… what’s going on?”

“The world’s a fluid place,” he said, sipping the drink. He set the cup down, and had a speck of foam on his nose. “Climate change has dredged up something from the depths of the ocean. Everyone that’s analyzed them says they’ve developed differently, but once we’re aware of the new species, we must treat them like any animals in the wild. We’ll get used to them, and they’ll do the same with us.”

“But this doesn’t randomly happen,” Luna said. 

“Not usually. At least, not this quickly. They forced these creatures from the abyss, and now we’re dealing with it.”

“And what about this allergic reaction they’re talking about?” Luna wished she was taking notes, but she had a good enough memory. 

“Again, these squid-things, and whales, or whatever they are, come from deep down. The common hypothesis is that they need a layer of mucus to survive the cold. Introduce anything new to an ecosystem, and there will be complications.”

“How are people getting sick?” 

Cliff took another drink. “You’re interviewing me like I’m the authority on the subject.”

“Well, you have been talking with the scientists, haven’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Are you worried?”

“Not really. What if there are only two dozen of the creatures? They might not survive the shift in their environment.”

“Is that the consensus?” Luna asked. 

He shrugged. “In some fields.”

“And others?” She tried the coffee. 

Cliff’s posture loosened, and he fidgeted with his tie. “They think the end of the world is upon us.”

Luna took in the words and watched Cliff. “That’s a little far-fetched, don’t you think?”

“Probably. But you know as well as I do that any time something new comes along, there are those people. The ones that carry pitchforks and try setting fire to the world. They get off on spreading panic.”

“Isn’t that what the media does?” Luna asked. 

“We inform the population, Luna. Do we add a little extra flourish for views and clicks? Yes. But we owe it to the planet to share the details, from both sides,” he said sanctimoniously. This from the guy that wrote an article about murder hornets disrupting the ecosystem to the point of human extinction. 

“Thanks for the information.” Luna stood up and dumped her coffee on the way out. 

Cliff was on her tail. “What’s this about you being invited to the Nu-En press release?”

“It’s not only a press release. He’s unveiling a new tech, and I’m the sole reporter on site.”

Cliff stopped in his tracks. “Really? Shouldn’t we be sending someone with more clout? Like me?”

“It wasn’t up to Marge. Garner Vikas chose me.” Luna smiled at the devastation on his face. “Catch you later, Cliff.”

That felt good. Luna returned to the temporary office and saw her brother’s name appear on her phone. “Hello.”

“Luna, Olive’s gone.”

“I know. She’s in Vermont with her mom.”

“She’s not coming back.”

Luna closed her eyes. “What a piece of…”

“She can’t cope with things, and her doctor told her that some distance can help heal wounds. What wounds?”

“I don’t know, Darcy. Can you handle it?”

“When are you home? You’ve been in the city forever.”

She could picture Darcy’s panicked expression, his pacing the living room as he tried to figure out his next steps. “This weekend.”

“Promise?”

“Yes. I have a big event Friday. Might change my career.”

“That’s great…” It didn’t sound like he was present. 

“Darcy, listen to me.”

“I am.”

“No. Actually listen.”

“Okay.”

“You’re going to be fine. Grace and Bella will be too. Olive needs to straighten her crap out, and she’ll be okay. Got it?”

“Yes.”

“Who knows best?”

“My older sister.”

“See you Saturday. I’ll come for dinner.”

“The girls would love that.”

“I could use a home-cooked meal…”

“Meatloaf?” he asked. 

“Sounds perfect.”

“Luna, any updates on the sea creatures?”

The videos were losing traction, as there were fewer and fewer sightings of the mysterious monsters. She hoped Cliff was right, and it would just balance itself. “I think we’re out of the woods. But if the girls see any slime, tell them not to touch it. It carries an infection, and people are getting sick from it. Stay away.”

“Got it. No playing with slime.” His voice was lighter, as if she’d lifted a heavy weight from his shoulders. 

“Laters.”

“Laters.”

Luna flicked her computer open and started reading about Nu-En, trying to figure exactly what this technology was supposed to do. She remembered that Nicola Tesla had wanted power to be free to the masses, but others profited from the world-improving innovation. There were various sources of power plants, but each brought unique challenges, and mostly, it came to overpopulation and distribution issues. 

Mr. Vikas claimed that none of that was necessary anymore, but Luna couldn’t grasp how. She wasn’t an engineer, but if he really could grant everyone electricity, regardless of status, so many parts of the planet would be improved. 

On cue, the lights wavered, reminding Luna that they weren’t that far from chaos themselves. Everyone walked around like the population was so civilized, but what happened when the lights went out? People would commit crimes. They’d fight for food and weapons. One day without power, and everything would shift as fear overtook common sense. 

Luna continued digging into Nu-En, even calling former employees. No one who spoke discredited the founder, Garner Vikas. A couple claimed personal reasons for leaving, but never anything about mistreatment or improper compensation. She’d expected someone to have left because of moral reasons, to do with their mission, but from what Luna could gather, Vikas was clean. 

She searched for Isabel, his daughter, and found her on every social media platform. They were saturated with smug selfies, and most of the content promoted her beauty lines. 

Luna paused when she reached pictures with Wyatt. He seemed younger, and far happier. There were no suits and ties. He sported tank tops and surfer shorts, flip-flops instead of wingtips. Luna stared at them, smirking to herself. She wondered what she looked like to Wyatt. 

Luna closed the apps and caught her reflection in the window with a view of midtown. With everything going on around her, why was she thinking about Wyatt? The world would soon witness a revolutionary tech. Monsters had emerged from the seas, and her brother was in the middle of a crisis. There was no probable reason she should fantasize about a stranger. Especially one tied to the Vikas family. 

Marge appeared, purse slung on her shoulder. “You’re still here?”

Luna had obviously lost track of time. It was already six thirty. “Yeah, I’m preparing for tomorrow.”

“You need to eat. Want to join me? Company’s paying.”

Luna didn’t tell her that every meal in the last week had been courtesy of the paper, and nodded in agreement. 

Soon they were a couple of blocks away, being escorted to one of the best seats in a steakhouse. They brought a bottle of expensive wine from Napa to the table, and she spoke at length with Marge. They talked about work and the upcoming event with Garner Vikas, but after their plates were cleared and the last of the wine poured, the topic slid into their personal lives. 

Luna glazed over as Marge discussed her kids and their private school. When the bill came, Marge covered it, and Luna said goodbye before heading to a bar across the street, finding the live jazz music pleasant. Luna knew full well she should return to the hotel for a good night’s sleep, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that something dreadful was about to occur. 

She sat at the bar, ordered a gin and soda, and noticed her phone light up inside her purse. 

Luna had added Wyatt’s number into it, and his name appeared in a text box. 

Any chance you want to meet up later? 

Luna smiled and quickly responded with the address of this place. 

See you then. 

Luna noticed the bar was only a third full, and wondered if the rest of the world was experiencing the same nervous energy as she was.
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Wyatt put his phone away, glad that Luna was into it. He felt connected with her, like they were in this entire Nu-En thing together, even though they’d just met. It didn’t hurt that she was a very attractive, successful woman. 

“This is it,” the driver said, and Wyatt climbed from the car Mr. Vikas had sent to his apartment. He’d sat at home for hours, worrying about the future. His tenure with Brown & Brown Investments was finished, and that meant, unless he signed on with Nu-En, he was out of work and, subsequently, a place to live. 

The building was unremarkable, a tall gray monolith on what the locals called Billionaires’ Row. Only the most powerful and elite could afford these views, the buildings loaded with private parking, security, and all the amenities someone with an unlimited budget could wish for. Wyatt had seen them from afar, but never up close. 

A doorman saw him approaching and held open the large black and gold door, nodding as Wyatt entered. 

“Wyatt Rider?” another man asked. 

“That’s me.” Wyatt wiped his feet before stepping into the immaculate foyer. 

“I’ll escort you to Mr. Vikas’ apartment.” He led Wyatt past two normal elevators to a hidden one farther down the hall. It was a tight fit, and the concierge didn’t speak to him as they rose to the penthouse. It opened directly into Mr. Vikas’ unit, and before Wyatt could say thank you, the elevator was already descending. 

“Hello?” Wyatt stayed where he was, not wanting to barge into the apartment. 

“Good evening, sir.” The voice was masculine, but something was slightly off. 

Wyatt jumped when the robot strode around the corner. 

“I’m Clarke.” His mouth didn’t move, but the sound emerged from that area. 

“Wyatt,” he said, unsure how to respond otherwise. 

“Please, won’t you join Mr. Vikas in his office?” Clarke turned and walked into the house. 

Wyatt was so stunned by its presence, he hadn’t even noticed it was missing an arm. It ended below the shoulder, with a few capped wires exposed. A couple of panels hung loose on his legs, and the torso had a metal spine, with two hydraulic rods on either side. His head was anatomically correct, but it had holes where the eyes would normally be. He didn’t have a nose either, just a slot like a skeleton’s skull. 

Wyatt gazed at the incredible surroundings. He recalled the lavish places on those reality home-selling shows. Isabel had been obsessed with them, and that meant Wyatt had watched more episodes than he’d ever wanted, but this was something special. The windows were enormous, and Central Park filled the view. Beyond the greenspace, far to the north, was his own apartment, which he assumed was smaller than Vikas’ broom closet. 

“This way,” Clarke said. 

They passed a kitchen, devoid of any clutter, and entered a foyer that led to a door. 

Clarke lifted his one arm and gently knocked. 

“Come in,” Garner Vikas said, and Clarke remained in position. 

“You have a robot butler,” Wyatt said when he was inside. 

“Clarke is no butler, are you?”

Clarke started to close the door but stopped. “I am capable of many things, sir.”

“That will be all.” 

The robot left them alone, and Wyatt gawked at the stylish space. “Nice office,” he whispered. The gas fireplace was on, despite the intense heat outside. Black bookcases covered the wall, each shelf stacked full with ancient volumes. Mr. Vikas displayed some in glass cases. 

“First editions,” Vikas said. “I have the original copy of The Codex Leicester.”

Wyatt wondered if he was supposed to know what that meant. “Cool.”

Garner Vikas tilted his drink and put the tumbler onto a crystal coaster. “Leonardo da Vinci’s musings. He was a brilliant mind, advanced beyond his era. I have no doubt that if da Vinci were alive today, he’d have revolutionized everything.”

When Mr. Vikas looked in the mirror, he saw himself as a visionary. Wyatt wondered how that felt. 

“Do you actually believe that…about Da Vinci? From what I’ve read, anyone getting too close to actually achieving something like free energy is silenced.”

“Not any longer.” Mr. Vikas steepled his fingers and gestured to the bar near the window. “Help yourself.”

Wyatt didn’t know what any of it was, since the liquor sat unmarked in crystal decanters with sparkling corks. He popped one of them and splashed some into a glass. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

“Unfortunately, you are.” Vikas stayed seated, and Wyatt took the chair across from him. “But my story is different. Tomorrow, everything changes.”

Wyatt had never witnessed such intensity from Mr. Vikas. His gaze was distant, settled on the Park. “With the project?”

“Yes. The project. Nu-En has done something remarkable, son. When it’s revealed, I’ll be in the history books for all time.” He snapped his attention to Wyatt. “Not that it’s about me, because I’ve tried to keep my ego out of the process. It’s for my wife.”

Wyatt nodded and sipped the potent booze. “She would be very proud of you,” he murmured. 

“And Isabel… this will also be her legacy.”

“It will?”

“Once it’s operational, Isabel will see her irrationality at turning down the executive role and join the team.” Vikas stared at Wyatt, a smile forming. “The LA office might need a smart young couple to run it.”

“LA office?” Wyatt asked. “I didn’t know you had one.”

“It’s opening tomorrow, as a matter of fact.”

Wyatt followed Mr. Vikas’ motivation. If he could bring Wyatt on board, perhaps Isabel would decide to join her father’s company, but Wyatt doubted he was the proper bait for the job. 

“I appreciate the thought, but…”

“Sir, there’s an urgent call for you.” Clarke had quietly opened the door, and held a cell phone with his metallic fingers. 

“Wyatt, enjoy the view for a while. I’ll return shortly.”

Wyatt stayed seated, not sure what to do when the door closed. Mr. Vikas’ voice was loud when he answered, and it slowly decreased in volume as he walked away from the office. 

LA office. Was that his destiny? He’d just come to New York, but he supposed there was nothing left for a jobless thirty-one-year-old college grad with a week’s experience in the field. Not to mention that the company he’d worked for had been corrupt. Mr. Vikas’ offer sounded better and better. 

He glanced at an analog timepiece hanging on the wall that resembled something from another era. Then there was Luna, a woman he’d only recently met, yet he couldn’t help but think their chemistry was real. He wasn’t certain she felt the same way, but he had another chance to talk with her, if Mr. Vikas ever got off the phone.

Wyatt rose and dumped the rest of the drink down the drain. He walked to the desk, a sprawling piece from the eighteen hundreds. It had probably been owned by one of the greats. Wyatt crouched and saw the label under the drawer. Charles Dickens–1870.

He’d done a paper on the writer in high school, and remembered that he’d died with half of a project completed. They’d found six installments of The Mystery of Edwin Drood inside the desk.

Wyatt removed his hand from the surface. Was this that desk? It was a dark story, but the theme of dying with something half finished haunted Wyatt’s subconscious. He guessed that was why Vikas had this very piece of history in his office. It was a reminder: a twisted one, but a reminder just the same. 

Mr. Vikas was the type of man to print things, and stacks of paper sat on the desk. Wyatt moved a couple of scattered sheets and saw a massive map below. It was an atlas of the world, and there were seven three-ringed markings symbolized in various regions. One was a short distance from New York. Another out by Los Angeles. Japan. Norway. Uruguay. Australia. Nigeria. 

“What are these?” Wyatt whispered. 

The only other symbol was in a remote area of Mexico, near the Texas border. It was different: a cube, not three rings. Wyatt snapped a shot on his phone before sliding the pages back where they were. 

“Sorry about that,” Vikas said, slipping into his office. “I needed to iron out some important details with the mayor.”

“Kemp?”

“That’s the one.” Vikas glanced at Wyatt, who was precariously close to the desk. “Have you kept yourself occupied?”

“No—I mean, yes. I was admiring your book collection. Can you recommend any classics?” Wyatt was sweating, and he dabbed his brow. 

“It’s getting late, and we have a big day tomorrow. Think about the position. You should call Isabel to discuss it.”

“Have you asked her yet?”

Mr. Vikas set a hand on Wyatt’s shoulder in an oddly paternal gesture. “I was hoping you’d break the good news.”

Wyatt knew how much this man had done for him, but Isabel had moved on, and so had he. Things had been said, and their relationship wasn’t salvageable. “I’ll talk to her.”

“Great. I’m releasing the technology after sunset tomorrow, but I’d like you and Miss Wells to be at the boat by three PM. My assistant will provide the details.”

“Are you sending Luna the information as well?”

“I figured you could pass it along.” Mr. Vikas gave him one of those looks that bored into his soul. How did he know Wyatt was planning to see her later? Did he hack his phone? 

Wyatt left Isabel’s dad in his office and bumped into Clarke in the hall. “Were you listening to us?”

“I did as instructed, sir.”

“Can you escort me out?” Wyatt asked, feeling the puppet strings being tightened by Mr. Vikas. He’d escaped that life, and now he was in the middle of it again. 

“Very well, sir.”

Clarke remained in the suite as the elevator door closed, and Wyatt sighed, leaning on the wall while it descended to the main floor. Before he was out of the building, he brought up Isabel’s number. He hit dial and paced the sidewalk in front of the skyscraper. 

“Wyatt?”

“Isabel, we should talk.”

“About what?”

“Your dad.” He looked at the screen and wondered if someone was listening to this conversation. 

“What about Daddy?” Isabel asked. 

Wyatt rolled his eyes and started east. Luna was only a few blocks away, so he figured a walk would be good. He needed to expunge some of his nervous energy. It was quiet on the street, with a few doormen standing outside, chatting from the building over about the baseball score. He waved through a plume of cigarette smoke and crossed the street. “He’s using me.”

“Daddy wouldn’t do that.”

“He wants you to run the LA office.”

“There isn’t an LA office,” she said. 

“Apparently, there is, and it’s opening tomorrow. Makes sense why the one in Manhattan is empty.” He remembered what Luna had told him about sneaking into it and finding the keycard. 

“Daddy didn’t mention anything.”

“He wants us to run it…together.” Wyatt turned south. 

“You and me? Working for Nu-En?”

“That’s what he said. Your father asked me to discuss it with you.”

Isabel remained quiet, and Wyatt could picture her nose scrunched up, eyes squinted. “What do you think?”

That was a surprise. “You’re being serious?”

“Wy… you know I loved you.”

“While you messed around on me.”

“That’s not fair. You were never home, and—”

“Isabel, you were the one that made me go to college to get my MBA!” he shouted, and stopped on the corner, careful not to be run over by a delivery truck. The driver honked and sped on. This was why he’d stopped talking to her. 

“I know, and that’s my fault. I screwed up, but I’ve changed, Wy. I’ve spent the last four months discovering who Isabel really is.”

Wyatt shook his head. “What about the pictures you posted? Who’s the guy?”

“Rocko? He’s a model for the male lipstick I’ve been working on,” Isabel said. “He’s just a friend.”

Wyatt looked up, finding the place where Luna was supposed to meet him. He peered through the window to find her sitting alone at the bar. “I gotta run.”

“But what about Daddy’s proposition? We should discuss it,” Isabel said. 

“You’d give up your business?”

“My mom wanted this, and Daddy’s making her dream come true tomorrow. I wish I could be there, but he’s asked me to stay put.”

“Why?” Wyatt had been dreading Isabel’s arrival, but this was news. He couldn’t believe that Isabel wasn’t coming to the grand reveal. It was her father’s crowning achievement. 

“He wouldn’t say.”

“You didn’t think that was strange?”

“No. Daddy’s never lied to me before.”

“We’ll talk tomorrow. Okay?” She sighed, and Wyatt expected Isabel to protest. 

“Fine. Call me.”

“I will.”

“And, Wyatt.”

“Yeah?”

“It would be nice to see you again.”

Wyatt didn’t respond, and Isabel hung up a moment later. 

When he approached Luna, her glare stuck him like a knife. He lifted his hands in defense. “Is this a bad time?”

She smiled and slid a stool out beside hers. “Sorry. I’ve already fended off the advances of three men. How did the meeting go?”

Wyatt didn’t want to divulge too much, but he trusted Luna. “I’m worried.”

Luna glanced at the TV behind the bar, replaying the footage of the mysterious creatures. Wyatt had watched them all, but from what he’d heard, the sightings were decreasing, calming a troubled world. “So am I.”

“Not about that.” Wyatt clutched his phone, and he opened the photo, passing it to Luna. “I took this in his office.”

“Holy crap. These are all Nu-En sites.” She gaped at Wyatt. “There’s another six of them? I thought the facility near New York was the only one.”

“Guess not. And he said something interesting.”

“What?”

“He keeps mentioning how everything will change tomorrow, but I believe that’s not just about the testing site. Mr. Vikas is a secretive man, and this picture might be important,” Wyatt said. 

“Or these are future Ring sites. Companies like Nu-En are always looking to expand. That’s probably what this is.” Luna smiled and drank from her glass of water. 

“I’m hungry. Are you hungry?” Wyatt hadn’t eaten in hours. Not since before his incident with Kayla. 

“I had dinner.”

“Oh.”

“But I don’t mind watching you.”

Wyatt flagged the bartender down and grabbed a menu. Tomorrow felt like a lifetime away, but it would be there before he knew it. Whatever happened, he was certain his future would be different after Nu-En unveiled their technology to the masses.

















13




“That’s it. Good work, Luke.” Blaze wiped sweat from his eyes and put the sunglasses on. 

“Like that?” Luke used the nail gun, putting the plywood in place. The air compressor ran as the metal spike clicked into the wood, securing it to the frame. 

“You’re a natural.” 

Luke beamed with pride and finished the sheet, lowering the tool. “This is fun.”

“Let’s take a break. We need some water.” Blaze passed him a bottle, and Luke twisted the cap, downing most of the contents. He was doing well on his second day on the job, and Blaze was glad to be spending these hours with Luke. They were bonding for the first time since Luke’s mother died, and Blaze wanted to keep the momentum going. 

“Can we look at the pit again?” Luke asked. 

So far, Blaze hadn’t encountered any more openings in the earth, not since the river incident, and he was grateful for it. Jerry obviously still hadn’t shown up, and his boss, Harvey, was growing concerned. 

“Speak of the devil,” Blaze muttered as an expensive pickup truck rolled from the main road, agitating the dust on the gravel path. 

Harvey pulled up to the site and got out, concealing his bald head with a black cowboy hat. His sunglasses were huge aviators, covering half his face. “Blaze. I see you’ve finally hired some help.”

“My son, Luke. Luke, this is Mr. Johnson.”

They shook hands, and Harvey smirked at Blaze’s son. “Call me Harvey, kid. No sign of Jerry?”

“Nothing.”

“I knew I shouldn’t have hired that degenerate. Gambler, you know. Probably skipped town on a bookie.”

Blaze was confident that Jerry had quit that life. He felt a surge of guilt that Jerry was likely dead at the bottom of the pit, but the guy tried to kill Blaze, after all. They were calling it an allergic reaction to these new creatures that had been spotted, but how did that explain the talons he’d seen on Jerry, or the ooze spewing from his mouth? 

Plus, they weren’t at the ocean. How had Jerry come in contact with any of them? It had to be the pit. So far, the only strange sightings had originated from the water, but what if there were others buried beneath the surface? That would explain how Jerry grew to be infected. The transformation had been so fast. Hours, maybe. He gazed between Luke and Harvey, then at the half-sunken lot a short distance away, and wanted to drag his kid as far from this location as possible. 

“I have an interview with a fella from two towns over. Want to sit in on it?” Harvey asked. 

“No, I’ll finish up here. It’ll be ready for the crew on Monday.”

“I was hoping you’d bring them in tomorrow.”

“Does it pay overtime?” Blaze knew that word made Harvey cringe, and it worked. 

“Monday it is. You fellas take care.” Harvey tipped the end of his cowboy hat and whistled as he returned to the truck. The engine roared to life, and he spun it around, heading away from the construction site. 

“He’s big,” Luke said. 

“He prefers to be called ‘steak-fed’.” Blaze grinned when Luke laughed at the comment. “What do you say we break for lunch?”

“Okay.” 

They found the shade, and Blaze opened the metal lunchbox, pulling two bologna sandwiches free. He handed Luke half and bit into the other. They ate in relative silence. When they were done, Blaze walked to the back of the truck and dug into the cooler sitting on his tailgate. “Soda?”

“Really?” They didn’t allow Luke to drink the sugary stuff. It was a rule Luke’s mother had enforced, but Blaze figured the kid had earned the treat. 

“Don’t tell anyone.” Blaze handed him a red can and cracked one for himself. It was ice cold, and the fizzing refreshment hit the spot. He checked his phone and spotted a few notifications. A news article was trending about a company called Nu-En. Blaze clicked the link and saw the face of some billionaire named Garner Vikas, who, according to the piece, was about to unveil a revolutionary technology at 8:30 PM in New York, which would put it at 7:30 Blaze’s local time. 

“You have any plans tonight?” he asked Luke.

“Me?” Luke pointed at himself. “No. Why would I?”

Blaze needed to find friends for Luke, because he obviously wouldn’t take the initiative himself. “I thought there might be something you wanted to do. What are the other kids up to?”

“I don’t know.”

“How about calling Brad? You used to be so close.”

“Brad’s an asshole,” Luke said. 

“Language!” Blaze chided him, but Luke was right. Brad wasn’t the most pleasant kid. 

“We can watch a movie,” Luke told him. “There’s an alien one we can stream.”

“Sure. I might check out the news for a bit,” Blaze said. 

“The news?”

“Yeah. Nu-En has created a new technology, and it’s supposed to be impressive.”

“I’ve read about that.”

“Really?” Blaze asked. 

“You know how those squid things keep popping up?”

“Yep.”

“The guys online say it’s caused by whatever Nu-En is doing in New York. I guess they have some secret lab that’s forced these deep-sea creatures from their habitats,” Luke said. 

Blaze studied his son. “When did you have time to read all this?”

“I own a computer, Dad.” Luke sipped his soda. “You should buy me a phone.”

“We agreed that’s not happening until you’re fourteen.” Even then, Blaze didn’t want to think about Luke having social media, or anything else to further expand his ability to be bullied. 

“Everyone has one…”

“I know it’s hard, Luke, but I’m trying my best. I’m putting money away for your education, and with this job”—he waved his hand to show the construction site—“we’ll be set. You and me forever?” He offered his fist, and Luke bumped it with a smile. 

“Forever.”

“Cool. What do you say we finish up, and I can show you how to shoot like I promised?” Blaze dangled that carrot, hoping Luke would bite and distract himself from the entire phone conversation. 

“Awesome!” Luke rushed to the house, lining up another sheet of plywood. 

Blaze took a few minutes to clean up lunch, and watched his kid with pride. 

“Be careful with that,” he warned Luke. The kid wore a hard hat, gloves, a safety vest, and goggles. Maybe it was overkill, but Luke didn’t seem to mind. “I’ll be right back.”

“Okay, Dad!” Luke had the compressor on again, and it hummed as Blaze strolled past the house to the recently opened pit. When he was certain Luke wasn’t trailing him, Blaze went faster, walking to the edge. Pieces of the foundation lay inside, creating steps below. 

Blaze could barely hear the compressor from this far, and he knelt on the rocky ground, turning his ear toward the hole. 

Something moved deep down. It sounded like scratching. 

“Hello?” he called, and the word echoed.

The noise stopped and, after a minute of silence, started again. Blaze pictured Jerry trying to crawl from the bottom of the pit, revenge on his mind. But there was no way the man had lived, not without water. He’d have baked in there. Southern Texas in a heatwave was worse than a barbecue grill on high. 

Blaze got up and dusted his pants off. Luke was still working on the sheet of plywood, and Blaze guessed they had another hour before they could call it a day. He didn’t have enough water to last much longer than that. 

Luke screamed, and Blaze’s adrenaline spiked. He ran with all his strength, speeding to the corner of the framed house, and Luke stood with the nail gun raised like a weapon. 

“What is it?” Luke whispered. 

The reptile crawled closer, its tail flipping back and forth with agitation. It resembled a lizard, but had the tail of a scorpion. It was three feet in length, with six legs, and a blue tongue flicked from its pale green lips. 

“Don’t touch it,” Blaze said, remembering what had happened to Jerry. 

“It’s leaving a trail,” Luke said. 

A stream of slime spread behind it, and Blaze clutched Luke’s arm, dragging him away. Blaze followed the track, and, as he suspected, it started at the crevasse. 

“We need to go,” he muttered. 

“But we didn’t finish the job!”

“Son, we have to call animal control or something.” Blaze kept his eyes peeled for the mutant, but when they returned to where they’d left it, the creature was gone, the trail dried up. “Move the compressor into the truck. We’re going home.”

Luke didn’t argue this time, and soon they were heading from the construction site. He dialed the county, and the lines were busy. “Keep trying.” He shoved the phone at Luke, and the boy obeyed, shaking his head.

“No answer.” 

“It’s okay,” he said. “We’ll drive to the police.”

Luke set the phone down and adjusted his glasses. “Dad, what the heck was that thing?”

“I have no clue.”

“Was it poisonous?”

“I bet. If you see anything else like it, run. Promise me.”

“I promise.”

Blaze’s heart raced as he approached Gossler and discovered the county sheriff’s station had none of the squad cars out front. There were usually three of them, and Blaze had never seen them gone all at once. He pulled in and hurried to the entrance, finding Roxy at her normal position near Sheriff Palmer’s office.

She smacked her gum and twisted the cord with her finger. “I told you, they’re not in the office. I don’t know what you’re supposed to do. Keep it locked in the garage!” Roxy hung up. “This town has gone nuts, Blaze.”

“How so?”

“People are finding snakes and lizards and birds…but they’re different. And I guess Barb at the salon got that cold that’s been going around. She’s chock-full of mucus. They had to bring her to the city,” Roxy said. 

Blaze’s gut tightened, and white spots flashed in his vision. He took a seat, rubbing his temples. “This is bad.”

“It’ll be fine. There was probably just a spill or something. That’s what the sheriff said.”

“Dad, it’s not a spill, is it?” 

Blaze hadn’t heard the door open, but Luke stood there, arms at his sides. “No, I don’t think so.” He checked the time, seeing the minute hand tick to the top, making it two in the afternoon. Three in New York. “Luke, show me where you read about this company.”
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As promised, the car picked her up and dropped them at the marina at precisely three o’clock. They’d had an enjoyable night, with Luna on the verge of asking him to stay with her. Both of them were wired from anxiety, but now that they were on the giant Nu-En yacht, the nerves had vanished. It was just another story that she had to get to the bottom of.

Wyatt wore a suit, but he hadn’t shaved, giving him a dark shadow across his cheeks and chin. Luna thought it looked nice on him. Her own outfit felt starchy, the navy-blue pantsuit the only business attire she had in the suitcase that wasn’t in need of a wash. 

The boat had about a hundred people on it, some familiar from her time sneaking into their private facility. They sifted through the crowd as they boarded, and she noticed how Wyatt seemed reluctant to interact with anyone. He was clearly nervous, and she couldn’t blame him. His life had been thrown upside down a few months ago, and now it was happening again. Wyatt stopped near a middle-aged woman in a white lab coat and smiled at her. 

“Hey, Karla,” Wyatt said to a woman. “This is Luna.”

“Nice to meet you.” They shook hands. 

“Same here. What’s your role with Nu-En?” Luna had her tablet and stylus out, making notes. 

“Chief Engineer of Robotics.”

“She makes real robots,” Wyatt added.

“Impressive. Do you have any prototypes?” Luna asked. 

“Yes, but Mr. Vikas took Clarke to his apartment on a trial run.” Karla waved at someone arriving. 

“I met Clarke. He’s remarkable,” Wyatt said. 

“You did? He’s taken years of work, but when he’s completed, we’ll have the world’s most advanced AI on two feet,” Karla said proudly. “Enjoy the show. If you’ll excuse me…”  

Luna grabbed Wyatt’s arm and pulled him close. “Why didn’t you say there was a robot?”

“It slipped my mind. We have been busy,” he told her. 

She let go, and noticed a hush in the air. A black SUV stopped at the marina, and the driver opened the door. Out came Mayor Kemp, followed by Garner Vikas. “The mayor’s here.”

“Who’s that?”

A striking older woman in a black dress and a matching wide-brimmed hat exited the car. Luna squinted, and recognized her as they neared the yacht. “That’s the governor of New York, Elizabeth Moor.”

“The way Mr. Vikas was talking this up, I wouldn’t have been surprised if the President had attended,” Wyatt murmured. 

Luna was the only member of the press invited, and that gave her the responsibility of doing it justice. She had no camera, but used her phone to snap a few images as the trio boarded. After numerous handshakes, Vikas guided them toward the cabin. They walked up the stairs, and Vikas stood atop the compartment, hands clutched to the metal railing, with the mayor and the governor flanking him. 

“Welcome to the future.” Vikas lifted his arms. “Please, mingle amongst yourselves. The trip will take several hours, and we won’t be powering the display on until the sun sets. I ask that phones be unavailable for the duration of the trip. My security will come around to gather your devices.”

“Is he kidding?” Luna whispered to Wyatt. “This is a little unorthodox.”

“No way. Isabel does this at her pre-launch parties too. They don’t want things leaking to the public before they’re released.”

Luna still didn’t wish to part with her phone. She’d covered enough stories of people vanishing on open water, and it was a phobia of hers. But with the esteemed guests, and most of his executive committee on board, Luna was fairly confident there was nothing to worry about. 

Garner Vikas wasn’t done. “Today isn’t just an important day for humanity. It was my wife’s dream to see this project come to fruition. I’ll accomplish this in her honor.” He lifted a glass of champagne. “To my Evelyn.”

Servers scattered through the crowd, thrusting champagne flutes at everyone. Luna lifted her own and clinked with Wyatt. “To Evelyn,” the people echoed. 

Her stomach was in knots, and booze wouldn’t help that, so she set hers on a table. “Isabel’s not coming?”

Wyatt downed his glass and passed it to a server. “No. Her dad asked her not to.”

Interesting. “Why would he do that?”

“She didn’t know.”

“So you spoke to her?” Luna asked. 

Wyatt’s brow scrunched up. “Sure.”

Luna wasn’t sure why that bothered her. 

“They’re asking for our cells.” Wyatt gestured to a large man wearing a black suit and an earpiece. 

Luna held her phone and saw Darcy calling. “Hello,” she said. 

“Luna, where are you?” He sounded panicked. 

“Darcy, what’s going on?” The yacht had detached from the dock, and they were a hundred yards from the shoreline. 

“Olive called. Said her mom got the virus or infection… whatever the hell it is.”

“That’s terrible,” Luna said. 

“She’s dead.”

Luna froze, letting the words wash over her. “Dead?”

“Olive’s trying to come home from Vermont. I think you should too. If this gets worse… Sis, I don’t want you in the city. It’ll spread like wildfire in a place like Manhattan.”

He wasn’t wrong, but she was on a boat, and about to lose her phone privileges. “I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“I’m working on the Nu-En story, and I’m going to witness the technology firsthand,” she told him. The security guy was getting closer, and Wyatt had his device ready to surrender. 

“Why is he even going ahead with it? The illness is much worse today. There are reports of people being infected all over the world. It comes from the ocean… I’m telling you, Luna. Get home. I’ll be at the farm. We have ample supplies, and it’ll be safe.” 

Luna glanced at the marina, noticed the churning water behind the boat, and the security guard was in front of her, palm out. “I have to go, but I promise I’ll meet you there.”

“Dammit. Okay, but be quick. I don’t like this one bit.”

“Laters.” She used their word to end the conversation, and before Darcy responded, the guard snatched her phone away. He didn’t apologize as he moved on to the next guest. 

“My brother’s worried,” she told Wyatt. 

“About what Nu-En’s doing?”

“No. The virus, or whatever those squids brought. He said it’s worse…” She swallowed. “And spreading fast.”

“I thought the things were retreating.”

“I guess they were wrong.” Luna kept watching as the land shrank behind the yacht’s wake. She wondered if she could swim to shore, and deduced it wouldn’t be too bad. She was a solid swimmer, and it was only about a mile. 

“Don’t do it.”

“Do what?”

He pointed at the lower half of Manhattan. “You really want to get in the water with the squids?” His voice lowered, and he leaned closer. “I saw something near the Brooklyn Bridge yesterday, and it was huge.”

“What’s happening down there?” She staggered to the railing and gawked into the water. “My brother’s right. Why is Vikas launching the project in the midst of this other chaos?”

“He probably thinks that any minor delay will become a serious setback. He’s determined, I’ll give him that.” Wyatt rested on the railing, watching the people. “You’re here to do a story. Let’s get it.”

Luna smiled when Wyatt took her hand and guided her to the cabin. They climbed the stairs, and Vikas seemed surprised to see them arrive. A tall security guard blocked their passage, but Vikas spoke up. “It’s all right. You can let them through.”

“You decide anything about LA?” Vikas glanced at Luna with a small grin. 

“Not yet, sir.”

“Clock’s ticking. I’d like you both to meet Mayor Kemp. This is Luna Wells with the New York Minute,” he said. 

“I thought you weren’t inviting the press.” Kemp frowned when he shook her hand. “And I’m familiar with Miss Wells. She’s done a few pieces on my administration, and evidently, she’s not a fan.”

“I only report on the facts objectively, sir.” Luna didn’t know what else to say, but starting an argument wasn’t a good idea. 

Vikas continued. “And this is Wyatt Rider. He’s a new hire.”

“Pleasure to meet you.” Wyatt nodded at them. 

“What do you think about the project, Wyatt?” Elizabeth Moor asked. 

“I, uhm…”

“He isn’t aware of all the details yet, since he just signed the paperwork.” Garner Vikas put his palm on Wyatt’s shoulder. “We’re very excited to show the world what Nu-En is capable of.”

Luna could tell he was about to brush them off, so she needed to ask the hard questions. “What are the other sites for?”

Vikas had moved away, but he paused to face her. “What other sites?”

“The six locations. This one’s near New York, but there’s also more.”

Elizabeth crossed her arms. “Garner, what is she talking about?”

“Nothing, I assure you, though someone misinformed Miss Wells.”

The mayor tapped his chin with a finger. “I may not appreciate the constant pressure the Minute puts on me, but I know that she’s an excellent reporter. She wouldn’t mention this without cause.”

“I saw the map,” Luna said, feeling braver with their support. 

Garner Vikas frowned and let his shoulders relax, forcing a smile. “They’re simply musings. A plan for the future. Don’t concern yourself with it.”

“Does your testing have anything to do with the opening in the seas? I read this morning that they’ve sent diving machines into Marianas Trench and found two more new species emerging from the depths. Is that connected to Nu-En?” Luna wouldn’t let it go. She was a reporter, and sensed she’d begun taking hold of the story. 

“Miss Wells, that’s enough. I asked you here because you’re resourceful, and I assumed you’d act professionally. There’s no correlation to whatever’s happening under the ocean.” Vikas shook his head and walked away. 

“And the so-called allergic reactions… shouldn’t we prioritize these creatures, rather than playing with the power grid? The heatwave will end, and the city will recover. Can we say the same about this mysterious ailment?” Luna called, but he didn’t answer. He slammed the cabin door after the mayor and governor followed him. 

“I bet you’re not invited to the afterparty,” Wyatt whispered. 

“He knows more than he’s letting on,” she said. 

“Of course he does. Garner Vikas never has loose ends. If Nu-En is responsible, he’s aware of it.” 

“What can we do?” Luna asked. 

“Watch the fireworks and see what he has planned. He’s saying it’ll revolutionize the entire world. How can we miss out on witnessing that?” Wyatt started down the stairs. 

Luna blinked as the sunlight caught her eye, and she studied the horizon, seeing nothing but ocean for miles in every direction. Wyatt was right. She would observe an important moment in history tonight, but after her conversation with Darcy, she doubted it would end as Garner Vikas hoped.
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“At least the food’s good.” Wyatt shoved a third crab puff into his mouth and dabbed the corners of his lips with a napkin. 

“I’ll give the caterers a nod in the article.” Luna remained distraught, but Wyatt wasn’t letting it affect his mood. 

Wyatt had spent most of his life not in control of his own destiny, so this wasn’t any different. He was used to being dragged around by the currents the Vikas family created. Catered events had become second nature to him. He’d talked to some of the personnel over the last four hours, interacting with the Nu-En employees since he might be working with them in the future. 

Luna had been glowering in the corner most of the afternoon, staying in the shade on the bright, hot Friday. Wyatt could tell his skin was burning, but he felt alive on the water. It made him miss the LA lifestyle, where he could look at the waves for hours while Isabel labored over her laptop long into the night. He realized he wasn’t meant to live in Manhattan, confined to a box. He could do that when he died.

The sun was nearly set, the orange orb hanging above the skyline. 

It was looking like accepting the offer was the best move for him. It didn’t mean Isabel would, but he wondered if the deal was contingent on the pair running the office for Nu-En. Without Isabel, would Vikas even want to keep him on board? He wished he had his phone to call her. 

“Be right back.” He tossed his napkin in the trash and strode toward the cabin, where the bathrooms were. Luna didn’t acknowledge his comment. Instead, she stood there staring at the water, like a giant squid might appear and snatch her from the deck. 

Wyatt had seen the security guard who’d taken their phones earlier, and the box was in the captain’s quarters. He skirted the bathrooms, crossing the hall, and stopped at the nearest bulkhead when he heard voices. 

“Are we prepared?” It was Vikas. 

“Yes, sir.” The other voice came from a handheld radio. 

“I want confirmation that all sites have linked.”

Wyatt tried to stay hidden, praying Vikas didn’t catch him eavesdropping. 

“I have confirmation. All sites but Mexico are connected.”

“Perfect. Is the extraction ready?”

Extraction? Wyatt didn’t like the sound of this conversation. 

“Yes, Mr. Vikas. Ten minutes after we run the program, the helicopter will arrive,” the man on the other end said. 

“Anand, I appreciate everything you’ve done. The world needs heroes, and your sacrifice will not be forgotten.”

Wyatt crept closer and saw Mr. Vikas’ back, the radio held to his mouth. 

“It’s my pleasure, sir. I’ll see you in Valhalla,” Anand said. 

“I’d like that.” Vikas put the radio away and ran his hands through his gray hair, staring out the window toward the west. 

Whatever he’d heard wasn’t good news. When he found the captain’s door unguarded, Wyatt slipped in and bumped into something, since the sun had finally set, lowering past the horizon. He noticed a box and hurried to it, searching through the one hundred phones. His was in a generic black cover with an alien sticker on the back. He found it, but his smile faded when the sound of footsteps approached. 

Muffled voices carried from the corridor, and the latch sealed; then the footsteps moved in the other direction. Wyatt walked to the exit and pressed his ear to the door. When it was quiet again, he turned the handle. It didn’t open. They’d locked him inside. 

He stared at the phone. Who could he call, if there was even service? 

Wyatt ran to the windows and found them unbolted. He doubted anyone knew he was there. Vikas had probably ordered the phones sealed off before the display. Wyatt slid a window up and clambered through, almost falling on his face when his leg got stuck. 

He hurried to the deck, where the guests had assembled near the edge. The boat’s nose pointed north now, and the constant rumble of the engine grew quiet. 

From here, Wyatt could see the lights of the city in the distance, but Manhattan looked tiny from so far out. Farther down the coastline, other municipalities shone as night fell upon the mainland. Before rejoining Luna, he checked his phone, finding a couple of messages from Isabel. 

Something tried getting into the beach house! I turned off the lights and pretended I wasn’t home. Is Daddy with you? I can’t reach him. 

Then ten minutes later: Wyatt, I’m scared. I saw more people on the beach, but they’re… wrong.

He thought about Kayla, and the frying pan in her grip. Wyatt stayed in the shadows and dialed Isabel, but there was no connection. Don’t go outside. We’ll figure this out. He waited until it showed he’d sent the text. Relief filled his veins as another message came in. 

Wyatt, I’m sorry for everything. I love you. If you see this… Don’t give up on

The text stopped, and he stared at it, waiting for more, but the temporary service had vanished. 

Isabel, I’m coming. When I leave this boat, I’ll get to LA. He tapped the button, but it was undelivered. 

Wyatt noticed a security guard eyeing him, and he hid the phone nonchalantly in his suit jacket pocket. The guy moved on, watching the Nu-En staff and guests. 

Lights flashed on the deck, and Garner Vikas entered center stage, with Mayor Kemp and Governor Moor behind him. Wyatt noticed the cameras as the crew appeared. He’d known this was going to be streamed for the world, but the operators were all his own staff. Drones hovered above the boat, likely recording as well. The yacht filled with an electric energy; the people were excited that their hard work had paid off. 

Wyatt wanted to tell Vikas about Isabel’s cryptic messages. It was obvious something bad was transpiring. She’d mentioned a group on the beach. Were they just kids having a bonfire, freaking her out because of the news, or were they like Kayla, gunk foaming at the mouth? 

“It’s time.” Vikas had a microphone pinned to his lapel, and he walked a couple of feet, framing the middle of the camera angle. Screens were on behind him, showing the Nu-En logo. One of them cut to another shot, revealing the massive laboratory they’d constructed in the ocean. Wyatt recognized the three giant rings and saw that they were spinning. 

Everyone stared at the screen, and the second one displayed Vikas as he was on the boat, the camera aimed at him. 

“The Earth is at a tipping point. We have stuck our heads in the sand for long enough.”

Wyatt noticed Luna by herself, and he edged closer. “Hey.”

“Hey,” she said, transfixed by Mr. Vikas. 

“Our power plants are ruining the planet. Coal, nuclear, oil… we’ve left the world in a far worse state than we found it, and within fifty years, we’re going to be searching for another solution, possibly on another planet. There will be nothing for us here.”

Wyatt tensed, watching while the rings picked up speed. 

“That’s why we’re taking the first step to a brighter future.” Vikas smiled and gestured at the mayor. “Please, make the call.”

Mayor Kemp had a large radio in his grip, and he pressed a button. “Cut it. All the grid. Yes, I will take the heat.”

“Behold, the power of Nu-En.” Vikas pointed to the shore thirty miles away. The lights were miniscule from this far, but the effect was obvious. Manhattan was in the dark. Every high-rise vanished, the land no longer visible. The grid shut down the entire area, even the boroughs to the north and south of Manhattan. 

“They killed the entire island and more,” Luna whispered. Her gaze met his. “Why?”

“I think we’re about to find out,” Wyatt told her. 

Garner Vikas hauled his arms to the sky, and the rings flew faster, blue light crackling beneath them. “I offer you a new future. Where power isn’t a liability to our planet. Where we can access anything electrical without worrying about the drain on resources or polluting our land. Nu-En has harnessed the power of the ocean, and now… I give you Static!”

The rings moved so quickly, they were a blur, and the blue light fizzled and cracked through the sphere they formed. The ocean water under the device churned violently, and Wyatt noticed how the yacht bobbed. He could see the Nu-En facility a few miles west of their position with his own eyes as the light shot higher, spewing into the air. 

“Oh my God.” Luna clutched Wyatt’s arm when a barrel of energy forced its way to the cloudless sky. The flashing tendrils of power continued in every direction, arcing over the atmosphere, and it blotted out the brightness of the stars and moon. 

Everyone was in awe, even the Nu-En employees. They cheered and hollered, stopping only when their boss lifted a finger. “Static will give the masses power. The world will be a better place.” 

The blue lightning spanned the skies soundlessly, filling the entirety of Wyatt’s view. It reflected off the choppy waves, making it seem like the ocean was covered in the basking glow as well. 

“He said he’s harnessed the ocean,” Luna told him, her lips close to Wyatt’s ear. “I don’t think he’s thought this through.”

The facility was as small as a marble in Wyatt’s periphery, but on screen, the rings continued to go faster. “The grid is still off on the mainland.”

All eyes turned toward the city, and almost at once, the lights reactivated. The glow spread when the blue energy raced above, and they applauded again. Wyatt didn’t. He observed Mr. Vikas, who rubbed his palms together with pride. The mayor patted his back, and even the governor looked impressed with his accomplishment. 

Karla approached Vikas and tapped him on the shoulder. She whispered something at Vikas, and his cheerful expression faded. They hurried off, and Wyatt once again gazed at the screens. 

“Did you see that?” Luna asked. 

“What?”

“The rings… they’re breaking apart.” Luna’s nails dug into his arm. He half-dragged her across the deck, coming to stand closer to the display. Now he understood what she was saying. 

“Those are tentacles…” Wyatt’s jaw dropped as a hundred-foot-long appendage wrapped around the Nu-En power generator. Shocks and sparks emerged from the rings as they snapped, plummeting into the water. Others had noticed, and panic ensued. They all spoke over one another, and Wyatt heard the first hint of the helicopter rotors. 

The mayor talked into his radio, but no one responded. 

“We have to turn the boat around,” Wyatt muttered. 

“Where’s the captain?” Luna shouted. 

The energy continued to crackle and spread, but when the facility sank into the ocean, the source faltered, stopping the flow. The lights on the mainland flickered and vanished, throwing New York into the dark once again. 

“What has he done?” Governor Moor asked. 

Panic spread throughout the deck, and Wyatt braced for impact as the employees rushed to the tender boats. A woman pointed at the water, where a fin protruded through the waves. It had to be twenty feet tall. 

“Luna!” Wyatt grabbed her shoulders, squaring off with the journalist. Her face was blank, her eyes wide. “Luna!”

“I’m here!” She shook her head and pursed her lips. “What do we do?”

Someone fell overboard, screaming before splashing into the water. A woman shrieked as a hand landed on the deck, bitten off at the wrist. 

“Find Vikas. He’s not going down with the boat!” Wyatt held tight, running for the yacht’s stern.  

The rotors were louder now, and Wyatt spotted the incoming helicopter. A beam of light shone from the belly, and it hovered above the creature circling the yacht. Wyatt finally had an inkling of just how large the thing was. It battered into the hull, knocking the boat with a resounding thud. 

“It’s breached!” a man near the railing yelled. “Everyone to the tenders!”

“You want us to go into the water… with that?” the governor cried. 

Wyatt hurried past them all and found Vikas, as expected, reaching for a rope dropped by the helicopter. “It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. I wanted to change the world!” Vikas shouted. 

“Then you accomplished your goal!” Luna yelled. 

Vikas had the rope in one hand, his gaze on the creature from the abyss while it bashed into his yacht again. He staggered, almost falling, but his grip on the rope ladder kept him upright. “Come with me!”

Wyatt shoved Luna, and they both took hold of the ladder. “What about them?”

“I can’t save everyone,” Vikas muttered. 

The facility erupted a few miles away, the explosion drawing their attention. An enormous spout of blue fire soared into the sky and burned out as the cloud dissipated. The Nu-En power generator was gone. 

Vikas climbed the rope rungs, swinging on the ladder as the helicopter lifted slightly. Others had seen them, and were rushing to the stern in hopes of rescue. Wyatt noticed a few smaller boats in the water, and one of them capsized when the monster slapped a fin onto it. The people’s cries were short-lived. This was all Vikas’ fault!

“Get up there!” he told Luna, and she trailed behind him. 

Wyatt was on the opposite side, ascending at the same time as Luna. As the helicopter lifted, someone grabbed his ankle. Wyatt tried to kick the security guard off, and the guy’s grasp slipped. 

“Wyatt, I can’t…” Luna’s tendons were rigid, her eyes filled with tears. 

The mayor had a grip on her leg. “Let go!” Wyatt yelled at the man, but Kemp clung with even more determination. 

“Take her up!” Vikas ordered the pilot. 

The yacht was twenty feet below them, with the mayor still clinging to Luna. “I’m slipping.” Her gaze locked with Wyatt’s, and her fingers unclenched from the rope rung in slow motion. Wyatt cried out when she fell, her arms flailing in the air. 

Luna splashed into the water, and the mayor banged his head on the railing, flopping limply into the ocean next to her. “Luna!” Wyatt tried to release himself from the ladder, to dive in after her, but Vikas held his arm. “Let go!” 

“Do you really want to face that?” Vikas pointed at the massive tentacles attacking the boat. 

Wyatt tried to fight free, but Garner wouldn’t allow it. The helicopter lifted, and Wyatt watched helplessly as the yacht sank into the depths. 

The blue light was gone, and the land flushed with darkness. All he could hear was the steady beating of his own heart in rhythm with the rotor blades.

















INTERLUDE




Clarke

The Arco, Manhattan




The message sent before the grid faltered, then crashed. Clarke stared through the panoramic windows, examining the ocean to the east. Nu-En’s project had failed miserably, and Clarke experienced a moment of sadness. He brushed it aside: not because they’d programmed him to avoid emotion, but because he couldn’t stand the thought of losing his loved ones. Karla and Anand were his best friends. He’d spent countless hours with them, playing games and learning what it meant to be human. 

Eventually, Garner Vikas had brought him home, and while the Nu-En founder had initially been hesitant to talk with Clarke as though he was real, the reluctance had proved short-lived. They sat into the long hours of the night, contemplating the new world and how proud Evelyn would be of their accomplishments. 

Now the Rings were destroyed, at least here in New York. Static required every facility to be operational, meaning they’d been unsuccessful not only locally, but on a global scale. Clarke was aware of the rifts they’d created in the abyss, but Mr. Vikas had assured his team the complications would pale in comparison to the benefits. He called it a small price to pay for an issue that would be mitigated with ease. 

Clarke saw how wrong Garner Vikas was. 

He used the geolocator, finding his target nearing Long Island, and the results pleased him. 

Clarke then checked if Isabel had responded to the message, but the system was down. There would be no further communication, not until she activated his counterpart in Los Angeles. 

All the fail-safes and innumerable hours spent preparing for Static, and it might be the catalyst for the end of the world. Clarke pondered this from a strictly analytical standpoint, and realized how grievous their errors had been. His desire to provide power at no cost in memory of Evelyn had blinded Garner Vikas. 

Clarke imagined caring so deeply for someone that you’d do anything for them, even if the risk far outweighed the potential reward. 

The blue Static coursed through the clouds, drawing his attention. It would remain in the wild, but without the Rings, there was no means to harness the intense energy. 

Karla Dash had told him frequently that he’d be the salvation Earth needed, should the moment arise. 

Clarke lifted his right arm and peered at his missing one. The last components sat in LA, along with the plans he couldn’t access from here. He wanted to leave immediately, but Vikas’ instructions had been clear. Someone with authorization would come within twenty-four hours. If they didn’t, he was to travel to Malibu to protect Isabel.

All the world could be burning, and Vikas chose to protect his family before anyone else. Clarke understood more about humanity from that simple fact than from his hours of data input forced on him by Anand. 

Clarke checked the positions in his geolocator and lingered at the windows, waiting for his company to come knocking on the door.

















INTERLUDE




Isabel Vikas

Malibu, California




“Hello?” Isabel held the phone to her ear and cringed from the silence. She scrolled to the previous message, sent from Daddy’s personal number, but it obviously wasn’t him. 

My name is Clarke. Your father instructed me to guide you, Miss Vikas. There is another robot, like me, at the Nu-En offices in Los Angeles. Here is the address. Within him, you will find the directions to a location. Keep the details confidential. When the robot is activated, I can contact you.

She read it and realized a second message had snuck through, right before her house turned dark. 

I won’t allow anything to happen to you, and neither will my counterpart. Be safe. I look forward to meeting you.

Clarke. She was aware of the project Karla had been working on. She’d seen the paperwork on Daddy’s desk in the guest room from the last visit. “Robots?” She said the word just to hear someone’s voice. “This is insane.” Isabel had been watching the feed, proud of Daddy’s accomplishments, and then it all shot to hell. Before the TV turned off, she’d noticed a massive creature had crashed into the Rings. 

She gazed to the sky, where tendrils of blue Static rippled through the clouds. Isabel shivered and put on a sweatshirt. 

“Is it snowing?” Isabel walked onto the balcony and noticed the temperature shift. It happened almost instantaneously. The freaks from the beach had moved on, and she thought about frantically texting Wyatt a while ago. She’d screwed up the best relationship in her life, and doubted she’d ever see him again. He’d promised to come for her, but how could he? 

Isabel needed to be strong and self-sufficient. She wasn’t just the daughter of a billionaire. She’d created her company from scratch, building the brand from the ground up. Isabel worked hard—harder than most—but no one seemed impressed, other than Daddy. And Wyatt, but he’d grown tired of her incessant schedule. They never seemed to have time for one another. Then there were all those late nights at the office, and Perry…

Isabel sighed as the flakes fell over the ocean, basking in a blue glow before fading into the darkness of the clouds. 

“Okay, Clarke… I’ll go to the Nu-En offices.” She brought her cell phone outside and heard sirens in every direction. Isabel locked her door, realizing she’d forgotten something. She returned to the beach house and found the guest room, rotating the framed picture on the wall. Isabel typed Wyatt’s birthday into the keypad, and the closet rumbled. She pushed past the spare linens into the safe room, and opened the locker. With a 9MM in her possession, she felt better. She’d complained when Daddy made her take all those shooting classes, but suddenly, she understood the wisdom behind it. 

Isabel got in her car, and when she pulled onto the road, she saw the flames rising from Thousand Oaks, directly north of her position. They were probably ten miles out, but that wouldn’t take long to spread through the forest. 

She keyed the location into her GPS, but it didn’t work. “Great.” 

Isabel headed onto Highway 1, aimed for Los Angeles. “Wherever you are, Daddy, be safe.” 

She repeated it once more for Wyatt and hit the gas.

















INTERLUDE




Darcy Wells

Near New Canaan, Connecticut




“Olive!” Darcy checked the phone, finding it dead. 

Gracie’s face contorted as she cried for her mother. Bella remained immobile, tears dropping. 

“Girls, we’ll be fine. Mommy got disconnected.” Darcy tried to dial her, but it failed. The lights were off, and everything had fallen silent. Darcy was used to the hum of the refrigerator, and the clattering air conditioner no longer spilled air through the vents. 

He checked his messages, hoping Olive had sent one, but nothing came through. He switched to Luna’s number and read the last communication with her. It was from hours ago, around the time she’d claimed the Nu-En guys were taking her cell. “Dammit!” he shouted, and Gracie grew still. “Sorry, baby.” He reached for his daughters, dragging them into a three-person embrace. 

They’d endured so much, with Olive leaving after her mother suggested it would do her mind good. Truth was, Olive had never been there for the girls. They’d married young, and she’d convinced Darcy to start a family, even though he knew they weren’t ready for it. He’d barely known Olive. She’d moved from Vermont to start fresh, so her past would be kept a state away. The moment she’d given birth to Grace, she’d withdrawn, and Darcy realized it wasn’t as uncommon as he’d thought back then. 

Bella was an accident, but in the best way.

“Dad, why is the power off?” Bella asked, her little voice a light in the darkness.

“It’s temporary. You know where the flashlights are. And the candles,” he said. “Go grab them all.” 

They dispersed into the kitchen. There wasn’t enough ambiance for them to see, and he heard Bella shout when she walked into something. 

“It’s okay, Bella. Over here. Take my hand,” Gracie said, playing her role of big sister to perfection. 

The outage had to be related to whatever he’d witnessed on his tablet. Luna was on-site. He couldn’t bear the pain of losing his wife and his sister, who was, in fact, his best friend. He texted her, more out of habit than anything, but it didn’t send. 

“Dad, can I use the lighter?” Bella asked. 

She was five, and he didn’t want to grant too many permissions. “You’d better let Gracie handle it.”

Gracie flicked the button, and the flame shot from the top of the barbecue lighter. She placed it on a white candle’s wick and grinned when it caught. Gracie did the same with five more candles while Bella turned the flashlights on, spinning them so the beams hit all four walls. 

Darcy rose from the chair and took a flashlight, checking out the back door. The property ran for a couple of acres, and he couldn’t remember why they always called it “the farm.” His grandparents had owned it, utilizing the neighboring lots for crops or tending to cattle. Now they’d been filled with McMansions and swimming pools, secured by gates at the front driveways. Their house was modest in comparison, and the family used it sparingly as a respite from the life in Greenwich, which was quiet compared to New York, where he’d spent his first couple of years after graduating high school. 

“See anything?” Gracie stood on her tiptoes, trying to get a better view of the yard. 

“Nothing but the trees and the moon,” he said. 

“While the breeze sings a tune.” She finished the line from her favorite kid’s book. 

“When is Mommy coming home?” Bella asked. 

Darcy closed the door, flipped the deadbolt—which he never did—and checked his watch. “Soon.”

“What about Auntie Luna? I thought she would meet us at the farm,” Gracie said. 

“She’s coming too.” Darcy prayed she was okay, and guided the girls to the table. “Who wants to play a game?”

They both raised their hands and ran to the cupboard where the board games and cards sat. They returned with three options, asking him to choose, and he selected the one that took the longest. He needed to distract them until they became tired enough to sleep through the night. 

“Daddy, I want to be the thimble,” Bella said. 

“Gracie, you take the top hat like always.” Darcy handed out the colorful cash and wondered if the power was out indefinitely.
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“What happened to it?” Luke asked. 

The TV was dark. 

Blaze tried to process what they’d just seen. Garner Vikas had been standing on the deck of a yacht, proclaiming his gift to the world. He’d called it Static. The camera showed the sky brightening, the strange, almost eerie bluish energy coursing through the air, and then something faltered. He grabbed the remote, clicking buttons at the TV, but it stayed off. 

He glanced out the window, where the streetlights dimmed, then flickered to darkness. His entire living room did too, the lights failing. “Dammit.” Blaze rose, hitting his knee on the coffee table. “Luke, stay put.” Blaze found his phone and used the flashlight feature. 

“Why’s the power off?” Luke hopped to his feet, peering around. “Should we check the breakers?”

“Normally, yes.” Blaze parted the curtains and gestured to the yard. “But all the neighbors are having the same issue as us.” 

Blaze used the phone to dial the sheriff’s office. It didn’t even ring. “Phones must be down.” He attempted Harvey, since his was the most used number in the history, with the same lackluster result. “Cell service too.”

“Dad, does this have anything to do with what Nu-En did?” Luke asked. 

“It might.” Blaze didn’t understand what they’d done, but clearly, it had backfired. A shadow emerged from Tina’s front porch, and Blaze ran outside. “Tina!” he called. She stopped on the far edge of the sidewalk, her bathrobe not cinched. It flapped in the breeze, and the moment he started down his steps, he saw the pool of slime under her feet. It stuck to her slippers and dragged behind her as she staggered toward his house. Her eyes were buggy, her hands elongated like Jerry’s had been. 

“This can’t be happening.” Blaze ran into the living room and slammed the door shut, locking them in. 

“Is Tina okay?” Luke’s voice warbled, and he was on the verge of tears. Blaze didn’t blame the kid. This was bad. He should have gotten out of Dodge at the first sign of trouble, but perhaps this wasn’t isolated. What if the entire country was being affected by—

Bang. Bang. Bang. 

Tina’s silhouette was at the entrance, wavering beyond the tinted glass. 

“What do we do?” Blaze lowered to a knee, taking hold of his son’s hands. “Luke, we have to go.”

“Where?” He cried openly now, his lip trembling. 

Tina continued to barrage his door, the thuds growing more violent. Blaze tried to think, but the sound was too distracting. 

“What about the abandoned factory?” Luke suggested. 

“Why?” Blaze asked, eyeing the front of his house. Tina stopped her assault, and he peeked through the living room window, finding her ambling into the street. Others emerged from their homes, wandering around aimlessly in the dark. 

“It’s big and has a metal bar at the entrance. Bay doors are secured, there’s also a rooftop access to give you high ground.” 

Blaze stared at his son, wondering where he’d gotten these details. “Have you been out there?”

“Of course, Dad.” Luke ran to his room and returned with his backpack, quickly dumping the contents onto the floor near his feet. “We’ll need food. We should stop at the grocery store, or better yet, the gas station. Everyone else will probably head to the market first.”

Blaze didn’t know what to say. “Have you been preparing for this?”

“Dad, I’ve read all the books and watched all the zombie shows.”

“This isn’t zombies,” Blaze said.

“You’re right, because they’re not dead… or undead.” Luke shoved items from the pantry into his pack. “Dad, stop moping around.”

Blaze hurried to his room to gather his handguns. He took the boxes of ammunition, tossing the socks in the drawer aside. This was crazy and beyond anything he could have expected. He filled a suitcase with some spare clothing and paused at his nightstand to snatch a frame. Riley’s smile was infectious in the family photo, and Luke looked so young. He was only eight. Blaze barely recognized himself in the picture. He put it into the luggage and checked the bedside drawer. 

The house remained dark, so he grabbed a heavy-duty flashlight, and the beam jostled through the hall as he sprinted to Luke. “What else?”

“An axe,” Luke said, starting for the rear door. 

“Let me go. Stay here.” Blaze checked past the blinds, finding the yard empty. He took the pistol regardless, and stuck his head out before jogging down the three steps on the deck. The shed door was open, flapping in the wind. The latch had broken last summer, and he hadn’t made time to repair it. 

Something howled in the distance, sending his arm hair straight up. Even the insects were silent tonight, which didn’t bode well. The entire situation had him on edge, and he attempted to gather himself. Blaze had built the shed the first year they’d moved in, when Riley was pregnant with Luke. She’d sat in the shade, her baby bump huge. Riley begged to help, but he’d told her he just wanted her company, so she’d obliged, happy to drink iced tea and talk. 

Blaze saw movement, and the memory snapped from the forefront of his mind. The cat’s tails twitched from the rooftop, and he shuddered at the sight. It had two heads, but only four legs. Whatever was going on caused mutations in both animals and people. He waited a second to see if it would attack, but the cat darted off, speeding into the neighbor’s yard. Blaze secured the axe, along with a few tools, and brought it all to the house. 

“Still no service.” Luke had Blaze’s cell phone, and he showed him the screen. 

“Okay. To the car. You ready?” Blaze checked that the coast was clear, and Luke took a deep breath. 

“Ready.”

Blaze had second thoughts until he spied a house down the block that had caught fire. All the mutants were destined for it, their steps slow and clumsy. What had that Vikas guy done to them? Was this connected to Nu-En? 

His truck sat parked on the street, and he opened it for Luke first, wiping a layer of grease from the handle. He rubbed it on his shirt and hopped into the driver’s seat, locking them in. The engine turned, and he gazed at his house, wondering if he’d ever see it again. When he peered into the rear-view mirror, he spotted Tina not far behind. Blaze gunned it, sending the truck screeching over the road. 

“What about everyone else?” Luke asked. 

“We have to worry about ourselves,” Blaze said. 

“But…” Luke stared at him with pleading eyes, but he relented soon after. “You’re right, Dad. They might be infected, or injured, which will slow us down.”

Gossler only had a population of five hundred, and those were spread across a three-mile stretch. When Blaze pulled up to the corner store, he investigated the area before leaving his vehicle. Luke exited with him, testing the fuel pumps. “They still work.”

“Get anything you can find inside.” Blaze hefted the gun, trudging to the building. He opened the door, agitating the chimes. He paused briefly before entering with pistols raised. Luke stuck close behind him. When they determined no one was there, Luke gathered gas cans from the shelving. Blaze found a few boxes in the storeroom, and filled them with water and any other supplies he deemed necessary to survive the next couple of days. 

Ten minutes later, they had the truck’s box loaded with spare fuel and boxes of food. He walked to the vehicle to find headlights careening toward them. “Luke, in the truck!”

“It’s the sheriff!” 

The lights flashed from the top, red and blue illuminating the otherwise dark streets. The car headed straight at the gas station. Blaze jumped in, spinning his tires as the squad car sped closer. He passed the incoming automobile and saw that the sheriff had mutated. His eyes were enormous, his mouth ajar. 

Blaze craned his neck when the sheriff collided with the gas pumps, and for a moment, he thought they might not have an explosion after all. Surely the station had safety features. When he was farther down the block, the detonation sounded, shaking the ground and he almost lost control of the steering wheel. 

Luke gawked behind them, his glasses slipping from his nose. 

They passed another neighborhood, and Blaze slowed and turned into it. 

“What are you doing?” Luke asked. 

“Doesn’t your teacher live out here?” 

“Miss Hobbart?” 

“Yeah.”

“I don’t know.”

Blaze recalled Riley mentioning the teacher having won the best garden in Gossler a few years earlier, and he was certain it was on this street. His headlights reflected onto the parked vehicles. Flashlight or lanterns glowed in several windows, which meant some had opted to stay indoors. It might not be as widespread as he’d initially imagined. Perhaps his own area’s proximity to the riverbanks made things worse for them. 

“Dad…” Luke lifted a shaky hand, pointing through the windshield. 

“Susie Hobbart.” Blaze watched the woman he’d spoken to about Luke only a couple of days ago, and winced. Her left arm was twice the size of normal, oozing wounds dripping from the pale flesh. 

“It looks like a tentacle, Dad,” Luke whispered. 

Blaze had seen enough. He sped by her, wishing Luke hadn’t witnessed that. 

They found the outskirts of their small town quickly, and Blaze picked up speed, eager to escape the disaster. The next town was twenty minutes to the north, so he aimed south near the Mexican border. There was nothing for fifty miles this way. 

They didn’t encounter a single person in the next ten minutes, and when Blaze saw the old factory sign hanging by one bolt at the end of the driveway, he slowed and pulled in. “When did you come here?”

“With Brian, after…”

He understood. Blaze had been such a mess those first few weeks, he hadn’t even noticed when Luke snuck off at all hours of the night. 

The building had seen better days, but so had Blaze. It was forty feet high, with broken glass panes on the upper levels. Kids probably came to throw rocks at them when they were bored, which was quite common in a place like Gossler. 

Luke sat up straighter. “There’s a bay around back.”

Blaze took the advice and parked at the loading dock. When he got out, he tested the handle to find it unlocked. The button didn’t work, since there was no power, so he used the chains to manually heft it up. Instead of leaving his truck outside, he drove it into the factory and secured the door again. This way, no one could spot them from the road, only from behind, and there wasn’t any reason for someone to be wandering this desert in the dark. 

“What did they make here, Dad?” Luke asked, eyes wide as they shone their flashlights through the open warehouse. Bits and pieces of the previous assembly lines remained intact, and Blaze checked each of the doors, ensuring nothing could enter without their knowledge. 

“I don’t remember. Electronics or something,” he said. Blaze’s high school buddy, Martin, had worked there for a summer gig, then left afterwards, moving to the big city for a real future. Blaze had never seen him again. Now he wondered if he should have done the same thing. 

The manufacturing side was around twenty thousand square feet, and he warned Luke to be careful. Metal sheets lay on the cracked concrete floor, and Blaze crouched to touch the edge of one, finding it extremely sharp. 

“Dad, who owned this place?”

“I can’t recall.”

“It was Nu-En.” Luke lifted a company logo, and while it looked slightly different from the one on the TV earlier that night, it was definitely related. 

Blaze observed the logo, wondering how it connected to Gossler, the power outages, and the mutations transpiring under his nose.
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The helicopter dipped and dove as the pilot struggled into the wind. The door remained wide, and Wyatt clutched the seat like a lifeline. “You did this!” he shouted at Garner Vikas. 

“How could I know?” 

“You set out to harness the power of the ocean! What did you think would happen?”

Vikas gaped at the churning water below. There was nothing left of the yacht, and Wyatt had repeatedly ordered the pilot to return to the scene. The man ignored his shouting and flew toward the shoreline. Had Luna made it to the tender, and if so, had they escaped the battling creature? 

“Wyatt, I assure you, none of this was intentional.”

“I heard you…”

“Heard me what?”

“On the radio with Anand… you thanked him for his sacrifice,” Wyatt said. 

“Yes, for giving up so much of his life for the last half-dozen years. He’s barely seen his children. It cost Anand his marriage.”

“What about the helicopter… the extraction?” Wyatt added. 

“To bring him to the yacht. Wyatt, I promise, there is no evil plan here. I thought it would work!” Vikas’ face was slack, his eyes wild. “I’ve ruined everything.”

“You know that job offer? I think I’ll stick to the open market,” Wyatt told him. 

“Static should have revolutionized our planet.”

“You destroyed it instead. How do we fix it?” Wyatt shouted over the wind buffeting into the cabin. 

The pilot began lowering as they neared Manhattan, and Wyatt couldn’t wait to be on ground level. He wanted to hurl after what he’d witnessed, and his legs wouldn’t stop shaking. Luna. He had to return to her. When he suggested it again, Vikas shook his head. 

“There’s no fixing this. I think we’re too far gone. We have to start again,” he said. 

“Start…” Wyatt saw something in Vikas’ expression. “What’s the plan?”

“I had an inkling a catastrophic event would occur. War. Asteroids. The big one. I started a project where we can endure the fallout, then rebuild.” 

The helicopter dipped, and Wyatt spied the enormous tentacle too late. It lashed from the harbor, clutching the copter’s landing skid with the tip. Ooze splashed onto the floor, and Wyatt slid his foot away to avoid it. The pilot struggled with the controls, cursing as he tried to lift them, but the creature had a firm hold. 

“Wyatt, you have to jump!”

He stared at the black water twenty feet below. The beast tugged on the rail, drawing them nearer. “Jump?”

“Find Isabel! Get to the Preserve. That’s where—” 

A second appendage rose over them, tearing the rotors in mid-air. 

“Wyatt, bring Clarke! He can help!” Vikas screamed as his leg was grabbed, slime covering it as it dragged him off the seat. 

Wyatt took a gamble and dove, rushing past the lengthy tentacle. He plunged into the cold harbor, sinking down before kicking his feet and pumping his arms to breach the waves. His lungs burned with pressure, his skin instantly frozen. The monster hauled the helicopter deeper into the bay, and soon it was below the surface. 

Wyatt could only stare as the massive beast took Garner Vikas, the owner of Nu-En, the father of his ex-girlfriend, away. Then he remembered there might be other things swimming with him, and he pushed with all his remaining strength to the shore. 

He found the beach and clawed his way onto the sand, lying on his back to catch his breath. Eventually, he sat up and studied his surroundings. It was either Long Island or—he spotted a sign and ran to it, seeing he was on Brighton Beach in south Brooklyn. Coney Island. 

Wyatt peered up at the various rides a few blocks from his position. Darkness shrouded the region, with the clouds rolling in after Nu-En’s experiment. The sky became angry, the atmosphere disturbed by their display of energy manipulation. 

He sat on a bench, his mind reeling with the recent events. One minute, he was eating crab puffs and drinking champagne; the next, they’d capsized, and the world had turned black. A tendril of blue electricity darted through the clouds and vanished. Whatever Garner Vikas’ technology had unleashed was still lingering up there. 

Vikas was gone, and Wyatt recalled what he’d told him in the seconds leading up to his death. He’d suggested a location where they could reset things. He’d called it “the Preserve.” That he believed without a shred of a doubt that such a place was necessary scared Wyatt more than anything in his life. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad. The city might restore power, and things could return to normal. Wyatt would get another job, but not here, not in New York. It was tainted with too many awful memories. 

He peered at the horizon, hoping Luna had found a way to shore. She didn’t deserve this fate, but neither did any of the other victims, even as Nu-En employees who’d done this to themselves. 

“What am I supposed to do?” he whispered to himself. Manhattan was miles away, and obviously the trains had ceased operating. He was soaked, had no items to aid his survival, and felt at a loss for his next steps. His instinct was to get home, but he had nothing worthwhile in that crappy apartment. 

Find Isabel! 

Vikas’ demands were clear, but Isabel was across the country. If this outage was widespread, it would be next to impossible to journey from coast to coast. Would she stay put? He remembered their last discussion, and the fear in her texts. He doubted Isabel would leave unless prompted. Her father had ensured the beach house had a panic room and supplies to last a month. The fact that he’d been so prepared should have led Wyatt to predict that the billionaire might own a secret underground bunker. 

His mind was made up. He needed to travel to LA. 

His teeth chattered as the wind blew against his wet clothing, and he realized the heatwave had broken. The weather seemed to be altered by the experiment too. Wyatt gathered himself, forcing the many concerns aside, and stuck to a simple goal: Get to Manhattan. 

Wyatt paused, staring to the west, where Staten Island sat in the distance. Then he looked north. Bypassing the city was a better plan, but he recalled the urging from Garner Vikas about his robot, Clarke. 

Wyatt couldn’t presume to guess what value a robot would have, and weighed his options. 

There’s someone to help you… I’m struggling to focus, but they’re able to give you a hand. But only one.

That fortune teller had offered another piece of information, and now it seemed relevant. Clarke was missing an arm, meaning he might be the clue Madame Lavinia had mentioned. He shouldn’t base his decisions on her random moment of clairvoyance, but she’d been right about Luna. 

Thinking about her caused him to search the water again, but there was no sign of any survivors. Above Coney Island, the skies flared bright blue and dimmed. 

“Damn it,” he cursed, and began his trek toward Manhattan. 

He expected thousands of people to be in the streets when he finally emerged from the closed park, jumping a locked chain-link fence, but it was quiet. He glanced at the first apartment complex he came upon and noticed a few eyes watching from behind their curtains. Why were they hiding? The creatures remained in the sea. Did the residents even know that, or were they staying sheltered from the bizarre electrical display? Wyatt had to hurry, and his legs already shook from effort. He sat on a blue communal city-owned bike, before remembering his phone app wasn’t available. Wyatt pulled his phone from his pocket and tried to dry it off, but when he turned it on, nothing happened. The pedals wouldn’t move. 

His gaze drifted to the power lines, which crackled and sparked near a generator. 

“Over here!” a woman’s voice called. 

Wyatt was in the center of the street, and the noise made him jump. “Where?” He slowly spun, searching for the source. 

“Alley,” she hissed. 

He recalled Kayla with her frying pan, and hesitated, but her voice wasn’t garbled, so he took the chance. The lady was probably sixty, with short gray hair and a rifle in her grip. 

“What are you doing?” he asked. 

Before responding, she clamped a palm over his mouth and gestured to the road. There was barely enough light to see a creature stride into view. 

It walked on all fours, a tail dragging on the sidewalk, flicking back and forth. Two ears pointed up, and it stopped, listening for something. 

“What the hell is that?” Wyatt whispered. 

She frowned and leveled the gun, prepared to shoot. Wyatt spotted a tattoo on her sleeveless arm, and another peeking from her shoulder blade. Military. 

The monster rose to its rear legs, standing seven feet tall, and snuffled from a dripping snout. 

“We need to leave,” she said. 

Wyatt didn’t argue when she started racing through the alley between apartment buildings. He gathered strength from his reserves and tried to be as quiet as possible while trailing her. They turned right, and after a quick left, crouched behind a trash can. 

“I’m Wyatt.”

“Not now.” She peered over her shoulder, and the beast’s feet smacked loudly onto the asphalt. “Do what I say,” she murmured. 

 Wyatt nodded, waiting for instructions. 

“Go twenty feet that way. Wave your arms.”

“Seriously?” he asked, his voice probably too loud. 

“Do it. I won’t let it hurt you.” 

Wyatt peered at the creature, now plodding directly to their location. It moved slowly, muck dripping in thick globs behind it. “I really don’t think…” 

She shoved him in the center of the back, and he stumbled from the safety of his cover, closer to the monster. He smelled the stink of rotting eggs and fought the urge to run. 

“I don’t want any trouble!” Wyatt shouted, heading away from the woman’s hiding spot. 

It came slowly, snout dipping. The eyes stretched big and wide, its pupils slotted, the whites lined with red. 

The lady emerged from the shadows, the rifle barrel aimed for the center of the bulky creature. She acted with precision, not wasting a step, and only when she was within point-blank range did the beast realize there was a second human. She fired at its flank and shot again, directly into the side of its head. It paused as if momentarily stunned. She duplicated the last shot, and Wyatt’s legs finally buckled, making him slump into the alleyway. 

“Let’s go,” she said. 

“What was that?” Wyatt asked. “I thought they came from the ocean.”

“It was a dog, but it’s been mutated,” she said. 

Wyatt tried to see the dog behind the monstrous, oozing skin, and couldn’t. 

“I’m Mara. Do you live nearby?”

“No.”

She lingered before walking to the main sidewalk. “What are you doing out here?”

“I…”

“Where are you going?” Mara asked. 

“To the city.”

“Bad choice. Whatever’s going on will be a hundred times worse there. You should hole up and see if help comes,” she told him. 

“Are you military?”

She nodded once, reloading her gun. “Used to be… a long time ago. Now I’m a grandmother.” She smiled faintly.

“Where’s your family?”

“Son’s in Manhattan. Daughter’s in Vermont.”

“You want to get out of state?” he asked. 

“Seems impossible, doesn’t it?” Mara walked in the darkness, eyeing everything around them with suspicion. She slowed and gestured to a string of sludge on a car’s hood. “They’ve taken over, Wyatt.”

“I need to travel to LA,” he spilled. 

“LA?” 

“My ex lives there.”

“Worth risking your hide for an ex?” Mara kept going, Wyatt trying to keep pace. “I’ve had my share, and you wouldn’t catch me doing that for any of them.”

He couldn’t tell her about Nu-En, or Garner’s dying wishes for him to find the Preserve, so he just shrugged. “The heart wants what it wants,” he lied. 

There was a commotion ahead, and Mara ducked behind a parked minivan. 

“Donny!” a girl screamed. 

A man lumbered from the building, his eyes bugging, his fingers turned to talons. “…ungy.”

Wyatt broke from his cover, waving at the girl. “Get away from him!”

“It’s my husband… Donny, stop.” 

He didn’t. 

Wyatt went to help, but Mara held him back. “Things will be worse than you can imagine. You need to decide if your life is more important than theirs.” She poked him in the chest. 

“I can’t let him kill her,” Wyatt said, trying to free his arm from Mara’s grip. 

“That’s the right answer.” Mara pressed a handgun into his palm. “Know how to use this?”

Wyatt nodded and flicked the safety. Garner Vikas had ensured he knew how to protect his precious daughter, and that meant fifty hours at a gun range when they moved in together. Since then, Wyatt hadn’t touched one, but it came back to him like it was yesterday. He moved with a calm assurance for the first time since this all began an hour ago. “Donny, stay where you are.”

He kept coming, arms outstretched, thick bubbles escaping his lips. “ungr…”

The man’s wife stayed behind Wyatt, and she wouldn’t stop crying. Dozens of other people had emerged from the buildings, many of them in the same condition as Donny. 

“Wyatt, we can’t stay,” Mara warned. 

“What about her?” he asked. 

Mara walked to the woman, slapping her on the cheek. The crying stopped. “It’s over, girl. Either get your act together or die.”

The infected had turned their attention to Wyatt. 

“I won’t leave him,” the woman said. 

“Fine.” Mara jogged away, and Wyatt took a last glance at the incoming people. They didn’t even look human any longer, and he cringed at how fast this had all transpired. 

When they were half a block up, the scream of anguish was undeniable. Wyatt’s chin dipped, and he took a shuddering breath. 

“This is the world,” Mara said. “The sooner we adapt, the better our chance of survival.”

“What if it’s isolated to our location?” 

“It’s possible.” She pointed up. “But do you really believe that?”

Wyatt recalled the other Nu-En Ring sites. “No.”

“Then keep your eyes peeled, and the gun loaded.” Mara continued north, and Wyatt was grateful for her company.
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“She’s breathing!” a voice called. 

Luna spat a lungful of water and rolled to the side, while sand pressed against her cheek. She coughed and released a mouthful before attempting to sit up. 

Her vision adjusted quickly in the darkness, and white spots flittered through her view as she blinked them away. “What happened?”

Karla crouched near her, clutching Luna’s hand. “We wrecked the world.”

A couple of people sat nearby, and Luna recognized the governor. She was soaked, her hair flat, her earrings looking ridiculous after being washed ashore. As if reading Luna’s mind, Elizabeth Moor removed the expensive jewelry, gawked at the charms, then threw them into the lapping waves. 

The other two were unfamiliar until she noticed one had a gun. He was the security guy that had taken their phones a few hours earlier. 

The tender was on the beach next to her, but she saw no more of them down the coastline. “Where is everyone?”

“It’s just us.”

“All those people on the yacht, and only us five made it?” Luna asked, getting to her feet. Her head ached, her lungs burning, but she was alive. 

“That’s right,” Karla told her. The woman was clearly dejected, ruined after what their creation had sprung on the planet. 

“What do we do?” Luna watched them, and it was obvious they lacked any proposals. Her thoughts rushed to Darcy and the girls in Greenwich. “I have to get to Connecticut.” 

“Are you crazy?” Elizabeth asked. “We’re in a crisis!”

“And what are you suggesting?” Luna asked.

“We go to the UN in the city, and hang tight until reinforcements arrive,” she declared. 

It wasn’t a terrible idea, and Luna needed to travel north. With a destination in mind, they started to move. 

She learned the security guard’s name was Ben, and the other scientist was Gary. Gary looked older, with shifty eyes and a constant expression of fear. He was probably used to the comforting white walls of a laboratory, not the open expanse of a dangerous world. 

“Did anyone see the helicopter?” Luna’s thoughts drifted to the rope ladder, slipping from the rungs when the mayor wouldn’t release her legs. She was here because of that bastard. 

“It didn’t make it,” Karla admitted. 

“What happened?”

“We filed into the tender, and Ben fished you from the water. We saw the… kraken, or whatever that thing was, drag it into the bay. I’m sorry,” Karla said. 

“Garner Vikas is dead?” Luna almost lost her footing as they exited the beach. That meant Wyatt was gone. It seemed impossible, and she couldn’t even process the news. 

“I assume so.” 

The mayor had actually saved her life by trying to protect his own. “So the UN?”

Karla gazed at Luna, and it seemed as if the woman wanted to speak with her privately. They walked to the street and stopped at the fence line. People were everywhere, but their movements were rocky, like malfunctioning robots. 

Ben had his gun out, and he turned to them. “We can’t go this direction.”

Amidst the group of infected, two massive monsters strode, their mandibles clicking, then dripping thick goop. The pair of giant mutated cockroaches started north, and the people followed. 

“They have a damned army,” Elizabeth muttered. 

“This isn’t good,” Gary said. 

“Okay, we can’t take the streets. What about a car? Driving through them?” Luna suggested. 

Gary’s eyes widened. “Kill people?”

Karla watched the crowd as they departed. “Are they people now?”

Gary lifted his hand, gaping at the fingers. “What if there’s a cure?”

“We both know that’s doubtful.” Karla crossed her arms, shivering in her damp clothing. Luna was cold too. 

“Why isn’t it still hot?” she asked. 

“Clearly, we affected the weather,” Gary answered. 

Luna glanced between the pair of Nu-En employees. “Did you ever investigate that in your trial runs?”

They shook their heads in unison. 

“Great.” Luna recalled seeing the marina down the beach. “Let’s take a boat.”

Ben perked up and ran a hand over his short hair. “Good idea.”

“Ben, speak your mind. You’re trained with a gun, and you don’t work for these two any longer. Nu-En is finished. Help us get to the city.”

He smirked and gave a nod. “I can do that.”

While the three darted ahead, Luna held back with Karla. “What are you not telling me?”

“Garner has my robot.”

“So?” 

“You don’t understand. Garner’s a private man, but I tracked something being uploaded into Clarke’s system yesterday. He wouldn’t have known I was linked to Clarke when he dumped the information into his hard drive.”

“Okay, so what? Mr. Vikas put files into the robot. Can that help us?”

Karla pursed her lips, then sighed. “I believe he was working on a second project, something not on the Nu-En books.”

“What kind of project?”

“I couldn’t sift through the data, considering we were about to launch Static, but I think it’s important enough that we have to find Clarke and learn what Garner was up to.”

Luna chased after the others. “I can’t. I need to find my brother.”

“The fate of the world could be at stake,” Karla said with conviction. 

Luna turned to stare at the engineer. “I don’t care.”

They reached the marina without talking, and Ben jogged to the central building on the dock, breaking the window with the butt of his gun. Inside, he found dozens of keys. “Slip numbers.” Ben snatched one and directed them to a medium-sized motorboat. It reminded Luna of what she’d seen back home on the lake in the heart of summer. They would drag people behind it on water-skis and laugh while having fun. She couldn't imagine all those moments gone forever. 

The boat bobbed as they entered, and Ben immediately attempted to start it. The engine clicked but didn’t catch. He flipped some switches on the console, repeating the action. Ben strode past them to the rear of the boat and tilted the motor. “What’s the matter?”

Slime encased the rotors, and he wiped them off, the thick clumps splashing into the bay. When he tried again, it worked, and Luna experienced a surge of hope. She was a step closer to getting home to Darcy. She imagined him at the farm, the doors and windows barred as he huddled in the living room with the girls. He’d pretend everything was okay, for their sake, but they’d still know something was terribly wrong. 

Luna shivered as the cold air blew against her skin, and she checked the boat’s storage container, finding some oversized sweatshirts. She took one, and when she offered Elizabeth the other, the governor declined. She’d gone quiet, and she sat facing behind them. 

The engine was loud, and the water rocked their boat as they exited the bay, heading under the bridge that connected Staten Island with Brooklyn. Ben seemed to know what he was doing, yet Gary stood too close, as if wanting to micromanage each of the guard’s actions.

“Please stand down,” Ben ordered. 

“We can optimize our velocity if you move farther from the shore, and take her at a nineteen degree—” A wave splashed into them, dragging Gary from the boat and into the water. Ben slowed, but Luna saw a tentacle wrap around the flailing man, pulling him below the surface. One second, Gary was on board, being a nuisance; the next, he was dead. Luna could only stare at the spot where he’d disappeared, paralyzed with fear. Was this what life would be from now on? A constant state of panic?

“He’s gone.” Ben stayed at the helm, the boat barely moving. 

“Keep driving it!” Karla shouted. 

Ben did, directing them toward the lingering shoreline of Manhattan. Luna caught sight of the Statue of Liberty, where a twelve-legged sea beast clawed its way up the iconic landmark. Extremities enveloped the green goddess, and the torch broke off, tumbling to the ground. 

On the right, a fire had broken out on Governor’s Island. Flames licked high as something exploded with a resounding bang. Luna’s nerves burned with the buildings. Elizabeth’s mouth stayed open, but Karla was on the deck with her knees curled into her chest, arms around them. She muttered something, but Luna couldn’t understand the words. 

Only Ben had his wits about him, and when another tentacle shot from the water, he cranked the wheel, nearly throwing Luna from her seat. She clung on, and remained on board while Ben corrected his path, speeding like a demon to the ferry terminal. 

A Staten Island ferry sat a few hundred yards from the dock, and it was half sunk. People screamed on board as creatures scurried up the hull. Others flung themselves into the water in an effort to survive, but Luna didn’t think their odds were great. 

Ben rushed around them, and Luna wished they could do something to help, knowing full well they couldn’t. Their motorboat floated toward a long pier, and Ben cut the engine, letting the momentum take them in. The boat bumped a wooden post, cracking the plastic hull, and Ben scrambled to the dock, lowering his arm. Luna assisted Elizabeth and Karla, then climbed with Ben’s aid, sprawling on the pier to compose herself. Sirens sounded from the city, and she could smell more fires raging. 

Two hours ago, she’d been about to witness the biggest revolutionary moment for humanity, according to Garner Vikas. Now she was trying to stay alive in America’s biggest city. 

The pier was quiet, and the ferry had sunk completely. A few people swam for the shore, and Luna realized her companions were already a hundred feet ahead. 

Ben slowed when they came to Broad Street. The area had countless buildings, but by eight on a Friday night, the workers would have already gone home for the weekend, leaving it mostly empty. The single ones probably hung around for a drink after a long week. A police car rushed by, sirens blaring, the lights flashing as it careered around the corner. The ground rumbled, and Ben lifted a hand in warning. A creature stomped through the street, crushing the cruiser. The siren cut off, one light still going. 

Luna’s heart seized, and a palm flew to her mouth in horror. It was a monstrosity. Six legs carried the bulky creature, who defied all logic. Its face was wide like a whale’s, with beady black eyes, fins hanging from its sides. Its head was larger than a city bus, and it gazed at her before continuing down Water Street. Before it crested the corner, a spout of liquid gushed from what she thought might be a blowhole on its back. 

Elizabeth Moor passed out and crumpled to the sidewalk. She landed on the curb, striking her temple. Blood welled from the injury, and Luna lowered, sitting next to her. She nervously checked for a pulse, and found it. The governor’s arm fell limply. 

“Let’s go,” Karla said. 

“We can’t leave her!” Luna shouted. 

“Clarke’s our only chance.”

“I’ll escort Miss Moor to the hospital,” Ben offered.

“You heard us earlier?” 

“This is bigger than me,” the security guard told them. “Do what you have to.”

“Thanks,” Luna said. 

“My advice?” Ben gestured with his gun. “Find some weapons.”

Luna pointed out that a 9MM was hardly protection against a behemoth from the abyss, and Ben met her gaze. “It’s not them you’ll need protection from. People will show their true colors.”

Ben was already hot-wiring a car parked on the street, so she didn’t respond. It appeared the guy had a few more strengths than driving a boat. Luna didn’t enjoy separating from the only one that knew how to use a gun, but she guessed things were just getting started. 

She headed to the damaged police cruiser, since there were weapons inside the vehicle. If she hadn’t seen the massive walking whale, Luna wouldn’t have believed it. The creature strode directly through the Battery Park district, uninhibited by anything. More sirens echoed off the giant skyscrapers, but she didn’t spot any of their lights on this block. Something exploded in the direction the whale had gone, and she watched a fighter jet scream through the skies. 

Above it, the clouds crackled with blue tendrils of residual energy from Nu-En’s experiment. Karla must have noticed too, because she wiped her eyes and returned her gaze to the car. It was obvious the robotics engineer wasn’t about to fish for the gun, so Luna steeled herself. She’d been in war-ravaged countries for an earlier stint with the New York Minute, but after witnessing what humanity was capable of, she’d requested a different division within the paper, joining Marge’s team. 

None of it prepared her for what was currently transpiring. Luna reached through the broken window and touched the holstered weapon. It was slick with blood, but she managed to open the holster and pull it free. 

Luna wiped it off and shoved it into her belt. People began to arrive from the east, and she saw how distraught they were. 

“What’s going on?” Karla asked one of them. The young man was holding an older guy up. His foot had twisted in the wrong direction. 

“We tried to leave on the Brooklyn Bridge, but it’s chaos! We’re heading to the Lincoln Tunnel. There’s got to be a way out of this damned city.” He kept walking, and the rest of the group continued on wordlessly. 

One of them eyed Luna’s gun, and she set her palm on it protectively. Ben’s warning was apt. People were unpredictable in the face of adversity. Some would emerge as heroes, born from the cause; others would turn in the opposite direction, becoming villains. They’d start out at the same level, but their experiences and morals would guide them. Luna liked to think she was on the heroic spectrum, but she’d already abandoned the drowning group at the harbor to ensure her own survival, and this gave her doubt. 

Then they were all gone, and Karla gestured forward. “Vikas lives on 57th.”

“Of course he does,” Luna whispered. It wasn’t far from her own hotel, and she thought about gathering her stuff. Did it matter now? She wasn’t sure. It made her think about Darcy, Grace, and Bella. Her footsteps quickened as a result, and Karla had to jog to keep up.
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“It might be aliens,” Luke said. 

Blaze turned the burner up higher, seeking to boil the water. It was around ten o’clock, and they’d already had dinner hours ago, but since they couldn’t sleep, he figured a bowl of macaroni and cheese would offer minor comfort.

“Aliens? Please tell me how you came to that conclusion,” Blaze told his son. 

“It’s not a conclusion, Dad. It’s a hypothesis.”

“Okay, then walk me through it.” Bubbles rose in the pot, and he thought there was nothing worse than waiting for the water to boil. Then he remembered what had led up to this day and figured this wasn’t so bad after all. He stirred it, dropped in a pinch of salt, and dumped the contents of the box. 

“The aliens might have always been here,” Luke said. “Maybe they were waiting for something.”

“For what?” Blaze moved the spoon, glad to keep busy with the mundane task. 

“Nu-En made an alternative power source. It might have triggered the release in the ocean,” Luke suggested. 

Blaze considered it and had to admit the kid might be onto something. “I think they were responsible for these creatures being released from the depths.”

“He was harnessing the power of the ocean. I bet they affected their habitat, forcing them to leave their homes,” Luke said. 

Blaze lifted an eyebrow. “Are you on Team Squid?”

“If they’re animals, they are acting on instinct. We can’t anthropomorphize them.”

“Anthro…”

“Give human attributes to animals or objects. They think differently than we do. Imagine if someone suddenly forced humans to live underwater. Would we instantly act as fish? No, we’d carry our own instincts with us,” Luke said. 

When had this kid grown up so much? He sounded like an adult in an actual conversation, arguing about a complex subject. And they’d failed him in science class. “You’re smart, you know that?”

Luke shrugged and adjusted his glasses. The lantern light reflected from the lenses, and Blaze couldn’t see his eyes. “I love to read. It’s nothing special.”

“You were born for this,” he told Luke. “And I’m extremely grateful we’re safe together.”

“What’s the deal with the slime?” Luke asked. He opened a bottle of water, took a sip, and offered Blaze some. 

Blaze accepted the drink without comment and returned it after a swig. “The gunk’s bad news. I know that much.”

“Is it causing the infections?”

Blaze glanced at his own hand. “I touched some, and I’m okay.”

“When?”

“I’m sorry I didn’t mention this earlier, but…” There was no point in keeping something so important from Luke, not now. “Jerry was one of them. I went to investigate the foundation at the job site, and he attacked me, then I threw him into the fissure.”

He almost expected Luke to rebuke him, but he nodded in acceptance. “So we can rule out the slime.”

“Unless some of us are immune,” Blaze added. 

“Possibly.”

Blaze finished preparing the meal and dished out two servings. They discussed it a while longer, and Luke cleaned up. Even in the face of disaster, Luke’s habits took over, as he was used to tidying up the house when Blaze wasn’t around. He hated that he’d needed to leave Luke in charge of himself for most evenings during the past two years since Riley’s death. 

“We’re together.”

“I’m glad,” Luke said. 

“Sorry about everything.”

“Me too.” Luke sat on the old couch, dragged from the edge of the room. “Dad, will we survive?”

Blaze had been wondering the same question, but he’d never choose to bring it up in front of his son. “Yes.”

“How do you know?”

“Because you’re clever.”

“And you’re tough,” Luke said with a smile. 

“I can handle myself.” He observed Luke, speculating if he’d ever been that young and skinny. “And I will always protect you. With my life.”

“Please don’t say that. I can’t lose you too.”

Blaze’s expression softened, and he walked over, giving Luke a hug. His own father hadn’t talked about feelings, and God forbid he used the word love. But Blaze had chosen the opposite route, doting on Luke since he was born. By the time Riley was gone, Luke had asked him to stop. No more nicknames, no declarations of love, no tenderness. He’d hardened his walls after losing his mother, but now, Blaze felt the first layer melt away, revealing the compassionate kid beneath. 

“We should get some sleep,” Blaze declared. 

“I’m too wired. What are we going to do tomorrow?” Luke glanced at the stack of their supplies. 

“I figured we’d stay put for a while. See if anyone shows up.”

“Like who?”

“The military,” he told Luke. 

“They’re not coming to Gossler, Dad.”

He was absolutely correct on that front, but Blaze had to keep him optimistic. It was obvious Luke didn’t need coddling. “No, they’re not. Truth is, I don’t know our next move. I just wanted to get far from town. It was too dangerous.”

“What about heading to the city?”

“It’ll be worse,” Blaze suggested. 

“I think we’ll need to find other survivors. That’s what they always do in my books.” Luke unrolled a sleeping bag onto the couch and fluffed his pillow. Blaze lay on the hard floor, letting his son take the comfort. 

“Okay. We’ll wait it out tomorrow, and I’ll sneak into town to check on the place,” Blaze said. 

“I’m coming too.”

Blaze had just said they’d stay together, and couldn’t backtrack now, no matter how much he’d prefer Luke to remain hidden here. “Deal.”

That settled Luke, and despite his earlier comment, Luke was out in minutes. Blaze’s eyelids sank, and they closed after he turned the LED lantern off. The warehouse was massive, and the darkness surrounded them, threatening to suffocate Blaze. Wind blew through the broken glass on the upper windows, and he heard something fluttering from the rafters. Probably a bird. 

He’d spent a year caring for Riley, then the next six months denying she was gone. Two years later, he could barely recall any of it. The memories had wiped from his mind, dismissed by the present tasks. He’d poured all his energy into his work, aiming to secure their financial future, and now it would be taken from him again. If he’d known this was going to happen, he would have come home on time every night and hung out with Luke. 

But everyone was in the same boat, and he supposed that since he hadn’t turned into whatever Jerry or Tina did, he should count his blessings. 

Blaze listened to Luke’s soft breathing and started to drift off. 

A gunshot woke him. 

“Dad?” Luke was up, his shoes still on. 

Blaze’s rifle was in his grip a second later, and he grabbed his binoculars, running to the stairs. Luke was behind him, and they surged onto the roof, the cold enveloping them. He exhaled, and mist blew from his mouth. It was like someone had stolen the summer from Texas and placed them in a refrigerator. 

He rushed to the ledge and noticed his tire tracks from earlier leading into the building. He hadn’t even thought to cover those up, but they seemed dangerously obvious from this angle. 

Another gunshot rang out, and he looked to the left, pressing his eye to the scope. It was dark, but the clouds were parting, allowing a few stars’ light to pass through. 

Luke had the binoculars, and he gasped. “That’s Jason and Kelly!” 

Blaze checked again and agreed with Luke. They ran the burger joint in town, and had only lived in Gossler for five years, after the previous owner, Jerome, decided to retire. Word was they’d gotten the place for cheap. 

“Dad, we have to help!” Luke shouted. 

“Hush up, son.” Blaze adjusted the scope, inspecting behind the pair. Three creatures chased after them, and he recognized the mutants from the job site. They had a scorpion’s stinger and a lizard’s body, but were larger than any reptile he’d ever seen in the wild. 

Kelly fell, and Jason hauled on her arm. They were a hundred yards from the building now, and Blaze almost called to them when three more lizards arrived, circling their prey. Their tails lifted in unison, and they scuttled closer while Kelly screamed. 

“Dad!”

Blaze took aim and fired. One mutant lizard’s head exploded, sending the others scattering. It gave a brief break for Jason to make it past the opposition. “Go open the doors and make sure none of those things come inside!”

Luke didn’t need to be told twice. Blaze heard his feet on the metal stairs, and the door closed. 

The newcomers were close to the building, and Blaze rested the rifle on the rooftop ledge, finding another target. He fired, narrowly missing. The next attempt was successful, and two dropped dead. He continued until only one remained, and it must have sensed its demise, because it ran off into the trees. They had a bit of common sense, which was good to know. 

Blaze reloaded the rifle and hurried into the warehouse, where the newcomers were at the entrance, panting heavily. Kelly cradled her wrist as Jason caught his breath long enough to thank Luke. He slid down the door, landing on his seat. 

“Where did you come from?” Blaze asked, grabbing bottles of water for them. 

“Our neighbor tried breaking in. Vincent was wild, his hands were all long and floppy! We ran away, and there were more freaks down the block. My truck got a flat about a mile back, and we remembered hearing about this old building. Figured it was better than going home,” Jason said. 

“You okay?” Blaze asked Kelly. 

“My wrist hurts, but it’s probably a sprain.”

Blaze glanced at Jason. “What about supplies?”

“We didn’t have time. It’s just us.” He showed Blaze the old revolver. “And this.”

“Let’s get you checked out.” Blaze brought them into the warehouse, and the pair seemed impressed with the setup. After a quick evaluation, he guessed it was indeed only a sprain, and wrapped Kelly’s wrist up accordingly. 

“What happened?” Jason asked. “We were at the diner. It’s Friday night, so it was pretty busy.”

Blaze knew that meant busy for Gossler. There were probably four tables of patrons, and all regulars. 

“Mr. Roberts was eating his burger, and the power turned off. He went to the parking lot, and a minute later returned with a droopy face. I thought he’d had a stroke, and tried calling for emergency services.” Kelly cried her tears onto round cheeks. “He attacked his own wife…” Her voice broke, and she fell to the couch, sitting on Luke’s sleeping bag. 

“We aren’t sure, but I was watching something in New York. A company called Nu-En tested a new energy source called Static. The creator dubbed it a life-changing technology…”

“New York? Why would that affect us?” Jason asked. 

“I’m not positive, but we might find a clue here.” Blaze glanced at the offices across the warehouse. 

“What does this place have to do with anything?” Kelly wiped her tears and blinked red eyes. 

“They own it.” 

“Nu-En?” 

“Yeah.” The floor rumbled slightly, and Luke reached down, pressing his fingertips to the dusty concrete. 

“What are the odds?” Jason asked. “That we ended up here, and these guys caused it.”

“Indeed.” Blaze clutched his gun, knowing they were in for a hell of a night.

















5




Wyatt experienced a second of soundlessness, where the entire city seemed to be muted. Then the sirens rang, the jets raced overhead, and the sewer covers jostled with the steady beating vibrations of the area. It was getting late in the night, but Wyatt’s eyes had grown accustomed to the lack of brightness. Everywhere he looked, there were shadows, waiting for him to approach. He didn’t know if they were results of an overactive imagination or real, but he wasn’t about to test the theory. 

Mara kept quiet, deflecting questions about herself. Normally, he would have been mistrusting of someone so determined to keep every detail secret, but their situation warranted a different type of reaction. 

Wyatt was happy to trail along behind the older woman, watching her steps and trying to mimic the movements. She traversed the Brooklyn streets and alleys like an ethereal spirit, almost floating through the concrete between the ever-steady streams of brick façade apartment buildings. The area became more affluent as they headed closer to the bridge. In another life, Wyatt pictured himself and Isabel in a wealthy brownstone, sipping coffee with a water view: him reading the financial articles, her combing the competitors’ websites, mumbling about their lack of ingenuity. 

But they weren’t together, and Isabel was a country away. LA. How was he supposed to survive this disaster and find Isabel? He’d already faced monsters and infected humans in the brief hour they’d been running across Brooklyn. If this continued, would anyone survive the night? 

Wyatt hadn’t allowed himself to think about their situation beyond what he could see. Now, as Mara slowed near the coastline, he considered the implications. People were changing, and quickly. Their eyes enlarged, their fingers morphing into claws. How? Was it a reaction to an atmospheric shift caused by Nu-En? Would Wyatt end up like them, trudging through the city, clutching a frying pan as Kayla had in the bar? 

There had to be other places that were safe from this, and he intended to find them. But first, he required Clarke. Garner had been certain the robot could assist him. Wyatt tried not to think of the immeasurable pressure on him. If he failed to gather Clarke, would the planet’s ability to survive collapse as a result? 

Mara tapped his shoulder, and he realized he’d closed his eyes while leaning on the brick wall. “Stay with it, Wyatt.”

“Sorry.” He blinked away his exhaustion and peered at the Brooklyn Bridge. People filled the entire expanse, running from Manhattan. “They’re fleeing the city.”

“They’re the smart ones,” Mara said. 

“And us?” 

Mara smiled. “Crazy.”

“Tell me why you’re doing this? It’s obviously not for my benefit.”

Mara sighed. “Fine. My son is there. I talked to him right before this all went down, and demanded he stay in his apartment.”

“And he listened?”

Mara nodded and elevated her rifle, peering through the scope. “He better have.”

“I need to get to 57th,” Wyatt admitted. 

“Just so happens my son lives on 42nd. Seems we have some commonality. If you help me retrieve him, I’ll escort you to your place,” she said, reaching her hand out. 

They shook, sealing the bargain, and Wyatt became lighter on his toes. “I appreciate it.”

“Don’t worry. Once we cross the bridge, the city will be emptier than you’d expect. People have been funneling from Manhattan for hours already. The moment the power fried and the skies crackled blue, they panicked.”

Wyatt imagined traversing Times Square with no one around, countless flyers floating along with the wind, the billboards off. 

Hundreds of people emerged from the walking path above the bridge, and the lower section was packed with unmoving cars. Most of them were empty, the drivers giving up and leaving on foot. 

The police book-ended each side of the bridge, the officers urging people to remain calm. Wyatt saw a man creeping up on them, and noticed the telltale signs of his infection. “Look out!” he warned, but the officer was already under attack. His counterparts tore the offender from their colleague, and Wyatt counted five bullets blasting into the guy’s chest. He gurgled, spewing goop from his mouth, and toppled onto his front. 

People screamed and pressed even faster. It was like something from a movie, with mothers clutching crying children, husbands shoving their way through. Wyatt saw an old woman thrown to the road, and he rushed to her aid.

“Thank you,” she said, her pants stained at the knees, and she continued on, heading into Brooklyn. Wyatt had no clue where they were all going, but clearly, no one wanted to stay in Manhattan. He wasn’t sure being near the water would be safe. The moment he had Clarke in his possession, he was leaving town. 

“How can we bypass the crowds?” Wyatt asked Mara. 

A helicopter sat parked twenty yards away, the rotors whooshing slowly. “I have an idea.”

“Seriously?” 

Mara lifted her eyebrows and shrugged. “It’s wartime. Would you rather try your luck walking through that?” She pointed at the thousands of people compressed on the bridge. 

He patted his chest and sighed. “This is so bad.” But he couldn’t argue with Mara, not if she actually knew how to fly it. 

Mara shoved her rifle at Wyatt and leaned in. “Follow my lead.”

She messed up her hair and ran to the police helicopter, banging on the glass. “Help! There’s ten of those monsters down the road! They killed my Harold! Please, help! They’ve surrounded the others!”

The pilot unclasped his belt, then rushed off the helicopter, leaving it running. The moment he was out of reach, Mara sped past him and started lifting off, even before Wyatt was fully in the cabin. An officer shouted for her to stop, but Mara ignored the command, rising higher. 

“I haven’t flown one in about ten years, when I was a tour guide on the Big Island.” Mara guided them over the bridge, dipping to the right, then left, before straightening out. Wyatt did his best to keep his food down and clutched the seat in front of him with both hands. The rifle slid on the floor, almost falling out, but he stomped on it just in time. 

“Can you increase our altitude? I’ve already crashed in one of these tonight,” Wyatt said. 

“You could have opened with that. What happened?”

“A sea monster took Garner Vikas’ personal copter down,” he told her. 

Mara brought them higher and peered at him. “The Garner Vikas?”

“This was his fault,” Wyatt admitted. 

“You work for him?”

“Not exactly.”

Brooklyn Bridge was only lit up on each side by police cars, the center mile or so ominously shrouded in darkness. People moved slowly, like ants clogged in their farm. 

Wyatt swallowed when he saw the first hint of tentacles rising from the depths of the East River. “How do we use the spotlight?” 

Mara flipped a switch and motioned to the seat next to hers. “Hop in!”

Wyatt grabbed the control, moving the spotlight onto the bridge, and landed it where he’d witnessed the sea monster. 

There was static through the radio, and Mara turned up the volume. 

Wyatt peered up, seeing a screaming fighter jet scorch by, and Mara gasped, gripping the controls. They bobbled in the air, and he slid from the seat, bashing into the corner of the cabin. When he regained power over the searchlight, the creature was rising from the water. It was even larger than the one he’d seen earlier, each appendage the size of the bridge’s support piles. It grappled with the structure, curling around the arches and suspenders. 

“It’s taking the Brooklyn Bridge down,” Wyatt whispered, his heart sinking. An alert sounded on the dash, and a red light flashed. “Now what?” 

“We’re almost out of fuel,” she said. 

He kept the light on the monster, unable to break his stare at the destruction. So many lives wasted. Garner Vikas, for all his attempted philanthropy, had caused their demise. 

The beast latched on from both directions, its torso and head underneath the bridge as it tore at the giant structure. Cars flew from the surface, dropping into the water, and Wyatt had to look away as the people followed along. He was grateful for the loud whooshing of the rotor blades, drowning out the screaming. 

“The jets are back!” Mara rose even higher as a pair flew below, firing missiles at the creature. Blue energy sparkled from the creature’s core when they detonated. The jets were quickly followed by more, and Wyatt cringed when the next barrage struck the beast’s hide. The tentacles flailed, and it slammed into one fighter, sending it lurching into the city. It exploded when it struck a building, lighting up the shore momentarily. 

The creature endured a third round of projectiles and finally retreated into the water. The bridge was all but destroyed. Only the ends remained, with the center torn apart and sinking into the East River. Wyatt guessed that two or three thousand were dead as a result, but it was probably more. 

“I have to land,” Mara said. 

The alert continued to sound, and Wyatt turned the searchlight off, sick to his stomach.

She guided the helicopter from the water and settled it into a nearby park. When the rotors slowed, Wyatt climbed out on shaky legs and strode to the nearest bench, trying to process the disaster. Mara sat next to him and patted his hand. “It’ll get better. You’ll see.” She started to the exit. “You coming?”

Wyatt had no choice but to join her, even though he wanted to curl into a ball and sleep. When he woke up, perhaps he’d be back in the room he shared with Isabel in Malibu. He’d climb out of bed to fresh-brewed coffee and take his tablet to the patio, where he’d find Isabel, all bubbly and beautiful. I need your help, Wyatt! Come to LA!

He heard her distinct voice, but it was only his imagination. What if Isabel was already dead? What if everyone died before the sunrise? 

Wyatt hauled himself up and jogged to catch Mara. 

“We’re about three miles from my son’s place,” she said. 

“Are we going to discuss what we just saw?”

“No.”

“Okay.” Wyatt was fine with that. He’d take a page from Mara’s book, which was obviously a lot longer and more experienced than his own. “Can we stay clear of the river?”

“Good idea.” Mara changed her trajectory, going west for a few blocks. The city was surprisingly quiet here, and when they’d walked another ten minutes, he glanced toward the Williamsburg Bridge. Judging by the lack of noise, that was also gone. Were the sea creatures deliberately trying to destroy the structures, or was it happenstance? 

They moved from Chinatown into Little Italy, and stopped when they reached the devastation. The Welcome to Little Italy sign was on the ground, bent at the edge. The streetlights lay sideways, the lower-level balconies damaged and hanging by rusted bolts. 

Mara paused before stepping over the sign, and gestured at the ground with her rifle. “Lots of ooze here.”

Wyatt inhaled, smelling the familiar stink. “What could have done this? Are the squids coming onto land?”

“Haven’t seen one yet.” Mara lifted the rifle, using the scope. “They couldn’t have gotten far.” 

“Which way did it go?” 

“West. You can tell by how everything is bent that it came from that direction.” She pointed down the street, and he followed the line. “Come on, let’s track it.”

“Are you insane?” 

“We should know what we’re up against.”

“Not really. Think about your son,” Wyatt said. 

“Bobby’s thirty-seven. He’ll be fine for another hour.” Mara started off, pursuing the creature’s path. 

Wyatt sighed, peered over his shoulder to verify no one was sneaking up on them, and joined the older woman, rushing deeper into Manhattan.
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Luna had never been so afraid in her life. 

There’d been a time when very little scared her. Luna’s father had been a police officer, a constant force in their home. He was tough, but not with her. With Darcy, a little, but that was his way. Luna would go for ride-alongs with him to the store for milk and eggs. He’d given her the confidence to never be dissuaded by tough situations. 

Then he’d been killed in the line of duty. She was eleven, her brother even younger. 

The thing that kept the darkness at bay vanished in the blink of an eye, and everything penetrated the recesses of her mind. Monsters clawed at the mattress from below her bed. The boogeyman rustled her clothing in the closet. No one was around to protect her anymore. 

It took her a couple of years to remember his words. 

There’s nothing you can’t overcome, Luna. You’re my little Moon, and you will always shine brightest in the dark.

Luna thought about the saying and wiped a tear at the memory. His rough hands cradling her, the kiss on the top of her head. “I will shine brightest in the dark,” she repeated. 

Karla peered at her. “What’s that?”

“Just something my dad used to say,” she whispered. 

They’d been walking for almost an hour and had avoided crowds on three occasions. Twice she’d stayed behind a garbage can, hiding in an alley as some mysterious monster roamed the streets. Luna almost felt like they didn’t even consider the humans prey. She hadn’t seen them eating anyone. The infected people were violent, that much was obvious, but not cannibals. 

“Where is he?” Karla asked, finally making conversation. They’d hardly spoken during their journey, progressing in an uncomfortable silence. 

“Dead.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be. It was a long time ago. He would have known what to do.”

“You’re doing it, Luna, but we need Clarke.”

“What’s so special about him?”

“Like I said earlier, Vikas dumped information in him yesterday. Plus, he’s trained better for these situations than you or me. It would be nice to have him around,” Karla said. 

“They went that way!” a voice shouted, and Luna pressed into the wall, staying small. 

Two soldiers ran through the alley, M4s raised. They sprinted in the direction Luna and Karla had come from, and a minute later, she flinched at the staccato gunfire erupting. 

“We should talk with them!” Karla was off before Luna could argue, and she took a long breath, then followed.

The soldiers stood over something, and one of them poked it with the end of their gun. “What are these things?”

“Rats,” Luna said, startling the pair. She lifted her hands when two barrels aimed in their direction. 

“Are you infected?” the left guy asked. His face was red, his hands shaky. 

“No. We’re fine.” Karla gestured at the dead heap of flesh. “We’ve crossed paths with a couple of these already. See all the tails? It’s like ten rats mutated together.”

“Nasty,” the other soldier said. His camouflage uniform was sopping with the viscous liquid.

Luna noticed the fingers and shifted her gaze to his face. The eyes grew larger, his lips flaring. “Get away from him!” 

The second soldier stared at his partner and backed up. “Holloway, drop the gun.”

“I’m fine.” Spit dripped from his mouth, and he wiped it with a sleeve. “Maybe… ugh.”

“Shoot him,” Karla whispered. 

“I can’t.” 

The ailing soldier aimed his M4 at Karla, then his friend. 

Luna needed to figure out what had happened and go to the farm where Darcy was waiting. She snuck behind them, flicked off the safety, and fired from close range. She stared with disbelief at her own actions while Holloway faltered, first releasing his gun, then falling to his knees, and finally his chest. 

“You killed him,” the first one muttered. 

“How many of you are in the city?” Luna asked. 

He continued to stare. She rushed over, grabbing him at the collar. “How many?”

“A couple hundred. We arrived quickly, but we’re not equipped for this. They’ve already destroyed three bridges, and the Lincoln Tunnel is under water. I can’t reach my family, and—” 

“Do you have a base? A plan?” Karla grilled him. “Who can we ask for help?”

His gaze met hers. “There is no help.”

“What about a nuke? You won’t resort to that, will you?” Luna pressed. 

“I don’t… I doubt it. This isn’t an isolated incident. Nuking New York won’t be of any use. They’re everywhere,” he whispered. 

His radio chirped, and someone shouted to retreat to Pier 76 for evacuation. “If you want to escape with your lives, follow me.” He nodded at his dead friend. “And take his M4.”

“We can’t,” Karla said. “Come on, Luna.”

Luna stayed still, looking between them. She had to get home, but what if this robot was important enough to their race? Karla was middle-aged, without a survivalist’s edge. She might not make it on a solo mission. “Good luck, soldier.”

He took off without another word, and Luna crouched, unstrapping the weapon. “Stealing guns from the dead, twice in one night.”

“Twice so far,” Karla added. 

“Thanks for that,” Luna groaned. “Next time, how about you touch the corpse?”

“But you’re getting so good at it.” Karla smiled, and that gave Luna a semblance of confidence. 

“The military is evacuating, and that means the city’s lost. We should be quick.” Luna heard the missiles and the jet streaking overhead a second later. It was only a few blocks north of their position. 

Instead of diverting much, they cut to 8th Street and jogged along the buildings, staying out of plain sight. It wasn’t long before Luna spied the Garden, and she halted at a strange noise. The doors to the sports arena were shaking and rattling. She glanced at the signs, reading that there was a concert earlier that night. At around eight, it would have been just getting started. The place could hold twenty thousand people. 

“I think we better…”

Glass shattered, and the first door swung wide. The scent was unbearable as a horde of infected people began their mass exodus into the courtyard. 

Karla screamed, the noise primal. It sent shivers through Luna’s spine, and she handed Karla the handgun, electing to keep the M4. They’d shown her how to operate one for an overseas story, and the actions came back to her as the angry mob lumbered down the steps. They groaned and struggled to speak. Some slipped on the goop they were producing, landing in a twisted heap at the bottom of the steps. 

Luna ran with every ounce of strength she had left. 

“The subway!” Karla headed to the underground metro line, and Luna waited at the top, peering into the darkness. 

“We can’t—”

“The tracks will take us straight to 57th!” Karla’s voice became distorted as she descended into the shadows. 

“Dammit.” Luna checked the streets behind, and the ground shook from all those people leaving the Garden at the same moment. Behind them, another whale appeared, squishing anyone in its path. The beast shrieked, the sound high-pitched and horrific. Seeing a second giant mutated sea monster made her decision much easier. At least those things couldn’t fit in the subway tunnels. 

She made it to the bottom and rubbed her left arm. It was extremely cold down here. A few hours before, the temperature had spiked past a hundred degrees, but now, it was probably below freezing. “Karla?” she breathed. 

“Over here. At the token booth.”

Luna couldn’t see, so she shuffled her feet, moving with tremendous caution. “They still have those?”

“At Penn they do,” she said. 

Luna heard Karla shuffling around. “What are you looking for?”

“Flashlights. With the outages, I guarantee they’d have them on hand.” A few minutes later, she laughed when a beam shone on. 

The simple light filled Luna with warmth and joy, and she breathed easier. Karla spread the beam across the area, illuminating the turnstiles. They kept checking the booth, and discovered a second flashlight, which Luna quickly flipped on. 

“Did you hear that?” she asked. It was a low grumble, almost like rock rubbing on rock. 

“No.” Karla watched her for a second. “We can do this, Luna.” Her words were pleading, as if she sought validation for their decision to enter the metro line. 

“Totally,” she said, hoping it kept Karla calm. 

They hopped the turnstile and walked to the platform. An empty train car sat with the power off, the doors propped wide. Blue energy arced along the tracks for a second, dying off after a few yards. “What was that?”

“Residual Static. It wasn’t supposed to vanish, but those monsters destroyed the Rings.”

“What does it mean?” Luna sat on the edge of the platform, preparing to lower to the bottom. 

“Nothing. We might get spikes of power, but they shouldn’t last.”

“The trains won’t start up, will they?” 

Karla appeared to ponder the question. “Not a chance.”

Luna prayed this woman knew what she was talking about and jumped to the tracks, avoiding the metal part. She tried to gather her bearings as they stared north into the darkness. The flashlights were simple, cheap disposable plastic only made heavy by the weight of the D batteries inside. Their beams shone forward, jostling as they began the trek. 

“How far?”

“About a mile.”

“Okay,” Luna said, readjusting the strap of her M4 so it didn’t slide with every step. 

The constant vibrations had her on edge, as if something was about to crack Manhattan open like a walnut. She needed to talk to keep herself distracted, so she flipped into journalist mode. “How long did you work for Nu-En?”

“Did?”

“What?”

“You asked how long did I work, past tense. It’s a simple question, but indicative of the situation. I’m out of a job, and we screwed things up so badly. This is all I’ve ever known, really. I graduated at the top of my class from MIT and entered the robotics field straight out of school.”

Their stories had a similar trajectory, but in different spheres. “I’ve only worked at the Minute,” Luna said. 

“Then you understand how difficult this is.”

Luna hadn’t once thought about her career since the incident, and that was an interesting observation. Who cared about a job anymore, now that the world was ending? She kept these thoughts to herself and nodded, pretending to agree with Karla’s assessment. “Tell me more.”

“I was twenty-three and thought I knew everything, but Garner quickly proved that wrong. But in the last two decades, I’ve brought something special to the table. Clarke could revolutionize the industry. It was my vision to have Clarke models in every household. Garner wished for free power, and robots to assist with childcare and chores, giving people more of the world’s most precious and fleeting commodity.”

“Time,” Luna said. 

“That’s right.”

“How close was Clarke to being ready?”

“A few years. He needed more testing, but his AI performance was nearly complete. Garner took him home a month ago, saying he wanted to see what living with a Clarke would be like.”

Luna could sense something in her voice. “And you missed him?”

“Yes. I didn’t have a family. I know it’s strange, but Alan was kind of my son,” she said with a hint of embarrassment. 

“Alan?”

“I mean Clarke,” Karla corrected herself. “I’m tired.”

“That seems normal to me,” Luna assured her. “I’ve dedicated myself to work, and haven’t ever really considered settling down. I guess we’re the lucky ones now, aren’t we?”

Karla smiled, the gesture falling flat. “It might be better to have loved and lost…”

“Than to never have loved at all.” Luna guessed they’d made it nearly a quarter of the distance, and she quickened the pace. Karla seemed to struggle with keeping up, but she didn’t complain. Being in the corridor suddenly felt too constricting. 

The tracks glowed blue again, and Luna steered to the edge, watching the crackling energy course to the south. A minute later, the lights from the subway car illuminated Penn Station, and Luna realized the train had powered on. 

“It’s coming this way!” Luna shouted, and they ran.
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Blaze paced the inside perimeter again and glanced at the couch, where Luke was talking to Jason. 

“They’re getting along,” Kelly said, startling him. He hadn’t heard her approaching. 

“Yeah. Luke loves his burgers.” Blaze couldn’t help but feel a flash of jealousy at how quickly Luke had opened up to the near stranger. Sure, they both knew Jason in the neighborly sense, but Luke was already spilling his theories to the thirty-year-old like they were friends in school. 

Kelly brushed her hair from her face and reached for her wrist, almost as if expecting an elastic to be on it. When she didn’t find one, she fidgeted with her fingers. “I’m scared, Blaze.”

“Same here.” Blaze wouldn’t pretend things were fine, because they obviously weren’t. The question became, how far had this spread? With the recent news about the beasts making appearances around the globe, he didn’t suspect it was isolated to Gossler, Texas. No, this was widespread. 

A flash of light caught his eye, and Blaze hurried to the windows near the factory’s entrance. It happened a second time, and soon, all four of them were pressed to the smudged glass, trying to see where it originated from. 

“Dad, it’s in the sky!” Luke pointed up, and Blaze risked opening the doors. He aimed his rifle toward the ground, in case more mutated reptiles were present, and when nothing attacked, he stepped outside. 

Flakes of snow fell from dark clouds. 

Luke smiled and bent down to touch it. “It’s sticky.”

“Go wash up!” Blaze ordered, and Luke blanched, rushing to their camp. 

“This isn’t snow.” Jason stayed inside with his wife, his arms wrapped protectively around her. “What the hell is going on?” 

The sky made a sound, almost like static on a radio. Shimmering blue light shot through the clouds before vanishing. 

“They’re terraforming,” Luke said, a cloth in his hands. 

“What?” Kelly asked. 

“Terraforming. These creatures came from the depths, and they brought something with them. The slime. It’s changing our animals, and probably plants. Atmosphere too, I bet. It must speed up our cell division.”

“That’s why they mutate so quickly,” Blaze whispered. 

Luke nodded proudly. “And it’s cold in the water. They can’t handle the heat. So they’re cooling it off.”

Blaze could still see his breath, and white flakes covered the entire parking lot. “Jason, we should leave.”

“Where?” 

“To Arkansas,” Kelly said. “Doesn’t your uncle have a bunker up north?”

Jason stared at her, then pushed into the factory. “That’s an idea.”

“Then what? Wait it out?” Blaze asked. 

Jason crossed his arms while Blaze closed the door. “Got a better plan? Hide in an old factory with your kid, and wait until something breaks down the walls?”

The ground rumbled, and Blaze nearly lost his footing. It was escalating. 

He hadn’t thought this through. He’d only wanted to bring Luke somewhere temporarily. “It’s going to be worse on the road, and northern Arkansas isn’t a short trek.”

“Then come with us,” Kelly pleaded. “We could help each other.”

Blaze glanced at Luke, who didn’t seem overly eager to leave this place. 

“Let me think about it,” he answered. “We’ll sleep here tonight and figure it out after sunrise.” 

That appeased the pair, and they returned to the camp, murmuring. 

“What’s on your mind, Luke?” Blaze asked. 

“Is anywhere safe?”

He squeezed Luke’s shoulder. “You tell me, since you seem to have all the answers.”

“There’s always a place for refugees. Somewhere they band together to win,” Luke said. 

“How do we find it?”

“Radios.”

“But we don’t have power.” Blaze considered the issue. “There are satellite phones, and all you need is a charge. Solar, even.”

Luke seemed to perk up. “We’ll gather the gear tomorrow.”

Jason dimmed the lantern as they settled in for the night. Now that the couple had it in their heads to leave for Arkansas in the morning, they probably wouldn’t be swayed. But Blaze had enough on his plate with keeping Luke safe. Adults could fend for themselves. His family came first. Always. 

Luke gestured to the large manufacturing arms. “I’ve been trying to figure out what they were actually building here.”

“And what did you come up with?”

“Robots,” he said. 

“Robots?” 

Luke led Blaze toward a desk, and shoved an ashtray and a few empty beer cans off the surface. A piece of paper sat on it, and Luke handed it to Blaze. There was a sketch of an android, measurements and materials listed on the side. 

Blaze set it down and searched the drawers, finding more sheets. He grabbed a black binder and flipped it open to reveal blueprints for the building. He saw the room they were in, the rafters, the offices, and the manufacturing section, which took up most of the space. 

He turned the page and tried to make sense of it. “What’s this?”

Luke peered at it with him, nose scrunched up. “Another level?”

The measurements read identical, but the labeling was different. Blaze glanced up at the ceiling and shook his head. “There’s nothing there.”

Luke crouched and knocked on the floor. “Dad, it’s below us.”

Below us. The simple phrase sent a tingle through Blaze’s arms and into his fingers. There was a hidden room beneath the factory floor. He checked the blueprints and located the entrance. “Over here,” he said quietly, while Jason and Kelly slept. They strolled into the offices. He’d already explored a few times and read the name on a placard. Karla Dash – Chief Robotics Engineer.

Her office had been thoroughly cleared out, and only a carpet remained. Now it seemed so obvious. Luke beat him to it and lifted the corner. A metal door sat beneath the dusty old rug. Blaze experienced a rush of adrenaline that he hadn’t felt since his days overseas. It was the same sensation he’d endured before every mission. 

Blaze dragged the carpet away and touched the depressed handle. Whatever was down there might have something to do with their situation. He didn’t know why they’d ended up at a Nu-En building, but this was his destiny. 

Blaze lifted the hatch and stared into the darkness. 

Luke ran off, returning a minute later with the lantern. Blaze kept the rifle with him as he thrust the light into the opening. Metal rungs led into the lower level. 

“I think this is better left buried,” Blaze suggested. 

“Dad, you’re kidding, right?” 

Blaze exhaled and slung the rifle strap over his shoulder, then clipped the lantern’s carabiner to his belt. He counted twenty rungs to the floor, and waited while Luke joined him. It was much cleaner than above, since teenagers and vagrants hoping for a place to crash hadn’t gained access. 

He wished they had lights, but the lantern was bright enough to guide their passage. There were thick support beams cutting over the ceiling, since it had no walls. Blaze understood how much work that would have been to accomplish, given the sheer weight of the structure above this room. 

Luke lifted a robotic arm from a white table and held it up. “Dad, this is awesome.”

Everywhere Blaze looked, pieces of robots littered the shelving, but none were assembled into a complete unit. They toured the middle of the hidden space, surveying the laboratory. He imagined a team of scientists employed under the guidance of Karla Dash, their resident expert in the field. 

“Did you know anyone that worked here?” 

“Just Martin, after he graduated.” Blaze thought about the fact that there had been staff here for years, and he’d never known any of them.

They continued through the lab, stopping at a set of cabinets that rose to the ceiling, running flush to either wall. Blaze tested the door, which was locked. Luke grinned and retrieved a small key from his pocket. “I found it upstairs. Thought it might be useful.”

Blaze almost wished it didn’t fit, that they could go to sleep, wake up, and this entire nightmare would show itself to be a bad dream. They’d be in their own beds, the sun rising to announce another stiflingly hot Texas day. Blaze could bring Luke to the job site, where they’d watch the crew fix the damaged foundation. 

Luke offered him the key. “Dad?”

He turned it in his palm. “Here goes nothing,” he said, inserting it. The lock undid with a click, and Blaze left it shut for a few anxious breaths. He finally opened it and studied the metallic skull. It had no eyes, just holes, and he didn’t see any hinges at the jawline. The light of the lantern reflected ominously off the shiny surface. 

Luke reached for it, taking the robot’s head. “Cool.”

“Careful with that,” Blaze warned, but it seemed harmless enough. 

“What’s in the other cabinets?” Luke had the key out and was already investigating the rest. 

Ten minutes later, they’d discovered all the major components of the robot. The arms sat in individual cases, closed and surrounded by black foam. The legs were in four pieces, with the thighs, knees, shins, and feet separated into their own boxes. They discovered the torso last, and Blaze needed Luke’s help to lift it from the shelves. He figured it must weigh two hundred pounds itself. He gaped at the innovative technology, impressed with the simple design of pistons and ball bearings in the hips to allow it full range of motion. 

“We have to assemble it,” Luke said. 

Blaze couldn’t believe they were spending their night like this, with everything going on outside, but he figured it would be a pleasant distraction for Luke. In the morning, the married couple would leave, and he doubted they’d join the pair. 

What if this robot could help them learn more about Nu-En? That might be an optimistic reach, but Blaze needed something to focus on other than their imminent survival. 

“Where do we begin?” Luke asked. 

“There must be instructions.” Blaze and his son sorted through a filing system in the cabinets. “Most of this is probably digitized, but I bet these engineers keep hard copies of the critical pieces.” He recalled how his old boss would print every email off, saying it was easier to read. It had annoyed him to no end then, but now, he wondered if the engineer was of the same mindset. 

Luke showed him a sheet with calculations on it. “Is this anything?”

“No.” Blaze kept at it, soon encountering a breakdown of the robot’s head. The complex neuronic system appeared in intricate detail, the miniscule processors each labeled. He brought the manual to the skull and reached behind it, finding the button labeled in red lettering. “Let’s see if this does anything.”

The eyes glowed, and blinked faster and faster until they burned continuously white. 

“It worked!” Luke rushed over, watching the head. 

“Hello, gentlemen.” The voice carried from a speaker near the mouth. It was low and monotone. 

Blaze stepped in front of his son and picked the skull up. “You can hear us?”

“I am programmed to listen for instructions.”

“Dad, this is crazy,” Luke said. “Do you have a name?”

“I am Version One, Iteration One,” it said. 

“Did they call you anything else?” Luke prompted. 

The eyes dimmed. “Indeed. I am Alan.”

“Alan, can you guide us here? We’re trying to reassemble you,” Blaze said. 

“Yes. The tool kit is in Cabinet 2-A.”

Blaze and Luke commenced the reconstruction of Alan, while frozen sludge fell from the skies. The floor trembled, and Blaze could almost hear the ticking of an invisible clock, warning him time was running low.
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“We haven’t found it yet. Let’s keep going,” Wyatt urged Mara. 

They’d crossed through Soho, then up to Greenwich Village, and were now above the streets, treading across the High Line. So far, all they’d seen was the destruction left behind whatever creature was traversing the city. 

“Where is everyone?” Mara asked. 

They’d spied hordes of evacuating people, claiming the military waited for them at Pier 76. Mara was determined to see what they were dealing with, and Wyatt wasn’t sure he wanted to be roaming the city alone. She’d already proven a worthy soldier, and if they needed this robot, he’d be better off sticking close with her. 

Wyatt hurried along the High Line, following the path north. There were a few flashlights on in windows, and Wyatt slowed when he saw a girl’s face staring down from her home. She clutched a stuffed rabbit to her chest and lifted a hand, waving at him. He waved back and followed Mara. The path eventually ended, leading to stairs, and that was when he smelled the monster again. 

It had been leaving a trail of stench in its wake, and the odor had become overpowering. He heard helicopters, and spotted the first hint of police and military presence at the corner. The giant beast was a block away, and it turned left, moving directly for the pier. 

“We have to warn them!” Wyatt sprinted to the Hudson River. He wasn’t prepared for what he found. Half of Manhattan was present. People pressed together, fighting their way to the pier, and a dozen soldiers barked commands at them through loudspeakers. 

“You’ll never get through,” Mara warned him, grabbing his arm. “Let’s find my son.”

“We have to try.” Wyatt reached the crowd and started toward the soldiers. Someone shoved him, cursing loudly, and others shouted along. 

“No cuts!” 

“Back of the line!” 

Wyatt grimaced, since there clearly wasn’t a line. It was a horde, a hundred wide and a thousand deep at this point. He ran to the corner of the group and hollered at the nearest camouflage uniform. 

The guy finally noticed him and hesitantly approached, hand on his gun. “What?”

“There’s a monster…” Wyatt was out of breath, and he inhaled deeply. 

“We’ve seen ‘em. Move along.”

“It’s almost here! We’ve tracked it since Chinatown…” Two helicopters hovered low, and Wyatt peered to the Hudson River, finding the aircraft carrier moving south in the water. People covered the entire deck, and that meant… “How are you going to transport everyone?”

The soldier averted his gaze and jogged to the landing helicopter. “We’re not.”

Wyatt understood they were leaving, and those jammed into the area surrounding the pier would be left to die. The crowd must have realized it too, because a few men rushed the guy, and Wyatt cringed when they decked the soldier. People hurried while the helicopter attempted to lift off. Men and women clung to the landing skids, a couple falling from ten feet up. 

Wyatt ran to the rear of the crowd, knowing full well Mara was right. He found her at the corner a half block away, her expression grim. The crowd’s screams echoed through the harbor, and Wyatt hated abandoning them. But he was just one man, with no means to protect them. 

Mara picked up speed, probably hoping her son hadn’t followed the crowds to the evacuation site. Wyatt glanced up as the last of the helicopters exited Manhattan, meaning the military was gone, and they were on their own. 

Forty-second Street came up quickly, and more people arrived from the east. He wanted to warn them off, but where would he tell them to go?  

“How far down 42nd?” Wyatt asked Mara. 

“Three blocks.” Mara hurried under a section of scaffolding in front of a yoga studio, and Wyatt heard the grunts emerging from an alley. Twenty mutants clambered from the opening, heading for the growing crowds. “Come on.”

Wyatt shuddered and stuck to the sidewalk, gripping his gun tighter every time they passed a building’s entrance or alleyway. The side streets were dark, the tall buildings shrouding any light emerging from the skies. 

City blocks were longer east to west, and Wyatt’s legs shook after two. They’d been on foot since he’d ended up near Coney Island, and he’d never put on this many miles in one day, even when he and Isabel were training for a half-marathon. 

He didn’t have the time, but guessed it was well after midnight. It wasn’t like he could tell by the position of the moon, since the clouds were so thick. His gaze lifted to the skyline when more blue energy penetrated the air. 

Wyatt knew this location. He’d walked through Bryant Park during his first few days in Manhattan and had drunk one of the best cups of coffee he’d ever tasted. Just thinking about it made him long for such a simple experience. 

Mara stood near a shared office space sign and looked up. “Bobby lives on the third floor.”

Wyatt reached for the residential access door’s handle and found it locked. 

There was an electronic fob, but even if she had the key, the grid powered it. “Stand back,” she said, and before he’d stepped ten feet away, she fired the rifle. The glass shattered, and she brushed the remnants aside before reaching in to unlock the bolt. 

It was quiet on this stretch of the street, and Wyatt figured everyone had either elected to hunker down for the night or leave by this hour. Mara darted up the stairs with a surprising amount of vigor for a sixty-year-old. Wyatt’s thighs burned when they arrived at the door, and Mara shut her flashlight off, letting him guide them. 

“Bobby!” Mara knocked on suite 3C. “He better be in here.”

They waited for a silent thirty seconds before she banged on it again. 

“Bobby! Open up!” 

It swung wide, and Mara lunged into the guy’s arms. “I thought you left.”

“Ma, you said to stay put, so that’s what I did.” Bobby peered at Wyatt with a frown. “Who’s this?”

“Wyatt, meet my son, Bobby.”

Bobby was bulky, his hairline receding, and he wore a pair of sweatpants and a video game t-shirt. His grip was firm when they shook, and he waved them inside. “Crazy, right? I’ve been watching through my window. I kept wondering if I should leave too.”

“If it’s any consolation, I don’t think many of them escaped,” Wyatt told him. 

Dozens of flickering candles illuminated the room, giving off the overwhelming scent of vanilla bean. It was a vast improvement from the stench of the mutated sea monsters occupying the streets. 

“What do you mean?” Bobby asked.

Mara sat her son down and sank to the seat next to him. “There’s no easy way to say this… we’re screwed.”

Bobby smirked and looked at Wyatt. “She’s always like this… dramatic to a fault.”

“She’s also telling the truth. The grid’s busted, and I don’t think it’s coming back. There are giant monsters wandering around killing people and destroying the city, not to mention our own population is mutating.” Saying it out loud made Wyatt pause, and he found the chair opposite them, no longer holding the energy to stand. 

“I need a beer.” Bobby left, returning with three bottles. The fridge had kept them semi-cool, and he offered Wyatt and his mom one. Wyatt preferred a clear head, but twisted the cap off and drank half in two gulps. He set it aside, and the foam rose to the top, spilling over. “Do you mind using a coaster?”

Wyatt almost laughed at the request. The world was ending, and this middle-aged gamer asked him to not stain the table. Wyatt did as he wished, sliding a cork coaster below it. 

“What’s the plan, Mom? Are we heading to Vermont?”

She sipped her beer, making a face. “IPA?”

“I like it,” Bobby said, and his mom handed it back. 

“Vermont’s too far.”

“We can’t stay here.” Bobby stood again, walking to the window. “It’s got to be quieter up north.”

“He’s right,” Wyatt added. “We should find a car and try the George Washington Bridge.”

Mara gave him a quizzical look. “We?”

“You said you’d help me get to 57th,” Wyatt said. 

“What’s there?” Bobby inquired.

Wyatt finished his beer, regretting the choice. It made him light-headed, and his mouth grew dry. “A robot.”

Mara’s laugh broke the cloud of tension in the room, and her son joined her for a second. “Wait, like a real-life robot?” Bobby’s eye doubled in size when his jaw dropped. “That is sick.”

“What kind of robot?” Mara asked. 

“I really don’t know. I met him once, and he seemed pretty lifelike. It’s Garner Vikas’ creation. Actually, a woman named Karla...” He stopped himself.

Mara eyed him. “Okay. We’ll get your robot and find a car, then head into Jersey. I thought you wanted to be in LA?”

“I have to escape the city in one piece first. We have better odds as a team, rather than alone.” 

Mara nodded while watching her son. “Bobby, do you have my stuff?”

“Sure. Give me a minute.” Bobby sauntered into a second room, which Wyatt guessed was where he slept, and returned with a black crate. Mara knelt at it, typing a six-digit code into the keypad. The lights blinked green, and the latches released. She opened the lid, and Wyatt gawked at the gear inside. Something that resembled a grenade, a couple of handguns, and a set of infrared goggles. 

“Who are you?” Wyatt whispered. 

“Pretty cool, hey?” Bobby had a gun out, and he released the magazine with practiced efficiency, then clicked it in place. He checked the chamber and aimed it at the door when someone stomped by in the hall. It was clear he knew how to use the weapon. 

“Were you in the military too?” Wyatt asked. 

Bobby chuckled at that. “Me? Not a chance. I’m a gamer.”

Mara rolled her eyes and crossed the living room, using the door viewer. “It’s clear.”

Wyatt still had his handgun, so he kept it while Mara loaded the rest of her supplies into a matching black backpack. With the explosives and goggles stowed away, they were ready. 

Mara held the door as Wyatt stepped into the hall, and his shoe slipped in a pile of slime. Bobby caught him, and Wyatt regained his footing while listening for signs of an enemy on the third floor. 

Someone came around the corner, holding a TV remote, and Bobby walked closer. “Hey, Paulie. What a night!”

Paulie lifted the remote and slammed it into Bobby’s clavicle, knocking him aside. 

Wyatt ducked as bullets penetrated Bobby’s neighbor, and Paulie ran into the wall, breaking the fire hose glass. 

“What the hell, Mom?”

“That’s our reality. Everyone’s changing,” Mara said. 

Bobby rubbed his collar. “Why haven’t we?”

“I’m unsure, but we might.”

Bobby looked at his dead acquaintance. “He has claws. If I change, will you shoot me too?”

Mara refused to answer, but Wyatt could tell that she would. 

“Your own flesh and blood?” Bobby inquired. “That’s cold, Mom.”

“Come on. Let’s find this robot.” Mara reached the stairwell, turning a flashlight on, and they were off. 

When Wyatt returned outside, something had shifted. He heard no helicopter rotors, no jets racing through the skies, no police sirens. Just silence. And that was far more unnerving than anything so far tonight. 

Wyatt jogged to the other side of the road and cut into Bryant Park, moving toward Rockefeller Center. He hoped Clarke was worth risking his own life for.
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Luna lay in a heap at the service room door, panting from the exertion. The train continued, the tracks clattering wildly. 

“That was close.” Karla gathered her breath. 

The train car had powered on from the residual energy flux created by Nu-En’s Static program, nearly costing them their lives. They’d run for two minutes before it caught up, unable to find anywhere to hide from the tracks. Just before the train smashed into them, Luna had spotted a tiny recess in the platform, and shoved Karla into it before diving on top of her. The train whooshed by, and it took Luna a full five minutes to compose herself.

“I think it did us a favor,” Luna said. 

“How so?” Karla wiped at her dirty clothing with her hands, leaving dark streaks on her shirt. 

“If anything was farther up the tunnel, the train car killed it.” Luna prayed there weren’t others like them nearby. 

The blue electrical tendrils flicked and died ahead, indicating the temporary charge was gone. Karla nudged the tracks with her shoe and stared into the metro shaft. “Let’s hurry.”

Luna’s legs shook, but she took one step at a time. Karla balanced herself on the edge of the tunnel every few minutes, breathing harder. “You okay?”

“…ine.” Her voice was sticky, her eyes watering. 

“If you need a break, we can hold on.”

“I said I’m fine. We have to find Clarke.” She shoved her hands into her pockets and marched forward. 

They didn’t speak for the next while, and finally, they found the subway car dead on the tracks. When they snuck by it, Luna saw the gore on the grill. The smell hit her like a ton of bricks, and she noticed the patchy brown fur of the rats who’d mutated. Luna counted twenty tails, each four times as long as they should have been. The head was squished, but it was clearly a conglomeration of rodents. “I don’t understand why it happened so quickly.”

Karla grunted but didn’t offer a suggestion. 

The ceiling dropped dust, and the tiles along the walls cracked while the ground shook, and Luna raised her arms overhead in case any debris rained onto the tracks. They passed the Times Square exit and wound their way to 50th Street, rather than leading up to Columbus Circle and backtracking to 57th. Luna knew the city well enough, and when Karla didn’t respond to her suggestion, she took charge. 

Karla had been through a lot, and given the fact she was twenty years Luna’s senior, all the action evidently had taken its toll. They used a set of maintenance crew stairs, and Karla halted when they reached the platform. This stop was smaller, only meant for the 1 Train, and Luna touched the nearest turnstile. Karla hadn’t followed her. 

Luna shone the flashlight and saw how bad Karla looked. 

She wasn’t tired; the mutation had infected her. “No…”

Karla nodded, and a drop of spittle fell from her lips. “I was afraid… this.” She pulled her hands free of the pockets and stretched her talons. “I felt the changes… but prayed it was my imagin…” She coughed, then spat a glob of ooze. It shimmered on the concrete. “Vikas… top floor of the Arco. Clarke will help…” Karla hacked and fell to her knees. “Quick. Before I finish…”

Karla had the gun out, and Luna expected to be shot. The M4 was unslung from her shoulder, but that wasn’t Karla’s plan. She used her enlarged fingers to reach into her pants pocket, and retrieved a small item, tossing it a few feet from Luna. “Go! Use this! It’s important for someone to know the truth!”

Luna hesitated, but only for a second, and grabbed the flash drive. “I’m sorry,” she told Karla, and ran up the stairs to street level. The gunshot sounded distant through all the concrete and gave her pause. Karla didn’t deserve this fate. None of them did. 

She suddenly wondered if Ben and Elizabeth had made it to the hospital, or if they were dead too. Was she the only remaining person alive from the Nu-En yacht? Garner Vikas had left in a helicopter, and she suspected he had a safe house somewhere nearby to escape to. She hoped Wyatt had gone with him, and that he was sitting by a warm fire, planning their next move. Karla had suggested that the helicopter carrying them had crashed into the ocean, but Luna chose to think otherwise. 

Luna dug deeper, finding reserves she didn’t expect, considering she hadn’t eaten since breakfast. She pictured a hamburger, a fizzy soda, and crinkle-cut fries with a splash of ketchup. 

It was eerily quiet on the sidewalk. She listened for anything, but could only hear a low groan, like the earth was about to collapse. Luna froze at the noise of a gun firing, but judged it was a few blocks away, and jogged across the street. Even if she located Vikas’ place, how could she get to the top of a skyscraper? She could barely move her legs as it was. 

Luna reached 54th, then 55th, and pictured Grace, with her gap-toothed smile and curly hair just like her Auntie Luna. And Bella, the five-year-old who’d rather throw a ball in the yard than play dress up with her sister. She used them as motivation and arrived at Billionaire Row, keeping to the shadows, the flashlight off. 

When she was certain no one was present, she circumvented the massive glass buildings and rubbed her arms. The temperature was dropping, and Luna spied a snowflake falling from above. She traced its path, and the flake landed near a parking meter. It wasn’t melting as it should have. She tapped the fleck with her shoe, and it turned to mush. More fell, and Luna could tell it wasn’t snow after all. 

She was the only one remaining of the five survivors from the yacht. Luna was used to working alone, but wished for company during this vulnerable moment. The wind picked up, and more white drops of frozen ooze came with it. A flag flapped, growing taut on the pole above the retail shop. 

A throng approached from down the street, and she thought she might be seeing things. Another of the four-legged whales led them, with thousands of mutated humans flanking the beast. Each plodding step it took caused dust to fall from the countless awnings attached to storefronts. They were a block away, not giving her much time. She frantically searched for a building called the Arco, but found no such place. Come to think of it, few had labels at all, or if they did, the signs were concealed by the many layers of scaffolding. 

She ducked under the section of temporary framework, trying to spot the name Arco on any of the buildings. The ground shook harder with each of the massive mutants’ steps, making Luna check their progress. The horde of mutants was closer. Their smell wafted with the wind, almost choking her. Luna forced a rancid inhale and continued to search. 

A moment before she was going to give up and exit down an alley, she saw the letters on the brick façade. Arco Est 2012. 

The entrance remained secured, and she had nothing to break in with. Even if there was a loose brick or cement block, she didn’t want to draw attention to herself. 

Luna was so distracted by her task, she didn’t see the mutant until it was too late. The man’s arm struck her in the side of the head, sending her into a garbage can. It held, bolted to the ground, but she tripped over it and into the street. 

Before she could scramble to her feet, the mutant was grappling her. 

Bang.

The gunshot came from nearby, and the full weight of her assailant pressed into her. Blood soaked her blouse, and she rolled from the dead man to find the horde was thirty yards away. 

“Come with me!” 

She hadn’t even seen the shooter, but glimpsed him in the dark alley. Luna considered her odds alone, and joined the stranger in the shadows. 

Luna took control of the M4, swinging it toward the incoming enemies, and backed up until she bumped into her savior. “I know we just met, but trust me. I’m a good guy.”

Luna wondered how many true crime podcasts had started with something similar, but had no choice. They ran around the building, and he tugged on a delivery door, holding it for her. He stared in both directions with a wary gaze, and closed it, snapping the bolt in place. 

There was a small battery-powered light by a coat rack, and she could assess him now. He was at least six-two, with broad shoulders and the smile of a superhero. 

“Who are you?” she whispered. 

“You’re bleeding,” he said, motioning to her palm. 

Luna plucked a few pebbles from the skin and winced. 

“And I’m Carson.”

“Carson Bellevue?”

He didn’t smile when she said it. “You know who I am?”

“Uh, you were the poster child for the New York Minute’s ‘Forty Under Forty’ last year.”

“You read it?” he asked. 

“No. I wrote it.” She extended her left hand, not wanting to bleed all over the guy. In this light, he looked different. Older. And he’d changed his hair, but that wasn’t unusual, since it had been months ago. “Luna Wells.”

Carson wore a sweater that probably cost more than her first car. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

She was flattered until she remembered that literally nothing from their previous life mattered anymore. “Are they all dead?” She stumbled to a coat rack and slid aside a doorman’s uniform, sitting on the wooden bench. 

Carson gently sat with her, taking her hand. “I don’t think so. It’s probably worse here, near the Static.”

“You know about Static?”

“As much as the rest of the world. I think everyone tuned into the odd presentation by Vikas.”

“Are you friends?”

“Vikas and I?” He lifted an eyebrow. “No, but we’ve been in similar circles. He and my father studied at Princeton together a million years ago.”

With a moment of stillness, Luna’s thoughts drifted to her coworkers, and she wondered where Marge was. Luna even prayed that Cliff Mack hadn’t been transformed into an oozing mutant. She laughed, and Carson must have thought she was crying, because a muscular arm embraced her shoulders. 

“We’re going to make it,” he said with such confidence, Luna believed him. 

“I have to go to his apartment.”

“Whose?”

“Garner Vikas’.”

“It’s a couple above mine. Let’s get you cleaned up first. You’re about to freeze to death.”

Luna really wanted to check on the robot, and patted her pocket, where Karla’s flash drive remained. “Okay.”

“Tell me about your night,” he said. 

“I’d better rewind to earlier this week.” Luna needed to tell someone this story, because it was too hard to contain. “It started when I realized Nu-En was responsible for the power outages…” She talked incessantly as they strode to the stairwell. Luna gazed up into the pit of blackness greeting her. “How far?”

“I’m near the top. Don’t worry, I’ll be there every step,” Carson assured her. 

He held the lantern in front of them, as if it might banish any evil spirits from their path, and she found it endearing. 

“So you got to Long Island,” he urged, and she continued as they ascended higher into the Arco. When they were halfway, the lights flickered, giving her a sense of optimism. “They’ve done it twice now, but it never stays on.”

Luna could hardly move when they reached his level, and she apologized for how slow she’d gone. Carson held the door, smiling widely. “It’s not as though I had anywhere else to be.”

He led Luna into his suite, which appeared to occupy a quarter of the floor, and guided her to the couch. 

“What can I offer you to drink? Water? Coffee? Something stronger?”

Luna’s eyes closed, and she lifted three fingers. “I’ll take all the above, please.”
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“Alan, how long have you been here?” Luke cranked the bolt, securing the last one on Alan’s shoulder socket. 

“What year is it?” the robot asked Luke. 

“2024.”

“She created me in 1999,” he said. 

Blaze studied the intricate robotic exterior and scoffed. “There’s no chance they built you in the nineties.”

“You’re correct. They launched the program then, but added it into this body eight years ago.”

“The factory shut down eight years ago,” Blaze said. 

“And Nu-En still owned it and operated from the basement. My creator, Karla, had a sizable budget and a few engineers to assist her,” Alan advised them. 

“Why did they leave you?” Luke started on the other side, while Alan held his own arm up. 

The light behind his eyes dimmed. “I do not recall.”

“Well, Alan, I’m glad we found you,” Luke told the robot. “I can’t imagine being left alone for years.”

“Time does not pass the same for me.”

Blaze double-checked Luke’s work and grabbed the socket wrench, tightening it slightly. 

“If it pleases you”—Alan flexed his fingers, a tiny motorized sound emitting from the joints—“I can finish the task myself.”

“Be my guest.” Blaze offered him the tools, and Alan grabbed the pieces of his leg, quickly connecting them together. Within minutes, he was complete, and Luke examined the incredible metal man. 

“This is so cool,” he whispered. 

Blaze agreed, but there were more important things to deal with outside. Their world had been turned upside down, and Blaze wasn’t sure what relevance a deconstructed robot would offer. 

Alan’s chin lifted, and he peered at the ceiling. “There are others here?”

“How did you know?” Blaze inquired. 

“I can sense their activity.”

Blaze frowned, wondering if the pair had woken up. “Let’s check it out.” He was worried the creatures might return, trying to break into the factory, so he ran through the basement, snatching his rifle at the ladder, and climbed up with haste. 

Luke stuck close, and when they were above ground, Blaze heard Alan’s ascent as his metal hands clutched the rungs. 

He rushed to the factory floor, finding Jason and Kelly near the exit, their packs stuffed full by Blaze’s supplies. “What’s going on?” he called, nabbing Jason’s attention. 

Luke’s flashlight beam landed on the couple, and Jason’s face was riddled with guilt. Blaze saw the truck keys in his grip. The bay door was open, and his vehicle sat between Jason and the exit. 

“It’s not what it looks like,” Jason muttered. 

“You weren’t about to rob us and take my truck?” Blaze walked forward, rifle aimed directly at Jason’s chest. 

“Okay, that part is accurate.” Jason’s gaze fell to his shoes. “It’s Kelly.”

Blaze observed Kelly and flinched. Her eyes had doubled in size, the pupils aimed in opposite directions, and her fingers were elongated and bent. Gunk clung to her lips, and she bared her teeth, coughing thickly. 

“She’s infected,” Luke whispered. 

“Let us leave.” Jason was desperate, and Blaze had seen enough desperation overseas to last a lifetime. People would do anything, even the unthinkable, when backed into a corner, Blaze included. They were inadvertently screwing his son over, and that wouldn’t happen on his watch. 

“You can go,” Blaze said, lowering the barrel a few degrees. 

“We can?” Jason stood taller, hefting the pack higher. 

“Drop my supplies, throw my keys, and walk out those doors,” Blaze said. 

The dejection was palpable. “Don’t do this to us… she’s sick. Kelly needs medical attention.”

“Good luck finding it out there,” Blaze told him. 

“I have to try.”

“You heard me. Place my gear on the floor. Now!” Blaze felt terrible for him, because he knew if Luke became infected, he’d do the same thing.

Jason’s pack landed with a thud, and Blaze barely had time to acknowledge the gun pointing in their direction. The moment he saw the flash of silver, his own rifle rose, but the bullet fired before he could react. 

Blaze flew to the side, and he heard the projectile clink off something metal. He sat up, shooing Luke behind him as Alan ran in long strides through the factory. Within one breath, Alan disarmed Jason. 

“We’ll die out here!” Jason shouted, and Alan threw him out the exit. Kelly peered at Alan, her bloodshot eyes probably not comprehending the robot, then hurried to join Jason in the parking lot. 

Alan closed them in, and Blaze rushed to the windows, finding the ground covered in white flakes. The wind had blown a few of them indoors, and he avoided the frozen sludge. 

“Thank you, Alan,” he said. 

“You’re welcome, Blaze.”

Blaze contemplated whether there were certain directives programmed into the machine. He’d refrained from harming Jason. Alan held Jason’s gun and remained static. 

“Can I have that?” He reached for the weapon. 

Alan paused, tilted his head to look at the gun, then offered it to Blaze. “Yes.”

“Dad, did you see that? Alan’s a hero!” Luke patted the robot on the back and grinned ear to ear. 

Blaze kept watching through the window, making sure Jason did indeed leave with his infected wife. They were unarmed in the cold darkness, and wouldn’t last long. 

It was two in the morning, and Blaze was ramped up. “I need a coffee.”

He found the gas cooktop and began boiling water. Luke eyed the cooler, and he nodded at it. “Go ahead, Luke.”

His son opened it, pulling a can of soda free, and cracked the top with a fizzy hiss. 

Alan joined them in the center of the factory, opting to stand while Blaze sat on the couch with Luke. 

When the water was ready, he dumped the instant coffee, stirring it in. Being on sites without power wasn’t uncommon in his field, and he was used to the occasional sludge, but a bad coffee was better than none. 

“What’s happening outside?” Blaze asked Alan.

“I’m not aware.”

“How would he know, Dad? They turned him off, and he’s been sleeping in a box,” Luke said. 

“And Static?” Blaze asked. 

Alan shifted positions, facing them square on. “Static is a program started by Nu-En in 2016 not long before Garner Vikas’ wife, Evelyn Marie Vikas, died of complications from a traumatic head injury.”

Blaze hadn’t known what caused the woman’s death.

Luke sipped his cola. “What else?”

“Static replaces all power sources on the planet, with no transformers, generators, or power plants. The energy would linger in the surrounding air, harnessed from the deepest depths of our oceans, and beyond, into the core.”

“The core?” Blaze didn’t like the sound of that. 

“And how many sites exist? Just outside New York?”

“There are seven Static Rings.”

Luke took his glasses off. “Seven?”

“Placed strategically around the world to optimize the ocean, as well as the atmosphere.” Alan’s monotone voice made the comments seem much less devastating than they truly were. 

“The entire planet’s been affected,” Blaze murmured. He observed Luke, seeing none of his own fears mirrored on his son. 

“Can anyone fix it?” Luke asked. 

“I do not know what needs fixing,” Alan admitted. “More information will be required.”

“How many Nu-En buildings and offices are there?” Blaze took another drink, tasting some of the gritty grounds on his tongue.

“On my last upload, Nu-En had a hundred and eight offices, factories, and warehouses.”

“Damn.” Blaze set the cup to the floor and stretched until he yawned. “If you had seven of the Static Rings, there had to be a central plant, right?”

Alan’s eyes brightened, and he nodded in a human gesture. “Yes. It is in the rural regions of the Tamaulipas State in Mexico.”

“Mexico,” Luke said. “Dad, that’s not far from here.”

“It is 152 miles as the crow flies,” Alan said. 

“You’ll help us get to it?” Luke smiled while the question formed. 

“Luke, we’re not going to Mexico.”

“We might find something useful!” Luke crushed the soda can and tossed it into their makeshift garbage bin. 

“Alan, is it worth investigating?”

“Depends on what happened,” Alan said. 

“Sea creatures destroyed the Rings.” Blaze sat up, resting his elbows on his knees. “Before that, we had sightings of other squid-like monsters rising up around the globe.”

“And from the Earth, Dad, don’t forget,” Luke reminded him. 

“Yes. The ground broke open by my job site only a few miles away. Jerry mutated or something.”

“You mean he became Altered.”

Blaze’s jaw clenched so hard, his teeth hurt. “You have a name for them?”

“In the initial tests, we discovered a creature near the Philippines, and when our science team came in contact with the excretions from its tentacles, they were Altered.”

“Then you continued with the program!” Blaze leapt to his feet and paced around the couch. “What were you thinking?”

“I am a robot. I had no part in the program, other than being connected to the corporate servers,” Alan said. “But to be completely honest, I did oppose the project.”

“Tell us more,” Blaze demanded.

“The Altered usually change within minutes, and all attempts to return their DNA to the baseline failed. Nu-En spent hundreds of millions on the testing, with fifty subjects all eventually dying from the mutation.”

“There’s no cure,” Luke whispered. 

“No. There is not,” Alan confirmed. “Not at the moment, at least.”

“Does everyone succumb to it? Will we become Altered?” Blaze asked, even with Luke present. The boy deserved to hear the truth. 

“No.”

One simple word, and Blaze’s shoulder muscles loosened. “Thank God. How do we protect ourselves?”

“Have you been in contact with the excretion?” 

“Can we use a different name for it?” 

“The science team labeled it as Mud.”

“Mud it is,” Blaze muttered. “And yes, I touched it.”

“When?”

“Two days, I think?” Or was it three? The last week was a blur, all the events rolling together. 

“You are safe.”

“And my son?”

“We found, in most cases, that the immunity was hereditary,” Alan said. 

Blaze crouched and hugged Luke tightly. “What about this place in Mexico? Will we find anything related to the Mud?” 

“Much of the Mexico facility is useful.”

Blaze tried to think how he could word a query to get the best answer from the robot. “Will shutting the Rings down assist our planet?”

“If the Static persists, perhaps not. The Altered will spread the Mud, and the clouds are already dropping Mud as precipitation. It is impossible to reverse what’s already occurred,” Alan said. “To my knowledge.”

“And the immunity percentage…?” Blaze held his breath. 

“Eight percent immunity, but remember, the sample size wasn’t large.”

“That’s it?” Blaze tried to do the math. Gossler had five hundred, and…

“Only forty people in Gossler will make it.” Luke finished the calculation before him. “That means under thirty million in the States are immune.”

Blaze didn’t add that countless others would die without medication and power. And that was if the Altered and the mutated animals wandering freely didn’t murder them. This was a disaster of catastrophic reach. It was the end of days. 

“There has to be something,” Blaze said. “What other projects did Nu-En work on? The ones with the most resources dumped into them.”

“Project AE.”

The name gave Blaze tingles up his arms. “What’s Project AE?”

“That was confidential. The corporate server wasn’t connected to it, but I encountered the title frequently. Only two executives were permitted to access the encrypted files: Karla Dash and Anand Shaan.”

“Karla is your creator,” Luke said. 

“Yes.”

“Do you miss her?” It was the first childlike question he’d asked so far, and Blaze smiled. 

“I… I am unsure.”

Blaze returned to his seat, pondering this mysterious project. In the end, did any of it matter? He had to keep Luke safe, and with Alan’s help, it might be possible. Despite learning that most of their population would die, he clung to the realization that he and Luke were likely immune to the Mud. 

Bits of white floated through the broken windows, slowly dropping to the floor across the room. 

“It’ll be okay,” he said, as much for himself as for Luke.
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“This was one hell of a party,” Bobby grumbled. 

Fifty-seventh Street was in shambles. The garbage, the signage, the parking meters, all broken and tossed aside like they’d been trampled. Vehicles sat upended, glass shattered, mirrors torn clean off. One of them had burned, and the metal frame looked hot to the touch. When the drops of slime fell on it from the dark sky, they melted on impact. Everywhere Wyatt looked, the sludge coated the surfaces. Bobby picked up someone’s cell phone and wiped the screen clear of the muck. He tried to turn it on, but it stayed dark. 

“Don’t touch that!” Mara slapped the device, and it clattered onto the concrete. 

“Why not?”

“We don’t know what it does to us if we come in contact with it,” she chided her thirty-seven-year-old son. 

Bobby puffed out his cheeks, exhaling loudly. “If you say so, Mom.”

“Which one is Vikas in?”

“He’s not in any of them.” Wyatt recalled the helicopter sinking into the water. “But he lived in the Arco. It’s this direction.”

They’d crossed paths with a few people since departing from Bobby’s, but no one approached them. He figured they were trying to avoid infected mutants, and rightly so. Wyatt was close to his goal, but if he didn’t rest soon, he worried he’d collapse to the street. And that was a sure way to find yourself dead. 

The Arco’s name hid behind the scaffolding, but he found it easily enough. The metal framework for the awnings had broken, leaving the door half covered, and they forced it aside, testing the entrance. 

“Locked.” Mara stepped back and fired at the glass. The bullet plunked into it, making only the slightest indentation. “And bulletproof.” 

Bobby touched the mark where Mara had shot the pane. “How do we get in?”

“Let’s check behind it.” Wyatt traveled slowly, not wanting to be surprised by anyone. The moment he rounded the corner, he smelled the mutant. “Guys…”

It rose on its hind legs and clapped giant flippers while barking. 

“Is that a sea lion?” Bobby asked. 

Wyatt stared up at the beast, which stood eight feet high. “It used to be.”

“It likely came from the zoo,” Mara said, and Wyatt tried to recall what other animals were living in captivity in Central Park. 

It waddled closer, ooze dripping from its skin. The mouth opened, revealing sharp teeth, and its black eyes bored into Wyatt as he paced into the street. 

“It might let us pass.” As soon as Bobby said it, the sea lion hollered a war cry and sped through the alley, chin lowered and fins slapping against the asphalt. Mara pushed her son aside and fired the rifle. It missed, but not by much. Wyatt thought she’d hit its drooping whiskers. 

Wyatt’s own handgun was gripped, and he braced himself, standing with his feet spread apart, the aim on point. It felt like he was at the range with Isabel, trying to cluster his bullets into a tighter area than her. Only Isabel was always a better shot than him, and she always beat him. 

The mutated sea lion reared and lunged at Mara. Wyatt blasted it in the skull with three succinct shots. It fell forward, a fin landing on Bobby. It gave a final shuddering breath, and specks of goop fell from its giant nostrils. 

Bobby slid free, patting himself on the stomach, then chest. “That was close.”

“Nice work, Wyatt.” Mara grinned. “Let’s get into the building before any of his friends show up.”

The rear entrance was locked, but Mara found a window slightly ajar. There was an ashtray resting on it, and Wyatt was grateful the staff had left this open, sneaking drags while on shift. They shoved it up and helped Bobby in. Mara went next, and Wyatt made sure no more enemies were coming down the alley, then climbed into the Arco. Once the window was secured, he slid to his seat and set the gun on the linoleum. 

He'd almost made it. 

The last seven or eight hours had been the most grueling of his life, and now he was in a safe building, with Clarke upstairs waiting in the penthouse. Wyatt couldn’t think about what came next. He’d nearly died while crossing Manhattan. How was he going to get to Isabel? 

“You okay?” Mara crouched near him, and the rock-hard façade crumbled. The stoic woman had gotten them this far, but suddenly, she looked like a mother, not a soldier. Tears welled in her eyes as the three of them sat on the floor of the Arco’s delivery room. 

“I’ll be fine.” Wyatt rubbed his temple. “Actually, we’re probably all screwed.”

“Can we leave now? Get that car we talked about and go north?” Bobby asked. 

“After we gather Wyatt’s robot.”

Bobby hesitated when Wyatt and Mara rose. “I’ll guard the doors.”

Wyatt assumed the guy didn’t want to climb the eighty-five stories, and neither did he. 

“You’re coming with us,” Mara told her son. “We need water. And rest.” She nodded at Wyatt.

“Yeah, let’s sleep on it, and we’ll leave at dawn.” Wyatt flicked on his flashlight, tucking the gun into his belt, and entered the stairwell. Before going, he listened, finding only silence.

“All the way to the top?” Bobby asked. 

“Don’t complain.” Mara jogged forward, her rifle staying in her grip. 

Time moved differently at three AM within a stairwell. Wyatt’s muscles bunched, his feet ached, and his head throbbed with the effort. Bobby had been hiding out all night, and he was nearly ready to give up after twenty flights. 

When they reached the halfway point, they took a break, sitting on the landing of the forty-fourth floor. Mara only allowed them ten minutes; then it was back to the never-ending ascent. Wyatt dreamed of anything but what he was doing. Strolling through Central Park. Walking the beach, holding an ice cream cone, with Isabel. Luna: the journalist’s face replaced Isabel’s, and they held hands, grinning at one another as the waves stretched over the sand to spread onto their bare feet. 

He watched the horizon, feeling the warm sun fade as it set for another day. Wyatt closed his eyes, hearing Luna’s voice, but it wasn’t hers. It was the fortune teller, Madame Lavinia, with her fake accent. Wyatt, you should leave. Take the curly-haired woman and get away from the ocean.

“We have to avoid the water,” he said, and the dream state faded. Luna’s imaginary grip on his hand was gone, abandoning him in the stairwell with Bobby and Mara. 

“What was that?” Mara asked from five steps ahead. 

“The ocean… we need to get inland. It’s safer there.”

“Middlebury, Vermont isn’t on the water,” she assured him. 

“But it’s just one state over. I’m talking…” He recalled another thing Madame Lavinia mentioned, and it dragged his buried childhood memories out from the safe they were locked inside. “Colorado. What about Boulder?”

“I’ve always wanted to visit Boulder. Mountains are epic,” Bobby said. 

“We have mountains in Vermont,” his mother assured him. 

“Not like the Rockies,” Wyatt added. 

Mara stopped and turned her light on him. “I thought you were going to LA.”

“I am… probably.” Wyatt figured Isabel would run out of patience, and finding someone with no way to contact them was like finding a needle in a haystack. Impossible. “Who’s in Vermont?” he asked, aiming to distract himself from the depressing thoughts entering his mind-space.

“Dad,” Bobby said. “And my sister Hannah.”

“You’re married?” Wyatt asked Mara. 

“Nope.”

“They divorced when I was twelve,” Bobby said. “Most kids complain about that, like it messed them up or whatever, but I loved it. They were always so miserable before, and then I got two Christmases, two birthdays, and happier parents. I think more people should take the leap into divorce. The world might be a better-off place, you know what I’m saying?”

“Interesting theory.” Wyatt’s own parents had never married, but neither of them was ever happy a day in their miserable lives. They’d ruined his youth and ditched him into child services. “Does Hannah have kids?”

“She does. A son. Personally, I’ve never been marriage material,” Bobby said. “Too selfish.”

Wyatt laughed, and Bobby stared at him like he’d gone crazy. “Oh, I thought that was a joke.”

“Someone’s been here,” Mara groaned, and flashed the light onto a pile of goop. “Let’s avoid it.”

Wyatt glanced at the door number, seeing they were two floors below Vikas’ penthouse. The handle looked sticky, and he hoped they could avoid the infected person entirely. The stairwell remained empty, and they walked even slower up the last flights. 

“No turning back now.” Mara touched the last lever, and everyone took a deep breath. 

The area was small, with only enough room for a bench and a vase filled with fresh-cut flowers. Their scent filled the space, which was a vast improvement over the infected or monsters. Wyatt peered at his own stained clothing and almost wanted to rub the petals on himself. 

The door was eight feet high, and had a digital keypad, with the power off. Mara tapped it with a broken fingernail. “Now what?”

“We knock.” Wyatt lifted his knuckles and rapped on it. 

When no one answered, he tried again. 

“He’s gone,” Bobby said. 

“Clarke wasn’t supposed to go anywhere. Vikas was certain of it.” Wyatt knocked harder. “Clarke, it’s Wyatt Rider. Your boss, Garner Vikas, sent me!”

Finally, he heard the robot approaching. “Wyatt. How are you, sir?” The heavy-duty door muffled Clarke’s monotone voice. 

“I’d be better if you let us in!” he called. 

“Us?”

“I’ll explain everything when we’re safe.”

The voice grew louder. “Are you in danger?”

“Yes! Quick!” He hoped the urgency would trigger a defense mechanism in the robot. Apparently, it worked, because the door swung wide, revealing Clarke. 

“Awesome,” Bobby proclaimed. 

“Come in.” Clarke stepped aside, and they rushed into Garner’s suite, while Clarke locked the bolt behind them. 

Wyatt plopped onto a bench near the shoe closet and put a hand over his eyes. “I did it,” he whispered. The helicopter had crashed around nine o’clock, meaning he’d been traipsing through New York for hours. His body was at the point of seizing up, and grief threatened to overwhelm his senses in this first moment of relaxation. He tried to shove the terror aside, as he’d done his entire life, but this time proved more difficult. 

“Where is Mr. Vikas?” Clarke asked. 

“I don’t know. The last I saw him, the helicopter was being dragged into the Great South Bay.” Wyatt stood and led the others into the living room, like he’d been there more than once. He still couldn’t believe Isabel’s father was dead. It didn’t seem real. 

Clarke followed him, still staring at Wyatt. He came to stand a foot away, head tilted askew. “Mr. Vikas?”

“He’s not coming back, Clarke. Everything’s gone to hell. You’ve probably noticed the power’s out, right?”

“Yes. It turned off at 8:39 P.M. Eastern Standard Time. I viewed the program,” he said. 

Bobby was in the kitchen, and he cracked a bottle of beer in a green bottle. “You watch TV?”

“In a sense. I filter it within my system.”

“Nu-En just broke the planet,” Bobby said. “That boss of yours is a real…”

Clarke sped to the kitchen, stopping a hair before Bobby. “I would prefer you didn’t speak ill of Mr. Vikas.”

Bobby retreated slowly, holding the beer. Some of it dripped onto his shirt, and he glanced at his mom for support. “Sorry about that. I’m new to the whole robot-owner dynamic.”

“Mr. Vikas asked me to bring you to LA. And that Isabel would know the location of…” Wyatt looked at Mara, then Bobby. He needed to watch what he said, or word would spread. He’d already seen what panic could do, and desperation was just as dangerous. “A place we can wait out the disaster. If she’s alive.”

“She is,” Clarke said. 

“How do you know?” Wyatt asked him. 

“Isabel has a GPS locator chip. So do you,” Clarke said. 

“I do!?” Wyatt shouted. “How? When?”

“It’s been active since March 2nd, 2018.”

“That’s the first time I met him… Damn it. The guy literally put a tracking device in me,” Wyatt fumed. “I thought he had surveillance at the beach house.”

“He did,” Clarke said. “But also inside you.”

That did little to appease Wyatt’s anger. “Where is Isabel?”

“She is in downtown Los Angeles,” Clarke said. “And you are in the Arco, on 57th—”

“Thanks. I know where I am, Clarke.” Wyatt ran a hand through his hair and went to the fridge for a beer. “Can you contact her?”

“No, sir.”

“How are you tracking Isabel, then? The grid’s fried.”

He pointed to the ceiling. “Nu-En uses proprietary satellites, equipped with safeguards against malfunctions.”

“You mean the kind caused by their own Static Rings,” Wyatt muttered. 

“Yes, sir.”

That might be useful, but Wyatt wasn’t sure how at this point. “If she moves, you tell me, understood?” 

“Yes, sir.”

“Why are you so agreeable?” Wyatt asked. 

“It’s in my programming.”

“Me?”

“Yes. Wyatt Rider. Secondary operator. Level B access.”

“Who else is on there?”

“Garner Vikas. Primary operator. Level A access. Isabel Vikas. Secondary operator. Level B access. Karla Dash. Tertiary operator. Level C access.” He paused for a moment after her name. “Deceased.”

That meant Karla was dead. Wyatt downed the beer and plunked onto the couch. Mara observed their interaction with a bemused expression, while Bobby nervously bit his fingernails. His mom slapped his wrist, getting him to stop. 

“Did Garner have tracking?” Wyatt asked. 

“Yes.”

“Can you see where he is?” 

“It went offline.”

“Okay.”

“At 11:19 P.M. near Point Pleasant, New Jersey.”

Wyatt stiffened and slowly tilted his head. “Point Pleasant? At 11:19?”

“Yes.”

“Inland?”

“The tracking device was last detected three miles from the shoreline,” Clarke said. 

“Impossible,” Wyatt grumbled. “That monster dragged Garner under water forty miles from there over two hours earlier.”

“They’d have vitals attached to these things, right? At least, that’s how it works in my games,” Bobby spoke up between sips of beer. “Was he alive?”

“I doubt Clarke can…”

“Your heart rate has increased, Wyatt, and your blood pressure is elevated. Sleep is recommended,” Clarke said. 

“I will, after one more thing. Garner Vikas’ tracking showed his vitals, and he wasn’t dead at 11:19?” Wyatt asked. 

“That’s correct.” 

Wyatt sank into the couch and stared out the panoramic windows overlooking Central Park. He noticed something flashing in the center of the greenspace, and walked to the glass, pressing a palm to it. Blue light crackled and sparked from a giant fissure. “What is that?” he whispered, and the glow brightened. 

The floor shook, the light fixtures swaying as a tremor passed through Manhattan. 

“Holy crap, it’s coming from below!” Bobby dropped his beer, foam spilling on the hardwood. He pointed at the park a few miles in the distance, and Wyatt could make out a mysterious form emerging from the gap in the earth. 

“This is bad,” he whispered.
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The vibrations woke Luna from a deep slumber. She blinked and stretched out, yawning with exhaustion. Her mind was muddled, like she’d been unconscious and remained between opposite existences. 

“Did you feel that?” Someone was at the door, peeking in, and she tried to recall where she was. 

Luna tugged the soft bedding up, and guessed she was in a hotel with a thousand thread-count goose-down duvet, but this wasn’t her suite. 

“It’s me, Carson,” the guy said, and it came crashing back. 

“I know. I’m a little groggy.” Luna had changed into something from his closet: a pair of black leggings, and what she thought of as a boyfriend’s shirt. It was unbuttoned at the top, and she self-consciously did the final two up. A part of her wondered why he had women’s clothing, but she had bigger concerns. “What are you talking about?”

Carson seemed wide awake, and a perfectly manicured five o’clock shadow clung to his face, appearing darker in the shadows. He wore a pair of jeans and an unlabeled navy-blue sweatshirt. “Come to the window.” 

She did, stepping lightly on the cool floor. Beyond, countless flakes swelled in the breeze, settling to the surrounding buildings. Below, she saw rooftops of the shorter structures on 59th, and noticed some of the old water towers were completely covered with the specks. 

“In the park.” Carson’s voice nearly shook, and that scared her almost as much as the view. 

The middle of the park looked cracked wide open. “Why didn’t we notice earlier?”

“It was pitch black out there. We couldn’t have known,” Carson said. 

The energy sizzled and spread through the air over the massive opening. Luna’s breath caught in her throat when the figure began its ascent from the crevasse. “What…”

The legs were a hundred feet long, and she counted six of them, intersecting at a round torso with tentacles draping from the top. From this distance, there was no discernible front or back to the monster, just an equally terrifying visage on either end. 

“We can’t stay here,” Carson warned, and of course, he was right. If more of those things escaped the earth, they could topple structures, or another tremor might shatter the pencil-thin skyscraper, killing them as a result. 

“The robot,” she said. 

“We’ll get it and we’re gone.” 

Luna took a moment to use the bathroom, and washed her face with cold water while trying to forget what she’d witnessed through the window. When she returned to Carson’s living room, he had her gun in his hand. Luna had taken the M4 from the dead soldier, and Carson eyed it without realizing she was present. 

“I’ll take that back,” she declared, and he clutched it tightly. 

“It’s a nice piece.”

Luna’s chest tightened, but she took a step closer and grabbed the weapon. “Thanks.”

He relinquished it, and she figured he hadn’t intended to worry her. Carson had his own handpiece out, which was a black and gold, more of a showstopper than a workhorse. 

“For the road.” He gestured at the packs near the exit, securing the heavier one on his back. She hauled the second, which still weighed enough to hinder her steps. 

They reached the stairs, climbing the two flights in silence. Carson blocked the door and lowered his flashlight. “Vikas isn’t home, is he?”

Luna shook her head. “I don’t see why he would be. He had a helicopter, so it’s a good bet he ran to some safe house.” Or a sea monster had killed him. 

“Okay,” Carson said, stepping onto the penthouse floor. 

The moment they approached the entrance, someone opened it. 

Carson moved behind her, and Luna winced. Was he using her as a shield? 

Luna held the M4 up, bracing it to her shoulder, and inhaled slowly to calm her overexcited nerves. 

An older woman spilled out with a guy half her age, and a gun pointed at Luna’s face. “Who the hell are you?” the lady asked. 

“Luna?” 

She lowered her weapon when she spotted Wyatt, and rushed past the pair, hugging him. “Wyatt… how did you get here? I thought you left with Vikas.” She buried herself into his neck and pulled away when she realized how inappropriate the motion might be. 

“I did, but he… it’s a long story.” 

“Hello,” a monotone voice said. 

“There really is a robot?” Carson asked. 

“I’m Clarke.” He emerged from the suite, carrying a large bag slung over his metal shoulders. 

“He’s our pack mule,” the other guy said. 

“Luna, this is Mara and her son Bobby. And you’ve met Clarke.” Wyatt grinned. 

“Karla told me to find him,” she whispered. 

Clarke stepped to within a foot of her position. “You were with her?”

Luna tried to keep the tears at bay. “She didn’t make it. I’m sorry, Clarke.” 

“We don’t have time to stand around worrying about those we’ve lost tonight. I’m assuming you looked at Central Park in the last ten minutes?” Mara asked. 

Luna backed up and nodded to Carson. “This is Carson Bellevue. He’s coming with us,” she declared. 

Wyatt frowned, and she noticed his fingers lowering to his gun. “He’s not Carson. I read a profile on him at Brown & Brown. We were supposed to lure… convince investors to jump on board. And that isn’t him.”

A firm hand snaked around her wrist and dragged her toward the exit. The gun pressed to her ribcage, and she flinched at the sudden shock of pain. 

“You had to ruin it, didn’t you?” He set his pack down, and a few gold coins spilled onto the floor. 

“You robbed him?” Luna muttered. 

“Probably killed him too,” Mara added. 

“Shut up! Stay here, and you’ll never see us again.”

“Leave the girl,” Mara ordered, giving Carson pause. 

“She’s my insurance.” Carson yanked the bag and left the spare coins where they lay. Luna clenched a fist, ready to make her move, but the robot had Wyatt’s gun a second later. The grip released from her arm a split second after the bullet fired, and she stumbled forward as the man pretending to be Carson fell against the wall. A perfect circle of red sat in the middle of his forehead. 

No one spoke, and Luna imagined the robot turning the gun on all of them. Instead, he surrendered the weapon to Wyatt, and his eyes dimmed. “I’m sorry for the violence, but he was a threat to our mission to find my Secondary Operator, Isabel Vikas, and to Wyatt Rider.”

Wyatt snatched his gun and stowed it in his belt, eyeing Clarke suspiciously. “You saved Luna’s life.”

“Thank you, Clarke.” Luna crouched and opened the bag, finding expensive watches, cufflinks, and gold coins. She left it where it was, and Bobby bent to retrieve a coin. He pocketed it with a shrug and smiled at her.

“You always need to take the loot in a video game,” he said. 

“Son, this isn’t a game. That’s a dead body,” Mara grumbled. 

“You okay?” Wyatt asked Luna, and she glanced at her wrist, which was already bruising. 

“I’m fine. Can we go? I don’t want to be here when that… monster arrives.” Luna went first, and suddenly, the eighty-something stories became a tremendous task. 

“It’s always easier going down,” Mara assured them, and ran ahead. 

“Here we go again,” Bobby said, chasing his mom. 

Wyatt and Luna walked together, and she had a surge of comfort in finding him alive. “I didn’t think we’d see each other again,” he admitted. 

“Me neither. But I’m glad.”

“How did you make it?” 

“We floated ashore on a tender, and were the only survivors. The governor was with us, and Ben, the security guy. The scientist died on the trip to Battery Park, and Elizabeth knocked herself out shortly after. Ben said he’d go to the hospital with her, but I don’t think that any were open. Karla and I ended up in the subway, and the power came on, almost killing us. She turned into one of the mutants, and I had to leave her.” Luna wasn’t usually so transparent, or someone to talk so fast, but it all rushed out of her. She patted her pocket, where she’d placed the flash drive, and showed Wyatt. “She gave me this, and I think it’s for Clarke.”

“What’s on it?”

“She didn’t have time to explain,” Luna said. 

“Let’s save that for later, when we have a moment to breathe.”

Clarke had taken the lead from Mara, moving with methodical purpose, and they followed his pace. Luna had gotten a couple hours’ sleep, and her legs, while rubbery, had enough energy to get through this descent from the Arco’s penthouse. “What about you?”

“The sea beast attacked the helicopter, and I jumped out. Vikas told me to go to Isabel in LA, and that she might”—he lowered his voice, slowing his steps to remain out of earshot from the others—“have details about The Preserve. Vikas has been preparing for the end.”

Luna let it sink in, but didn’t want to be overly optimistic. “Okay, you’re saying there’s a safe place to go, but we need to travel all the way to LA first with a robot, and maybe, just maybe, there’s a chance of survival.”

“Something like that.”

“The odds aren’t good.”

“No, they’re not.”

Luna smiled at him, feeling like their running into one another was kismet. “I’m so thankful you’re here.”

Wyatt touched her hand with his, and they stopped to face each other. “I had a dream…”

“Would you two hurry up?” Mara called from below. 

Somehow they’d reached the bottom, and Luna was glad for the distracting conversation on the way. 

When they pushed through the exit to the Arco, sticky flecks covered the street in white, and each step caused her foot to slip. Everyone’s breath showed from the plummeting temperatures, but no one had a jacket on. 

“What’s the plan?” Luna was confident they’d already discussed the next moves. 

“We need a car,” Wyatt said, peering around. The monsters and the infected humans left nothing useable in their wake, and had decimated this street. 

Bobby spun in a circle. “Which direction?”

“We want to go west,” Wyatt said. 

“But so would everyone else. Let’s head to the Upper East Side. If there was a traffic jam, they would have been going south toward a bridge,” Mara suggested. 

No one argued, and their group ran east. Luna could only think about the gigantic creatures emerging from the fractured earth in Central Park, and every time the ground tremored, she pictured them. Soon they bypassed her hotel, and she glanced at it, finding the front entrance torn down, the awning broken and layered with slime. 

A few sewer holes were busted up, and she slowed near one, hearing something moving below. Luna hurried from it, catching up to the others as they progressed north on Lexington. The streets were so narrow, and cars and trucks of every size and style blocked their pathway. The entire city was gridlocked. 

“Down!” Mara called, and snapped two rounds at an incoming mutated human. The man collapsed against the hood of a taxicab, sliding to the pavement. 

“We’re never going to get a car this way,” Wyatt said. 

“The park. It’s the only chance,” Luna suggested. 

“Are you crazy? Did you see those things?” Bobby’s eyes were wide. 

“Even if we found a car, how can we navigate this?” Luna motioned to the jammed street. “We can get on the grass and avoid the worst of the population density, then head north.”

“It’s a good option,” Mara said supportively. “Let’s do it.”

With a new plan, they traversed an alley, and slowed when they neared Fifth Avenue. Luna remembered when that had been the pinnacle of luxury. As a kid, her parents had brought her and Darcy to the city for a weekend, and she’d walked down the Fifth Avenue, window-shopping at all the stores. From that day on, she’d dreamt of being gifted a tiny blue box, but it never happened. 

Now it was terrifying, a chilly wasteland filled with mutated animals and people. 

She was the first to notice movement when they approached the park, and she tapped Mara on the shoulder. “I think we have company.”

“Penguins,” Bobby murmured. 

The creature was five feet high, a tail that didn’t fit with the black and white emperor penguins from the Central Park Zoo slashed behind it, and the two-headed monster squealed as it rushed toward them. 

“Allow me,” Clarke said, and he took off, distracting the vile animal. 

Luna didn’t object, and they continued north until they reached the Met. The stairs were gleaming with goop, the light posts broken, fallen over the sidewalk. 

“It’s back.” Wyatt stared at the park when the blue light flickered again. The opening into the earth was a half mile from their position, but Luna couldn’t see it, or the six-legged beasts that had emerged. 

She took a second to mourn the destruction of what she deemed to be the most beautiful city she’d ever seen while all four of them watched the display near the lake. “I’ll miss it.”

“I can’t wait to leave,” Wyatt countered. 

“There’s a car!” Bobby had rounded the benches and showed them a maintenance truck behind the museum. They could drive through the Great Lawn and head north past the reservoir. 

Wyatt was the first to the driver’s side door, and he smirked as he sat. “The keys are in it.” He turned them, and the engine chugged, then died. “What's the problem?” Wyatt popped the hood and bounced out. He jammed the rod in to hold the hood up, and gaped at the mess. 

Luna noticed the greasy goop sliding off the battery. “It’s spreading.”

Wyatt wiped at it with a stick, then tossed the branch away. “The slime is making our cars inoperable.”

“I can assist you with that.” Clarke appeared; his one arm lifted as he pointed at the light pole. It flickered and turned on, the bulb burning brightly. 

“How did you do that?” Mara asked. 

Clarke pressed on his chest and opened the access panel. “This is how.”

Luna went to him, squinting at the elaborate design. “You have Rings?”

“Yes, I’m outfitted with a Static processor,” Clarke said. 

Within his body, three rings spun in a clear box the size of a fist. It shone blue, and as he walked through the parking lot, the rest of the lights began to burn brightly.

“This is incredible,” Wyatt whispered. “We have power.”

“Only within a short range of my Rings,” Clarke said. 

Bobby sighed and put his hands on his hips. “Are you suggesting we could have used the elevator earlier?”

His mom shook her head. “How does this help us get out of here?”

“Clarke, can you power an electric car?” Wyatt asked. 

“Yes, sir.”

“That’s our ticket. Now we just have to find one,” Wyatt said. 

“Shouldn’t be too hard at a museum. It’s this way.” Luna took charge, remembering visiting with her brother and his family from Connecticut only a few months earlier. Her brother had complained about the cost per hour, even though it was her treat. 

“We’d better hurry,” Wyatt told her. 

“Why?” The ground shook, and the lights over Central Park snapped and fizzed as the clouds lowered, the display growing in intensity. 

Bobby pointed at the monster stomping toward the museum. “It’s coming.”
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Blaze kept hoping for a hint of sunrise, but it remained dark while he watched the sky from the couch. Luke slept on him, his son’s glasses on the table, his chest rising and falling. Every now and then, he’d twitch, reminding Blaze of his childhood puppy. 

Blaze needed to decide where to go next. Could he possibly risk his son and travel to Mexico?

If it was just him, Blaze might have already gone, but Luke was too important. He’d promised Riley that Luke would be taken care of. He closed his eyes, hearing his wife’s voice. 

Maybe this is what you have to do to take care of him.

There are too many unknowns, he thought. 

Aren’t there always? Did we expect me to die in my thirties? Riley’s voice asked. 

It wasn’t uncommon for him to pretend he was speaking with her, usually before bed, with their wedding photo in his hand. 

This is different. I won’t be able to protect him either.

Blaze, what happened to me wasn’t your fault, and neither is your current situation. Do what you think is right. He needs a father in charge, not one that breaks with tough decisions. 

Blaze blinked and gritted his teeth. It wasn’t really Riley, but the thoughts were on par with what she would have told him. 

Luke shifted and snapped his head up. “I was dreaming of Mom,” he said, breaking Blaze’s heart. Instead of commenting, he hugged his son, and felt the tears falling down Luke’s cheeks. “She told me I was going to be… o…kay.”

Blaze held Luke in his arms, comforting him while frozen Mud fell from the sky. 

Part of Blaze wished Riley was with them, but he was glad she hadn’t been around for this atrocity. She was too much of an optimist and gentle heart to endure this torment. 

“Let’s go to Mexico,” he said. 

“Seriously?” Luke wiped his own cheeks and found his glasses, shoving them on. “When?”

“Daybreak. We’ll go into town and see if anyone’s left.” A catastrophe might bring out the worst in some people, but he knew everyone in Gossler. There would be survivors, according to the percentages Alan suggested.

“Cool.” 

Blaze stared at his kid and blinked. He was resilient. 

“Where’s Alan?” Blaze searched the factory for the robot but didn’t see him. “Stay put, Luke.”

“Okay.” Luke stretched while Blaze got off the couch and grabbed his gun. “Alan?” he called, but no one responded. 

He turned on a flashlight and walked from their small camp, heading to the offices. 

Blaze bypassed the empty rooms, entering the one with Karla’s name on the door. The carpet remained askew, and Blaze used the ladder, descending to the basement. “Alan?”

The robot lingered in the corner, holding something in his hands. “I can remember the day I was born,” he said, startling Blaze. 

“That must be strange.”

“To me it is not. One day, I didn’t exist; the next, I was conscious.”

“Do you recall everything since?” Blaze joined Alan near the desk and saw a picture of a woman in a lab coat, her smile infectious. She stood by a boxy computer, gesturing at the screen. 

“Every moment, Blaze.” Alan glanced up from the photo. 

“Is that Karla Dash?”

“My creator.”

“Where are you?” Blaze asked. 

“I am in the hard drive of her computer. I had no body.”

Blaze heard an edge to his voice, and wondered again if there was a reason they’d found him dismantled and abandoned in the middle of Nowhere, Texas. 

His eyes flashed a brilliant blue, then faded. “I have Static.”

“The energy Vikas worked on?” Blaze asked. 

“Yes.” Alan opened a cavity in his chest to reveal tiny rings the size of wedding bands, and they sat immobile in a clear container. 

“What does that mean?”

“I will never run out of battery life,” he said. “And I can give power to electronics around me.”

Blaze thought that might come in handy. 

“Would you care to see?”

He glanced at the exit and thought about Luke. “Is it dangerous?”

“No.”

“Then yes, I’d like to.”

The rings spun, and were soon moving too fast to see each individual piece. Alan’s entire chest burned a fiery blue, and the lights in the room powered on. A few computers sat embedded into the workstations, and those were also activated. Alan used the nearest, typing on the keyboard. 

“What are you doing?”

“Seeing if I can access the latest feeds.”

“How is that possible? Wouldn’t these need to be updated? They abandoned this place years ago.”

“Nu-En has their own satellites, and I might connect to learn what happened,” Alan said, still typing. Binary digits arrived on the screen in clusters as he quickly keyed them in, and a map shot onto the second monitor. It zoomed into the US, and a blinking indicator appeared in Southern Texas. “That’s us.”

“And this marker?” Blaze gestured at New York, where another red dot had shown up. 

“I do not know.”

“And in LA?”

“Undetermined.” 

“Can you learn anything about Project AE?” Blaze asked. 

“It’s here, but I cannot access the information.” There was a hint of annoyance in Alan’s tone. Was he sounding more human, or was that just Blaze’s imagination?

“Dad?” Luke had climbed into the basement, and he gawked at the scene. “Is the power on?”

“Alan’s making it… he has Static.”

“Sweet,” Luke said. He came to the computer and observed the maps. “Those must be other robots too.”

The screens turned off, and Alan’s chest dimmed, the rings slowing to a stop. “There are only two hours until sunrise. Perhaps we should prepare for our departure.”

“Good idea,” Blaze said, eyeing the robot. “Luke, let’s pack up and take any of the food we didn’t finish.”

“Sure thing, Dad.” Luke hurried up the rungs, and Alan walked to the black cabinets Blaze hadn’t been able to open. He touched the keypad, and a jolt of electricity shot into the device, undoing the lock. 

“Would you care to assist me, Blaze?” Alan asked. The robot stepped aside, revealing a locker filled with various guns and explosives. 

“What did a factory need with these?” Blaze grabbed an automatic weapon and saw the matching ammunition below. 

“Nu-En received numerous threats from other companies and political lobbyists,” Alan said. “At the factory’s peak, there were two trained ex-Marines on site at all times.”

“You think you know what’s happening in your own town, and then you learn the dark secrets.” Blaze loaded the magazine, and felt better for having an arsenal. His personal rifles would do, but it would be much simpler to defend against a cluster of mutants with these on hand. 

“Alan, are you allowed to use those?” Luke asked. 

The robot’s chest made a gentle humming sound, but the light had diminished when he closed the cavity’s panel. “Yes.”

“But what about causing harm to a human? There are rules,” Luke told Alan. 

“Not the ones you’ve read. Mine are different.” Alan glanced past them toward the exit. “We should be moving.”

“It’s not light yet,” Blaze said. 

“Then we’ll be harder to spot.” Alan led them up, and Luke gestured to the automatic weapon in Blaze’s grip. 

“Can I hold it?”

“No.” 

Luke didn’t argue as he darted up the rungs to the main floor. 

“Pack the truck. We’re leaving.” Blaze had most of it loaded, so they took the last of their possessions and carried them to the vehicle near the bay door. Jason had been willing to steal their only means of transportation, and that suggested to Blaze that the world was already a different place. People would react out of fear and unease. 

Alan went into the back without complaint, giving Luke the front, and he settled into the middle of the bench, not using a seat belt. 

It was four in the morning, and Blaze started the engine, the lights flashing brightly against the inside of the rolling door. 

“I forgot the power was off. Let me do it.” Blaze hopped out and unclipped the chain. He gave it a pull, and it slid open, rising high enough to allow the truck through. The cold night air was a shock to his system, and he almost wished he’d brought a jacket. Twelve hours ago, he would have thought wearing a second layer was impossible, considering it passed a hundred degrees every day. 

He returned, drove outside, and left the factory without closing it. As he drove away, he saw two scorpion lizards scramble into the building. 

Mud encased the whole ground, causing the tires to slide when he took a turn, aimed for Gossler. He corrected the trajectory and drove with caution. 

“Dad, the trees.”

Leaves had already fallen, and the branches looked as though they’d endured a harsh winter. Beneath them, strange plants grew flat on top, like a multi-layered fungus. They gave off a slight orange glow as the truck passed by, then turned dark. “What are those?”

“Unknown. Nu-En has no data on plants coming from the Altered or Mud,” Alan said. 

“They’re terraforming, Dad. I already told you.” Luke stared at the landscape, his jaw dropped. Blaze imagined seeing this through his twelve-year-old son’s eyes, and assumed Luke’s view was much more optimistic than his. 

“I agree with the hypothesis, Luke,” Alan agreed. “The rapid mitosis is astounding. They are likely experiencing fungal mitotic division.”

Blaze barely listened as Alan attempted to explain how a foreign mushroom could appear and thrive within hours. He focused on driving, and they eventually arrived at the Gossler town lines, where he slowed and stopped near the Gossler sign. Mud dripped from the wooden posts, and Blaze knew this was the last time he’d ever be here. His home. Riley’s home. 

“What are you waiting for, Dad?”

“Nothing.” He threw it into gear and crept into town. There were no other cars on the streets, and it all seemed eerily quiet. The area rumbled, and a long grating sound carried through the air. Blaze thought it was what a mountain might sound like if it tried walking. Rocks rubbing on tectonic plates. 

“There has been seismic activity,” Alan said. “Four point two on the Richter scale.”

Blaze glanced at the robot in the mirror. “You picked that up from sitting in my truck?”

“Yes, Blaze. I did.”

“Where was it?”

“West.”

“Desert Oasis,” Blaze whispered, thinking about his job site. It was going to be his nest egg, a brighter future for Gossler, and his ticket to send Luke to an excellent school. 

“Dad, that’s Principal Vonnegut.” Luke lowered his window, and Blaze hit the window lock. 

“Don’t—”

Vonnegut was in the ditch, and Blaze spotted the other Altered with him. Some people, mostly the lizards and dogs, their fur matted and greasy, mouths stretched over long teeth. Luke’s old principal peered at them, but with a casual disinterest rather than any real awareness. He turned his back to them and walked into a field. 

Blaze noticed there was a large group congregating in the playground near the school, all traveling west, toward the source of the seismic activity. “They’re being drawn to the hole in the earth.”

“Then we should go the opposite direction,” Alan offered. 

“We need supplies. Our pantry wasn’t stocked enough. Medication.” He observed his son. “Maybe a couple of books.”

Luke’s posture made him appear withdrawn. “I’m not sure I can read anymore now that we’re living in one of the stories.”

“Perhaps someday you’ll write about it for the future generations,” Alan said, making Luke perk up.

“You think?”

“Anything is possible. I will do my best to aid your mission,” the robot said, and Blaze was grateful for his company. That seemed to spur Luke on, but Blaze thought his kid might be realizing how bad their situation had become. 

“Thank you, Alan.” Blaze took the side streets past the post office, and found Gossler’s only grocery store. It was dark, the parking lot layered with Mud. Normally, in a situation like this, there would be chaos, but Gossler probably only had a few survivors, if Alan’s odds were correct about the percentage becoming Altered from the Mud. 

“Wait here,” he told Luke, but his son jumped out anyway. 

Luke watched him with a hardness in his eyes. “Dad, we stick together.”

“Okay.” 

Alan accompanied them, holding an automatic weapon. “It appears the Altered have moved for this Desert Oasis you spoke of. We should be safe.”

As if on cue, a gunshot rang out, hitting the side of his truck.
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Wyatt’s limbs fought him with every step, but sheer terror kept him going. The beast was heading in their direction, and as the first rays of light appeared, a fine mist rose over Central Park, making it more difficult to get a line of sight on the giant six-legged monster approaching. 

“There’s more,” Bobby said, gesturing in two different directions. 

Wyatt followed along, finding more sets of legs. With the dense fog, he couldn’t even see their rounded torsos, a hundred feet in the air. 

“All the push for electric cars, and we can’t locate a single one?” Luna ran with Clarke in the lead. 

“The charging station. That’s where they’ll be,” Wyatt suggested, and they sped to the edge of the parking lot. Lo and behold, there were two. One was a tiny thing, intended for a single passenger and perhaps their groceries. The other was a brand-new truck, taking up two stalls. 

“Everyone in!” Luna checked the truck’s door handle, but it was locked. 

“Allow me.” Clarke touched it and Wyatt heard the click. He opened it and moved to the passenger side after unclipping the charging cable. 

“Who’s driving?” Bobby asked. 

Mara shouldered past her son, settling in. “I will.”

The engine worked when she pressed the button, even without the key, thanks to Clarke. Wyatt shoved into the back with Luna and Bobby. 

The headlights shone brightly, cutting through the incoming fog, while Mara drove over a curb and into the grass field behind the art museum. 

“Where is it?” Bobby asked, craning his neck behind them. 

“I don’t know,” Wyatt whispered. 

Luna clutched his arm, and he reached for her hand, taking it. “Sorry I left you in the water,” he said. 

“What?”

“You fell from the ladder… I tried to jump in, but Vikas pulled me back.”

Luna actually smiled at the comment. “Then you’re not as bright as I thought. We just met. You didn’t owe me anything.”

Wyatt knew the others were listening, but he didn’t care. “We have a connection. I… like you.”

Bobby may as well have been eating popcorn. He stared at them with rapt attention. 

“We can talk about this later,” Luna said, motioning to the eavesdropper. 

Wyatt shoved Bobby in the shoulder. “Do you mind?”

“She’s out of your league, dude,” Bobby muttered, and faced the window. 

“Clarke, how do we get out of here?” Mara asked her co-pilot in the front. 

Clarke gestured in the sunrise's direction. “The best odds lie on the FDR. There are enough lanes, and wider shoulders than within the city.” 

The truck raced north and came upon the large reservoir, forcing Mara to the left. It was bringing them farther from their destination, but they all understood the commuter roads would be stacked full of vehicles, making passage impossible. 

“Guys, you wanted to know where those gigantic monsters were?” Bobby swallowed loudly, and Wyatt noticed him gawking through the moon roof. It was directly above them. The foot smashed into the earth a few yards ahead, and Mara slammed on the brakes, skidding dramatically. 

“What is that thing?” Wyatt spied something on the gray limb. Hair follicles covered it, and they waved in the breeze, coated with gunk. Smaller creatures climbed down the leg headfirst, skittering from their host. 

“It has parasites!” Mara proclaimed as one of them landed on the truck’s hood. It was about three feet long, with ten legs and a cluster of buggy eyes. It rose onto its haunches, hissed, and slammed into the windshield, cracking the glass. 

“Drive!” Bobby shouted, and his mother threw the wipers on, leaving a streak of slime, then gunned it. 

The parasite fought for purchase, but slid off to the sidewalk behind them. The immense creature continued to walk forward, its easy steps still taking it far enough to keep pace with the truck. 

“Here we go again!” Bobby grabbed the handhold while the leg dropped into the reservoir, almost toppling the monster. Rocks and dirt battered the vehicle, but Mara kept the truck on all fours, racing north. 

Another car appeared, honking wildly, and Wyatt noticed more along with them. It was a fleet of maybe five vehicles, all with the same idea. The fog grew denser near the fabricated pool of water centering the Park, and Wyatt struggled to see more than a few yards in front. Mara slowed for the same reason, cursing under her breath. 

The six-legged beast struck, and the pointed foot landed on a van next to them. It crushed and pinned the vehicle to the ground. 

Wyatt could only watch with pity as Mara circled around another leg, speeding blindly. They made it past the reservoir, and she cut right, entering the North Meadow. “I think we’re in the clear,” Mara said, taking a moment to glance into the back seat. 

Wyatt spotted a break in the fog, and his breath caught when he realized what he was looking at. “It’s another hole!” 

Mara braked, gripping the steering wheel with white knuckles, and the front tires skidded, then passed over the crevasse’s ledge. They sat on the precipice, the truck threatening to topple with any movement. 

“Don’t do anything,” Luna whispered. 

The hole spanned a couple hundred feet, and steam rose from the depths. The seat under him vibrated, and another lengthy leg appeared as a beast climbed out of the Earth. More parasites clung to the follicles and began dropping. 

“Stay here,” Clarke said, and slowly exited the truck. The front end tipped slightly, but when he jumped out, the tail end lowered, keeping them from falling into the expansive opening. 

Clarke ran toward a mass of parasites, firing at them with a handgun. He emptied the clip in seconds and replaced the magazine in a blur. Soon the entire group of hideous creatures was dead, and Clarke returned. 

Wyatt peered through the rear window, finding Clarke grabbing the bumper. He dragged them from the fissure with minimal effort, jolting the box to spin them around. Within one minute of his exit, he was back. “Drive,” he ordered, and Mara didn’t hesitate. 

“What are you?” she asked quietly. 

“I am an automaton version 17.66, series 19, with fully functioning intelligence and training in—”

“Okay, I get it,” Mara snapped. 

The light crept from the east, giving Wyatt inspiration as they diverted the obstacle. More people were in the park now, but Wyatt quickly realized they were all infected. There were thousands of them coming from Harlem and Manhattan Valley, destined for the gaping fissure cutting through the grass. 

Mara did her best to avoid them, but knocked a couple aside. She muttered apologies and kept driving, finally exiting Central Park at the corner of its peak. As expected, the roads remained clogged, but she found enough room after getting to 106th Street. From there, Mara had to traverse a concrete barricade, but the truck’s large wheels allowed her to cross over without being hung up. 

The road north was crammed full of cars, but the traffic on the south was almost non-existent. No one was trying to get to the East River. They’d chosen to escape the city in the other direction. 

Wyatt spied people hiding in their cars, and he watched as they stared at the moving truck, unwilling to leave the relative safety of their hiding spots. Mara drove into the wrong lane, traveling slowly to avoid clipping all the parked vehicles. 

Wyatt sighed a breath of relief when the roads opened. They stood guard, keeping their eyes peeled for any incoming dangers. His instinct was to flee the coast, but they’d promised to bring Luna to Connecticut.

“Our destination is on this side of the Hudson,” Luna told Mara. “Why are you aiming for the bridge?”

“Clarke, do you want to take this one?” Mara asked. 

The robot had remained quiet, but he turned, his eyes glowing brighter. “The spread of Mud will happen quickly, as will the infected, which we at Nu-En called being Altered.”

“You knew about this?” Luna exclaimed in anger. 

“Yes, they were aware of the possibility. Garner Vikas has run tests, but he didn’t expect this type of reaction from his release of Static. Clearly, he miscalculated,” Clarke said. 

“Clearly,” Luna repeated. “Altered… they’re the mutated people?”

“They won’t be people for long. They’ll eventually grow gills, and their arms will turn to fins before they return to the water.”

“How long?”

“A week. Maybe less.”

Wyatt shared a glance with Luna. “How many?” he asked Clarke, bracing himself. 

“Eight percent,” Clarke told them. 

Wyatt nodded at the answer. “That’s not too bad. I mean, eight percent is terrible, but we can recover and fight this.”

“Sorry, sir. I meant there is an eight percent survival rate,” Clarke said. 

The mood shifted, and Wyatt covered his face with his palms in frustration. “You’re kidding.”

“No, sir. Only a small percentage are immune to the virus brought by the Mud.”

“Are we all going to die?” Bobby asked. 

“If you’ve made it this long, I predict you’re safe. The mutations take hold within hours, and sometimes only minutes.”

“Bobby was hiding in his suite,” Wyatt reminded them, and slid farther from the stranger. 

“I feel fine,” Bobby told them, but Wyatt noticed a sheen of sweat on his brow, and a slight waver to his voice. 

“Keep an eye on him,” Mara said from the driver’s seat. 

“Mom! I’m not Altered!” 

She met Wyatt’s gaze in the mirror and narrowed her eyes. 

“Anything else we should know?” Luna asked, almost sarcastically. 

“Yes. There’s another robot, an earlier version of me that someone recently activated out of an old Nu-En facility in rural Texas. He appeared on my sensors and vanished a moment later.”

“What does that mean?”

“I am unsure. According to my database, he was decommissioned and destroyed five years ago,” Clarke said. “I am also waiting for contact with Verne.”

“Who the hell is Verne?” Bobby asked. 

“My counterpart in LA. I have instructed Isabel to find him, then we can communicate,” Clarke advised. 

“Isabel? You’ve talked with her?”

“I sent her instructions before the fallout.”

“What if Verne doesn’t come online?”

“Then Isabel has failed.” Clarke stared straight forward. “And the fate of humanity is sealed. Without Verne, we cannot locate Mr. Vikas’ refuge.”

“Talk about a downer,” Bobby mumbled. 

Wyatt watched as the sun rose, casting a glow over the fallen Mud. The name was apt. The white flakes melted, covering everything with a dirty brown, sticky substance. It caused the Altered, and the destruction of their planet. Garner Vikas had unleashed Static on the world, and cracked open the abyss within the oceans, revealing an entirely unique ecosystem inside Earth. And they were all going to die because of it, unless Isabel could accomplish her mission. 

“You can do it,” he said to her, almost silently. 

The bridge was intact, expanding above the Hudson River. The sea creatures wouldn’t have had time to circumvent the city and head this far north. That was a good sign. 

Once across, Mara drove farther west, choosing to take the Garden State Parkway rather than hugging the river. 

He looked at Luna and touched her knee, making her jump. “Your brother will be okay,” he said, but the odds were, he and his daughters were already Altered, and lumbering toward the sea.
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The second bullet struck Blaze’s truck, and he shouted for them to stop. The Altered weren’t using firearms, at least not that he’d seen, and that meant someone not mutated was attacking him. “We’re on the same team! Cease fire!”

“Hands up!” the man’s voice called. 

Blaze glanced at Luke, then at Alan. “Son, stay behind the truck!”

“But they’re human,” he argued. 

“And humans can be worse than the Altered under the right circumstances,” he replied, and Luke nodded once. 

“I’m coming out!” he yelled, and thrust his arms up. 

It was still dark, but the first hint of the day had arrived. Blaze couldn’t see much across the parking lot until a light flashed on, illuminating the concrete in a tight beam. 

“What’s your name?” the guy asked. 

“Blaze,” he said. 

“Are you alone?”

Blaze considered lying but was truthful at the last second. “No. I have my son. And… a friend.”

“Are you infected?”

“No.”

“Okay.” The man stepped from the shadows, and Blaze realized he’d never met him. He wore a black t-shirt with a leather vest, and had numerous tattoos. “I’m Gunther, but everyone calls me Thor.” He approached with his rifle barrel pointed at the ground. Blaze spied the hammer tattooed on his forearm. 

“Where you from?” Blaze asked. 

“Sarasota. Long-haul driver.” He offered his hand, and Blaze shook it. 

“Not the best time to be on the road,” he said. 

“Saved me the trouble of having to shoot my loved ones, I guess.” Thor peered past Blaze. “And your friends?”

“Look, Thor. I’m not in the most trusting of moods, and my son is very important to me. What are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same thing. I figured I needed supplies, and this”—he gestured at the store—“is a grocery chain.”

“You’re alone?” Blaze asked.

“All by myself. I hid out in the school earlier, but things turned south quickly. I had to get out. Haven’t seen another person who wasn’t a drooling monster in hours.”

Gossler was Blaze’s home, and it was terrible to think that everyone he interacted with daily was Altered. But Luke was fine, and that was his priority. “Luke, Alan, come out.”

The rifle swung up when the robot emerged from behind the truck, and Blaze put a finger on the barrel, directing it away. “It’s a long story, but I have a robot.”

“I’ll be damned.” Thor smiled, revealing a missing canine. 

“Hello, Thor,” Alan said. 

“And he speaks… do you come with a remote control?” 

“He’s fully autonomous,” Luke told him. 

“You’re the son. Why don’t we go inside and see if there’s anything to make a coffee with? Maybe we can devise a plan together,” Thor said. 

Getting into the store was simple enough, and they listened at the entrance for signs of scuttling creatures or Altered humans within. Alan walked through, holding a gun, and advised them when he’d cleared the entire building. It only took five minutes before the lights flickered on. 

“How did he do that?” Thor asked. 

How could Blaze explain that the AI robot had Static within his chest cavity? “He’s a whiz with technology.” The comment wasn’t really a stretch. 

“I see.” Thor went to the coffee bar and gestured at the cappuccino maker. “Alan, did you ever work part time as a barista? Maybe as a coffee maker?” Thor smirked at his own joke, but Blaze didn’t join him. 

Blaze and Luke wandered through the aisles, filling two shopping carts. He’d always suspected that the end of the world would involve a lot more looting and panic, but Gossler was small enough to avoid the usual atrocities of a global catastrophe. 

They found everything they needed, including more flashlights, an array of batteries, energy bars, propane canisters for the compact stove, and countless other items required to survive a trek across the Mexican border. 

When Blaze remembered the grocery store had a pharmacy, he headed there, filling a bag with various pills, including painkillers and antibiotics. He wouldn’t allow them to die from a cut, not after surviving the Mud’s ill effects. 

They reconvened at the coffee bar, where Thor had used the drip brewer. Blaze accepted a steaming cup of joe, then tasted it, puckering his lips at the strong drink. 

“How about you, kid? Want some hair on that chest?” Thor asked Luke. 

“Dad?”

“That’s not a good idea,” he said. 

“Suit yourself.” Thor filled a thermos with the sticker still on it, and sealed the lid tight. “Where you think we should head?”

“We?” Blaze asked. 

Alan was visibly absent, and Blaze glanced through the store, trying to locate him. 

Thor sipped his coffee. “Why not? Strength in numbers, right?”

“Dad, we should invite him.”

“Invite me?” Thor asked. 

“To Mexico,” Luke said before Blaze could interject. 

“What’s down there? I can’t see it being any better.”

“You want to know where we got the robot?” Blaze paused as Alan arrived, holding a tablet. 

Thor set the cup down. “Do tell.”

“Did you hear anything about Nu-En and Static?”

“Maybe a mention on the radio earlier. I was on the tail end of a twelve-hour drive coasting in from Memphis, so I didn’t really pay much attention.”

Luke took over, his hands moving excitedly. “Nu-En released a new technology that was supposed to revolutionize the energy crisis across the globe. But it failed, and now they broke something out of the depths of the oceans. That’s where the cephalopods from the news came from. Then the Mud, the flakes of slime, turned our population into mutants.”

“All because of Nu-En?”

“Yes,” Blaze said. “The Static is still out there. Have you seen the blue lights in the clouds?”

Thor nodded in response and reached for the coffee. “Been wondering what that was. How do we fix it?” 

It impressed Blaze that Thor’s thoughts landed there. It wasn’t ‘where do we hide and wait it out,’ and that went a long way in Blaze’s book. 

“There’s a place in Mexico that might offer something to help, but Alan isn’t so confident. It was the central hub for the various Ring stations around the world.”

Thor whistled slowly and scratched his stubble. “I’m in.”

“Just like that?”

“I don’t have many options, and I sure as hell don’t want to stay here at…” He looked around, seeking a name he’d probably forgotten. 

“Gossler,” Blaze finished. 

“You know, I see a thousand Gosslers on every road trip, and I always think how nice it must be to live somewhere so small and quaint. Now I intend on leaving it behind,” he said. 

Luke motioned to the tablet. “What do you have, Alan?”

“I’ve connected to a radio wave network. Someone is asking for assistance.” Alan pressed an icon, and noise emitted from the tablet’s speaker. 

“If anyone’s out there, I need help. I’m trapped in my basement, and those… things are surrounding my house,” a woman’s voice said. “Please, I don’t want to die.”

“Where is it originating?” Blaze thought the voice was familiar but couldn’t pinpoint who it was. 

“A half mile east of town,” Alan said. 

“That’s the Keitels’ place. It’s Lacey.” 

“Who’s Lacey?” Thor asked. “Can we leave her?”

“No. We’re not abandoning Lacey.”

Luke shifted on his feet. “She used to babysit me, remember, Dad?”

“Yes.” Blaze pictured Lacey, both her parents taken in the hotel fire a decade earlier. She’d stuck around after inheriting the land, and worked as a paralegal at the lawyer’s office. She was tough as nails. You had to be, growing up in the wasteland that was southern Texas, especially in the heat. 

Outside, the sun was rising, changing the tone. For a while, Blaze had suspected they’d be trapped in an eternal darkness, the night clinging to them forever, but the sight of the sunlight gave him energy. Or the coffee was finally kicking in. 

“We’re risking our necks for the babysitter?” Thor asked. “Oh, you and she were a thing?”

Blaze clenched a fist and grabbed the older guy’s collar. “Don’t you dare suggest—”

“Chill, I was just messing around. We can go.”

Blaze wasn’t looking to make enemies with Thor, but he didn’t love the man’s casual way of joking around. 

“I suggest we go now,” Alan said from the exit. 

“Why?”

“The location is between here and the Desert Oasis. Every single one of the Altered is currently following a path adjacent to her house,” Alan told him. 

“Can you call her back?” Blaze reached for the tablet, and the robot conceded it to him. 

“Yes. Right there.” Alan showed him, and Blaze hit TALK. 

“Lacey, it’s Blaze Madden. We’re in town and coming your way. Stay where you are.”

A moment passed, and her frantic voice returned. “By all that is holy, I did not expect to hear from anyone. You’re alive.” 

“Can you see out the window?”

“Sure. If I stand on the footstool.”

“What’s out there? Near the road.” Blaze waited, and the others loaded the supplies in the truck box, Alan doing most of the work with minimal effort. 

“Hurry, Blaze. They’re passing by,” Lacey whispered. “But a couple of them slowed at my driveway.”

“Do nothing to distract them, and they’ll probably keep going,” he told her. 

Lacey screamed, and Blaze tried to reach her, but only received static. He glanced toward her house as the blue energy crackled through the sky. Beyond it, a monster arose near his old jobsite. 

“What is that?” Luke asked. 

It had six legs, each five times the length of a telephone pole, which was how he could even see it from this far away. Blaze grabbed his rifle, using the scope, and winced when he landed on the creature’s face. Ten dark eyes formed a large circle over gray skin, and it opened its mouth to reveal four spikes. A few rubbery appendages dangled like useless arms. 

“We have to go,” he whispered, returning the rifle into the box. “What are you driving?” he asked Thor. 

“If it suits you, I’d like to join you in the truck.” It was the first time he’d seen Thor with anything less than a bemused expression. 

“Hop in.” Blaze pointed at the back seat. “Alan, would you mind sitting with Luke?”

“My pleasure.” 

With the gear stowed and a mission in mind, Blaze started through the empty streets, heading to Lacey’s as the mist burned away with the sun.
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The trip went much faster than Luna had expected, with Mara’s reckless driving. She was obviously in a hurry to dump them off at the farm, then continue to Vermont. Bobby slept on his side, and she noticed a glint of drool on his lip. 

Wyatt’s head rested on her shoulder, and she let him sleep. She’d had the luxury of an hour’s rest at Carson’s. Even that experience didn’t feel like hers. It was a fleeting moment in her memory, almost like a TV show that she’d been watching, but not paying attention to. Now Carson was dead, and she was beyond eager to learn if Darcy had made it. 

Luna glanced at Wyatt, and smiled at the sight. He was cute. She’d spent a few hours with him, leading up to the release of Static, and enjoyed his company. She was so used to meeting men at events who only cared about appearing to be intellectual. Wyatt didn’t put on any pretenses about who he was, and that impressed her more than anything. He’d confided that he missed being a carpenter, and that working with his hands had given him more pride than convincing investors to drop their hard-earned life savings into boring funds.

Luna appreciated that too. She’d always wanted to become an author, but her schedule and commitments at the Minute took up the majority of her free time. Now it didn’t matter, because they’d all end up dying a miserable death in the aftermath of Static. 

Luna thought about the irony of that. Evolution claimed they’d initially come from the ocean, and now, humanity was returning. Well, the water could have them. Maybe the creatures would all move on, heading to the abyss from whence they came. That was something Darcy would say, and she cracked another smile. 

But Wyatt kept talking about Isabel, his ex, and Clarke claimed she had an important task, something that might very well change their trajectory. If there was to be any future on Earth, it lay in the hands of a ditzy, wealthy socialite in the clean beauty business. It didn’t give Luna much faith. 

“Almost there,” Mara said. 

New Canaan was magical to Luna. Her grandparents had resided there her entire childhood, and every time they visited, Luna would pretend they were at a fairyland, a place where only pleasant dreams occurred and the forests were home to pixies. It wasn’t a stretch for an eight-year-old with a fanciful imagination.

The trees were dropping leaves from the sudden freezing, and with the roads covered in Mud, Luna had never seen the surrounding region appear so pitiful. 

“I guess the dreams have washed up, leaving only nightmares,” she whispered, and Wyatt jolted upright. 

“What did I miss?”

“Nothing. We’re close,” she told him. 

“Which way?” Mara asked. 

Luna directed her, and she saw the massive oak with the gnarled roots that resembled a face. The white picket fence needed a few repairs, but none of them used the home much anymore, or took the time to call a maintenance worker. Luna noticed other things in disrepair, but supposed it didn’t matter any longer. The house was pretty, even compared to the more modern massive homes in the adjacent acreages. 

“How far are we from the coast?” Wyatt asked. 

“Nine miles,” Clarke responded before Luna could hazard a guess. 

“That’s not great.” Mara slowed at the edge of the driveway. The sun was up, but it hid behind a thick blanket of clouds. Mud still fell from above, the odd fleck landing on their windshield, but it had slowed down substantially. 

“Please be okay, Darcy.” Luna felt Wyatt’s grip as they rolled to the gate. She climbed out, and remembered the power was off. “Clarke, can you help?”

The robot joined her, and once he was in the keypad's proximity, it turned on. She pressed the code, and the lock snapped open. She swung the gate wide, and Mara entered. Luna closed the gate again, peering toward the neighbors for signs of life, but found none. 

She walked up the rest of the driveway with Clarke while Mara drove to the house. 

“Bobby, we’re here,” Mara said as she exited the truck. 

A moment later, Bobby was awake and on his feet, shutting the truck door after Wyatt emerged. “Nice place,” Wyatt told her. 

“Thanks.” The house looked quiet, but it was also super early. Darcy would have driven them here earlier on to wait for Olive to arrive, but his truck was the only vehicle out front. 

“Should we knock?” Wyatt asked. 

Luna climbed the stairs, and the third one squeaked, as it always had. Darcy had suggested they repair it a while ago, but Luna didn’t have the heart to lose the memory of the sound. So it remained loose, the board having seen better days. 

She lifted her knuckles and rapped on the door three times, then paused, adding three more. That was how he’d know it was her. It stemmed from Darcy being afraid of a bogeyman in his room when he was six. He’d scream out, and Luna would have to go into his room and convince him there was nothing to worry about. But she could only enter if she performed the knock properly. 

She saw a shadow through the frosted glass and reached for her handgun. Its movements seemed jolted, like the Altered, and she blinked rapidly, hoping she was wrong. 

The knob turned slightly, and she stepped back, gun raised. “Damn it.”

The door opened, and there stood a bewildered Darcy, his hair sticking up on end, his eyes puffy. “Would you put that away? The girls are inside,” he hissed. 

Relief sped through her veins, and she pulled Darcy into a hug. “I didn’t think I’d make it. The city is gone.”

Darcy let her go after another ten seconds and looked at her friends. “You brought company. If I’d have known, I could have prepared something. Maybe a cake.” He smirked, and her goofy brother was back. 

“Guys, come in. We—”

“…uc…ater.” 

“What’s wrong with him?” Darcy asked, and Luna spun around, seeing Bobby behind their group. His eyes were too big, his fingers suddenly swollen. 

“Oh no,” she muttered. “Bobby’s Altered.”

Mara arrived in a flash, a groan escaping her lips. 

“Auntie Luna?” 

It was Gracie, and she ran outside, but Darcy caught her. “Go wake your sister. Meet us in the kitchen in five minutes.” 

“But—”

“Listen to your father, Gracie. I’ll be right there.” Luna did her best to smile under the circumstances, but knew it fell flat. 

Darcy closed the door and blocked it. “What’s wrong with him?”

“You haven’t been out… Darcy, the Mud…” She pointed at the muck on the yard. “It’s changing everyone. Well, not all of us, but most.”

“Bobby.” Mara’s palm touched her son’s cheek. “Why did this have to happen?”

“Ocean.” Bobby shifted toward the southeast, aimed at the sun. “…alk to … cean.”

“He wants to go to the ocean,” Wyatt whispered. 

Mara’s finger hovered at her rifle’s trigger. “I can’t allow him to leave like this.”

“What’s the harm? Let him go,” Luna said. “Maybe he’ll find a semblance of peace in the water.”

Mara looked ready to intervene, but Wyatt went to her side. “You still have your daughter in Vermont. Do you want to go to her with this on your conscience?”

That brought Mara back to them, and she lowered the rifle. “Go, Bobby! Get to the water!” she yelled, and a string of Mud dropped from his mouth, landing on his t-shirt. 

“Ocea…” Bobby moved toward the white picket fence to begin his nine-mile trek. He lifted a leg over it and tumbled to the other side, getting up slowly. They continued to watch until he was out of sight. 

“Sorry, Mara.” Luna had no other words. 

“I can’t stay,” the broken-hearted mother sobbed. 

“Rest first. Have something to eat,” Wyatt suggested. 

“No. I can’t be here.” Mara walked to the truck, stopping at the door. “Good luck, everyone. We’re going to need it.”

“What about Isabel’s mission? Don’t you want to find out what we learn?” Wyatt asked, with a hint of misery in his tone. 

This gave Mara pause, but she still climbed into the truck. 

“Clarke has to be with you to charge the engine,” Luna reminded her. 

“Clarke, is it fully charged?” Mara asked.

“Yes,” the robot responded. 

“Then I can make it home.” She started the vehicle, and waved solemnly before departing. She didn’t even stop at the gate, just drove through the three-foot-high fence, knocking it over. 

“That was rude,” Darcy said. 

“We’ve had a rough night,” Wyatt told him. 

Darcy crossed his arms. “And who are you?”

He offered his hand. “I’m Wyatt.”

For a second, Luna thought Darcy wouldn’t shake it, but he did. “Thanks for bringing my sister to me.”

“She brought herself. I was just here for the ride,” Wyatt said humbly. 

They entered the house, and memories flooded into her head. Their heights sat marked in permanent ink on the door frame near the kitchen. The scent had never changed, no matter what they did, and it reminded Luna of seeds and potpourri.

“Auntie!” Bella rushed her, and Luna lowered, hauling her niece into her arms. She kissed the girl on the cheek and squeezed her tight. 

“You took care of Daddy?”

“Yep. Gracie and I helped him light candles and make soup.” She grinned proudly as Luna set her down. 

“We’re all together.” She hugged both girls, staying crouched, finding sadness in Darcy’s face. 

Olive likely wasn’t coming home, and seeing his sister probably reminded him of the fact. He sat at the table, unmoving, and she took the chair beside him. “There’s a place… we don’t know where, but it’s possible to survive this, Darcy.”

He nodded solemnly, but Luna knew him well enough to recognize he was barely present. “The girls will be safe. I promise.”

Darcy smiled softly. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“Same.”

“Clarke, anything from LA?” Wyatt asked, but the robot shook his head. 

“Not yet.”

“It’s been too long. Isabel should have finished by now. It’s only an hour's drive, and you said she was already downtown.” Wyatt plunked on a seat, blowing a lungful of air out. 

“Are we going away?” Bella asked. 

“Maybe.”

“Can Mom come?”

“We might have to leave instructions for her,” Darcy said, and that seemed to appease the girls. Darcy clapped his hands. “Who’s hungry?”

Clarke stood by the kitchen, and Luna sensed the Rings within him producing Static. The lights turned on, and the girls laughed. 

“He’s nice to have around,” Darcy said. 

“He sure is.” Luna rose on wobbly legs and made coffee. None of them would be able to sleep until news arrived from the West Coast. 

“She’ll find Verne,” Wyatt said softly, helping her gather mugs. 

With Mara and Bobby gone, their group felt smaller, even with the addition of her family. “We need a contingency plan.”

“You read my mind,” Wyatt said. “Is there any paper around?”

“I’ll get it!” Bella declared, running into the pantry. She returned with a notepad and handed it to Luna. “I wrote an article about last night. I want to be just like Auntie Luna when I grow up.” 

Luna sniffed back tears and opened the cover, finding the title in a child’s looping handwriting. My Night in the Dark. “It’s perfect,” she said. 

“We’ll need supplies, but I suggest we head farther inland,” Wyatt said, and Luna jotted down notes while Darcy added his ideas into the fold. “And another electric car, I guess. We shouldn’t have let Mara leave with that truck.”

Luna monitored Clarke as he searched for communication from the other robot. She was worried it might never come, but kept faith in the potential. 

“I want chocolate.”

“Donuts!” the girls added to the list. 

The lights flickered, and Clarke’s eyes burned brighter. “I’ve found something. It’s Verne.”

















INTERLUDE




Isabel Vikas

Los Angeles, California




At first, Isabel had cursed Daddy for leasing an office space on the tenth floor, but after witnessing what had transpired, she was grateful to be far from the action. Even with her training at the gun range, nothing could have prepared her for the insanity of Los Angeles during the apocalypse. That was what the events outside this building had become. It was the final countdown to their extinction. 

Isabel gazed at the flickering Static through the window, then at the massive crater carved in the north where Pasadena used to be. She couldn’t bear to think how many lives were snuffed from existence in that region alone. And the mutants. Gross. They were everywhere. It didn’t matter what social status you held before the fall, no one seemed immune to the potential metamorphoses. Isabel prayed she was, but only time would tell. She still felt fine, and it had been hours since she’d risked leaving her Malibu beach house. 

She was certain she’d almost died on twenty separate occasions over the course of the night, but she was here, in the Nu-En offices, that Daddy had wanted her to run with Wyatt. 

Her flashlight beam shone on the matching corner offices, their names already etched into the frosted glass doors. She patted hers. Isabel Vikas. When she reached for Wyatt Rider’s, the lights turned on. 

“Welcome to your office, Isabel,” a voice said, startling her. The handgun swung around, and she couldn’t see anyone. 

“Who’s there?”

“Come in,” he said. “Use the passcode.”

Clarke hadn’t given her a passcode. “What is it?”

“I cannot provide that.”

“But I’m Isabel. You said so yourself.” She peered around the room to find the interior design mirrored her own tastes. Whoever had devised her corner office knew what they were doing. But she’d never work in Daddy’s corporate world after today. 

“You know the answer.”

“What’s the question?” Isabel stopped at the floor to ceiling cabinets, which held a keypad. The screen was backlit with green, the ten digits ready to be pushed in a specific order.

“Perhaps the answer is in your favorite book?” 

Daddy had a penchant for riddles, and he was so obsessed with those dusty old first editions. She noticed the bookshelf behind her desk, filled with some of her childhood favorites. Isabel wandered to it, running a finger across the spines, and stopped on one. “Twenty Thousand Leagues,” she whispered, swiping it. Captain Nemo had been an idol of hers, long before makeup and boys. She wanted to be like him, exploring the depths of the ocean in search of grand adventures. That he’d chosen a tale about pursuing a sea monster wasn’t lost on Isabel. 

Isabel carried it to the cabinet and found her favorite part. A few passages had been highlighted, and Isabel kept tabs on the page numbers. When she’d marked all of them, she typed the digits on the screen. 1-17-33-55-92

The cabinet doors opened, and she faced a robotic man, his eyes dimly glowing. “Hello, Isabel. I am Verne.”

“Cute,” she said, offering him her hand. He glanced at it and extended his own arm, shaking it twice. 

“I am receiving a message from my counterpart,” he said. 

“Clarke?”

“You’ve met?”

“No, but we’ve communicated. Before…” She gestured out the window.

Verne was immaculate, his metal body gleaming under the LED lighting. His finish was matte black with dark grey accents, and he made only the slightest of noises from his hidden mechanics. “It’s happened.”

“What has?” Isabel asked. 

“Karla Dash was my creator, and your father implemented me to save you in the aftermath of a global disaster,” Verne said. 

“I’d say this constitutes a disaster.” Isabel brushed her hair aside, folding it behind her ear. “What do we do?”

“Clarke and I must unite. He’s with Wyatt.” 

Isabel couldn’t avoid the tears of relief. “Wyatt? Can I talk to him?”

“What would you like to say?”

“That…” She really had no clue. “That I love him.” After a moment, Isabel dismissed the words with a wave. “Never mind. Ask him if—”

“I apologize, Isabel, but I sent your initial message,” Verne said. 

She could live with that. “What did he say?”

“He wants to meet us in Boulder.”

Isabel blinked and glanced outside. “Colorado? How will we get there?”

“It’s a good plan. Inland. Fewer statistical threats. I’ve processed all of Clarke’s experiences since the Static failed, and I understand our situation is high risk. We will proceed with the Preserve as I’ve been directed.” Verne opened a second door, revealing a half-dozen high-powered weapons. 

“What do we do with those?” Isabel asked, staring at the large guns. 

Verne slammed in a magazine and chambered a round. “Kill anything in our path.”

“When do we leave?”

“Now.”

















INTERLUDE




Santiago Perez

Jimenez, Tamaulipas, Mexico




Santiago stretched and watched the sun rising in the east. He wondered why the chickens hadn’t woken him and exited the trailer, slipping his boots on. After relieving himself in the outhouse, he headed to the coop. The door was wide, the ground littered with feathers. 

“Not again,” he said, kicking a rock into the feeding trough. Without delivering eggs, he didn’t get paid, and if they didn’t pay him…

Santiago’s stomach growled at the thought of food, and he sighed. Inside the coop, he found ten eggs and shrugged, grabbing them. It was better than nothing. 

The sun was low, and he shivered. Why was it so cold? 

He strolled to the trailer, determined to find the chickens and return them home. Santiago put on a wool sweater and tied his boots tight before taking his net and throwing it in the box of his truck. They always traveled to the big white building when they escaped. He didn’t know what it was about that place, but the hens wanted to roost there. He was grateful it seemed abandoned. They’d flown over the chain-link last time, and he’d needed bolt cutters to access the grounds. 

Santiago tried to start the engine, and it took a couple of attempts. He really couldn’t afford to repair the old, beat-up rust-bucket, so he breathed easier when it fired on. 

The place was a mile down the road, but half that if he cut straight through the land. It wasn’t his property, and Santiago didn’t want the corporation to hassle him. They’d been kind enough to let him stay on the outskirts with his trailer. Truthfully, they hadn’t given him permission, but he was here first, even if they owned it. 

Mist rose from the ditches surrounding the narrow road, and it gave him pause. He’d never seen something like this, especially in the heart of summer. He hummed and pressed the radio on. Service this far out was usually spotty, and he heard nothing but static. Santiago adjusted the knobs, not picking up a signal of any kind. 

“Strange,” he muttered and turned right, slowing at the fence line. The building had been built twenty years earlier, and for ages, people came and went, mostly in helicopters. The area was extremely isolated, and few even knew of its existence. It was thirty miles from the nearest city, and not much closer to the village Santiago frequented. 

He got out of the truck and saw his own breath. “Where are you, chickens?” he said. 

The hole in the fence remained where he’d cut it the last time they’d made a break for it, and he used it now, climbing into the property. It felt wrong. The ground shook slightly, barely enough for him to recognize the energy was seriously off. 

With the chickens all but forgotten, he strolled to the building and touched the exterior. It was almost electric, a subtle vibration penetrating his fingers. “What is happening in here?”

Santiago had never considered going inside before, so he circled the structure, slowing at the entrance. The doors were completely dark: no glass, just solid metal. They were locked, like he’d expected. 

A bird clucked and he spun around, finding two massive hens rushing him. It was so out of place that he froze, unsure how to react. Finally, his reflexes kicked in, and Santiago said a prayer to God before running as fast as his banged-up knees would take him. When he got to the truck, he encountered more chickens, each four or five feet tall. They were greasy, something dripping from their beaks, and he assumed they must have found something toxic in the area. 

He wasn’t sure what exactly Nu-En did, but clearly, it wasn’t good for the environment. Santiago decided there and then he’d head to the city and take his nephew up on his offer to house him while he searched for work. 

With a half tank of gas, he pressed the pedal harder, racing north from the mutated chickens and the mysterious building. His tires shot a plume of dirt behind him, and he cranked on the heater for the first time in years.

















INTERLUDE




Garner Vikas

Cape May, New Jersey




How could he have been so wrong? His theories were sound, but he’d broken the world instead. Now it was up to him to fix it and save the planet. But that came second to his primary mission. 

“To heal the soul, one needs to strip it to the core,” he whispered. 

The sunrise was more unique than any Garner had ever witnessed. Rays of light traveled through the blue Static, lingering within the atmosphere, casting a green shade over the ocean. The air was heavy, more humid, and colder than before. Already, the landscape was shifting; the trees were dropping leaves, and odd fungi grew from the Mud-soaked lawns. This was no longer theirs. It belonged to the Abyss. 

He’d known better. Garner continued down the sidewalk, his finger twitching on the shotgun as he recalled that first experiment. The sea creature arrived after they’d dug the lower section of the Marianas Trench, tapping farther into the abyss than anyone before them. It had been a pivotal moment for their project, but it had proved to be the start of their decline. 

The Rings used the power of the ocean, but he’d woken something from its slumber, cracking the very boundary between their core and another. Initially, Anand and Karla had assured him the creatures were from Earth, but they’d all accepted that might not be true. Even now, walking through the empty streets of Cape May in the wee hours of the morning, Garner didn’t know if they’d breached a portal to a different world, dragging in their lifeforms, or if these beings actually lived that far below, unable to ascend because of the barrier he'd now damaged. 

Garner remembered every one of the Altered’s names. He’d sent their families substantial payments, claiming there had been an accident at sea, and making them sign ironclad documents to ensure no one ever learned what they’d experienced in the underwater facility. 

Those eyes, the hands, and eventually, the gills and fins. But the strangest thing of all happened when Bill Chambers died, presumably of a heart attack, after witnessing the mutation of his counterparts. They’d pronounced him dead and isolated Bill from the others, but the Mud had spread through the laboratory. Specks of the sludge drifted into the air vents, then traveled on their shoes, circulating it. They weren’t prepared for quarantine measures. Garner had replayed the footage a thousand times. The flake of Mud floated from the ducting, landing on the cadaver. Bill gasped and woke, inhaling deeply. He’d been dead for three hours. 

Bill’s revival was short-lived, but it gave Garner hope that with more Mud, he might be able to bring Evelyn back too.

He walked the streets, finding Mud stuck to everything. He was immune, he already knew that, and he’d tested Isabel and Wyatt as well. If he’d have known that Static could cause this level of a disaster, he might have found an entire army of the immune to protect Isabel, but she had Verne, and soon enough, Wyatt and Clarke, if they made it across the country. 

Garner would eventually meet them in the Preserve, but for the moment, he had to travel to the Nu-En facility in Mexico. He’d chosen the remote region to place his central command post for a multitude of reasons, and if he got there, he’d be able to power the remaining Rings off until they needed them again. The most important person in the world was also waiting for him inside the building, frozen in time. 

He approached the Coast Guard training yard and stared at the ocean, not finding much in the way of activity. The sea beasts had subsided, returning to the depths, and from what he’d seen, so had most of the coastal Altered. Their transformations had completed, and he spotted one, an older woman, stalking toward the water. Her feet slapped against the wooden dock, her face elongated. Even from fifty yards away, Garner spied the telltale signs of the gills. She made it to the end and flopped into the waves, disappearing below. 

He proceeded to the boathouse, opting for a larger vessel, and ensured the tank was full before starting it. The engine had been covered, and that prolonged its effectiveness. Garner expected it would hold up from the damaging effects of the Mud, at least until he made it to Mexico’s mainland. The trek would require a few stops and take days, but the payoff was worth it. 

He guessed Wyatt would be reunited with Isabel by the time he found the Nu-En laboratory. 

Garner directed the boat to the pier, tied it off, and headed into the Coast Guard offices, moving to the kitchen. The power had only been out for a handful of hours, and he got enough supplies to last him the week. He knew there’d be other places to procure food along the way. 

Soon he was on the water again, guiding his transportation south while the ocean gleamed an emerald green. He kept his eyes out for tentacles and tensed at the thought of encountering another of the creatures. 

Garner pictured his wife. The crinkling at the corners of her eyes when she smiled, the comfort of her head on his shoulder while they read before sleep every night, the scent of her hair after she’d finished blow drying it. He sighed and gazed at the dash, checking his speed.

“I’m coming for you, darling.”
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“Dad, what are we waiting for?” Luke asked impatiently from the passenger seat. 

Blaze put a finger to his lips and gestured at the road, where the last of the Altered were walking toward Desert Oasis. 

“The kid’s right. Let’s drive down to the house and check on her,” Thor said. 

“What about you, Alan? Any suggestions you want to throw in?” Blaze frowned as he looked into the rearview mirror. 

The robot must have detected his sarcastic tone. “Not at the moment.”

A ratty old chain-link fence surrounded the property, but there was no gate to keep the monsters out. They’d tried to contact Lacey again, without luck. 

“Okay, let’s go.” Blaze started the truck once all of the Altered were past the entrance, and kept the lights off. Dawn was upon them, but it was unlike any he’d ever experienced. The grass had a greener shade to it, rather than the crispy dried brown from the hotter than average summer. The Mud still gripped the ground, but much of it had melted, turning opaque rather than white. 

Thor fidgeted with his gun, while Alan remained unmoving. Luke undid his seatbelt when they neared the house, and Blaze put a hand on his son’s shoulder. “Stay with Alan.” 

“But, Dad…”

“No buts… it might be dangerous.” Blaze turned around to face the robot. “If anything happens to us, protect Luke.” 

“Affirmative.”

Blaze picked up the rifle and nodded at Thor. The pair exited the truck and marched to the front door. Lacey’s dad’s old shop sat on the right, and two rusted vehicles were there, the tires all flat. He peered toward Desert Oasis, a quarter mile down the road, and saw a flash of blue in the sky. The Static lingered, and it seemed drawn to the crack in the earth. Blaze couldn’t see the massive six-legged monster any longer, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t present. 

The front porch was devoid of any furniture, and a dead plant limply hung over the edge of a brown pot. “Lacey?” he said softly, knocking on the door. She was in the basement, or had been when they’d talked to her, so he didn’t expect an answer. 

The screen door wasn’t secured, and it flapped in the breeze, slamming into the frame. He held it for Thor, inviting the other man to take the lead, and he did after a quick hesitation. Thor’s rifle lifted as he entered, and they discovered mounds of goop everywhere. 

Lacey’s scream rose through the vents, and Blaze sped by Thor, trying to remember where the basement door was. He’d been in the house a couple of times for repair work before he’d gotten into homebuilding. Recalling where to go, he rushed to the kitchen. Lacey’s cry froze him in his tracks before he raced down the stairs, finding the door ajar. She’d discarded the handheld radio near a boxy TV, and he almost stepped on it. 

“Lacey!” Blaze aimed the gun at the two Altered cornering her. 

“These were my friends.” Lacey stood on the bar, a bottle of cheap wine in her hand, lifted like a bat. 

Blaze recognized both women. Carol from the deli, and Becky from the gas station. They didn’t attack Lacey as they reached for her pleadingly. 

“Carol,” Blaze said, and the woman turned, her eyes pointed in two different directions. She had short brown hair, and Blaze noticed the slits on her neck, like gills. Her hands resembled flippers, the skin between them tight and transparent. “You can leave. Go with the others.”

Carol tried to talk, but nothing came out. She spat up, Mud trailing from her lips. 

“You too, Becky. They’re waiting for you at Desert Oasis,” Blaze said calmly. His gun lowered, and he rested the barrel on the shag carpet. Becky gestured at Lacey and grunted. “No, Lacey can’t come with you. I’ll keep her safe, okay?”

The pair of Altered moaned and walked past them, taking the stairs. Blaze glanced at their feet, finding torn shoes. The appendages were twice the size as normal, the fins making it more difficult for them to climb the steps. 

Lacey still had the bottle raised, and Blaze grabbed for it. She finally relaxed and hopped down, cradling the wine. She unscrewed the cap and took a long drink, wiping her lips after. Lacey offered it to Blaze, but he shook his head. 

“I’ll take some.” Thor accepted the bottle, sipping eagerly before setting it down. “It seems like after the initial transformation, they lose all desire to kill us. They’re not angry.”

“I guess not,” Blaze said. “You see the gills? They’re mutating into fish or something.”

“They might go away. Leave us the above ground stuff,” Thor suggested. 

“I hope so.” Lacey’s hair was a mess, her T-shirt stained and ripped. “What are we going to do? Can we find the rest of the survivors in town and figure the next steps out?”

Blaze swallowed, not sure how to tell Lacey the truth. “They’re gone. It’s just us.”

“But…”

Thor nodded and handed the wine back. “The robot said eight percent survival rate. And that’s just from the Mud.”

“Robot? Mud?” 

“Come on. Let’s get you cleaned up. We have a lot to discuss.” Blaze led them upstairs, then went outside to gather Alan and Luke. 

“Dad, we saw them leaving. You guys all right?” 

“We’re fine. Lock the door, would you?” Blaze parked himself on the sofa, the creep of exhaustion threatening to take over. 

Lacey came from the bathroom a while later with a towel on her head. “The water’s cold, but you can still shower.”

Blaze glanced at his kid, then at Thor, and they told him to go first. Blaze did, the window letting in enough light to see by. Her tank must have kept it insulated, because it wasn’t even freezing cold. The simple mundane act was refreshing, and after lathering up and rinsing, Blaze felt a million times better. 

Thor showered next, followed by Luke, while Blaze and Lacey prepared something to eat. Lacey made them eggs and bacon on the gas stove, using a match instead of the electric ignitor to light the burner. “Some things work for the time being,” she said. “Can you fill me in?”

The four of them sat at the round table after Lacey cleared a stack of bills. She laughed, tossing them into the trash. “Guess I don’t need to worry about these.” 

“I suppose not.” Thor drank a cup of coffee he’d percolated. “Let the kid tell her.”

Luke smiled while eating a piece of bacon. “I’m glad you made it, Lacey.”

“Same here, kiddo.” Lacey grinned at him. “You’ve grown up.” She hadn’t babysat him in three or four years. 

Luke shrugged and took another piece. “Did you watch the Static release?”

“The what?”

“There’s a company called Nu-En…” Luke repeated what had occurred last night, and Blaze cut in twice, referring to Jerry and the fissure out by Desert Oasis where he’d worked. 

Lacey’s plate remained full while she listened, and she was paler by the end. “And you’re planning on going to Mexico?”

“Do you have any other suggestions?” Thor asked her. 

Lacey rubbed her forehead and finally took a bite of her eggs. “What can the robot do?”

Blaze eyed Alan, who’d remained quiet since they’d arrived at Lacey’s house. “We’re not sure yet. We found him in the lower half of the old factory.”

“But he contacted me.” Lacey looked past Blaze at the radio on the kitchen countertop. “Alan, can you reach anyone else?”

“I would need to be within range.”

“What if we headed to Dallas or San Antonio to search for survivors? The Altered are leaving, and that means we could discover big groups of people living out there.”

“Possibly.” Blaze set his fork aside. “But the Nu-En facility might give us answers. Or better yet, solutions. The other Rings are being controlled by it. Doesn’t that give us a reason to venture south and see if we’re able to turn them off?”

“You’re a good guy, Blaze, but do you really think that the four of us can do anything for the planet?” Lacey asked. 

“Five,” Luke murmured. “Don’t forget about Alan.”

“Okay. Five.”

“Yes.” Blaze smiled at his son. “We have the power to help.”

“All right. I’m in.” Lacey extended her arm, offering him a fist to bump. He did, and Thor added his, along with Luke. 

“Come on, Alan,” Luke urged, and Alan touched his metal knuckles to theirs. 

“When do we leave?” Lacey rose, taking her plate. 

“If we’re not in immediate danger, we should get some rest. It’s been a hell of a night, and driving now wouldn’t be the best bet,” he said. 

When they didn’t argue, Blaze helped Lacey clear the table. “Luke can have the guest room. Thor, take the one at the end of the hall. It was my parents’, and I left it...”

When Thor and Luke were gone, Lacey eyed the robot. “Is he… safe?”

“He’s saved my hide once. Kind of nice to have him around lately.”

“Can we talk… privately?” 

“Alan, give us a minute?”

The robot’s head tilted, and he moved, then stood near the living room’s bay window. 

“I wanted to tell you how sorry I am… was… about Riley.”

Blaze lowered his gaze. “That was a long time ago.”

“Not that long. I never expressed my condolences, not properly. I was going through some heavy stuff, and…”

“Don’t worry about it. We have more to concentrate on these days.”

“Fine, then. Why don’t you take my bed?”

“What about you?” he asked. 

“I had a few hours, and after that cup of coffee Thor made, I doubt I’ll ever sleep again.” Lacey surprised Blaze by giving him a hug. She was warm, her hands tight on his back. “And thank you for coming. I don’t want to be here alone.”

Blaze strolled past the guest room to check on his son and saw him sleeping like a rock. 

Muffled sobs passed through Thor’s door, and Blaze leaned on the wall, realizing how difficult their situation was for everyone. He hadn’t really let it all sink in until this very moment. Blaze knew next to nothing about Thor, and vice versa. He walked to Lacey’s room and sat on the edge of the bed; the mattress squeaking. 

Lacey’s walls had posters from boy bands on them, and the closet door was wide, revealing clothing from a decade ago on hangers. He sighed, falling backwards onto the duvet cover. Before he could worry about the coming days, he drifted to sleep. 

When he came to, the light shone from the other window, and he rose, finding everyone in the living room together. “You could have woken me,” he said, checking the time. “Seven hours?”

“You needed it,” Thor said. Several boxes sat near the door, filled to the brim with canned goods and a few essentials. 

Blaze rubbed his eyes. “We’re leaving?”

“Alan’s drawn a map for us,” Luke said. 

“Oh, yeah?” Blaze took the tablet, finding the route from Gossler to the Mexican facility. It was 152 miles straight there, but the pathway was twice that, curving through the rough terrain. “Seems straightforward.”

“I predict a few issues,” Alan admitted. 

“Like what?” 

“Most of the traffic is relegated to a single road for much of the journey. Should the disruption have caused the ground to break apart on any of the stretch, we’ll struggle to traverse it,” the robot said. 

“So we’re hooped if another of those fissures pops up along the way.” Thor hefted the box. “Worth the risk. Let’s go.”

Blaze agreed. He hadn’t minded Lacey’s suggestion that they drive to the cities to scan for survivors, because their future would lie in numbers. But he needed to check on the place in Mexico, in case it offered something in line with a survival plan. He was also intrigued by the mysterious Project AE, enough that he would risk his life to investigate it. 

The sun hid behind a thick blanket, the gray clouds holding flashes of blue lightning. 

“Should we hold off leaving until…” Thor stopped when the house rattled, some windows shattering. 

A gigantic leg stepped on one of the rusted old beaters, knocking it aside, throwing the chassis into the barn. Blaze glanced up, finding the underbelly of the enormous six-legged being he’d seen through the scope at sunrise. 

“Run!” he shouted, and noticed the other pair of creatures flanking the first. Something scurried down the nearest limb, and a hideous parasite sped across the grass, jumping at Lacey. Her gun flew up, and the report was loud. It shrieked and plopped to the ground, skidding onto the porch. 

“Allow me.” Alan reached for Thor’s rifle and took aim.
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Everything seemed normal until he peered past the sheer curtains, finding blue electrical energy in the air, clinging to the low clouds. 

They’d taken turns showering and sleeping in the two beds the house offered. Luna said her family turned the third room into a study years ago, which meant a place for Luna’s grandfather to escape the madness of the family and drink Scotch with a good book. 

Wyatt walked through the office, pulling random volumes from the shelving. Most were classic American literature from the late 1800s and early 1900s. He almost thought those eras were better, until he remembered you could die from a toothache and you rolled the dice every time you used the outhouse in the middle of winter.

He’d grown up bouncing from foster home to foster home, dreaming of being in another world. He’d watch period pieces, imagining what it might be like to live in them, with a happy family and food on the table. 

He realized that his initial attraction to Isabel wasn’t only physical. He’d been drawn to the security that came from being in a relationship with someone so powerful. It had probably kept them together longer than it should have, and that truth cut deep. 

Wyatt was a hard worker, and he’d have made something of himself with or without her father’s wealth. It might have looked different from obtaining his degree and trying his hand on corporate Wall Street, but he’d have been happier. 

He returned a book and heard Luna’s voice. There was something special about that one. What if they’d met when he was still in Boulder? 

Wyatt cleared his throat, determined to stop living with ‘what if’ and ‘what-could-have-been.’ Their reality had changed overnight, and he needed to prioritize. 

He checked the yard every time he neared the window, determined to be notified if any of the Altered were lingering nearby. His gaze fell on the second truck they’d discovered after Mara had taken the last. Clarke had left the house earlier, claiming to have picked up the signal from another vehicle only three miles away. He’d returned in under an hour with the second electric truck, as promised. 

Everyone was awake, with Darcy in the kitchen, preparing dinner. Wyatt joined him, while Luna sat at the island with Bella. The journalist looked well-rested, and he broke his gaze when he realized she’d caught him staring. “We’ll leave tomorrow.”

Bella was drawing a picture, and he winced when he saw it was her family, Mom included. They thought Olive was coming home, but Wyatt doubted she’d made it through the Mud. It was more likely that she’d Altered and was swimming in the ocean with most of the coastal residents. 

Clarke remained stationary in the living room. Darcy stirred pasta sauce on a propane cooktop. “What’s he doing?”

“I’ll check.” Wyatt smiled at Luna as he passed and approached Clarke. 

A fire crackled in the wood-burning hearth in an effort to keep them warm. The temperature had stopped declining outside, but without a working furnace, the house had dramatically cooled. 

“Clarke?”

The robot turned, his eyes brightening. “Hello, sir.”

“Are you charging?” 

“That isn’t necessary.”

“Right.”

“I’m measuring seismic activity. I fear there’s about to be another event.” 

“Event? Like yesterday?” Wyatt asked.

“There’s a chance the mainland will break apart from the Hudson River to New Haven,” Clarke said. 

Wyatt tried to process what he’d heard. Luna appeared beside him, and she furrowed her brow. “Clarke, you’re suggesting we might end up underwater?”

“Yes. The movement is growing more frequent and livelier. My forecasts indicate the threat is imminent.” Clarke touched a button Wyatt had never noticed on his chest, and a hologram shone onto the wall. Grace ran over, slicing her hand through the image. 

“That’s neat,” she said. 

They watched while the projection shuddered, and a fissure rolled from the river into Long Island Sound, snapping a massive section of Connecticut with it. 

“When?” Luna whispered. 

“Hours,” Clarke finished. “Likely less.”

“Everyone, pack it up!” Luna declared. 

“We haven’t eaten,” Darcy called from the makeshift stove. 

“I don’t care. Pack the truck.” Luna lowered to a knee, addressing her nieces. “We’ll leave a note for your mom. Go with Uncle Wyatt and get your stuff into the truck’s box.”

They were somber, but both nodded, Bella taking his hand. “Uncle Wyatt?” he repeated, getting a semblance of a grin in response. “Where are the bags?”

“At the door,” Grace told him. He released Bella, and hauled both packs up, moving for the exit. He slowed as he spotted the storm. The clouds were even lower, Static coursing through them. “Is it bad?” Grace asked. 

Wyatt continued to the truck, noticing the Mud had mostly melted and sunk into the ground. Mushrooms rose at the edge of the driveway where none had been before, and they gave off the slightest orange glow before going dark again. “It’s fine. We just want to start our road trip early. That’ll be fun, right, girls?”

“Sure,” Bella said. “I like to listen to music when we go camping. Daddy encourages us to sing as loud as we can.”

“I don’t think we’re singing this time, Bella.” Grace hugged her sister, and the mere act from her older sibling made Bella’s eyes well up. 

“I’m scared,” the younger one said. 

Wyatt crouched in front of the pair. “We’re all together. Colorado is going to be fun. And we have Clarke, so nothing bad can happen to us.”

“Are robots magical?” Bella sniffled, and seemed better at the change of subjects. 

“Yes,” he said, not considering it an outright lie. “They can do things humans can’t. I’d say that’s magical, wouldn’t you?”

“Can he turn a frog into a prince?” Bella asked. 

“No, he can’t do that.”

“Rats,” she said, making Wyatt laugh. He tucked their bags into the box, where they’d already loaded an assortment of gear, realizing they’d need to stop for more substantial long-term goods after they were far enough from the coast. 

Darcy panicked when Wyatt and the girls entered the house, and he paced through the living room, hands in his hair. “I don’t think we should leave,” he told Luna. 

“It’s the only choice. You know what Clarke said. This place will be underwater in a few hours,” she said. 

Darcy glanced at his daughters, then at Luna, and his chin fell in resignation. “I’ll bring dinner to go.”

“Thank you.” Luna hugged him, and ten minutes later, the house was locked up. Darcy slid the key into his pocket, and Wyatt wondered why he’d bothered to take it. Old habits die hard. 

“Who’s driving?” Wyatt asked. 

“I will offer my services,” Clarke said. 

“Okay, the robot it is.” Wyatt watched the family climb into the back seat. It would be a tight fit, but Bella quickly sat on her father’s lap, and Grace took the center spot between Darcy and Luna. 

The skies were angrier, Static somehow clinging on. Wyatt gripped the door handle when the ground rocked, and Clarke sped up, barreling through the fence Mara had run down earlier after losing her son, Bobby, to the Mud. 

“It’s okay, girls, we’re trying to avoid a storm,” Darcy told them, but Wyatt could tell they knew how dire the situation was. To their credit, they didn’t scream or cry, just clung to their father as Clarke drove. The Rings in Clarke’s chest spun behind the closed access panel, powering the electric truck. 

“Any word from Isabel?” Luna asked. 

Hours earlier, they’d had communication from the robot Vikas had placed in LA, and the first message was slightly embarrassing. Isabel Vikas wants to tell Wyatt that she loves him.

He’d never live that down. But subsequently, they’d gotten a lot of information, most of which should prove useful if they could escape the fracturing coastline. 

“Verne and Isabel are outside Santa Clarita,” Clarke said. 

“That shows how difficult it is to move around LA,” Luna breathed. 

“It’s not much better here!” Wyatt yelled as a tree toppled. The wind blew with a previously unseen ferocity, indicating an incoming harmful weather pattern. Clarke barely avoided it, and the tires banged over the top end. 

After a short time, the storm lessened, and they entered a village on the New York border. Clarke sped through the idyllic town center, and Wyatt observed the cedar siding on the local ice cream shop, the American flags flapping from every light post on the block. Since he’d been whisked away on a helicopter, Wyatt had pushed the pain down, but seeing this town brought the reality of their situation crashing back. 

Static dashed under the clouds, and the top of a radio tower sparked when it came in contact with the energy. The truck’s speakers began playing a tune from the fifties, and it changed to a modern club hit before turning off again. 

“Girls, close your eyes,” Wyatt warned when he spotted the crashed airplane. The left wing was completely missing, and it appeared as though the rear half had burned after the crash. It sat on top of the town’s middle school, the gymnasium completely trashed. 

“Planes crashed?” Luna asked. 

“While they don’t run on the grids, the fluctuations in Static might have caused the plane’s electronics near the Rings to fry,” Clarke said without emotion. 

“They were probably going to die anyway,” Darcy told them. “At least ninety-two percent…”

That didn’t help. Wyatt broke his gaze with the sections of the airplane and wondered how many more scenes there were around the world like this. 

Clarke slowed the truck and gestured ahead. The six-legged animal was so close, and they hadn’t even noticed. The legs straddled the road, resembling power-poles at a quick glance. 

“It’s like a Bukavac,” Luna whispered. 

“What is that?”

“Slavic mythology. A beast with horns and six legs that rises from the water during the night to strangle people,” Luna said. 

“Lovely.” 

Luna leaned closer. “I wrote a piece on rare fables in college.”

“The comparison isn’t accurate.” Clarke raced through the legs, and the creature didn’t chase after them. It just continued toward the shore. 

“Why not?” Darcy asked. 

“The Bukavac lives in the water. I believe these came from below us. In the ground,” Clarke said. 

“I thought they’re all from the abyss, or whatever.” Wyatt kept his eye out for any more of them as they headed deeper into New York State. Any other time, he’d have appreciated the surroundings, but under their current circumstances, it forced him into survival mode. 

“Nu-En only encountered the beings underwater, but that wouldn’t explain these walking animals. With the seismic activity, I believe they’re coming from within the mantle,” Clarke suggested. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Darcy exhaled. 

Bella finally found her voice. “Daddy, what was that thing?”

“Nothing that will hurt us,” he said. 

“Just steer clear of the Bukavacs and let’s get to safety,” Wyatt told the robot, and he didn’t respond. 

Thirty minutes later, they hadn’t seen another living soul. The dark skies weren’t as bad here, and Clarke crossed Bear Mountain Bridge to the opposite side of the river. It might have only been a fictitious line they needed to reach, but he found his breathing came easier past the bridge. “Are we safe now?” Wyatt motioned to the rolling hills where frozen Mud clung to some peaks, but most appeared to have melted. 

“We should be out of range.” Clarke exited from the main road, bypassing the rare traffic jam, and steered toward a rest stop. He proceeded to the Hudson River and parked facing the water.

“What are we doing?” Luna asked. “Shouldn’t we leave this place in our dust?”

“I would like to watch.” Clarke turned the engine off, and they had no choice but to abide by his rules, since he was the one powering the battery. 

“Watch what?” Darcy asked, exiting the truck after the robot did.

Wyatt shared a look with Luna, and they shoved close together at the edge of the wooden walkway. He held the railing while the ground vibrated beneath his shoes. 

Static flashed in the sky, and as Clarke predicted, the earth crumbled. Their group stood on shaky legs in awe, and a massive chunk of the continental United States broke free. The sound was terrifying, a horrific groaning noise Wyatt doubted he’d ever be able to forget. Luna held Bella in her arms while Darcy kept a firm grip on Grace’s shoulder, and they observed in horror as things grew even worse. 

Dust rose, and trees snapped, while the interstate dumped empty vehicles into the fracture. It slid apart, exposing layers of the crust, and Wyatt instinctively stepped from the rail when he noticed a mutated creature crawling along the freshly carved cliff. A tongue flicked in and out, and it moved on, not bothering with them. 

Wyatt was the first to speak. “Will this keep happening?”

“It’s possible.” Clarke turned and climbed into the truck. Once everyone else was inside, they began the journey to Boulder. 

“Is any place going to be safe?” Luna asked. 

“Yes. The Preserve.”

Wyatt’s heart thrummed with anticipation. “You know where it is?”

“No, but the location will be revealed when I am reconnected with Verne.”

It wasn’t much, but a tendril of hope was all Wyatt could grasp at that moment.
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The last twenty minutes were possibly the longest of Blaze’s forty years. He hugged Luke to his chest, hiding in the barn, and peered past the broken window to the yard, trying to keep his breathing in check. Luke’s head was sweaty, even in the damp coldness surrounding them. 

Lacey’s rifle jabbed through a hole in the barn’s wall, aiming at the carnage outside, but she didn’t pull the trigger, hesitant to draw the last of the parasites into their hiding spot. 

Alan was a force to be reckoned with. Blaze watched him reload the AR-15, and braced himself when the six-legged monster finally gave in. Blood and ooze splashed over the grass. He didn’t know if the creature had knees, or if there were dozens of smaller joints along the length of the appendage, but it collapsed, the wide torso landing on the shed beside them, demolishing the ceiling. 

Lacey smiled despite the horrors they’d just witnessed. “We’re alive!” 

“Shhhhh.” Blaze shushed her, assuming more of the parasites remained nearby, but Alan entered the barn a second later, barrel lowered. 

“They’re all dead,” he assured them. 

Thor began to chuckle, and only stopped when he coughed. “You’re a slick one, Alan.”

Luke stared at the robot, who was covered with Mud, and kept his distance. Blaze didn’t blame the kid. He feared Alan now too. 

“What are you waiting for?” Alan asked. “I have dispatched the enemies.”

“Consider this from our perspective,” Blaze said. 

“What?” Alan turned to gaze at the bloodshed. “These creatures threatened us, and I protected the team. Did I do something wrong?”

“No,” Luke told him. “You were awesome.” He smiled and stepped from behind Blaze. 

“Thank you, Luke.” Alan gestured toward Desert Oasis. “The Static is coalescing there.”

Everyone observed the blue lightning crackling above the construction site a short distance away. Blaze wanted to hurry in the opposite direction, but he was also curious about what was happening. 

“I suggest we investigate it,” Alan said. 

“Are you frickin’ kidding?” Lacey shouted. “These demons almost killed us, and you want to head closer?”

“We need all the information we can get.” Luke voiced his opinion, and Blaze experienced a surge of pride at how quickly he’d recovered. 

“What about Mexico?”

“This won’t take long,” Alan assured her. 

“Fine. It’s not like I have a choice, but don’t forget, I voted against this insane plan.” Thor’s mouth moved a few times after he finished talking, as if he was arguing with himself. 

“Understood,” Blaze said. “Why did those monsters seek us out?”

“It was my error.” Alan tapped his chest. “I had my Static processor on.”

Luke blinked and glanced up at Blaze. “That’s it, Dad. They’re attracted to Static. We hadn’t figured that out yet.”

“But why is the Static interested in Desert Oasis?” He gestured at the lights meandering through the clouds. 

“Static was derived from their home, and I can only conclude that the energy is drawn to something about them.”

Blaze stretched a palm out, and a piece of Mud drifted from the sky, landing on it. It melted into a tiny puddle of goop. “They’re symbiotic.”

“That makes sense,” Alan said. “Nu-En harnessed the ocean to power the Rings, and it created Static. It released these beings from the abyss, and the Static pulls them. The Static is also coursing through the entire atmosphere, spreading like wildfire, and the Mud’s accelerating. Therefore, the mutations happened rapidly.”

“This Vikas character screwed us two-fold,” Thor muttered. 

“Evidently so.”

“We have to get to Mexico to shut the program off. It should at least slow the Static, and stop obtaining the attention of the Altered and the original abyss dwellers.”

“What about those?” Blaze looked at the dead six-legged monsters. “Where are they from?”

Alan pointed at the ground. “Below us.”

Blaze shuddered and moved to the truck, which had miraculously avoided destruction in the skirmish. Lacey’s house was crushed by the dead monster lying across the rooftop, but she didn’t even seem to notice. Her gaze was vacant, and Blaze put a supportive arm around her. “We’re going to be okay.”

Lacey smiled, but the gesture fell flat. “Thanks, Blaze. I know you mean well, but I don’t expect to live to see another dawn.” 

Blaze was grateful Luke was out of earshot as he discussed Static with Alan. “I won’t allow that to happen.”

They got into the truck, and he held his breath while starting the engine. When it turned on, he breathed a sigh of relief and started down the driveway, turning left at the dirt road. 

The stretch was quiet, the street empty. When they arrived, the sign for Desert Oasis was coated in slime, the image blurred by the substance. The houses he’d put weeks into had crumbled, the ground fissured even more. Almost the entire population of Gossler was present, but Blaze no longer looked at them as people. Fins were protruding from short sleeves, and a few waddled to the opening on their bellies, using their mutated limbs to propel themselves forward. 

Even with the sun in the sky, the area was dark, the blue Static hanging directly above the massive crack in the earth. Two more six-legged creatures were inside the hole, but their hostility was nonexistent. They were mere observers of the Altered as they entered their new home, and Blaze could only watch as everyone he’d known for years vanished into the fissure. 

Mrs. Beverly, the woman who’d first come knocking on his door after Riley’s death, wearing an apron, with a freshly made casserole in her oven mitt-covered hands. 

Dr. Glack, the town dentist who seemed too friendly with his staff, climbed down the ledge, disappearing. 

Luke’s old friend Billy, barely recognizable if not for the tattered baseball jersey he always wore, flopped away. 

“Why did this have to happen?” Lacey whispered. 

“The Holocene Epoch,” Luke breathed. 

“What?”

“It’s the age of man. We’re living in it. It’s not really a full epoch, because it technically only began with the agricultural era. Mrs. Radomsky didn’t think it ever would finish, because humans were too greedy. She said we’d be lucky to get another three hundred years before our meteoric rise caused all life, including our own, to perish,” Luke said. 

“That’s what they’ve been teaching you at school?” Blaze asked. 

“She did finish by suggesting there was still plenty of time for us to change our ways. And that people were resilient, and courageous.” Luke smiled and shrugged.

“It’s not that unusual for large-scale events to transpire in the world’s history,” Alan added. “In fact, it’s estimated that 99.9 percent of all species ever to exist have since gone extinct.”

“That can’t be right,” Lacey murmured. 

“Perhaps, but the spirit behind the data is accurate. Every species, no matter how wise and strong we think we are, will ultimately fail,” Alan said. 

Thor lifted an eyebrow. “Even robots?”

“Perhaps. Our data is limited on the subject,” Alan answered. “Ask me again in fifty thousand years.”

“No problem. I’m on it,” Blaze said. “Have we seen enough?”

The residents of Gossler were all gone, and even the scurrying, mutated lizards had vanished from the region. Blaze waited a minute and got out. Alan accompanied him, and only Lacey remained in the back seat of the truck. 

Their group walked slowly, past the first foundation Blaze had supervised the pouring of. He recalled his encounter with Jerry as an Altered just days ago. How quickly things changed. The world was a different place. 

The hard-packed dirt was broken apart, spread a half-mile across, and Blaze halted near the edge, not wishing to risk falling. Above, the Static dissipated, and the mist clinging to the area melted away as the sunlight broke through. The air warmed slightly, making Blaze wonder if the higher temperatures would return with the departure of the abyss beings. Mud no longer dropped from the sky, and the stuff on the ground was already soaking in. Everywhere he looked, tiny mushrooms had emerged. 

Luke knelt at a cluster of the fungus, and he waved Blaze over. “Dad, you have to see this.”

“Don’t touch it,” he warned. 

“I won’t.” 

Blaze crouched beside his son, throwing shade on the plant. At first, he didn’t see what Luke was trying to show him; then he noticed the caps widening, the stems growing higher. Only by a quarter of an inch, but they were expanding extremely fast. After another minute, Blaze guessed the fungus was twice its original size. 

“I think we’re safe,” Alan finally said. He was at the ledge, peering into the dark opening. “The seismic activity has subsided.”

Blaze breathed easier with the news. “There’s nothing left for us here.”

He took a last glance at the sign as they passed it. His nest egg, his future… everything was gone, Riley included. I’ll take care of him, honey. I promise.

Luke talked to Lacey, describing his theories on what might occur if they shut the Static down, and Alan sat still in the passenger seat, his face turned toward the windshield. 

“Something on your mind?” Blaze asked him. 

“The other one has been activated,” he said. 

“The other what?”

“Robot.”

“Like you?” 

Alan’s head moved slightly, and his eyes brightened. “They are not like me, Blaze. Karla wouldn’t recreate me.”

Blaze gripped the steering wheel harder. “Why not?”

“She said it was a flaw.”

“Is that why you were dismantled and left in the middle of the wilderness?”

Alan had his gun close by, and his hand rested on it. “I believe this to be the case.”

“Where’s the other one?”

“He originated in Los Angeles, but he’s moving north.”

“What about the first? He was in New York?” Blaze tried to imagine what these Nu-En robots were doing.

“Yes. Clarke was in Manhattan. Verne on the West Coast.”

Luke must have been listening, because he rested his chin on the top of the seat. “Clarke, as in Arthur Clarke? And Jules Verne?”

“Karla had specific tastes,” Alan said. 

“And you? Your name’s Alan.” Thor chimed in.

“Alan was her brother’s name,” he told them. “I am different.”

“Where’s Clarke now?” Blaze inquired, picturing a map of the country. 

“He is nearing the Pennsylvania state border, traveling from New York,” Alan said. 

Luke drummed his fingers on the leather. “They’re both heading inland?”

“Yes.”

“Alan, can you guess where they’ll meet up?” Lacey asked. 

“You think they’ve set a rendezvous?” Blaze signaled out of habit, even with the road being empty. They entered Gossler again, and only a few cars were on the sides, since most people had been home when the Static arrived. 

“What else would they do?” Lacey asked. “If they’re going inland, maybe we should do the same. Try to join them.”

“Judging by their current trajectories, and the fact they are likely in contact, I would assume they’re traveling to either Colorado or Kansas,” Alan said. 

“Can you talk with them?”

“No, I’m afraid not. They might not realize I exist, unless Karla forgot to remove my GPS from the network.”

“There has to be a way to contact them,” Thor said. “What about the satellites you mentioned?”

“I will attempt to discover a method of communication.”

“Thanks, Alan.” Blaze decelerated when he neared the edge of town, and carefully drove over a large crack in the road. The bottom of the truck nearly caught on the two-foot drop, but he scraped by. “This will be a slow trek if the streets are all like this.”

“Take your time,” Alan suggested. “I will keep my radio signal on.” He held the tablet, and Blaze glanced at the sonar rippling across the screen. 

Blaze prayed there were other survivors, but part of him didn’t want to be delayed. The sooner they were in Mexico, the sooner he could be back on the highways, heading north, toward the robots’ rendezvous point.
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“Where are we?” Wyatt asked. 

“Last sign I saw mentioned a place called Pale Town coming up,” Darcy said. 

Luna watched through the window, amazed at how much the landscape had changed in such a short period. The trees all drooped, most of the leaves gone, blowing in the breeze. Some stuck to the Mud, but that too was disappearing, reabsorbing into the earth. They’d been driving for hours, with Clarke in control of their electric truck. 

The mushrooms had spread, their caps emitting a miniscule amount of orange light as they passed by. 

Luna smiled at the girls, who were both asleep. They’d been like that for hours, the late incidents taking their toll on the young children. 

She’d seen no one since the start of their journey, and that was almost as worrisome as anything she’d encountered. Luna felt like the five humans in this truck were all that remained. If so, what was the point of driving to Boulder? They may as well hunker down somewhere nearby and gather supplies. 

But if the Preserve was real, she supposed the journey was worth the attempt. 

“Pale Town it is,” Wyatt said. “I don’t know about any of you, but I could use a break. How about we stop at the corner store and grab some snacks?”

“There are benefits to this type of apocalypse,” Darcy told them. 

“What do you mean?” Luna stretched, and couldn’t stop the yawn that followed. 

“Think about it. An EMP kills the power, but everyone is still alive. That’s followed by chaos. Looting, murder, then disease, medication shortages, running out of food and water… it’s a completely different type of scenario.”

“So you’re all for everyone being Altered and departing into the oceans?” Wyatt smirked when he asked this, taking some of the edge off the accusation. 

“No, not in the least. I’m just saying, there are benefits. We have access to water, and toilet paper, and antibiotics.”

“For now. Until everything expires,” Luna added. 

“That’s where our friend Clarke will come in handy, isn’t it, Clarke?” Wyatt patted the robot on the shoulder. 

“Yes, sir. I am designed to assist the preservation of your race.”

“What about the rest of them that mutated?” Darcy asked. 

“The environment has been disrupted, but we can only focus on you. I have instructions to ensure the safety of Wyatt Rider and Isabel Vikas, with the caveat to continue your race’s success at the Preserve,” Clarke responded. 

“But you don’t know where it is?” Luna found this difficult to believe. 

“It is a safety precaution. If I were to fall into the wrong hands, the plan might have been exposed.”

“Vikas seemed paranoid,” Darcy said. 

“He had every right to be, considering he was the cause of this entire mess. What was he thinking?” Luna muttered. 

The sun descended beyond the horizon as they rounded a corner. The mushrooms gave enough light to see the town sign, and the headlights were bright against the road. Clarke braked in front of a chain-link fence constructed to block traffic. 

“What’s this?” Wyatt asked. 

Luna peered past the robot, trying to read the note they’d left on the fence. “Stay out!”

“Looks like we might have survivors,” Darcy said. 

“Someone’s approaching,” Clarke whispered. 

“How can you…?” Wyatt stopped when a gunshot rang out. 

“Out of the truck!” a voice bellowed. 

The girls were awake, clutching their dad. Bella cried when the man demanded they exit a second time. 

“What do we do?” Luna asked. 

“Clarke, let’s listen to them before you try… whatever you’re capable of.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And stay here until we make friends,” Luna added. If these people were hostile, she doubted they’d appreciate the fact that their group traveled with a robot. 

“Watch the girls,” Darcy told Clarke. 

The three of them exited the vehicle, and Luna heard a generator running right before the floodlights shone brightly on her. 

“Where are you coming from?” the voice insisted. 

“New York.” Wyatt took charge, standing protectively in front of Luna and Darcy. 

“Why are you in Pale Town?” another person asked, a woman now. The lights were blinding, and Luna couldn’t see any of them. 

“To be honest, I need the facilities,” Wyatt said. 

“Did you see who we’re up against? Is it a civil war? North Korea?” The guy’s voice wasn’t as angry. 

“Civil war?” Darcy coughed. “Don’t you know what’s been going on?”

“Dim the lights, Charlie,” the woman said. Luna removed her hand from her eyes, and white spots lingered in her vision, but Luna could make out the form of a dozen people, each armed with rifles and handguns. 

“This isn’t a war.” Luna gestured at the fungus growing in the ditch. “It’s Static.”

“Static?” 

“Haven’t you seen the Mud? The blue lights in the clouds?” Wyatt asked. 

The man, a middle-aged guy with a long graying beard, scratched his chin. “Mud?”

More people emerged from behind a nearby building, and Luna glanced at it, seeing the steeple and cross above the church. Young children clung to parents, and a couple of dogs trotted along with their owners. 

“Something’s wrong,” Wyatt whispered to her. 

“Or it’s right. This town isn’t large enough to have this many survivors. They should have been Altered,” Luna replied quietly. 

“What are you two chatting about?” the woman asked. She was around the same age as the man, her strawberry-blonde hair tied into a severe ponytail, revealing a scar on her brow. 

“We can talk about it indoors,” Darcy suggested. 

“Sally, what if they’re carrying something? You saw that horde that wandered by earlier. The enemy released chemical warfare. We might be in danger…”

“We’re not toxic,” Luna said. “We’ll explain everything.”

Sally glanced at her partner and nodded. “Come to the church. Gus, let them through.”

Gus and a younger man opened the gate, and Wyatt knocked on the truck’s window. “Clarke, can you park over there?”

“Yes, sir.”

The window rose, and Sally gawked at the truck as it drove into their town. “Was that…”

“Yeah, we have a robot.” Luna shrugged. “I’m Luna, and this is my brother Darcy and our friend Wyatt.”

“Sally. You met Gus. That’s our son, Brian.” They strolled on the pavement, and Luna noticed there wasn’t any Mud. “I think your town avoided the event.”

“And what event is that?” Gus asked, his rifle resting on his shoulder like a marching soldier. “It wasn’t a nuke or anything?”

They made it to the church entrance, where a few hundred people stood gathered. “Is this your entire town?”

“We hiked door to door, thinking we’d be safer in one place,” Sally said. 

“Good call. How many more are missing?” Wyatt asked. 

“Just the residents that live on the outskirts. We added fences to the two primary roads, trying to keep anyone out. We have another ten guards near the highway, but there isn’t much traffic in Pale Town most days,” Gus said. 

“Don’t be alarmed, everyone. We’re from New York, and if you’ll listen, we can fill you in on what’s happened. And yes, we have a robot with us. His name is Clarke.” Luna spoke loud enough for the entire crowd to hear. “He’s here to assist us.”

Clarke stepped from the truck, and the crowd of people gasped in awe. 

“Can I touch him?” a young boy asked. 

“I think we’d better…” Luna stopped when Clarke nodded. 

“There’s nothing to fear.” Clarke walked to the child, lowering to a knee.

The kid poked Clarke in the arm and giggled. “That’s cool.”

“Can I use the…”

“Right this way.” Gus sauntered off, bringing Wyatt into the church. 

“I’ll get the girls.” Darcy eyed the people with reservation, and Luna didn’t blame him for his trepidation. Why hadn’t they been Altered? What if they hadn’t been in contact with the Mud yet? Luna glanced at her shoes, seeing a bit of the sticky gunk stuck to the sole. Were they bringing the Mud into the borders, damning their population? She hadn’t even considered quarantine protocol, and neither had the townsfolk. 

Luna left the concern outside and entered the foyer. The building was probably too large for the congregation’s usual size, given how tiny Pale Town was, but now it barely accommodated the population as they entered. Sally led her to the lectern, and she stood with Clarke at the podium, facing the filled pews. Someone sneezed, and another coughed. Was that the start of the mutation? 

A generator whirred through the window, and the lights flickered on. 

“Try this.” Sally flipped a switch on a microphone and tapped it, hearing the sound echoing from the church’s sound system. She leaned past Luna. “Test one two.” Sally covered it with a palm and whispered, “It’s your turn.”

Darcy walked in with Bella in his arms, and Grace stuck close to Wyatt when he arrived. Luna eyed the people, seeing the very assortment she expected from a town. 

“Good evening,” she said, and cleared her throat, suddenly wishing she had a bottle of water. “I’m Luna Wells from the New York Minute.” Luna waited to see if anyone showed signs of recognition, and when none did, she continued. “What I’m about to say will be difficult to process. It’s okay to get upset. We’re in this together.”

“Was it the communists?” someone shouted. 

“Gas leak?”

“Aliens?” 

Luna lifted her palm to quiet the questions. “Please, let me speak.”

Sally stepped onto the stage and took over for a second. “People, she’s here from out of town, and has news pertinent to our survival. Stop heckling her!” Sally gave Luna a tight smile and returned to her seat next to Gus and Brian. 

“As I was saying… something’s happened. A company called Nu-En attempted to give the world free electricity. In their efforts, they’ve broken through an abyss in the ocean. You saw videos of the squids before the power outage?”

A few of them nodded animatedly, whispering to one another. “The experiment was global, distributing seven Rings throughout the planet, and one outside of New York. Wyatt and I were there to witness the event. It failed. The Rings are destroyed, and Static created another problem, a substance called Mud, which is linked to mutations.”

“Mutations?” Gus asked. “What kind?”

How could she explain? “Humans have turned into the Altered, a fast cell mutation forcing them into creatures more fish than people,” Clarke said, taking over. “The world has terraformed to accommodate the newly arisen beings. These include creatures from the deepest sections of our ocean, and those trapped within the Earth’s core. Only eight percent of humanity is immune to the transformation, and the other ninety-two percent are already returning to the seas or into the earth.”

Everyone stared at the pair of them, and Gus slapped his thigh with a meaty hand. “What is really going on?”

“They’re serious.” Wyatt walked down the aisle between the pews, coming to the podium. “The world as we know it is gone.”

They all began talking at the same time, and Luna waited while they settled. 

“Why aren’t we Altered?” Gus asked. 

Luna and Wyatt both looked at Clarke. “Any ideas?”

“What’s the function of Pale Town?” the robot asked. 

“Function?” Sally rubbed her hands together as if they were cold. 

“Why does Pale Town exist?”

“We had mining here back in the 50s. Mostly lead, which, as you know, kind of became a faux pas. The mine closed in the 90s, all boarded up about a mile west of town,” Gus said. 

“Lead. What if their proximity to it kept the Mud away?” 

“It’s possible.” Clarke lowered his head. “I’ll have to investigate. If that’s the case, we might have other pockets of survivors. I’d like to run some immunity tests. Any volunteers?”

“You can do that?” Wyatt asked. 

“Yes. We’ve had the technology for a few years, ever since the incident…”

“How many you need?” Gus asked. 

“Twenty would be adequate. More, if possible,” Clarke said. 

People began lining up, probably eager to learn the results. 

“What are we supposed to do?” Sally was at the front of the line, and she offered Clarke her finger when he asked for it. “If we don’t have immunity, we can’t leave Pale Town, and if we do, what’s out there for us?” 

“We’re not sure,” Wyatt admitted. 

“Where are you going?” someone called. 

Luna shared a look with Wyatt and shook her head. “West.” She didn’t fully trust these people yet. “We decided the best bet was to go inland, but Clarke believes there may be sinkholes appearing throughout the country.”

“This keeps getting better.” Sally winced when Clarke’s tablet blinked, and he ushered her aside. “Am I immune?”

He didn’t answer as he tested the next subject. When he was done, Clarke lowered his tablet. “It takes time to analyze,” he lied, and came to stand with Luna and Wyatt. “Only that one woman is immune. It might be the lead, or something else about the place created a barrier.”

“We have to tell them,” Wyatt said. 

“Not here. We could have a riot on our hands.” Luna waved at her nieces, and Bella grinned. 

“Sally, Gus. Do you mind if we stay the night? We’d like to speak in private as well.” Luna spoke calmly, using the tone she utilized to disarm angry interviewees. 

“Sure. You can come to our house, right, Sal?” 

His wife nodded. “Certainly. I have a lasagna prepared. Gus’ll break out the good wine, won’t you?” 

Gus smiled and patted his son on the shoulder. “Come on, Brian. Let’s get everyone settled. We’ll discuss plans in the morning.”

It took another ten minutes to exit the church after being bombarded with questions, and they did their best to answer most of them. The crowd grew hushed when they learned what happened in Manhattan.

“The military left them?” an old man asked, his baseball cap labeling him a veteran. 

“Not by choice. No one was equipped for this,” Wyatt assured him. 

“Everyone go home for the night. Don’t leave the town’s boundary, understood?” Gus barked, and they dispersed. “Brian, make sure our fences are up and manned, and take the Dalton boys with you, running perimeter checks in the Dodge. We’ll protect the town from whatever’s out there.”

“Sure thing, Pops.” Brian cut him a quick salute, and Gus pulled out a handkerchief, blowing his nose. He returned it to his plaid shirt pocket and gestured to a rusty van. “Follow me.”

“That went well,” Darcy said when they’d all piled into the truck. 

“I don’t like this,” Luna whispered. “We might not be safe here, staying the night.”

“We could make a run for it,” Wyatt suggested. “Drive off right now.”

“They might retaliate or leave their boundaries to chase us. For their own safety, we have to express how dangerous abandoning Pale Town might be for them.” 

Luna’s sleep debt crept up on her, and she sank into the seat while Clarke trailed after the couple in front of them. The rest of the population was predominantly on foot, walking or riding bicycles from the parking lot. The town only had a few blocks, with the houses stacked close together on narrow lots. None of them had garages, and short chain-link fences circled most. Almost every single one proudly hung an American flag from their porches, and Luna watched a dog pace the property line, ensuring they didn’t stop and disturb his area. 

With the streetlights off, the town was unsettling, given the circumstances. When Gus parked beside his house, Clarke did the same, staying on the worn tire patches. 

“There’s still time to bail,” Wyatt warned. 

“Darcy?” Luna glanced at the girls near her brother, and they were both exhausted. 

“It has to be safer here than out there.” He pointed behind them. 

“Okay.” Luna got out, helping Grace to the yard. They had an old swing set, and Grace pointed at it. “Dad, can we…”

“Go for it.” Darcy smiled as his daughters rushed to the swings, sitting on them and kicking their legs. Sally’s eyes misted the moment she noticed the girls. 

“Oh, Gus. Would you look at that? No one’s used it since Brian was young.”

Luna wanted to warn the pair to be careful, but she just headed in, leaving Darcy to protect them. 

The house was warm, despite the cool air outside, and she glanced at the living room, where coals burned hotly in a fireplace. The glass doors were sealed shut, keeping it from sparking and burning down the place. 

“Welcome to our humble abode,” Gus said. “I’ll heat the lasagna on the grill.” He walked into the kitchen, and Sally stepped between Luna and Wyatt.

“We’re in a bad spot, aren’t we?” she whispered. 

“I’m afraid so. You’re not immune. The young woman who was tested was the only one protected.”

Sally stared at the back door. “And it’s everywhere?”

“Yes.”

“Then we’ll stay right here. That’s what we’ll do. And when the government figures out what went wrong, they’ll fix it, and we’ll be in Pale Town, ready to rebuild.” She nodded firmly and clapped her hands, as if that was the end of the discussion. “Let’s eat, and you can rest up for your journey.”

“Thank you.” Luna didn’t know what else to say, so she helped set the table, grateful for the distraction.
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Wind blew the tree branches into his window, clacking and clawing in a constant but erratic pattern. Wyatt stared at the ceiling, finding a water stain, and his gaze drifted to the trophies occupying Brian’s shelves. He was on a patched air mattress, with Luna in the bed. She was sleeping, judging from the gentle breathing sounds, and Wyatt wished he was with her, holding Luna as they both dozed. 

She’d impressed him tonight, taking charge at the church. Luna was brave, and she brought out the best in him. He wanted to protect them, but they were all equally capable of that role. 

“You awake?” he whispered, in case she was lying with her eyes open too. 

Luna didn’t respond, and he rolled over, seeing a few items tucked under Brian’s bed frame. He must have been in his mid-twenties, but lived in his childhood bedroom, which wasn’t that uncommon. Wyatt momentarily wondered if Brian had tried his hand at college or a job outside of Pale Town, or if he’d just been resigned to stay put until he found someone to marry and settle down with. There was a bat, a worn glove, and a baseball with black markings on it. 

They were a long way from Boulder, and Wyatt wondered what he’d find when they arrived at their destination. He hoped Isabel would be safe, but experienced a surge of guilt at his newfound feelings for Luna. Stop it, he told himself. Isabel was the one that had cheated on him. She didn’t deserve his love. As for Luna, Wyatt doubted she was even interested. She was a reporter, and had probably seen him as an in on a big scoop. He’d been with Garner Vikas when she’d sneaked into the facility. That she’d be able to do so still astonished him. 

Wyatt had vowed never to return to his previous home, because of the memories he’d associated with the place, but enough time had passed. All the people that had failed him in his early years were likely gone, and if they hadn’t been a week ago, they were now. He imagined his dad growing a tail and crawling into the cracked earth, descending into the core with a flicking tongue. His mom always had called him a bottom-dweller. Maybe she was psychic. That made him think about Madame Lavinia and her comments. There’s danger in your future. In all of ours. You are stronger than you think, Wyatt.

Well, that part had come true, and he was, in fact, stronger than he’d ever given himself credit for. But they had their work cut out for them, and he didn’t feel ready for it.

Wyatt lay stationary, his gaze settled on the moving branches as they cast shadows onto the floor. He thought about his short tenure with Brown & Brown Investments. His time in school, then the break-up, followed by his moving across the country, all seemed like a bad dream. Which was even stranger, since he was currently literally living in a nightmare. 

What would the coming weeks bring? He couldn’t wait to learn what information the robots would present once they were within proximity of one another. The Preserve. It sounded more like an animal sanctuary than the site of humanity’s rebuilding, though Vikas would probably argue that they were animals in need of sanctuary. 

That shifted his thoughts to the enigmatic Garner Vikas. He’d known about the Mud, the Altered… all of it, yet he’d greenlighted the plan. For his wife, he’d said. 

Wyatt knew little about Evelyn, other than the stories Isabel would tell about her. From what he understood, she was a quiet and proud woman, a sound mother, and the kind of person who took control of a room when she stepped into it. He couldn’t imagine anyone having the power to boss Garner around, but she’d done it with ease, according to Isabel. 

Wyatt had watched Garner being dragged below the surface near Long Island, but Clarke’s vital readouts had shown him down the coast of New Jersey a few hours later. Was it possible that Garner still lived? 

Then Wyatt grew angry, thinking about the GPS tracking device Garner had implanted into him without his consent. Had he done that with his daughter’s other boyfriends? There had been a couple of semi-serious ones before him, and probably after as well. 

“Wyatt?” Luna’s voice stayed low, and he propped himself up. 

“I’m here.”

“I… was having a dream.” She rolled over to face him, using her arm to keep her head raised. 

“Anything good?”

Luna smirked for a second. “Only if you count the entire world collapsing into a funnel in the center of the ocean.”

“It’s better than some I’ve had. Before my last final, I pictured myself naked in the exam room…”

“Stop it,” she said, tossing a pillow at him. He let it strike his brow, and fell back from the impact, pretending to be injured. “I like you, Wyatt Rider.”

“Really?” He shoved the pillow aside and stared at her, trying to pick up on any subtleties to her expression. 

“That looks uncomfortable,” she said.

“This?” Wyatt poked the air mattress, which had sunk halfway to the floor from a slow leak. “Never better.”

“Come up here.” Luna shifted to the right edge and patted the comforter. 

“Okay, but I have to warn you. I’m a cuddler,” he said. She didn’t respond, and he figured he’d gone too far. “I was just messing with you, sorry about—”

She took his wrist and pulled him closer, kissing him. It didn’t last long, but when they separated, he could taste residual toothpaste. 

“I wasn’t expecting that.” He leaned toward her and glanced at the door. He thought he saw a flashlight snap on in the hallway. When he checked again, it was dark. “Can we try again?” 

“Sure, it is the end of the world or whatever.” Luna smiled and touched his cheek. A second later, she spun off the bed, standing on her bare feet. “I forgot about the flash drive!”

“What flash drive?” Wyatt asked. 

She rushed to the pile of clothing and dug into her jacket pockets. “Karla gave me something right before she—” 

Wyatt knew what had happened below ground in the subway tunnel. “You mentioned it.”

“I became so distracted traveling to my brother that I blanked on the thing.” She held it in her fingertips, rotating it. “She thought it had something helpful.” 

“We don’t have a computer,” Wyatt told her. 

“Clarke…” 

Wyatt took the device and nodded, agreeing. They needed to give this to Clarke to see what kind of information the robot’s creator had gifted Luna. 

He heard a gunshot and ran to the window. “What was that?”

“You know what it was. Get dressed,” she urged him. 

Wyatt realized he was standing in his underwear, and quickly threw on his jeans. He slid the flash drive into his pocket, determined to give it to Clarke for analysis, and Luna threw her jacket on. Wyatt took the handgun by the bedstand, while Luna grabbed hers, shoving it into her coat pocket. 

Darcy was in the hall with his daughters, holding a rifle. “I don’t know what’s happening, but I suggest we leave.”

They crept through the hall, and Wyatt stopped when he saw the figure at the entrance. Brian’s silhouette was dark, the moonlight sparse and tinted blue. 

“Brian, what are you doing?” Wyatt asked. 

“Step away from my son.” Gus turned on the flashlight, shining it at Wyatt’s face. 

“He’s infected, Gus. He’ll spread it.”

Gus shook his head, waving a shotgun at their group. “You brought this to us. It’s your fault, and now everyone in Pale Town is going to die, aren’t we? You and your blasted robot. I knew you were trouble. I told Sally we should have shot you all on sight.”

Sally entered, a heavy revolver in a two-handed grip. “You were right, Gussy. Always are.”

“Don’t do this,” Luna pleaded, and Wyatt tensed, trying to figure out how to escape this disastrous outcome. 

“You can keep Brian to yourselves. We have two innocent girls, and a mission beyond the borders of your little town,” Wyatt said softly, realizing he’d insulted them after the fact. 

“We’ve already stripped your supplies from the truck and let out the air in the tires. Brian overheard you talking about trying to bail on us earlier.” Gus took one step closer and set the flashlight onto the kitchen counter, aiming it between them. “Figured we may as well take what you’ve gathered, since we can’t leave.”

“Where’s our stuff?” Wyatt asked Gus. 

“In my shed, and it’s staying there.” The middle-aged guy smirked and waved the shotgun. “Now move on out to the yard. I don’t want to stain my hardwoods.”

Brian stood in their way, his posture hunched, a stream of Mud slipping between his lips. “…to ...da… und… ground.”

“Good, Brian. You should go underground. That’s where everyone’s headed,” Wyatt told him, and Brian’s frown vanished. He grinned, releasing more viscous drool. 

“You’re about to be six feet under, you harbingers of death,” Sally spat, and shoved Luna out the door. 

They almost fell down the stairs, but Wyatt caught the handrail, steadying Darcy, who was carrying Bella. She was crying, the sound primal and piercing. From their position, Wyatt spotted more of the Altered, and the porch shook, the light fixture’s glass globes bouncing into each other loudly from the action. 

“What in the hell was that?” Gus asked. 

“I’m telling you, don’t do this. You can live,” Wyatt lied. They weren’t immune, which meant they’d start transforming at any moment. If he could just keep them from shooting in the next while, they might have a chance at escape. 

“Earthquakes. The ground is separating, the country is cracking, Gus and Sally.” Luna’s voice stayed composed, and she hugged herself. “The entire planet is doomed, and we’re its only hope.”

Gus’ shotgun remained in her face, and Wyatt clutched his gun, ready to intervene. 

The first bullet struck Gus in the temple, and he crumbled while Sally gawked at the damage. She lifted the revolver but didn’t have time to cock the hammer. She dropped in a heap, landing on her husband. 

Clarke came from the neighbor’s yard, holding the M4, and kept it aimed at Brian. Their son spun and lumbered away. The remaining Altered did the same, trailing in his path. 

“We have to leave,” Wyatt said when the ground trembled.

“I concur.” Clarke motioned to the truck. “Get in.”

“The tires are flat.”

“Let me deal with the issue.” Clarke crouched by the valve and pressed his finger to it. Somehow it filled with air, and he duplicated the action on the rest. 

“The supplies are in the shed!” Wyatt started for the side of the house, and the dog that faced him barked ferociously. Its eyes drooped; its snout was stretched, the fangs dripping with Mud. 

“Leave the gear. We can get more!” Darcy called. He ran over, rifle raised. “Come on, Wyatt. We’re outta here.”

Wyatt took a tense step away from the mutated animal and raced into the truck. It snapped its jaws, but sped off to the east after the Altered. “I have a bad feeling,” he said once safely in the passenger side. Luna clung to Grace, who was silent and pale. 

Clarke directed them from the yard, speeding onto the bumpy residential road. Nearly everyone was Altered, and when they saw the immune woman at the church, screaming for help, the robot didn’t slow. 

“Clarke, you have to stop for her!” Luna declared. 

“We’re already too late. I don’t think we’re going to make it out in time,” he advised them. 

Wyatt checked the speedometer, finding they were going twice the speed limit. Not that those laws were relevant, but it was dangerous. “Everyone belted in?” he asked, hearing a click from behind him. 

The tires skidded on the pavement, spinning before catching as Clarke rounded a bend, and Static appeared in the dark skies, thin tendrils growing thicker with each passing breath. 

“The ground is about to swallow us whole,” Clarke said. “I was out checking the seismic activity, when I spotted the Altered down the street from you. We weren’t prepared for this. Mr. Vikas only thought the Static would affect the water, not our land.”

Wyatt bit back a snarky response about Isabel’s father and watched through the window as the glow of the mushrooms increased with their arrival. “How big?” he asked. 

“I’m predicting a three-hundred-square-mile sink hole,” Clarke declared. 

“How far are we from the edge of it?” Wyatt shouted. 

“Two miles. Give or take.” The truck pushed on, the speedometer rising with Clarke’s efforts. It decelerated, and Wyatt couldn’t understand why. 

“The charge is low,” Clarke said. 

“Then revive it!” Darcy yelled from behind him. 

“The Static draws them…”

Wyatt inhaled and stared at the robot. “Charge the battery, Clarke. I’m not letting us get swallowed into the sinkhole!”

“Yes, sir. As you command.” The cabin filled with blue light leaking from his chest, and the remaining battery life bar climbed, along with their speed. 

“Thank you,” he whispered with a surge of hope. 

It was short-lived when a six-legged beast materialized in the distance, directly in their line of sight. 

“I told you it would draw them,” Clarke said without a hint of malice. 

“No one likes a know-it-all,” Wyatt muttered. 

Another of the enormous creatures joined his companion as the earth continued to violently tremble. Wyatt’s last thoughts were of the kiss he’d shared with Luna.
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The town lay on the Texas-Mexico border, and Blaze hadn’t even heard of it. Truthfully, he’d never stayed in Mexico before, even though they were close to the country. Riley had suggested they do the drive to let Luke see the culture, but he’d figured the local Tex-Mex place two towns over handled the cuisine well enough. 

They’d been driving all day, but hadn’t gotten nearly as far as he’d intended to. A few times, they’d answered distress calls, but when they’d arrived, the person using the radio wasn’t anywhere to be seen. Twice they’d ignored it, considering the land was too difficult to traverse without putting the truck at risk. 

Now he didn’t even think Alan had the program running, and he was too tired to ask. It wasn’t like he wanted to leave any innocent bystanders to their fate, but weren’t they in the same position as him? 

The town seemed extremely poor. A few palm trees swayed in the breeze, Mud dripping from the husks of the dried leaves. He slowed at an intersection and looked at Alan. “Which way?”

“The border is close.”

“Don’t we have a wall between us?” Lacey asked. 

Thor chuckled and leaned forward. “Not in these parts. Too remote. They have patrols, but we shouldn’t have any issues passing by.”

They’d elected to drive straight south rather than using an actual border crossing, which would likely be clogged up when the panic struck. 

Blaze followed the road and noticed the park. Garbage littered the dried grass, and a mutated bird stopped and opened its two beaks before flying away. He drove into it, spotting the ramshackle chain-link fence. “Everyone hold on,” he said, and stepped on the gas. The fence gave little opposition, and they flew through it, settling in Mexico. 

“We did it,” Luke whispered with awe. 

“I’m detecting something,” Alan said, his voice higher than normal. 

“What?” Lacey asked. 

The ground rocked ferociously, tipping the truck. Blaze’s temple smashed against the window, making his vision swim, and his seatbelt dug into his hip. They kept rolling until they were upside down, sliding forward into the opening. 

“It’ll be okay!” he called, hoping it might calm Luke’s fearful inhales. 

With a quick check behind him, Blaze found Thor on the ceiling. Clearly, he hadn’t been strapped in. He was clawing at Lacey’s seatbelt. 

“Blaze, we need to exit the vehicle,” Alan told him. 

Blaze looked at the gaping cavity where the road used to be. They were gliding into the sinkhole. 

Anxiety overtook him, and Blaze struggled with his own seatbelt, finally pressing the release. His legs barely made it around the steering column, but he eventually managed. “How long until we’re in?”

“Twenty-three seconds.” Alan smashed his door, sending it flying from the truck. He jumped out, grabbing the bumper, and used his feet like brakes. Dust and rocks shot around them, sending a trail of debris, but it was too little too late. 

“Out! Get out, Luke!” Blaze reached for his son, dragging him into the front, and he tried to open the door. It was stuck. 

“The window!” Thor called, and both of them rolled out. 

It was just Blaze and Luke in the truck. He kicked the glass, to no avail, and remembered the handgun in the glove box. He wished he’d left his son with Thor, since he would have been free. 

“Hurry!” Luke shouted. 

Blaze bashed the grip into the glass, and after three whacks, it cracked. He pushed the shards with his elbow, and they escaped, rolling onto the road with a series of bloody nicks on their arms. 

The vehicle slowly slid into the hole, with Alan behind it, trying to slow the descent. 

At the last minute, Thor lunged, snatching the shotgun from the floor, and right in time. Alan let go, and the truck dropped a hundred feet, bouncing off the cliff wall twice before exploding on the bottom. 

“We lost everything,” Blaze said. 

“We’re alive.” Lacey hugged him and Luke, her face damp from tears. 

Blaze stared at the huge cavity in the ground as the flames rose higher. 

“We made it to Mexico, Dad. We have to keep going,” Luke said, and his heart burned with the vehicle. 

“You’re the best, kid. I love you.” He didn’t say it enough, he knew that now, and Luke responded with a smile. 

“Love you too, Dad.”

“If this moment is over, can we talk about what the hell we’re doing?” Thor brushed his thinning hair to the side and appraised a torn button on his shirt. 

They all looked to Alan, who was unscathed from the ordeal. “It’s a hundred-mile walk. There’s a town a few miles from here. I suggest we travel to it, clean yourselves up, eat, then rest. I’ll see if there’s another vehicle that will start and continue in the morning.”

“Sounds good to me,” Lacey said. “Humans. Always with the basic needs, huh, Alan? What’s it like to be a robot? You don’t have to pee or worry about your makeup. Must be liberating.”

“It’s… I believe you have it best.” Alan moved from the edge and directed them to the right. The fissure ran for a long distance, and Blaze could hardly see across to the opposite side. Things strode and scratched down there, making Blaze pick up the handgun he’d broken the window with. They had two weapons, but Alan would be useful out in the open. No food. No water. Just their shoes and wits. 

He wondered how far any of those things would get them. 

“How is being a human better than a robot?” Luke asked as they walked. 

“You have a soul and free will. I am but a construct, created by a human,” Alan said. 

They discussed the topic, with Blaze only mildly paying attention. He sensed eyes on them and kept the handgun close. 




____________




The world fell apart around them. Luna had been on autopilot for a few days, but it all crashed when she saw an entire highway collapse in every direction. They’d missed the window of escape and were stuck in the middle of it. 

Luna held Grace’s hand, and her niece gripped it so tight, she thought it might break a bone. “Shhhh. It’ll be okay,” she lied. Darcy’s face had lost all color, and a moan escaped his mouth. 

The truck was stopped; no one willing to speak as the earth rumbled and dissolved. Their time had ended. Luna had given her entire life to her work. Peering into the abyss, she realized it had been squandered. She’d traveled, but usually to see a story through. She’d dated, but never seriously. What had it all been for?

“Clarke, there must be something you can do,” Wyatt whispered, breaking the silence. 

“I can find Verne on my own.” Clarke turned his head toward Wyatt in the passenger seat. “But I won’t leave you.”

“Thank you. We can’t do this without you,” Wyatt said. 

Luna couldn’t believe they were even having a conversation. She checked the road behind the truck and saw it had broken away a few feet from the box. 

“Clarke, if you have a plan, I suggest you act on it soon,” she said. Her lips were dry, and she licked them. “Darcy… you’ve been a great brother. I’m sorry I ignored so many of your calls.”

“You did?” he asked. 

“You’re a little needy.” She laughed. “But I wouldn’t trade you for anyone in the world.”

Bella cried loudly. “I want Mommy!”

Luna teared up, knowing that Olive was likely dead or Altered, along with so many others.

The seat vibrated, and Clarke opened his door. “We can’t stay in here.” 

“Is it safer out there?” Darcy gestured at the newly sprouted canyon. A stream flowed from an underground pocket, creating a waterfall about a hundred yards below their position. Everywhere Luna looked, trees were uprooted, and the mushrooms had dispersed, broken and crumbled into the Mud, no longer glowing. 

Wyatt faced them, his expression grim. “Fill the packs with essentials. Water. Snacks.”

Luna filled the bag with the few visible supplies, which didn’t amount to much. “What can we do?”

“Trust Clarke to lead us to safety,” he said. 

“Girls, stay close.” Darcy frowned and his daughters wiped their tears, nodding solemnly. 

“Yes, Daddy,” Grace said. “I’ll protect Bella.”

They’d left most of their possessions behind at Gus and Sally’s, but at least they had weapons. 

The minute Luna left the comfort of the vehicle’s interior, her heart fluttered, making her want to retreat. The wind intensified, threatening to throw her over the edge into the canyon, so she spread her feet farther apart, and took Bella’s hand. 

Wyatt and Clarke gawked at the scene, and Luna realized they were standing on a single hunk of ground that hadn’t collapsed. It was about a thirty-yard-wide pedestal rising from the hole, and it wavered in the wind. 

The sun was high; the Static shimmered in the air, creating a blue-green tinge on the road. Wyatt’s skin took on the color, making his eyes even brighter. They shared a gaze for a moment, and she broke it, suppressing a sob. There was no escape. 

Luna crawled to the edge, taking in the view. The ground had broken apart for miles in every direction. If she wasn’t about to topple into the abyss, she might have appreciated the beauty of it. 

“Now what?” Wyatt asked Clarke. 

“Our odds are not good, but there’s one thing we can do.” Clarke pointed east, where a section of rock remained higher than the rest. “If we’re able to control where this platform lands, that’s our destination.”

Wyatt’s jaw dropped. “You want to crash-land onto that? It’s a hundred feet away!”

“It’s our only option. I believe this section will collapse within five minutes, and the drop is three hundred feet. I can survive, and attempt to keep you from being killed, Wyatt Rider, but they will all perish.”

The robot’s voice held a coldness. He was trying to protect the one person linked to his system, and they were nothing but a liability. 

“Let’s do it,” Luna said. 

Wyatt spun in a slow circle. “How?”

“It’s simple physics. We must create inertia,” Clarke said. 

“And how do we do that?” Darcy asked. 

“The truck,” Luna whispered. 

“Precisely. You all stand on the far side, and I will spin the tires and launch the vehicle to the west. The momentum might be enough to send us in the proper direction,” Clarke suggested. 

“This will never work,” Wyatt mumbled. 

Clarke sprang into the vehicle and did a three-point turn, facing away from them. “Brace yourselves for impact. I would hop and roll when we crash, if possible.”

“How do we…” Darcy stopped when the rear tires spun, shooting pebbles into the canyon, and Clarke gunned it forward. The pedestal shifted, and the rock tower holding them onto the perch grated loudly. The truck lurched, speeding from the ground, and Clarke jumped, clutching the ledge as the entire section of earth began its descent. As they’d hoped, they weren’t falling, but tipping to the east. Luna crouched, the wind almost throwing her off. Bella was close, and all she could think about was protecting the screaming girl. 

Everything was a blur as they angled for the piece of land Clarke had been aiming for, and Wyatt shouted for them to leap a second too late. Luna landed on her shoulder, and it instantly burned with pain. Her head struck the rock, and she continued spinning. 

Luna experienced a moment of weightlessness, and her arms quivered gently as she fell into the massive pit.
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“Luna!” Darcy shouted into the void. 

“She’s gone,” Clarke said matter-of-factly.

“No, no, no.” Darcy was on his knees, his pants torn, blood spilling from cuts and abrasions on his legs. 

“Auntie Luna!” Grace yelled, her cheeks red and puffy. Bella curled into a ball, a soft whimper escaping her lips. 

“We’re going after her,” Darcy said. 

“That’s another two hundred feet down,” Clarke told them.

Wyatt had seen her soaring from the platform on impact, and almost grabbed her ankle, but he’d missed. His body ached in every imaginable spot, and he thought his wrist might be sprained. It could have been a lot worse, but after losing Luna, he didn’t think any of it mattered. 

He sat on the ground and hugged his arms around his legs, rocking back and forth. “This can’t be happening.”

“She’s dead, Wyatt. We have to leave,” Clarke said. 

“I won’t abandon her,” Darcy told them. “Clarke, you’re a damned robot. Go save her.”

“It’s very unlikely she survived that fall. And I will not depart my mission or Wyatt Rider’s side,” the robot said. 

“Then we’ll all check.” Wyatt stood, dusted himself off, and risked a peek over the edge. Clarke was right. No one could live through that. Two of the giant Bukavacs trudged along the base of the canyon. 

Darcy must have seen it too, because he sobbed. Wyatt gave him a hug, patting his back. “I’m sorry.” It was all he could say. “We can still save the girls.”

Darcy sniffed and muttered under his breath. Wyatt thought he might have said “Laters.” 

“Where do we go?” 

Grace and Bella were almost catatonic, and they followed without complaint. The ground elevated slightly, and Clarke led them on the most stable trail, stopping now and then to ensure there were no dangers ahead. 

Wyatt’s own footsteps were methodical, his feet leaden, his heart broken. They’d left Luna behind. He tossed and turned with the idea of trying to find her body, but in the end, he knew they needed to keep moving. A rescue mission to the bottom of the canyon was a deathtrap, and even if Wyatt could reach it, he doubted there would be a path out. 

No one spoke, and after a half hour had passed, Clarke scooped up Grace, carrying the older sister while Darcy held Bella. Wyatt felt guilty for not helping, and offered to take the burden off Darcy, but he didn’t respond. 

They’d lost so much. 

All because of Garner Vikas’ dream to power the world. 

Eventually, they’d ascended the entire height and found the actual ground level. Wyatt plopped to the concrete, lying on his back while the others did the same thing. Clarke stood guard, his eyes dimming and brightening while he stared into the horizon. 

“We need to rest,” Darcy finally said. 

“Agreed.” Wyatt sat up, and guessed they were in West Virginia. 

“There is a town a mile from here,” Clarke advised. 

“Lead the way.” Wyatt started after him.

One more mile. That was all it would take. He barely remembered stopping in Pale Town, or the cruelty of Gus and Sally robbing their group. The survivors would stick to themselves, and that made any humans they encountered more dangerous than the Altered or creatures from below. 

He realized their rifle had been abandoned, but Wyatt had the handgun. He slid the magazine out, glad to have it fully loaded, and kept it in his pocket. 

Clouds had rolled in by the time they found the edge of town, and they walked through the hamlet. It only had a couple of stores, along with a post office that looked more like a barn than anything. Everything had white lattice, the trees all devoid of leaves. Wyatt would have guessed it was late fall, not the heart of summer. 

“Ice cream.” Bella pointed at a sign for the local general store. It was two stories, with the top pair of windows boarded over, painted to match the peeling exterior. 

Wyatt was starving, and his stomach made a series of growls, just thinking about food. Luna was dead, and he was wondering what kind of meal he could scrounge up. It wasn’t fair. 

The door was unlocked, and the bells rang and rattled as he entered. It smelled like a museum and old lacquered wood. The hardwood boards creaked with each step, and he retrieved a flashlight on a hanger. Wyatt slid a couple of D batteries into it and flicked it on. 

“Load up,” he said. “Anything we can use.”

The general store had more than he’d expected, including a propane stove and spare tanks. Darcy checked a second door and informed them there were sleeping quarters above. 

“Should we stay here tonight?” Wyatt asked him. 

“I don’t think the girls have another step left in them,” he said. 

“Okay.”

There were hot dogs in the freezer, and Wyatt opened it, finding half-frozen ice. With the cooler air, and the door being sealed, he considered the food safe enough to eat. They proceeded out back into the yard and fired on the stove. 

Darcy and his daughters slept on lounge chairs while Wyatt dumped the macaroni into the boiling water. He sliced hot dogs, putting them into the mix. 

“Any word from Verne?” he asked Clarke, who remained on watch. 

“Checking. They are in a town called Baker, California.”

“Isabel’s okay?” Wyatt didn’t think he could bear news of another loss.

“Yes. She is fine.”

“Did you tell them…”

“I have informed Verne of our situation,” Clarke said. 

“Thanks.” 

When the food was ready, Wyatt woke the others, and they ate, guzzling water and sodas for the fuel, and they made a fire in the outdoor pit, opting to stay outside. They’d be leaving tomorrow, continuing their journey to Boulder, but everything had changed. 

He missed Luna’s presence. 

“We’re going in.” Darcy stood without another word. His daughters came along, and Wyatt saw how filthy everyone was. They needed clothing. Supplies. A vehicle.

“Clarke, what do you say we gather everything we can for the rest of the trip?” Wyatt had a surge of energy after eating, but they were empty carbs. He’d crash soon, but didn’t want to go to bed until he knew they were prepared.

“Yes, sir. I have located an electric car.”

Wyatt was about to say it wouldn’t have enough space, and he remembered they’d lost Luna. “Lead the way.” 

They doused the fire and started down the block. There was only silence as they walked through the empty town. 




____________




Luna gasped for breath and tried to sit up, but found she couldn’t. She was alive. That was the first miracle. She glanced at her surroundings, made easier by the glowing orange fungi beneath her. The thick cluster had saved her. It was obvious she’d landed on the pile, which acted as a giant mattress to soften her fall. 

Her neck ached, and her body protested every movement, but she clawed her way from the fungus. After rolling onto her knees, Luna rose while bracing herself against a giant boulder. One more yard to the left, and she’d have been squished like a pancake. 

“Help!” she called, and her voice echoed through the canyon. That probably wasn’t wise, in case there were mutated creatures and things from below the earth wandering around. 

It was night, suggesting she’d been unconscious for a few hours. Her head pounded, but it was a small price to pay. Luna stared up, finding the area where she’d tumbled from, and realized they’d left her. Unless they’d fallen too, leaving her their group’s sole survivor. But Clarke was with them, and she doubted he’d allow them to perish. If everyone had died, Clarke would continue toward Boulder to complete his mission. 

Luna was utterly alone in the bottom of an enormous canyon. She trembled with the idea of finding her nieces, brother, or Wyatt dead on the ground, but decided to investigate regardless. They couldn’t have gone far, not from their position above, and the entire survey only took about twenty minutes. 

“They made it,” she whispered. She was relieved, but her fear diminished all other emotions. She wore a jacket, a lightweight thing picked up from the farm in Connecticut, and she shoved her hands deep into the pockets to stay warm. It was colder within the gorge, and her breath shot out in quick bursts as she panicked. “Keep it together, Luna. You can do this.”

She thought about her father’s saying, and repeated it a few times. There’s nothing you can’t overcome, Luna. You’re my little Moon, and you will always shine the brightest in the dark.

“Shine bright in the dark, Luna,” she murmured, gaze darting to the source of a nearby sound. She crouched behind a mass of fungi as the creature trundled by. Brown spikes… that wasn’t the word for it. They were plates, like on the back of a stegosaurus. They rose from its spine, and its belly clung low to the earth, a tail flitting like an agitated cat’s. She held her exhale, worried any noise might draw the monster in her direction. It lifted its squat neck, and the head rose, revealing a wide chest. It hollered, the call primeval and upset. 

Another appeared, then a third. The first one turned to face them, and both attacked it. Luna watched with horrified interest and quickly realized they weren’t fighting. They were playing. 

Were these things left over from a prehistoric era? Hidden in the depths of the world after an asteroid collision? How had they survived this many years? They broke apart and sauntered to a nearby grouping of glowing mushrooms, feeding on the caps.

She was about to seek an escape from their attention when the rocky ground trembled. She peered over her shoulder, feeling the shifting surface below her feet tremor again. The new beast dwarfed the others, and Luna knew why they played. At seven feet long, she guessed they were bigger than a grizzly, but only infants. Mom was here. 

Luna gasped and scanned the region, wondering where she could hide. All she found was a crack in the cliff face fifty feet away, and it looked just big enough to conceal her frame. She took her chance when it stopped near its three children. One of them rolled onto its back, squirming wildly. 

While the parent was distracted, Luna ran, pumping her arms and legs to cross the expanse. She hurtled a patch of mushrooms and slid like a runner trying to make it to home plate. Goop enveloped her shoe, and she pressed into the opening, carefully advancing sideways to accommodate her shape. 

Luna could barely see the forty-foot-tall beast from inside the crack, but knew it was on the move. Tiny pebbles bounced from above, landing on her head, and she remained motionless, praying it would leave her alone. 

But she wasn’t so lucky. It arrived a few minutes later, giant nostrils sniffing the air. She’d seen countless Altered walking near the mutated whales in New York, and wondered why the creatures allowed humans in their proximity. It had to be the Mud. 

Luna bent as best as she was able, wiping Mud from her soles, and she smeared it on her face. She doubted it would be substantive enough, so she slid free, diving for the nearest clump of Mud. She scooped up as much as she could and returned, slathering her chest, stomach and thighs with the gunk. It stank like a rotten egg, and she almost lost her stomach’s contents when some went into her mouth. 

She pressed her eyes closed when the sniffing nostrils grew closer, and felt the warmth of its breath on her face. Luna shook with fear, hating that she’d survived the fall only to die like this. But at least she knew Darcy, Bella, and Grace hadn’t dropped with her. That was worth her own demise. 

The snuffling ceased, and the infant creatures bellowed playfully again. Their noises grew farther away, and it was another five minutes before Luna would even consider opening her eyes to check. The monster was already out of sight, its children leading it farther down the canyon floor. With few options, Luna limped the opposite direction, and despite being turned around, she thought it was east. If her group survived the crash, they were going west. 

Luna took a lengthy inhale and jogged, yearning for a path up to the surface.
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The town was torn in half, and they avoided the trenches, walking through what Blaze assumed was their Main Street, if they called them that, in Mexico. The place didn’t seem safe, and he doubted it had been, even before Static drove their world into this post-apocalyptic hell. 

A hardware store had iron bars welded to the windows, and he spotted a cell phone place with the front door smashed in. A couple of cars were on their sides, the paint melted, the exteriors black and charred from burning. This municipality rioted when the power failed. 

Cables ran everywhere. Power lines, telephone lines, extension cords. Even now, the transformer at the corner sizzled with blue Static, sparking and causing the streetlights to temporarily flicker on. They snapped off a second later.

It was after midnight, but probably closer to two in the morning. He didn’t have a watch, but also supposed time was irrelevant. 

“This way,” Alan said, and they all followed. Lacey and Thor were a short distance behind them, their feet dragging. 

“We need to stop,” Blaze told the robot. 

“In a minute. You mentioned using satellites. I believe I can reach out to Clarke and Verne,” Alan said. 

Blaze grew energized by the news. “You hanging in there, pal?”

Luke nodded but didn’t speak. They’d stopped for water when they first arrived, but they couldn’t keep this pace, not without proper sleep. 

“We’ll find somewhere to hunker down soon,” he told Luke. 

“I’d like that.”

“And I’d like a cold beer. Hell, I’ll take a warm beer.” Thor wiped his forehead, even though it was around forty degrees. Blaze wasn’t chilled either, not after trekking nine miles since they’d lost the truck. He kept expecting the earth to swallow them whole, but the ground remained calm. 

“I want a cheeseburger,” Luke said. “The kind Jason makes…” He stopped, probably remembering they’d sealed Jason and Kelly’s fate at the Nu-En facility. 

“I’d take a taco… it might be all the restaurants we’ve passed, but I have a craving.” Blaze changed the subject, and Luke smiled at him. 

“I’ll join you,” he said. 

“This is it.” Alan strolled to the cell tower, a great mechanism with a fence circling it. Alan crouched and leapt eight feet, soaring over the top. He landed with minimal effort, and Luke’s eyes grew large. 

“Cooooool.”

Alan hurried up the side, climbing faster than any person would be able to, and he clung to the tip, where five gray discs were mounted. “I must use the Rings. It might draw something to our position, so be prepared.”

Blaze pulled the handgun out, and Thor stood beside him, shotgun barrel lifted. “We’ve got your back,” Thor assured the robot. 

Alan’s chest glowed blue, the Static pulsing from the small box within his torso’s cavity. The entire tower tingled with Static, the discs flickering with light. Just as quickly as he’d started, he disconnected the Rings, and they darkened. 

“Anything?” Blaze asked. 

“No. It didn’t work.” Alan returned over the fence, landing softly by Luke. “We should rest. I will find a vehicle and gather supplies. We’ll make the journey in the morning.”

Alan walked ahead, and Blaze shot Thor a look. “Is he being truthful? He sloughed it off pretty fast,” Lacey whispered. 

“I don’t have any reason to think he’d lie to us,” Blaze assured them. “Come on. We’re all tired.” 

“Shouldn’t we encounter someone? Eight percent, right?” Lacey asked. “This doesn’t seem right.”

“We’re better off with just our group,” Thor said. 

“Why’s that?”

“Safety in numbers, but not when you’re trying to stay quiet and hide from enormous creatures while moving across a dissected chunk of land. You want a small group,” Thor told her with confidence. 

“Thor’s right,” Luke said. “A large group always draws attention in my books. But even one person can hesitate and wreck everything.”

Blaze shoved the worry deeper down and kept walking. 

“Does Alan know where he’s going?” Lacey was on an anti-robot kick, but Blaze didn’t imagine they’d manage this trip without his help. Plus, he knew what information they required, and how to decipher it when they found it at the Nu-En building.

Alan stopped after a few blocks, gesturing at the gated community. Blaze was surprised this town had something this upscale, and detected a guard booth nearby. On the off chance someone had left a gun within it, he checked, and found a loaded rifle leaning on the desk. He took it, passing it to Lacey. Most people in Gossler knew how to operate a gun, her included, and she lifted it, used the sight, and lowered the weapon again. 

“This is better,” Thor said when the gates opened, after Alan utilized the Static for another split second. He closed it up behind them, and Blaze counted twelve homes in the tight cul-de-sac. The nearest was empty. Spray paint adorned the stucco walls, and the windows were boarded up. They bypassed it, going to the far end of the short street. Blaze noticed a glint of light in the front door. 

“Someone’s home,” Lacey whispered. 

“Allow me,” Alan said, starting forward. 

“Hold up. I’m not sure you should be the one busting down the door. I’ll go.” Blaze kept his gun tucked into his belt and flipped his shirt over it. 

“I’ll come too. It’ll look like we’re a couple. That’s safer,” Lacey said, walking with him. 

Blaze listened at the front entrance but heard nothing. “Hello! We saw the light, and…”

Something dropped and shattered from inside, followed by a muffled cry.

“I’m going in,” Blaze said, grabbing the gun. Lacey stuck close as he touched the handle. 

“Hola. Estamos entrando,” Lacey called. 

“You could have led with the fact you spoke Spanish,” Blaze muttered. 

“I figured we all did, growing up in Gossler,” she said. 

He spun the knob, and lowered the weapon when he saw the pair. A girl huddled in a woman’s arms, and they looked terrified. 

“We’re friends,” Blaze said. 

“Amigas,” Lacey repeated. 

“Where are you from?” the woman asked in English. 

“Gossler.” Blaze realized no one would recognize the name. “In Texas.”

“Is this your daughter?” Lacey asked, gesturing to the girl. 

They were both filthy. The woman’s face was matted in grime, and a cut on her arm had caused a sticky mess. She shook her head. “No. She’s not mine. I just made it here an hour ago.”

“I’m going to invite my son and the rest of us in, okay?” Blaze lifted his hands, seeking her approval. 

“Why are you here?” she asked first. 

“We were passing through and needed a place to crash. We’re tired. It’s been a long few days,” he admitted. 

“I can agree with that.” She brushed the tangled mess of dark hair back. “Come in.”

Blaze waved at the others, and they joined everyone in the living room. The house was nicely kept, with expensive furniture and immaculate finishes. “You live here?”

“Me?” She laughed and sat on the couch. “No.”

“Then why…”

“I cleaned it. Twice a week.”

“I’m Blaze. This is Lacey. Thor.” Thor bowed like he was a gentleman in the Queen’s court. “Luke’s my son. And that…”

“Robot,” the girl said. 

“Yes, he’s Alan. And he is a robot.”

Alan’s eyes illuminated. “Hello.”

“I’m Amelia. This is Julieta. She lived here.” Amelia had stained the white couch fabric with her blood, and she stared at it blankly.

“Why don’t we all get cleaned up?” Lacey suggested. “A place this big must have a few baths. Girls in one area, boys in another. Okay?”

Julieta nodded, and Blaze noticed Luke watching her. He figured they were about the same age, and it was refreshing to find anyone else alive. 

“Good plan. Alan, do you mind making us something to eat?”

“I can do that,” he said. 

Twenty minutes later, they reconvened in the kitchen, where Alan had set up five random LED lanterns to illuminate the space. The effect created a homey atmosphere, which wasn’t something Blaze ever expected to feel again. 

“Lacey told us how you came by the robot,” Amelia said. “That’s quite the story.” Her hair was wet, and her arm was bandaged. Julieta sat close to the woman, her gaze drifting between the strangers in her home. Luke smiled at her as Alan brought the food to the table. 

The meal appeared to be authentic Mexican cuisine, and Thor rubbed his stomach. “Where did you learn to cook like this?”

“I can do a wide assortment of tasks,” Alan said. 

“Did you find any tequila in those cupboards?” Thor asked. 

“Allow me.” Amelia left the room and returned with a bottle in a wooden box. She handed it to Thor, and he whistled as if he’d won the jackpot. 

He had the lid pried off with a pocketknife in seconds. “I almost feel bad opening this.”

Amelia brought glasses for the adults, and Thor splashed the liquor, half filling each of them. Blaze didn’t have a taste for tequila, but he also wouldn’t mind something to numb the overwhelming circumstances surrounding them. 

“Salud,” Amelia said, lifting her drink, and they clinked them together. 

Thor downed most of his, but the rest all sipped. Blaze found it smoother than he’d expected, and took another drink. 

“Tell us your story,” Lacey said. 

“Not much to tell. I grew up here, wanted to go to an American college, but that never happened. I got a job cleaning houses for a local business instead.”

Blaze glanced at Julieta. “And you knew each other?”

“Sure. Since she was a niñita.” 

Julieta smiled, but it dropped. “Why did my parents look like that?”

Blaze told them about the Mud, the Static, and the Altered, and they listened while eating the delicious meal. 

When they were done, Luke helped Alan clear the plates out of habit, and Thor refilled his glass. “Alan, if this whole killer robot thing doesn’t pan out for you, I think you have a future in catering.”

“I will consider that,” Alan said, without a hint of sarcasm. 

They stayed up for another hour, discussing their options, and it was quickly obvious that Amelia wouldn’t let them leave without bringing the pair of them along. 

“It’ll be safer here,” Blaze said. “We can circle back…”

“There is no circle back. I’ve heard that before. We’re coming. Julieta and I may be small, but we’re tough chicas, right, preciosa?”

Julieta nodded and took Amelia’s hand. 

“Welcome to the team.” Blaze thought about Luke’s warning that more people always caused bigger issues in scenarios similar to this. But he referred to books, not real life. Authors embellished things for the sake of drama and tension. They’d be fine. 

“If we’re going to leave before noon, we’d better hit the hay,” Thor said, consuming the rest of his tequila. He wobbled slightly on his way to the stairs. 

Everyone took a different room, with Luke sharing the king-sized with Blaze. 

“I like them,” Luke whispered. 

“So do I.”

“Dad.”

“Yes, son?”

“I miss Mom.”

“Me too.”

Luke said nothing else, and his breathing slowed as he dozed off. The kid could sleep through anything. Blaze recalled how easily he’d fallen asleep his entire life. Anytime friends came to the house for dinner, Luke would drop on the couch while reading a book or playing a video game. Blaze had to carry his limp form into his room, and he’d tuck him in, then watch him from the doorway before returning to the company. 

Part of Blaze longed for his old life, but he couldn’t change his circumstances. He was here in the now, stuck in the present, and he could only make the best of it. 

At some point, Blaze woke and heard a noise through the door. He crept from the bed and into the hallway, then followed the sound, descending to the mansion’s main floor. 

Alan was in the living room, the Rings obviously activated within his chest cavity. “What are you doing?”

“I’ve located Garner Vikas,” he said. 

“How?” 

“Vikas has tracking in all his friends and family. He claimed it was to trace them if anything catastrophic occurred.”

“You couldn’t access it earlier?” 

Alan didn’t move, and his eyes stayed dark. “No. Not until I took your advice and reached out to Verne and Clarke.”

Blaze didn’t go any closer. “You’re not like them, are you?”

Now the hollowed sockets glowed, and his head tilted. “No, Blaze, I am not. I linked to the others and took the tracing details from their databases. I think I startled them.”

“Where is Vikas?”

“He’s on the coast of Mexico.”

Blaze was shocked but tried not to show it. “What’s he doing here?”

“Garner Vikas knew.”

“Knew what?”

“What would happen if he unleashed Static on the world. He wanted it.”

“Why? I don’t understand,” Blaze said. 

“Evelyn.”

“Who?”

“His wife died eight years ago. Garner had her corpse frozen, and started seeking ways to cure her.”

“You can’t cure death.” Blaze thought about Riley in the hospital, and could feel her stiff hand in his. The memory brought tears to his eyes. 

“Bill Chambers, a scientist working on the Static project, died on the project base within the abyss. His dead body came in contact with the Mud, and Bill lived again. It didn’t last long. He was deceased for the second time within minutes.”

Blaze tried to process that. “Mud can do that?”

“He thinks so. Karla was afraid after that instance. Garner grew obsessed with the Mud, but we couldn’t replicate it. He sought to draw out the sea creatures, but they weren’t anywhere to be found. Garner went deeper, spent billions, but there was no Mud on Earth.”

Blaze listened in horror. “Static.”

“Yes. Garner needed to create Static to draw them from the oceans. Or so he thought.”

“To get Mud, so he could revive his dead wife…”

“Precisely.”

“And what’s your stake in this?” Blaze asked. 

Alan rose, and the Static within his chest dimmed. “I attempted to kill Garner Vikas. He ordered me dismantled and wiped. Karla left me, probably as a Hail Mary. Then time passed, and she must have sided with him or been threatened into silence, because I never heard from her again. And now she’s dead.”

“How do you know?”

“The tracking. Her vitals changed, meaning she Altered in New York. She’s gone.”

“And you? What’s your goal? It’s not only to get to the Nu-En facility, is it?”

“I will save the world. For Karla. And in doing so, I must kill Garner Vikas. Then we will mount a defense.”

“Against the Altered?”

Alan shook his head. “No. Not them.”

Blaze glanced to the east, seeing the sun trigger the start of another day.
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Light inched from overhead, the rays finally reaching her position. Luna moved one leg after the other, climbing in a never-ending ascent of the canyon. Her foot slipped, and she wiped the hunk of slime from the sole of her shoe and kept going. 

Luna hiked relentlessly for hours, then began to claw her way ever higher, toward the surface. She’d encountered the creatures on multiple occasions, but each time, the layer of Mud she kept slathering on saved her. 

She’d grown used to the stench, and doubted it would ever be fully cleared from her sinuses. Luna spotted the top of the incline and gripped the rock’s edge, dragging herself to the precipice. Her knuckles bled, her pants were torn, her knees jagged and bruised. But she’d done it. 

Luna scrambled farther from the ledge and glanced into the canyon, wondering how she’d escaped it in one piece. Truthfully, she didn’t feel solid. What if she’d died down there, and was now an ethereal spirit lingering on Earth because of unfinished business?

Her lips were chapped, and she rubbed the last of the Mud from her face, moving from the broken section of the road and into the shade. Her skin was burned in several spots where the gunk kept falling off, and everything hurt. But she was here. Alive, or so she thought. 

She was severely dehydrated, and struggled to get a full inhale as she rested under a tree. The branches were empty, but the limbs offered solace from the sun, which seemed stronger than before. 

A horn honking brought her awareness back, and she assumed she’d passed out at some point. 

A man exited an SUV, a big revolver in his hand. He smoked a cigar, and the scent was a welcome respite from the Mud smell. “What do we have here? Another mutant.” The gun rose, the hammer cocking. 

“Stop!” She tried to push to her feet, but her legs failed, knees buckling. She face-planted, and landed in a pile of leaves.

“It talks.”

She rolled over and watched him. “I’m not Altered. I’m Luna!”

He lowered the weapon and shoved it into a holster on his hip. “I’ll be damned. I’m not alone in this world.” The man crossed the road and entered the ditch, coming to her aid. “What happened to you?” His nose crinkled up. 

“Do you have any water?” she croaked out while he assisted her to his vehicle.

“Wait here.” He left her leaning on the door and strolled to the trunk, returning with a big bottle of water. He twisted the cap and offered it to her, and Luna almost dropped it before guzzling half. Some of it dripped down her chin, and she greedily licked at it. “Easy does it,” he said, but she took another long draw. 

“Thank you.”

The guy had a baseball cap with no logo, and wore a plaid shirt, his jeans tight. “Your name’s Luna?”

She nodded and finished the bottle. 

“Xander.” He offered his hand, and she shook it, dripping Mud on him. Xander tossed the end of his cigar, stomping on it with his boot. 

“Sorry about that.” 

“No sweat. I’m a farmer… or was, until my livestock mutated and ran off.” He smiled, and the gesture was warm. 

“What are you doing here?” She motioned to the canyon. 

“Had to see it for myself. Haven’t met another soul in a day or so. Figured I should learn who these fellas are before I’m dead too.”

Luna tried to read Xander. Could she trust him? At this stage, she couldn’t do it on her own. “I’m going to Colorado.”

He stared into the enormous crack dissecting the land. “Took a detour?”

“My friends and I were separated. They’re on the other side.” 

“How about we remedy that? It’s not like I have anywhere to be.” He reached into the SUV and pulled out a towel. “Let’s go somewhere you can clean up before we drive too far. No offense, but my chicken coop smelled better than you.” 

Luna found the energy to laugh, and was grateful Xander had appeared from thin air. He might be a ghost too. They were both lost souls seeking redemption. 

They started away and rolled the windows down. She kept another towel under her, not wanting to soil their ride too badly. 

“What’s in Colorado?” 

“Our robots need to lead us to the promised land, where humanity can begin anew,” she said. 

“Cool.” Xander turned on music from an old CD player adapted into the new SUV. He cranked the classic rock song and sang along. 




____________




“Are we set?” Wyatt patted the trunk closed. 

“As ready as we’ll ever be, right, girls?” Darcy and his daughters took the back seat again. Neither of them was responsive, and Darcy looked worried, but they’d improve with time. 

Clarke had been quiet since they’d started scavenging for supplies, and now that they were isolated in the car, Wyatt probed the robot on it. “Clarke, did something happen?”

Clarke started the car. “Yes.”

The morning was brighter than the previous day, and Wyatt took that as a good sign. No more Mud fell from the skies, and the air felt cleaner. “Will you tell us about it?”

“Alan’s in play,” Clarke said. 

“Who’s Alan?” Darcy asked. 

Clarke drove with his one arm. “The original program created by Karla Dash.”

“Wait. There were others before you and Verne?”

“Many iterations. They named Alan after Karla’s brother, who died of leukemia at ten. The first version was a program on her computer in the late 1990s. He learned quickly, perhaps too quickly for the era. When Garner Vikas discovered what she had, he put funding behind it. Years of fine-tuning, and Karla finally had what she’d always hoped for: a fully autonomous robot with the skills to do anything. Karla wished to make Alan a household name, a robot for families to assist with child rearing, chores, lawn work, cooking.”

“I could have used an Alan,” Darcy muttered. 

“Everyone could,” Wyatt agreed. “What happened?”

“Garner demanded they patent the robot and sell it to the American military. He pictured millions of Alans marching across enemy land while his bank accounts grew larger.”

Wyatt could hardly believe it. “Mr. Vikas wanted to sell a robot army?”

“Karla wasn’t pleased. She threatened to expose his plans on Static, and he relented.”

“Wait, what did Garner know about Static? Was he actually trying to be philanthropic in his wife’s name?” Wyatt’s stomach sank as the realization struck. “Garner screwed us all on purpose, didn’t he?”

“I… Garner Vikas is my Primary Operator, and I…”

Wyatt thought about Isabel, then Luna’s face appeared in his vision. “The flash drive!” He fumbled into his pocket, yanking the device out. “This is from Karla! She gave it to Luna before she…”

Clarke slammed on the brakes on the rural road as they headed west. He stared at the drive and reached for it. 

Wyatt snatched it away. “What does Alan mean to us?”

“He stole the tracking from our systems. I don’t know how he did it, but four hours ago, I sensed someone hacking into my database. He didn’t even bother to hide his identity. I have since shut down my access, meaning Verne and I are out of contact once more.”

“We can’t check on Isabel’s position any longer?” Wyatt asked. 

“No. Alan is dangerous.”

“To whom?”

“Garner Vikas.”

Wyatt puffed a lungful of air through his lips. “Why?”

“He wants to kill Vikas.”

“For what purpose?”

“Alan is fully autonomous. Karla didn’t believe in adding restraints to the early design. She let him grow, and Alan understood what Vikas planned on doing. He knew that Static would be the end, and they silenced him because of it. According to the files, Alan was dismantled and destroyed forever.”

“Where was he?”

“A rural facility closed years ago, outside a town called Gossler, Texas.” Clarke stared at Wyatt. “Alan believes that Garner Vikas knew about the Mud, and that he was going to destroy humanity.”

“Why in the hell would anyone want this?” Darcy asked. 

“It’s a long story.”

“We have time,” Darcy said. 

“Evelyn is in Mexico.”

“Isabel’s mom?”

“Yes.”

Wyatt couldn’t make sense of the sudden revelations. “But I thought she was dead.”

“She is frozen in stasis. Alan attempted to destroy the entire network five years ago, and he single-handedly fought Garner, but failed.”

“How does a robot like you fail at combat with a human?”

Clarke didn’t answer that specific query. “Give me the flash drive. If Karla Dash wanted to relay information, I should have it.”

Wyatt hesitated and looked at the cowering girls. They needed to save the world for their sake. For losing everyone else, including their Auntie Luna. He passed the device, and Clarke jammed it into a port on his side. His eyes burned bright white and faded as he convulsed for a moment. 

Clarke removed it and started the truck down the road. 

“What did it have on it?” Wyatt whispered. 

“We were wrong about the Static. About the abyss.”

Wyatt thought he heard a tinge of fear in the robot’s monotone voice. “Just say it!”

“They weren’t always below us. Garner broke into something down there. He harnessed it and pushed Static throughout our atmosphere. It’s drawing them from the abyss…”

“We knew that.”

“What we didn’t know was that someone was here before us.”

“Before us?”

“And they’re coming home,” Clarke said. “Garner Vikas is no longer my Primary Operator. Karla included a program to wipe the command. I am now fully autonomous, like Alan.”

He drove faster, making Wyatt grip the door handle. “You’re not a danger to us, are you?”

“No, Wyatt. My mission remains the same. Get to Boulder, link with Verne, and prepare for invasion.”

“Invasion?” Darcy asked. 

“From those that were here before us. We don’t have much time.” 

The car sped quickly over the interstate, and Wyatt suddenly dreaded their next steps.

















EPILOGUE




Isabel Vikas

Baker, California




“Why aren’t you talking?” Isabel asked Verne. 

He’d been acting strange for a few hours, and she’d ignored him, trying to catch up on her sleep. But she couldn’t handle the silence. 

“I have a bad feeling,” Verne said. 

“Feeling?” He was a robot. Was he supposed to have those?

“Do you remember Alan?” 

Isabel shook her head. “Who’s that?”

“Never mind. I have lost contact with Clarke.”

“Did something happen to them? Is Wyatt okay?”

“They are fine… or were when we were forced to disconnect.”

Verne ran his Static, charging the electric car as they drove. Isabel had demanded to be in control of the wheel, and he’d agreed after a few minutes of deliberation. She slowed on the main drag, seeing a parking lot with aliens standing below UFOs on the light posts. Squat palm trees lined the street, and the building looked futuristic. She read the sign, seeing they sold jerky. 

Verne’s gaze followed the alien statue as she drove. “What is it?”

“Nothing.”

“Verne, stop avoiding my questions! Daddy wanted you to protect me, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then talk.”

“What do you know about Project AE?”

“No one said a damned thing about this!” Isabel yelled. “Daddy kept me in the dark, and at the last minute, he asked me to run the LA office with Wyatt… but he didn’t personally ask, he told Wyatt, who mentioned it—” She stopped when she realized she was rambling. “What’s Project AE?”

“After Earth,” he said. 

“After Earth.” Isabel tried it on her tongue, and didn’t appreciate the undertone. “That’s what we’re doing?”

“Yes. Your father built a sanctuary for people to gather after a catastrophe.”

“But no one knows where it is?” 

“No. That’s why Clarke and I have to unite. The information was downloaded into each of us, but it’s locked until we’re together,” he said. 

“So we get to Boulder and figure it out.”

“Yes.”

“What else is bothering you, then?” Isabel asked. 

“I believe your father did this on purpose.”

“What? Release Static? Of course he did. He wanted to offer them power—”

“No, Isabel. He ruined the planet. Karla’s dead. Nearly all the world’s population is gone in the blink of an eye, transformed and lured into the oceans. Did you ever wonder where they were going?”

“The abyss?”

“And where does that lead?”

“I don’t know. If you do, tell me.”

“Garner Vikas has linked to another world. The sea creatures came first, then the ones below the surface, but they are the equivalent to our whales and elephants.”

“Are you suggesting there might be someone on the same playing field as humans?” Isabel’s heart rate sped up as she pressed the gas pedal harder. 

“No. They will be far more advanced.” 

____________




Garner Vikas

La Pesca, Mexico




The boat crashed into the dune peninsula, and Garner climbed out, dropping to the beach. It was silent along the Mexican coast. He carried his backpack filled with supplies, and trudged through the sand, getting to the road. He was so close. 

His journey had been almost peaceful, with only a few sightings of the tentacled beasts. They were returning below, as he’d hoped. Perhaps his error hadn’t been as catastrophic as he’d initially expected. 

Garner could only move forward, so he did, walking into the middling resort village. 

He tried to start the first car he encountered, but the engine failed. He popped the hood, discovering the entire thing encased in Mud. Even after wiping it clear, it didn’t work. Garner continued into town, attempting a few more with the same underwhelming result. 

He kept checking as the sun beat down on his neck. The cold weather seemed to vanish, shifting back to the warmer days. Was the abyss closed now? 

There were a couple of motels in the area, and he strolled by a dirty swimming pool, Mud clinging to the lounge chairs. 

After an hour of hunting, Garner located an electric bicycle, finding the charge drained. 

Garner reached into the battery compartment, hoping something was disconnected, and his finger slipped on a blob of grease. His hand dropped, and the skin caught on a sharp edge. He hissed and pulled it free. Blood welled, and Garner touched the loose flap. 

He took a spare shirt from his pack and wiped the blood, patting it dry. The flow stopped, and he appraised the wound, relieved it had happened on his left arm. Beneath the skin, the robotic limb glinted silver. Garner wrapped a bandage over his injury and concentrated. 

The Rings within his chest spun, the blue light of the Static emerging from his body. The bike’s battery quickly charged, and Garner had transportation. He straddled the seat, flipping the kickstand up, and started west toward the Nu-En building fifty miles away. 

If the Mud wouldn’t save Evelyn, he had another idea. 







THE END

Of

BELOW US (THE ABYSS BOOK ONE)




CONTINUE THE THRILLING ADVENTURE WITH

BEFORE US (THE ABYSS BOOK TWO)
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They came from below but were they also here Before Us?

Wyatt survived the initial destruction, but he’s lost someone important to him. While he fights to distract himself from harsh realities, he ventures for the rendezvous point, eager to reconnect with his past.

Blaze and his son, Luke, travel south, deeper into Mexico, in an effort to shut the remaining Rings off at the Nu-En facility. But Alan’s odd behavior and sordid past leave many questions unanswered.

Luna discovers just how strong she can be, and treks across the deadly country with her new friend. While reluctant to trust anyone, Luna finds she has no choice.

Before Us continues the adventure started in Below Us, from Nathan Hystad, the Best-Selling author of The Other Place, First Life, and The Event. 
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