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STORY SYNOPSES
A Mother So Beautiful (Ann Christy)
Camille just wants a good relationship with her mother. That’s all. Breaking through that cool exterior isn’t easy when all her mother wants is to work on the cure for human violence. As their tangled relationship twists and turns, the end of the world turns out to be the only logical outcome.
The Voices That We Keep (Aaron Hubble)
Felix Dastin has spent the last fifteen years chasing what’s left of humanity across the stars. Tortured by voices from his past, Dastin pursues the man whose machine made the Earth uninhabitable and killed his wife. Revenge will take him to the last place he thought he’d ever go.
Dragonflies (Seanan McGuire)
The dragonfly hung in the thick, humid air like a jeweled miracle, wings beating so fast that they became a blur.  Its body was an oil-slick of shifting colors, greens and blues and purples, blending together in patterns that would have seemed garish if they hadn’t been natural. It had a cocker spaniel clutched in four of its six legs…
Lockdown (Saul Tanpepper)
When her elementary school goes into lockdown, a third grade teacher shifts into survival mode. But she’ll soon discover that the children under her charge pose as much risk as any threat waiting outside her door.
At Depth’s Door (James Knapp)
Henry Cotter has never seen the light of day. He’s seen illumination from fading bulbs and candle-flame, but he has never seen the sky. In fact, Henry doesn’t know a thing like the sky even exists. He and everyone he knows are forced to toil under miles of rock by their strange, inhuman caretakers and have been for as long as anyone can remember. All of his life Henry has struggled with the singular goal of keeping what remains of his family alive and together, but as the last remnants begin to fray, he hears whispers that there might be something more for all of them, if they only knew where to look.
The Slip (E.R. Arroyo)
Enemies have arrived but no one can see them. Like wind, they sweep over the planet with no visible trace besides seemingly self-inflicted human carnage. When the government warns of an impending attack, Dean has one goal—find his sister and save her from the invasion. The problem is, her mind has already been invaded.
GOAT (Matthew Alan Thyer)
The desert southwest is a dry place. Water, fossil water, left untouched for an age is all that remains for desiccated towns situated on the dusty clay banks of once-great rivers. Delving deep, Scout McKinley gambles everything in a desperate struggle for water.
Remembering Hannah (K. J. Colt)
An airborne virus, which aggressively mimics Alzheimer’s disease, has infected millions in Europe, and is spreading in North America. Bill, a recently-widowed project manager, is in a gated community under military quarantine. When the quarantine fails and soldiers herd his neighbors onto trucks, Bill panics. Then someone breaks into his basement, and Bill must make a decision that will seal their fate, and perhaps the fate of the world.
Red Rain (Monica Enderle Pierce)
With mysterious orbs hovering over every continent and apocalyptic prophesies coming true worldwide, Dr. Tasha Garcia holds her philandering ex-husband’s fate in her own hands. She can forgive him. Or she can abandon him to an army of angels — the Wrath-of-God kind — and, unwittingly, condemn herself too.
The Peralta Protocol (Daniel Arthur Smith)
We once thought there were too many of us on the planet; the truth is there were never enough. One couple can save the human race, if their child can be born, if the Peralta Protocol succeeds.
The Journal (Terry R. Hill)
Sometimes, there are things more tragic than to feel firsthand the end of humanity – the tragedy, for example, of having to explain it to a child.
Power Outage (Holly Heisey)
When trauma gave Lieve the ability to fly and manipulate energy fields, she joined the Wardens in protecting her world. But now the Destroyer of Worlds has come, and to stop him she must confront the very nature of her powers.
The Last Siege of Olympus (Therin Knite)
A man finds himself trapped in a strange and lonely purgatory, longing for a way to escape. But when the world around him starts to change in sinister ways, he uncovers a startling truth…and a vital mission he has yet to complete.
Mia + Vegan Cannibals (S. Elliot Brandis)
Mia finds herself at a vegan convention, about to be eaten alive by its attendees. How? Well, it’s a long story. But when she was coerced into infiltrating vegan subculture, Mia just might have bitten off more than she could chew.
Staying Behind (Ken Liu)
After the Singularity, most people chose to die. The dead pity us and call us the left behind, as if we were unfortunate souls who couldn’t get to a life raft in time. They cannot fathom the idea that we might choose to stay behind. And so, year after year, relentlessly, the dead try to steal our children.
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Foreword
The Way the World Ends
by Samuel Peralta
The world will come to an end tonight.
Not with comets slanting through the rafters,
Or tidal waves surging across the coast,
Or the braze of volcanoes, unsubmerged.
Not with the earth’s decimated orbit
Spiralling it into a strangled sun,
Not with the rush of spurious armies
Turning fallow the scope of mankind’s dreams.
But with the last of your kiss, fading
From the sepulchre of these lips: it ends.
And the night sky may as well be shattered,
And the sun never rise again, or set,
And the stars may as well burn to cinders,
For all the worth they are, when you are gone.
__________
Samuel Peralta is a physicist and storyteller. As well as writing his own work, he is the creator and driving force behind the speculative fiction anthology series The Future Chronicles.
www.amazon.com/author/samuelperalta



A Mother So Beautiful
by Ann Christy
ONE – DAY ONE
I’M THINKING ABOUT MY MOTHER. She is beautiful and she is strong. And everyone in the world hates her. Except me, that is.
She isn’t the standard sort of beautiful, but rather a strange and almost unearthly sort that comes from what she isn’t as much as what she is. It’s as if she doesn’t belong on this plane, not with us regular people. She has this little smile, her lips turned up so slightly that it takes a second look to be sure it’s there. I know. I’ve seen enough people take that second look, then try to meet her eyes to return it. It never, ever slips from her face.
When she walks, her elbows stay tucked to her sides. Her walk is graceful, but without any obvious temptation-making sway to her hips. She walks like a lady, her steps never too long and her heels never too high. And no matter what, her chin is never tucked, but always out just enough that she never appears to be looking at the ground. It’s in the particular shade of pink of her lips, in her eyes the color of a winter sky, in her hair with its indecisive shade between red and brown.
I suppose the clincher is that her perfect politeness, her perfect composure, and her unfailingly perfect beauty connects with no one. Not one person. Those same people that take a second look and return her smile never find themselves entirely wrapped in her gaze. It skids across them, catches some point not quite in the person’s pupils, though never obviously so. It isn’t rudeness, just somehow incomplete.
I’m not the only one who’s noticed this about her. If it had been just me, someone could claim that I simply idolize the woman who brought me into the world. That would be the logical thing to think. Don’t all girls think their mothers are beautiful?
There’s a difference though, between me and all those other daughters. As of this morning, my mother has killed somewhere between half a million and a million people. The estimates vary and aren’t reliable, changing from one number to another by the minute. Each progressively more shell-shocked news anchor slips into their chair to take their turn at reporting history. Each gives a new, higher number for us to gasp at.
No, it isn’t only that I idolize her like any other daughter would. It is simply that she is beautiful and different. And now everyone knows it.
TWO – DAY FIVE
They’re parading her now, walking her toward a secure facility. A phalanx of guards surrounds her, and they stare out at the screaming crowd with hard expressions. As always, she is cool and seemingly unaware of either the crowd or her guards. She walks like she’s simply walking into the research lab where she works, her elbow crooked as if the shiny, black purse she usually carries is still hanging just behind her upturned wrist.
She’s wearing her red suit, which is a mistake, I think. It’s too much like the color of blood, and the crowd is very eager for hers already. It’s a bit too much like she’s rubbing their faces in what she’s done. Still, the camera shows her face clearly. To me, she looks serene, no different than she appears at any other time.
The news anchor is taking some glee in telling those of us watching that she’s being taken into a controlled facility where the government can do as they like. They talk back and forth about the possibility that in this place, she can somehow be forced to tell them exactly what she’s done.
And then forced to reveal how it can be undone.
The death toll is more than five million today. That is the least number of people who have died as of this moment. It’s likely more than that. And there will be many more before this day ends.
THREE – DAY EIGHT
They’ve discovered me, which I didn’t think would happen. That I am her daughter is a secret that only she and the anonymous government official that signed the papers after my birth are supposed to know. Plus some lawyers, because there are always lawyers. And my father and grandmother, of course.
That I know my status is a secret I’ve kept from almost everyone.
And now they are coming to take me away. There’s a big black vehicle in my grandmother’s driveway and I’m supposed to go with them.
It’s for my own protection, they say.
If they think that possession of me will provide leverage, then they do not understand her at all.
As of today, there are no more counts of the dead, only estimates. It’s somewhere between ten and fifty million, but there is a wide, black gulf of ignorance between those numbers. I don’t think they have any idea at all.
FOUR – DAY NINE
I saw my mother earlier today, and she saw me. There was glass between us and a man held a gun to my head while he coughed blood. My mother only smiled her serene smile and said, “Please. Be my guest.”
She then primly crossed her hands in her handcuffs so that they rested exactly so across her middle. And she waited. It was perhaps the first time she ever looked at me with any pleasure on her face.
The man didn’t shoot me, and if I hadn’t been strapped to a chair, I would have helped him when he collapsed a moment later. A woman came in, her face hard and without expression. She helped him instead. She slipped the gun from his hand and patted him, soothing him as he blew bubbly blood from his mouth and seized across the concrete floor.
When he was finally still, the woman wiped the splatters of bright red from her hands and face, then looked at me. She tugged off the straps that bound my hands to the chair, but there was no graciousness in her and her face held an expression I still don’t understand.
She stepped away from the chair, allowing me the space to rise. Then we looked at each other, my mother silently smiling through the glass, her eyes focused somewhere off my left shoulder.
The woman tossed me the keys to the shackles around my waist and said, “He didn’t understand. None of them do. Bringing you here just made it certain that she’ll never tell us anything. It’s too late anyway.”
I nodded at her—because she’s right about it being too late—and she left the room. A moment later, I heard a shot. Then two more. Then a terrible silence followed by more shots. My mother never flinched at the noises and her eyes never shifted, not so much as a muscle twitching under the smooth skin of her face. The woman in the room with her, standing in the corner as if to ensure my heavily manacled mother didn’t attack, merely looked at the door while tears ran down her face.
I confess that I was afraid to leave the room at first. I feel fear very keenly. Also anger. Other things, not so much. I almost enjoy fear and anger sometimes, though I would never admit that now that I’m old enough to know that upsets people and worse, makes them think poorly of me.
The shooting lasted a while, but eventually it grew distant and then finally stopped. Or, at least it moved so far away that the sounds of it no longer traveled the distance to my ears. I spent that time looking at my mother, while she looked somewhere else.
Since I’ve known about her, I’ve spoken with her only a few times and she to me only once. I knew I wouldn’t have another chance once I walked out the door. The balance of the universe will demand she not survive this thing that she’s done. Justice will not likely take the normal route, but it will be meted out. I don’t doubt that.
I walked up to the window between us and placed my hands against the glass. There was a switch next to it and I made sure that it was set so that I would hear her words if she chose to gift me with them.
“I only wanted to know you,” I said to her. “I come from you.”
She didn’t flinch at the gun, or the shots, or whatever happened to her that created the rings of dark blue bruises around her neck and arms as well as blackened her eyes, but she flinched at those words. For the second time in my life, she looked directly at me. It was only a second, maybe less than that, but it was there. I could feel it like a weight.
“I wish you had been a male child,” she said, and then her eyes shifted again. I knew she would say no more, so I left the room.
Now, I’m safe again, at least for the moment. No one stopped me or even paid any attention to me as I walked down the halls, skirting the puddles of blood and the crumpled bodies. The monitors in a big room filled with desks all showed the two cells. In one I could see the empty chair I had just been in and in the other, my mother still sat with her bruised face and serene smile.
Every eye remaining there—and there weren’t many for so many desks—turned my way and looked at me. They all saw. They all knew. One of the women got up and unlocked the doors for me, pushing me outside in my blood-spattered clothes and shoes that left red footprints behind me.
The woman looked out at the world for a moment. The smell of smoke was in the air, but it wasn’t bad at all. It reminded me of the smell that burning leaves scent the air with each fall. She looked at me for a long moment, her expression unreadable. Then she said, “Go on. That’s your punishment. Go out there and live in it.”
I wanted to tell her that I didn’t do anything, that none of this was my fault. I didn’t do it. The words curdled in my throat and I just turned away. I walked until I got here.
This hotel room I’m in is anonymous and cheap. I’m surprised that the hotel is open at all, but the girl at the desk—her belly so swollen that I can see the nub of her belly button through her shirt—merely rubbed her roundness and said, “So long as it’s a woman, why not? No men on their own, though. They aren’t coming for the bodies fast enough anymore.” Then she shrugged, no longer interested.
On the news, there are only women left in the anchor chairs. One of them seems to have lost some of her mind somewhere, because she’s wearing a man’s suit far too large for her and she keeps smoothing the fabric under her fingers, almost like it’s a security blanket. She keeps crying, but each time she manages to pull herself together again.
They are talking about my mother and her work, engaging in endless speculation as to why she’s done what she has. They all guess, but none of them truly understands her like I do.
I sit on the bed and watch the program, but the mirror across from me keeps drawing my attention. I look up and see her blue eyes, the sharp bow at the center of my upper lip that is hers, the arched eyebrow on the right and the smooth, curved eyebrow on the left that is also from her. I have my father’s nose and chin, so there are differences, but in the mirror here, I don’t see them. I see only her.
On the screen they show another view of the place she worked, and that makes me remember the first time I spoke with her. It was easier to find out where she worked than where she lived, and I waited there in my car instead of attending classes at college. I knew her the moment I saw her, and I watched her cross the lot to the front doors, her steps neat in her equally neat, low-heeled shoes.
I found myself unable to simply let her enter the building, though I had only intended to see her with my own eyes. I jumped out of the car, raced across the street, and intercepted her before she could enter the building, my hand flat against the glass as she reached for the metal handle.
She didn’t startle or jump, which is when I knew she was special. Instead, she merely pulled her hand back, tucked one hand into the other and tilted her head a little, her eyes on my spread fingers.
“My name is Camille. I’m your daughter,” I said. Like this interception, I hadn’t meant to say that either.
I’m not sure what I expected, but what happened is that my mother looked at me for the only time in my life aside from that brief moment in the cell-like room. Her eyes met mine and I saw her take in my features, the ones so much like hers. Then her eyes shifted, which I now know is the way she moves through this world. Then, I only thought it otherworldly and strange, like a fairy perhaps.
For a moment, we stood there like we had both been encased in amber, still and waiting to be freed from our prisons. Then she reached for the handle of the door and said, “So you are. Now leave me alone.”
FIVE – DAY TWENTY
The news is sporadic now and the hotel is closed. The girl at the front desk left and locked the office, but no one came to remove me, so I stayed. The power has been equally sporadic over the last few days, but it’s on now and I’ve got the air conditioning down as low as it will go to build up some coolness in my room.
I’ve emptied the vending machines and now have piles of junk food and bottles of warm soda stacked in my room. It’s the only food I have and the stores around here are empty save for broken glass and bodies.
I’ve filled the bathtub in this room and broken through to the adjoining room so that I have more space and another tub to fill. I’m not sure what will happen next, but there are at least a billion people dead. Those who have not yet died, but know their time is coming, are destroying the world while they can.
The news anchor—not the one in the man’s suit, she killed herself on-air a few days ago—says that it’s a case of no one having the world if they can’t. I believe that.
She also reports that this is the first day in years that not a single rape has been reported in New York City. They try to make a joke of it, but it falls flat. They are trying to find a bright side, but there is no bright side. I turn off the TV after that.
My grandmother has also died. I managed to get a signal long enough to call home, and my aunt answered the phone. She’d been caring for my grandmother as the cancer got worse. I couldn’t do much as I was busy with graduate school. I’d changed my degree to biochemistry after finding out about my mother, and that is one field that demands an advanced degree to achieve success.
I wanted to follow in my mother’s footsteps, so I had no time for grandma’s cancer.
My aunt’s voice was strong on the phone. She almost sounded relieved as she conveyed the news. My grandmother died peacefully and in her sleep, entirely without pain, she reported. I don’t believe that at all. I think it must have been horrible or else she wouldn’t take such pains to tell me otherwise.
She carefully avoided any mention of my father, perhaps not wanting to tell me more bad news. She still doesn’t know about our triangle of tragedy. At first, I expected to see our faces on the news, but the government officials who came to take me clearly didn’t share their knowledge with the media. My father is dead by now, I’m sure. I have no proof of that. I just know.
Our conversation was short, her asking me if I can come home to help her bury my grandmother in the yard. I told her that I’m far away and that sufficed for her. There is no gas and even stepping outside is dangerous now. She told me that she loves me, but her voice was uncertain and unsure. She has no children or husband, so she’s alone now. At least she’s spared the same grief the rest of the world is feeling.
I sprawl out on the bed and think of my grandmother. It was she who told me about my mother after her diagnosis went from cautiously optimistic to something less so. There were no court papers or anything like that—she was far too smart to keep things I might have found as a child—but she had an excellent memory. And she had my birth certificate, with its capitalized UNKNOWN in the space where a mother’s name should be.
It was then that I understood why she took such pains to keep my birth certificate from me, going to the trouble of bringing it to the college herself. And to the DMV. And everywhere else it might be needed.
And she had one more thing. A photograph.
In the image, a group of children posed at a birthday party, all of them happy and smiling, some wearing party hats. She pointed to one girl, a girl who looked remarkably like me, her four front teeth looking large with two gaps next to them where her eye teeth had not yet come in. Her hair was in pigtails and her knees were knobby.
“This is your mother,” she said.
I took the photo and examined it, running my finger across the small face. And then I saw someone else familiar. In the back, and much taller than all the rest of the children, stood a young man. I pointed to him and my grandmother nodded. “Yes, that’s your dad,” she said, carefully watching me, her eyes wary and waiting.
My father was looking at the little girl, but he was smiling like all the rest. It almost looked like she had just said something funny and he was reacting to it. I turned the photo over and saw a date. It was the date that made my mind stop, then turn on a loop.
My grandmother’s hand came up to rest on top of mine, pushing the photo to my lap. I looked at her and in her eyes was sadness, pity…regret. She said, “You understand that you can’t contact her, right? I signed legal papers, agreements. I made a promise. I just thought you should know.”
I nodded at her and gave her one of the smiles she liked best. They almost feel natural to me, I’ve been doing them so long, and it didn’t let me down that day either.
“Good girl,” she said and sighed. “I’m glad you understand. She was just a little girl. None of it was her fault.” Then she reached up, smoothed my hair behind my ear and said, “And I got you.”
I nodded again and looked at the photo, turning it over to look at the back once again. The date on it was just a year prior to my birth. That little girl in the picture had given birth to another little girl. Me.
SIX – DAY THIRTY
The news is gone and the drone of the emergency alert wakes me with a shock every time the power comes back on. It just happened again and I lurch out of bed to fall next to the air conditioner, putting my face directly over the vent so that the mildewy-smelling air that comes out will bathe me in humid coolness.
It’s hot, oppressively so, but I dare not open the windows. I tried that before and the smell was overwhelming. There are bodies everywhere and the garbage trucks that come past only pick up those lying in the open. There must be some in the hotel if the stench is any indicator.
I’ve been wearing the same clothes since I got here. I’m disgusting. My mother would never be seen like this, of that I’m sure. I can’t go home. I don’t ever want to go there again. But I’ve got to go somewhere. I’m so sick of junk food and soda.
I’ve got no books, so I practice my organic chemistry in my head. It’s important to really absorb the basics, so I’ve been obsessive about that. It was hard to switch from psychology to biochemistry, and I had a lot of work to make up, but I did it. I see no reason to let those things slide now.
For a while, I busy myself by practicing my smile in the mirror. I want it to be just right, just like my mother’s. Not too big, not too small. It must be noticeable, yet not obvious. I don’t have it down yet and my dirty, unstyled hair isn’t helping with the image. Perhaps that’s the key. Perhaps I need the rest of it to make the smile just right. The clothes, the hairstyle, the shiny square purse.
I’ve been thinking about things while I’m trapped in here, even about my father a little. I spoke with him only once about my mother and it didn’t go well. I can still remember it like it was yesterday instead of three years ago. His answers had been succinct and final.
“I did my time. Two years in juvie. I’ve got nothing to explain to anyone,” he said. Then he had turned away and the crack of a beer cap sounded out from the kitchen.
I’ve always felt different, like I wasn’t exactly like the other kids. I had friends in school, but never for long, and I couldn’t figure out why that always happened. Once my grandmother told me about the circumstances of my birth, I thought I had the answers as to why. Still, I wanted to know more. That’s when I began my journey to learn everything I could about my mother.
I joined my mother’s gym and watched how she worked out, changing my workout to enhance our similarities. I shopped where she shopped, watched her with her friends, and made sure she was safe at night, parking outside so that no one could approach her house without me seeing them. I even applied for an internship at her place of employment, for her study specifically. I thought I was very eloquent, but I received only a curt rejection.
She was working on the source of human aggression, a treatment for those with uncontrolled aggressive impulses that didn’t need to rely on a constant supply of medication. A genetic fix that could be given easily to anyone who could not control themselves. I wanted to help her with that. I wanted to work under her guidance, to become all that I knew I had inside me by virtue of her blood in my veins.
I thought that perhaps I was approaching her incorrectly, that perhaps I needed to know more about how I came into this world. It wasn’t easy information to find. There are a remarkable number of cases involving Little Girl Doe in this world of ours. Still, no amount of anonymizing can entirely erase the details of a case like hers.
I read all that I could, hoping that something inside one of those stories would show me the path to her heart, because surely there was one. I just wasn’t finding it. I wasn’t taking the right steps on that path, skipping the right stones. The stories about the eleven-year-old who had been raped, stabbed, and left for dead were there, but vague and devoid of the details I needed. In time, those stories changed to ones about the eleven-year-old pregnant girl and her fourteen-year-old attacker.
Those made for interesting reading.
I found most information dealt with her pregnancy and the court case surrounding it. The hospital had finally sued for custody, insisting that Little Girl Doe was at unreasonable risk of death if the pregnancy went to term. On the opposing side were her parents, who objected and refused. The parents won. Lucky for me.
There was less on the court case dealing with the boy they called Attacker Doe, the fourteen-year-old eventually sentenced to two years in juvenile prison and extensive counseling. My father.
And then…nothing. No amount of searching or clever keywords produced a single hit on my mother until adulthood, and then only snippets about her work or studies. Though I was loathe to be separated from her for so long each day, I took a volunteer position in the hospital where I was born.
After a few months of volunteer work, I eased my way into helping in the records section. There, I found her records in the deep archive vault. I read about the temporary paralysis, the loss of her reproductive organs, the stroke that left her in a coma just this side of death.
Inside the file I also found a photo. Written along the bottom was the date. The date of my birth. I looked at it closely to see what I might see. My mother was so small and slight, rolled onto her side with a belly so big it looked fake. Her eyes are taped closed, a tube in her mouth. I was born early, and I suppose now I understand why. I copied the records and tucked the photograph of her under my pillow along with them, hoping to dream of her each night.
No matter how much I think about it or look for flaws in my reasoning, I can find none. I did what anyone who loved another person would do. I found out all I could and tried to make her understand that I was there for her, tried to approach her in just the right way. I don’t know why it didn’t work.
And now? Now she’s done something terrible, and I’m not sure I’ll ever get another chance to try and win her over. If I do, I’ll tell her that I forgive her. I’ll tell her that I love her no matter what she’s done.
SEVEN – DAY SIXTY
The power came back on today for two hours and when it did, the news was back. The women at the news desk wore jeans and t-shirts, their hair back in ponytails and their eyes without make-up. They both tried to smile, but they shouldn’t have because it didn’t look right at all.
The one with the dark ponytail looked into the camera and said, “We’ve all suffered unimaginable losses, but we have to try. We have to try to carry on.”
I agreed with her, and watched the news carefully after that, wanting to do right by her.
And now the pregnant girl is back at the hotel, too. Her belly is so huge it looks like my mother’s hospital photo.  She’s standing at the door to my room with a smirk on her face and telling me that I can stay, so long as I help her fix the damage and help her with the hotel in general. I shrug and she wrinkles her nose at me, her eyes darting toward the wide sweat stains on my shirt.
“You should go home and get some clothes. Can you go home? Are you far away from it?” she asks.
“Not so far,” I say. “But there’s no gas.”
She glances down at my wrist, then points at it and says, “You can get ten gallons now. They’ll stamp you after so you don’t get more.”
I look back at my room, with its pile of bags filled with wrappers and soda bottles. “You won’t give away my room, will you?”
Her eyebrows rise and she looks past me. “Uh, no. I don’t think that will be a problem.” She winces a little and then holds her belly for a second. Then she blows out a long breath that smells of corn chips and her face relaxes once more. “She’s kicking my bladder again.”
“Ah,” I say. “So it’s a girl, then?”
She nods, a smile on her face that’s a bit dreamy. “Yeah, I’m safe and so is she. Any day now.”
When she sees me glance down at her hand where a gold wedding band is pinching at her swollen finger, she waves her hand to dismiss it and says, “He was an asshole. I was going to divorce him anyway.” She shrugs.
We stand there for a moment in silence, until she shifts on her feet and leans against the doorjamb. This isn’t the kind of girl my mother would approve of, I’m sure. I’ve paid close attention to her friends over the last couple of years and I know she wouldn’t have socialized with a girl like this one. There is something about her that strikes me as crude, and crude is something my mother never is.
“Well?” the girl prompts.
I glance at her, then decide. “I’m going to check on some stuff, get some clothes like you said. Then I’ll be back.”
She looks back at the room again and nods. “Take some of that trash with you when you go, will you? You can come get clean linens when you come back.”
With that, she salutes me with a finger to her brow, then turns and waddles away.
EIGHT – MIDDAY, DAY SIXTY
It takes a long time to get gas for my car, the line snaking almost two blocks by the time I join it. The air is so hot it’s almost unbreathable. Like everyone else, I stand outside my car and fan the thick air, listening to the others near me as they share with each other all that they have lost.
Afterward, I drive the streets littered with debris and shining with broken glass, trying not to look too closely at things. Big clouds of flies lift and then settle as my car passes the bundles not yet collected from the sidewalks. They lay there like so much trash. Factories will need to start making a lot of bedsheets to replace all those that have been put to use as shrouds.
I park a few blocks from my mother’s house and then watch. The neighborhood is quiet, but there are women about. Some are clearing their yards or the streets. One is wielding a garden hose on a patch of street with a look of grim determination on her face while the gutter runs with red-tinged water.
The woman with the garden hose gives me a look when I get out of the car and begin to walk away. There is recognition in her eyes, but no alarm. She’s seen me park here plenty of times. I’m tense, wondering if she knows who I am, but I do my best to look casual, just another young woman returning home. Eventually, she gives me a solemn nod and I return it.
Yellow plastic tape flutters in the wind from the trees at the edge of my mother’s yard, so I try to prepare myself for what I might see. I can smell the charred substance of the house before I see it. I stand on the sidewalk in front of the small, neat house and look at what remains.
The once-white clapboard is now gray going to black, the paint bubbled where it still remains. The porch has collapsed over the roof of a car that’s been driven into the front of the house, but the car isn’t burned so I know that happened after the fire. The house’s roof is open, a black and yawning invitation for the elements to reach in and destroy anything that might have survived.
I had thought to find her clothes, her shoes, her purses. I had intended to take her hairpins, her brush, the soap from her shower. I won’t be able to now. The soot-blackened siding above each of the blown-out windows makes it clear that the interior is gone.
Something inside me twists. I’m not sure what it is, perhaps panic, but I pull out my phone and open the gallery of photos inside. I flip through the pictures and the queasy feeling inside abates. They’re all there. The photos I snapped of the pictures on her walls, the inside of her dresser drawers, her vanity, the inside of her kitchen cabinets. I’ve even got some of the contents of her fridge taken at different times over the years. I liked to compare them, see what her diet was like, see the foods I should try to enjoy.
There is the selfie I snapped while lying on her bed. Her pillows had smelled of hair spray and face cream, the neatly folded nightgown under her pillow a long one, made of cotton grown thin from many washings. All that is gone, except that I still have it in my phone. I grip the metal case and hold it to my chest.
I still have this and no one else will ever have any of it.
An older woman steps out onto the porch of the house next door. Her arms are crossed tightly across her chest and her face is set and hard. She looks at me for a moment, then calls out, “What are you doing here? There’s nothing to see anymore.”
“I’m just looking,” I say.
The woman nods, as if she’s seen others doing the same. She lifts one finger from the tight grip she’s got on her upper arms and points toward the house. She says, “I didn’t burn it, but that’s my car.”
I nod and look back at the car again, as if admiring her aim. When I turn back to her, I get a look at her backyard, the two driveways that lay side by side between the houses, offering me a clear view. There is a grave back there, but there are three crosses on it. The wood the crosses are made of looks odd to me from this distance, finished in some dark stain and curved where one wouldn’t expect a cross to curve. I realize they were made from the wood of an elegant chair, perhaps from the dining room.
“I hope someone comes to bulldoze it soon. Take every bit of it away. I’ll salt the earth when they do,” the woman says. This time she looks at me more closely, her eyes narrowing. Perhaps she sees the resemblance.
I nod again, pulling my sunglasses from my purse. Then I reconsider and put them back. These are my mother’s sunglasses. I borrowed them from her car and the woman might recognize them. Not likely, but it could happen.
“I’m sorry for your loss,” I say instead, nodding toward the yard behind her house.
The woman only puts her head down and I walk away, back to my car.
NINE – AFTERNOON, DAY NINETY
My grandmother’s house is quiet and feels empty from the street. I wonder if my aunt is still there or if she’s returned to her own home now that her mother is dead. My grandmother’s car still sits in the driveway, its blue handicap tag hanging from the rearview mirror as if waiting for her to go to the market. One of the tires has gone flat and it’s covered in a thick layer of this summer’s dust.
I should feel sad. I know this. I try to force that feeling, but all I can come up with is the nagging question of what will happen to me now. This is my home and has been since I was born. My father lived here off and on during the brief times when he wasn’t being housed in a cell somewhere, but for my entire life, my grandmother and I have lived in these tiny rooms, under this compact roof.
There’s no sense in sitting outside in the heat. There’s no one here to bother me. I’m sure of that now, so I unlock the door and step inside. The power is on and the room is very cool. It feels so good that I lean against the front door and let the sweat dry for a few minutes, my eyes closed.
There’s no bad smell, so my aunt must have found a way to bury my grandmother without me, or else hauled her to the street to be picked up like all the rest. There are no bodies in this neighborhood, so those trash trucks must have already come this way.
When I open my eyes I see nothing out of place. It is the same as it’s always been. The hard green sofa with its thick plastic cover, the heavy sofa table with a coffee service on it meant only for show, the knickknacks covering every shelf or flat surface that I must never touch.
I reach out a finger and push a ceramic cat off the table by the door, smiling a little as it crashes to the floor and breaks. I push away from the door and sweep my forearm across the surface, sending the animal kingdom to the hardwood floor to shatter. A lion manages to survive the fall, so I step on it and listen to it crunch under the sole of my shoe.
Inside my grandmother’s small room everything is neat and tidy, the bed made tightly, just as she liked it. On the faded floral quilt there is an envelope, placed with exacting precision on the center of the bed.
It’s from my aunt. She writes that she is sorry, that my father didn’t come home, but that I shouldn’t worry about that given the situation. She tells me that my grandmother was taken away by kind people—a rebuke if there is one to be found in her otherwise polite letter. She ends by telling me that she cleaned out the refrigerator and that, if I am in need, I can call her for help anytime.
I toss the letter down onto the bed, then wrinkle the covers just because there’s no one to tell me I can’t. Suddenly, I’m so tired I don’t think I can stay on my feet for one more second. I fall onto the bed and reach my arms out to each edge. The pillows send up the scent of lilacs when my head pushes the air out of them and I turn to press one to my face, breathing in the fading scent of the only person who ever really took care of me.
I still don’t feel grief, but I do feel something. I’m not sure what it is. I’ll miss her breakfasts and her readiness to pay for my schooling. That’s something.
Our last conversation rises in my mind while I lie there. Our last real conversation, anyway. Once the cancer metastasized into her brain, we had no real talks. But that last time we spoke, she patted her bed, inviting me to sit. She’d asked me how I was doing, inquired about school, and finally, asked if I was okay with what she’d shared with me those few years before. She really wanted to know if I was okay with knowing about my mom.
She’d looked at me in a way I didn’t truly understand, but I smiled at her because that always seemed to work. It did, and she patted my hand again, clearly relieved. That encouraged me, so I told her about meeting my mother, about my efforts to find the right way to her heart, about my visits into her home while she was at work. I told her of my struggles in passing the secret tests I knew my mother was putting in front of me to prove my worth.
My grandmother’s face had fallen while I spoke, making her look even paler and sicker than she already did.
“Are you mad at me?” I’d asked her.
She’d only shook her head a little and turned my hand over in hers, her fingers tracing the lines of my palm. Then she’d folded my fingers over and let me go. She stroked my cheek and said, “You can’t help it. You are your father’s daughter.”
Then she said she was tired and rolled to her side, facing the window in her room and moving her feet under the blankets so that I had to get up from her bed. I know she was sad, but she was wrong to be so. She didn’t understand what I did. My mother needed me to prove myself, and I was doing it. I would be perfect for her. I just wasn’t there yet.
I also remember that I heard her say something as I left her room that day. Facing away from me as she was, I could have misheard her, but I thought I heard her say, “Dear God, please forgive me for what I’ve done.”
I can only guess that she wanted to be forgiven for waiting so long to tell me about my mother.
My sigh is loud in the empty room. Grandma is gone and there’s no use in thinking about her. I can’t smell the lilacs anymore, so I get up from the bed. A shower makes me feel almost like a new person, and I leave the wet towels where I drop them. Packing isn’t hard to do, because I don’t want anything I can’t use right now. The mementos aren’t important anymore. Nothing stirs even the slightest interest.
Once my car is loaded, I watch from a safe distance as the house burns, far enough away that no neighbor will see me watching. I’ve always enjoyed fire. My father does…or did…as well. But this, well, this is the best fire I’ve ever seen. It burns quickly and no sirens sound out for a long while. By the time the fire truck shows up, there’s nothing to save.
I’ve no intention of going back to the hotel. I felt strangely possessive of it while I was there, but now it seems a seedy place to plant myself. There must be many orphans like me now and far fewer college students requiring rooms. I wonder if the dorms are open yet, or perhaps still empty of anyone who would object to my moving in.
TEN – DAY NINETY-ONE
While I wait for hours in the college’s housing office, the sounds of so much useless work and the way the light falls from the overhead lights reminds me of the day I failed my mother’s most difficult test.
It was just last year, and I’d been disheartened at how little progress we’d made at becoming the mother and daughter we were meant to be. That day, I had hoped that the time had finally come. At a lawyer’s office, we sat opposite each other, a broad table between us and two lawyers bracketing her in their dark, funeral-director suits.
One slid a thick sheaf of papers toward me and asked, “Are you sure you don’t want a lawyer present?”
My mother was looking beyond me, somewhere in the direction of the door, but I knew she was waiting for my answer, waiting so that she might judge me by my actions. “No. I don’t need one.”
The older lawyer had coughed a little into his cupped hand, given the other lawyer a look, and then said, “Ms. Kennedy doesn’t want this to go through the court systems, but if we can’t come to some sort of agreement, our next step will be an order of protection.”
He paused there, examining me for some reaction, but I wasn’t sure what was correct, so I simply settled for giving him a tiny nod—one I hoped mirrored those my mother gave, chin up and my head tilted just so. He’d narrowed his eyes at me, so I think I must have done it well.
He pointed to the papers in front of me and said, “The top one is an NDA, a non-disclosure agreement. It’s basically an agreement that you will never reveal the circumstances of…of your birth.” My mother’s eyes blinked hard at his words, but her gaze never wavered. “The next is a settlement offer. You’ll get the funds if you sign the other two agreements, one of which is your assurance that you will move and not live, visit, or otherwise come within fifty miles of this city. The second is an agreement that you will in no way attempt any further contact with Ms. Kennedy, her possessions, or property by any means existing or which may come into existence in the future.”
At the end of his little speech, he pushed a pen across the surface toward me. I picked it up, but rather than sign, I looked at the papers, thinking hard.
What does she really want of me? This must be a test, but what kind of test? I remember how hard I thought about it and how I tried to find the twisty path that she’d laid out for me.
“All you have to do is sign and the money is yours once you leave the area,” the younger lawyer said.
Instead of signing, I pushed the pen and papers back toward the lawyer. My mother, who had been so still during this meeting, clenched her hands into fists on the table, crumpling the papers in front of her. That’s when I knew I had done the right thing. She was crumpling her copies, letting me know that she didn’t want me to sign. She might have looked upset, but I know that was just for the others in the room. I knew what she meant by that secret signal.
“I don’t think I will,” I said, smiling at my mother.
The younger lawyer got up then, grabbed me by my arm, and yanked me up from the table. The other lawyer stood, looking alarmed, and said, “Tom! Stop that!”
Tom didn’t stop though. He pulled me to the door, through it, and then past the lobby, where he pushed me out the front door of the building. All the while, he yelled at me, telling me to stop staring at her, to stop following her. Right before he pulled the door closed between us, he screamed in my face, “Are you trying to kill her? Leave her alone!”
Whoever this Tom was, I knew then that he was jealous, that he wanted my mother for himself. I raced around the little building to the windows in that conference room and crouched beneath the glass. I heard my mother’s voice, crying and screaming in a way that disappointed me.
“How much more of my life must I lose? How much? I can’t take any more! I want to die! I’ll go mad!” she screamed. Then her voice grew weaker, muffled.
The older lawyer’s voice was softer, so I stood and pressed my ear to the glass. The blinds in the windows hid me from view, but I could hear better. He said, “I agree, it’s terrible, but you have other options. There are strong stalker laws in place. You can go to the courts—”
“No!” she screamed. “What? So everyone can point at me and see only the little girl left for dead who had her rapist’s baby in fifth grade? I’ve made a life—such as it is—and I’m not going to lose everything I’ve managed to scrape out of this mess because I gave birth to a sociopath no different from the animal that spawned her. I should have cut her out of me!”
That last made me lift my ear from the window, confused. Why would she say that? I’d done what I could to win her love. I’d passed most of her other secret tests, bought clothes like her, dyed my hair.
I must have failed somehow. Perhaps she’d wanted more reaction from me, a declaration of love that was clear and loud. I thought about that day in the lawyer’s office for weeks afterward, watching her carefully for clues as to what I had failed to do, leaving my car only to wash in gas station restrooms or grab food to bring back. I even slept beneath her bedroom window on a few of those nights, sure that would be the night she would want to explain her actions.
A sudden increase in the noise level in the housing office wakes me from my reverie. The lawyer’s office disappears into the past where it belongs. I look around to see women gathering around the big screen on the wall where the news is being played. Some of the women are crying, others are shouting angry words, others are merely moaning in grief.
I’m the only one still in my chair, so I walk toward the screen to see what’s got everyone so riled. I must have missed it, because there is only a news anchor on the screen now, her face very grim, but a hungry look in her eyes. I push forward a little into the press of women and listen.
The news anchor nods to someone off-screen, presses her ear for a moment and says, “We’re going to show this again, but once more, we must caution our viewers that the footage is very graphic in nature. Children and those sensitive to such sights should not continue viewing.”
The news anchor is replaced by a shaky video showing a crowd of women. At first I don’t see what’s important, then the video shifts and I see my mother. The crowd is shoving her out in front of them, pushing her with each step. Gone is the serene smile, but her eyes are forward, focused on the distance as always. Her expression is calm, like the crowd isn’t there. She’s covered in blood and bruises, the place where her left ear should be nothing more than a blackened hole above a river of blood.
I put my hand out toward the screen, then snatch it back again so that no one will notice. Suddenly, the crowd on the screen becomes almost a single organism, the voices one as they rise in some fever pitch of anger. They surge around her, sucking her into their many-armed maw. All I see is a last flash of orange jumpsuit and one slender, bare foot before that is gone as well.
Within seconds, I see parts of her flying up and out of the crowd of women. The camera tries to follow the flights of these pieces, but shifts to the next too quickly to focus on any one bit of her. A clump of her red-brown hair flies toward the camera, and it finally focuses where the clump lands on the street, the pale strip of scalp clearly visible.
And then it is over. She’s gone. Truly and forever gone.
I back out of the crowd and reach for my phone, swiping past the pictures in my gallery to land on the last ones I took of her. It was perhaps two weeks before all this started and I had sensed that she was coming close to allowing me in. My persistence was about to pay off. There was something different about her and I could feel change in the air.
While I snapped the pictures of her going into the front door of the pharmaceutical research lab where she worked, she paused, her back to the lot where I was parked with my camera. The pause was long enough for me to get good pictures of her shoes and her skirt, the neat chignon she had put her hair into that day.
Then she turned from the door and I saw her scanning the lot. I fumbled for the camera, not wanting to miss this opportunity, and jumped from the car. I’d waved at her and called out, “Mom! I’m right here!”
I held up the phone, my fingers tapping the camera as fast as I could. Her eyes didn’t land directly on me, but it felt like that at the time. My pictures show her gaze shifted to the left, somewhere on the car next to me, but her serene little smile had widened, her lips stretching far enough that the dimple in her left cheek showed for a flash of time.
I look at those pictures now, while the screams sound out from the TV as they show the footage yet again. I wonder what that smile meant. At the time, I had thought it meant we were close to a breakthrough, that I would be the daughter I knew she wanted me to be and she would be the mother I wanted her to be.
Now, I’m not sure. There’s something cold in that smile I hadn’t seen before. There’s a knowing look in her faraway eyes.
I hold the phone to my chest and look at the room filled with near-hysterical women. I still have this. I still have her.
After another hour of waiting—they turned off the TV to calm down the room—a harried-looking woman calls my name. She waves a file at me and I follow her back to a cubicle that smells of sweat and cleaning products gone sour.
“Sorry about the wait,” she says and opens my file while she taps at the keyboard with one stubby finger.
“It’s fine. It’s been a strange few months,” I say, my tone conversational.
She gives me a sharp glance at that, then shakes her head. A new screen pops up and she reads, then says, “So, it says your home was destroyed by fire during the emergency and you’ve lost both parents.” She points to my file and says, “I only have a father listed here. Your mother?”
I shift in my seat at that, but say, “Ah, no mother. My grandmother is my other parent and she died too.”
The woman shakes her head again and starts typing. “So many in your shoes. As if it’s not bad enough that we’ve lost all the men, we’ve got all this destruction too.”
I don’t say anything to that.
She hits enter and leans back, a new screen popping up almost immediately. “Okay, you’re set. It’s the freshman dorms, but you’ll be able to apply for a grad student room in time. That all right with you?”
I nod and smile, automatically reaching for that little smile my mother used to have, then shifting to the one that always made my grandmother happy instead. That seems a better choice. And practicing my mother’s smiles won’t do me any good anymore. My mother won’t be here to see them.
ELEVEN – DAY ONE HUNDRED AND EIGHTY
It’s the first day of classes, but it’s not going very well. Everything and everyone is late, the class sizes absurdly large, and the room I’m in incredibly crowded. It’s been six months since we lost the men of our world, and it’s time to start moving on.
Including going to school. We need scientists now more than ever. Who knew there were so few women in these fields? I’ve heard there’s a research group that can turn skin cells from a woman into a viable sort of proto-sperm, but that’s just one solution. We’ll need a lot more solutions to keep going in a world without men. Even boy babies born now don’t survive.
A girl breezes into the room and shoves my bag toward me so that she can take the seat next to me. It’s the only seat left and I had hoped to keep it clear by putting my bag there. She flips back her long, blonde hair and smiles at me. She has amazing teeth.
She shoves out her hand and says, “Amanda. You?”
I look at her hand for a second too long and she almost retracts it by the time I reach out and take it. “Camille,” I say.
“Ooo…that’s a pretty name. I’m thinking about changing mine,” she says with a twist of her mouth that makes her look cute.
“Why? It’s beautiful. Very elegant,” I say, noticing how pale her eyebrows are, almost the same color as her hair. I try on a smile like the one she just gave me. It doesn’t feel right. I’ll need practice.
“Ah-MAN-da. It has “man” in the middle. Very awkward nowadays,” she says.
I only nod at her, bowled over a bit by her teeth and wide smile. Her hands are as elegant as her name, but not in a manicured sort of way. She has color underneath the edges of her fingernails, like paint or colored chalk, then I notice the same little brush strokes of color on the thighs of her jeans.
“Do you paint?” I ask, pointing with my eyes toward her hands.
She examines the streaks of rainbow colors under her nails and laughs, but it doesn’t sound like a very happy laugh to me. She says, “Yeah. It’s part of my therapy, you know? Getting out grief with creativity or whatever.”
I can see it now, the sadness underneath her wide smile. I flip my hair back too, though it isn’t long enough yet to give the same effect as hers. Like the smile, it doesn’t yet feel natural to me. It will though, given time. I widen my legs a bit so that I can brace my foot on the crossbar of the seat ahead of me, just like she’s doing.
We smile at each other as the professor comes in, sees us all, and lets out a tired breath. She slams her books onto the surface of the podium just a little harder than she needs to and starts erasing the whiteboards at the front of the room.
“Got a pen?” I ask Amanda, slipping my own pen into my pocket.
She hands me one that’s been chewed on the end till it’s a ragged mess, and says, “Sorry, that’s gross, I know.”
“Not at all. I do the same thing,” I lie.
The class starts and I listen carefully. I feel better now, more sure about what I should do. I’ve felt somewhat less than myself lately and I haven’t been able to find a new friend to take the place of my mother.
Amanda and I are going to be great friends—best friends, I can tell. I know I’ll find the key to her heart if I just try. And I will. I’ll try and try.
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The Voices That We Keep
by Aaron Hubble
DASTIN STEPPED OFF THE SHUTTLE RAMP and onto the surface of another poor excuse for a planet.
“I don’t understand why they keep trying,” Dastin said.
Because they’re still alive. And they’re still alive because you’ve failed over and over again.
“You know I hate you,” he whispered to the voice of his long-dead father.
Yet I’m still here, in your head. Face it, boy, you need me.
In life, Dastin had little use for his father. He’d beaten and belittled him when he was young, and then later tried to ride the coattails of Dastin’s political success. In death, the man’s voice had taken up residence in Dastin’s head, making him feel like that ten-year-old kid again.
With a scowl, Dastin coughed and covered his mouth. The air was thick with the acrid smoke of burning buildings and scorched vegetation. The plasma cannons of his orbiting ship had done an effective job of reducing the village that sat on the edge of a massive swamp to little more than ash.
Village? That collection of hovels? Please.
“So true,” Dastin murmured, answering the voice.
Around the edge of the village he saw small patches of green. Little gardens, perhaps. Dastin raised an eyebrow. Somehow the refugees had coaxed something living out of the soil on this rock.
He heard the clank of his droids marching up the muddy path toward him. The red light from their optical sensors pierced through the haze. They stopped in front of him and dropped a woman at his feet. Mud splattered Dastin’s boots.
The woman moaned, cradling her raw and blistered arm. Plasma burns. Dastin sneered as she struggled to push herself out of the muck and into a sitting position. Her clothing was worn and faded. Patches covered the knees and elbows, the cuffs badly frayed. Mud-encrusted hair hung limp over her gaunt face.
This is what you’ve been chasing for fifteen years?
“Yes. And now I have them.” He smiled and wiped a fleck of mud from his pants leg.
About time.
Dastin studied the woman. Was this refugee what humanity had been reduced to? Trying to scratch out an existence on some dirt-ball light-years from their true home, wearing clothes that should have been turned into rags years ago. All because the man they called their leader had made Earth uninhabitable with his Environmental Restoration Matrix. His E.R.Ma.
Dastin’s jaw tightened. The machine had killed everything. It had killed his wife.
The droid who’d dropped the woman spoke. “The human female was one of the last in the village. She was hiding in a small building.”
Dastin crouched and looked the woman in the eyes. “Where are the rest of your people?”
The woman coughed. Her eyes closed and her brow wrinkled as she wrapped thin arms around her chest until the coughing stopped. Taking several clipped breaths, she was silent for a moment before looking at him.
“I remember your face,” she whispered, wiping red-tinged spittle from her lips. “From Earth, before E.R.Ma. Felix Dastin, Chancellor of the Earth Alliance for Environmental Restoration. You worked with Dr. Jackson. That was you, wasn’t it?”
His hand shot out and gripped her throat. “Do not associate me with that murderer.” The woman’s eyes widened and she thrashed weakly against his grip. Dastin felt the heat in his face rise at the sound of that man’s name. The mere memory of the empty promises of ecological restoration took him to the edge of his sanity.
Dastin took several measured breaths to calm himself.
“Where are the rest of your pitiful friends?”
The rage in him made his fingers squeeze tighter. The woman’s eyes started to roll back in her head and her grip on his wrist weakened.
Careful, you idiot. She has information useful to us.
Dastin released her throat and dropped her into the mud. She gasped and began crying. Her weeping came between coughing fits. He laced the fingers of his gloved hands together. “Where are the escape ships?”
“Go to hell. All you do is destroy everything we build.” The woman coughed, and then drew in a short, pained breath. “Trees, gardens, anything green is because of our hard work.”
Lies. All she does is lie because that’s what her leader did. He lied to everyone on Earth.
The woman continued. “Dr. Jackson collected us from orbital stations and research outposts when you chased him off. He’s accepted his mistakes and is trying to correct them.”
Are you going to let her talk to you like that?
“No,” Dastin said. “I won’t let her talk to us like that.”
For fifteen years he had chased the refugees, traveled untold light-years, and came close to destroying them more than once. But today, finally today, Bennett Jackson would pay for what he did to the Earth and everyone who called it home. He would pay for what he did to Paula.
Dastin pointed at the woman and let the contempt bleed into his words. “Let me tell you about Bennett—”
His words were cut off by a deep rumble in the distance. Several refugee ships rose above the small pine forest north of the village. Their engines glowed a brilliant white before they tilted upward and shot toward the heavens, escaping the punishment he felt compelled to mete out. 
He cursed as he watched them disappear. The woman laughed and then descended into another violent coughing fit.
You failed again.
“Shut up.”
You can’t even do this right.
Dastin pressed the heels of his hands to his temples and began pacing.
“You haven’t helped!” he raged at the voice. The woman quit laughing. “You just mock!”
Failure.
“Don’t speak to me like that! I’ve done everything you’ve asked.”
And still they make you look like a fool.
One of the droids stepped forward. “Sensors indicate an increase in blood pressure and psychological distress. May I be of assistance?”
They think you’re weak.
Dastin whipped his pistol from its holster and fired, turning the droid’s head into molten slag.
“I don’t need your help!” Dastin screamed, sending another bolt of directed energy through the midsection of a second droid. It fell to the ground, arcing electricity crackled from its burning circuitry.
“What I need is to watch Bennet Jackson die!” Another droid fell to his gun.
Temper, temper.
Dastin howled unintelligibly into the air as he walked down the line of droids and let his pistol rip them apart until all ten lay in the mud. His chest heaved as he took in the pile of scrap metal. The woman stared at him with wide eyes. Her mouth hung open in a silent scream.
Dastin’s boots splashed through the mud as he advanced toward her. In her, he didn’t see a human being. He saw the sins of Jackson and his machine. The woman scrambled backwards and fell into the mire twice before gaining her feet.
She’s vermin. You know what you do with vermin, right?
“Exterminate them.”
Dastin pointed the pistol at the fleeing woman and pulled the trigger. Red mist erupted from a gaping hole in her back. She pitched forward and landed face-down in a puddle. He loomed over her and watched as she struggled to push herself up. The strength in her arms gave out, and she fell back into the water, moaning. She tried again unsuccessfully and then simply rolled over and stared into his eyes.
I see your terror…
“I see your terror…”
…And you are right to feel that way…
“…And you are right to feel that way…”
…Because I will kill you all.
“Because I will kill you all.”
The woman held up a hand before Dastin’s pistol burned a hole through her chest and she slumped into the muck. He stepped over her body and walked back to his shuttle.
* * *
After a fifteen-minute shuttle ride, Dastin strode onto the bridge of his command ship. Every station was empty. Sensors beeped softly, but the room was void of any other sound.
“AI, why aren’t the bridge crew at their stations? Alert the crew that I need them here now.”
“Hello, Chancellor,” the ship’s AI said. “There is no longer a bridge crew. They expired fifteen years ago. You are the only living entity on the ship.”
Come on, boy. Pay attention. You’re slipping. How do you forget a bloodbath like that?
Dastin rubbed his temples, anger beginning to rise. That’s right. The droids had taken care of those who’d been weak. Those who wanted to join the murderer in his plan to bring what was left of humanity together.
You’d have given up by now if I wasn’t here to push you. To give you a plan. And a spine.
Dastin glowered and blocked the voice out. He glanced around the empty bridge. It didn’t matter. A crew wasn’t necessary. The AI could do everything he needed. He shook his head to clear it from the fog of his growing rage.
“Have you tracked the ships leaving the surface?”
“Yes, Chancellor.”
“Good. Pursue them. Full power to the engines and bring the weapons online.”
The dark starfield on the screen was replaced by a virtual representation of local space. Red icons indicated the position of two fleeing refugee ships. Dastin cursed.
Only two. What did I always tell you?
“Failing to plan leads to plans that fail,” he said.
That’s right. I always planned just how I would hit you so it wouldn’t show. That’s planning.
He clenched his fists and swung into the captain’s chair. “Bring the targeting matrix up on the main viewscreen and give me manual firing control at the captain’s chair.”
“Chancellor, the ship is now within firing range.”
Dastin moved his fingers over the track pad on the arm of the chair and watched the crosshairs of the targeting matrix turn from red to green as it moved over one of the escaping ships and locked in place.
His finger caressed the firing button. He ran his tongue over his lips and smiled. With luck, Jackson would be on the ship, and Dastin would finally have his revenge. The deaths of billions would be avenged. If he wasn’t, the deaths of those on the ship would be acceptable collateral damage. Dastin savored the feeling of power. The lives of thousands were his.
Are you waiting for an invitation? Do it.
“Yes.” It had to be done.
If he hesitated, these vermin would escape and pollute the seas of another planet like they had on Earth. A long breath escaped his lips.
You don’t have the nerve to press the button, do you? You don’t belong in that chair.
“Not now. This is my time. I’ll show you exactly what I have.”
Dastin closed his eyes and pressed the button.
Blue electricity arced from the armrest controls and scorched the side of the chair. Dastin jumped out of the way as the lights in the bridge flickered and then returned.
“AI, what just happened?” he yelled.
“A relay in the ship’s weapons system was overloaded and has failed. Weapons systems will be inoperable until the relay has been replaced.”
Dastin heard the laugh. It was mocking him again.
Remind me. What exactly do you have?
Dastin watched as, one by one, the icons representing the refugee escape ships scattered in different directions and disappeared from the viewscreen.
Oh, how pretty. Watch them go. Going, going, gone.
Dastin’s breath came in short gulps as he tried to calm himself. They should have all been dead. He had the superior ship, the weapons, the mission. How could they have gotten away again? He looked around the bridge, but there was no one to blame. No one to take his anger out on.
He roared with frustration, his voice bouncing around the empty room. Jumping from the chair, Dastin looked for something, anything, that wasn’t nailed down. He picked up his tablet and flung it across the room. It smashed into the opposite wall and clattered to the floor in pieces.
Are you going to have a little tantrum now?
“Shut up!” Dastin yelled as he stalked toward a fire extinguisher. He yanked it from the wall and hefted it over his head, ready to hurl it into the viewscreen, when the AI’s voice cut through the fury.
“Incoming transmission.”
Dastin stopped, chest heaving, the fire extinguisher still poised over his head.
“Who is it?”
“Unknown. There are no identifying markers, but it is one of the refugee ships.”
The extinguisher fell from his hands, landed with a loud thud, and then rolled several feet away.
“Onscreen,” Dastin whispered.
An image from his past appeared, and Dastin sat heavily into the captain’s chair. The face on the screen was older, lined with wrinkles, and the hair was snow white, but it was the same unmistakable face. The face of the man he’d once considered a friend.
“Bennett,” Dastin said.
“Why are you doing this, Felix?” Soot and ash streaked the dark face while bloodshot eyes pleaded through the screen.
“Nice to see you.”
“Nice to see you?” Jackson’s voice shook. “That’s what you say after you just killed a third of what’s left of our kind. Why? Why do you hunt us like animals?”
“Because that’s what you are. I can’t allow you and your little band of rabble to breed and reproduce all over the galaxy. I’m here to stop you and your doomsday machine from destroying another planet like you destroyed Earth.”
Jackson’s gaze flickered. Dastin watched the scientist massage his forehead, and he took pleasure in the guilt and pain heavy on Jackson’s shoulders.
“Felix, we’ve made tremendous progress,” Jackson said softly. “For fifteen years I’ve studied what went wrong. We’ve turned barren rocks into places where humans can survive and thrive. If we can just find a planet with enough water. Just let us go.”
“Never.”
“What would Paula say if she saw you now?”
Dastin jumped from the chair. “Never say that name! You murdered her! You and—”
“I lost my family too! Christine would have been standing right next to Paula when we started the machine. She would have seen the glow and known something was wrong just as the energy wave rushed over her and killed everything. So don’t try to tell me how much you’ve lost. I lost everything too.”
Dastin laughed. “And this is where you tell me you can’t fix the past, but you can change the future.”
“You’re right. I can’t change the fact that the machine I built to fix the damage caused more. I live with that guilt every day.”
“Oh, please. Spare me your—”
“But it isn’t my burden alone. It’s yours as well. We did it together. I wanted more time, but you wanted good PR. You financed E.R.Ma., pushed it through the Senate. Where were you, Dastin, when everything burned?”
Dastin marched across the bridge. “No, no, no, NO! It was you. This is all your fault!”
“You were drinking champagne, wining and dining the important people on that ship. Trying to advance your career while I fretted and worried from the research station.”
“Shut up!”
“You said an event like that, the healing of an entire planet, should be seen from the best seat in the house. You got a little more than you bargained for.”
“I won’t listen to your lies any longer!”
“While we watched from our lofty positions, everyone else died.”
He’s right. You pushed him into it. Made him go forward when he didn’t want to. Who’s really to blame here?
Dastin pressed one hand to the side of his head and pointed at the screen with the other. “No, this is all on you! I won’t take what’s rightfully yours. I’ll stop you before you do it again. I’ll be the one to cleanse the universe of humanity’s sins.”
Neither man spoke for a moment. The only sound was Dastin’s heavy breathing. When Jackson spoke, it was barely above a whisper. “Living in that ship, letting your hate eat at you, has turned you into someone I don’t recognize. I don’t see the man I used to call my friend.” Jackson shook his head and took a deep breath. “You can continue to pursue us. You can try and wipe us out, but you’ll never get us all. Humanity’s too special, too integral to the inner workings of the universe. I pity you, Dastin, and I’ll pray for you.”
Dastin felt Jackson’s eyes on him, looking into his soul, and he hated the man even more. Then he blinked and the screen went dark.
“Where is he? Track his ship, now.”
There was a moment of silence, the AI no doubt struggling to keep up with the workload it was being asked to carry.
“I cannot, Chancellor. The refugees have masked their positioning by overloading the permutation codes of the ship’s sensors. I am unable to track the ship or determine the direction of its jump.”
He clenched his fists. If he’d been a couple of minutes sooner…
And now you see. It really is your fault.
Dastin reached out and gripped a console to steady himself. Rage spiraled around him; its intensity grew until all he could hear was the thunder of its power. It was like a train with no driver. There was no one to put on the brakes. 
The fire extinguisher lay on the floor where he’d dropped it. He rushed over, grasped it by the handle, and flung it across the deserted bridge. It struck the far wall, leaving a dent.
Do you feel better now?
“No!” he screamed. There was no one here to be afraid of him. The AI didn’t care how angry he got, didn’t care what he was trying to accomplish or what he was trying to prevent from happening again. All it did was follow his orders.
Right back where you started. Failing, just like always.
His chest heaved. Dastin squeezed his eyes shut and forced coherent words out of his mouth. “AI, continue scanning and run scenarios of where the survivor ships most likely jumped. I’m going to my cabin.”
“Yes, Chancellor.”
Dastin left the bridge and staggered down the corridor. The sound of his boots on the metal floor echoed around him. He trailed one hand against the wall, using it for support. The emotion of a few minutes ago had leaked out of his body, leaving his legs feeling weak. Seeing Jackson’s face had pulled memories from dark corners of his consciousness.
It was odd the things that were clear in his mind and the other things that were foggy. The sound of his champagne glass shattering on the metal decking as he watched the destruction of his world still rang in his ears like it was yesterday. Yet Paula’s face, his wife of twenty-five years, was hazy, just a dark outline.
He remembered falling to his knees, the metal decking cold and hard. He’d pressed his hands against the observation window, trying to will life back into the planet and convince himself that Paula was still alive. In the hours after the event, there were numerous calls from Jackson. His friend, dealing with his own guilt, tried to console him, but like the true scientist he was, took charge of the situation and began to make plans. They would use the ship Dastin was on and the research vessel at the station to gather what was left of humanity from the various orbital stations and head for the Mars colony. The settlement was self-sustaining, and they could regroup, figure out what went wrong and see if there was a way to fix it.
That’s when his father’s voice directed him for the first time with three simple words: Kill. Them. All.
The voice brought a sense of purpose and a plan to the chaos that had surrounded him. He’d listened. A simple tweak of the command codes was enough to direct the droids to move systematically through the ship, killing everyone on board. They’d been weak and scared anyway. None of them saw the necessity of killing Jackson. He was a criminal, and criminals deserved punishment.
The destruction of the research station had been quick. They’d welcomed him with open arms, he’d come in with weapons hot. Somehow, Jackson and others escaped in the research vessel and were able to flee toward Mars colony. Dastin pursued, but the research vessel had enough of a head start to warn them and get the colonists ready to leave. The colony had burned easily under the pummeling of the ship’s plasma cannons, but Jackson and several thousand had escaped again.
The scientist was always just ahead of him. Just beyond the reach of his weapons.
It’s because you’re weak. Weak and old.
He shook his head, trying to free himself from the voice. There were times it helped him, fueled his rage, but it also took every opportunity to tear him down.
Look at you tottering down the hall like an old man, leaning against the wall so you don’t fall down.
“Shut up,” Dastin murmured. Soon, he stood before the door of his quarters and pushed the button to open the door. Nothing happened. Above him, the lights flickered several times.
Wearily, he leaned his head against the doorframe and jammed his finger into the button again. The door slid open several inches and stopped. He sighed, grasped the edge of the door, and pushed it the rest of the way. Once he was inside, the door slid back on its own.
Dastin stepped over a pile of dirty clothes and discarded food trays. He entered the bathroom and leaned against the sink.
He’d been so close. So very close this time, but the refugees had been clever. They’d taken precautions, prepared for the next time he would come. It was a setback, but he couldn’t stop. As long as his ship was capable of moving forward, Dastin would continue hunting.
The dim glow of the bathroom lights gave off just enough light for him to see himself in the mirror. The face that stared back at him was almost unrecognizable. He tried to smooth his disheveled hair.
You look terrible. Nothing like the important man you’re supposed to be. Just the scared little boy who cowered in the corner.
When was the last time he’d taken a shower?
He traced the deep wrinkles and dark lines of his face.
Jackson put those there. If it wasn’t for him you’d still be on Earth growing old with your wife.
“Yes.” He should be sitting along the shores of Lake Michigan with a drink in his hand, enjoying retirement with Paula.
You let him do this. You and your misplaced trust.
Dastin wrapped his fingers around the edge of the sink and tried to pull it off its moorings. Veins popped out on his arms.
What are you doing?
He spun around. It was a different voice. It was her voice. She only spoke after he encountered the refugees.
Hurrying into the living area, he looked around, trying to find the source of the voice, but knowing he would find no one. He never did.
“Where are you?” he asked into the recycled air.
Silence.
Why are you chasing them?
He whirled in place, pressing the palms of his hands to the side of his head.
“You’re dead. Go away.”
I can’t, love. I’m a part of you. On the day we said ‘I do’ we became one soul. You know that.
Dastin staggered toward the far wall of his quarters and stopped. He leaned his head against the window and pressed his palms against the pane. Sadness and grief welled up inside of him. He tried to picture Paula’s face, tried to remember what she looked like, but his memory of her was like trying to look through a dense fog. There was a familiar shape, but her beauty was washed out in the haze of time and madness.
“He murdered you,” he whispered.
There was a moment of silence. He felt an odd mixture of relief and longing. He longed to hear her voice, but he didn’t want her in his head like some ethereal, disembodied consciousness. She muddled things. Made him question everything he’d been doing for fifteen years. He hated his father’s voice, but it fueled the rage he needed.
Dastin struck the window, and the sound echoed dully through the disordered apartment. “I miss you so much,” he whispered. “I’m so tired.”
Stop this, and let Bennett go.
He felt the rage begin to build again at the mention of the man’s name. The fairy tale always ended this way. Jackson didn’t deserve forgiveness. She, above all others, deserved to be standing beside him. Paula had possessed such a beautiful soul, and it had been snuffed out by Jackson’s faulty science experiment.
“No!” he cried into the empty room. “Don’t tell me what to do. You haven’t been through what I’ve been through!”
Dastin slammed his hand into the wall. Pain radiated up his arm. He groaned and crumpled to the floor. Tears spilled from his eyes.
“Why aren’t you here? Why aren’t you here with me?”
He closed his eyes. His chest heaved with great sobs. Leaning to the side, he let his head rest against the fraying carpet and wept. After a time, sleep took him and consumed his sadness.
* * *
“Chancellor?”
Dastin blinked several times. He was still lying on the carpet, and his joints protested as he pushed himself off the floor. At first, he couldn’t remember how he’d gotten there. Then the conversation with his dead wife came back to him.
“Chancellor, are you awake?” the A.I. said.
“Yes,” he croaked. “What is it?”
“There has been a development. I have been able to lock on to a specific signature and track it for the past hour. It is one of the refugee ships.”
“Just one?”
“Yes, Dr. Jackson’s ship.”
Ice flooded his veins at the sound of the name. He stood and walked into the bathroom. The previous evening’s grief was replaced with the cold determination of a hunter. Fate hadn’t deserted him just yet. Leaning over the bathroom sink, he splashed water on his face.
“Are you following him?” he asked.
“Yes, Chancellor.”
Dastin smiled. “Can you determine where he’s headed?”
“Yes. His projected destination is Earth.”
Dastin stopped. Several beads of water rolled down his nose and fell into the sink.
Earth?
Why would he be going back?
“Do you know if any of the other ships are going in that direction?”
“Unknown. Based on their last known trajectories, I do not believe so. I will continue to search.”
Dastin dried his face and stared in the mirror. What’s your game, Bennett? 
Jackson and the refugees had always been so careful to mask their ship’s signatures and use various methods to throw off his pursuit. Why had he been so careless this time? Dastin shook his head. It didn’t matter now. The A.I. had found the murderer, and now he would run Jackson down.
“Set a course for Earth and engage when you have a flight plan.” He picked through a pile of clothes, looking for something that didn’t smell like last week’s dinner.
“Yes, Chancellor.”
He shrugged on a new uniform jacket and looked in the mirror. The words his dead wife had spoken the night before came back to him.
Let them go.
“No. Not this time,” he said to his reflection. “Not ever.”
* * *
The ship came out of jump space just beyond the moon. Dastin paced in front of the viewscreen. Three weeks of pushing the engines to their limits had closed the gap between the ships, but the murderer had stayed just out of range of his weapons. Now Jackson’s little silver ship was hurtling toward the scarred shell of humanity’s first home.
The planet hung against the black backdrop of space, but it wasn’t the Earth he remembered. It was the Earth he’d tried to forget.
Brown. Scorched. Lifeless.
Everything had been burned away. The paths of long dried rivers cut the continents in places, but nothing flowed in them. There was no water. No forests. No polar ice caps. Nothing.
The desolate planet turned on the screen, and Dastin clenched his hands into fists. Bile rose from his stomach when he saw what Jackson had done to his world.
He spun from the viewscreen. “Charge the plasma cannons and target his ship.”
There was a moment of silence.
“Chancellor, weapons are still offline. The damaged relay has not been replaced.”
The rage began to rise in him again.
He’s mocking you right now. Poor, impudent Chancellor Dastin.
“No. I’m in control today. No rage.”
Control? You were never in control. I own you. You can’t do this without me. What are you going to do now?
Dastin paced the bridge, slapping the side of his head with the flat of his palm. “What do we do?” he mumbled. “How do we stop him if we can’t shoot him?”
He stopped in the middle of his pacing and sneered at the image of Earth on the screen. It was simple, really. “I’ll go down and do this myself.”
Finally getting a spine.
“Shut up,” he grumbled, and hurried to the lift. “A.I., have my shuttle ready and waiting for me. Determine where he’s going and input the same flight path into the shuttle’s navigational computers. I’m going to the surface.”
“Yes, Chancellor,” the A.I. responded.
Dastin closed his eyes and breathed deeply, trying to regain the composure he knew he’d need in order to finish the job.
Composure? You’re so far beyond that now. Embrace the rage. Let me help you do this. You’re weak without me.
The lift jerked to a halt. The interior seemed to close in around him and he struggled to breathe. Dastin bolted out as soon as the doors opened. He entered the shuttle, closed the ramp, and guided the small craft out of the ship bay and into space. The navigational computer flared to life, showing the flight path. Dastin swallowed hard.
“Why there?” he croaked.
Jackson was heading to the shores of what had been Lake Michigan, near where their families had shared a lake house.
He’s playing with your emotions. He knows you’re soft. Knows you won’t follow through. I should have beat you more. Made you a man.
“No.” He shook his head and slapped the side of his face. There would be no weakness this time. He’d finally prove to his father that he was worthy. Show him that he was a man.
Dastin’s hands shook. He gripped the controls tighter. No weakness. No life. Just the hatred that had driven him for fifteen years.
The shuttle broke through the atmosphere. Strong cross winds slammed into the hull, and Dastin heard the ship groan and rumble around him. The muscles of his forearms tightened as he fought to maintain the flight path laid out by the A.I. He increased power on the stabilizers and felt some of the tension in the controls ease.
Wouldn’t it be ironic if his ship disintegrated on reentry?
Dastin ignored the voice and focused on the viewscreen. The large, empty basin of what had been one of the largest freshwater lakes in the world grew on the screen. Memories battered the defenses he’d carefully built in his mind. Dastin set his jaw and gritted his teeth, but the images overwhelmed him. In his mind he saw the gorgeous white sand beaches of Lake Michigan and felt the breeze coming off the lake. The beach grass rustled around him and a sailboat bobbed on the sapphire waters. The lake stretched on forever in all directions. The sky burned with the brilliant reds and oranges as the sun sank into the lapping waves. He felt her hand in his. He remembered her smell. He ached to see her beautiful face and amazing smile.
His heart beat against his chest, and he blew out several short breaths. Dastin stared at the viewscreen and grasped at the control that was quickly running away from him.
Coward. Gutless. Wuss.
“I loathe you!”
Then prove me wrong, boy.
Sunlight briefly broke through the whirling dust storm that rolled over the surface. From above the surface, Dastin saw the light flash off the silver hull of Jackson’s small craft. He could see the scientist moving on the baked mud. Dastin’s brow furrowed and he straightened in his chair. The memories evaporated like mist.
The man needed to die, and he needed to die now.
The shuttle shuddered when the thrusters engaged, slowing the ship’s descent. The ground bumped against the landing struts. Dastin flew out of his chair and slammed his hand into the control panel. The ramp began to lower. He ripped open the door of the weapons locker and grabbed a pistol. The power level read full, and he thumbed off the safety.
The ramp hadn’t fully lowered before Dastin jumped out of the shuttle and onto the baked earth of the dry lake basin. The full force of the wind hit him and tiny grains of sand scoured his face. He leaned into the wind and blinked his eyes, searching for Jackson.
The swirling dust cleared for a moment, and the outline of his former friend stood twenty-five yards away, shielding his eyes from the dirt.
“Felix, wait. Before you do anything—”
Dastin leveled the pistol and squeezed the trigger. Jackson leaped to the side. The streak of blue energy lanced out of the muzzle and burned a hole through the scientist’s shoulder. Jackson tumbled to the ground. Dastin cursed, but kept the pistol leveled at Jackson and stalked forward. The scientist pushed himself off the ground and tried to scramble away. Blood leaked from the hole in his shoulder.
Typical. You missed.
Jackson voice shook. “Wait. Just let me speak.”
Hit him.
Dastin swung the pistol and felt it impact on the side of Jackson’s face. The doctor fell to the ground again and lay still for several seconds.
Kick him.
Dastin’s lips curled into a smile when his boot connected with Jackson’s ribs and heard the man grunt in pain.
Feels good, doesn’t it, boy?
“How does that feel, Jackson? Tell me what it feels like to finally get what you deserve. It can’t be anything compared to the pain of being burned alive by the very thing that was supposed to bring life back to the planet. You’re nothing but a murderer. I’m going to enjoy this. This has been a long time coming, but your day of judgment has finally arrived.”
Dastin grasped the front of Jackson’s shirt and hauled him into a sitting position. He shuddered as Dastin pressed the muzzle of the pistol into his forehead.
Can you smell that? It’s fear.
Jackson held up his hands, and Dastin watched his bloodied lips move.
“I can fix this,” he yelled over the wind.
Dastin stopped. Jackson pointed, directing Dastin’s gaze to one side of his ship. A ten-foot-tall metal tower stood there. Dastin recognized it immediately. E.R.Ma.
“I’ve spent every waking minute for the past fifteen years trying to understand what went wrong.” Jackson’s chest hitched. “Just before you attacked, I finally understood. The machine worked, but it was too powerful. It was a doomsday machine.”
Dastin’s fingers flexed on the pistol grip. He tried to comprehend what his former friend was saying.
Why are you hesitating? You know what you must do. Finish this.
Jackson’s eyes pleaded with him. “The slate’s been wiped clean. That new machine will rebuild. Earth can be just like what it was before. Better, even.”
Dastin closed his eyes. “No! You need water. You always said you needed water to make the machine work. I don’t see any water here, Jackson.”
Jackson grimaced. “There’s water here. It’s under the ground. Just after you attacked, I received information from a probe we sent out years ago. I can fix what we destroyed fifteen years ago.”
Remember, we didn’t destroy this. He did.
Dastin’s gaze moved from the machine to Jackson.
“I don’t believe you.”
Jackson shook his head. “It’s true. I have data—”
“No! No data. No science. That’s what got us in this mess at the beginning. Your data said the machine could rejuvenate the oceans, strip the toxins out of the air, and restore life to the dirt. I don’t see any of that here today!”
Dastin pressed the pistol harder into Jackson’s skull. “You killed my wife! You need to pay for that. That’s the way justice works. An eye for an eye. Isn’t that what was written in that old book of yours? Now it’s time to pay up, and I’m here to collect the debt you owe.”
Dastin wrapped his finger around the trigger. He smiled and felt the elation rise in him. It would all be over soon, and he would show his father he was real man.
Light exploded inside of Dastin’s head as something solid connected with it. He crumpled to the ground, his mind a twisted mass of confusion and pain. The pistol fell out of his hands. He wobbled onto his hands and knees. Through blurred vision he saw Jackson struggle to his feet. There was a rock in his hand.
His vision cleared, and Dastin struggled upright. He swayed and tried to block out the pain. Jackson stood in front of him holding his shoulder.
He’s going to steal this from you. Want to know why? Because you’re a disappointment.
Dastin launched himself into Jackson with a guttural yell. The pair hit the ground. They rolled, each struggling to gain an advantage. Dastin landed several punches to the side of Jackson’s head. The man was disoriented, and Dastin raised both fists above his head.
A strong gust of wind threw dirt into Dastin’s eyes. He hesitated, trying to blink away the grit.
Jackson’s first blow hit him on the left cheek. The second took him under the chin and sent him sprawling. He fought to hold on to consciousness, to push back the darkness, but the darkness took him.
* * *
Dastin’s eyes fluttered open and were immediately filled with blowing sand. He wasn’t sure if the howling he heard was the wind or the immense pain in his head. Focus slipped in and out.
What happened?
You lost because you’re weak.
“What?”
You let him talk. And now you’re tied up.
Dastin remembered having the pistol pressed against Jackson’s head. He remembered the fight and then Jackson hitting him.
He tried to stand and found his hands were tied behind him, and he was leaning against the landing strut of his ship. In front of him, he saw Jackson limping around the machine. A large black cord snaked from the metal monolith into Jackson’s ship.
Rage filled Dastin.
“What are you doing?” he screamed into the wind.
Jackson looked at him and then turned back toward the machine. Seething, he struggled against the rope. It bit into his wrists. He jerked hard but only succeeded in causing himself more pain. Dastin howled like a caged beast. He’d been robbed of the only thing that mattered to him.
You must appreciate the irony.
“Shut up, shut up, SHUT UP!” Dastin spat, his words carried away by the wind.
As he struggled, he watched Jackson close a panel and walk toward him.
“You miserable murderer,” Dastin snarled. “You’ve denied all of humanity the justice it deserves!”
Jackson knelt in front of him. The side of his face had swollen and was beginning to discolor. Blood had spilled out of the shoulder wound and soaked the man’s shirt sleeve. “I won’t even try to reason with you. Your hate for me has twisted you and made you into something I don’t recognize. What I do know is what the old Felix, the one who was my friend, would have wanted. It’s what Paula would have wanted.”
“I told you never to say that name! This is not how it ends! You need to die!” Spittle flew from his lips, and he felt the hate burning away every last bit of his sanity.
“I will. There’s no escaping death now.” Jackson stood and looked at the desert that surrounded them. “I wish I could be here to see it reborn. I’ve sent a message to my people. When they get here the regeneration process will be well underway. They can start building a civilization.”
He turned to Dastin. “Goodbye, Felix.” The man hobbled toward the machine and keyed in several commands.
And in the end, you fail. Like we always knew you would.
“Jackson! Jackson, come back here! You need to die for what you stole from me!” His words were carried away by the wind. The machine started to glow. He had to close his eyes against the intense light emanating from it. He strained against the ropes again, unwilling to give up.
“You bastard!” he screamed. “I am the bringer of vengeance. It was supposed to be mine. MINE!”
Open your eyes.
Her voice stopped his struggles. Cracking his eyelids as much as he could, Dastin looked past the glow of the machine. Just before the energy of a thousand suns pierced him and rendered his body and mind to their basic elements, he saw her, beckoning to him from out of the light. Warmth flared to life in the center of his being and absolute peace stilled him, inviting him to give up his struggle. Her face was so beautiful, and he could see it now. That was all he’d ever wanted. From out of the light, the form of his wife beckoned to him.
“Paula.”



A Word from Aaron Hubble
I like redemption stories. Probably because second chances are such an important part of my story and every person who walks this Earth. Let’s face it, life, as a human, is nothing if not a series of second chances. We do what we think is right, screw up, ask for forgiveness, and move on.
“The Voices That We Keep” is the story about two men looking for a way to make up for their past sins. Dastin chooses the way of violence and revenge. Jackson looks to restoration and life.
I don’t know about you, but I think there is a lot to be hopeful for, even in a doomsday story. Even when it seems the world around us is sprinting toward destroying itself, there’s still hope because our stories are ones of second chances.
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Thanks also go out to Samuel Peralta and the rest of the Future Chronicles group for this amazing playground to romp in.
Do you want to know the best part about this story? It’s not over. In fact, it’s just starting. Jackson sent a message to his people and they’re on their way back to Earth as we speak. However, it won’t be the Earth they remember or have heard about. There are a lot of challenges awaiting them. Look for a new series on this new Earth soon. If you’re interested in finding out more, sign up for my newsletter at http://www.aaronhubble.com. You can also learn more about my Farpointe Initiative Saga and the brand new Europa Collective Series.



Dragonflies
by Seanan McGuire
THE DRAGONFLY HUNG in the thick, humid air like a jeweled miracle, wings beating so fast that they became a blur.  Its body was an oil-slick of shifting colors, greens and blues and purples, blending together in patterns that would have seemed garish if they hadn’t been natural.
It had a cocker spaniel clutched in four of its six legs.  I scowled to see it.  Dogs are rare these days; dogs that don’t have defensive, paranoid owners ready to die to protect them are even rarer.  My family could have eaten for days off that carcass, and instead, it was going to the dragonflies, who wouldn’t even appreciate what they had.  Insects never did.  Their lives were all about the mechanics of survival, and not about the little joys that could come with it: they ate, they fucked, they slept, but they didn’t enjoy.  Even reptiles enjoyed.  Insects…
Insects existed.  That was what Nature had made them to do, and that was what they were going to keep on doing, right up until somebody found a way to stop them.
Someone tugged on my sleeve.  I turned.  My baby sister was crouched down beside me, her respirator clamped firmly over her mouth, her spear clasped with equal firmness in her hands.  She looked terrified, and rightly so.  She was just thirteen years old, underfed and underdeveloped, but old enough to go out into the city with me to scrounge for food.  She’d never seen a dragonfly in proper flight before.
“Why are we standing here?” she whispered.
“Because dragonflies eat mosquitoes,” I said.  “If there’s a dragon here, there’s not going to be a sucker, and dragons can’t be quiet.  You’ll always hear them coming.”  The dog must have been old, or deaf, or otherwise infirm; any healthy animal would have found a way to get away.
Molly blanched.  “Mosquitoes?” she whispered, in a terrified tone.
“Not here,” I reassured her.  “They don’t go where the dragons are.  Now come on.  Let’s move.”
The dragonflies droned overhead, dangerous and beautiful, as we slipped back into the alley and disappeared.
* * *
There are no small changes.  There are only changes with consequences no one quite foresaw.
Deforestation became a problem after the climate changed: countries burned and forests died, and there were so many dead spots in the ocean that people began talking direly about how the sky was going to change and leave us all gasping for breath.  Then it actually started to happen.  The air got thin.  I was only ten at the time, a little younger than Molly is now, but I remember my parents stockpiling oxygen tanks and warning me to keep the windows closed, to keep our artificially enriched atmosphere from getting out.  The reduced oxygen levels helped a little with the fires.  That was the only good thing they did.  The plants did okay—they make oxygen, they don’t use it—but everything else was dying.
So a bunch of clever scientists did what clever scientists have always done, and started looking for an answer.  Someone hit on the idea of super-oxygenating algae, capable of growing in the oceanic dead zones, capable of pumping out eight, nine, even ten times the oxygen of normal algae.  Humanity was desperate.  Humanity was dying.  The algae got pushed through approvals at the speed of terror, and dumped into oceans all over the world, where it began to do its job.  It spread like a green cloak across the water, oxygenating air and sea alike.  Sure, some fish probably died, but the fish had been dying anyway, suffocating under the weight of the water.  A few had to be sacrificed to save the many.
The air started getting better.  That was when my parents had decided to have a second child, to celebrate the salvation of the world.  Molly had been born in the lee of the storm, that brief, beautiful moment when the air was breathable and the world was ours again.
But the algae didn’t have an off switch.  No one had stopped to consider the fact that oxygen is a poison: that mammals evolved to breathe something that was killing us, one lungful at a time, or that once, the world had been a much more densely oxygenated place.  Once, silly things like the square cube law hadn’t really held much sway, because the air had been so heavy that the insects could stand up proud and tall and dominate their environment.  And the algae didn’t have an off switch.
Molly had been two years old when the respirators became necessary again, this time to filter out the oxygen, which had reached levels that were uncomfortable for human lungs.  She had been four years old when mosquitoes the size of kittens had started to appear in Florida and Costa Rica.  And she had been six years old when a praying mantis had come in through a broken window and eaten both our parents in their beds.
It’s a whole new world.
We did this to ourselves.
* * *
Dragonflies were predators, capable of reaching eight feet in length toward the end of their lives.  The young, healthy adults were usually only four to six feet long.  Still dangerous, but not big enough to take on a full-grown human.  They weren’t smart, but they still knew better than to mess with things that could hurt them if they had any other choice.
Nymphs weren’t quite as good at self-preservation as the adults.  They were all appetite and aggression, and they would snap at anything that entered the water.  They did an amazing job of keeping the mosquito larvae under control—good thing, too; without them, humans would have gone extinct as soon as the mosquitoes reached the size of eagles—but they also ate the fish, and the frogs, and everything else big enough to be a mouthful.  Fishing these days was all about the dragonfly nymphs.
Molly had an amazing knack for spearing the quick, slippery things as they darted by under the surface of the water, chasing the shadows we cast on the pond.  She stabbed, and when she pulled back her spear, there was a nymph the size of a housecat impaled on her hook.  It was thrashing madly, all six of its legs seeking and failing to find purchase against the shaft of the spear.  It wanted to survive.  I couldn’t blame it for that.  All any of us has ever been trying to do is survive.  Humans destroyed the old world trying to live in it, and now that we have a new world, we’re still fighting to stay alive, no matter what that might entail.
I opened the cooler and put it down between us, using my foot to help lever the squirming nymph off the spear and into the white plastic box.  I slammed the lid back into place before the nymph could buck its way out, and gave Molly the thumbs-up to go back to fishing.  We weren’t the only hunting party out for the afternoon, but none of the others had Molly’s skill with the spear; it was up to us to feed the family, if anybody could.
Mark and his urchins would be scavenging in the old Financial District, combing through towers of glass and steel that were more unstable and more picked-over with every year that passed, looking for those precious cans of pre-change food.  Most of them had expired years ago, but as long as they weren’t bloated or punctured, they were still worth the risk.  Everyone I knew would rather die on a full belly than an empty one—another thing we shared with the insects.  Hunger was universal, shared across the animal kingdom, hated by hot and cold blooded creatures alike.  Hunger was the antithesis of survival.
Maybe that was why we’d been able to do so much damage before everything fell apart.  Humans were always hungry.  Even on a full stomach, with all our needs met and all our wanting answered, we were hungry.
Molly squealed as she slammed her spear into the body of a second nymph.  It was a small, giddy sound: the sound of eating well, the sound of knowing that she had contributed to the group, not merely continued to exist as something that took up resources and occupied space.  She’d only been going hunting with me for three years, and there was still so much about the bright world above that was new and delightful to her.  We’d been with this colony since a year after our parents died, and she’d spent the three years between home and hunter as my protected shadow.  I’d never allowed her to go with Mark and his urchins, or to accompany the other smaller ones on their spider-spotting runs.  After Mom and Dad, she was the only thing I had left, and so I’d been prepared to do anything to protect her.  Even work double-hard to keep her from needing to work at all.
Molly was always scared, but she had never liked to be coddled.  Once she’d turned ten, there had been no chance of my keeping her hidden from the world any longer.  Terrified, she’d picked up her spear and followed me into the light, respirator over her face to keep her breathing, surgical gloves over her hands to keep her sweat from scenting the air and telling the other predators what and where she was.  Even now, two years later, she was always scared, and she was always willing to accompany me out into the light.
Bravery isn’t the absence of fear.  It’s the willingness to keep going despite it.  My baby sister was the bravest person I knew.
“How many do we need?” she asked.
“Five should be enough.”  Five would buy us a share of anything that came back with the other groups, no matter how rare or precious: five would be meat for stews, for frying, maybe even for making jerky, which would mean meat later in addition to meat now.  Meat later was almost a fantasy, too decadent to be real.
Molly nodded.  I helped her scrape the second nymph into the cooler, where the first had stopped thrashing, and she turned her attention back to the water.  The air was still.  No drone of dragonflies, no buzz of mosquitoes.  I allowed my shoulders to unlock, enjoying the brief moment of peace.  We never thought about how many insects we existed alongside when I was a kid; we never considered that mammals were in the minority, that only size and the slow change in the oxygenation in the air had made this world ours, instead of being theirs, as it should have been from the beginning.
We were foolish.  We paid the price.  Molly, though…Molly never had the chance to be a fool.  She’d been too young to buy into the system of broken values and limitless consumption that had pushed us, one seemingly inevitable step at a time, into a world where dragonflies ruled the sky and spiders ruled the ground.
Spiders.  I stood suddenly upright, considering the noise—or lack thereof—in a new light.  There were dragonfly larvae here, because there was water, but there were no adult dragonflies.  No damselflies, no lurking grasshoppers or wood lice.  Why not?  There was water here, and thriving vegetation.  This should have been an insect’s paradise.  Where were they?
“Molly, I think this should be the last one,” I said, voice tight, shoulders locked.
“I can get two more,” she protested, and stabbed at the water again.
I didn’t want to tell her my suspicions.  Sending her into a panic wouldn’t change anything, but it could make it a lot harder for us to get back to safety: even at thirteen, she could slow me down immensely if she lost her ability to cope with the world.  Leaving her behind wasn’t an option.  It hadn’t been on the night our parents died, and it wasn’t going to become an option now just because I was scared and she was old enough, supposedly, to run under her own power.  Maybe she was the last sheltered child in the world.  If that was so, then I was going to pay to keep her that way.
“We don’t need two more,” I said.  “Three is enough.  We can pay for our share of dinner, maybe even get something sweet for later on.  Being greedy isn’t going to get us anything.”
Her head snapped up, eyes narrowing as she tried to decide what had gotten into me.  Little sisters will always be the same, no matter how many times the world ends and begins anew, changed but still enduring.  Molly always knew when I wasn’t telling her something.  “What’s wrong?” she demanded.
“Please,” I said.  “We need to go.”
“All right—” she said, pulling her spear out of the water and taking a step back toward me.  Her feet squelched against the mud, a thick, sucking sound that seemed to echo forever.
She never even saw the spider that came out of the brush and grabbed her.  It was a vast, brown, bristling thing, a beast made entirely of broom handles and briars, like a monster scarecrow from another world.  Its jaws clamped on the back of her neck, and her eyes widened in surprise before she went limp.
I screamed, not caring what the sound might attract, and charged for the spider.  Sometimes, if they were surprised enough, they would drop their prey and retreat, choosing the luxury of living to eat another day over the bounty of whatever they were trying to take.  This one was braver than the norm, or just more comfortable in its surroundings, because it didn’t let go of her as it scurried backward, into the brush, dragging Molly along.
The brambles seemed to open up as the spider moved, allowing it to pass with my sister, only to seal themselves again behind it.  The spider was gone, and so was Molly, and the only scene had played out in a matter of seconds.
I dropped to my knees in the mud, listening to the last of the dragonfly nymphs thrashing in the cooler, and screamed.
* * *
One of the other foraging teams found me there, curled up around our cooler, my spear clutched loosely in my right hand, and Molly gone.  It was a miracle, they said, once they had me back in the tunnels, back in the illusion of safety: they didn’t know how long I’d been lying there, but anything longer than a few seconds should have been enough to spell my doom.  Where there was one spider, there were likely to be more, especially in a feeding ground as fertile as the edge of a pond where the dragonflies came to spawn.
I didn’t learn about any of this for days.  I was in shock, locked inside my own mind, watching as the scene played out over and over again.  Sometimes, in my dreams, I was able to move just a fraction of an instant before the spider appeared, grabbing Molly and yanking her to safety, so that its mandibles closed on empty air.  Other times, it would bite down harder, severing her head in a single blow, and then it would come after me, sharing me the anguish of living in a world where I had failed.
But nothing, not even shock, can last forever in a world where the air kills and the things you used to squash in the shower can come for you in the night.  Three days after Molly and I had gone out hunting, I opened my eyes and found myself looking at the tunnel roof, gray concrete and industrial lighting powered by the turbines connected to our underground river.  The hiss of the air conditioning was a comforting constant, reassuring me that the oxygen levels here were safe for me to breathe, and more, were unsafe for the things that hunted the world outside.  The square-cube law operated here exactly as it always had.  Any bugs that decided to follow a hunting party inside would collapse under their own weight as their lungs failed to pull sufficient oxygen from the air.  The old air was safety.
Safety.  “Molly,” I gasped, sitting upright.  I was wearing hospital scrubs, old and blue and oft-bleached, used as pajamas and recovery clothes by hundreds since the collapse.
“You’re awake.”
I turned.  The voice belonged to Mark, for once apart from his squad of scavenging urchins.  He was holding my spear.  My eyes widened, and I leaned over to snatch it from his hands before I could think better of the gesture.
Mark smiled.  Not happily, but a smile all the same.  “I was wondering whether you’d still want that.  Miss Nancy doesn’t think you will.  She says this is going to drive you underground for good.”
“Molly,” I said again, and stood—or tried to.  My legs wobbled, refusing to hold me up.  I collapsed back onto the cot.
“Slow down, superstar, you’re just going to hurt yourself,” said Mark, leaning over to put a carefully restraining hand on my arm.  “It’s been three days.  We’ve had search parties combing the area where we found you.  There’s been no sign of your sister.”  Unspoken: if there hadn’t been a sign within three days, there probably wasn’t going to be one.  Anything that was hungry enough to hunt humans wasn’t going to leave them unconsumed.
And if I allowed myself to start thinking that way, I was failing her all over again.  How many times was it possible for me to fail my sister?  God help me, but I was starting to feel like I might find out.
“I need food, water, weapons,” I said.  “I have to find her.”
“I agree.”
“You don’t under—” I stopped.  “You do?”
“Three of my kids have disappeared in the last two weeks.  Spiders.  Big spiders, just like the one you were raving about when we found you.  But we haven’t found bodies, and we haven’t found bones, and people are too damn willing to write them off as lost.  I think some people are even glad.”  His voice turned bitter at the end, stressing the word “glad” like it was the worst thing anyone had ever said, or thought, since the air had turned against us.  “Kids like mine don’t bring in as much as they consume.  They never could.  Nobody wants to be the one who says we should turn them out—that would be taking a step over the line into monster, and I guess we still think of ourselves as too human for that—but everybody thinks it.  Everybody looks at what’s on their plate and thinks ‘this would be more without them,’ and then they look at my kids, and they wish something like this would happen.”
“Not everybody,” I said softly.
His laughter was even more bitter than his voice.  “No, everybody,” he said.  “At least once.  Even me, when I was hungry and tired and every one of those kids looked like my son, and not one of them was him.  Even you.  I’ve seen it, when you were hungry and cold and Molly was sleeping sound, and not understanding how much you’d given up to keep her safe.  We’re both parents to other people’s children.  We’re never going to be parents to our own.  Not again, for me.  Not ever, for you.”
“You don’t have to talk to me like that when my sister is missing,” I said, my voice dropping until it was barely above a whisper.
Mark shook his head.  “Yes, I do.  You need to understand that no one’s going to help us look for her.  I’ll help you.  I want to help you.  But if you start asking for permission, they’re going to tell you no.  They’re going to say that you already owe the community for your care, and demand that you pay them back before you go looking for her.  And then the trail will go colder than it already has, and by the time you find your way back into the world, there won’t be anything to find.  Do you understand?  We go now.  We go quietly.  We go together.  Or neither one of us is going to go at all.”
I was quiet for a moment, just looking at Mark, trying to collect my thoughts.  He looked calmly back.  He was a few years older than I was, and had arrived at the community at roughly the same time.  When he’d come in, it had been with an armful of solemn, wide-eyed little boy, no more than two years old.  David, his son.  David, who had been born to this strange, terrible new world, who hadn’t lived in it for long enough to learn how to be careful.
David, whose life had ended in the buzz of dragonfly wings, and the screams of his father trying against all odds to chase the monster into the sky.  But Mark had survived the loss.  Mark had recovered from it, even if he’d never been the same man again, and he’d found other ways to contribute to the community.  He’d learned to care for the children whose parents couldn’t, or whose parents had died getting them to us.  He’d learned to be a father to dozens, when he could no longer be a father to one.
We weren’t friends.  All my energy and attention had been reserved for Molly—and maybe I’d even felt a little superior to him, because my sister had still been there, and his son hadn’t.  His son had been long, long gone.
“Do you know where to go?” I asked.
“I know where to start,” he said.
* * *
We crept through the shadows of the early morning, respirators on our faces and packs weighing down our shoulders.  The door to the community’s subterranean warren was behind us, closed and essentially forgotten, because unless we found the children, we could never go back.  We’d stolen.  We’d taken unauthorized supplies and unapproved equipment, carrying it with us up to the surface, to help us look for the children that no one actually wanted us to find.
But Mark was right when he said that no one could admit that.  If we found them, if we brought them safely home, we would be allowed back inside.  We’d be punished, penalized for what we’d taken, but no one would ask for us to be exiled, because exiling us when we’d just gone to retrieve our children would be the act of monsters.  If we found them, everything could go back to the way it had always been.  And if we didn’t find them…
If we didn’t find them, it wouldn’t matter that we’d be exiles.  It wouldn’t matter that we’d die alone and afraid, torn apart by the menace we had created.  Because if we didn’t find them, I would have failed Molly the way I’d failed our parents, and I would deserve everything the world wanted to do to me.  If I couldn’t save her, I didn’t deserve to have a home.
More oxygen in the air meant more CO2, which meant more food for the plants; they thrived in this transformed atmosphere.  Mark and I pushed our way through a field of chest-high crabgrass, always watching our feet.  Stepping on a resting wood louse was surprising and unpleasant, but not necessarily fatal.  Stepping on a sleeping centipede could cost a foot at best, and a leg at worst.  Either one would mean a quick and brutal death.  The smell of blood attracted more things than I liked to think about, and most of them were happy to feast on man-flesh.  Call it revenge for all those rolled up newspapers and plastic cups of my youth, back when the world had been ours, instead of theirs.
“We try to scavenge as far from water as we can, to prevent accidents,” said Mark.  “It’s not safe anywhere, but the water…”
“The water attracts,” I agreed quietly.  Not just insects, although they had grown first, swelling beyond the bounds of the old nature, adapting to the new one: other arthropods were making their own adaptations.  There used to be a fisherman with the community, a man who’d fled inland from the sea, shattered and still shaking from the gale-force winds that had erased his hometown from the face of the world.  He’d gone to the streams outside the city, using reel and rod to tease crawfish out from beneath rocks and bring them back to feed us.  When he’d started, they had been small things, six inches at most.  Over the span of three years, they had swelled to a foot, and then two feet, and finally more than three feet, great monsters of the shallows, all claws and chitin.
And then he had gone out and not come back.  We all knew that his bones—what was left of them—were somewhere at the bottom of the stream, disarticulated by the crawfish, stripped bare of flesh and forgotten.  We didn’t know how big the crawfish were now.  The water was hyper-oxygenated, like everything else.  They could be monsters in the deep, and we had given that to them.
There were still frogs.  Sometimes I heard them croaking when I went out at twilight, and they sounded big enough to swallow the sky.  Everything was growing.  Everything but us.  Maybe, given time, the dinosaurs would rise again, taking a second shot at the world that should have been theirs all along.  I wondered, sometimes, whether they would be grateful to us for fixing it for them, or whether they would just keep moving forward, marking time until things changed again.
“Shhh,” said Mark, putting out a hand like I was one of his urchins, too young to know when I needed to be careful.  It burned.  I stopped all the same, freezing in place, trying to listen for what he’d heard that I hadn’t.  Pride has no place in the open air.
Something rustled in the grass ahead of us.  We held our place and our peace as a ladybug as large as a dinner plate crawled out, antennae waving, mandibles working against the air.  I stiffened.  Ladybugs were staples of picture books and cartoons when I was a child.  I hadn’t realized until later that they were vicious predators, capable of killing and consuming insects twice their size.  We were too big for this ladybug to devour, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t try if it felt threatened.
The only good thing about its presence was that it meant there were probably no mantises in the area.  The stealthy ambush hunters snatched up ladybugs like children snatched up candy, devouring them whole.  They could coexist, but they usually didn’t.
The ladybug bumbled on.  We started moving again, pushing deeper into the grass, moving toward Mark’s unidentified goal.  I forced my breathing to stay level.  Some insects tracked by following trails of carbon dioxide, using our lungs against us.  The respirator meant that I was putting off less than I would have been without it, but less wasn’t the same as nothing at all.  It could still be followed.  Breathing too fast would just set me up to be devoured.
Then Mark stopped.  “Here,” he said, indicating an open doorway, a black cavern into a deserted store.  The logo was still visible, red circles against grimy stucco.  This had been a wonderland once, taken for granted by the people who walked through its automatic doors into its climate controlled depths, where the shelves groaned under the weight of so many good things.  Vitamins and bottled juices and chocolate; clean clothes and solar batteries that were new, not worn out and run down by years of constant use.  Sometimes I thought that if I had a time machine and an hour, and knew that I couldn’t change the world enough to make a difference, that I would spend it looting a store just like this one, stealing from the past the way the past had stolen from all of us.
None of that changed the fact that walking through those shattered doors would be just this side of suicide.  “You can’t be serious,” I hissed.  “That’s…that’s enclosed space.”  Enclosed space that hadn’t been reclaimed and cleaned out by human hands; enclosed space that could harbor anything at all.  Insects like the dark.
“I know,” said Mark.  He looked at the doors.  “We were near here when I lost the first of them.  I didn’t want to think he could be in there, but now I think there’s not anywhere else any of them could be.  We have to go in.”
“And if it kills us?”
“Then it kills us, and we don’t have to do this anymore.”  There was a quiet resignation in his voice that I had heard before, in my own, in everyone else within the community’s.  We were struggling to hold on because we didn’t see another way; because to be human was to struggle, to keep trying in the face of impossible odds.  But here was a choice that meant continuing to struggle while also admitting that maybe, just maybe, we were done.
I closed my eyes.  Molly’s face looked at me from the darkness, all pale cheeks and desperation.  I opened them again, turned to Mark, and nodded.
“All right,” I said.  “We’re going in.”
* * *
Scavenging teams had been here, pushing as far in as they dared before abandoning the effort as more risk than reward.  The shelves near the front of the store were picked clean of whatever they’d once held, be it food, medication, or the latest DVDs.  It didn’t matter that most people didn’t have a way of playing DVDs anymore, or that seeing the pre-change world caused depression and mania in a lot of our older survivors; if something had been touched by human hands, created by human hands, people wanted it.  People wanted to remember that once, we’d been the dominant species on this planet, not reduced to living in ruins and waiting for the sky to fall.  People wanted to pretend that one day we were going to be the dominant species again.
People were fools.  The world belonged to the crawling things now, to the bugs and spiders and frogs.  And maybe part of the world belonged to the children like Molly, who were young enough not to mourn for something that was never coming back.  The old world was dead and gone and buried.  Molly and her kind, they could build a new one from the wreckage.  People like me and Mark?  We were here to get Molly’s generation to adulthood, to protect them in the remains of the world our parents had destroyed until their time could truly begin.  We were the liminal generation.
It was an awful thing to be.  We were trapped in the doorway between worlds, enough part of what was lost that we would never stop regretting it, enough part of what was found that we looked askance at the people behind us, the ones who were never going to move on.  We couldn’t adapt, not really.  All we could do was struggle to keep the ones who could alive.
Mark took the lead as we crept deeper into the old super store.  He’d clearly been here before; he knew where to put his feet, where the floor would hold him, while I had to trust that he wasn’t guiding me to my death.  Only the fact that you can’t bargain with insects kept me from turning and running back to the light.  He wasn’t going to trade me for his missing kids.  Whatever had taken them would just take him too.  One more piece of meat to fill its belly.  One more death for the ever-mounting toll.
Would the world even notice when humanity was gone?  Had it noticed when the last dodo died, or when the last of the dinosaurs lay down and closed its eyes for good?  We’d been so foolish, thinking anything we did could destroy the world.  The world didn’t care about us.  All we’d ever been in a position to destroy was ourselves.
“Hold on,” whispered Mark.  He stopped, and so did I, watching silently as the dark outline of his body bent, fiddling with something near his feet.  Then a light came on, red as blood or rust, illuminating the room in front of us.  I clapped a hand over my respirator, like I could somehow muffle the urge to scream, or stop the small traces of carbon dioxide from coming through the vents.
The air glistened with webbing, glowing crimson in Mark’s light, like some sort of terrible Christmas.  Spiders scurried along the loops, treating them like makeshift highways.  Most were the size of dogs, cocker spaniels and pit bull terriers.  They paid us no mind.  We were too big for them to eat and we weren’t moving fast enough to be a threat; as long as we left them alone, they were going to return the favor.
Mark took a step forward.  The light moved with him.  I realized that it was attached to his shoe, tilted upward, so that he’d always be able to see where he was going.  It was the sort of good idea I’d never needed to have, thankfully; Molly and I had always done our hunting in the light.
Mark was still moving.  I followed.  There was nothing else for me to do.  Not when there was a chance that Molly was still alive somewhere in here.
The webs got thicker as we moved into the store.  There was no natural light here; these places had always been built to minimize the presence of windows and make it easier to control the internal temperature.  Both things that made them perfect nests for the things that owned them now, the dark and crawling creatures that had come up from the soil and taken the world for their own.  A strand of webbing brushed my cheek.  I shuddered and clawed it away, resisting the urge to turn and run.  The webs were only going to get thicker from here.
What had Molly thought as she was dragged into the dark?  Had she believed that I would let her die, or had she known that I would come for her?  I thought of her face, innocent and sweet and all I had left of my family, and I kept moving, until we reached a solid wall of web.  It stretched from the floor to the ceiling, so thick that it looked like something out of a nightmare.  This wasn’t possible.  This shouldn’t have been possible.
“Through here,” whispered Mark.  He produced a knife from his belt and began to cut, untangling the strands of web with a speed and skill that spoke of long practice.  I looked nervously from side to side, waiting for some great monster to rush at us and bring this ill-fated adventure to an end.  Nothing moved but the small spiders—small is always a relative term—and they were still ignoring us.
“How do you know?” I whispered back.
“Because wolf spiders hunt during the day, and they like to make larders,” said Mark.  His logic was chillingly simple.  “Twilight is when this place gets hopping.  Now come on.”  He pried the hole in the webbing wider, until we could fit through, single-file.  I slipped past him, and stopped.
Light had come back into the world.
At some point in the last decade, the roof of the store had caved in, giving way in the face of wind and weather.  The spiders had done their best to close off this avenue for the sun, stringing their webs across the hole until the light was washed-out and gray, filtered through a hundred layers of silk.  It didn’t matter.  I could see now, and what I saw was terrible.
Dozens of cocoons dangled on silken threads, some as small as a wood louse or a squirrel, others larger than a human being.  I didn’t want to think about what might be in those larger cocoons, or how big the spider that dragged it back here would have needed to be.  Spiders could handle prey that was larger than they were, but normally only if they were webbing it on the spot; not if they were carrying it back to save for later.
How big were they getting, around the edges of the world where humanity was already a fading, forgotten dream?  How big were they going to get, now that we’d removed the limits?  I hadn’t been old enough when things had changed to know much about pre-oxygen insect life, and the older people never wanted to talk about it at all.  They just turned their faces to the wall and refused to admit what they’d done.
Mark began moving forward, eyes on the cocoons.  I followed.  The older ones tended to be darker in color, the webbing attracting and holding small particles in the air.  I was looking for something small, something fresh, something long enough to hold a sister and bright enough to be new.
In the dimness beside me, I heard Mark gasp, a single short, sharp intake of breath that was followed by the softer sound of weeping.  He’d found one of his missing ones, and they hadn’t been in the condition he’d been hoping.  But his children had been missing longer than mine had.  Molly still had a chance.
Something buzzed, close enough to my head that I jumped and nearly toppled over, seized with cold dread.  I looked up.  It was the dragonfly we’d seen earlier, the dog still clutched in its front legs.  It wasn’t cocooned.  Webbing was wrapped around its wings, pinning it in place, but it wasn’t cocooned.  The buzz had been it struggling to be free, as startled by the sight of me as I was by the sound of it.
Beyond the dragonfly was a row of fresh cocoons.  I took a steadying breath and moved in that direction, knife at the ready.
I found Molly in the third cocoon I cut down.  Her eyes were closed and her face was serene.  She looked like she was sleeping.  She was beautiful—she had always been beautiful—but until that moment, I hadn’t fully appreciated that beauty for what it was.  She was one of the first daughters of this brave new world, with calluses around her mouth and nose from her respirator, and skin as soft as flower petals.  I stroked her cheek.  She wasn’t breathing.
Well, of course she wasn’t breathing.  She didn’t have her respirator.  Carefully, I unhooked my own and placed it on her face, tightening the straps until it fit just so.  Her eyes never opened.  But they would.  They would.  They had to.  I had promised our parents that I would keep her safe, and she was going to open her eyes.  She was going to remember how to breathe.  She was going to endure.  She was going to thrive.  She had to.  And if she didn’t, then I wasn’t going to either.  All or nothing.  That was the way.
Mark made a small choking sound.  I turned, and there was no terror as I saw that he’d been grabbed from behind by a behemoth of a spider, something so large and horrible that my mind refused to accept it.  It was impossible.  It was the inevitable result of the world’s changes, and it was too much.  My sister was gone, my lungs were growing heavy and thick with too much oxygen, and it was too much.
Mark didn’t even have time to scream.
The dragonfly buzzed again, alarmed by the nearness of the spider.  There were no alliances to be formed here, no unions against a common enemy: the minds of mammals and the minds of insects were too different.  But there was something to be said for revenge.  I ran to the dragonfly’s side, grabbed the webbing that held it, and began to slice.  It bucked and writhed, flashing its mandibles in a threat display, making my task that much harder.  I kept going, waiting for the moment when the spider would grab me and jerk me backward, into the dark.  I cut, and cut, until suddenly, the dragonfly was free.  Suddenly, it rose into the air, wings buzzing, and I realized that it was close enough to hurt me badly.
It didn’t.  Instead, it turned, fleeing out the cracked hole in the ceiling, leaving me to my fate.  I closed my eyes, resigned to the inevitable.
The sound of wings forced me to open them again, and I watched in helpless awe as the swarm of dragonflies poured in through the hole, following the one I had just cut free.  They filled the air with darting, shining jewels, ranging in size from a few feet to larger than an adult man.  The spiders reared onto their hind legs, threatening the attackers.  The dragonflies descended, and battle was joined.  Even the spider that had killed Mark left his body, racing to defend the nest.  They wanted to live.  They all wanted to live.
I had made a promise to my parents, and I was going to keep it; Molly needed my respirator if she was going to wake up (she wasn’t going to wake up), and so I snatched Mark’s from his face, fastening it to my own as I ran, out of the spider’s lair, through the memorial to mankind’s hubris, and out into the shimmering, newly primeval world.
I ran, and as long as I could keep running, I might be able to find another promise.  I might be able to make a promise to myself.  One that would be enough.
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Lockdown
by Saul Tanpepper
ALLISON MULLINS WAS CONVINCED that the three-quarter-inch gap beneath her classroom door would be the death of her.
That’s what she always said, anyway, complaining to anyone who would listen: “The rain blows in and makes the linoleum slippery. You don’t know how many times I’ve almost fallen because of it.”
Once, a few weeks after the term started, she told her fiancé that as soon as the weather turned cold, rats would start coming in. James laughed and kissed her on the lips in that way that turned her bones to jelly. He told her he doubted anything so large could squeeze through such a small space.
“Spiders or cockroaches, maybe,” he said. “But not rats.”
She knew he was only teasing, but the offhand remark stuck with her. Images of vermin would pop into her mind at the most inopportune moments, like the time they were making love in their tiny one-room apartment.
She told the janitor about the gap, but he punted the issue up to Maintenance, who said the work order had to come down from the principal. The principal promised to install some foam weather stripping the first chance he got.
But each morning she’d come in to find that nothing had been done about it. She’d have to sweep out the dead leaves that had blown in overnight. She even took to tweezing apart the little aggregated piles with her fingers, searching for evidence of vermin—mouse droppings and such.
Afterward, she’d scrub her hands raw in the scalding water from the sink in her en suite bathroom, even though she’d worn disposable latex gloves. She worried about the diseases that might be lurking in the filth.
There hadn’t been any droppings. Not yet, anyway, but she knew it was inevitable. The rats would come in sooner or later, drawn by the warmth and the food her third graders left in their desks or dropped onto the floor. And with them would come the germs. She adored the kids and knew they didn’t mean to be messy. It was just the way they were. In fact, she often told her colleagues at staff meetings that she had the best classroom in the whole school.
But then she’d remember the door and say, “If it weren’t for that damn gap.”
And the other teachers would make sympathetic noises and pat her on the shoulder, as if to show their solidarity.
But none of their doors had gaps.
* * *
The day of the emergency lockdown started out just like any other. The morning air was crisp, the sunlight blinding, and the children their usual ebullient selves. Hearing their joyful shouts always brought a grin to Allison’s face. When the early bell rang, she lined them up outside her classroom and gave them each a squirt of hand sanitizer from the bottle she kept on the counter. Hygiene was an important part of her curriculum.
Instruction proceeded as usual—mathematics followed by social science. Then came a break. She lined the students up to go play outside so she could meet with a parent.
Rodney Cundiff was one of those high-energy kids—bright and aggressively inquisitive, yet completely unable to focus on any one task for longer than five minutes. His parents were the same way. They’d flit in and out of class with little regard for Allison or the students until she finally had to ask them to call ahead first.
June Cundiff was waiting outside the door when the children filed out. As usual, Rodney was at the very front of the line, his antics already causing the students behind him to misbehave. Distracted by thoughts of playtime, he failed to notice his mother as he passed her, despite her calling his name and reminding him to keep his hands to himself.
The meeting was brief and pointed. June wanted to know if it might be possible for Rodney to skip the afternoon’s language arts sessions, which took place in the school’s crowded library. “He sees all those books,” she told Allison, “and it’s almost too much for him to handle. He’d be better off sitting quietly in the classroom reading on his own.”
Allison agreed, though she doubted it would make much difference to the boy. She didn’t mention that a couple parents had complained about Rodney’s behavior, or about the librarian bringing him up to her on various occasions.
“I’ll be dedicating some one-on-one time with another student as well,” she told the worried-looking Mrs. Cundiff. “It’s really no problem.”
Relief flooded the woman’s face, and she reached out to clasp hands with her son’s teacher. The uninvited contact left Allison feeling icky. Her skin itched where the stiff white bandage on the tip of the woman’s finger had scratched it.
After Mrs. Cundiff left, Allison washed her hands, then put sanitizer on for good measure.
By noon, ominous storm clouds had rolled in, accompanied by strong wind gusts and the first fat drops of what promised to be a considerable shower. The children’s behavior reflected the weather, growing increasingly boisterous. Forced to lunch inside at their desks, the classroom soon descended into a state of near-chaos. By the time Allison sent them off for their library session, she was more than ready for a little peace and quiet.
After the others left, she provided Rodney and Sanja, a meek Pakistani girl, with their reading instructions and returned to her desk for a few moments to decompress.
Rodney lasted all of ninety seconds before he was up and chasing the leaves swirling in beneath the door. She asked him to sit down. Another blast of wind rattled the door against the frame, sending in a spray that dampened the threshold. Rain lashed at the windows and rattled the gutters.
Allison stood up to peek through the closed blinds, which the school had installed as part of the district’s new shooter-deterrence strategy, and gave the dark sky a worried look. The six-foot eave proved to be insufficient protection and promised her students a good soaking when they returned from the lesson. Allison was not looking forward to spending the last hour of the day teaching a classroom full of damp, shivering students who would be incapable of paying attention.
“Miss Mullins? Rodney’s making mud.”
Allison turned away from the window just as the school’s alarm began to blare. A yelp of surprise escaped through her lips.
“Attention, all teachers and staff!” Principal Barden announced over the intercom. His voice crackled with static, and there was a low buzz of people speaking over each other in the background. “Please shut and lock your doors immediately! This is a shelter-in-place order, not a drill! All lockdown procedures must be followed! I repeat, lock your doors, shut off all lights and A/V equipment. Close your blinds. Take shelter away from your windows. Remain silent and await further instructions. This is not a drill!”
“What’s happening, Miss Mullins?” Sanja asked, tugging at Allison’s sleeve.
“I don’t know, sweetie. Just do as we practiced. Rodney! Get away from the door now! Onto the sharing mat, both of you!”
She flipped the lights off, then checked that the door was locked. With the blinds closed, a gloom swept through the room nearly as dark as night. Feeling her way to her desk, she grabbed her purse from the drawer, then made her way through the obstacle course of tables and chairs to the back corner of the classroom.
“Where’s Rodney?” she asked. “Rodney!”
“Bafroom,” he replied from somewhere near the middle of the classroom.
“Bath,” Allison corrected, before reminding herself to keep quiet. “And you don’t need to go. Come sit with us.”
“What about the other kids?” Sanja asked.
“They’ll be fine, honey,” she whispered, but nonetheless turned a worried glance out into the empty room. “As long as they listen and follow directions, they’ll be fine. And so will we. Rodney? Did you hear me?”
The administration had conducted an active-shooter training exercise the week before school started. The drill was only supposed to last a half hour, just long enough for each teacher to run through the checklist of items they were supposed to do, but it had ended up dragging on much longer than that. She remembered growing impatient, resenting the fact that she wasn’t being paid to sit alone in the dark doing nothing. She needed the time to prepare her new classroom.
It had been during that drill that Allison first became aware of the gap beneath the door. Sitting quietly in the darkness, she had watched the shadows crisscrossing the threshold as the administrators and emergency personnel passed by outside, conducting their own checks. She could hear them talking and laughing. Twice, someone had stopped to jiggle her doorknob. At least one of those times had been her principal. There was no mistaking the tangerine glow of his trademark sneakers.
She reflected how sad it was that the greatest risk to the children came in the form of suicidal mass murderers. She’d grown up in California and the Midwest, and the drills back then had been for earthquakes and tornadoes, respectively. Her father told stories of learning how to duck and cover beneath his desk as a child. He’d grown up on the East Coast during the Cold War, when the daily noon siren from the firehouse was a carryover from the nuclear alert system and its wail could be heard for miles around.
Those air raid drills now seemed quaint by comparison.
“Rodney!” she whispered in as loud a voice as she dared. “What are you doing?”
There was no answer.
“I’ll be right back,” she told Sanja, standing up and pulling away from the girl’s anxious grip. “Rodney, where are you?”
The door to the bathroom opened and a tidal wave of light flooded into the class. Rodney surfaced in the middle of it wiping his hands on his pants. Allison hurried over and grabbed his elbow. “Did you wash?”
“Yes, Miss Mullins. I even used soap.”
She reached over and flipped off the light. “We need to get over to the mat and sit quietly! Do you want me to get in trouble?”
“No, Miss—”
The classroom telephone rang, filling the room with its harsh jangle. An impressive facsimile of the sound burbled out of Rodney’s mouth. He laughed and broke away from her, disappearing into the warren of desks. She could hear him crawling underneath them, banging his head, knocking pencils and books to the floor. But at least he was moving in the direction of the sharing mat.
She turned her attention toward the phone, which rang again before she could reach it. Groping blindly over the surface of her desk, she finally located the receiver and lifted it to her ear.
“Hello?”
“Alli? Oh, thank———your cell———straight to voice mail.”
“James?”
Up until that moment, she’d not felt much alarm. Despite the note of urgency in the principal’s voice and the confusion of background speakers, she had remained calm, confident that whatever the problem was, it would quickly resolve itself. She’d heard no gunshots outside. And all of the classroom doors opened into a gated quad that was locked during the day, requiring visitors to enter through the main office, so it was unlikely that anyone had gotten in. She figured someone had either called in a fake threat or something had happened in one of the neighboring businesses.
But now a bolt of panic arced through her body. James knew she kept her cell phone on silent mode during the day, so something must have upset him enough to forget. He also knew that the classroom line was only supposed to be used for emergencies.
“What is it, honey?” she asked.
“Is your door locked?”
Her heart skipped a beat. “My door?”
“Is it locked?”
“Y-yes. How did you—”
“Do not open it!”
“Honey, you’re scaring me. What’s happening? Where are you?”
“———work. We’re———ockdown too———the news———”
“James?”
“———check on you, make sure you———up the gap.”
“Gap? I can’t understand you. You’re breaking up.”
“———go outside. Stay safe. Don’t worry.”
“Go outside?”
“———news and———everywhere is———”
“James? There’s something wrong with the connection. James?” She pulled the receiver away from her ear and looked at it. But it was just a stupid desk phone without a screen and so it offered no clue to the problem. She banged it against her palm. “James?”
A series of mechanical clicks came through the tiny speaker. Then silence for a couple seconds. Finally, the dial tone returned. James was gone.
“Miss Mullins?”
“Shh, Sanja. Just a minute. I’ll be right there.”
She punched in James’s number, her fingers skittering blindly over the keypad in the darkness. Nothing happened. She tried again, and the result was the same, except that now there wasn’t even the sound of an open line when she pressed the disconnect button.
“Miss Mullins?”
In her agitation, she missed the cradle. The handset tumbled to the floor.
“Miss Mullins!”
“Yes, Sanja,” she said impatiently. “What is it?”
“Rodney took his shirt off.”
Allison rolled her eyes. She didn’t bother retrieving the receiver. The damn phone wasn’t working anyway. She took a deep breath and told Rodney to put his shirt back on.
“He’s taking his socks and shoes off, too.”
Let him. I couldn’t care less if he stripped down to his underwear and started doing jumping jacks on the desks.
No, actually I do. He’d probably fall off and break an arm. And the school would be sued, and I’d lose my job.
“Rodney, put—Ow! Put your socks and shoes back on and go sit down on the sharing mat.”
Her head pounded. Her shin hurt. She was dangerously close to hyperventilating. And why? Because their phone call had been disconnected?
Because James knew. Because he called the classroom to ask if my door was locked. Why would he do that?
And how did he know she was on lockdown anyway?
His tenth-floor office was five blocks away. She couldn’t see his building from her window, as it faced the wrong direction, but he should be able to see the school from his. Was he watching it right now? What was he seeing?
She made her way over to the window and peeked through the blinds. The rain was coming down in sheets now, sometimes vertically, sometimes swirling in underneath the eaves. The courtyard was empty. Nobody was out there, and nothing was happening. She couldn’t imagine a shooter—or anyone else for that matter—wanting to be out in that mess.
Did he say that he was on lockdown, too? She couldn’t remember. And if so, what could be so big as to cover such a large area?
Gas leak?
She remembered the gas explosion in California several years back. That had been a terrible tragedy, so many killed. She sniffed the air and detected nothing but the sharp tang of the season’s first rain.
Maybe a chemical spill?
Nuclear radiation?
Each new potential threat ushered in an even more fantastic and deadly one after it.
Solar flare?
Is that why he told her to stay inside? And had she heard him correctly? Did he mention something about the gap?
Her eyes drifted over to the door.
I should seal it up.
She decided to get her cell phone and dial James back.
“Miss Mullins?”
Allison turned around, sighing. “Rodney, I told you to put your clothes back on.”
“He did, Miss Mullins.”
“Then what is it now, Sanja?”
“I have to go to the bathroom. Bad.”
“Of course you do, honey. Well, come on. Can you see?”
“Not very much.”
There was a bump, the sound of something soft hitting something hard, like a thigh or arm on the edge of a desk, followed by a muffled cry.
Allison held the blinds away a little more, allowing some of the sparse light to filter in. What could it hurt? There was no one out there anyway.
Except someone was.
Her breath locked in her throat as she squinted into the gray haze.
Principal Barden?
She’d recognize those glowing orange shoes anywhere. But why was he out there in the pouring rain, stumbling around like that? Especially during a lockdown?
Frowning, Allison let the blinds fall back into place. She went over and helped Sanja to the bathroom door. “You may turn on the light, but only after you close the door, okay? And you have to turn it off again before you come out.”
“I know.”
She wondered what mischief Rodney was getting into as she waited by the bathroom, listening to the drone of the rain. A metal flap kept clacking somewhere in the heating vent in the wall near the ceiling.
“What are you doing, Rodney?”
Paper crinkled somewhere in the middle of the room. “Eating lunch,” he mumbled past a mouthful of food.
“You just ate lunch twenty minutes ago.”
“I’m hungry again.”
Allison shook her head. “Don’t spill. We’ll get rats.” And she glanced over to the door again, her skin prickling.
Or other creepy-crawly things.
Stuff something in the gap, Alli. Do it before it’s too late.
But nothing was coming in, nothing except rain illuminated by a pale, thin rectangle of light reflecting off the damp floor. She felt silly.
The toilet flushed.
“Sanja pooped,” Rodney said, suddenly materializing beside Allison.
“Rodney! Don’t sneak around like that. You scared me.”
“Sanja pooped.”
“Why would you say such a thing?”
“It’s true. She told me she had to go poo—”
“Okay, I got it. Stop saying that. It’s not polite.”
The bathroom door opened. Thankfully, no light spilled out.
“Did you wash your hands?” Rodney sang.
“Yes,” the girl replied.
“With soap?”
“Um…”
“Never mind, Sanja. Rodney, mind your own business. Both of you go sit down on the sharing mat. Hurry up.”
“I have to poop, too,” Rodney said.
“No, you don’t.” She waited for him to protest. “That’s what I thought. Now, please, can we just do what we’re supposed to do? It’s very important that we follow instructions.”
She found their hands in the darkness, grimacing at the clamminess on each of them, and led them toward the back corner of the room. She glanced once more at the front door and considered whether she should get some paper towels out of the bathroom to mop up the rain.
“Sit down, both of you,” she ordered. “Be quiet.”
“How long?” Rodney asked.
“I don’t know. Hopefully not much longer.”
“Ten minutes?”
“I don’t know. Be quiet and it’ll go faster.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I said so.”
Gah! I’m turning into my mother!
“Miss Mullins, do you want some pretzels?”
“I already have— Where did you get those?”
“I found them on the floor.”
“Oh, Rodney.”
She located her handbag at the edge of the sharing mat. Its contents had been disgorged in a scattered heap. The bag of pretzels she kept for her after-school prep work was gone.
“Just … share those with Sanja if she wants some,” she told the boy, and she swept everything else back into the bag. Her fingers fumbled the lid off a small plastic bottle of hand sanitizer that she kept with her. The gel felt cool on her skin and soothed her nerves.
The door rattled as another spray of rain lashed against it. The puddle in the entryway inched across the tiles toward the carpeting. Allison leaned her head back and hoped her other students were faring as well or better in the library. She prayed the poor librarian was holding out.
James. I was going to call James back.
He’d told her not to worry, but how could she not? He had known about the lockdown. What more did he know?
She woke her cell phone and frowned to see that there were over three dozen text messages waiting for her. Were they all from James?
He would sometimes leave her a message or two during the day—typical stuff, just touching base. MISS U or LUV U or SUSHI SHACK 2NITE?
Sometimes her best friend from the school she’d taught at the previous year would text to see if she wanted to meet for a commiseration drink before heading home. Their favorite bar was just a subway stop up the street from their apartment building.
And then there was her mom, who seemed completely incapable of teaching herself texting shorthand, yet had somehow mastered the voice-to-text option on her phone, which meant that her messages ran on and on and were sometimes completely incomprehensible. The phone just couldn’t seem to handle her thick Southern drawl. James, who wrote legal briefs and therefore had a high tolerance for inchoate babble, found the phone’s hapless attempts to transcribe the messages an endless source of amusement.
But three dozen? That wasn’t just unusual, it was alarming.
She quickly thumbed through the list, seeing texts from her family and friends, but also from the parents of her students:
PLZ CALL WHN U HAV CHNC
HOW’S MY CHELSEA?
RU SAFE?
She was beginning to wish she’d checked her phone sooner, because the number of messages meant that something truly frightening was happening out there. She intended to respond to each of them, but for some reason the cell signal kept falling to zero.
“Miss Mullins?”
She pushed Sanja’s hand away and shushed her.
The more recent texts took on an increasingly alarming tone:
LOCK YOUR DOOR PLEASE
STAY INSIDE!
DONT OPEN UR DOOR
CANT GET THERE KEEP TOMMY SAFE PLEASE!!!
DONT TOUCH ANYONE
TELL RODNEY MOMMY AND DADDY LOVE HIM AND DONT GO OUTSIDE
She read them all, each and every one, and by the time she came to the last, her hands shook so badly she could barely hold the phone.
What the hell is going on? Why isn’t anyone telling us? What was the principal doing out there?
The phone on her desk suddenly started squawking, startling her with its raucous off-the-hook angry-bird cry.
“I’ll fix it!” Rodney shouted, and he jumped up.
“No! Wait—”
Objects crashed to the floor as he ran to find the receiver.
“Rodney!”
The intercom crackled and the voice of the school secretary, Mary, came on just as the phone noise stopped. Rodney let out a triumphant shout: “I fixed it! Miss Mullins, I fixed it!”
“Attention, teachers, staff,” Mary said. She sounded tired, and more than a little frightened. “The lockdown is still in effect. We apologize for not communicating sooner, but the power was out. We’ve been able to start the emergency generator.”
That’s why Barden was out there.
A phone rang in the background. Someone answered it.
“A state of emergency has been called,” Mary relayed, “and we have been advised that the conditions outside are highly unstable. All roads have been blocked, and parents are unable to pick up their children. Consequently, we must extend the shelter-in-place order past normal school hours.”
“Miss Mullins?”
“Shh, Sanja. I need to hear this!”
“Unfortunately, we are unable to provide any more information at this time. All citizens have been ordered by the Department of Emergency Services to remain inside. As a reminder, it is district-wide policy during a lockdown procedure to shut all curtains or blinds. Maintain silence as much as possible. We have also been told not to, under any circumstance, open any door, not for parents, not even for your own family, until the lockdown has been officially lifted.”
“Why?” Sanja asked, her voice hitching. “I want my mommy.”
Allison didn’t answer. She was concentrating on the telephone discussion in the background. As a result, Mary’s warnings flew past her like driven snow, pelting the skin of her consciousness but leaving no lasting impression other than a vague chilling effect. It was the other conversation which froze her to the core.
Principal Barden is dead? But I just saw him!
Her knees buckled, and she sank to the floor.
Maybe I heard wrong.
Yes, that had to be it. Maybe the speaker had said that Principal Barden was … was ….
In bed?
Or maybe they said the power was dead. That made more sense.
“The safety of your students is your highest priority,” Mary concluded. “It is your only priority. As soon as new information becomes available, we will update you.”
The intercom static clicked off.
“Miss—”
Something hit one of her windows, rattling the pane. It was harder than wind and bigger than raindrops. It squeaked as it rubbed over the glass.
“I heard something,” Sanja said.
“It’s just the storm,” Allison whispered. She pushed herself back to her feet. “Rodney! Come back here right now!”
A shadow crossed over the door’s threshold, lingered for a moment, then passed on. Ice flushed through Allison’s veins.
“Here I am!” Rodney shouted, and he grabbed her arm.
Allison screamed.
* * *
An hour passed before she managed to calm herself down enough to call James. Her mind had simply shut down. The kids clung to her sides and kept quiet through the entire ordeal, as if sensing her terror.
Her first attempt to dial resulted in nothing but dead air. The second returned her to the home screen after a few odd clicks. She stared at the phone, wondering if she’d misdialed or accidentally disconnected. Her hands trembled badly and her eyes refused to focus.
He answered right away the third time: “Alli? Oh, thank heavens! It’s about time.”
“About time? Do you have any idea what I’ve been going through? My phone’s been on and you haven’t called—”
“I did! Honey, what do you think I’ve been doing since we got cut off? I haven’t been able to get a call out anywhere!”
“What’s happening, James? I’m scared.”
“Honestly, I don’t know. I’ve been stuck here in the damn office. The partners left about an hour ago, followed by the junior lawyers.”
“Left? Then why are you still there?”
There was a pause. “It’s ….”
“What, honey?”
“I was going to leave, but I … couldn’t. It’s a mess out there on the streets.”
“On the streets?” She could hear the terror in his voice. “Honey, what is happening?”
“I said I don’t know! The roads are blocked, cars are piled up everywhere, people are running around— were running around. Things seem to have calmed down a bit over the past two hours, but … I’m looking outside now. The power’s off everywhere as far as I can tell.”
“Can you see the school?”
“Not through the rain. Everything’s hazy. People are walking around like they’re in some kind of a daze. Others are lying down in the middle of the street.”
“Lying down? Are they—“
dead
“—hurt?”
“We’re too high up to be sure, honey,” he said, exasperation tightening his voice. “With the rain—and now it’s getting dark—I can’t see much. I heard gunshots earlier. I think they were gunshots.”
“I haven’t heard anything.”
“The school walls might be blocking the sounds. Or the shots came from farther away. I think I can see something burning off in the distance.”
“Burning? But—”
“Have you heard anything, Alli? Like on the radio, I mean. Local news. We’re totally blacked out here. Tried the internet, but it’s been spotty at best.”
“I haven’t had a chance to listen to the radio,” she blurted out. But the truth was, she hadn’t even thought to check. The room had a television. They got a few local stations over the airwaves. And she could access the internet on her phone. “We’re not supposed to turn anything on.”
“So you have power?”
“The school has a generator. Besides, I’ve got kids to watch.”
The children beside her stirred. Sanja was dozing, and Rodney had found the modeling clay.
He’s probably rubbing it into the sharing mat. It’s going to be ruined.
But they were quiet, occupied. She didn’t want to rile them.
“What have you heard?” she asked.
“Just what I’ve been able to pull off the web, whenever I can connect. Everyone’s to stay inside, shelter in place. It’s some kind of medical thing, a virus, they think.”
Her eyes flicked obsessively to the gap beneath the door. “Is it airborne?”
“No, doesn’t seem to be. But it’s affected everyone.”
“Everyone in the city?”
“Everyone everywhere.”
“What?” she said, choking back a gasp.
“Miss Mullins,” Rodney said. “You have to be quiet. It’s the rules.”
“Yes, I know. You’re right. I’m sorry.” She stood up and moved away from the children before bringing the phone back to her ear. She cupped her hand over it so the kids wouldn’t hear. “Honey, what do you mean everywhere?”
“Everywhere everywhere, hon. I don’t know. There hasn’t been anything new on the feed in a while, but what is there suggests this thing spread quickly. It’s all over the place. All over the world!”
He sounded about as close to panic as she’d ever heard anyone come.
Bioterrorism?
“How can that be?”
There was a muffled explosion in the distance. It might have been thunder, except the storm hadn’t been electrical. It’s a transformer, she thought. A transformer somewhere got wet and blew.
But then there came another, louder and close enough that she could feel it through the floor. A car alarm somewhere began to bleat.
“That was a big bomb.”
“That wasn’t a bomb, Rodney.”
“I said boom, Miss Mullins. Did you think I said bomb?”
“James?”
She pulled the phone away from her ear. The log showed that the call had terminated. There was no signal, not even a flickering.
“James, are you there?”
“I said boom,” Rodney grumbled unhappily, and settled back onto the carpet with his clay.
* * *
She couldn’t understand how there could be no internet.
No phone, okay. That she could see. Land lines were notoriously vulnerable to disruption. And if the towers were down, then she wouldn’t be able to call or connect to the web. But the school still had power. The Wi-Fi was still on, and she knew for a fact that it was delivered by cable, which should be more reliable. She could even log on to it.
Problem was, there seemed to be nothing on the other end to connect to. All of her links and searches gave her the same HTTP 404 - PAGE NOT FOUND error.
She’d never felt so isolated in her life. Even with the children huddled tight against her, she felt incredibly alone.
They played word games and math games and told jokes and riddles until they were left with nothing but Rodney’s potty humor, and even then she let them continue for a little while, at least until she worried there might be reprisals if their parents ever found out. She told them stories from memory, and when that stopped holding their attention, she played them music from her phone, keeping the volume turned down so that Rodney had to concentrate hard to hear it, which helped to keep him quiet.
The world outside disappeared as day turned into night. And in the silence that replaced the receding storm, she began to hear other noises—water running through pipes, eerie scratching sounds in the walls, the disembodied voices of children in neighboring classrooms, crying, shouting. She sympathized with her colleagues, knowing that they were burdened with dozens of children to entertain, to keep calm, to feed and discipline. Allison felt guilty at how grateful she was for only having her two. She couldn’t imagine having thirty.
They had more than enough to eat, what with all of the unopened packages of chips and fruit bars and loose cookies they’d scrounged. They rescued half-eaten sandwiches and uneaten fruit from the absent children’s lunchboxes. For once, she didn’t care about germs, as long as Sanja and Rodney were happy. At least they wouldn’t have to scavenge through the trashcans, like she knew the other teachers were probably being forced to do.
It’ll be over soon. The police will come, and it’ll be over. Or the military will arrive to take us all to a big shelter somewhere.
She told her kids their parents would come for them as soon as they could. She didn’t know when, but she said it wouldn’t be too much longer.
With night came the most difficult part of her watch. The children became restless. They were bored and scared and missed their families. They wanted their pillows and stuffies and nightly routines, which Allison could not give them.
Finally, they drifted off to sleep on the sharing mat, covered in the coats that had been left behind. Soon after, the ruckus in the adjacent classrooms also faded away. True quiet descended upon them.
Lulled by the soft metronomic rhythm of the clock on the wall, Allison began to drift off.
Tap. Tap tap.
Tap tap tap.
“Anyone there?”
She jerked upright, her senses on high alert.
“Hello? Can anyone hear me?”
She pushed herself to her feet and scrambled over to the opposite wall, toward the source of the voice.
“Rosa?”
Rosa McBroom was the fourth grade teacher next door. Her voice sounded hollow coming through the vent.
“Alli?”
“I can barely hear you.”
“I don’t want to wake the kids. I had one who kept trying to run outside. I was about ready to strangle …. Anyway, they’re finally asleep. How are you holding up?”
“Me? Fine.” She didn’t tell Rosa that she had only her two to contend with. “I just hope we get paid time and a half for this.”
Rosa laughed quietly, but Allison detected a hint of hysteria in it. “Roger called during lunch,” she said. “Right before we went into lockdown.”
“So you knew this was coming? You had advance warning?”
“Five minutes, if you call that advance.”
“I tried James afterward, but we kept getting disconnected. The cell signal comes and goes. What did Roger say?”
“Before the power went off, the news was calling it some kind of unknown pathogen, maybe viral. Same thing on the internet. Whatever it is, it’s extremely contagious.”
“Like the flu? I thought they had that under control. And we’ve all gotten our vaccines, so—”
“Not the flu. Something worse. They said it has a hundred percent casualty rate and it affects you in less than an hour. Not even the flu was that bad.”
Allison frowned. “If it’s a virus, then why do we have to keep our blinds shut? It doesn’t make sense.”
Rosa didn’t answer right away. Allison sensed that she was holding something back, and she pressed her to share. “Roger said the people who catch it lose their minds. They go …. He said they go feral. That’s the word he used. If they see you, they attack. Sort of like rabies. He said that’s how it spreads.”
“How? By … biting?” Visions of the zombie apocalypse crossed her mind. James was a huge fan of the genre and binge-watched all the usual shows, no matter how gory, but she didn’t care for any of it.
“We were cut off before he could say how,” Rosa said. “And my phone’s dead and I don’t have my charger with me. And the classroom phone is—”
“Dead. I know. Mine, too.”
Both women were quiet for several seconds. Finally, Rosa asked, “How’s your cell phone?”
“It’s … dead,” Allison lied. She still had thirty percent, but there were no bars. She normally had at least four here at the school, thanks to a nearby tower. But she didn’t want to have to tell Rosa no. There was no sense in wasting what little battery she had left on frivolous attempts to call out when there was no signal.
“I’m scared, Allison.”
“Me, too. But we’re safe here.”
“I hope so.”
Neither of them spoke for a long time after that. Allison remained seated beneath the vent and took solace in knowing that her colleague was there too, just on the other side of the wall.
She may have dozed off, she wasn’t sure. It was impossible to tell if her eyes were open or not or to tell the difference between being awake and asleep. Her gaze drifted over to the door, where she expected to see light from the lamps outside spilling in underneath. But there was none. The room was pitch black. Not even the tiny diodes from the television or the digital projector were lit. The clock above her head had also stopped ticking.
She slid herself up the wall and listened to the vent. The air was completely still, as if the school were holding its breath.
“I think the generator’s out of gas, Rosa. There’s no power.”
There was no reply.
“Rosa?”
She thought she heard the same soft scratching sound she’d heard earlier, like something was rubbing against the wall on the other side.
“Rosa,” she called again, a little louder, “are you there?”
In the corner on the sharing mat, the children stirred but did not wake. Allison found a chair and slid it underneath the vent, then carefully mounted it and pressed her ear against the cold metal. Sounds of movement became more distinct.
“Rosa? Anyone?”
The sounds stopped for a moment before resuming with greater urgency.
“Is everything okay over there?”
The next noise she heard chilled her to the bone. It sounded a little like snakes. Allison reeled back and nearly fell off the chair.
She wished she knew what was happening in Rosa’s room. In all the rooms. Out there. She prayed everyone was okay.
It’s not. Something happened. Something’s wrong.
Using the light from her phone to guide her, she made her way over to the window. The pathway lamps were extinguished, the darkness outside as deep as it was inside. A few stars shone through the tattered clouds high above, distant pinpricks of white too faint to illuminate anything. There was no moon.
Scanning the quad, she could not find a single trace of light from any of the other classrooms. Someone could be out there and she wouldn’t even know it.
* * *
Allison woke in the hour before dawn and slipped off toward the bathroom, once more using her phone for light. The battery was down to seventeen percent, and she silently cursed herself for not shutting it off earlier to conserve it.
The phone chirruped as she stepped to the door, notifying her of a slew of new text messages and calls. The signal strength kept wavering between one bar and zero, and her attempts to retrieve her voice mail messages were unsuccessful. Even worse, her battery strength plummeted to fourteen percent. She stepped over to the window hoping the signal would improve. It didn’t.
The text messages were no different than the ones she’d seen the day before—pleas to keep the children safe and to not go outside, promises from parents that they’d do whatever it took to get to the school. Peter Cundiff, Rodney’s father, was on his way with his wife.
She noted that his message had been sent less than twenty minutes before.
At least there’s that. If the roads are clear, maybe the situation has improved.
She tried James’s phone, but was rewarded with nothing but dead silence. And now her battery was down to eleven percent.
On a whim, she tapped on her news app and fretted while the hourglass kept spinning on the screen. The battery ticked down to ten. Then nine. Just as she was about to cancel, the page finally loaded. The top story was seven hours old. The headline read:
MYSTERIOUS INFECTION SPREADS ACROSS GLOBE
REUTERS | World | 10:08pm EST
Staff writer Steve Armady contributed to this article
GENEVA, Switzerland (Reuters) - The World Health Organization has confirmed that a devastating human contagion of unknown origin and makeup has swept across the world, infecting people in every nation on every continent.
The disease, a suspected neural pathogen, appears to target certain brain functions affecting motor control and self-restraint. It first appeared in the Washington DC Metro area at 10:47am EST, Wednesday, following several police reports of unusual assaults. Similar reports in all major cities across the globe hit news and social media sites within minutes.
Most infected individuals appear non-aggressive. However, violence has been observed in isolated cases and may be due to rapid degeneration of neurological processes. Transmission is highly efficient, requiring little more than skin-to-skin contact. Little else is known about the disease, which media have taken to calling the Flense, a reference to the horrific attacks perpetrated by some afflicted individuals. No explanation for its sudden and universal appearance has been offered.
Individuals are advised to remain indoors until further notice. Do not approach strangers. Avoid close contact with anyone suspected of being infected. Please stay off the streets so that health and safety professionals are able to perform their duties.
Her eye caught the trending topics on the page before her phone chirped out a critical low-battery warning. The top subject was #globalinfection, followed by:
#bioterrorism
#internetcrash
#callmecaitlin
#theflense
#nopower
After trying one last time to call James, she shut the phone off and removed the battery, believing it would help preserve that last five percent. Then she slipped both pieces into separate pockets of her slacks.
The darkness pressed against her, an unbridgeable gulf separating her from the rest of the world—her other students, her fiancé, her life. She felt as small as a mote, a speck of dust, an atom floating in space, flung into the vacuum by happenstance and buffeted by invisible forces far greater than the ones she could control. She wrapped her arms about her chest, as if she feared her body might suddenly disintegrate.
How could this be happening? How could it all go so bad so quickly?
A soft, slow tapping sound reached her ears. Thinking it was Rosa again, she made her way over to the vent. It took her several seconds to locate its true source, several more to work up the courage to pull the blind away from the window and peek outside.
A dark mass was huddled beneath the adjacent window; the shape was barely discernible, a darker shade than the black of night, and she realized with alarm that it was a person. Yet with it came the realization that she could see, if only the tiniest bit. The first light of morning had begun to bleach the ink from the sky. Relief flooded through her.
The figure appeared to be crouching in a loose ball. Pressed up against the wall, it was impossible to say whether it was a man or a woman. A hand reached up, pale and bony in the wan light; the fingers pried at the bottom sill. The tapping was the click of nails on the window pane.
What are they doing? Who is it? Why are they out there?
And on the heels of those questions:
Do not approach strangers. Avoid contact with anyone suspected of being infected.
Stay inside. That’s what the article had said. But the post was over seven hours old. Surely the information was outdated. She couldn’t believe that the health officials and police wouldn’t have gotten things under control by now.
Without any way to be sure, Allison let the blind settle back into place. She had to protect the children. She had to protect herself.
She still had to pee, but her feet were frozen to the spot. She was afraid to move, afraid to make any sound.
Minutes slowly passed with nothing but the frantic pounding in her head to measure them by. But as the day banished the night, visual details began to emerge. The edges of the window blinds resolved themselves from the rest of the wall. A pale line materialized beneath the door. The puddles had dried, condensing the thin mud into damp, dark streaks.
She pulled the blind away again. The person was still hunched over beneath the next window, still scratching at the sill with the patience of Job. The hand opened, stretched. The tip of one finger was a brighter shade of white, as if all hint of color had been bled away from it.
Movement further out in the quad caught Allison’s eye, and she twisted around to see. Multiple shapes moved in the shadows beneath the overhangs, flitting about like ghosts. She was startled to realize that the quad was filled with people.
What are they doing out there? Why are they so quiet?
She watched one shadow disengage itself and move across the open space. Allison recognized the woman immediately.
“Rosa,” she whispered to herself, “why aren’t you in your classroom?”
As if she heard, her colleague turned her pale face toward Allison’s window. The woman stepped forward, and several more shadows followed her out onto the wet grass, shadows much smaller in stature than she.
Allison gasped and drew back. Maybe it was a trick of the poor light, but their eyes had seemed as black as coal, and their skin grayer than seemed possible. Perhaps most frightening, however, was the way that they moved. Silently, swiftly, yet unhurried. Uncoordinated, yet with purpose.
She was sure Rosa wouldn’t take her students out for a walk at a quarter to six in the morning. Not during a lockdown. Nor would they remain as mute as they had unless—
They’re infected.
The scratching noise shifted, edging closer to Allison’s position. She held her breath until it passed, moving onto the next window, then beyond. When next she peeked out, the figure with the white—
bandaged
—finger was gone, and the courtyard was clear. All of the people—Principal Barden, Rosa, her students—had disappeared, as if the strengthening light had forced them deeper into the corners.
She stood at the window, wondering if she’d even seen them at all or if she’d only imagined them. Then, directly across from her, the main office door swung open. A man stepped out, though he kept his hand on the knob. He looked around.
“June?” His voice was little more than a whisper. “June!”
Allison wanted to tell him to go back inside. Instead, she watched in silence as he let go of the door and scurried over the grass toward her classroom. He made it halfway across when the first tiny shape disengaged itself from the shadows to the man’s left. Soon, Peter Cundiff was surrounded. He froze with indecision.
“Go back,” Allison whispered.
“Miss Mullins?” Sanja asked.
Allison shushed her. She watched in horror as the children circled the man. They drew closer, then reached out their hands to touch him. He spun around with a shriek and ran.
She could sense the moment the children changed. The words from the article flashed through her mind: Violence has been observed in isolated cases and may be due to rapid degeneration of neurological processes.
But it wasn’t the result of some sort of mental degeneration. The change happened because he had tried to escape.
Allison forced herself to step away from the window. Her heart beat hard and fast, and her thoughts drowned in the swamp of her terror.
“Miss Mullins? Miss Mullins!”
“Yes?” she managed to whisper. “What, Sanja?”
“I’m hungry.”
She found the girl’s hand and numbly made her way back to the sharing mat. She could hear Rodney beginning to stir.
“I’m hungry,” Sanja repeated.
Rodney sat up, pale fists rubbing chubby knuckles against a ghost face. “Me, too.”
“Are our parents here yet?”
“N-not … yet,” Allison lied. She forced herself to remain calm, but her tongue kept tripping over the words. “What do you want t-to eat? We have some f-fruit and a couple different sandwiches, cookies, and—”
“Are we going to wash hands?”
“Of c-course. Silly me.”
She found the bottle of sanitizer and squirted it out onto their hands, guessing at the amount.
“I wish we had light.”
“It’s still night. But morning’s coming soon. We’ll have more light to see by then.”
She reached over for the box with the food and dug through it. “Decide for yourself what you want,” she told them. Unable to make any sense of it, she stood up.
“Where are you going?”
Despite the terror swirling inside of her, the urge to pee had returned, stronger than before. “To use the bathroom. Okay? Find what you want and eat. Be fair and share.”
The tears came in a flood as soon as the door shut behind her. It was as if all of the fear she had kept bottled up materialized, building pressure until it needed an outlet. But the purge brought only physical relief. Deep down, she still ached.
There was a soft knock at the door. “Miss Mullins?”
“I’ll be right out.” She wiped the tears from her eyes, dried herself, and fixed her clothes. Finally, she washed her hands in the sink.
Sanja knocked again with slightly more urgency.
Allison opened the door. The girl was a shadow. “Yes? What is it?”
“It’s Rodney.”
“Is he not sharing?”
“No, he’s playing in the mud by the door.”
Allison looked up in alarm. She could just make out the boy crouched on the threshold, smearing the tacky mud over the tiles. She watched as he reached forward, and her heart froze at the sight of what came in through the gap.
“Miss Mullins?”
Allison stepped away from the girl. “Rodney? Rodney! Move away from there!”
“It’s his mother.”
She spun around. “How do you know that, Sanja?”
“He told me. He said it was his mother.”
“Don’t open the door, Rodney,” Allison whispered. “Rodney, don’t touch! Please don’t touch!”
“He already did.”
Once more an icy chill flushed through Allison’s body. “Sanja, get in the bathroom.”
“Miss Mullins? What’s going to hap—”
“Get in the bathroom. Now!”
“But—”
“Do it, Sanja. Close the door. I’ll be right in.”
The door shut.
“Rodney?”
The boy kept pawing at the dirt, pawing at the fingers poking through the gap. Allison could clearly see the bandage now.
“Rodney?”
The boy sat up, but Allison could not see his face.
She fumbled the phone from her pocket and tried to turn it on before remembering the battery. It took her several seconds to insert the pack. The phone vibrated and began the interminable process of booting up.
By now, Allison was halfway across the room. The light outside was growing stronger, but she still could see nothing where he crouched except for his hands and knees. His fingers seemed too pale. His nails looked too black.
It’s the mud.
The phone gave a loud, unhappy chirp. The screen immediately dimmed into power-saving mode.
“Rodney?” Allison aimed the phone toward the boy and snapped a picture. In the fraction of a second that the flash lit up the room, the image of the boy seared itself into her mind, and she very nearly crumpled in a faint to the floor.
His eyes were deathly black, his lips had gone gray. His skin was ashen.
She heard him move, and she stumbled backward. The flash had blinded her, but she could sense him edging to her left, moving too quickly and quietly for a nine-year-old boy.
“Rodney?”
He hissed, and it was the same sound she had heard last night coming through the vent from Rosa’s room.
She turned and ran for the bathroom door. She was keenly aware of him now, his growling, his bare feet slapping the soft carpet. Hands extended, she slammed into the door, cried out, whimpered as she clawed at the knob. And for the briefest of moments she was certain that Sanja had locked it and that she was going to become infected with the—
flense
—virus.
She could sense Rodney right behind her, bearing down, his breath on her back. At any moment, he would touch her and—
The knob twisted in her fingers. With a cry of abject terror, Allison tore the door open and pulled herself inside. She slammed it shut just as the boy rammed his body against the outside. He began to claw at the wood, growling and hissing.
Allison flicked the latch to lock it.
“Miss Mullins?” Sanja asked. She sounded scared.
“I’m okay. I’m okay, Sanja, honey.” She slipped down the door, sobbing with relief. “I’m fine. We’re safe.”
“The space beneath the door—”
“There’s no space here, Sanja. Not this door. He can’t hurt us. He can’t touch us.”
The boy continued to scratch at the wood on the other side. But there was no way he was going to get in. Not even a fingertip.
“She was sick?” Sanja asked. “His mother was sick?”
“Yes.”
“And now he’s sick, too? Because he touched her fingers?”
“I told him not to,” Allison replied. She frowned at the way the bathroom acoustics made the little girl’s voice sound. “Why?”
“Because I touched them, too.”



A Word from Saul Tanpepper
Is it just me, or does it seem like each generation somehow manages to find itself rushing headlong toward some new existential threat, whether real or perceived? In 2016, we face several at once, from climatic to technological, from biological to political, social, financial, and ideological. Never before has there been a time when our world felt so small, been so fractured, and become seemingly so vulnerable.
It’s easy to be pessimistic about our chances.
And yet, our generation undoubtedly has it better than any other preceding it. The world is unified against many disparate threats. New commitments to address climate change and alternative energy top the list. Even as we begin to understand our impact on this planet, we look upward to the heavens for new challenges and opportunities. Our voices are joined more loudly than ever against the scourge of terrorism and the barbaric ideologies which spawn it. International scientific collaborations fight human diseases, protect our seed stocks, create hardier varietals of food plants, and develop technologies which will accelerate our growth as a species and bring us even closer together.
We may indeed be the engine of our own demise, but we also possess the ability to drive our fate toward a brighter future as never before.
As a writer of speculative fiction, it’s been my pleasure to imagine the “what if” scenarios raised by the turbulence of change, to dress them up in human flesh and endow them with compelling settings for others to contemplate. To force you to consider the possibilities beyond “what is.”
Doomsday stories are among my favorite to tell, not because I particularly enjoy visions of global destruction, but because I consider such tales as distilleries of the human condition; they extract and amplify the best — and worst — essences of us, and in doing so, they teach us about ourselves, about the things we hold dear, the things we most fear, and the ideals we strive to attain.
“Lockdown” is a standalone story set at the nexus joining the pre-apocalyptic world of The Flense and the post-apocalyptic one of its companion series, Bunker 12. They are my most ambitious projects to date.
The Flense follows a troubled young reporter as she attempts to uncover the links between several seemingly disconnected disasters to hopefully head off an extinction event predicted by the prepper group sponsoring her.
Bunker 12 begins three years after that event, known as the Flense. It tells the story of a young man and his friends as they emerge into a new world. They have been told that the secret to the disease — and a means to cure it — may be found within a mythical shelter known as Bunker 12.
While “Lockdown” is essentially a horror story with a dark ending, it is optimistic at its core, as it tells the tale of an ordinary person rising against extraordinary challenges. It is the story of you or me. I hope you find it intriguing enough to want to investigate further the circumstances leading up to, and following, the day of doom it describes.
To learn more about my writings, upcoming events, and releases, please visit my website (http://www.tanpepperwrites.com). But if you really want to pester me, swing by my Facebook page (http://facebook.com/saul.tanpepper) and tell me to stop wasting time writing limericks about zombies.



At Depth’s Door
by James Knapp
HENRY COTTER HAD WORKED THE BAR at the Arms Tavern for the past ten years of his life, and still not a day passed when he didn’t wish he had the guts to burn it down to ashes.
It wouldn’t blaze, not at that depth, but with moonshine to start it and coal to feed it, it would smolder. It might smolder for years, even, long enough to turn every wretched splinter of the place to charcoal and kill every last man and every last chogg in the mine. He could make it happen. Every day he had the opportunity to make it happen, but each day passed by like the one before it, and he never did.
He followed the overlapping spots of dried blood and black tar down the tunnel, limping past electric bulbs chained together with sagging black cable until the tavern entrance appeared from out of the gloom ahead. The door had been reused many times, removed from abandoned tunnels as the workers moved on, and then finally installed here. The word TAVERN had been stenciled in fading white paint over the faded word SUPPLIES. Before that it had been STORAGE, and there at the top, barely readable through the grime and rust, were the oldest words, whose meaning had been lost, at least to Henry: ESEARCH FACILITY BR.
When Henry reached the door, he rested on his cane while he took the jingling key from his belt. He used the crude split-hook prosthetic strapped to the nub of his right forearm to hold the heavy padlock while he slotted the key and opened it. He turned the handle, but with his one good hand on the worn metal door, he hesitated.
He told himself that it could be worse. After all, he had a purpose, and that wasn’t always the case for men who could no longer work in the mines. He’d just turned fifteen when the collapse took his arm and left him with a permanent limp. He’d seen folks a lot more functional than him disappear a lot quicker. Hating his lot in life would do him no good, not when there were plenty of men who would gladly trade places with him. He reminded himself of these things, turning them over and over in his mind until the moment passed.
He pushed open the door and the smell of the place greeted him in a way that had, over the years, become an odd comfort to him. The musty stink of stale cigar smoke, the ever-present brew of cooped-up human sweat and the heady chogg musk beneath it had all become so familiar to him that it felt like coming home.
The door squealed behind him, easing back against the rusted hydraulic arm before settling closed. He crossed toward the bar and its row of rust-brown stools, reaching over to pull the electrical switch. With an angry snap, a series of lights flickered on from above to light the room, throwing long shadows of dangling fingers across the bar’s dull metal surface.
He looked up at the tavern’s namesakes mounted up above the length of the bar, but they no longer had the power to horrify him, or even interest him. The row of impossibly bulky human arms—eleven of them now—had each been torn loose at the shoulder. They’d been preserved, giving the skin of each a shiny, waxy look. Each one bulged with bands of stiffened muscle, like the skin struggled just to contain them, the striations standing out even now, long after any electrical impulses had ceased. They barely looked human.
“Evening, gents,” he rasped.
He turned and made his way to the board of chalk-covered shale—the list of match-ups for the evening fights. The names had reached a little more than halfway down the board, with all but six of them crossed off. Only six matches scheduled for the night, then, which suited Henry fine. He lingered for a moment as one name in particular jumped out at him.
ERIC
He sighed, feeling the rattle of old coal dust in his lungs, and tried not to think about it as he turned to tend to The Grinder.
There were many tables in Arms but they’d all been arranged around The Grinder, a squat round table maybe three feet across and fashioned from iron. Two chairs faced one another across the stained surface, with a pair of metal restraints fixed between them. Henry used a rag to wipe around them. The pitted metal would never come clean, but he did his best to at least keep it from starting to smell. He wiped it with a rag as dirty as the table, polishing haphazard patterns of blood and bug juice to a waxy shine.
The thought of his Mary intruded, as it sometimes did in times of quiet, and he pushed it away before it could take root. The thought of their two sons crept in on her heels, and he banished them as well, knowing that there was nothing he could do about them, about any of it, and that all he, or any of them, could hope for was some form of predictable, pain-free peace. He had it better than most. There were so many ways to die in the mines, each more terrible than the last, and he’d managed to survive them all. He’d survived the cave-ins and gas pockets and even the chogg, who dwelled in tunnels deeper than any man had ever gone. He still had his life, and he still had one son. Things could be worse.
The echo of the steam whistle, which marked the end of the mining shift, rolled through the tunnels like the moan of some sad, dying beast, which roused Henry from his thoughts. Beneath the wail, he could already hear the tromping of boots and jingle of equipment. He limped back toward the bar as fast as he could as the sounds of the approaching miners grew louder. He set up racks of cloudy glasses and three bottles of black mushroom moonshine. They would be thirsty. They always were.
The door swung open with a crash and he started, nearly dropping one of the glasses. Lowry had stepped through, his leathery, grease-slicked face looking more eager than usual. Rock dust fell from his uniform with each step as the doors swung back and forth behind him.
“Evening, Lowry,” Henry said.
Lowry lowered his head so that the black chogg shell mounted atop it reflected the overhead lights. From beneath the shell, clusters of onyx marble eyes stared back at him while hundreds of spindly legs dug deep into Lowry’s thick, greasy hair.
Lowry didn’t answer, but his eyes, bloodshot and murky gray, stared back at Henry as well. Henry looked, as he sometimes did, for any spark of recognition, but as always, none came. Lowry had been a friend to him once, but if anything of that friendship remained, the chogg had buried it somewhere deep. After a moment, Henry just nodded and looked down at the bar.
“What’ll it be?” he asked.
* * *
That night turned out to be especially bloody, and Henry felt tired as he watched the last fight of the evening from beneath the dangling hands and fingers of fighters past. He’d seen it before, more times than he could count, but it always sent a chill down his spine whenever that chogg juiced up poor Eric. It didn’t matter that the boy would probably outlast them all, that he’d live and even thrive, such as it was. His genes would be carried below, had no doubt already been carried down below, and so he’d live on in some fashion or another. His life could have been much, much worse, but Henry still couldn’t stomach it. Eric had deserved better.
The mob started out about half human, but the clock now read six past one, and by that hour almost anyone with any choice in the matter had paid their tab and left. Henry had heard the first bone snap an hour before from The Grinder, and by now the crowd was primed like a pump. Faces slick with sweat and shale grease stared through the haze of cigar smoke, lips peeled back in zombie grins. The last match of the night was about to end, and they all meant to wring the most from it.
Eric faced Bill Flannery’s boy, their elbows locked in the metal restraints and their meaty hands joined in a knot of sinew and bones. Eric was the favorite, like he had been for months running. His chogg clung to the back of his skull like a shiny black helmet, rows of spindly legs nestled through his hair and its stinger thrust deep into his spine. That thing had found itself a winner when it grabbed him. The growth it had managed in Eric’s right arm and its supporting musculature was nothing short of incredible, to the point where the sleeve of his uniform had to be cut away.
As he struggled to get Flannery’s arm down, the thick bands of his shoulder jumped with a life of their own. His bicep bulged like a bubble of hot slag, half as big as his head and ready to puke its molten contents across the table. His forearm had become a hard mass of muscle around cable-taut tendons, and his hand looked like it could crush tungsten. From under the edge of its carapace, one of the chogg’s black marble eyes rolled to focus on the prize basket that waited on the table’s edge. The dirty towel that covered it squirmed, and Henry caught a glimpse of tiny, white-gray fingers that pawed underneath.
A low, sinister rattle caught Henry’s attention away for a second. A swollen, free-standing chogg had scuttled up the edge of the bar and parked itself by the cash box no more than a foot away. It nibbled on what looked like a finger, feeding the digit into its mouthparts while some of its eyes scanned the crowd, looking for a free head to call home. A few turned toward Henry, and its shell rattled again. Henry froze, fear bleeding down into his legs until the chogg looked away again, even though he knew that it didn’t want him. None of them did, not since the accident that broke him. All they seemed to ever want was to fight, smoke, eat, and drink…or to make men do those things, anyway. Henry was no good for any of that. He hadn’t been for a long time.
Flannery barked out a scream, spraying a rope of spit across The Grinder. The crowd surged in response, pushing in closer with their nostrils flared. He was going to lose, and they all knew it. Flannery’s chogg knew it too because the black bladder underneath its shell clenched and oily juice leaked from the spot where its stinger was buried. A double dose of chemical primer dumped into Flannery’s bloodstream and immediately the veins in his arm fattened and turned dark purple. The chogg riding Eric responded in kind. Eric’s eyes got wider as his wrestling arm went blotchy. He’d begun to make a high-pitched crying sound that made Henry think of Mary for some reason…pretty Mary and the smell of warming milk. Tiny fingers like the ones that pawed beneath the prize basket’s towel, tiny fingers that used to clutch his own before the chogg came to…
He took a deep breath through his nose until the chogg musk rose from out of the rank mix of sweat and smoke. The smell seemed to make a beeline for his brain, and eased the chill running down his spine, just like it always did. None of it mattered. Mary was gone now, down in their holes with the rest of them.
Henry imagined her face staring into the pitch blackness, scared and alone. She would be alive, with the rest, down in a hole too deep and narrow to ever find. They would carry her food and water and the seed they took from men with stabbing barbs in the dead of night to make more, always more. She…
He heard the bone break. Eric rolled his wrist, the splintering sound swallowed by Flannery’s howl of pain as meat slammed down onto the table in a splash of sweat and blood.
Cheers filled the bar, and feet stomped until Henry heard the stacks of shot glasses rattle behind him and the hanging limbs swaying above. Eric had won again. His chogg crunched Flannery’s limp fingers as money and merchandise began to change hands, a watch here and an old shoe there. Meaningless things they’d trade to Henry for moonshine they could just as easily take. They just liked to win.
Eric leaned back in his chair, eyes bulging as the crowd began to lumber toward the bar. Cigar cherry heads flared in front of brown teeth as the leering faces came closer as one. Henry racked up shot glasses as greasy bills and odd items were pushed his way, trying to peek past them to The Grinder. It looked like they meant to leave Flannery’s arm on its body rather than pickle it for hanging, but either way it would never work again. His chogg could try and go southpaw but Henry thought that was unlikely. It would abandon him and show up the next day to watch, to scout a new fighter. Honestly, losing was a blessing as long as it didn’t kill you. And maybe it still was, Henry thought, even if it did.
The chogg that sat by the cash box fed the last bit of finger into its mouth, and then its fat body shivered. Its shell began to rattle, the sound rising in pitch until it culminated in a low crunching sound as the carapace split down the length of its back. It sprang apart, and two heavy black balls emerged. One uncurled right there on the bar, its spindly legs working in the air until it could right itself. The other fell to the floor with a heavy thud and rolled into a table leg before the new chogg opened and scuttled away. Henry grabbed the empty shell, goop sloshing in the base of it, and dropped it in a metal bin behind the bar.
Back behind the queue of bodies, Henry saw Turgeon throw a punch, and Flannery Sr. went down hard in a spray of spit and blood. Two other men whose faces he couldn’t see moved in and stomped down where he’d fallen. What started as a shoving match turned ugly, and the crowd began to push around them, some wanting to get by and others wanting to join in.
Fists pounded glasses in front of Henry and he started pouring shots of pure, brain-rotting moonshine. Past the filthy, greedy faces he caught a glimpse of Eric holding one hand to his forehead so that the chogg could lick Flannery’s blood from his fingers. Henry looked away and took another deep breath through his nose, letting the musk smell relax the tightness that threatened to knot in his chest. It didn’t matter. None of it mattered. All that mattered was getting them liquored up enough to get them out of the bar so that he could clean up and go home in one piece.
Turgeon would kill Flannery Sr. for sure, and before Henry could shut it out, Cole’s face jumped out at him from the jumble of zombie stares, enjoying the show. Henry recalled that Cole had carried Flannery back to base once, after the others had freed his pinned leg, but now he saw no recognition in Cole’s eyes. He saw Pell, too, and Jenkins. He’d grown up with them, worked alongside them in the dark, pressure, and heat. None of them would look at him.
“Hey,” he called. Then again, louder, when the ruckus didn’t stop. “Hey!”
Heart pounding, he reached under the bar and fumbled with a cardboard box. He reached in and grabbed the first things that his hand found — a laminated clip-on badge, nearly worn to nothing, and a playing card with a bent corner — before slipping out from behind the bar to wade into the fray. He didn’t know why he bothered. Maybe some part of him still thought he might get his friends back one day. Maybe he just didn’t like the thought of Flannery having his face caved in, even if he never did get to be Flannery again.
“Boys,” he said, holding an arm out between them. Flannery lay bleeding on the floor, one hand pawing the air as Turgeon faced Henry instead. The chogg riding him rattled, legs digging in as the man’s muscles hardened. For a second Henry feared Turgeon would go for him instead, but he held up the badge and card in one shaking hand so that Turgeon could see. When he had his attention, he moved it back and forth.
A second passed, then another as Turgeon’s bloodshot eyes followed the loot. The chogg rattled again, but less angry, like an engine spooling down.
“We’re all friends here,” Henry said. “We’re all—”
Turgeon snatched the badge and card away, then turned and shoved his way through the crowd as someone else helped Flannery up. Henry let out a pent-up breath, feeling dizzy, and moved back toward the bar. Behind him, Flannery shoved the man away and lurched after him. As he retreated back to relative safety, he grabbed two shot glasses in his good hand to try and appease the crowd.
“Who’s up?” he asked as Flannery stumbled to a stop, knocking over a stool. His dirty hands gripped the edge of the bar and spots of blood spattered its surface. He leaned over, putting his face near Henry’s. The broken jaw worked, a few teeth missing and a few more about to be, but nothing came out. The chogg crept up over his hairline, eyes boring into Henry’s.
One of the glasses slipped from his hand and shattered on the floor by his feet. Henry closed his eyes and breathed deep, trying to make the memories go away, but they wouldn’t. He backed away from the crowd in front of him until he hit the wall. When he opened his eyes again Cole, Pell, Jenkins, Gavin…they were all watching him.
“What do you want?” he heard himself whisper. There was no way anyone could hear him over the roar, but Gavin, the closest, leaned in closer. He leaned in until Henry felt the heat from his cigar end on his face. He tried to breathe slow and deep, but he couldn’t manage it.
“What do you want from us?” he stammered. He couldn’t even hear himself. Gavin bowed just enough so that the chogg on top of him could peer at Henry through his tangled mass of hair. Its eyes, empty holes in shiny coal, fixed on Henry as a bead of sweat trickled down his back. 
Aaron passed by behind Gavin, and that snapped Henry out of it. It might have been the only thing that could have. Aaron never came into Arms. Not ever.
Aaron didn’t have a chogg. For some reason they hadn’t taken him, at least not yet. If Henry had seen him sooner he might have been able to stop him but as it stood Aaron had already reached the blackboard. Before Henry could do anything, the boy had chalked his name in at the bottom of the roster, in the first open slot.
Henry stumbled away from Gavin and hustled over to grab Aaron by one arm. The kid looked at him real serious, but Henry couldn’t read what it was he might be up to.
“Take your name off,” Henry yelled near his ear. “Take it off before he sees it. I won’t allow it.”
“You don’t have any say over it,” he said back. “Not anymore.”
That stung Henry a bit, but there wasn’t time to get mad at him.
“Aaron, look,” Henry said. “I know you feel bad it took Eric and not you, but don’t do this. You can’t beat him. Just be glad it didn’t take you. Why can’t you just be satisfied with that?”
“I’ve got a right to fight like everyone else.”
“Please,” he said, squeezing Aaron’s arm. The boy had grown so much bigger and leaner. “Please, I can’t—”
“You can’t?” he barked. “You can’t what?”
Henry stared, his mouth open but unable to find any words that might satisfy his son. In desperation, he said it again.
“I can’t…”
Aaron made a face that both shamed and angered Henry, but when he tried to stoke the emotions into something he could use, neither would take.
“I know you can’t,” Aaron said. “That’s why I’m here.”
“Please,” Henry said again. “You’re…all I have left.”
“Whose fault is that?”
“He’ll take your arm, boy,” Henry told him, pointing up at the row of over-muscled, malformed limbs mounted above the bar. “You want your puny arm hanging up there with the rest? I know you feel bad about what happened to Eric, but there’s no sense in this. You can’t beat him like he is, you know that.”
“I might,” he said. “I’ve been training.”
“Training,” Henry spat. “What are you playing at?  Even if you win, which you won’t, you’ve got no use for the winnings. If you’re looking to commit suicide, don’t make Eric be the one to —”
Eric hollered then, and everyone turned toward him. He’d seen the chalkboard. His nostrils flared as he slammed the squirming basket back onto the table, but Aaron seemed more amused than anything else.
“No turning back now,” Aaron said.
“You’re crazy,” Henry told him.
“Maybe,” he said. “How about a drink on the house?”
Henry poured him a double. Aaron nodded and reached into his shirt, pulling out two pieces of paper, folded tightly together. He slipped it to Henry over the bar.
“Hide this,” he said. “Don’t take it out until after the fight.”
“What is it?”
“The note’s for you. The other one’s for Eric. It’s important. After this is over, give it to Eric.”
Henry shook his head. “Eric ain’t gonna want this.”
“Promise me.”
Eric wouldn’t take it, whatever it was. Aaron knew that as well as Henry. A lot of them were easy to distract, but not Eric. Pushing some random trinket on him wouldn’t work like it did with Turgeon; it would more likely buy you a broken bone or worse. Henry looked down at the papers, then back at Aaron, unsure.
“What is it?”
“Just trust me,” Aaron said.
Against his better judgment, Henry took the papers and stowed them in his apron, leaving Aaron there to drink his last supper while Eric crashed back into his chair and slammed his elbow back into the metal restraint. Aaron knocked back the drink, watching Eric. It marked the first time Aaron had seen him since he’d been taken. Outside of Arms, people mostly stayed out of the choggs’ way, and that went double for Aaron and his brother.
Aaron walked through the crowd of those shiny black helmets, toward the table still stained red and black from the night’s events. Most people had kind of come to accept the way things were, but Aaron had always been different that way. He’d been restless, Henry thought, even before the chogg had taken Eric, and to make matters worse, Aaron had been there when it happened. He actually saw Eric get taken. Afterwards, he had never been the same. Henry thought that maybe he felt guilty that the chogg took Eric and not him, like somehow he let it happen, but the truth was that it had never been his choice to make. The chogg got what they wanted, and whatever that happened to be, no man could change it.
Aaron took off his shirt, and Henry could see that he hadn’t been kidding about the training. He didn’t know how long he’d been at it but his right arm was almost twice the size of his left, with a lot of bulk in the shoulder, bicep, and forearm. He had built up some impressive size, but it was nothing compared to what Eric had been turned into. Nevertheless, Aaron sat down, facing his brother, and put his elbow in the restraint.
That had to be a first. Henry had never seen anyone stupid enough to enter a match willingly before, not in all his years. The two men stared at each other as they clasped hands, and it seemed at that moment as though something passed between them. The greedy grin on Eric’s face faded, and in fact he seemed to calm a little. His chogg didn’t like that, and so it dug its legs into his skin, making his face screw up.
The table creaked as the muscles in both boys’ arms began to bulge. Henry didn’t want to watch. He didn’t want to see Aaron get what was coming to him, and yet he couldn’t turn away. Aaron had gotten himself strong. He wouldn’t win, not by a long shot, but so far he’d managed to keep his arm in one piece. He stared at Eric from under his brow, his jaw clenched and his eyes determined. His arm was shaking, being forced back, but just barely. The room grew as quiet as it ever got.
Eric’s eyes bulged out, and tears began to leak from the corners of his eyes even as he began to grind Aaron’s arm down toward the tabletop. There was no way those bones were going to hold up much longer, but Aaron still wouldn’t give it to him.
Henry wished he could stop it, but he knew that he couldn’t. He’d become resigned to hearing that snap, and was waiting for it when Aaron lashed out all of a sudden with his free hand, and Eric screamed.
Blood had come from somewhere, and both boys had it on them. Eric let go of Aaron’s hand and stood up, knocking his chair back. It looked like Aaron had used a razor to cut the big tendon on Eric’s wrestling arm. The giant limb hung by his side, bicep bunched up by the shoulder while blood ran down to drizzle from his fingertips.
Anger surged through the crowd. They began to mob the table, ready to tear Aaron apart, and Henry thought they’d have done it too if Eric hadn’t lunged with his good arm and grabbed him by the throat first. Aaron didn’t struggle as Eric dragged him across the table, pulling him in close until their foreheads touched, and as they did, Henry’s mouth parted. He realized at that moment that when Aaron stepped into Arms and chalked his name on that board, he’d never intended to win. This is what Aaron had come to do.
Eric convulsed as the chogg pulled out its stinger, then with the barb still wet, the thing scuttled off from Eric’s head and onto Aaron’s. No doubt it was angry about what had just happened, but it had found a new fighter, and an even better one. It would take it some time to build up that already impressive arm, but in the end he would be stronger than even Eric.
The others backed off, and that seemed to be that. They milled about, some watching Aaron jerk about as the chogg began its reflex test, others turning back to their drinks and cigars. Henry grabbed a bar towel and hurried over to tend to Eric’s wound. The boy, a man now, really, looked as if he wasn’t quite sure how he’d gotten there.
“Give me your arm,” Henry said. The wound was deep. He would never wrestle again, which he guessed had been Aaron’s goal. He pressed the towel to the gash as Aaron grabbed the wriggling basket off the table and stalked off toward the exit. The little blanket covering it shifted and Henry caught a glimpse of the tiny child underneath, black eyes wide and patterns of veins standing out beneath its grub-white skin. Aaron would eat it. Every twelfth or so got eaten. He would make his way down into the deepest part of the tunnels and…
“Wait!” Henry called.
Aaron stopped, and the bar noise dipped low. Henry immediately regretted it as his son, or what used to be his son, turned to look him in the eye.
Aaron didn’t say anything. No one ever did, once they had a chogg. Instead he just stared. He stared right into Henry, and through him. Any trace of recognition had gone. Henry knew it for certain when he saw Aaron’s eyes. Any trace of recognition he ever thought he’d seen in any of their eyes had been wishful thinking, an illusion, because he could see then that even when looking into his father’s eyes, Aaron may as well have been looking at a shoe, or a rock. Henry felt his lip quiver, but knew better than to speak up. He didn’t know if the chogg had meant for him to see that, and to understand, or if it had just looked back because it heard a loud noise. Either way, it turned away again a moment later, and then stalked out of the bar without another glance back at them.
“Damn fool,” Henry muttered, hearing his own voice break a little. Why had he gone and done that? What for?
“Where is he?” Eric babbled. “Where’s Aaron?”
Henry looked down to his other son, the disfigured brute who lay in his arms like a child.
“Hush, now,” he said.
“Dad, where’s Aaron?”
Henry’s eyes had grown wet. He reached into his apron for a napkin and felt something else. The papers, he realized. The ones Aaron had given him when he’d first come to Arms.
Henry looked around to see if anyone else was watching, but the others had begun filtering out now that the fights were over. Keeping them low, he unfolded the papers.
One of the two papers was a hand-scrawled note, and the other was a map of the tunnels. A path had been drawn on the map in a continuous dotted line. Henry squinted, moving the map closer to his face to better make it out.
“After this is over, give it to Eric. Promise me.”
“Dad?” Eric called.
“Hush.”
Henry hadn’t mined in years, but he knew the tunnels. He could navigate them blind, and he saw that at a certain point the path his son had drawn no longer made sense. It wandered into an obscure area that had long since been tapped and abandoned. The map ended there, but the line continued to a blank section that had been marked with a red circle.
“Dad?” Eric moaned.
Henry tore his attention from the map and saw his son’s face was ashen and slick with sweat. He folded the map back up along with the note, unread, and returned them to his apron.
“It’s okay,” he told Eric. “I’ll patch you up.”
“Where’s Aaron?” he asked again. A lump began to form in Henry’s throat, and he swallowed it.
“He’s gone,” he said.
* * *
Several nights passed, but Aaron didn’t return to Arms. Henry tended bar as he always had, then returned home to tend to Eric afterwards, although in truth he didn’t need much tending. Whatever juice the chogg had pumped him full of had caused the wound to heal almost overnight. The tendon remained severed, but the bleeding had stopped and the tissue had knitted up, leaving only a puckered scar. Eric was back on his feet the following night. By the next day he’d begun to ask about returning to the mines. He could have returned to his quarters, but didn’t protest when Henry insisted he stay, at least for a while.
Henry lay awake those nights, thinking about the note Aaron had written him, and the accompanying map. He couldn’t quite bring himself to destroy either of them, but he’d hidden them both under his mattress. He still didn’t know quite what to make of what Aaron had written, but he knew that the words were dangerous, somehow.
They didn’t come from below. They came from above.
He lay in the dark, wondering what Aaron could have meant by that. That they’d come from the upper strata of tunnels? New tunnels went down, not up. They went down or sideways. No one ever went back to tunnels that had been used up. Chogg liked to dig deep, and the deeper the better.
We weren’t meant to be here. This isn’t where we belong, and we don’t have to live like this. Eric knows. He knows something important. He was going to show me, but they grabbed him before he could. I’m hoping that, if my plan works, he remembers.
Henry let out a grunt. Did Aaron think men liked living this way? Did he think that if a better life were possible, they wouldn’t take it?
He breathed deep, letting the musk mellow the thoughts swirling in his head.
The map was Eric’s. The area he marked is important, but I wasn’t able to locate whatever it was he found. He’s the only one who knows where it is, and what it is. I know you probably had to see what happened to me, and I’m sorry, but this was the only way I could think to make the chogg let him go. I know you, Dad, and I know you might not want to do this but I believe this is that important, so you be sure to give the map to him after I’m gone. Make him remember. Don’t let this all be for nothing.
Henry sniffled and wiped his nose with one forearm. He used the back of one grimy hand to wipe his eyes, as well. He hadn’t shown the map to Eric, of course. He couldn’t bring himself to. He bit down on the tears, feeling ashamed, not wanting Eric to hear. Then he realized that he could not hear Eric’s low, regular breathing.
He sat up and listened. Eric didn’t snore, but he had the rattling breath of a miner. The only sound Henry heard was his own breath, and the faint scuttling of chogg in distant tunnels.
Reaching to the oil lamp that hung on the wall next to his bed, Henry drew a match from the bin and struck it. When he lit the wick and turned up the flame, he found Eric’s bunk empty.
Panic began to rise up in his chest. Eric could have gone back to his own quarters, or grown restless and left to walk off some energy in the tunnels, but having read and reread Aaron’s message so many times, Henry knew that he’d done neither of those things. Dreading what he’d find, he took the lamp from its hook and knelt next to his own bed. When he lifted the mattress he found the crumpled note Aaron had written along with the map, but they’d been moved. Eric had seen them.
“Fool,” he muttered, scrambling to dress. He suited up for tunnel travel, pulling on a gritty jumpsuit and grabbing his helmet from its rack. He had no idea how much of a head start the boy might have on him, but hoped he hadn’t been gone long. His knee throbbed as he picked up his cane and turned to the exit, pushing the door open with the groan of metal.
“Fool,” he said again, and headed out into the darkness.
* * *
It took nearly two hours to reach the edge of the mapped area that Eric had drawn, and his unease grew with each step. He wandered through the spent tunnels above, up steeper and steeper slopes until his ears began to pop. In spite of the aches and pains, he pressed on, following the guiding ropes with one hand on his cane and the other holding up the map in front of him so that the candle mounted on his helmet could light it.
When he reached the blank, unmapped area near the red circle, Henry stopped to listen. He didn’t hear his son, or anyone else for that matter, but a low moan from somewhere ahead may have blanketed the sound. He peered into the darkness ahead, looking for any sign of light, but he didn’t see anything. All he could see were the mouths of tunnels directly around him, their guiding ropes long since removed. He was alone, with only the candle to stand between himself and utter darkness. He looked back to the map.
He’s the only one who knows where it is, and what it is.
“Eric?” he hissed, his voice echoing away to nothing. His legs felt like jelly.
The circle covered a fairly small area. Whatever Eric had found, it had to be close. Henry approached the junction, trying to decide which one to take, when he noticed the light from the candle flicker across the crumpled paper, and stopped short.
That flicker, and the quiet hiss of the candle flame, told him that a breeze, faint though it had been, had come from somewhere down the rightmost tunnel.
He took it, using the flame as his guide until he could actually feel a faint breeze on his face. When the shadows around him grew especially hectic, he stopped.
Henry turned and saw that a narrow crevice had formed in the wall, a dark gap that ran floor to ceiling. At first glance it appeared to just be a crack, a pocket that had opened in the stone over time, but he didn’t recognize it. It must have formed sometime after he’d been retired from mining duty.
He moved closer, and when he put his face near it he could feel a cold current of air. It felt different from the winds of the tunnels, which were fan-driven. Not only did the air feel much cooler, it felt…different. It had none of the underground’s heavy humidity, and it didn’t smell of alcohol breath and chogg musk.
He reached toward the crevice and slipped his hand through. In the shadows, the gap had appeared deceptively narrow, but he found that if he turned sideways he could squeeze his entire body through. On the other side, he spotted a faint glow from down the narrow tunnel. The passage made an abrupt turn up ahead, and the light was coming from that direction.
“Eric?” he called again. His voice reverberated into the distance, but no reply came.
He stuffed the map into his pocket and hobbled toward the light, grit crunching underneath the soles of his shoes as he went. He turned the corner and found himself looking down a tunnel unlike any he’d ever seen before. He still stood in a circular passage formed from dirt and rock, but a few feet ahead the tunnel changed to become square, its walls, ceiling, and floor all smooth and precise.
He made his way down, each step careful until the dirt under his feet changed over to some kind of smooth surface made up of tiles. Up ahead he could see a doorway, and through it, light. Something to the left of the inside of the doorway glowed, casting a shadow across the tiled floor.
“Eric?”
Henry increased his gait, boots and cane clacking on the smooth floor. He stepped through the doorway and into the room on the other side, where he found Eric standing there with eyes fixed on something in front of him.
The room was different from anything Henry had ever seen before, yet somehow it felt familiar, as if maybe he’d imagined or dreamed it. All along the walls were consoles, each covered in arrays of buttons and switches and mounted with a square glass display. Most of the consoles were dark, but a few had little colored lights that flashed and twinkled.
The flame still danced over the candle on Eric’s helmet, but Henry could see that it wasn’t the source of the light he’d seen from down the tunnel. One of the console’s glass displays was lit, and it flickered with a flat glow that played on Eric’s mesmerized face.
“Eric?” he called. Eric didn’t move. He just stared at the light. Henry looked to his right and saw words stenciled on the wall there.
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“Eric, what is this place?” he asked.
He crossed the room, moving his gaze across the rows of strange equipment. In one part of the room he saw racks of empty glass tubes, their bases stained different colors. In another, he saw a series of large glass cylinders, each filled with liquid and each housing a dark shape. When he got closer, he could make out rows of little legs that sprouted from each shadow.
“What is this place?” he asked again.
Eric finally moved. He turned away from the lit-up display to face his father, and the dull look that had so often clouded his eyes while under the chogg’s control was gone completely.
“I remember now,” he said.
“Remember what?”
Henry moved closer, and he saw that the window didn’t just glow. It displayed an image, a moving image the likes of which he’d never seen before although, again, it felt somehow familiar.
“They came from above,” he said, looking at the window. He placed one finger on the display, and Henry leaned in to look.
The screen showed a wide open space unlike anything in the mines. Inside of it, large structures had been bunched together, covered in what looked like windows. Staring at them, Henry thought that if each of those windows were large enough for a man to look through then the structures were bigger and taller than anything he ever could have imagined. Something lit them from above, from a ceiling Henry couldn’t make out. It cast a pale, blue-gray light over the monoliths.
Wherever the structures were, a breeze must have blown then because Henry saw movement on the display. Flags rippled, and long lengths of cables strung between poles swayed.
“What is that?” Henry asked, leaning closer.
Something else moved, out there. Long stretches of shiny strands moved as well, some inflating into sails of gossamer webbing. It hung from the highest points of the structures as if something, or a great number of things, had floated down on them from somewhere high up above.
“I found this place years ago,” Eric said. “Most of it doesn’t work anymore, but some of it does. They kept records, and I was able to find them and read them. The chogg didn’t come from below. They fell from the sky.”
“Sky?” Henry felt confused, but Eric just nodded, as if it all made sense.
“Men built this place underground, to study the chogg, but we used to live up there.”
“Up?”
Eric fiddled with the panel’s controls, and the image scrolled to one side. Then it zoomed in on something, a series of what looked like paper sheets pasted onto the walls of the structures. A word had been stamped on each that Henry didn’t recognize.
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“It’s a warning to stay away,” he said, pointing. “It means that wherever we are, it got too dangerous for people to come in, but there might be other places. If we can get out—”
“Out?” Henry rasped. “Out where?”
Eric turned back to his father.
“That’s where we belong,” he said, pointing to the display. “Not down here. We can still leave. The chogg musk makes us fall in line and do what they want, but we don’t have to stay down here. We can get away from them, we can—”
Henry heard the footsteps seconds before Eric did, but it was still a second too late. A man shambled through the doorway and into the room, rock dust sifting down around him. The chogg mounted over the man’s scalp glared ahead with its marble eyes, locked on Eric as it made the man lunge.
“Aaron!” Henry barked, but his son didn’t react to the sound of his voice. He grabbed his brother around the neck with both hands and pushed his thumbs into his throat.
Eric staggered back, flailing with his one good arm as he fell back onto the tiled floor with Aaron on top of him. Henry approached the two overly muscled men, wanting to intervene but afraid to get between them.
“Aaron, stop!”
He raised his cane as Eric pushed at Aaron’s face. It snapped in two as he brought it down on the chogg but didn’t leave so much as a ding on the hard black shell.
Eric’s face had turned dark, veins bulging at his temples and his tongue sticking out from between purple lips. Henry kicked the chogg, then again, but it just dug its legs in deeper. Henry realized in that moment that if he did nothing, he would lose Eric for good and he would be alone. He would never find Mary, he would never get Aaron back, or Cole, or Flannery, or any of his friends. It had to be Eric.
He slipped the utility knife from his belt and stepped behind Aaron, who still bore down on his younger brother. Before he could stop to consider what he was doing, he reached over his elder son’s broad back and stuck the blade into the side of his neck.
He jerked the knife back and Aaron howled, letting go of Eric and crashing into Henry hard enough to knock him down onto the floor. Aaron staggered in a circle, clutching his neck as blood burbled out from between his fingers. It sprayed onto the floor around him, pooling until he slipped in it and fell to the floor. He pushed his way up, failed, then tried again as the chogg juiced him. Henry could see the black fluid leaking out from around the stinger, but Aaron had lost too much blood and oxygen. Not even the chogg could make him go for much longer.
A few seconds later, he fell facedown on the dirty floor and shuddered as the life began to leave him.
The chogg realized what was happening and withdrew its stinger. It jumped down and began to scuttle away when Eric lashed out and seized it. His left hand pushed down, his fingers digging under the lip of the black shell as its spiny little legs scrambled uselessly against the floor.
“Eric, let it go!” Henry shouted. Another few seconds and the chogg would—
The thing’s shell sprang apart to expose a quivering black bladder that swelled just above the long stinger. In a heartbeat, it ballooned out and then ruptured with a wet, explosive cough. Tarry fluid sprayed Eric’s face and chest, and he screamed.
He fell back, smoke streaming off of him everywhere the substance touched, but he didn’t let go. Even as his eyes shriveled in their sockets, he held fast. With a holler, he heaved it up into the air, whipped it over his head and smashed it down on the metal corner of one of the consoles. The first blow cracked the shell, and the second broke it. The third sent a big glob of white and red bursting out of the exoskeleton, and a few seconds later, the legs stopped moving.
He’d killed it, Henry thought, struggling to regain his breath. Eric dropped the shell onto the floor and then collapsed next to it. He’d killed it. When they went back, the chogg would—
“Dad?” Eric moaned. He struggled to rise, but slipped and fell back down onto his chest. “Dad?”
“I’m here,” Henry said, going to his side. The boy pawed with one hand, blind, and Henry took it. As soon as he did, he realized there would be no reprisal for his remaining son. Already his grip, which had once been like iron, felt shaky and frail. The chogg venom would take him, and soon. He had mere minutes, if that, before both his sons were gone.
“You can’t go back,” Eric wheezed.
“They won’t kill me,” Henry said, patting his shoulder. “Don’t worry about me, now. They won’t—”
Eric shook his head, the cords in his neck standing out. “No,” he managed. “You have to…”
The words choked off, and so he pointed with one trembling finger. He pointed toward the metal door at the far end of the room.
“What?” Henry asked, leaning in close.
“Go,” he gasped. “Up.”
Henry stared at the door and realized what Eric meant. Aaron was dead, and Eric wasn’t far behind him. Their plan to leave the mine would die with them, unless Henry went in their stead.
“Eric, I can’t.”
It wasn’t as though Henry liked the mines, because he didn’t. It wasn’t as though he liked the chogg, either, but there was nowhere else to go. To suggest otherwise was nothing more than a dream.
“Someone…has…to go home.”
“We are home.”
Eric shook his head and gestured back toward the panel with the glowing windows.
“Is that what this has all been about?” he asked, but he could see then that it was. “Eric, look, that picture there, on the window, it might be real and it might not—”
“It’s…real.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I do,” he said, the words coming out in a long breath. Some of the pain seemed to leave him. “Dad, it’s real. I promise you. Go to the surface. Find your way back to the others. We don’t have to live like this.”
“Eric, there are no others. You have to face reality. Down here, in the mines, this is it.”
“It isn’t. You’ll see.”
“I can’t,” Henry said, his voice beginning to rise. “There’s no place to go to. Jesus, this is why Aaron did what he did?  So that you could go to some…fantasy?”
“Not…a fantasy,” Eric insisted. “It’s real.”
“What have you two done?  It wasn’t so bad here—”
“Wasn’t so bad?”
“It could be worse! This is what got you grabbed in the first place! This is why Aaron’s now…why you’re now…why did you do this? Why?”
“Dad!”
Eric took Henry’s arm, gently, but the old man pulled away.
“Mary,” he said, his breath failing him. “Mary is still—”
“She’s dead, Dad. Even if she’s not and they did take her down below, we’ll never get her back. Not by ourselves. You have to get out of here. It’s our only chance.”
Henry tried to rise but without the benefit of his cane, he fell back to his knees next to Eric. He saw that Eric had meant to leave him. He saw that, in fact, nothing would have stopped him from leaving, and the confusion he felt threatened to take away what strength he had left. Anger bubbled up, but quickly turned to tears that made his eyes sting.
“Why couldn’t Aaron have left well enough alone?” he asked. He felt as though the room had begun to reel around him. Things had finally gotten comfortable, or as comfortable as they ever got. No more digging, no more being poked and prodded, no more threat of the chogg taking him, no more fear of being eaten, or worse…he’d earned his peace. After so many years and so much loss, he’d earned his peace. All he had to do keep his head down.
He tried to tell his son this, but the words wouldn’t come.
“But…who will serve the drinks?” he asked instead.
Eric managed a hint of a smile at that, lips curling on his blackened face. He let out a half-grunt half-chuckle, and then sighed. He reached out again, and Henry held the boy. He put his face near his son’s, wincing as a smear of the venom stung his cheek.
“No one, Dad,” he said in his ear. “This place isn’t worth saving. We belong up there. That’s our home.”
Henry hugged his son back. He held him until he felt a last, shuddering breath, and then the body went still.
He held the boy like that for a while, until his joints began to ache and the body cooled in his arms. He couldn’t bring himself to look at the remains of his son’s face and so he turned him away, toward the wall. He managed to stand again, grimacing at the pain, and looked down at the figure on the floor. It seemed as though it were at the end of a long, dark tunnel. Both his sons were gone now. It had taken less than five minutes to lose the both of them. He took a shaky step backward, and the body seemed to tilt in front of him.
He turned toward the lit display where willowy strands continued to ripple in the wind, drifting away from the towering structures. As he stared, he noticed that the debris near the bottom of the closest structure wasn’t mere trash or rubble, but the piled shells of divided chogg. He continued to stare until the image blurred in front of him, and he felt warmth trickling down his leathery cheeks.
Can I leave? he wondered. Could it be that simple? Could I just leave them all, and go? Go where?
He thought about the last match at Arms, and part of him knew that his son was right. Not long ago he’d been ready to burn this place. It wasn’t worth saving, no. Maybe it couldn’t be saved, but it was all he’d ever known. He’d grown up in the mines. He’d met Mary in the mines, and helped raise two boys…
More tears rolled down his cheeks, and he squeezed his eyes shut. His sons were gone. His wife was gone. Nothing would change that.
He took a deep breath through his nose, letting the chogg musk fill it. He exhaled slowly, then took in another long breath. He held it until spots began to swim behind his eyelids.
Then Henry turned and left the room. He headed back to the crevice, and the tunnels, as fast as his stiff knee would let him.
When the darkness enveloped him again, he used his helmet’s candle to burn both the note and the map. As they smoldered on the dirt in front of him, he breathed in deep, again and again, until the chogg’s musk dampened the panic and sadness and shame.
It could be worse, he told himself, although in spite of the spreading numbness, his mind failed to conjure any way in which it might be.
“It could always be worse,” he said, his voice small and dry as sandpaper.
He limped back toward the guiding ropes, and from there, back toward home.
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The Slip
by E.R. Arroyo
THE SCHOOL COUNSELOR CLEARED HER THROAT. Dean’s eyes darted up from picking at his bleeding cuticles, a torn off piece of skin still between his thumb and index fingernails.
“Did you hear my question, Dean?”
He pressed his finger against his jeans to stop the bleeding, the pressure also stopping the pain for a moment. “Hmm?”
“How’s Maggie doing?”
Dean’s body tensed at her name, but his face and heart simultaneously softened. He felt a lump begin to form in his throat. “I don’t know. She doesn’t come home from college.”
“Not for holidays or summer break?”
“Nope.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
He finally looked up at the counselor, making eye contact with her for the first time since he’d walked into her office. She really did look sorry. He hadn’t expected that.
“What would you say to Maggie if you had the chance to see her?”
He shrugged. “I don’t really know her. Not anymore.”
“But you miss her.” She leaned forward in her seat, crossing her arms on the desk. Dean peered over at the name plate identifying her as Ms. Claire Bellamy.
“I need to get back to my lunch period. Thanks for changing my schedule. I’m sure I’ll do much better in Mr. Rodriguez’s class. Thanks again.”
He grabbed his bag and started for the door. He wasn’t looking for a freaking intervention, he just wanted out of that class with Dr. Horrible.
“Take care, Dean,” Ms. Bellamy said.
He rushed from the room and made a beeline for the cafeteria. They would be shutting it down soon, and Dean was starved.
With his pizza slice and soda in tow, he found a seat. He took two bites before unlocking his phone and checking out his handful of social media accounts, not that he did anything social with them. He mainly kept himself informed of the latest happenings with schoolmates and all kinds of news outlets, some upstanding ones and others questionable—conspiracy nuts and the like.
His sister’s happenings were never posted online. Around a month into her freshman year, she had stopped using the Internet. Which didn’t make much sense to Dean, because Maggie was the social butterfly between the two of them. With Dean being at the lowest possible tier, that put Maggie somewhere in the upper-middle. She had friends. People knew her…people who missed her now, just like Dean did.
His thumb hovered over the title of an article from his sister’s college town. Yeah, so maybe Dean was a little more bothered by her absence than he admitted. He followed media stations from where she lived, in addition to her college press and campus social media pages. Then Dean’s breath hitched, and his pizza caught in his throat.
When he finished coughing up pizza bits and swallowed it all back down with soda, he read the headline again. He struggled to comprehend the words because the photo showed a very skinny, very battered version of Maggie. The words ‘hit and run’ were all that stood out to him. He clicked the article and tried to read it but couldn’t calm his emotions.
He gave up two sentences in and called her. Her boyfriend answered.
Dean cleared his throat. “Hey, can I talk to Maggie?”
Jack’s voice came out low and soothing. “She can’t talk right now.”
“I saw the news. Is she okay?” Without thinking, Dean had gotten up from his lunch and walked into the hall. He saw someone grab his tray and dump it to take his seat. He turned his back to the cafeteria windows.
“She’s fine, Dean. She’s just asleep right now.” In the background, Dean could hear Jack open and close a door and then what sounded like street noise surrounded his deep voice.
“Have her call me back. As soon as possible. Please.”
“I’ll give her the message. Thanks for calling.”
“Oka—” Dean’s phone beeped. The call had ended before he’d even finished talking. Dean had left her messages before, but they were rarely, if ever, returned. Sometimes she would text him that she fell asleep studying or something and forgot to call back, always promising she would when she had some time. It hurt him that she didn’t care to keep in touch. They had always been really close.
* * *
Two days passed with no word from Maggie. His parents said they’d spoken to her, and they planned to go see her as soon as Dad could break away from the project he was running at work. She was fine, they told him. And they apparently had also spoken with Jack, who assured them she was recovering fine and was honestly too embarrassed for company.
He begged his mother to take him to see her, but she insisted they wait for his dad. Dean knew his dad, and he knew the day his dad was no longer busy would never come.
He stayed glued to his phone, waiting for anything. A text, a call, a private message online. Any proof of life. He’d read the few articles that covered the accident. They hadn’t found the person who’d run over Maggie.
Meanwhile, he’d also seen about a dozen articles from leading conspiracy theorists claiming to have evidence that the government was hiding something. Something big. What, exactly? No details there. Typical.
That Saturday, around 4:30 in the morning, Dean’s phone rang. In a haze, he patted around his bed, trying to find the device, but he missed the call. He called the number right back, and it went straight to voicemail. When he hung up, he stared at the phone for a few seconds before a voicemail alert came through. He checked the message. Maggie’s voice.
“I miss you. I miss our talks.” It was her voice, but detached. Almost like she was a stranger, not his sister…his best friend before she fell in love with Jack.
He called the number again. Straight to voicemail. He tried Maggie’s phone. No answer.
He was tired of the mystery. He was tired of every piece of information his entire family had about Maggie being secondhand. Sure, Jack probably had all the best intentions, and maybe Maggie hadn’t wanted to talk to any of the family directly. After all, they’d all had a huge fight before she and Jack left for college over two years ago.
But this time Maggie had called him. Directly. She was reaching out.
After a few hours of staring into the darkness of his room, he got up. He was going to go see her. Why hadn’t his parents gone yet? Because his dad was working, and Jack said not to come? Jack had been Maggie’s high school sweetheart, and Dean’s parents loved him like part of the family. Dean got that, but surely they wanted to see Maggie for themselves. Dean sure did. And even if Maggie really didn’t want to see them…well, tough. He was family, and she would have to just get over herself. Period.
* * *
On the road, he found himself anxious to check his phone but didn’t dare mess with it while driving. He’d heard alerts for different apps but none were from phone calls or texts, he knew that much.
When he got to town, he navigated to the student housing based on the address from the birthday card Maggie had sent him her freshman year. When he arrived, he wasn’t quite sure what to do. He checked his phone. It was ten in the morning, and he hadn’t gotten a screaming phone call from his parents yet, which was a huge shocker. Something pretty serious must have been going on with his dad’s work.
He traipsed up to the building. Someone with two duffel bags bulging with clothes pushed past him rather aggressively, almost frantically. The girl rushed to her car, and Dean didn’t take his eyes off her until the door had almost closed. He slipped his fingers in at the last second and then slid into the building. He peeked at the envelope and navigated to the indicated dorm number and knocked.
“Hey,” he mustered when a sleepy blonde opened the door. “I’m Maggie’s brother, Dean. Is she here?”
The girl crossed her arms. “Maggie doesn’t live on campus anymore.”
“What?” Dean eyed the folded envelope again.
“She moved into an apartment across town with her boyfriend. And it’s gross.” Her voice was laced with…something.
“Oh.” Dean shook his head. “I saw the news.”
“Oh, the accident? Yeah, that’s a real head-scratcher.” The blonde glanced at her phone; something caught her eye and she started scrolling. She mumbled, mostly unintelligibly. “…freaking out, hysteria. What the…” She sighed. “Sorry, I have to pack up. The ‘rents are demanding I come home right now. Like we’re in some kind of national crisis? The apartment is on Mercury Avenue. I don’t know which number.”
Dean glanced over his shoulder and realized more kids were storming out of the dorms with bags hastily stuffed full of clothes. He followed them outside and saw traffic beginning to stack up.
Dean hopped into the car and pulled up a news feed.
Panic in the U.S. Head to major cities for government protection. Food and shelter. Seek cover. Stick together.
All the makings of a public fiasco.
All the makings of a Dean-panic attack too, if he wasn’t careful. Already a little prone to anxiety (and maybe paranoia), Dean was instantly torn between freaking out and finding Maggie. But he knew he had to find Maggie. Even more so now. Maybe if he just focused on that, it wouldn’t eat him alive that he didn’t know what was going on, and that he didn’t have time to read more to figure it out.
It took him over an hour to get to Maggie’s apartment complex with the traffic. And when he got there, his phone rang. Dad.
“Hello?”
“Where are you?” His dad’s voice was so loud it hurt Dean’s ear.
“I’m looking for Maggie. Dad, did you know she doesn’t live on campus anymore?” Dean scanned the apartments in every direction, not sure how he would narrow it down.
“Dean, listen to me. Get your sister and get back here as soon as possible.”
“Okay, Dad—”
“Listen to me!” he shouted. “Avoid crowds and cities. Get Maggie and get home. You hear me?”
Dean had never heard his dad like this before. His eyes began to water as the fear he’d kept at bay upon reading the news finally gripped him. Hearing his dad confirm that there was reason for panic, Dean was actually starting to panic.
“Yes, sir,” his weak voice managed.
He shook his head as the call ended. This was crazy. He turned on the radio and flipped channels until he heard news, which wasn’t hard because most of the channels were discussing it.
“…an unknown threat. We aren’t even sure if it’s just a threat on the United States or if other countries have been targeted. And the scariest part is no one will tell us what we’re all running from.”
He flipped the channel. “The President has just ordered all citizens to travel to the nearest city for government protection. I don’t know about you, Chase, but no matter what this is, driving all of the population into major cities couldn’t possibly be the safest—”
He flipped again. “—have a right to know! We have to demand the truth. Until they tell us what this is, I’m not moving a muscle. I think we all agree, we’re safer in our own homes.”
Again. “We just have to trust our government. Their job is to protect us—”
The sweat beading on Dean’s forehead dripped into his eye. He wiped it away.
“—a matter of public safety and possibly national security.”
Dean shut the radio off. He would have to figure out what was going on later. Right now, he needed to find Maggie. He drove back and forth through the complex, looking for Maggie’s car and couldn’t find it. Maybe she wasn’t home.
On the third pass, he spotted a champagne-colored Honda that he vaguely recognized. Maybe it was Jack’s car. Dean pulled into the space next to the Honda and got out. Peering in the windows didn’t give him any clues about the owner, but he looked at the building closest to the parking spot and assumed their apartment would be there.
He took a deep breath and approached the first apartment he came to.
“I’m looking for Maggie Jenkins,” he said to the groggy man who answered the door. The man shook his head and went back inside.
He tried the next door. Same drill.
“I don’t know a Maggie,” the lady said.
On and on Dean went, more disheartened with every knock. Several tenants rushed out of their apartments with packed bags without even acknowledging him.
The first apartment he came to on the second floor had a flowery doormat and a porcelain cat figurine next to a potted plant. It was no surprise when a sweet old lady answered the door. And she knew Maggie.
“Yessir. Number 347. Y’all be safe now.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said, unable to wait long enough to give her a proper thank you or goodbye. He jogged to the stairs and took them two at a time, then pounded heavily on the door to 347.
Jack answered. He didn’t appear to have been awake very long.
“Dean?” Jack pulled on a t-shirt and hiked his gym shorts up higher on his waist.
“I’m looking for Maggie. Something big is going on. Have you seen the news?” Dean couldn’t keep his voice from going all high-pitched the way he hated when he got too excitable.
Jack’s furrowed brow seemed to ease, and he pushed his shoulders back, his expression changing from one of confusion—presumably from seeing Dean at his door—to one of a relaxed sort of confidence. “Of course I’ve seen the news.” He glanced over Dean’s shoulder, taking in the scene playing out behind him. The parking lot slowly emptying of cars, the streets full of reckless drivers with no regard for one another or the law. “Come on in,” Jack said, clapping a hand on Dean’s shoulder as he ushered him inside.
The apartment complex looked like total junk on the outside, but Dean had to admit, the inside was meticulously kept. He wasn’t so sure Maggie lived here at all. Not the Maggie he used to share a bathroom with.
“Mags, your brother came by for a visit,” Jack called out. “Get yourself together a little before you come out.”
Dean was confused and shocked. He knew something bigger than this was wrong, but Maggie had always hated the nickname Mags. She was ‘too young’ for a name like that.
Jack turned on the TV to the news but didn’t seem too eager to watch. “I’ve been following it all morning. What do you make of it, Dean?” Jack poured himself a cup of coffee, not looking at Dean as he addressed him.
Maggie came out of the bedroom in a bathrobe, her hair a mess from sleep. Her bruising from the accident had gone down a little. The stitches on her eyebrow were uncovered. She had what appeared to be yesterday’s makeup forming dark circles around her eyes.
Dean ran to her. She groaned when he threw his arms around her. “I’m so sorry!” He’d forgotten that she was injured.
“Dean, what are you doing here?” she asked softly, her eyes flitting over to Jack then back to Dean.
Dean hesitated to answer truthfully, not wanting to offend Jack or somehow imply he had anything to do with Maggie’s prolonged absence from their family. So for now, he’d pretend. “Dad sent me to pick you up. Something crazy is going on—”
“Yeah, it’s really something,” Jack said, sipping his coffee, brows knit. “Why don’t you fill her in with the gist of it.” Everything about his demeanor and body language seemed confident and overly casual. Dean didn’t know what to make of it.
“Right…so…we don’t really have any details. The government is trying to herd people into the cities but Dad said not to listen. Said we need to go home right now. Maggie, you have to get packed.” He looked back and forth between them, pleading for them to listen.
Jack didn’t move. Took another sip. “Hmm,” he pondered, almost condescendingly if Dean wasn’t imagining things.
Dean could see that neither of them was in a hurry. He peeked through the blinds at the commotion outside and made a decision. He turned back to Maggie. Never mind Jack. He touched Maggie’s shoulder, turning her toward the bedroom. “Come on, Maggie. Where’s your suitcase?”
“Hey!” Jack’s hand shot out and grabbed Dean by the arm. When Dean’s eyes had grown as wide as possible from shock, Jack explained. “She’s been in an accident. You can’t just grab her like that.”
Dean followed Jack’s gaze downward at his shirt where he’d spilled coffee. “Look what you did,” Jack mumbled. He sighed and made his way to the bedroom. “Maggie, pack your bag, sweetheart. We’d best get on the road. It’s a two-hour trip to where we’re going.”
“Wait… Where are we—”
“We,” Jack emphasized, gesturing to himself and Maggie, “have other arrangements. You go home and be with your family.”
Maggie’s eyes were weighted with an apology. “I love you, Bean,” she whispered, smiling a little at the memory of her childhood pet name for him. It was as if she were dying of cancer and had fully accepted it. People didn’t smile like that in the midst of crisis.
Dean’s heart thrummed in his chest and his face contorted while he tried to understand, and yet somehow he’d known from the moment he’d arrived that it was crazier inside this apartment than it was outside. And outside was nuts.
He leaned closer to Maggie. “I can’t leave without you. Dad’ll flip. C’mon, I know I’m a spaz and all that but at the end of the day, I trust Dad. I know you do too.” He waited for her to meet his gaze, and when she finally did, there was a flash of something, a flash of awakening. He knew she was listening now. “Maggie, we have to go home. Dad knows what to do.”
Their father, Chris, was a contractor with the Department of Defense. Matters of national security were definitely within the realm of his expertise.
Jack put his hand on his chest. “I know what to do. I’ve been taking care of Maggie just fine all this time, thank you very much. And where has your family been? Sweetheart, don’t let him manipulate you. They’ve all disappeared while I’ve been here for you. Me, not him. And not your father.” Jack had swooped in with no warning at all, arms around her waist, staring longingly into her eyes, his gaze haunted, like they’d somehow survived unimaginable horrors together.
Dean shook his head. “Wait, what?” Jack had it twisted. They hadn’t disappeared. She had! Dean hadn’t abandoned her. “Maggie, you know I’ve been calling. I’ve left voicemails, sent messages. Freaking letters, even. Jack…” Dean’s eyes shifted between the two. “Tell her, Jack. About…” Then a light came on. Dean could feel his face contort, but it was nothing compared to what he felt inside: a knotted mess of anger and confusion. “You didn’t tell her,” he whispered.
Maggie’s eyes were far off.
Jack pulled Maggie closer. She leaned into his embrace. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. But if you wanted to reach her, all three of you knew how to.”
“Maggie, he’s—”
“Get out of my house, please,” Jack said calmly as he moved to the door and opened it, pulling Maggie along with him.
“Maggie, please.”
Her eyes made the short journey from Dean’s face to the open door and peered out. The noise from outside filled the small apartment.
“Maggie,” Dean whispered. “Come with me.”
Clarity seemed to seep into her eyes, the glaze slowly giving way to logic…or something. She shook her head, just a little. “Can he come with us?” Dean realized she was talking to Jack, not him.
Jack scoffed. “Mags…”
“We can’t send him out into that. He’s just a kid.” Dean noticed she wasn’t looking either one of them in the eye. He wondered why. Was she on drugs?
The moment that passed felt more like a million moments to Dean.
All three of them took a deep breath at the same time. Jack shook his head, his lips tight and jaw tensed. He groaned before finally saying, “Fine.” Dean met his eyes. There was a warning there. Dean gave a nod to reassure his sister’s boyfriend that he wouldn’t cause trouble. It was unspoken, but at the moment, it was all Dean could muster.
Jack walked away, leaving Dean to close the door. When he turned around, they had both disappeared into the bedroom. Dean didn’t have anything to do while they packed up behind a closed door, so he sank into their sofa and started scanning his phone for information on what the heck was going on. He also sent his dad a text.
GOT MAGGIE. WE’RE SAFE.
He left it at that. He didn’t know how he was going to explain that he wasn’t coming home. With the streets the way they looked, odds weren’t good they’d make it home anyway. While he pored over articles, his chest tight and throat thick, he hoped that Jack actually had a decent plan. And he had every intention of demanding that Jack fill him in. Until the pair walked back in the room, then Dean’s courage wavered.
“Where are we going?” Dean managed.
Jack cracked his neck, bag on his shoulder. Maggie came out behind him with her own backpack weighing her shoulder down. Dean glanced at Jack, who backtracked when he noticed Dean’s scowl.
Jack reached out to Maggie. “Here, let me carry that for you.”
Maggie’s lips formed a small smile.
Dean couldn’t keep his face from screwing up as he mumbled, “What a gent.”
“Dean!” Maggie scolded. It was the loudest she’d raised her voice since he arrived.
His gaze darted up to meet hers. He lifted a shoulder in a half-hearted apology.
“It’s fine, Mags,” Jack said. “I am a gentleman. Maybe he can learn a thing or two from me.” He pursed his lips and cracked his neck again, then announced, “We’re heading north, away from the city.”
“The highways out of town are jammed. All the stations are covering it,” Dean said.
“I’m aware. We’re going to have to take the smaller roads through the east side of town.” Jack dropped their bags by the door and began rifling through the kitchen. “I wish you’d gotten the groceries taken care of,” he mumbled to Maggie. “We hardly have anything to take with us. We’re going to need food.”
“And water,” Dean added.
Jack growled. “What is it with you two today? Your parents did a bang-up job teaching you how to show some respect. And I don’t know what Maggie here would do without me.”
Dean stood gaping at Jack, mildly shocked as Jack threw a few non-perishables into a duffel bag and placed it by the door along with two jugs of water. Then he went back into the kitchen and reached up to grab something from the top shelf of the cabinet. He set a box on the counter and opened it. He was putting in bullets and chambering one before Dean had even processed that he’d pulled a gun out.
A shiver ran down Dean’s spine as he watched the ease with which Jack handled his weapon. Dean wondered for a moment what he’d gotten himself into before he realized…it was probably smart to have. People out there would do insane, awful things in times of crisis and the protection would be nice.
“Would you like me to carry something?” Dean offered when he realized he was still gaping. Jack had already moved to the door and began gathering up the bags.
“Sure,” Jack said, tossing a bag his way a little too hard. Dean wasn’t terribly small or scrawny or anything, but he wasn’t all that tough and he knew it. Computers did little for muscle development. He dropped it at first, but caught it by the handle on the way down. Jack made a face and shook his head, as if Dean wasn’t already properly emasculated.
Thanks, Dean thought, trying to keep from rolling his eyes.
“Let’s go,” Jack said. He’d stuffed the gun into a concealed holster inside his jeans. The whole way to the car, Dean couldn’t stop stealing glances at the area that he knew it rested, even though it didn’t protrude or anything.
After they piled into the Honda, Jack pulled up a navigation program on his phone, checking for traffic warnings. He soon began driving, taking the back way out of the complex onto a smaller street. Instead of heading for the highways like the rest of the traffic seemed to be doing, he navigated toward downtown.
Dean checked his phone again, scanning the news pages. More of the same. He caught Jack’s gaze in the rearview mirror. He was caressing Maggie’s hand in the air between them. Her head leaned back against the headrest and Dean imagined her eyes were closed, judging by her posture. Why was she not freaking out? Dean was.
Dean leaned toward his window in his seat behind Maggie, peering out into the neighborhood as they passed through. In his peripheral vision, he noticed Maggie’s right hand was gripping the side of her seat so hard her knuckles were white. He glanced again to her left hand, joined casually with Jack’s. Intrigued even further by the disparity in Maggie’s left and right halves, he soaked in Jack. Perfectly calm. Eyes alert, scanning the road, the people in the neighborhood, the upcoming stop sign.
To Dean’s right, a commotion caught his attention. A woman stood at the front door of a house holding the screen door open while two men on a tiny front lawn threw punches at each other. Soon the bigger one tackled the smaller, landing firmly on top of him. The woman in the doorway was screaming. When the big man had punched the one on bottom enough times that his victim had stopped moving, the woman closed the door, and the assailant charged toward it, slamming his body into it. Dean gasped when the man burst through the door, and at that same moment he thought he heard a whimper from Maggie.
So she was watching. And she was freaking out like Dean, but for some reason, she didn’t want Jack to know it.
Dean suddenly realized they’d been at this stop sign for much longer than necessary. When he looked up, he realized why. More people had begun fighting and they’d moved into the street, too many of them to count. The roads were blocked in two out of the three possible directions.
Maggie was shaking.
Jack began to turn left and Maggie gripped his wrist. “If it’s this bad here, it’s going to be even worse in that neighborhood.”
Jack pulled out his handgun and slipped it between his legs for easy access. Then he finished turning left.
Someone spotted them and made a break for the street, blocking Jack’s path. Soon more followed. Jack had no choice but to bring the old Honda to a stop.
Dean moved his hands to the lock on his door and flipped it, then subtly locked Maggie’s as well. His hands were trembling. People were shouting. Maggie was wheezing. Jack was…revving the engine, Dean realized a beat too late. A gasp escaped his lips as Jack shifted into gear and plowed through the mob that had gathered around their car, some of them striking the vehicle with baseball bats and sticks.
A loud bang drew Dean’s eyes behind him to a fresh bullet hole in the rear windshield. This was insane. What had he gotten himself into?
Dean put his hand on Maggie’s shoulder.
“She’s fine,” Jack said. “Right, Mags?” Chin tilted down, he looked up at her through his lashes and flashed her a charming smile that would assure a terminal cancer patient she was going to live forever. She smiled back, straining to steady her breathing. Dean’s chest tightened as he watched his sister. He wished she would look him in the eye so he’d know she really was okay and not just take Jack’s word for it like his parents always did.
As they approached a main road that was home to a high school and a ton of apartment complexes, traffic got a whole lot thicker and eventually came to a stop. All four lanes, plus the turning lane, were filled with cars heading in the same direction. This couldn’t have been Jack’s plan, but Dean wasn’t about to say anything.
When Jack threw the car into park and got out, Dean did too. Even on tiptoes it was hard to tell what the commotion ahead of them was. Dean stepped onto the doorframe to get higher.
“They’re yanking people out of their cars.” His voice came out sounding more curious than what he really felt: terrified. Another throng of people wielding makeshift weapons—baseball bats, crowbars, fireplace tools—attacked drivers and took off with their cars. And the mob was moving toward them.
“They’re stealing cars!” Dean shouted when he realized the true danger. “Attacking the drivers!”
Just as he said the words, he saw too clearly a man pull an elderly woman from a Buick and push her so hard toward the sidewalk that her head struck cement…and she stayed down.
Jack was back in the car shouting at Dean to close the door. “Right now!” he demanded. “In or out.”
Dean got in. Jack threw the car in reverse but slammed on the brakes soon after. Dean looked behind them. They were already trapped. Blocked in by other cars.
“Oh no,” Maggie whispered.
“What are we going to do now?” Dean asked.
“Grab the bags. We’ll go on foot,” Jack said without a moment’s hesitation. Dean found himself obeying before he could give it any thought.
“Why are they taking cars?” Dean asked.
“This part of town relies heavily on public transportation. They don’t have cars to get to those big, safe government buildings.” Jack’s voice was so calm. Dean would have envied Jack’s composure if it weren’t so unnerving. “This way.”
The three of them began to move toward the high school. Dean wanted to know the plan. He wanted desperately to check his phone. He also kind of wanted to call his dad and beg him to come find them. But he knew that wasn’t an option.
Jack led the trio into a courtyard behind the school’s main building. Sidewalks jutted out in three different directions from where they stood, surrounded by tall, deep-red brick buildings. Dean wondered if they were really all that safe here. It was technically pretty out in the open.
Jack pulled a tablet device out of his backpack and Dean snuck a glance—Jack was looking at the navigation program again. When he noticed Dean peeking, he tilted it away so Dean couldn’t see.
“Just sending word to where we’re going,” Jack said. “Making sure they’ll be ready for us.”
Dean debated whether to call him on his lie, but Jack was the one with the plan and the gun. Dean could tell that Jack didn’t want Dean to know his original plan wasn’t working out. Who cared that Jack had to reevaluate and figure out a new route? Why did it matter so much to Jack to hide it? They were surviving a national crisis, for Pete’s sake.
Dean wondered just what in the world they were actually surviving.
“All set,” Jack announced as he clicked the lock screen button on his device. Dean assumed he’d found a route he was good with, not that he’d actually contacted anyone, but who knew. He wasn’t going to call the man’s bluff.
“Hey!” a harsh voice called from the edge of the courtyard. A twenty-something-year-old man held out a hockey stick toward Jack. “You think you’re so clever, don’t you?” he said. All of a sudden, he charged toward Jack so fast that he was actually able to catch Jack off guard, knocking him to the ground, sending the tablet tumbling from his grip. “Give me the keys, douchebag!”
“Do something!” Maggie screamed at Dean.
Do something? What in the world was he supposed to do? He stood there frozen, just staring at the brawl. When the fight had escalated to where it looked like the guy was no longer just trying to get Jack’s keys, but actually throwing punches, Dean sprang into motion.
“Stop!” he shouted. He grabbed the discarded hockey stick, adrenaline fueling him past any nausea attempting to set up camp in his belly. At first, he gave the man’s shoulder a nudge, as if he could just knock him off Jack.
Up closer now, Dean could tell that when Jack had fallen, his right hand had been pinned beneath his body, and he tried desperately to get it free.
“Do something!” Maggie shouted again.
“Hit him,” Jack growled, his eyes fierce, scary.
Dean looked at the stick in his hands and down at the attacker’s head while the man delivered another two punches, one to Jack’s face and the other to his ribs. Could he do this?
He never got the chance. A gunshot rang out, so loud Dean’s body jolted. Something wet hit his face. Then he felt something hard hit his shoulder. He blinked, still stunned, eyes not really focused.
“Coward,” Jack growled, yanking the hockey stick from Dean.
Dean looked down at his trembling hands, then further down…where the body lay. Dean wiped his face with both hands and pulled them away covered in red. His breathing escalated as he realized what had happened. He used his sleeve in a panic to wipe the blood from his skin. He could taste it. He pulled up his hoodie and used his undershirt to wipe his mouth.
“Let’s go,” Jack said. No sign at all that he’d just killed a person. Self-defense, sure, but he ought to react in some way.
Maggie touched Dean’s shoulder and ushered him after Jack toward the woods on the edge of the campus farthest from the street.
Jack glanced at his phone a few times along the way. They kept moving for over an hour before stopping to rest. Dean took the opportunity to check his phone, but knew he needed to use his remaining battery life wisely. He was already down to 28%. His breath caught when he saw CNN’s latest headline.
“The president is on the air,” he mumbled.
“Right now?” Maggie asked. Jack seemed uninterested. It wasn’t lost on Dean that Maggie was slowly becoming more and more vocal than when he’d first arrived at her apartment.
“Yeah.” Dean followed the link to the live broadcast. His signal was a little shoddy but he got it to play.
The president’s stress-deepened voice came over smoothly despite the pixelated video. “We can’t explain this phenomenon. All we know is people worldwide are being killed in vast numbers. For now, our technology can keep the American people safe, but only if you come to us. Go to any of the government buildings listed on the screen and we will keep you safe. As your president, I urge you, let us all band together now. Stay safe. God bless.”
The president walked off the stage as CNN cut to their live news anchor. “We are just receiving word on another mass suicide. Do we…” She pressed her fingers to her ear, listening. “We have footage,” she announced.
The screen flipped over to a live helicopter feed of a skyscraper in a city Dean didn’t recognize. The caption across the bottom read: Beijing, China. Hundreds of people stood on the rooftop, all crammed in tightly together. They moved mechanically in multiple directions, lining up into rows as they reached the roof’s edge. Then all together, one row at a time, the people leapt off and plummeted toward the ground. It was the middle of the night in China, so the camera didn’t show what happened to the people who fell, but Dean could pretty much guess.
Dean and Maggie gasped, her fingertips drifting toward her gaping mouth and hovering against her top lip. Neither could break their gaze from the tiny screen.
The station cut back to their news anchor. “We just want to reiterate the president’s instructions. The government buildings listed on our site have means of protection against this…threat.” She shook her head. “We don’t yet know what is causing these mass suicides, but we get the feeling the US government knows, and we strongly urge you to heed their warnings and make your way to safety. We will be going off-air momentarily to do just that. Be safe out there, friends. This is Lisa Stevens, signing off.”
The feed ended and routed Dean back to a landing page.
“Maybe…”
“Let’s get moving.” Jack took a gulp of bottled water and screwed the lid back on. Dean realized his throat was parched, but didn’t want to ask for any of Jack’s water.
“Jack, we don’t even know what this is,” Dean began. “We could—”
“That video is the exact reason we should avoid cities and the government. Those are mass suicides.” Jack didn’t wait for them to follow this time when he started walking away. “Let’s move, Maggie. Now.”
Dean wondered if he should have left Maggie and gone home. He couldn’t believe he was siding with the masses on this one, but the truth was, he was terrified. Even government protection sounded better than being out here with Jack. Dean didn’t understand how Jack had been in Maggie’s life for so long without Dean or his family seeing this side of him.
The trio hiked for half the day. They were now passing through the edge of another city. From what Dean could tell, the streets were a cluster of abandoned cars. He assumed people had ditched them to go into the government buildings. He could do the same. But getting away from Jack didn’t change the fact that Dean’s dad had told him to avoid the cities.
Like it or not, Dean was stuck on this path regardless of where it would lead. And he honestly didn’t want to leave Maggie behind.
He had just turned his back on the city to follow Jack and Maggie when he heard someone begin to scream, probably not more than two blocks away. The three of them turned, Dean and Maggie’s eyes alight with concern.
Jack gripped Maggie’s elbow and shook his head. She looked to Dean.
“Someone’s hurt,” Dean said, already turning toward the sound. That scream had definitely belonged to a child.
“A lot of people are hurt,” Jack snapped. “I am not going after that person, and we all know the two of you can’t do anything to help. You can’t even help yourselves. You’d both be dead by now if not for me.”
Dean’s jaw was hanging slack, and something clicked. “You have absolutely no idea what you’re doing. You’re just making this up as you go. You could get us killed just as easily as anybody else.” He really hadn’t meant to say that out loud, but he did. And then Jack’s fist was flying through the air right at him; almost as if in slow motion. It connected with Dean’s chin like a ton of bricks.
Dean’s hand flew to his face, gingerly rested it over his chin. Maggie’s face was blank, completely blank, as she stared wide-eyed at Dean. She blinked. Dean backed away. He glanced back and forth between Jack and Maggie.
Then he turned his back on them and ran. Toward the screaming child. He heard Maggie’s voice but couldn’t make it out. Didn’t care. He heard feet falling behind him, following him. Didn’t stop. And then he did—when he turned the corner and found the source of the screaming. A small boy was strung up by his wrists in the middle of the street, hanging from the mechanical arm of some kind of construction vehicle.
“Help!” the boy called when he saw Dean.
Dean surveyed the situation, not sure how to get the boy down. He couldn’t reach him from the street. He didn’t think he could reach him even if he climbed the vehicle. He glanced around, looking for anything to use and spotted a trashcan. The metal screeched against the pavement as he dragged it over. He climbed atop it and reached for the boy’s bound wrists.
“Dean!” Maggie shouted from behind him.
His gaze darted over his shoulder, and he saw her standing at the corner with her hand against the brick wall of a little shop. A second later, Jack caught up, and his face was completely unglued. All composure gone, all façade forgotten. His skin was red, his neck splotchy, his chest heaving. He grabbed Maggie by the throat and slammed her into the wall. He pulled back his hand, threatening her with it as he shouted, “You ungrateful little slut! You do not walk away from me. Ever!” He slammed his fist into her cheek.
She was instantly weeping in a pile on the ground as Jack stood over her. Dean had fallen off the trashcan as soon as soon as he realized Jack had completely lost his grip. Dean pulled himself to his feet, hobbling a little on his right foot to get to Maggie.
Jack towered over her, leaning in close to her face. “You see what you made me do? How do you expect me to take care of you when you force my hand like this?”
Dean charged, throwing his body into Jack, knocking him back several feet, but both were still standing. And Jack came for him, dipped low, and slammed his shoulder into Dean’s stomach, shoving him toward the brick wall he’d pushed Maggie into. Maggie scrambled to her feet beside them, and Jack’s hand shot out to grip her by the hair. Dean took the chance to throw his arm around Jack’s neck and pull as tightly as he could.
“Gun,” Maggie said through gritted teeth, and Dean realized Jack must’ve been reaching for the pistol.
Then another gun joined the conversation. A bigger one. All three sets of eyes drifted over to a gray-haired man who’d just cocked his shotgun. “You can let him go, boy.”
Dean did as he was told.
“Now you, sir, let go of that girl this instant, or so help me, I will put a hole in your rear end.”
Jack let go of Maggie, holding his left hand in the air, his right still hovering over the gun the Good Samaritan couldn’t see.
Dean scrambled to get himself and Maggie to their feet. They instinctively shuffled toward the man, Maggie whimpering with tears flowing down her face.
“Maggie…” Jack said, his voice low and sort of patronizing. “Mags, I’m sorry, you know I would never hurt you on purpose. What am I supposed to do?”
The farther Dean and Maggie backed away from Jack, the more emotion filtered into Jack’s expression, his blank face being slowly replaced with a desperate one.
“Maggie, you can’t leave me. What would I do without you? You’re the only one who can take care of me. I need you. You know that. You wouldn’t abandon me, would you? After everything we’ve been through?” He was practically falling to his knees as he stumbled toward her.
Dean glanced at her to see if this charade was affecting her. He could tell that it was. “Maggie,” Dean whispered, supporting her by the elbow. “Maggie, he’s manipulating you. You have to stop listening to him.”
Maggie sobbed harder, and Dean was crushed watching her in so much pain; she seemed so confused, so torn. Jack’s demeanor had completely changed. His shoulders were hunched, making him appear much smaller, weaker. The dark circles around his eyes were now compounded by swollen redness. He dropped his head to his hands, his body going into a sort of heaving sob. Dean thought it was the worst possible thing to see a grown man do. The way his shirt clung to the ribs on his back just made the image worse. And apparently Maggie agreed.
She stepped forward and put her hand on Jack’s back.
“I’m so sorry,” Jack cried into his hands. And then he reached for her, and the man with the gun stepped closer. His mouth was poised to speak, but then he froze. Completely. Dean followed his gaze to where the boy had been tied up.
The boy now stood on the street, stone still, next to a woman in a business suit, her hair pulled tight in a bun. They both stood a couple yards in front of a mass of people. Every one of them unmoving, staring at Dean. The boy was fine; he’d been a decoy, Dean now realized. Dean’s jaw went slack as he reached for Maggie’s hand and took hold.
The woman’s eyes were locked on the older man, boring into his still figure. What was wrong with him?
“What is this?” Jack demanded, sobering up almost immediately. He had Maggie’s other hand.
The people weren’t in exact rows but it seemed like they were equally spaced apart, their bodies all in the same pose. Kind of like soldiers, not that Dean knew anything about soldiers. They were mostly young-looking, able-bodied. A few older ones were peppered in, but they were fit, people who’d aged well.
Then the mob simultaneously took one step forward. That one motion scared the crap out of Dean.
“Run,” Dean whispered. And the three of them did, until they had turned several corners and were out of sight from the crowd.
“Call Dad,” Maggie whispered.
Dean patted his pockets. “I lost my phone.” He panicked, looking around.
“Use mine,” Maggie said, sneaking a phone out of a hidden pocket at the bottom of her backpack.
Jack’s eyes went wide. “Where did you get that?” His temper flared again.
“I bought it after…the accident.” She couldn’t meet Jack’s eyes.
“How could you do something so deceitful?” He stepped toward Maggie.
Dean shoved him away. “You keep your hands off her.” He didn’t know what he’d do if Jack pulled that gun, but he took the phone from Maggie. When he glanced back up at Jack, he wasn’t moving. Frozen like the man with the shotgun. Dean’s senses went on high alert, and he was surprised he could process anything at all. He heard footsteps coming toward them and glanced up to see that same businesswoman staring at the now-frozen Jack while her army caught up to her.
“Hide,” Dean whispered to Maggie, shoving her into a crevice between a wall and a car that had crashed into it.
The robot-like army of people, who just looked like regular people apart from their behavior, turned onto the street where they were hiding. Then the group stopped, all standing perfectly still.
Dean felt Maggie’s body jump before his brain processed the sound of bodies hitting the pavement. He looked to the building across the street where he saw broken bodies in a heap. His gaze traveled up the tower to the roof, where a row of people stood for just a moment before walking off and meeting the same demise as the previous group. And it kept going, and with every row of people, Maggie grew more hysterical next to him.
He put his arm around her. “Shhh.” He rocked her gently, trying to calm himself just as much as her. Bodies just kept falling until the roof had cleared. Then the army began to walk again. They stopped when they reached another building, and the thumping sound started again. That building soon emptied of people from the roof, same as the last.
Dean had no idea how to process what was going on. Maggie’s face was covered in tears. But the army was so huge, Dean and Maggie were still surrounded, even though the front had moved past them. He ushered Maggie underneath the wrecked car and followed, the two of them watching the shoes of the people who passed. He pulled out Maggie’s phone and made sure it was muted. Then he sent a text to his dad.
IT’S DEAN. TRAPPED IN ASHLAND. MAYFLOWER AVE. WHAT IS GOING ON?
His dad replied right away. DO YOU HAVE MAGGIE?
YES, SIR, Dean replied. WHAT DO WE DO?
It seemed to take too long for the reply to come. FOUR BLOCKS EAST, COURTHOUSE. AVOID GOING OUT IN THE OPEN.
SURROUNDED BY PEOPLE, HAVE TO WAIT TIL THEY PASS.
WHAT ARE THEY DOING?
JUST WALKING. OTHERS JUMPING OFF BUILDINGS, Dean wrote.
Maggie scooted closer to Dean, pressed up against his side. She was no longer suppressing sobs, but still whimpered.
WAIT THEM OUT, Dad told him.
So they did. And when they crawled out from under the car, Maggie ran around to where they’d been with Jack, but he was gone.
“Where’s Jack?” She started up with the crying again. “Is he dead?”
“I think he…like…” He didn’t know how to put it into words. “I think he went with them. His face looked just like theirs. He went rigid like them.”
Dean took her by the shoulders and forced her to look him in the eyes.
“We have to move. Are you ready?”
She rubbed her face with both hands, using her sleeves to wipe her eyes. Then she nodded, just subtly enough to acknowledge Dean. He grabbed her wrist and pulled her along. They went back the way they had come to avoid the people moving in the opposite direction, though the truth was he hadn’t seen which way they’d turned.
They stayed close to the buildings as they moved toward Rayburn Boulevard, then turned right, heading for the courthouse. He checked the map on the phone to confirm it was the right direction. When they reached the end of the block they peeked around the corner. Dean immediately pulled Maggie back out of sight. He’d spotted the army moving in the same direction as Dean and Maggie on a parallel street a block away.
“They’re going the same way,” Dean whispered.
“Should we try a different way?”
“No,” he said. “This is the quickest way. Maybe if we move faster we can get ahead of them, beat them to the courthouse.”
“What if that’s where they’re going? What if they make everybody at the courthouse die too?” Maybe it was completely stupid to be so sentimental at a time like this, but he could feel the burden of Jack’s hold on her lifting, and his sister was gradually coming back to life. Coming back to herself. And it filled him with hope.
“Dad said to go there. Maybe they really can keep us safe.”
They stared into each other’s eyes for just a moment before she nodded. Dean started moving again, this time shifting over into the street to duck behind cars, staying low as they made their way down the street. When they finally reached McArthur Road, where the courthouse was, they slowed down and dropped even lower to the ground, crawling toward a gap in the cars that allowed a clear line of sight to the front of the courthouse.
The front of the building looked old and historic, but attached to the back was an addition twice its size that stood at least ten stories tall. Aside from that, it looked just like a regular courthouse. There were no fences or soldiers, or whatever it was he’d expected. There also weren’t any cars on the strip of road in front of it, so at one point it must have been guarded.
“What are we supposed to do, walk right up and ring the doorbell?” Maggie was sidled up to him, taking in the same sight he was.
Dean cocked his head toward the entrance and began to move. They’d apparently gotten ahead of the drone-like people or they’d turned before reaching this block because he didn’t see them at the other end of the street. Dean took that as encouragement and decided to go for it.
“We can do this.” He gripped Maggie’s hand and strode right out into the open, picking up the pace once clear of obstacles. But when they reached the front steps leading up to the courthouse, he lost his grip of Maggie’s hand, then turned around to see why.
She stood below him, one foot on the sidewalk and one on the first step, paused mid-movement.
“What’s wrong?” he asked her. She didn’t respond or even look at him. Her face had lost all expression. She looked just like those other people… His eyes scanned the area, and there at the end of the street, where there had been no one just moments ago, was the army, now filling the intersection. Turning to face them, the businesswoman in the front had Maggie locked in her gaze. His heart sank when he finally realized whatever had gotten the others had now gotten Maggie.
“Maggie, no!” he said through gritted teeth, afraid to shout. He shook her by both arms and said her name again. He gripped her face and screamed, “Maggie, come on!”
Movement across the street caught his eye. He glanced up, still holding onto Maggie. Several of the windows across the street had begun to open one by one until over half of them were raised with people leaning on the sills or pushing out window screens. Dean dragged Maggie up the stairs as he watched them all get into place. The unmoving army down the street was somehow doing this—controlling these people. And then, all at once, they jumped from the windows. The windows from apartments that had other residents refilled with new victims. In a second wave, they jumped.
Dean had almost reached the courthouse doors when Maggie began to resist, her face still blank. She pulled free of his grip and moved down the stairs as the crowd of people made their way up the street, quicker than he’d seen them move before, until Maggie fell into their ranks. He ran down, no regard for his safety, and barreled into her midsection with his shoulder. Hoisting her up, he used every ounce of energy he had to thwart her attempt to get out of his grip again. It felt like she was somehow getting stronger.
He glanced up then, spotting the blonde woman who now had him fixed in her stone gaze. He recoiled, waiting for something to happen to him, but nothing did. When he came to his senses, he retreated with Maggie, fighting her all the way.
As he neared the courthouse doors, the landing trembled beneath him, the old wooden doors flinging open to reveal steel ones. Gripping Maggie around her waist and holding on with all his strength, he waited as the steel doors parted and American soldiers rushed out to usher them inside. Maggie’s movements escalated as the doors closed again, to the point that she was convulsing, not really fighting him. He laid her on the floor, not sure what to do. He looked up to the soldiers, pleading. “Help her! Please!”
He dropped beside her and turned her on her side, not really sure why. A medical team descended on them, rolling Maggie facedown onto a stretcher and cutting her shirt open from the back. It was covered in bruises, some of them fresher than her supposed car accident. Several people gasped at the sight of them, Dean included. If he ever saw Jack again, he was liable to kill him.
The medics placed some kind of electrodes along her spine and at the base of her skull. “How long has she been like this?” a woman asked. She grabbed Dean’s shoulder and asked again. “Dean, how long?”
He shook his head. “I don’t know. Two minutes? Maybe?”
Two medics met eyes and one gave a nod to the other. Then they shocked Maggie, despite her thrashing. And they shocked her again. One wrenched her eyelid back and shined a light at her pupil.
“Again,” the woman said.
Maggie’s body went rigid with the next shock and held tight, every muscle tensed as the electricity pulsed through her body. A half-second later, she went limp. The medic checked her pulse. Dean held his breath, waiting.
“We got her,” the woman said, allowing herself a small smile. The team released a collective exhale. “Let’s get her a bed.”
As two men carried her away on the gurney, the remaining medics turned to him. “Wait, let me go with her,” he said, scrambling to his feet.
“Dean, she’s safe. We have to clear you.”
“How do you know my name?”
The woman smiled warmly. “Your father called us after he spoke with you. My name is Samantha.”
He couldn’t keep quiet as Samantha checked him over. “What the heck is going on out there?” He glanced up and saw security monitors along the wall, showing what he assumed were camera feeds from outside of the entire building.
She cocked her head to the side and back, making a face. “Hijacking.”
“Hijacking people?”
“Dean, prior to running out to grab Maggie, had you had any encounters with hijacked individuals before?” There was a certain formality to the way she asked the question.
“Yes, several of them.”
Samantha kept a straight face, but the two people behind her didn’t. Their eyes grew wide.
“I’d like to examine you some more. It won’t be invasive, and I’ll keep your father apprised of the situation.”
Dean looked from Samantha to the other medics and back. “What situation?”
“We’ve never seen a Slip before.”
“A Slip?”
“I’ll explain later. Follow me,” Samantha ordered, leading Dean away from the door.
After hours of medical examinations, scans, and routine vitals, Samantha took him to a conference room where a long table was covered in computers. She sat him down next to her as she began showing him videos of the type of mass suicides he’d already seen so many of up close and personal. He winced the first few times a row of people leaped off a ledge.
“England. Greece,” she called out the location of each video. “Thailand. China. Mexico. USA. Egypt… Virtually everywhere.” She’d shown him dozens of video clips by the time he was beginning to feel the weight of the world. “Civilizations without easy means of mass suicides came to more violent ends.” She showed an overhead video of a village in South America massacring one another with simple weapons.
Samantha progressed to videos of cities that had been recently decimated—war zones. “When civilian deaths were maximized and exhausted, the enemy began to hijack military installations, forcing them to use their firepower on their own soil.”
“Has this happened here in America?”
“Yes,” she answered mournfully.
“How is this happening?”
“They are tapping into the brains of people, anyone and everyone, really. Thanks to your father, we were able to manipulate our technology to create an impenetrable field in certain locations, but right out in the open, most of us would be just as susceptible as everyone else.” She had pulled up a schematic of the building they were in. At least, that was what Dean assumed, though he couldn’t make any sense of it, nor why Samantha had pulled it up. “But some people,” she continued, “well, I guess their brains don’t fire the right way. Commands from the enemy just slip right through unnoticed.” She nodded toward Dean.
“Me?” he asked.
“Yes, you. The first Slip to find his way here. And it’s a pleasure to meet you.”
“What happens next?” Dean asked, standing up. He had too much energy coursing through his body to relax.
Someone at the door cleared his throat. “We have a team working on a way to safely transport soldiers and new weapons to launch a counterattack. Maybe save what’s left of this meager planet of ours. But you’re not supposed to know that.”
“Dad!” Dean whipped around. Chris was standing there, grinning. Dean rushed across the room and threw his arms around his father. “Where’s Mom?”
“She’s with Maggie.” Chris gripped Dean by the shoulders, hard, his voice getting thick. “I’m so proud of you. You saved her life.”
“Dad…”
Chris embraced him and Dean let out an exhale. And it all sank in. If nothing else mattered, and even if eventually they all died, at least the four of them would be together.
That was good enough for Dean.



A Word from E.R. Arroyo
To me, the scariest monsters have always been people. In “The Slip”, that’s both a literal and a figurative thing: the enemy presenting itself by hijacking human bodies, and the monster within Jack revealing a very nasty reality for far too many people.
For me, it always starts with characters or something in particular about people I want to explore, in this case narcissism—and not the kind we learned about in middle school, but the real-life, psychological plague that preys on others. It’s tragic and fascinating how the mind can be conditioned to disregard red flags, to ignore the fight or flight response, and ultimately, esteem abusers above self.
There’s no way a short medium can fully expose the complexities of a dynamic between a narcissist male and his subservient victim like Jack and Maggie. Not all cases are the same, not all abuse is physical, and not all narcissists are male. But I really wanted to explore the psyches involved and show the narcissist being gradually exposed for what he is. Showing the story from the perspective of the victim’s brother was tricky, but I didn’t feel I could authentically expose the warning signs from Maggie’s own point of view, as she was deeply deceived.
The circumstance under which these characters are forced together is the apocalypse—a la aliens. I’ve been dabbling in short fiction featuring aliens for a while now, and finally found the right scenario as a backdrop to Dean’s battle for Maggie. Like some narcissists, the alien enemy executes a hands-off takeover via human hijacking. Because, like I said, the scariest monsters have always been people.
Anything I do in the land of fiction can be found on www.erarroyo.com, and I always share news a little early with the people on my newsletter list, found here: http://eepurl.com/Z_ENj. I’d love to hear from you!



GOAT
by Matthew Alan Thyer
“In the desert, the only god is a well.”
― Vera Nazarian, Dreams of the Compass Rose
“DAMN IT, RILEY, we only get paid if we find water,” Scout said from the sun-baked seat next to the drill’s compression control suite. Riley Sykes had become the rod handler for Scout’s mobile drilling rig after the automated davit went tits-up a week ago. Now the rotary plate was once again spinning without a new rod to push, and Scout’s operation was bleeding fuel while Riley wrestled the next one into place.
“Yeah, sorry, boss,” replied Riley in a voice barely audible over the din of the drill. “I dropped the rod.”
Riley was just a kid willing to do tough work for the promise of a payout should they strike dark aqua. Scout let the clutch spin free. Leaving the control board near the back of the rig, he climbed aboard to help lift and push the next seven-meter steel rod into place. The kid was getting tired, but weren’t they all?
Scout noticed that Riley was now favoring his left side. The dropped rod probably hit him on its way down. Scout suspected that the heavy metal left a serious bruise on his other hip. But neither of them could afford even a little rest. Silently, they both understood that it was time to suck it up and make the hole happen.
Nearby, Fredonia had liberated rights to fossil water held deep under the Kaibab Plateau, and the dusty, dry town was paying top dollar for capped wells they could pump for new supply. Scout and Riley were racing to reach the water first—only a handful of wells would be eligible for the prize money. The rest would be capped and would likely end up forgotten.
Worse still, there was no outside investment, so Scout had to eat all the cost on this dig. Food, water, and equipment were expensive, but he was making a heavy wager with this delve, so he had spent just about everything he had filling the rig’s pair of huge fuel tanks. Idle time where the power plant was not sinking a rod deep into the moist heart of the desert was wasted fuel, and it gnawed on him like a wake of buzzards.
So far, his old truck-mounted derrick was about half his problem. It burned the dinosaur stuff fast enough, but he’d never had the money to convert the diesel power plant to use the biofuel. That meant his burn rate was easily fifty percent more than it should have been because all he could afford was algae juice.
Added to his fuel-hungry rig was a laundry list of delayed maintenance problems so old they could have been written in cuneiform upon clay tablets sometime before the invention of paper. The truth was that his rig, a Deeprock 240, was ancient when Scout had bought the thing back in ‘33. He had come to know and hate the original Rupe pump and compression station fitted to the rear deck because that was where he spent most of his tinker time, but the breakdown of the rod-davit was costing him the most right now.
Riley was a burly kid, maybe twenty at the outside. Scout discovered him while bouncing for a Fredonia watering hole. The kid wasn’t old enough to get into the bar, and Scout had been called to escort him out of the joint when a bartender saw through his fake ID. Knowing the jig was up, Riley had left without an argument, even apologizing on his way out the door, which made Scout feel bad for him. They shared a smoke in the back alley and got to talking. During the circuitous meander of conversation, the two of them had come upon a solution to Scout’s rod-davit problem. The kid could lift a dumpster.
The kid meant well, too, Scout could tell that much, but he was clumsy and spent too much time snapping selfies instead of lifting rods. At least he’d had the courtesy to put the phone away this time; it made the dropped rod and subsequent break in their drilling rhythm seem more of an accident.
After they had stepped the rod and it caught in its seat, Scout jumped down to let the clutch engage on the rotary plate. Looking up at the derrick platform, he took a moment to marvel at Riley’s tremendous sunburn that was now glowing in the setting desert twilight. His back was fried. It never ceased to amaze Scout how people with such fair skin managed to live in a place as hot, sunny, and dry as Northern Arizona. Sometime early tomorrow morning, when the fuel ran out and the drilling was done, that kid was going to stop working and discover a whole new world of hurt.
Scout revved up the power plant and let the bit sink a few more meters into the Kaibab limestone. Beneath this formation was where his payoff lurked.
He checked his mud-log as the drill shaft extruded a steady cylinder of ground-up earth. Scout had drilled this formation before; that was one advantage he had over many of the other drilling operations sinking wells all over the plateau. Those guys were foreigners, usually imports from the East Coast or Appalachian states who made bank by drilling a lot of dry holes. The open drill-call had brought them in like flies, and most of them were sucking flesh from the plateau above the Moenkopi formation. Despite their newer rigs and more sophisticated techniques, only one in ten would strike dark-water. It was just that deep.
While no hydrologic engineer himself, Scout had spent years sinking a number of unsuccessful wells for paying customers who hoped to settle on their little piece of piñon-juniper paradise. These people preferred the undeveloped high plateau country where they had views and plenty of privacy. While a dry well was not any help to an aging pair of retirees spending their last years on a fat pension, each one Scout drilled contributed to a deep understanding, which in his estimation, was priceless. And the logs never lied. Scout checked the time, noted the color of the extrusion, and marked the information down on a clipboard next to the dump pile—they were getting near fossil water.
Metal flecks in the dump pile glittered under the setting sunlight. The bit was getting dull, but he figured it was still capable of getting them the rest of the way to the water. He sighed as he squatted and pinched a piece of the flaky limestone between his fingers. It was not wet, but he imagined detecting moisture relative to the sun-baked dry dust he held in his other palm. That was some progress, but was it enough? As they entered their tenth hour of work, Scout decided he’d lift rods with Riley so they wouldn’t be spinning an unloaded rotary plate the rest of the night.
* * *
Scout and Riley sat on the iron gate that extended from the rear of the truck to make a platform, stumbling tired, sipping cheap beer while they watched the sun turn pink the eastern horizon. Scout had just tagged the wellhead, breaking off the registration tab from the etched sheet-metal and sticking it in his pocket before joining Riley for a breather.
“You’re going to want to do something about that sunburn,” said Scout, gesturing with his beer can at the kid’s rosy back.
Riley paused a moment, as if he had been caught in a lie. Then he spoke with a wry smile. “I was going to say ‘ain’t nothing’ and tell you to mind your own business, but then it occurred to me that this burn hurts. What do you recommend, boss?”
“I have some aloe vera gel in the cab. Check under the dash. The glove box is busted, so if it’s not on the floor boards it will be behind the seat,” Scout said while standing from their perch.
“Hold up,” said Riley, pulling his phone from his pocket. “Let’s take a picture.” He put a meaty arm around Scout’s neck and pulled him in close, trying to capture the capped wellhead in the background.
When the photo was done, both of them voluntarily fell from the grate, stiff and sore from the work. Riley wandered off to the front of the truck while Scout began to clean up.
“There it is,” Scout said, picking up a monkey wrench as long as his arm from the bentonite clay that coated this part of their little canyon. “I was wondering where that went after we capped the well.”
“Hey, boss, is it this pink stuff?” Riley asked.
“Yeah, that’s the stuff,” Scout said.
While Riley struggled to smear pink aloe gel on his parched back, Scout ruminated that later that morning he would be visiting the city’s Water Board, where they would hand him his fat payoff.
It was not just the thought of money that was filling him with a sense of relief and perhaps a little self-satisfaction. Sure, he was going to pay off some debt and get caught up on his rent. There would even be enough to get the rod-davit repaired. This job had come at exactly the right moment, and Scout had made all the right decisions. He had known where to drill and claimed his stake without letting on where anyone else might find similar success. Even bringing Riley had worked out well.
“Hey, boss, I think we got some company coming,” Riley said from the front of the truck.
Scout looked up the canyon and saw the headlights, but it was the police flashers that made him wonder. Two derrick rigs were following a black and blue SUV. All three vehicles descended a steep section of old mining road to the shelf of dusty rock and cheat-grass where Scout’s rig was parked.
The county vehicle pulled up in front of Scout’s Deeprock, while the two rigs with “Monterey Mineral” painted large on their flanks pulled past, boxing Scout and Riley in place. A tall silhouette stepped from the running board of the SUV, pausing a moment to situate a black felt Stetson atop his head.
Scout stifled a flare of anger at the unexpected intrusion. He figured it might be best to find out what these guys wanted with his well. As he walked toward the front of his rig, he realized that he could no longer see Riley, and he wondered where he had wandered off to before the thought occurred to him that perhaps this deputy was here for the kid.
Before he had time to look around for Riley, the tall man spoke. “You Scout McKinley?” The flashers on his vehicle strobed his face in red and blue.
“Yep, that’s me. Did you come all the way out here to celebrate my dark-water strike?” he asked, trying to sound more jovial than he felt. “If so, let me offer you a beer. Deputy …” Scout scanned his broad chest, looking for the name tag above the badge. He swallowed hard. “Um, Deputy Sykes.” The parts of the puzzle started falling into place in his mind.
Scout hung his head, then kicked a moist cylinder of limestone that had rolled from the pile. Six derrick workers, crew from the Monterey Mineral trucks, were swarming his Deeprock, laughing at its antiquity. Two of them were beginning to drop the derrick gantry, and another was retracting the hydraulic support struts. They were here for his water.
“Good God damn,” he muttered to himself more than to anyone else.
“I see you’re beginning to get the picture,” said Deputy Sykes. “Listen, it’s nothing personal, so don’t take it too hard.” The big man let a meat cleaver of a paw come to rest on Scout’s shoulder. “Let me explain how this is going to work.”
This close to a guy that had reach on an orangutan and was armed to boot, Scout’s options were limited. Limited but not exhausted. The split second it took Scout to reach a decision was just enough time for that spark of anger to ignite somewhere deep in his gut. He lashed out, letting the anger at his loss drive his fist in a perfect uppercut at the big man’s exposed jaw.
* * *
“Many of you are going to snicker and write snide comments about it,” Sergeant Major Santiago Bowie of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police said into the microphone. “But I’m going to use the name given to this structure by those very same cynics. The Great Wall of Canada stands as a testament to our resolve to remain free and truly Canadian. My ardent critics might believe that, given the drought now baking the rest of the continent and the economic and social hardships this has caused south of our border, perhaps Canadians might be better served if we simply opened our borders and welcomed all water refugees now held outside our gates. To these, I would offer this wisdom: Canada is open!”
The crowd of reporters remained silent as they diligently copied down Santiago’s words and recorded the image of him standing before the massive nine-meter fence. A smaller contingent of First Nations people and bleeding hearts stood off to his right like a pack of ineffectual wallflowers, and it was to these malcontents that he spoke.
“That’s right, Canada is open,” Santiago repeated to emphasize his point. “Our borders are open to managed immigration, as ever. We invite all those that can prove they can make this great nation a better place to live. The Boucher Coalition extends thousands of visas every day to foreign nationals from all over the world. We want people who will work, work for Canada, work to become Canadian.”
Santiago’s earbud chirped a quick message in his ear as he let the pause become pregnant. He meant to draw out the militant members of the second crowd. The success of the Great Wall of Canada rested as much on knowing who might be opposing the coalition from the inside as it did on keeping illegals out.
“Where should we focus our attention, Chief?” came the voice from the control booth. Santiago covertly gestured for them to focus on the tight crowd of First Nations people now beginning to grumble.
“If you come to Canada illegally, rest assured, you won’t make it across,” Santiago provoked.
Two First Nations people raised fists and began to shout something—younger men with coup feathers braided into their long hair. One wore paint, a red mask with a black handprint over his mouth that marked him as a secessionist. Santiago pointed at this one, his gesture signaling to the spatial-awareness software running in the control booth that a drone monitor should be brought in to loiter. Santiago smiled briefly, knowing that more video footage was being added to the file on these people.
When he had been brought in on this project by the Boucher Coalition, he had initially been concerned that the government might be overreaching its authority, but now he could see that Canada was beset. Outside forces conspired to invade, and poison from within threatened to destroy her heart.
“Hyper-Niña and Big Daddy Drought are not Canadian problems to solve,” Santiago continued. “Water cartels and archaic rights-management systems are not Canadian issues. None of these things make you a refugee in the eyes of the Boucher Coalition, and despite what your coyote might say, there is no longer a way to sneak into this country.”
* * *
“You’re lucky they didn’t haul in your sorry ass for assault on an officer,” slurred Murray Biyaal. The old Navajo was nearly a piece of furniture at Damon’s Bar, but he’d gotten up from his stool and sauntered over to Scout when he walked through the heavy oak door of the joint earlier that afternoon. He offered Scout a dirty rag from his back pocket.
Scout wet a corner of the rag in his beer. His blood had dried a long time ago, crusting over a gash on his left cheek and a smaller split above the eye. Walking back to town had given him plenty of time to cool down, but the sting of the beer in the cuts served to remind him how angry he was.
“I take it they didn’t just take your well,” Murray said. “The way I figure it, the only question you got to answer right now is what are you going to do about it?” He laughed again. The man’s breath reeked of cheap beer and dental decay.
Good thing I’ve got the taste of copper in my mouth and nose to cover it up, thought Scout.
“What do you think I can do, Murray? They took my well, beat the shit out of me, and probably trashed my rig. Obviously, I can’t go to the county for help. And since I had to walk most of the way back to town, they’ve likely already cashed my water bounty. Sykes took my punch because he had to. There’s no way he could hold on to my claim if he brought me in. As it is now, those Monterey guys dug that water. What the hell am I supposed to do?”
He lifted the plastic cup of beer and sipped the suds off the top. He swished the fluid around in his mouth before swallowing the blood-fouled beer. The sting of the alcohol in his mouth was enough to make him wince.
“If I hadn’t hitched a ride, they’d have found me mummified along the road. Probably my only lucky break all day,” Scout finished.
Murray made a rude noise. “Hell, you’re lucky they didn’t fill you full of holes and leave you for the buzzards. What were you thinking, punching that ape? Deputy Sykes has gotta be six-ten, and you were alone, fool.”
Scout knew Murray was right; he should be counting his blessings right now, such as the blessing of his continued breathing. He could understand Riley’s betrayal. The kid and his father were probably standing in a used car lot right now picking out a lifted truck with Scout’s water bounty. Scout had once been an unscrupulous teenage boy, too. That motivation he could understand. Aggressive self-interest and learning the art of the double-cross was almost a rite of passage in this part of the country.
He took another deep swig from the plastic cup and swallowed, thinking over his predicament a little more. “It’s the fact that he let those assholes from Monterey Mineral trash my rig. That’s what still bothering me,” Scout said, narrowing his brows at the realization. “They took the well. Okay. They beat me up after I punched that deputy. Yeah, I get that. I may have had a little retribution coming,” he admitted, wincing a bit from the chuckle. “It was a good punch. You should have seen it.”
Murray cackled along with him. “I’m surprised you could reach his chin. What are you, like five-eight?”
“When I ran away, they were kicking the crap out of my rig. I wouldn’t be surprised if they totaled my Deeprock. Now I’ve got no way out. I can’t go drill another well, and I can’t afford to repair my rig. I can’t even pay to tow it back to town.”
“Shit, man, loads of people are worse off than you. My question still stands,” Murray said, stabbing a gnarled brown finger into Scout’s chest. His look was serious this time, and it pinned Scout for a moment. “I don’t doubt you’ve just run afoul of a god damned water cartel, and I’d wager they probably have plenty more in store for you. So what the hell are you going to do about it?”
A quiet voice interrupted them. Charna Bellingham, the blonde bartender, leaned into the counter and asked Scout, “Can I get you another beer?” She turned her head as if listening to his reply, but continued to speak. “Scout, take a look outside, will ya? You might want to take the trash out back or something.”
Scout glanced over his shoulder and saw a pair of cruisers parked on the far side of the street. In that momentary glance, he saw Deputy Sykes step out of his vehicle. He slid his nightstick into its belt ring.
“Shit,” Scout whispered to himself. Scout stood from his stool. “Murray, you got to run interference for me.”
“Got to?” Murray replied. “I ain’t got to nothing.”
“We got this, Scout. Get lost,” said Charna, shooting Murray a piercing glare.
Scout sprinted for the kitchen, pausing to grab a pair of beer cans from a storage shelf before he let the screen door to the alley close quietly behind him. He could hear Charna picking an argument with Murray. Despite his mock reluctance, Murray instantly assumed the role of raucous barroom drunk.
* * *
Scout ran down his very short list of options as he trekked back up the road toward the Deeprock. His feet were starting to throb in his boots, and he needed to get some sleep before his body just quit on him.
His apartment had a couple of things he could use, including some spare cash tucked into a can in the closet, but he was certain it was being watched. His brief reconnaissance of the block turned him around on his heels as soon as he saw one of the Monterey Mineral trucks parked under the Chinese elms at the far end of the street.
Scout suspected he’d just used any outstanding good will Charna—or Murray, for that matter—might have for him, and he was pretty certain if he showed his face in Damon’s again, they would run him off simply to avoid becoming any more entangled. He’d have to send them a postcard or something when all this cleared up.
Scout had decided that the two beers might get him back to the rig. In fact, they had to. The rig was full of water, and he could always tap off his wellhead if he needed. There was some food in a cooler, too, although most of it was high-carb, low-quality stuff. Then there was the rig itself, which he could scavenge. He doubted he could get the beast running again, but given enough time, one never knew, and the rig held more of his gear than his apartment. Perhaps he could hide out there for a while?
Finally, he figured the rig was the last place Deputy Sykes or any of his goons were likely to look. When he’d run off, they were gleefully dismantling his Rupe pump and unloading a cutting torch from one of the Monterey Mineral trucks. He would need to be on the lookout for city water officials coming to tag the site, but they were engineers, not the brute squad.
His mind wandered under the oppressive gaze of the sun, and Scout wondered if there was a way to reclaim his well and the reward. Perhaps if he could catch the city water engineers and explain to them that it was his claim… No, he admonished himself. Riley’s betrayal was the tip of something much larger. Everyone supposed it would happen sooner or later. The water cartels were moving north. Fighting was not a smart move. The Mexican drug cartels of twenty years ago had moved on to more profitable pursuits. With the aqua money filling their coffers, they had become more violent and territorial, not less. If he wanted to live, he needed to get out from under their gaze.
He cracked open a beer and took a long swig from it while he marched up the road. The pavement was hot enough that he could detect a slight singed Vibram smell over the aroma of the fermented rice and barley. The liquid was warm, but it quenched his thirst, at least for the time being. Scout started walking on the faded white line, hoping that might help his boots last a little while longer.
When he finished the beer, Scout cocked an arm back, preparing to toss it into the rabbitbrush growing on the roadside, then checked himself. He looked at the can and began to wonder how far these guys were willing to chase him. Could they use his trash, discarded along the road, to track him? He didn’t know, and he didn’t want to risk it.
Perhaps I need to account for my assets, he thought. What have I got right now? He could refill the beer can when he made it to Pipe Spring, if the seep was still flowing. That would help him get a little further. His boots were in pretty good shape, although the laces on the left one were fraying near the toe box. Scout pulled his orange, brown, and green wool flannel shirt from around his waist and rolled both the empty and full aluminum cans inside it, turning it into an improvised satchel when he slung it over his shoulder. He tilted the bill of his ball cap toward the sun, blocking some glare and shading his face.
* * *
“Sergeant Major, we need you down here right away. Over.” The voice of the guardsman sounded a little panicked. The roundup had been going pretty well up to this point. Two truckloads of water refugees from the Lower Forty-Eight were already bouncing down forest roads to holding camps for processing and eventual deportation.
Legal challenges and all those bones of contention would mean that Canada would be putting most of these people up for a good long while, but that was never his concern. The camps were a necessary provision for the Great Wall program to be successful, and Santiago’s job was to fill them up as fast as he could. He took the radio from his aide-de-camp and keyed the microphone.
“What’cha have for me, guardsman?” Santiago asked.
“Nothing good. You should be able to see the drone imagery now, Sergeant Major.”
Santiago pulled the pocket device from his coat and sorted through a menu selection before he found the drone’s video footage. The camera focused on what looked to be an abandoned mine near the head of a steeply walled valley. The picture was a little grainy, and distant from the target, so it was difficult to tell what he was looking at.
“Can you guys zoom in?” he said into the radio. Icons jumped across the screen, and eventually, a target acquisition box lit up around a dark patch under some hemlocks to the left of the mine. The camera zoomed in.
At first, Santiago did not realize he was looking at a mound of bodies. He thought it was just another camp of water refugees laid out in a bare spot near the mine entrance, but then it occurred to him that no one was moving. No one was running, despite the very obvious presence of his Mounties moving in on the perimeter.
“Get me a sat phone, would you?” he said to his aide-de-camp. “There’s a shit-ton of hurt down there and we need reporters swarming this area right away.”
“Sir,” said the lieutenant. “I’m being told that these people probably died from exposure. Maybe they got lost in the mine?”
Santiago lifted the sat phone to his ear, but gave the aide-de-camp an order to follow-up. “Listen, let’s set up a cordon. When the coyote comes out of that den, I want to nab this one.”
The lieutenant nodded his understanding. “We’ll find him, sir. There are kids in that mess.”
* * *
“Wrecked!” Scout exclaimed to the coyotes howling over the hill. He was perched on the edge of a rock cliff, part of the Moenkopi formation that loomed above his dig site. Sykes and his water cartel goons had driven his rig off the capped well, then set fire to his Deeprock.
On the march back to his rig, he had left the road, walking parallel to the pavement for quite a bit of the trip. He had thought about sticking his thumb out to hitch a ride, but Scout had gotten lucky. Just a few minutes after he stepped from the pavement, a pair of headlights cut a bright swath through the night. These were soon followed by six big trucks with blacked-out windows, none of them taking notice of the crouched figure huddled in the tall sagebrush. Sykes had been at the head of that caravan, so despite hunger, the buzz ringing his ears from the beers, and a pounding headache, Scout breathed a sigh of relief.
Approaching his rig, Scout smelled fumes of a diesel fire. The thick smoke periodically clouded out the moonlight. His rig was still smoldering.
“Totally wrecked!” he moaned in frustration. Something flared inside the cab, casting some additional light on the scene of destruction below him. Small objects cast dark shadows as the fire got going again, and Scout wondered if maybe some of his stuff had been thrown from the rig as fuels exploded. Looking at the pair of opened beer cans, one in each fist, he supposed it was worth checking out before he moved along.
Scout stumbled quite a bit on his hike down to the rig. He needed food, water, and sleep. He’d made it this far on the smoldering coals of his anger, but those were dying.
His cooler had been tossed from the rig, but most of the food had been picked over. Mice and maybe a raccoon, he supposed. He steered clear of the mess, knowing that the intermingled droppings could carry Hanta or worse. He was able to tap some water off the capped well, which felt refreshingly cold going down his parched throat, and the can of chips he fished out of a prickly pear seemed safe.
He was too tired to do much more than stare. Scout had been standing stationary for maybe ten minutes when a pair of headlights lit up the narrow dirt road leading down to the mess. Scout breathed a sigh of relief when an old Ford pickup braked to a stop next to him.
Murray rolled down the driver’s window. “Figured you might head this way. Come on, get in,” he said, kicking open the passenger door of the idling truck. “There’s going to be a ton of company, we need to beat feet.”
* * *
“Charna pointed out to me that you’d kindly overlooked my business dealings at the end of the bar. But you never suspected?” Murray said, raising an eyebrow in disbelief.
“Nope. Just thought you were some drunk pissing away his Indian Affairs check,” Scout said.
“Well, don’t that beat all,” Murray said. “Guess I could have left you for Sykes and his crew after all. Yeah, that’s my cover, but I’ve been working special operations for Navajo Council for years.”
“Look,” Scout said, breaking up the uncomfortable silence that followed, “I’m plenty grateful, don’t get me wrong, but if you’re really a coyote, what’s your angle? I may have missed your operation at Damon’s, but that wasn’t really my job when I was bouncing. I can tell you didn’t just drive me past Boise out of the kindness of your heart. If Sykes is water cartel then you probably just brought a world of hurt in your direction. What do you want, Murray?”
After he’d eaten the bag of gas station fried chicken Murray had handed over, Scout had slept for a considerable portion of the drive across Nevada and Idaho. Scout had not woken until they stopped at an Interstate rest station just outside Boise. The air was crisp in the early morning light, and Murray had handed him a clean towel from a toolbox in the back of the truck and told him to freshen up.
“Well, Scout, I’m going to take your claim, and I’d like what’s left of your rig.” Murray’s malicious chuckle was back. “Turns out you left your imprint on that well cap. County knows it, which means the State and the Fed know it too. That’s why Sykes and his crew ain’t leaving you be. They want the registration tab, but you’re going to give it to me. Well, to the Navajo Nation, anyway.”
Scout poked a hand into the rear pocket of his jeans and pulled from it the little rectangle of metal. “Damn, I forgot. How’d you know?”
“That kid posted pictures on the net. He was gloating about his double-cross, but that don’t matter much. We have people monitoring water cartel movement all across the southwest. I work Navajo special ops. Not just a coyote. One of our guys noticed the registration plate hanging from the wellhead, he put two and two together, and the tribal board called me in to ‘help you out of a sticky situation,’” Murray explained, holding up a pocket device for Scout to see.
“So here’s how it’s going to go down,” Murray continued. “Those rights are on old Navajo land, that’s why we want them. After I get that plate from you, Fredonia don’t come into this much. Besides, you don’t want them to go to Sykes and his crew, do ya?”
“Yeah, but that water bounty is mine. I earned it,” Scout protested.
“They ain’t going to let you keep that tab. That’s why they’ve been hunting for you, but once it’s registered with the State, we can move with the Fed to reclaim some of that water and consequently the land. Anyway, we figure you’re better off getting as far away as you can. If there’s one thing you can say about the water cartel, it’s that they’re vindictive. So that’s the exchange. You give me that tab, I get you over the border to Canada. I took you this far to show you we mean business, but also ‘cause you never tried to push me out of Damon’s.” Murray squinted into the morning light.
Scout held the tab, pondering Murray’s proposition for a moment. “Can you add any money to that?”
“For the registration? No, but you want to write me a bill of sale for what’s left of your Deeprock, I’ll make sure you walk over the border with a full pack, new boots, and a wad of Canadian cash. We have people that can fix your rig up proper, but that’s got to be above board.”
“Sykes burned—” Scout started to say.
“Yeah, yeah. Whatever. You going to take me up on my offer?”
Scout reluctantly put the registration tab in Murray’s weathered palm.
* * *
His feet were throbbing even though Scout had been shedding weight for miles. First, he had popped open one can of tuna after another. Then, not having any place to dispose of the packaging, he’d dropped the empties along the trail. After that he chucked the huge tube of toothpaste and later the toothbrush into a stand of Douglas fir. This part of Northern Idaho was littered with the cast-offs of a thousand refugees.
The new boots Murray had picked up for him had given him blisters on both heels, but the big external frame backpack, overloaded with bulky and heavy objects hastily purchased from a discount outdoor retailer in Boise, was the real problem. Twin hotspots had formed on his hips and were by far more painful than the beating his feet were taking.
Murray had called the route he had penciled onto the topographical maps a “water trail,” one of the many refugee ingresses to Canada. He had insisted it would be easy for Scout to find his way, assuring him that this was still a mostly unguarded way into the country.
“Stick to the lowlands, well below the tree-line,” Murray had warned him. “It’s all wilderness, but if you get up too high, the loitering drones might spot you. They have them on both sides of the Great Wall.”
Scout hoped he was nearing the end of the trail, but was uncertain. The many miles of foot-packed trails meandered back and forth, confusing his sense of the distance and direction. He was not the first refugee that had come this way. The growing pile of cast-off objects at the bottom of the hill testified to the passage of many before him.
Eventually, he stood in front of a half-collapsed tunnel that bore a dark path into the side of a scree field, searching for a sign. A tailings pile cascaded for a couple of hundred feet below him, yellow and rust-colored, redolent with the sulfuric acid leaching from the broken rocks mined from the heart of the mountain. Getting to this site, he had cast off his sleeping bag, the cheap brown tarp, and some spare clothing. The climb was steep, and once through the tunnel, he would need to move quickly.
He found the pair of hashmarks he had been looking for scratched into a boulder near the entrance.
“This is it,” Scout said aloud, pausing. “Well, it’s probably it.”
Murray had drawn a map of the tunnel structure on the back of a kid’s menu pilfered from a neighboring diner table. “Once you’re in the tunnel, follow this route. Don’t improvise. I’ve been through this tunnel network several times, and all the wrong turns lead to something nasty. Follow the hashmarks, take your time, and don’t make mistakes.”
Scout had started to wonder if he should make a camp and save his border crossing for the following day when a search light, mounted to the underside of a big helicopter, began to scan the far side of the narrow valley from where he stood. He sucked in a deep breath and ducked under the decaying timber lintel of the mine entrance.
The bulky backpack frame came off almost immediately. It protruded above his head and kept knocking against the unstable boulders in the ceiling of the mine. Each tap or ding from the frame knocked little pebbles free and filled him with anxiety. He dragged the aluminum frame over the floor of the mine with one hand while shining a disposable flashlight ahead of himself with the other. The cold from the previous night had cracked the plastic case of the light, so he had to concentrate on holding the assembly together. When he forgot, the light flickered on and off, plunging the unfamiliar space into impenetrable darkness.
The entrance shaft ran fairly level and was mostly straight, but rock fall obscured any light from the tunnel mouth. He’d had to crawl under or squeeze past several of these. Initially, the way was easy to follow by the very many tracks left in the fine dust that covered the floor of the mine.
Near what felt like the heart of the nameless mountain, he came to the first turn in the network. He counted five new tunnels, with footprints leading down each of them. This was where ancient miners had discovered ore. The realization hurt Scout near his heart, and he wondered how many of them ever got paid for their work.
Scout pulled Murray’s map from the back pocket of his jeans. Murray had noted that he needed to look up at this point. “Find air shaft,” the map said.
Sweeping his light through the dark of the ceiling, he located the tight cavity. The air shaft was tucked between two boulders, and he congratulated himself before scrambling up a rock-fall into the passage.
Scout took his time, backtracking several times to be sure that he was following the correct route, stopping to take deep breaths of the stuffy tunnel air. He reminded himself to remain calm and focused as images of rock shifting and tunnel collapsing flashed before his mind’s eye.
The tighter the passages became, the more unnerved he felt. His imagination and anxiety rattled his guts. Scout was nearing the end of what was marked on the map when he encountered moist tunnel dirt. He had gradually stooped more and more as the ceiling sloped down toward the floor. Soon he was on his back, shimmying through mud, and then a steady trickle of bone-chilling water, the passage only inches from his chest. He had hooked his backpack onto his left foot and was attempting to pull the frame behind him when it caught on a narrow spot in the squeeze. He tried to kick it free, using both feet to move it around, but he could not see past his own gut to see what was in the way. Eventually, he gave up, unhooked his boot from the frame of the pack, and shimmied on, only inches ahead of his building panic.
He crouched in the damp cold of the air shaft. His clothes were saturated, although the wool shirt seemed to be holding some of his body’s heat close to him. His creeping dread climaxed when he pulled the map from his pants pocket, his hands shaking and his teeth chattering uncontrollably.
The cheap paper of the children’s menu was sodden. The folds of the map had fused together. Worse still, he couldn’t manipulate the paper while holding the flashlight together. He dropped the flashlight, and instantly the darkness of the tunnel enveloped him. Scout sat in the cold and dark. The pieces of the flashlight had scattered in the rivulet of water. The darkness was complete. It devoured what remained of his little flame of hope. Keening, he hugged his knees.
When Scout had run out of tears and resigned himself to the fate he imagined was only some moments away, he stopped and listened to the water. “So much water in these hills,” he mused.
He had stopped shivering. The stream trickled and tinkled over the stones, and he faced the sound with his eyes and ears wide open. Much to his surprise, he noticed something reflecting off the uneven surface of the water. In disbelief, he looked again. It was light. The faintest of glimmers shone from somewhere beyond the point where the low roof of the tunnel obscured a rise in the floor. He began to crawl.
* * *
Cameramen are never supposed to interrupt their broadcasters. This is a hard and fast rule of the trade, and Kline knew it, but he could not help himself. When a dirty and wet figure emerged from the hole they were using as a backdrop for this Canadian Broadcast interview, his spare hand came up, momentarily obscuring the shot, blocking out the image of RCMP Sergeant Major Santiago. This effectively stopped the interview. Thus, Craig Kline had fully expected no less than a reprimand when he and the rest of the crew had returned to the station.
The footage that came immediately afterwards might just land him a Peabody, he mused while sipping a craft beer from the stool next to the station chief.
“You got that right, Kline. When your hand came into the frame, I started drawing up your papers, but then that Santiago guy jumps through his own ass and starts running toward the fellow that just came out of that damned hole.”
“Yes, sir, he must have seen what I was pointing at,” Kline interrupted.
“Shut up, son. Let me finish. It’s your footage, but I’m station chief. I get to tell the story.” He’d had a few too many, Kline supposed, but he judiciously remained silent and allowed his boss to continue, for the benefit of the brunette serving the beer. “So then, Kline here starts running right along with the Mountie!”
Kline flexed his arms, showing the brunette all the work he had been doing at CrossFit. She smiled at Kline, perfectly transmitting her tolerance, and returned her gaze to the station manager, who had continued the tale.
“The Mountie then tackles this guy, lays him out flat, and Kline is there, hovering over the pair of them with the big broadcast light shining down. Everyone is silent, Stephanie isn’t anywhere close to the camera, and no one back at the studio can think of anything to ask.
“The camo-Mounties show up, and soon enough, a pair of them are trucking that illegal off to a paddy wagon. The guy is asking ‘Did I make it? Is this Canada?’ the whole way, and Kline just picks up the interview like he hadn’t run half a kilometer with a big heavy camera, sound, and lighting. Our beefcake of a camera guy starts talking to the sergeant major like it’s nothing.”
“Well, you know Stephanie fell,” interjects Kline. “That was not the best place to be wearing heels.”
“Yeah, but you got the good bits. All that blood and gore was fine, but when a Mountie starts telling a CBC camera guy he just apprehended a notorious coyote, news broadcast ratings instantly shoot through the roof. And that had to be the guy, did you see the wad of cash they pulled from his shirt pocket? You couldn’t have made it better if you rehearsed it, my boy,” finished the station chief. “That’s Peabody pudding, for sure. Come on, let me buy you another round.”
The brunette behind the bar didn’t wait for them to order. With a wry grin, she poured a couple more pints and set them down on the table. She brushed her raven dark hair out of her eyes, then replaced her elbows on the granite slab and asked Kline, “I guess the Boucher Coalition now has someone to pin all those illegal deaths on, huh?”
Kline nodded. “Very little of that made it into the broadcast. The Mountie censors told us we couldn’t shoot it, but it was horrible. Must have been fifty dead people there, some of them long dead.”
“So do you think that guy was really a coyote?”
Surprised, Kline turned to her and said, “Me? What do I think?”
She nodded her head, compelling his response.
Kline paused a moment in silent contemplation, then responded to her question with another.
“Does it matter?”
He lifted his beer and sucked at the foam.



A Word from Matthew Alan Thyer
My contribution to The Doomsday Chronicles is the product of my concern for all those people who live precariously close to the edge. It’s a personal conviction that we should never blame victims.
When I feel hopeless—especially when that hopelessness is the product of knowing how inconsequential and small I am in the context of the universe—I usually turn to books for solace or inspiration. The seed for this story came to me after I read a quote from Marjane Satrapi.
“The world is not divided between East and West. You are American, I am Iranian, we don’t know each other, but we talk, and we understand each other perfectly. The difference between you and your government is much bigger than the difference between you and me. And the difference between me and my government is much bigger than the difference between me and you. And our governments are very much the same.”
The difference between us is so small—some might say merely “geographical” and I think they’d be correct—that it may not bear mentioning.
Writing “GOAT”, I wanted to break down this barrier. I wanted to transport you, the reader, into a future where everything built is taken. I wanted to construct a time in which every gamble comes up a loss. Then, when there is nothing left, when all options have fled, I wanted you to understand how it is that you’ve been blamed for these circumstances.
My desire is that “GOAT” entertains, that Scout’s story involves you and makes you want to read more, but there is also the parallel ambition that it makes you think. Question your assumptions, build bridges.
http://feetforbrains.com/ 



Remembering Hannah
by K. J. Colt
Day 1
Wednesday, April 27th. Morning
PLANNING, DISCIPLINE, AND EXECUTION: the keys to a successful life. That’s how I pulled myself out of poverty and graduated to upper middle-class living. I’m a rags-to-riches story. White kid, with alcoholic father and mentally unstable mother, who betters himself into a pro-social protégé. It’s got a ring to it, right? The media loves a happy ending. Reinforce the meritocracy. Work harder than John Smith and that’ll buy you love and acceptance.
Bullshit. Only through the unconditional and genuine love of another person can we heal, and for me that person was Hannah. We met through work thirty-one years ago. She was twenty-two, tall, black hair with Monroe curves and sapphire eyes, the personal assistant to my boss. In her presence, my cocky executive façade shriveled into a bumbling freshman mess. Then, in her arms, the nervous freshman became a man. Sexual, giving, and vulnerable.
A year later, we married, and the following thirty years were a perpetual honeymoon. Then six months ago, without warning, she died.
Tears well up in my eyes as I think about it. The shock was the worst part. See, Hannah ran marathons, lived on salad, never touched alcohol, and meditated twice a day. The universe doesn’t care about what happens to us. It throws its punches and we absorb the impact.
I’m entering old age alone, and it’s the most frightening and confronting reality I’ve ever faced.
It’s 7:15am. Another day. The unwashed pillow beside me is empty of Hannah’s alabaster face. I grab at my chest, trying to restrain the sobbing that bubbles up like acid.
Gloomily, I inspect my last dose of medications on the bedside table.  Blood pressure, arthritis, stomach, Xanax—I’m high-strung—and now the Citalopram.
Thanks to Hannah, everything in me feels unstable.
Antidepressants hadn’t been available in my day. But a few Vietnam vets—friends of mine who’d fought in the war and ended up as emotionally unstable as nitroglycerine—had shot themselves. Citalopram would’ve helped them. The medication had reached saturation point a few days ago—it takes a few weeks. The clawing, gnashing pit of sorrow that sat at the base of my oesophagus had finally strangled itself into a fuzzy hum. Like a demon’s murmur.
I tip out the pills, push them around my hand, organizing them by color, size, and shape, and take them one by one. Xanax first—it erodes the paranoia I have about medication side effects. I’m suspicious of drugs. The Citalopram can make you crazy. Shit. What if you can be calm and crazy?
My heart meds come before my arthritis pills. How am I going to get more Xanax now that the entire USA has been ordered to stay indoors thanks to the deadly virus that’s sweeping the nation? If the doctors had given me a proper supply in the first place, I wouldn’t have this problem. They’re greedy bastards, want you dependent on them. Money for pills. Money for check-ups. I can’t believe how much we pay these overeducated assholes to feel normal. No Xanax means intense panic attacks; I’ve been having them since Hannah died. I’ll need more, so will others—hell, the nation is in panic, and all 322 million of us can’t stay inside forever.
I switch on the radio. Remember, discipline and routine go hand in hand. Wake up, take meds, listen to radio.
Radio Host: Several hundred million people have contracted the Memo virus so far, with three thousand dead to date.
Guest: And in America, it’s spreading north through the state of New York as we speak. Containment is proving ineffective, but we’ll know more in the next few days.
Radio Host: Doctor Yalho, given the virus’s ability to jump species, is it likely we’ll contain it?
Doctor Yalho: We’re doing everything we can. The world’s leading pharmacologists are working on a vaccine and a cure. I believe it’s only a matter of time.
Heat prickles on my cheeks as my blood pressure rises. But what if it’s not blood pressure, but a fever? What if I’m already sick?
“You can do this, Bill,” I say to calm myself, which seems to work. “You can remain in control of the situation.”
To distract myself, I pick up a picture frame from the bedside table and touch Hannah’s smiling face, remembering the good times. I’m in the picture too; we’re on one of our first dates, sharing a drink, looking attractive—practically a soda advert. Hannah was wearing her favorite red lipstick that smelled of strawberry and often ended up all over my skin and clothes.
At first, I didn’t mind. Then when her lipstick ruined a $300 silk shirt, we had our first domestic argument. Then came the make-up sex. After that, I was the housekeeper. I did the mowing, swept the floors, polished the cutlery, and cleaned the cars. What was she doing during those times? Hobbies. Painting. Knitting. Jigsaw puzzles. Our house was a graveyard where hobbies went to die. I’d give each half-finished project a few weeks, then dispose of it. Grief turned those gripes into fond memories.
I tune back in to the radio voices.
Radio Host: There’s no chance of water supplies being infected, then?
Doctor Yalho: Tap water remains drinkable for now. Stay hydrated. The main reasons flus are passed on is a lack of hygiene, both in the carrier and in the recipient. It’s spreading because basic hygiene procedures just aren’t being followed.
“Duh,” I say.
Speaking of hygiene, the bed is starting to reek. It’s been months since I used underarm spray or cologne; I always wash with unscented soap to avoid masking the last of Hannah’s odor lingering on the sheets. It’s all I have left of her apart from her unfinished projects.
Radio Host: You hear that, folks? Stay indoors. Leave your pets outside—or kill them like I did—wash your hands, don’t touch your face, wear masks, ration your food.
Doctor Yalho: If you’re in a quarantine area, listen to whoever is in charge. Wear your hazmat suits if you’ve received one. The army can resupply you with medicines and food. Don’t answer your door to anyone but the authorities.
Since our street was barricaded two weeks ago, the soldiers haven’t come to our door. Great help they’ve been, and there’s no way I’m going outside. In fact, the only gift they gave us was a notice saying, Stay inside or we’ll relocate you.
No argument here. The soldiers are potential carriers of the virus anyway.
The notice had been blue—pastel blue, like a calm summer sky, or like Hannah’s lips the day I found her dead.
Citalopram. Don’t be blue, be you.
Unlike Citalopram, Hannah was irreplaceable. She wasn’t an appliance with a factory warranty or a midnight TV shopper’s deal with a money-back guarantee.
My therapist labelled my love for her as co-dependent, and that’s why I can’t let go. Professionals are paid to convince their patients to be independent, to never rely on others. Modern society disdains neediness, and yet, without my money my therapist would be homeless. Cue the never-ending hypocrisy of society.
That same therapist also said that staying in our house was making me sick. That sickness she spoke of seems less serious in light of the Memo virus that might very well turn the entire world’s population into comatose citizens.
Radio Host: Doctor, has anyone survived the virus yet?
Doctor Yalho: Survived? The brain is attacked. The first cause of death is usually dehydration because the brain can’t remember how to find water. The kidneys shut down. Then there’s bacterial infections caused by untreated wounds acquired during episodes of confusion and disorientation. This is why brain diseases are so insidious. The brain is like a hard drive, and we all know that when hard drives fail, there’s a good chance you’ll lose all the important data.
Radio Host: What is the last stage?
Doctor Yalho: Vegetation. Brain is gone. Body still functions. Catatonia sets in before then. Catatonia is usually caused by encephalitis, schizophrenia, strokes, and autoimmune disorders. In the Memo virus’s case, however, the catatonia cannot be treated.
Get up! my brain screams at me. I never get enough time with the radio. I never let myself just be. The house needs disinfecting. The traps need checking. What if the generator’s fuel is out?
I sit up in bed so abruptly it’s like snakes are nipping at my toes under the blankets. I hate snakes. And neurons. They’re a firing, frazzled frenzy today.
Annoying alliteration doesn’t stop me from peering through my pale yellow blinds to the street below. Gray rectangular pavers at violent 70-degree angles create the patterns that always make me stare. Blankly.
Blankly.
Ash trees—not gray like ash, not dead like burned corpses—are named after spears. Cherry trees are there, too, with the ash trees. They’re not properly spaced apart. You can tell, and it’s irritating. Threes would be good. Three feet apart. Three different types of trees.
Three is a balanced number. Can’t they get it right?
Just one more minute of radio.
Radio Host: What was Europe’s major failing in dealing with this virus?
Doctor Yalho: Blaming Europe is unhelpful. The virus infected a lot of people in a short time. It looks like it spread quickly between people waiting to receive the Pope’s speech in Italy. After that event, it took two days for the forgetfulness of each sufferer to alarm their loved ones. By then, pets, family members, strangers—all infected.
Radio Host: And what are the first signs to watch out for?
Doctor Yalho: We are starting to distribute tests that look for antibodies in the blood. Fever comes first. Then, just like in Alzheimer’s sufferers, a person with this virus will see their memory decline; it only takes a day for the first signs to set in. The second and third days will see confusion and disorientation set in. Names are forgotten, dates, loved ones. The person won’t recognize contexts…can’t remember names or dates. Soon, everyone will be a stranger. They’ll be socially inappropriate, forget to eat, dress themselves, or take showers…
I can feel my blood pressure rising again, along with the heat in my face, as the fear comes back with the doctor’s words. I must listen. I can’t be ignorant. I can’t let my inner demons win.
Radio Host: It took years to get approval to run clinical trials on the vaccine for the Ebola virus, how much time until we can cure it?
Doctor Yalho: Obviously, development of this vaccine will take a detour from the usual rigorous scientific process, Robert. In the meantime, prevention can be successful. Listen, you people out there. Basic hygiene. Your pets are a hazard to your health. Put them outside—
Ugh. He’s repeating himself. I switch off the radio and feel relief. Now I can focus on being pragmatic.
Bang. A gunshot. I look out the window and see nothing. It’s been weeks since moms wielding iPhones were strutting down the street in their too-tight fitness gear, pushing their ugly children secured firmly in tri-wheeled prams. To them, a child is just a tick on their generic things-to-do-in-life checklist. It sits right above the don’t-get-fat-and-out-of-shape-or-your-husband-won’t-fuck-you item. Hannah had the right idea—no kids, no worries, and I always wanted to fuck her because of her pre- not post-baby body.
Focus, Bill, I tell myself, wishing the Xanax would hurry up. A dulled brain makes for a happy me.
I also miss the anachronistic elderly couples smiling with their top hats, sun umbrellas, and perfectly fitted false teeth. No, not anachronistic. They were in the right time; it was the world around them that was wrong. I’m wrong too.
No planes fly overhead.
As usual, cars sit in driveways. They’re gathering dust and bird shit. Bird shit that’s probably infected with pathogens.
Stylish curtains are drawn across windows boarded by ugly solid timber. Homes turned into prisons. Children’s multi-colored playsets sit lonely on the inch-too-high front lawns. No one is at work. Even work isn’t at work.
A V of ducks flies overhead and my stomach ties itself in knots. One of the houses has a chimney. Bird poops, poop ends up in fireplace, child touches poop with hands. Presto. Infection. Everything I once loved about the world seems hostile now.
I obsess over the ducks. Could they have migrated from Europe? Can cockroaches pass on the disease?
Much of the internet has been shut down to try to prevent the spread of fear. There’s one propaganda website that’s maintained by all major governments. It started as mocking memes until the virus spread to tens of thousands. Those memes became graphic images that tore rips in the fabric of people’s sanity. A feedback loop of grammatically inferior posts in ALL CAPS.
THE END IS HERE. WERE ALL GONNA DIE.
A dog barks in the distance.
Bang! Another gunshot, but this time I see a duck tumbling out of the sky. It lands in the leafy park behind the opulent homes across the road. Curtains are brushed aside, wide eyes peering out. Dickhead! What if it’s a carrier?
“Act sane, be sane,” Mother used to whisper to herself while staring up at the corners of the ceiling. She’d pick at her skin, fidget about; she had an IQ in the top 2.5%, which only sought to make her illness more dynamic.
“I can’t eat until it’s right,” she’d often say during her starving states, fork in hand, nudging food morsels into their assorted colors. Her beans were sliced evenly into quarters. Those of inadequate length were cast aside. She was in and out of the hospital like a morphine addict.
“Act sane, feel sane,” I say out loud, remembering my mother’s love and how she defended me from my father, often taking a beating as a result.
The Xanax finally kicks in and I can focus. I throw back the covers, swing my hairy, wrinkly legs over the side of the bed, and tuck my feet into old-man slippers. Immediately, my spine twinges, but the pain doesn’t come. Thank God for analgesics.
I manage to shuffle to the bathroom, noting the cool morning temperatures. Any time spent showering was done with Hannah. It was our ‘together time.’ We put in double sinks and two showerheads. Watching her shower made me a religious pervert, and I prayed to the god of quality bathroom plumbing, Lord Pipeman—disclaimer: may not be a real god—while watching the water drip from my wife’s beautiful breasts.
In that watery, steamy bubble of time, she saved the best of herself for me, and I for her.
I take out my aging toothbrush and smile at the familiar bent bristles. The tube of toothpaste is folded over. I squeeze some out and, after a thorough brush, throw the toothbrush back into its glass with a clink and suck in a breath of fresh, minty air. “Ahhh.”
Wake up, meds, radio, clean teeth. See? Not forgetful, no Memo virus. Still sane.
In the mirror looking back at me is an old man.
“You look like Richard Gere,” Hannah used to say, and she’d give me that sly smile. Now, that old man in the mirror has too much stubble. The skin beneath my eyes is stained livid gray and sagging in the shape of bagpipes.
Once, about two years back, a thirty-something filly flirted with me at a local bar. Upon returning with drinks to Hannah, she laughed at me like the idea of a younger woman wanting me was some kind of self-delusion I’d made up to impress her. For weeks, I moped, unable to look at myself in the mirror.
Hair had sprouted from uncommon places—and my belly skin hung in small folds. Imagine all that sagging, fatty flesh jiggling up and down on that beautiful young specimen. To dampen the irreconcilable shame, I bought Hannah a diamond necklace to make myself feel better. A man who buys his wife a diamond necklace isn’t ridiculous; he’s a kind gentleman with means, and thus worthy of respect.
I smack the side of my head and bring myself back into the present. Pity is the enemy of action.
After neatly making the bed, pressing out every crease, tucking every corner, and carefully folding my pajamas back on the pillow, I dress myself in my daily slacks and a button-up shirt. The same ones I wore to work three months ago. Before I was fired, before the virus—images of overrun hospitals and terrified faces from the television flash before my eyes. Seeing those scenes on television ruined everything.
Up until then, I’d had another routine. Wake up, think of Hannah, take meds, think of Hannah, brush my teeth, think of Hannah. And the memories were so clear, happy, and now they were being overrun by news replays depicting Europe’s demise. Now I have to listen to the radio or I’ll be driven mad by anxious thoughts.
I axed—as in chopped it with an actual axe—my television into pieces. It felt so good to get revenge for what it’d done to my mind. As the axe hit the screen, there was an almighty crack and a spray of glass. It covered the living room in a beautiful crystal mess. I wasn’t going to let fear win.
Thump. Thump. Thump. I clutch my chest. Take a breath. The room flexes and sways. “Act sane, be sane,” I cry out.
Calm. My fingers are soft and flexible like dandelion stalks, the warm air gently flowing through my nostrils.
I’m standing in my bedroom, shrugging up my slacks and then putting a belt through the loops. I grin as I go down one notch. Ten pounds gone in a week. Thirty to go. Worry is the enemy of fat.
Planning can save your life. When I first heard that millions of people had contracted a virus, I went straight to Wal-mart and bought ten thousand dollars’ worth of supplies to ride out the virus’s outbreak period.
Squeak, squeak.
What’s that? I think. Shit. My skin crawls. Mouse trap!
I leap to the wardrobe and pull on a hazmat suit. The army, cops, dicks with guns—whatever—they gave out containment boxes weeks ago, before the street quarantine. One size fits all: an American large.
The fat wriggle and squeeze into it. The slim swim.
All living things have become the enemy. I go downstairs to the kitchen where the traps are set as a perimeter by the back door. The captured rodent thrashes about like it’s having a seizure.
The mouse stops and stares at me; the threat of infection flashes as smugness in its eyes.
I tried not to kill Garfield, my cat, but the thought of him walking around the house licking insects and rats, then coming to me for affection…he had to go.
Death equals life.
My hazmat suit rustles loudly in my ears as I replace my slippers with hiking boots. I stomp on the little creature, and it makes me feel sad. Really sad. But thanks to my medication, the sadness won’t send me to bed, hopeless, ready to die.
The tiny animal’s corpse is bloody and gross, so I pick it up with BBQ tongs, undo all the back door locks, and fling it onto the grass while holding my breath. The microbes in the air might infect me.
I soak my rubber boots in bleach, and then I use that same bottle of bleach to wipe down everything the mouse touched. I boil a pot of water and take care to wash my hands five times over in it, adding bleach before each submersion. The burning is almost unbearable.
Hazmat off, slippers back on, back on schedule. Coffee time.
Wake up, meds, radio, clean teeth, coffee, then breakfast.
The damaged television stands still in the living room. It’s empty without its screen, unable to spew forth its fear-giving images. The house feels bigger when my brain is more reasonable, less suffocating. Knowing is the enemy. Mass fear, social abandonment—it’s in these moments our humaneness matters most. At least on my radio station, the academics don’t use phrases like ‘mass destruction’ or ‘the end of the world.’
Exhaustion washes over me and weakens my legs. I am not helpless. I am in control. Food. Low blood sugar.
I finish making my coffee and throw back the espresso shot before sucking on the spoon of cream and thinking of Hannah’s funny pink apron. It tied under her breasts and finished at a bow perfectly at the dip in her back.
A perfect fleshy present, just for me. I will carry on our legacy. Bill and Hannah forever.
A notch down in my belt deserves a hefty breakfast. Eggs, sunny-side up. Sausages, herb and garlic. Ketchup. All things sweet and yummy and sane. And bacon, of course. The sanest food for the worst of sinners.
My stomach teases itself by dwelling on the smells of spicy garlic and sizzling eggs and everything awful slips away. I assemble the ingredients on my plate with tongs and sit down to eat.
It’s a precious moment, so full and satisfying that I cling tightly to it until a pin pricks my bubble of ignorance. The sausage hits my tongue, and I pause. The tongs. I inhale. Sharply. My lungs yank the sausage deep down my throat until it lodges. I can’t breathe. I stand, bringing my hand in front of myself and punch myself in the gut. The piece of assassin sausage flies out of the airway, bounces along the table, and sits there, mocking me.
I used the tongs to pick up the mouse.
Highly contagious.
Air rushes down into my lungs, and on the exhale, acid climbs up my oesophagus. You fucking idiot! I drop onto all fours, throwing up on the floorboards with large bleach stains.
I get to my feet and turn my gaze on the sinister tongs hanging casually over the edge of the countertop. The sausages on my plate are no longer life-sustaining protein, but death-inducing traitors.
“I cooked the meat. I’m safe. I’m safe. I’m safe,” I say as I grab the tongs with a glove and snap the instrument in half.
What’s wrong with me? I must have the virus. The forgetfulness could be a sign I’m infected. A listlessness creeps through my veins and I’m rubbing my perspiring forehead with shaking hands. My brow is feverish. I pick up the broken tongs and undo the locks on the back door and pitch them across the backyard.
“Fuck you!” I scream at the beautiful blue sky.
The thoughts are like a hive of angry wasps living inside a beehive of angry bees. The virus is in me, eating my brain, misfiring my neurons, increasing my gray matter. Gray hair. Old mind. Alzheimer’s is for the old.
I stagger through blurred vision to my piano. At first, my fingers slide off the keys. Then they flit, rhythmically; the order is certain, the mistakes impossible. Chopin’s Raindrops chimes without words or worry and provides the perfect sequential harmony that my haunted mind needs to breathe again.
And I breathe deeply once more, feeling the calm rush to my extremities as a healing warmth. My schedule is fucked for the day. I need to bleach the house again and then finish one of Hannah’s jigsaw puzzles.
Four hours into my piano session and I feel a little better. I decide I didn’t need the Xanax after all.
Day 2
Thursday, April 28th
A siren blares outside. It’s another day. The room is awash in golden light as I jump out of bed. In the street below, men in hazmat suits exit army-assigned Humvees. They’re marching to each house. Terrified faces peer out between drawn curtains.
The fine hairs on my arms prickle with fear.
What do they want?
I’m paralyzed by the sight of the semiautomatics slung across their shoulders, and they’re clutching red clipboards. Five more vehicles roll up the road and park at specific, symmetrical intervals. They’ve planned this drill; they know things I don’t.
A loud speakerphone screeches before winding back into a clear male voice.
“Attention, residents of Crystal Summit. Stay calm, this is a routine check of all members of all households. Please stay inside your homes. Do not come out. We will approach your doors. We will call out a name. That person will answer our questions through the door. Please stay calm. This is a routine check.”
Army men scatter through the neighbourhood.
No time for meds. No time for radio.
The men are at my door, their boots scuffing and beating on my porch below my bedroom window. They knock. “Mr. Fowler!”
My heart bangs under my ribs. No symptoms since the tongs incident. They won’t take me away. They won’t kill me because I’m not infected.
But there’s that voice that whispers, You might be infected. They’ll take you away from your home, from Hannah.
“Hold your horses, I’m coming!” I shout back as irritably as possible, trying to buy myself time.
Wake up, meds, radio, clean teeth. Scratch that. I can’t believe I have to answer the door in my pajamas. Ridiculous.
“I’m here,” I say loudly as I reach the front door, take the knob, and begin to twist.
“Do not open the door, sir.”
I freeze, then slowly let go of the knob.
“I’m Captain Hay,” the soldier outside says. “I’m leaving a parcel on your front doorstep. Please take fifteen minutes to follow the instructions, then replace the parcel in the exact position you found it.”
“All right,” I say.
I hear a thump, the distant shuffling of boots, and someone says in a softer voice, “Clear. Mr. Fowler, you may now open the door.”
I do as they say, and stare down at the red box imprinted with a long barcode. There are no other markings or descriptions. My eyes move up to their faces, but they’re wearing masks; I can’t even see their eyes.
“Has anyone been infected?” I ask.
One jabs a finger at me. “Pick up the box and go back inside.”
Their helmets reflect my image. I’m a scruffy civilian who looks ready to die. Their enemy. There’s something wrong with the box they gave me. Why can’t I bring myself to pick it up? If the virus is going to fuck us all up, why not just kill us?
“Mr. Fowler, did you hear me?”
The panic is rising. “Act sane, be sane,” I whisper to myself.
“What’s he saying?” one soldier says. He takes a small step back and his hand flinches in the direction of his rifle. “Are you feeling okay, Mr. Fowler?”
One of them puts a radio to his mouth and mumbles something.
Panic is a wraith thrashing wildly within. Tension increases in the few feet between me and the men. Why did the government even send them? Maybe they saw me with the mouse. They have that satellite surveillance now that can see the freckles on your face from outer space. Are all my neighbors sick?
“Yes, I heard you,” I said, wading through the torrent of rapid thoughts and force myself to behave normally. My jaw is clenched so hard that pain shoots up into my ears. “What’s in this box?” I step forward, seeing if they’re threatened by me. What am I doing?
They swing their rifles around, confirming my suspicions. I’m definitely a threat. “Testing kit. Please take it back inside, sir.”
The soldiers across the street are shoving my neighbor Leonard up against his front door and patting him down. He glances over his shoulder and meets my eye. “Fight back,” I call out. “They can’t treat us this way!”
Emma, Leonard’s wife, is watching out the window, crying. “Do something!” I shout again, but she lets the curtain drop.
“Mr. Fowler. Take the box and move inside. Now.”
I pick up the testing kit, glare at them, and stomp back inside, kicking the door shut behind me. Fuck them.
The frustration and anger drains away when I spot the beautiful landscape water painting that Hannah finished last year. Okay, I’m calm.
I rub my forehead and notice the elevation in my skin’s temperature. The medic kit is under my kitchen sink, and I go to it and take out a thermometer. I shove it under my tongue and give it a minute. The reading shows what I fear. A slight rise in temperature. It’s the first symptom of the virus.
Dates. When is Hannah’s birthday? It’s in the first half of the year. 18th of February? No, the month is January. I’m sure of it, but I’m not sure.
This can’t be happening. I’ve been so careful.
The red box in my hand rattles, and for a moment I’m startled, until I realize my hands are trembling. I’ve never been more afraid in my life. In a week, I’ll be a vegetable. Disoriented, everything unfamiliar. It can’t happen this way.
“Mr. Fowler, you have ten minutes,” a voice yells. “Understand?” The soldiers had given me half an hour to administer the test inside the box, which means I’ve been standing here for twenty minutes already. That doesn’t make sense.
“Sir?”
“Yes, yes!” I yell back angrily.
The red box isn’t heavy, barely a pound in weight. I grab a knife, cut down the adhesive strip, and yank open the flaps.
A booklet with a calm-looking family huddled around the dinner table greets me.
How to Prepare Yourself: A Guide to the Memo Virus.
There’s a map—the red blotches show where the virus has spread to. America is being swallowed up. So is Canada. It’s finally reached my town. It’s in me.
A small, rectangular plastic container labelled ‘testing kit’—Well, duh, I think to myself—has another sticker on it that says ‘Open me’. I pull out a strange tube. The instructions show me how to take a sample of blood by pushing it against my skin. I remember the mouse. Animals and humans produce different types of blood and therefore different types of antibodies. Whatever the test was, if I used it on the mouse, it wouldn’t show I was sick.
I run to the back door—being sure to grab rubber gloves on the way—undo the many locks, and enter the backyard. Gloves are now on. I check for soldiers. It’s empty. I creep forward in search of the dead mouse.
It’s sitting right where I threw it, and it’s dead, but when I prod it with my finger, I find it still soft. Even though I stomped on it, it must have survived the night and only died recently. Luck is on my side. I push the tube against the rodent’s body, steering clear of its mouth, click the button on the device, and watch as an extraction of red fills a side pocket inside the plastic tubing.
Adrenaline is rushing through my arms, feet, ears. The whooshing of my blood is deafening. I drop the tubing with the mouse blood into the box and run back inside to the front door.
“I’m bringing the box out now.”
“Did you follow the instructions?” the captain asks.
“Yes. Shall I keep the booklet?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Okay, I’m pushing the door open now.”
I twist the knob, keeping crouched, and slide the box out onto the porch. After shutting the door, I lean my back against it and close my eyes, waiting for them to discover my trick.
“Duck,” one of them says. There’s a bunch of fuzzy radio talk followed by a clear, “Okay, bring them in, over.”
“Thank you, Mr. Fowler,” says the captain. “Do you need anything, sir?”
Bring who in? What did they mean by ‘duck’?
“Am I sick?” I ask.
“Sir, the tests need to go to a lab. I’ll ask again, do you need anything, sir?”
“Prescriptions, er, medications.”
“We have your doctor’s records. We’ll deliver three months’ supply of everything in a few days.”
A few days. They are waiting for my results first. Why do they have my doctor’s notes? Why are they focused on me at all?
“Okay,” I say compliantly. Then I rush upstairs, reach into my closet, and pull out my binoculars. I run to my window and watch the men escorting people from their homes. There’s a truck with a red stripe down the side. My neighbors are being loaded onto the truck. Few struggle. They’re sheep being herded.
The red stripe. The red on my booklet. They’re infected. Maybe the mouse’s blood created an error on the test. They didn’t ask me to retake it. A sickening, bitter acid brews inside me when I realize they’re not sheep, but cattle…cattle that are being taken to the slaughter. The rat wasn’t infected, I’m not infected.
But wait, maybe the red stripe is a good sign. They’re leaving me behind because I’m sick. It makes more sense. Quarantine the healthy from the infected.
I’m still in my pajamas—NO, YOU ARE NOT—and decide to change. There are jeans in my closet. Do I usually wear jeans? They look comfortable, and I can get them dirty because they’re old. It’s going to take a lot of bleaching to disinfect the outside of the front door where the soldiers spread their filth. Another routine morning ruined.
I switch on the radio.
The usual show isn’t being played. Instead, the presenter has a grave voice, and says, “Here’s what a news reporter said yesterday.”
Reporter: We’re here in Nebraska state, the only place still untouched by this devastating virus. There is nothing we could have done, or can do, to prevent its spread.
“Except wash your fucking hands!” I shout.
Authorities are trying to isolate communities of the unaffected by administering testing kits. So far, those efforts have failed. Reports of suicides are increasing. And who can blame them—?
Alarmed by the mere mention of suicide, I switch off the radio. You can do that, my mind whispers to me. You’re strong enough.
I’m staring blankly at the wall, thinking that Nebraska is the only state untouched. Authorities haven’t isolated the communities it intended to, which means I am infected. In fact, everyone is.
Deep within the house, something crashes. It’s coming from the basement. I poisoned and locked the basement three weeks ago just after I killed Garfield.
There’s the distinct sound of shattering glass. It’s the old mirror my mother left me in her will. It must be the soldiers sneaking into my house to kill me. It makes sense, my corpse will be far less likely to spread the virus. I grab a pair of disposable gloves, shove them in my pocket, and move towards the basement door.
* * *
I’m holding a shotgun, and a flashlight is tucked between my chin and my shoulder as I walk down the creaky basement steps. “I know you’re there. Come out or I’ll start shooting.”
There are short gasps. No, sobs. Someone is in my basement, crying, so it’s probably not a soldier. I swing the gun and light in the direction of the noise, and behind the huddled silhouette of a little girl is the open basement window and, as I guessed, a smashed mirror. I lower my weapon.
“Who are you?”
The girl wipes her eyes, sniffing. “Madeline. I live across the road.”
“Don’t come any closer, okay, Madeline?”
She nods.
I take the shells out of my gun and put them on the old, dusty dresser. I’m not an idiot. Murphy’s Law states that in a situation where we’re both going to die from a virus, the gun will accidentally go off and kill us both.
“Why did you break into my house, Madeline?”
“Do you know my dad?”
“What’s his name?”
“Preston.”
That’s the name of my neighbor across the street. When they were being loaded onto the slaughter truck, I thought they looked one kid short.
“Dad said hide, and I heard you shouting and saw the soldiers going away, so I came here. Where are they taking everyone?”
“I don’t know.”
The girl coughs, and I know that spewing out of her mouth are tiny water vapor particles that could be carrying the infestation. At the same time, I could be infecting her. We might kill each other.
“Are you sick?” I ask.
She shakes her head. “Dad didn’t have time to warn Sammy.”
“Your sister?”
She nodded.
If Preston had risked leaving his girl behind, then he knew they weren’t being taken to safety. The truck was exactly what I thought. That means Madeline isn’t infected, or maybe her dad just didn’t want her to be separated from her home. Something isn’t right.
“Can’t you go home?” I ask. If she is sick, and they find her here, they’ll take us both.
“I don’t want to. I’m scared.” She sobs louder, and the noise wrenches my heart. I’ve never liked kids, never wanted them, and hated the way they made me care.
“I’m going upstairs now, and I’m going to lock the door.”
“Why?” Tears continue their heavy flow down her cheeks.
“I might be sick, or you might be sick, but if we stay separate, at least one of us might survive. I’ll bring you food each day. If I stop, then you can come upstairs and get some. There’s a toilet down here. Flush it twice for number twos.” I grab a stored old mattress and fling it onto the floor next to her. “You’ve got to be brave, Madeline. I’ll be right back.”
I go to the second floor of the house and fetch pillows and linen and a few of Hannah’s old shirts. As I carry them, I can smell my wife. She was so perfect. In the living room, I put the items on the couch and look at the smashed-up television.
What was I doing? I strain my brain looking at the bedding and try to work it out. They must need washing. I proceed to the laundry and notice the basement door open.
Shit. I close it and lock it.
“Hello?” I hear a distant voice cry. Hannah is back! No, Hannah is dead. I open the door again. Standing on the steps is a young girl…a familiar girl that I just met, but now I can’t remember her name.
“Are you okay?” she asks. “Can you make me a sandwich? I’m really hungry.”
“Of course,” I say. “I’ll be right back, Hannah.”
“Madeline,” she says.
“That’s right, Madeline.”
I go into the kitchen and gather the ingredients for a peanut butter sandwich, and once it’s made, I eat a few bites.
“That’s supposed to be mine,” the little girl says, standing in the doorway. She makes her way to me and takes the sandwich off the plate, then returns to the basement. I remember I was gathering clothes and linen for her. I go back into the living room and notice there’s already a stack waiting for me on the coffee table.
Strange.
I take them to the little girl. She thanks me and starts to make her bed, for which I’m grateful, because the last thing I want is an annoying kid to take care of. I’ve got my own problems.
“What’s that?” she asks, pointing at a camera.
“Hannah used it to make home movies,” I say, remembering fondly us watching her finished home movie productions on our analog television in the 80s. Those were the days.
The little girl—I can’t remember her name again—goes over to the camera, which is digital—Hannah upgraded some time ago—picks it up, and pushes the on button and smiles. “It’s half full.”
It gives me an idea. I know I’m already becoming forgetful; I’ve had some confusion, and a fever, and if I really have the virus then maybe making movies will help me to remember. I put on my disposable gloves, snatch the camera from the girl, and point it at her.
“Say your name,” I instruct.
“Madeline.”
“Who am I?”
“Mr. Fowler.”
I push the off button and say to her, “Madeline, I want you to do me a favor.”
“Okay.” She’s listening keenly.
“I’m forgetting things a lot, like dates, names. Could you help me make a movie to help me remember?”
She stares at me warily. “Are you sick?”
“I might be. That’s why I need a movie to remind me. And that’s why you need to stay away from me.”
“Okay.”
She puts out her hands, and I look at them, thinking of the possible virus living on her skin. “Do you have gloves?” I ask.
She nods, reaches into her pocket and pulls them out. “I don’t like wearing them.”
“You must, all the time, understand?”
She sighs and puts them on. I give her back the camera, which she points at me. “What’s your favorite food?”
“Spaghetti and meatballs.”
“Ew,” she says. “Mines ice cream. Okay, umm, what’s your name?”
“Bill Fowler,” I say. “Ask me about my favorite food.”
She frowns. “I already did.”
“Oh…what did I say?”
“Spaghetti and meatballs.”
“Really? Bolognaise is my favourite.”
She nods and says, “Tell me more.”
And I do. I tell her everything I can imagine is important to me and hope it’s enough for the coming days.
Day 3 Day 4
Saturday, April…?
It’s morning. I take my watch and look up the date: 30th of April, Saturday. I frown, what happened yesterday? No, the watch must be wrong, it’s a Friday. It’s time for work. I fix the date on the watch and look at the time: 10:00 a.m.
Crap, I’m late for work! Hannah isn’t beside me, she must have gone already. Why didn’t she wake me up?
I jump out of bed and throw on my pants and notice the room has been rearranged. There’s a phone on the nightstand and I pick it up and go to dial my work number, but there’s no dial tone. Where’s my cell phone…? Do I have a cell phone?
The walls are bare. Hannah’s paintings have been taken down and sit facing against the far wall. Where are the screws? The drill holes are painted over.
Hannah’s clothes are gone. Is she on holiday? Why can’t I remember? I bet this is one of her silly projects. They’re probably all downstairs where she’s rearranging them all by size, type, and color.
“Good morning, Bill,” says a little girl at my doorway. Where the hell did she come from?
I stare at her in confusion.
“Who are you?” I yell louder than I intended to, which makes me sound like a grumpy old man. “Did you do this?” I say, pointing at the bare walls. The walls as bare as my heart, which is sad, heavy. Someone close to me died. My eyes are stinging with the threat of tears but I don’t understand why I’m so upset.
The girl is staring at me, her lip quivering, bits of honey blonde hair sticking to her tear-stained cheek. “We did it yesterday, it was all your idea.”
“Nonsense,” I say with a huff. “Where do you live?”
She turns her head towards the window before lowering her eyes to the floor. “My parents are gone.”
I stare at her doubtfully. “Gone where?”
“The soldiers took them, remember?” Then I wondered if she was some kind of spy for the soldiers, since they took some of my blood and pointed a rifle at me, but when was that? Two days ago? Five?
I’m wearing jeans, which means I wore them to bed. There are no shirts laid out for me to wear, and I always do that the night before.
I sniff the sheets. They’re clean. The smell, the smell is gone. I grab the material in my fists and feel a rush of dark emotion. Tears stream down my face and my mouth is wedged open as I howl with pain.
“Hannah! Hannah!”
I don’t know why I’m sad. Hannah won’t be back, but she will be, won’t she?
The little girl takes a step forward and I raise my hands. “Back off.” I compose myself. “I’m sick. You’ll get sick. You can’t stay here.” I unclench my fists, get up slowly, wipe the tears from my face and walk past her. She doesn’t follow, so I click at her as if she’s a dog. Kids aren’t my specialty. They’re time wasters.
At the bottom of those stairs, I stop. The windows are covered by wooden boards and I’m angry at the damage to the paintwork and doorway. “Who did this?” I glare at the girl, sizing her up and wondering if she was capable of it.
“You were fired,” Hannah says. No, she’s not Hannah, what am I thinking? “And I can’t go home, the soldiers already took Mom and Dad.”
I put my hands on my hips. “How did you get in here?”
“Basement,” she says, laughing. “You really don’t remember?” She runs to the kitchen table, takes a video camera off of it, then runs back.
“That’s mine!” I say, snatching it from her.
“Hannah said I could,” the girl says to me, and I watch her carefully, seeing if she’s lying. Little children always lie. They should be seen and not heard. “It’s for a school project.”
The little girl reaches out and takes the camera from my hands just as my stomach rumbles. I look at my watch. It’s 10:30 a.m.
“Are you hungry?” I ask her.
She nods and smiles. “Grilled cheese.”
That did sound good.
“Okay…”
“Madeline,” she says. “I’ve got an idea.” She goes to the kitchen table, where a box of pens stands, and takes a black marker. She’s wearing a light pink top. She takes it off, revealing a crop top, places it on the kitchen table, and writes her name in big bold letters. Then she puts it back on again.
As she comes back, I read the name out. “Madeline.”
“I’ll make breakfast now.” She starts off for the kitchen.
“It’s my house. I’ll do it.”
“Are you sure? I’ll just have toast.”
“We’re having grilled cheese,” I say, feeling annoyed. That’s what I want, and as an adult, that’s what I would have.
“Why not cereal?”
“I don’t want cereal!” But wait, routine is important. Wake up,…wait, wake up, and then…it’s not there. If it’s not there then did it ever exist? I’m hungry, though, and it’s 10:00 in the morning and I should be at work and where is Hannah? I close my eyes and try to breathe normally.
“Are you okay?”
She touches my arm, but I knock her hand away, shouting, “Stop your fussing. I’m fine.”
Madeline backs off and sits down at the dining table.
Grilled cheese, that’s what I want. I go to the pantry and retrieve the bread, then grab the butter and cheese out the fridge. Each item is neatly laid out in order of use…and I know that butter goes on the bread, but first, or after? How can this be a puzzle?
The knobs on the oven have too many uses that I can’t figure out. I know 9 must be higher than 1.
There’s a coffee espresso machine, but its buttons aren’t right to me. There’s a kettle, that’s easy to work. The button says on/off. From the corner of my eye, the little girl watches me.
“You need a frying pan,” she says.
“Can you make coffee?” I ask her.
“Can I have a coffee?”
I shrugged. “You can drink my finest whisky, for all I care. I’ve just got to get to work.”
The girl finds a teaspoon while I fiddle with the stove knobs. It’s gas, which means it needs to be lit. There’s a strange clicking sound.
“What’s that smell?” Madeline asks, then gasps. “No!”
A rush of fire sweeps across the stovetop and singes the hairs on my hands.
“Shit!” I exclaim. “Blasted thing.”
The girl is rummaging about in the freezer and returns with cubes of ice in a towel. She places it against my hands and says, “You’re burnt!”
“I’m fine,” I snap, but allow her to keep soothing the irritated skin.
The kettle is whistling. “Hold this here,” she says, and I push the cold wet cotton down against the burn while she goes off to prepare the cups of coffee. She gives me a cup, and I take a sip and almost spit it out. It’s awful.
“Cream,” I say.
She rolls her eyes and then goes to the fridge and gets some for me. Then she’s in my cupboard, the little busybody. Who does she think she is?
“Get out of that,” I say, using that grumpy old man’s voice, which does sound really old. I can hear the television blaring.
She’s shaking strange packet things with pictures of cups and steam on them. The television is getting louder, so I storm out of the kitchen, dropping my icy towel, and see the screen is blank. Shattered. Destroyed.
“What happened?” I say, going over to inspect the mess, and I’m certain that I can replace the glass with one of my windows and get the electrical wiring back together. Then the television will work again.
I sit down in front of it, and the little girl stands in the dining room recording me with her camera. Then she’s gone, cabinet doors are slamming, and I hear the sounds of beeping.
The girl comes in with a mug and a side plate with three pieces of buttered toast.
“Soup and toast,” she says.
I inspect the contents of the mug to see red. It looks like blood. “Tomato?”
“Uh-huh.” She smiles at me. “Are you trying to fix that?”
“I’ve got tools.”
“I’m going to clean the kitchen and upstairs,” Madeline says.
“Don’t you go upstairs,” I snap.
“Okay, just the kitchen.” And she skips away as if to patronize me.
I hope Hannah comes home soon, because I really miss her. I need tools from my garage, and I turn upstairs and realize I’m going the wrong way. The tools are downstairs.
Back in the kitchen, I find Madeline on her tippy-toes, scrubbing the countertops with bleach.
I snatch it from her. “That stuff’s too hard, it’ll burn the laminate off.” I’m feeling a bit strange being taken care of by a young girl. Is this how old people feel in nursing homes? Having someone come in and do everything for you? It’s disempowering.
The basement door is open, so I close it and lock it.
I notice a video camera set up on the bench; it’s on, recording me. The red light blinks, as if it knows my confusion. It knows that I’m not right in the head today. In one hand, I’m carrying my tools, in the other I have the mug of soup, which is running down my arm. The red liquid jogs a memory of Hannah, dead in the bed beside me.
“Oh…” I gasp, feeling my chest collapse with a shudder of grief.
“Are you okay?” the girl asks.
“Turn that thing off!” I say, pointing at the camera.
She runs to it and switches it off. “Hannah said—”
“Hannah’s dead! She’s dead!” If the little girl didn’t know she was dead, then she must have killed her.
Madeline’s eyes are wide and terrified. Her hands are in the air, defensive. Guilty. Definitely guilty.
Anger surges through my limbs, and I lunge forward and grab her arms forcefully, trying to leave a bruise to teach her a lesson. “Did you kill her?”
“No…no…” Tears are running down her face and she’s fighting me. Then she brings her leg up and kicks me right in the groin and I topple over.
“Mr. Fowler, I live next door.” She’s sobbing and rubbing her arm. “They took my parents. They took my parents. You have to help me.”
“Who?”
“The soldiers. The virus, remember?”
The bruise is forming on her arm, and I feel wretched. “We need to bleach the house.”
“Yes! To kill the germs. I can help you,” she says. “I don’t want to get sick like everyone else.” The tears are gathering on her chin and dripping down onto her top making the ink of her name run. It now spells MageHne. She runs to the kitchen and returns holding the bleach, gloves, and a scrubbing brush. “See? I’m here to help.”
“When your parents come home, you have to go, too,” I say.
“Yes, Mr. Fowler,” she says. She puts on the gloves, which are way too big for her, and goes to start cleaning with bleach.
“You should mix that with water,” I say. “I’m going to ring Hannah.”
The little girl stares at me in horror. “Do you remember your birthday?”
I can’t remember it. It’s not there. How old am I? Old, definitely over fifty. Don’t go outside. Don’t go outside.
The panic and fear rises, swelling in my gut. There are a few bottles of spirits sitting in the kitchen, so I go in there and take a swig from one and close my eyes. I’ve never used alcohol to calm my nerves, I use…what’s the name of my pills? Where are my pills?
Wake up, meds, ra…what’s the next one? I need my routine! I’m so tense, my hands are shaking, and there’s something to work out, a puzzle, an unsolvable puzzle that my mind won’t let me solve. There’s millions of them.
“Will you play a game with me?” she asks, looking sad.
“No,” I say irritably. “You made me lose my thought, and it was an important thought!”
The walls feel like they’re closing in. The piano, sitting nobly in the corner of the living room, calls to me. I smile and go to it, sit down, and let my fingers touch the cool keys, and then break out in song. Moonlight Sonata.
After the tenth playthrough, I notice the pungent smell of bleach—which means the house is properly cleaned—and see the little girl asleep on one of Hannah’s knitting projects. Ruining it.
“Get up!” I shout at the top of my lungs.
The girl snaps awake, and I’m standing over her in a threatening manner. I shove her aside and move the knitting to a safer place.
“That’s Hannah’s, isn’t it?” she asks.
“How do you know about Hannah?”
She bites her lip, looking frightened.
I get right in her face. “Tell me, or I’ll make you tell me.”
The girl is so frightened she can hardly speak. She points above the kitchen table. On the wall is a message in red paint.
Hannah isn’t dead.
Day 4
Sunday. I think. My watch is broken.
Fog dampens the morning. No, not fog. Smoke billows through the house, sticking to the ceiling, suffocating me. I jerk awake. It’s dark. I’m in a sitting room on the couch, but I don’t recognize the house.
I cough and cough. My lungs are raw and ready to explode. The oven is on fire. Hannah is awake; she’s too short to reach the power switch, so I press into the heat of the flames and switch it off. It’s oil left in a pan under the grill that’s enflamed.
I open a window, open the back door. The fresh air is like bathing under a waterfall.
Hannah takes my hand. “I’m sorry. I wanted to surprise you.”
“You’ve never been a good cook,” I say.
“I’m only ten.”
I drop her hand and step back to really stare at her. I don’t know this girl. Where did she come from?
“Who are you?”
“Hannah, your daughter.” Her shirt is inside out.
“No, my wife’s name is Hannah. I’m too old to be your father.”
She smiles at me and pulls out a Polaroid photo. It’s a picture of me holding a baby. “Look, Dad, it’s me and you.”
I take the picture from her. “I’m…” I don’t know what I’m trying to say.
The smoke is fading from the kitchen. There’s a big scorch mark around the oven. The thought of my daughter dying in the fire brings terror to mind and I hug her tightly. “Next time, ask me for help.”
She hugs me right back. “Yes, Dad, I won’t. I’m sorry. Forgive me?”
I take her hand in mine and then kiss her on the cheek. “Don’t worry about it, mistakes happen. What do you want for dinner?”
She glances nervously at the oven. “Peanut butter on bread.”
“Go watch television while I make it for you.”
“It’s broken, remember?”
I frown. “I think I have a spare one.”
“No!” she cries and takes my hand. “No television. Let’s play a game tonight. Mom will be home soon.”
Mom. Her mom will be home soon. What’s her mom’s name again? Her mom is my wife. For some reason, my bones are aching and I have a bad headache. I rub my eyes. “I think I’ll take a shower.”
“Then can we play snap?”
I walk away, trying to remember where the stairs are.
“That’s the garage, Dad.”
I turn around and head in the other direction, back past…the girl, who’s pulling out bread and chips from the cupboard.
“We’ll have cheesy potato bake when I’m…done washing.”
“Yum,” she says.
Getting up the stairs is a struggle. I feel like I’ve aged ten years, and there’s pain in my legs and back. What day is it again? Must be the weekend. I’d be at work otherwise. In the bedroom, I find clothes everywhere. Outside, it’s dark. I must have finished work already.
Hannah’s stuff is everywhere.
“Hey!” I yell angrily. “Get up here, now!”
Light footsteps are running up the stairs. The little girl looks guilty; her head is lowered.
“How could you? This is Hannah’s. She’s gone.” There are tears filling my eyes, but I don’t know why. “It’s all I have left. It’s all I have left.”
The girl points to the wall above my bed. Hanging there is a finished jigsaw puzzle that Hannah used to do. One of the ones she never finished.
“I finished it for you.”
My mouth falls open. “You finished it? Only Hannah can work on her projects.” Hannah…who is Hannah? I must be getting senile.
The little girl shakes her head. “We finished it. For Hannah. Then we hung it.”
I eye her warily. “You’re lying to me. Go to your room!” That seems like the right thing to say.
After she leaves, I sink to my knees and stare at the beautiful jungle tiger, crying, seeing Hannah in every part of it. She’s the only real thing I have left.
Day ?
What’s my name? The radio is on. I like the radio.
Hello to those who are left out there. I believe we’ve been invaded by aliens…
The man keeps speaking, but it doesn’t make sense. I go to the window, but as I walk, I notice my shoes are on the wrong feet, and they sort of look like bird wings, which makes me laugh. I kick them off.
A little girl walks in and I look at her, and she looks at me. “We can’t go outside today, Dad.” She coughs hard, and then sniffles.
I keep staring at her, waiting for her to say something interesting. I’m boring, and blank; there are no words. There’s a whirring sound in my ears, like static, like the radio trying to catch on to the right station.
There’s a bad smell—it’s me. I’m not sure how to get rid of it. The room is full of objects, a…sitting thing. There’s a lying thing with a blanket. I sleep there.
“Let’s get you cleaned up for today, okay?” the little girl says, squeezing my hand. She coughs again.
“Where is everyone?” I ask her.
She looks at me and smiles dramatically. “We had a party yesterday, remember? And today we’ve got to clean the house so we can have another one.”
“I don’t want a party.”
She sighs. “But you like the house clean.”
The girl—Hannah is her name, I’m sure of it—Hannah is right. I do like the house clean. After nodding, she leads me to the…the place where I wash my body. The hair on my face is too long, and peppered with gray flecks. The person is me, I know that—mirrors reflect things—but he’s strange. Old. A future me. I have a headache.
“Is it Monday? It feels like a Monday.”
“It’s a Sunday.” She shows me a picture of her and me. “I’m your daughter, see?”
“Yes. You’re my daughter.”
She turns the shower tap and as the water flows, says, “You need to undress and wash with soap.” She picks up a bar of white slippery stuff.
There are faces above us, like cloudy eyes and knife smiles; they belong to ghosts that live here, and they want me to suffer. They want me to slip and fall and then slide down the drain to where Hell awaits me.
As I unbutton my pajamas, which are stained with brown and black smudges, Hannah calls out, “What’s this?”
She rattles a box.
I glance at her, saying nothing. There’s not much to say because I must shower. I smell bad.
“They’re pills,” she says. “Are you si—?”
I’m in the shower now, naked, letting the warm water run over me, and I’m smiling. Grinning at those faces peering down at me because this feeling is so wonderful and they hate it when I’m happy. They can’t hurt me while I’m wet.
“Here.” Hannah takes my hand and puts six little round things in my palm. “I think you’re meant to take these.” She grabs a glass off the sink and fills it with shower water. “Take them.”
I put them in my mouth and roll them around with my tongue until one of them breaks into tiny fragments and feels like sand between my teeth. It’s bitter, yucky; I poke my tongue out and she puts the cup to my lips.
“Drink it.”
I do.
I keep showering. I can feel those devil pills infecting my insides. My ribs poke out like the overhanging…stone things on a mountain where the furry animals live. Why can’t I remember the words? My hips are curved and pronounced. Am I eating? My stomach lets out an almighty growl and I push against it, feeling sick. “Hungry.”
She nods. “We’ll have peanut butter on toast, okay?”
I shake my head. “No, steak.”
She bites her lip. “I can’t cook steak.”
“Let’s dine out, then!”
The idea makes me so happy that I start singing and laughing. Hannah is laughing with me too and pointing out where I should wash myself. The shower makes me think of sexy times and I can feel myself getting aroused. The little girl notices, but leaves; she doesn’t want me. I’m ugly to her now that I’m old.
I hear the radio on again.
Radio Host: Seventy percent of the population is infected now. At least 10% of those are in the last stages and have already, or are about to, become vegetables. There’s nothing we can do.
I call out to Hannah. “Do we have vegetables?”
She’s standing at the bathroom entrance looking at me like I’m a crazy person, and I laugh. She’s so sweet and pretty and funny. I’m lucky I married her.
“No,” she says, and I can’t remember what she’s responding to. She turns off my water, passes me a towel, and points at my clothes. After I fail to remember which way to put on my jeans, she helps me dress.
When I’m done, she leads me down the stairs and into the living room. It’s so familiar, yet strange. There are crystals organized neatly into a box by their colors. Stamps from across the world are ordered by their series in stamp albums. And figurines have been painted—poorly painted, but finished nonetheless. They make up the pieces of a chessboard.
“We’ve been finishing Mom’s hobbies,” Hannah says.
“Eggs on toast,” I say, knowing exactly what I want to eat.
Hannah coughs again; this time she’s leaning over, almost heaving. “I think I’m sick.”
“Eggs!” I let go of her hand and stomp into the kitchen. I get the eggs out of the fridge, knowing I need to crack them open, but I can’t think straight. There are cupboards everywhere; the eggs need to be cooked on something. The hot plates are black and round like the image in my head—the eggs must be cooked on there.
I take an egg, crack it messily, and place the gloopy bits onto the plate.
Nothing happens. They’re supposed to bubble and cook. I feel angry. I take the carton of eggs and smash them against the top of the counter.
“Where are my clothes?” I’m only wearing jeans, but I want my business shirts. “I need a tie, and coffee, or I can’t work. Where are my car keys?”
I bang the eggs down again.
“We’re not going out today, remember?” Hannah’s throat croaks. “Anyway, you’re sick. I’m sick too.”
She’s holding a tissue to her mouth. There’s blood on it, and her face is pale. Paler than usual, and her blonde hair mats against her forehead.
“I’m okay.” I take cheese from the fridge and peel back the wrapper and start chewing. It’s hard to swallow in big chunks.
The little girl is laughing and coughing at me. “I don’t feel well.” And then she faints, her body collapsing into a fleshy heap.
That’s bad. Hannah can’t die. I pick her up in my arms.
“What…where…?” I don’t know how to ask her the question.
Something is happening to me. I’m in the kitchen of my house and I feel like I’ve been on holiday. I’ve taken a vacation from my mind, but I didn’t take any holiday snaps. What the fuck is happening? I’m calm, and I can breathe properly. My thoughts are fighting to keep track of memories. The days have passed, spaces of time erased as blankness.
I’m crazy. I’m not sane. What’s happening with the virus? I remember the virus. Hannah is dead.
“Bill?” The sweet sound of my name echoes in my head. The girl knows me, and she’s got tears on her ghostly, feverish face.
She’s wearing a white shirt that says Madeline. It’s messily written on with marker. “Madeline,” I say, and the girl giggles, and then her giggling turns to sobbing and wailing.
“You read my name! You survived it, Bill!”
Memories of the pamphlets, the warnings on the radio, the television, how I axed it, it’s all coming back. “What day is it?”
“Thursday, I think. It’s been seven days.”
I’ve blacked out. Who was in my place? The kitchen isn’t too messy, but there’s a black stain on the oven and the surrounding benches. Madeline is coughing hard in my arms; there’s blood touching her lips.
“I’m sick,” I say.
She nods. “I made you take tablets…maybe they helped.”
“Is there a cure yet, for the virus?”
Madeline is sniffling, her eyes losing their life. “Hospital.” Her head rolls back and a whisper escapes her lips. “Outside.”
“Outside,” I repeat. I might be sick, but Madeline isn’t, although us being this close has probably ensured it. But if we’ve been spending so much time together, we shouldn’t even be having this conversation. I try to stand with her in my arms, but I’m too weak. It’s then that I notice how much weight I’ve lost in my arms, which are thin and gangly; my shirt drapes from my body.
I throw all my strength into the lift this time, groaning and willing my legs to straighten, and I succeed. Madeline’s eyes are closed, and I lay her down gently on the couch, putting a pillow behind her head. If I’ve got the Memo virus, then this might be a temporary lucid moment.
The room is a mess. Stains on the floor, knickknacks scattered, marbles, papers with a child’s drawings. Hannah’s projects are strewn about as well. Anger wells within as I think of Madeline’s disrespect for my dead wife’s projects.
They were kept half-finished for a reason, suspended in time, but as my gaze drifts back to Madeline’s sleeping form, that anger wanes. Her parents are gone. She’s only got me for company—well, some version of me that can’t remember what he did the last seven days.
I smell of soap, my clothes are fresh, and even though I’m thin and my face is furry—there’s no way I took care of myself—I’m alive because of her.
There’s a knitted throw folded beside the girl. I draw it over her, tucking it down gently. She’s feverish, damp, and she looks as thin as me.
Outside. We need to go outside. Madeline needs medicine.
I go to the door, peer out between the slats I’ve nailed over the window. When did I do that? As I glance around the room, I notice every window has boards over it. There’s writing on the walls as well.
Don’t go outside. Don’t go outside.
There’s a hammer on a table end that I pick up and use to pry off a board. People wander about the streets in the midday sun. They’re chatting to themselves, their clothes ragged and their faces drawn from starvation. They stare up at the sky, wringing their hands and swaying.
I should be like them. None of this makes sense.
I go back to Madeline, pick her up again, and cradle her to my chest. There’s a feeling of protectiveness, of being a man; it’s almost paternal. She’s so small and warm, and the closeness just feels nice. She took care of me, and now I can repay her by taking care of her.
Madeline moans and grabs her chest. “It hurts.”
“Hold on,” I say. I open the front door and step out into the blinding light. People spot me, and some yell or shout, while others just keep wandering. There are bodies on the side of the road. Their eyes are open; they’re still breathing.
Madeline’s eyelids flutter. “Outside.”
“We’re outside, hold on,” I say reassuringly while I stumble down the street, hoping that I already have the virus and I’m not about to catch it. Two cars have crashed into each other. One man holds a gun and is firing shots at a squirrel in a tree.
The world is a mess.
You’ll never make it. Where are you going? You’ll catch their disease and die.
I need a plan. There’s no one sane here. There’s a house with an open door, so I take Madeline inside and find the keys to a Ford truck hanging in the garage.
“Are you here to fix my toilet?” an old lady asks me. I’ve seen her walking up and down my street before, yet now her hair is matted and dirty, her clothes are torn, and there’s blood on her skirt.
“Yes,” I say. “I’m just going to go pick up a special part for it.”
“I’ve got money. Do you need money?”
A few days ago, I was sick like her, and after seeing the barely alive people lying in the street, I know this woman’s fate, and it breaks my heart.
“I’ll send you the bill,” I say, and then I go into the garage, put Madeline in the passenger seat, and jump in. I press the beeper for the garage door, reverse carefully out of the driveway, making sure not to hit anyone, and start off down my street.
I switch on the radio and stop on the first station, and that’s when I hear screaming outside. I shut off the radio again so I can hear what they’re shouting about. One man is clutching a woman’s arms, yelling, “You know me. You’re Daisy. You’re Daisy.”
“I’m not your daughter,” the woman replies. “And you stole my dog.” For a moment, I wonder if one of them might not be infected, until the woman lowers her chin right to her chest and drools. The man keeps shaking her, insisting she’s Daisy, a person of obvious significance to him.
He wants an anchor to the past, some way to ground himself in a steady identity that’s falling to pieces without his permission. The concept terrifies me.
I drive on. I turn down two lanes and end up on a main road and head for the shopping district. No cars are in use, but there are people everywhere, and I switch on the radio again.
If you can…Static. …safe zone…quarantine…More static. Hospital.
“Where?” I hit the radio angrily.
Memorial Hospital is now a safe zone.
That’s where we’re going. I pick up speed. The road has three lanes, which allows me to dodge the wandering shells that were once people. The children disturb me the most. Their hollow eyes search the adults around them, asking questions, receiving no answers, and they’re crying. Their brains are so fragile, and even if a cure is developed, how much damage has already been done?
And then the most disturbing of all thoughts crosses my mind: what about infants? Or toddlers? Their parents will forget them.
What if there’s a minimum age for survival, like one or two years? We need people to live, to reproduce, to repopulate the countries that have fallen.
The hospital looms up ahead. It’s a six-story red-and-gray building. There are flashing lights, and my heart leaps with joy.
Madeline takes my hand. Her eyes are still closed, but she croaks, “You’re my dad. Tell them you’re my dad.”
I glance at her. “I’m fifty-eight.”
“Forty-nine,” she corrects me. She’s smart.
“Okay, forty-nine. And you’re…”
“Twelve.”
“Okay, I’m forty-nine and you’re twelve.”
Twelve from forty-nine is thirty-seven, which sounds like a good age for a first-time dad.
Soldiers wearing facemasks and plastic gloves are pointing weapons at us. They’re not shooting, but pulling apart a fence and letting us through. I count about ten men in uniform. They run up to us.
“Get out of the car.”
“She’s sick.” I point to Madeline. “She’s really sick. It’s not the virus. I think it’s pneumonia; she’s been coughing up blood. She’s my daughter, Madeline.”
“Get out of the car!”
I turn off the ignition and do as they say. Two men emerge wearing full hazmat suits and take Madeline away. A soldier jabs me in the arm, and blood seeps out the fleshy pinhole. The soldier places a strip into a blue substance and swishes it about. It turns red.
“He’s infected.”
“But I’m fine,” I say.
They stare at me. “You might have only just caught it.”
“I’ve had symptoms for days.” Not the best defense.
“Go back the way you came or we’ll shoot.”
“So it’s only a safe zone so long as you’re not sick, eh? Aren’t you a lucky bunch of bastards.”
I didn’t trust these guys to help Madeline properly, and after seeing the people of my street being taken away, I wanted to make sure she was safe. “My daughter is in there.”
I take a step forward but they drive the ends of their weapons into my chest screaming. “Back! Get back!”
There’s only one way I’m getting inside that hospital, so I take another step forward. One of the soldiers smacks me over the head with the butt of his gun. As I’m going down I grab his arm, and another one jumps me. I rip off his mask and spit in his face.
I say to him, “Don’t worry. I’m not sick. Just wait and see. You’ll be fi—”
There’s a bang. Something bites the side of my ribs. The bullet’s in there. Agonizing pain rips up my side and I can’t breathe.
The world goes black.
Someday Later
I blink awake—bright fluorescents blind me. The glare retreats and I can see a television screen. Madeline is standing beside it, smiling at me. I remember the gunshot and check my side to find it bandaged up.
“Are you okay?” I ask her.
She smiles, looks over her shoulder, and shouts, “He’s awake.”
A man in a lab coat walks up to the end of the bed. “You’re sick, Mr. Fowler.”
I stare at him like he’s an idiot. Of course I’m sick. I’m in a hospital bed after spitting in a soldier’s face. I clearly have no sense of danger or fear or sanity.
He presses play on a video machine.
It’s me, talking to Madeline.
“What’s this?”
“Toilet,” she says. I’m just standing there like an invalid, a shell—there’s nothing. And then my eyes are moving rapidly, scanning the room, and my arms come up to shield my face.
“It won’t hurt you,” Madeline says. “You have to go or you’ll pee your pants.”
“Who are you?”
“Your daughter. Hannah.”
I take my eyes off the television and look at her. “Hannah?”
She nods at me. “It’s the only way I could calm you down and get you to trust me. It was your idea, don’t you remember?”
I watch the television again.
I’m on the ground, organizing a stamp book, rocking forwards and backwards.
“What are you doing?” Madeline asks me.
“Everything in its place. Everything right. If Hannah’s projects are done, then Hannah will come back. She has to come back.”
“Your wife?” Madeline asks.
“Yes. Yes. My wife. Act sane, be sane. A sane person moves on and finishes what was started, and then projects are like thoughts. Thoughts have a beginning and an end. Like Hannah and me—we are a beginning and an end.”
The doctor pauses the video. “I have your psychiatrist’s records here, Mr. Fowler.” He pulls up one of the pieces of paper on his clipboard and reads. “You’ve been depressed, anxious, experiencing some obsessive thoughts. Your therapist has recorded you at risk of psychosis.”
“Psychosis?” I say.
“Complex psychosis. Short-term memory problems can be any number of things, and with your background and specific vulnerabilities, I think you talked yourself into a psychotic state.”
“Is that even possible?” I ask.
“It’s rare, but certainly possible. You interpreted your symptoms as a manifestation of the virus, and when the stress became too much, you slipped into a psychotic break, of which you have no memory.”
“I gave you the pills,” Madeline says. “Mom takes pills too, and they make her feel good.”
“The pills might have helped,” the doctor says. “It’s more likely that you were already coming out of your psychotic break at the time you took them.” The doctor gestures to a woman standing behind him. It’s hard to focus since I’m still feeling groggy.
Seven men and women in white lab coats walk up to the bed and surround it. They’re all smiling at me, and I have no idea what’s going on.
“We found bits of the virus in your system, broken down by your antibodies.”
I raised my eyebrows.
“Your body fought off the virus,” the doctor said, and he starts clapping his hands together. He’s applauding me.
My eyes are wide, and I feel crazy. This can’t be true. I’m at home, in bed; I’ve finally lost it. I’m batshit crazy and it’s all down to losing Hannah.
I glance at Madeline. “Why aren’t you sick?”
“The virus has a twenty-four-hour incubation period,” the doctor says. “That period of time had already passed by the time Madeline came to you.”
“What about all those people out there?”
Their faces turn grave at my question. “We can stop the virus’s progression, but it won’t reverse its effects.”
“How many?” I ask.
“We estimate at least 90%. It’s still reaching some of the more isolated regions of America.”
“And the rest of the world?” I have a thousand questions that I want answered immediately.
“We managed to contain it in America, though it’s spread to the Middle East and throughout Africa. Asia remains untouched, as do Australia and several island states.”
“So what? Have we got a vaccine?”
He smiles. “Not yet. You almost died from your bullet wound, and we figured it was more important keeping you alive than developing the vaccine. The president has been notified that you carry antibodies and will send a jet to fly you to the Pentagon tomorrow.”
“Will people be able to regain their memories?”
“Only recently have scientists been able to restore some memories in mice. We’re just not sure. Those in the early stages might see some remission. The brain is an amazing thing. For those who’ve been infected for longer than three days, we can halt the virus, but some of the damage will likely be permanent.”
“Why am I going to the Pentagon?” I ask.
“The CDC relocated there during the outbreak.”
“Can’t you just take my blood here? This is my home. I want to start helping people since I’m immune to the disease. Give me some supplies. I can go door to door, find those not infected who’re still hiding out, and bring them here.”
“Our resources are already depleted, and I think you should stay here until tomorrow when the plane arrives.”
“Bullshit.” I try to get out of bed, but the pain in my ribs is excruciating, and I wince.
Madeline takes my arm, saying, “Calm down, Dad. You need to get better. If you die, they won’t have anything.”
The doctor smiles at her. “You should listen to your…daughter, Mr. Fowler.”
“Bill,” I say.
Madeline holds my hand and says, “Hannah would be so proud of you.”
I stare at this little girl, who seems to know so many intimate things about my life. “Why do you say that?”
“Talking about her, thinking about her, it made you happy. You would get angry, raise your fists to me, but as soon as I said her name, you’d calm down. You loved her. And so she must have loved you back.”
Love. The memory of the feeling brings tears to my eyes, and I weep for the first time in months. Hannah passed before this awful virus outbreak, and in that way, I have the best of her in me, forever.
The doctor presses play on the video again and leaves with his colleagues.
I watch closely as video-Madeline speaks again.
“Hannah said it’s time to go to sleep,” the little girl says in a cheerful voice. “She’ll be home later.”
“She should be home now.”
“It’s her night off,” Madeline says sweetly. “I’m a child and you’re an adult. I need supervision.”
“You’ve got parents for that.”
We’re lying down on my bed and Madeline has a book in her hands. She gives it to me, saying, “Will you read this to me?”
I grumble, snatch the book from her, and stumble over the words because I’m not focusing properly. I look at the book, read a paragraph, then look around the room as if I’m searching for ghosts.
“Read,” Madeline complains.
“Where’s Hannah?” I ask her.
“When we wake up in the morning, Hannah will be home, okay?”
I look into the camera; I can see the confusion in my face, but it’s clear I trust this little girl. “Are you sure?”
“I’m sure.”
“When I’m done reading, you’ll go to your own bed.”
“Yes,” Madeline says, exasperated.
I begin reading again, this time with more focus yet still stumbling over the words a bit, and within a few minutes, I’m drifting off to sleep, slurring my words, and then I’m snoring. Loudly. Madeline is covering her mouth and giggling at me.
The video stops playing.
I glance over to the strange little girl smiling at me, all smug at her cleverness for tricking me into sleeping. “Thank you,” I tell her.
She pats her chest and breathes heavily to show me her lungs are clear. “We saved each other.”



A Word from K. J. Colt
During the past few years, I’ve had the very privileged and wonderful experience of temporarily working in aged care facilities—mostly in dementia wards and end-of-life care. My job was to collect data for psychological research, but I volunteered as well. I’ve always been fascinated by the human mind, and I’m driven towards improving the lives of others, especially those who’re undervalued in society. Unfortunately, some of the most undervalued members seem to be the elderly.
In the United States, approximately 5.1 million people suffer from Alzheimer’s disease. During the middle to late stages, these people are switching between sanity and insanity. For sufferers, their shining globe of human sentience becomes dulled, the glass cracked, and on bad days, that once sentient light barely stays flickering. Eventually, their personality is so fragmented and mixed up that the person inside can completely disappear.
In the earlier stages of my work, witnessing this process drove me to tears, and I often felt angry. It completely violated my just-world ideations.
One woman—her verbal communication was very limited—had been a professional ballerina. Her agitation manifested as unhygienic behaviors, random cursing, and a tense, angry face. When she became distressed, I’d put on her favourite CD—specifically, Swan Lake—and it seemed like the music linked her to the past. Back to that familiar place of dancing and youth where she was joyous and at peace.
The suffering of these people heightened my own sense of vulnerability and fragility. Dark shadows of doubt took root in my mind as I realized that one day, my memories, my clear, rational thinking, might be stolen by Alzheimer’s or a similar disease.
If you’re anything like me, you’ve spent some time focusing on the future, contemplating retirement and making financial plans. Retirement is idealized as this wonderful place filled with tea-drinking, cake-eating, cruise-taking frivolity, where sandy beaches are plentiful and the grandchildren joyful.
Even if that’s not your ideal, I’m sure it includes working less and playing more. For Alzheimer’s sufferers, retirement holds the sad and dark realities that come with the advanced stages of their disease. They’ll be completely dependent on other people.
Writing “Remembering Hannah” was my attempt at producing a real and gritty account of what it’s like to lose grip on one’s reality.
Bill, my protagonist, gives a rich narrative that I believe relays a faithful example of sufferers’ internal experiences, though his psychological decline is aggressively quick and therefore fictional. Bill is not a hero. He’s not even that likeable. He’s simply a man who has the predisposition for an array of complicated neuroses.
“Remembering Hannah” is a mixed bag of first-person psychological phenomena and suspense that reflects my love of psychology, my deep empathy for those who are robbed of the life they deserve, and my passion for showing the beauty found in human connection.
My other works are typically considered high fantasy. I use the medieval fantasy genre to uniquely explore complex interplays between psychological experiences, magic and political and religious upheaval.
For more information on my words, please visit my website here: http://www.kjcolt.com/
Or subscribe to my newsletter here: http://eepurl.com/vrX-r



Red Rain
by Monica Enderle Pierce
To err is human; to forgive, divine.
—Alexander Pope
EYES CLOSED, DR. TASHA GARCIA GRIPPED HER PHONE and leaned against the cold, stained wall outside Virginia Mason Hospital’s emergency entrance. “It’s been eleven months since I divorced you, Peter, and now you want to talk? Bit late, don’t you think?”
Her ex-husband’s sigh was heavy on the other end of the phone. “The mess I made of us is the only thing I haven’t resolved, Tash.”
“And you want my forgiveness.” She scowled at the red rain that fell steadily past the emergency entrance.
“Yeah.”
Goddamn.ef I’m too tired for this. Her last patient had been a suicide. Tasha’s grip tightened on a stack of patient files a nurse had handed her as she’d answered Peter’s third attempt to reach her that day. “You’re asking for a lot.”
College sweethearts, they’d been undergrads at UCLA when Tasha had caught her father screwing a woman who wasn’t his wife. Peter had been her backbone throughout her parents’ messy divorce. So discovering him in bed with a bimbo a year ago had effectively firebombed their own marriage in spectacular fashion.
“I know.” His voice was low and tense. “But I’m asking as much for your sake as for mine. Judgment is coming, Doc.”
“What if I don’t believe in Revelation?” She lodged the cellphone against her shoulder and fanned out the files to prioritize the cases. “What if I’m not ready to forgive you?”
Five more plague cases (as if there’s anything I can do for them), four anxiety attacks, three blunt-force traumas, two ODs, and a partridge in a pear tree. She almost laughed. She was getting punchy. But Peter’s reply sobered her.
“Try. Please.”
Tasha straightened the folders and pushed away from the wall. “Fine. I’ll meet you. But I’m not making any promises.”
“Thank you.”
* * *
People huddled together in the red rain, silent and fearful. A queue to enter St. James Cathedral stretched from the massive marble building’s Ninth Avenue entrance, up Marion Street, then followed Terry Avenue southeast and turned down Columbia Street to head for the freeway.
Tasha’s gaze skipped over unfamiliar faces, searching for one she didn’t want to see; a face she’d once loved. Why did I agree to this? After eighteen hours on her feet in the ER, she just wanted a shower and her bed.
She navigated through an ocean of stained umbrellas. Seeing so many in Seattle was strange. To this city’s natives, rain was ubiquitous, and people usually wore only hats or hoods to keep their heads dry. But this rain was different. Heavy, staining drops demanded the use of something more protective.
Or maybe the umbrellas were an attempt to hide from judgment.
Few cars drove past—though it was a Tuesday morning—and the city’s oppressive silence made her shoulders hunch. Even the people gathered around the cathedral were strangely quiet. The only sounds were pattering rain and hushed conversations between parishioners and the black-robed nuns and priests moving among them.
She sighed and glanced past the crowd to the red-streaked green signs that marked the intersection of Terry and Marion. This was where she’d agreed to meet Peter.
She always walked past St. James on her way to and from work. She liked the building’s two white towers and massive arched entry. Still, she was glad she and Peter had gotten married in San Francisco and not here. That would’ve made seeing the towers stained red from the incessant rainfall even more depressing.
“Tasha?” Up ahead, Peter stood ten-people deep from the street and watched her approach.
“Crap-crappity-crap,” she said beneath her breath. She looked down at the sidewalk and quickened her pace.
“Doc, don’t pretend you didn’t see me.”
Tasha stopped as Peter scooched out of line. She studied him. Peter Garcia wasn’t classically handsome. Not GQ handsome or runway handsome, but she liked the curve of his nose, his brown eyes that were so dark they were almost black, and the shock of thick, black hair that he wore in an undercut—short on the sides and longer on top. He’d let his beard and moustache grow but kept them neat. Of course.
She looked down at her dark blue sweats and turquoise t-shirt. Coffee stained both. Her greasy hair was pulled back in a bun. Had it been three days or four since she’d last showered? Tasha yawned and her jaw cracked loudly. The hospitals were swamped, and all of her colleagues were in the same sad shape. Neatness had disappeared from her life.
When he reached her side she asked, “How did you spot me through this sea of people?” At five-foot-two, Tasha didn’t exactly stand out in a crowd.
“Degas.” He gestured at her umbrella. “It’s gruesome.”
She glanced upward. “Right.”
It had a reprint of Degas’ Two Dancers on Stage. The poor ballerinas; they were covered in red rain and looked like they’d jetéd through a slaughterhouse. Tasha scowled. Why had she kept the damned thing? It was a gift from him that she’d never used until the rain had turned red. And it did a crap job of keeping her clothes clean and dry.
“You look exhausted,” he said. His umbrella was black, and he wore blue jeans and a gray hoodie, but the laces of his brown loafers had turned the color of old blood.
“Wonder why?” She gazed past him to the cathedral’s stained edifice, then muttered, “Is confession enough to save your sorry ass?”
Peter cleared his throat. “I hope so.”
Her gaze shifted to the pair of luminous orbs that had appeared in the sky and hovered there—visible day and night, no matter the weather—for forty-two days. Dubbed “Watchers” by the media, pairs just like them hung above all seven continents, baleful eyes watching Earth.
Since their appearance, drought had scorched every country that lay between the Tropic of Cancer and the Tropic of Capricorn, and earthquakes and tidal waves had damaged or destroyed much of the western coast of North, Central, and South America—from California to Peru, the Pacific Islands, the Philippines, Indonesia, and Japan. When inexplicable, festering sores began to appear upon people’s bodies—regardless of their color, creed, or nation—all hell broke loose. Widespread looting, murder, and arson had brought the world’s militaries into play. People had packed up and fled the cities. Those who remained either couldn’t leave or didn’t have anywhere to go. Both were true for Tasha.
Frightened faces surrounded her and Peter, an ocean of people—young and old—in line to seek absolution before the Apocalypse got into full swing.
He nudged her with his elbow. “Come on, let’s walk and talk. I’ve come to confession every day since this started.” He rubbed the back of his neck and added, “Guess I should give someone else a chance.”
Tasha remained silent, deciding.
He bent his knees to see her face beneath the dripping edge of her umbrella. “I’m glad I finally reached you. Six weeks is a long time to ignore someone’s calls.”
“Not if you don’t want to listen to a bunch of stale excuses for philandering.” Her chin lifted and she added, “If I walk with you, can you at least come up with some new reasons for being a dick?”
People turned to look at them. A circle of disapproval rippled out from where they stood. Her resentment was a pebble in their pond of apprehension.
Peter scowled, but then he took a deep breath and nodded. “I deserve that. What I did was complete crap.”
“Damn right.” She tightened her grip on her umbrella, checked for cars, then stepped off the curb. “Let’s go.”
“Thanks.” He touched her arm.
“Don’t.” Her glare slid from his hand to his face. “I haven’t forgiven you yet.”
Peter lowered his hand and they walked toward Spring Street, navigating around families, couples, and individuals who were huddled and hopeful that a last-minute reprieve would come to them if only they could get into St. James Cathedral and seek absolution. They turned west toward the ocean and headed into downtown Seattle from First Hill. As they crossed the freeway overpass, Tasha gazed at the expanse of empty traffic lanes. It was eerie to see so few vehicles on the interstate.
Since the seven sets of orbs had first appeared over the continents, none of the world’s astronomical or climatological organizations had been able to explain them; NASA couldn’t even get a radar signature on them. It was like the Watchers shouldn’t have existed, yet there they were, visible from everywhere all the time. The tabloids and the paranoids had screamed, “Conspiracy!” and labeled them UFOs or super weapons. The world’s religious leaders had called them the first sign of the Apocalypse and had opened their doors to take in the terrified masses.
A lot of people had suddenly found faith with a capital “F” and were trying to get good with God, including Peter, it seemed, who’d returned to his Catholic roots. Tasha had continued to keep her nose to the work grindstone. He was religious, she wasn’t. That hadn’t been an issue with them before the divorce, and it still wasn’t.
On the downhill slope of the freeway overpass, a middle-aged man—gray-haired, dirty, and disheveled—sat upon a crate and folded little paper boats from cardboard coffee cup sleeves. He’d jerry-rigged a wide, green-and-blue Seattle Seahawks umbrella to stand upright, and he hunched beneath it, mumbling and laughing to himself. He placed each little boat into the rushing gutter at his feet, and then smiled with the wide-eyed delight of a child as the flow carried the boat downstream until it disintegrated or turned a corner and disappeared.
“Spare change?” he asked as Peter and Tasha came abreast of him. “I’ll make you a boat for enough money to buy a cup of coffee.” His face was covered with red, swollen, and weeping boils. He wore olive-green pants and a dingy gray jacket.
Peter dug into his pockets and pulled out a handful of coins. “That’s all I’ve got.” He dropped the change into the man’s open palm.
“Been over to the hospital to have those sores looked at?” Tasha asked.
“Nah.” The man shrugged. “They don’t bother me. No more than the lice do, anyway.” He eyed them and then cackled, showing blackened, broken teeth. He pocketed the change and started on a new boat. “Crazy weather, eh?”
Peter cocked an eyebrow at him. “I’m not sure I’d call it weather.”
“Sure it is. And it’ll blow over just like one of them storms from Canada. Makes you cold and wet, then it’s gone and you forget about it.”
“That’s an optimistic view,” Tasha said.
“What’ve I got to worry about? I’m one of God’s chosen few. I’ve suffered enough. Ain’t gonna punish me no more. Not my God.” He held up a perfect little boat. “Noah’s Ark.”
Peter took it.
Tasha jerked her chin toward the hospital. “If you become uncomfortable or run a fever, go to Virginia Mason and tell them Dr. Tasha Garcia said you should be seen.”
The man nodded, glancing from her to the boat in Peter’s hand. “You gonna set her adrift?” he asked.
Peter shook his head. “Think I’ll wait for clearer waters.” The man nodded, and Tasha and Peter turned and continued down Spring Street toward Puget Sound.
“Does anyone know what’s causing the sores?” Peter reached down and, perhaps out of habit, took her arm and slid it through his. For a moment it felt right, good, safe. She hesitated, but then pulled away. Her forgiveness wouldn’t come that easily.
Everyone had thought they were the perfect couple. Such a stereotype. She was an emergency room doctor. He was a concert violinist. But Peter had unraveled, and so had their marriage, when focal hand dystonia had made playing impossible and cut short his burgeoning solo career. He was on disability for months and saw every specialist she’d recommended, but none could fix his problem. They’d both been disheartened by her inability to find an effective treatment for him, but his disheartenment had soured to spite, and he’d found a way to punish her for his misery.
They continued downward past Seattle’s eclectic mixture of Victorian and modern architecture. Brick and stone buildings that dated back to the Edwardian Era neighbored ones that were still under construction. Now everything sat idle, abandoned or damaged since the Watchers had appeared in the sky and everyone had freaked out.
The red rain discolored everything, streaking the white marble of buildings and turning trash into piles of soggy paper entrails.
Tasha sighed.
“What?”
“I guess I’ve been in denial like that guy.” She jerked her head back toward the homeless man.
“You mean about us or the Apocalypse?”
“Both. Us because it hurts too much to think about—”
“Still?” Peter asked.
“Still.” She shifted her umbrella. “And all this biblical stuff because it scares the piss outta me.”
He nodded. “Me, too.”
“But you’re Catholic.”
“So?” Peter shrugged. “Just because I’ve studied the field guide to the End of Days, doesn’t mean I’m not scared pantsless. It’s probably worse for me because I know what’s coming and I don’t know if I’ve done enough to avoid the worst of it. And,” he added with a grimace, “I haven’t done anything to protect you.”
She looked away from his dark gaze. “That’s not your job anymore.”
“I know that.”
Their shoes slapped the concrete and their umbrellas rubbed together, nylon scratching nylon as they stopped beneath a cantilevered glass-and-metal overhang that was part of Seattle’s downtown public library.
“Is this where we’re going?” She gazed up at the glass stretching above them.
Peter moved toward the entrance. “Maybe. If it’s open.” But a tug on the doors denied that possibility.
Beneath the overhang were places where the windows remained clear of the blood-red taint that fell from the sky incessantly. Tasha had always liked this library with its odd angles and all those thousands of windows inviting passersby to stop, look inside, and learn.
She lowered her gaze and met her own reflection in the windows that flanked the entrance. Distant and distorted, she stared back at herself, and then slid her attention to Peter’s reflection. He was watching her.
They were opposites—she had auburn hair and alabaster skin, and the top of her head barely brushed the bottom of his chin. She had an easy smile and an open manner with strangers, when she wasn’t so damned tired. Peter was dark and quiet—a thinker and an observer.
Tasha tipped her umbrella to let the rain run off, then said, “Let’s keep walking.”
Two small boys, maybe five and eight years old, ran past them and pressed their faces against the library windows. The children rattled the door then turned away, their sweet expressions souring with disappointment.
Their very pregnant mother tottered to the entrance and leaned against its wide steel frame, her gaze on the boys.
Compelled by the sadness she saw in the woman’s eyes, Tasha stepped toward her. “Are you okay?”
The woman looked up, her hazel eyes wide and brows raised. Her purple coat—made a grotesque shade by the red rain—was too small to button over her belly, and she wore a plastic bag over her brown hair, beneath the coat’s threadbare hood. “Of course not,” she murmured.
Tasha took her elbow and steered her to a metal bench. Peter followed. The boys watched the strangers and their mother, then climbed a low concrete wall and walked along it like tightrope walkers.
Tears shimmered in the woman’s brown eyes as she watched her sons. “What’s gonna happen to them? They’re innocent. I wish God would take me instead.” She wiped tears from her cheeks with a stained sleeve and left a red streak behind. “Do you think he’d do that?” She looked past Tasha to Peter. “Trade my life for theirs?”
He shook his head.
The woman touched her belly and whispered, “Is this one even going to see the light of day?” More tears traced paths down her cheeks.
How can anyone answer that question? Tasha wondered, even as instinct told her that she’d bargain with God for the lives of her children, too, if she had any. She glanced at the two boys as they walked the wall. If their mother’s offer didn’t fall on deaf ears, and the children survived, who would care for them? It was unthinkable that they and their unborn sibling should be punished for something that wasn’t their doing. And even if their mother was imperfect, and Tasha wasn’t judging—she tried not to after a decade of working in an emergency room—wouldn’t taking their mother from them be a punishment too?
The boys jumped down and ran back to wrap their arms around their mother.
“Don’t cry, Momma,” said the eldest while his younger brother pulled a lint-covered Jolly Rancher from his pocket and handed it to her.
“It’s watermelon flavor. It’ll help you feel better.”
She smiled and took the candy. “Does the lint give it special powers, Gabe?”
The littlest boy nodded. “Those bits are the medicine.”
She popped the linty candy into her mouth and hugged her sons.
Tasha touched the woman’s hand. “Do you need help getting home?”
She shook her head. “It’s kind of you, but we’re going to catch the bus. I’m heading up to the hospital.”
Peter said, “A bus should be by soon.”
Tasha helped the woman to her feet, wishing there was more she could do.
“Thank you both for being good to me. There aren’t a lot of kind people left in the city.”
While they waited at the bus stop with her and her sons, Peter pulled the little paper boat out of his pocket.
“Here,” he said, giving it to the boys.
They thanked him, grinning like he’d offered them treasure. A bus arrived a few minutes later—a sign in Tasha’s mind that civilization hadn’t completely crumbled. They saw the woman and boys aboard, and then Peter and Tasha continued their westward journey.
Their reflections followed them, flitting across storefront windows and skipping over those that had been boarded or busted. Tasha hadn’t realized that she’d missed seeing him walking beside her until she saw him mirrored in the windows.
“When we were married,” she said, “I would’ve given anything to make you whole and happy.”
“I know. But some things couldn’t be bargained or bullied away.” He scuffed the stained sidewalk. “Except you.”
She cocked her head and considered him from the corners of her eyes. “Shouldn’t you be trying to convince me to forgive you?”
“I am, I hope.” His shoulders hunched. “By confessing.”
Ahead of them, a large crowd had gathered at the foot of the red-brick YMCA building, peering up and pointing toward the roof. Sirens wailed in the distance and people shouted.
Tasha stopped. “Goddammit. Not again.” She scanned up and down 4th Avenue.
Peter looked from the crowd to her. “What?”
“Are there any cabs still running?”
“Yeah. I saw one while we were talking to that woman by the library. Why?” She pointed to the top of the seven-story YMCA building, and he said, “Oh, no.”
A pair of young men embraced upon the edge of the building’s roof. They rocked with the breeze. Red rain discolored their jeans and gray jackets and streaked their faces.
“I don’t want to see this.” She tugged on his arm. “I can’t stomach another suicide.”
The sirens grew louder. He covered her hand with his. “It’ll be okay, Doc. The firefighters are coming.”
“Maybe.” She pressed her palm to her chest and swallowed. “You don’t know how much death I’ve seen since those things appeared in the sky.” She clutched his fingers and whispered, “You don’t know.”
But Peter did know how hard suicides were on Tasha. He’d helped her settle her mom’s affairs after the woman had turned her maroon Corolla into a gas chamber in their garage. His gaze jerked away from hers.
“There’s a cab. C’mon.” He waved at an orange Prius as it slowly turned toward them from Marion Street. They ran to the curb and the car pulled over.
As they scrambled into its dark red interior, the driver peered up through the windshield at the building and asked, “Think they’ll jump?” His accent was soft but foreign.
“Yes,” Tasha said through clenched teeth.
The thin black man turned to look at them over the seat. “Where to?”
“I don’t know,” she snarled. “Please, just drive.”
The cabbie frowned. “Be more specific, lady.”
“Discovery Park,” Peter answered.
Tasha gawked at her ex. He’d asked her to marry him in front of the park’s abandoned chapel. She hadn’t been back since long before their divorce.
The man nodded and put the silent Prius into drive. He pulled away from the curb, but not quickly enough. There was no missing the screams, the horrible thuds, and the sound of shattering glass behind them as the cab accelerated.
Tasha chewed a cuticle and said, “That much desperation is so damned depressing.”
Peter put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her a little closer. “Don’t be sad, Tash. They made their choice. That’s one of the consequences of free will.”
She looked at the cracked red leather of the seat in front of her. “Like freely choosing to destroy a marriage?”
His other hand made a fist in his lap, his knuckles showing white against his skin. “Freedom to make mistakes means accepting some really crappy consequences.”
She whispered, “But you didn’t give me a choice, just the crappy consequences.”
Peter squeezed her shoulder and nodded.
“Suicide isn’t sad, it’s a waste,” the cabbie interjected, talking around a wad of gum. “Young fellas like that throwing everything away, and the whole world going to hell. You think that bastard”—he jabbed his thumb skyward—“gives a crap about what’s going on down here? No. God sent those damned Watchers to terrorize us. That’s what all this is, what we’ve always been to him. A game.”
Tasha looked up. The man was watching her and Peter in the rearview mirror even as he accelerated through Seattle’s eerily empty streets. She bit her tongue not to snap at him to pay attention to his driving. Why was she worried about getting killed in a car crash anyway?
The cabbie’s focus returned to the road. “All these people flipping out and killing themselves and each other, and not a goddamned thing is gonna happen. It’s all a big joke. God’s proving a point.” He swept his hand across the car to indicate the smashed windows and burned buildings they were passing. Belltown and Lower Queen Anne had taken a beating during the last outbreak of rioting. “Believe me, I lost my wife and kids, my whole family, when he destroyed Haiti with that last earthquake. God will squash this world and not blink an eye.” He leaned back and added, “Or he’ll do nothing at all.”
He unwrapped another stick of Juicy Fruit, shoved it in his mouth, and added, “I wish he’d stop screwing around. People gonna change for him? Hell no!” He thumped the steering wheel with his fist. “Makes me so damned mad, the way he toys with us. Mice for a cat. You ever seen that? A cat messing with a mouse until the poor thing dies from fear? That’s what we’ve become, the mouse. It’s all bullshit!”
The cab sped past the twisted remains of a gas station. Looters and rioters had set it on fire and the tanks had exploded. A crater was all that remained of the red-white-and-blue building. The fire had blackened the face of the Pacific Science Center, reduced trees and grass to ash, and scarred the white legs of the Space Needle. There were burned and damaged buildings just like it throughout the city.
The car’s tires splashed waves of blood-red rain across the sidewalks. To their right, the Queen Anne Greenbelt was nothing but blackened tree stumps. Above it slumped the charred skeletons of million-dollar homes, their brick chimneys leaning askew and their empty windows staring out to sea, wounded, forlorn, and abandoned.
Tasha stared at her face reflected in the car’s red-streaked window.
Seattle’s been smashed and burned, and what remains standing is stained by—what? Sin? Do you believe that, Tash? she asked herself. Peter’s face was reflected in the window, too. He believed he was damned without her forgiveness because he’d sinned against her. She stared at him. Is he right?
The cab sped past the Fishermen’s Terminal. Its buildings had been burned to the ground, and the trees that had fronted it were splintered ruins, their obliterated trunks stabbing at the sky. Most of the docks were empty, though the masts of a few sunken boats jutted from the water. Where were the rest? Had their owners fled out to sea or died at the hands of desperate men? There’d been rioting all along Salmon Bay, fighting for passage away from the city.
The area stank of burned wood, acrylic, and plastic. Oil and fuel rainbow slicks plumed on the water, undispersed by the rain. Worse was the stench of death that lingered like invisible fog. She cleared her throat and pulled her shirt collar over her nose.
“You okay?” Peter asked.
Tasha shrugged. “My sinuses are burning.”
Finally, the cabbie turned from Government Way into Discovery Park and stopped in the park’s shuttered learning center. Though soaked in red, the pristine land’s towering pines and lush maples were untouched by violence.
“That’ll be $26.56,” the driver said.
“Keep the change.” Peter gave him thirty dollars and followed Tasha as she climbed from the orange car.
She opened her umbrella as the cab accelerated out of the small parking lot. “Let’s go to the field.” She suddenly craved its wide-open space and unobstructed views of Puget Sound, the shush of the cool, steady breeze blowing through the grass and the feel of it lifting her hair.
Red mud and dead leaves squelched under their feet as they followed a dim, tree-lined path. It led to a large, open field that once had been part of the Fort Lawton military base. The forest loomed all around them, shadowy and dripping. The air was heavy and still.
Like lost souls, people meandered—singly, in pairs, and in groups—through the trees and along the trails. No one spoke. No one smiled. The whole world seemed haunted by the looming unknown.
Tasha and Peter emerged from the forest to follow a paved road. It served a small enclave of yellow-and-white private homes that overlooked the park.
“Whoa. Look at all the tents,” she said and stopped. Hundreds were pitched all across the open field below the homes. But the people were quiet there, too. The wind that usually blew in from the Sound had died. No crows cawed. No dogs barked. No gulls circled overhead. The trees and grass were still.
Even the rain had ceased.
“This is creepy.” Tasha shivered.
“It’s like the whole world is holding its breath.” Peter was looking at her, but she stared at the luminous Watchers instead of returning his gaze. “Tash,” he said, “can we talk about what happened to us?”
Her gaze went to the trees and tents. “What’s there to talk about? You threw away our marriage like God’s throwing away this world.”
“I didn’t throw it away, Doc.”
“You’re right.” She finally faced him. “You burned it to the ground.”
“Yes.” He didn’t shy away from her anger even as he added, “And you with it.”
She hugged herself. “Jesus, Peter. Why?”
“Because you’re a better person than I am.”
“What?” She squinted at him, confused.
“You save people, Tasha. You heal them or help them move on.” Peter raised his hands, palms up and empty. “I never had anything like that to give. The closest I got was with my music. But when these failed…” He curled his fingers to make fists. “I had nothing.” He lowered his hands until they hung limp at his sides.
She opened her mouth to reply when a woman spoke from behind them.
“Will you join us for some chocolate chip cookies?”
Tasha and Peter turned.
A gray-haired woman and an elderly man stood upon the covered porch of the closest colonial revival home. She held up a plate of cookies and nodded. They wore matching blue windbreakers. They were the kind of couple that Tasha had thought she and Peter would become—friends and friendly.
“Come on up,” the man said, waving them toward the house’s front steps. “You look like you could use something sweet.”
Peter and Tasha exchanged looks, and then veered back across the paved road. They collapsed their umbrellas and left them beside the steps, then joined the man and woman on the cheery yellow porch’s white wicker furniture.
The woman passed the warm plate around as her husband handed out light blue cloth napkins.
“Take as many as you like,” she said. “I’ve got another two dozen baking. When the end comes, I intend to die with a belly full of warm chocolate chip cookies.”
The man leaned a cane against the side of a small table and piled three cookies on his napkin. “I’m Ambrose Stillman and this is my wife, Evelyn.”
Tasha and Peter introduced themselves.
The cookies were heaven on earth. “These are the best cookies I’ve ever eaten,” Tasha said as she licked melted chocolate off her thumb.
“Maple extract is the secret,” Evelyn replied. She shoved half a cookie into her mouth as she sat on the sofa beside her husband. She closed her eyes and hummed as she chewed.
“So you believe the Apocalypse is here?” Tasha asked, gesturing toward the field and the red-hued ocean beyond.
Ambrose nodded. “Yes.”
Tasha chewed her lip, then said, “You’re not afraid?”
He rested the plate of cookies on his lap, and then took his wife’s hand. “No reason to be. We’ve made peace with ourselves and the people in our lives.” He looked from Peter to Tasha with sharp green eyes. “Said we’re sorry and meant it.”
Tasha nibbled another cookie and glanced at her ex-husband. Is it really that simple? She hated Peter for cheating on her. Or she had hated him. Now, with his confession, she wasn’t sure how to feel.
Evelyn’s blue gaze slid from Peter’s face to Tasha’s. She took the plate from her husband, leaned forward, and proffered the cookies. Peter took two more, then looked out at the Sound.
Tasha took two more as well. They were just what she’d needed. “What do you think the end of the rain means?”
Evelyn’s hands were spotted with age, her skin wrinkled and sunken between fine bones. She was tiny, and her hands trembled as she held the plate. “We’ve seen sores, the waters turning to blood, searing heat, and earthquakes,” she replied. “There’re only two signs left.”
Peter said, “Darkness will fall, then God’s army will come.”
Chills crawled up Tasha’s spine and across her scalp as she met her ex-husband’s haunted gaze. His mouth was pressed into a straight line, and he was twisting the blue napkin.
His time is running out. And maybe mine, too.
She turned to the Stillmans. “Is the old fort chapel still standing?”
They nodded. She rose, shoved the rest of her cookies into her coat pockets, and said, “Come on, Peter, I want to see it again.”
He stared up at her with a mouthful of cookie, swallowed, and stood.
Evelyn and Ambrose reached up and they all joined hands, strangers connecting at the End of Days.
“Thank you for your hospitality,” Tasha said as Peter nodded.
Ambrose replied, “It was our pleasure.”
Evelyn smiled, squeezed Tasha’s hand, and said, “Do right by each other.”
Tasha and Peter headed across the field and skirted the two-story, decommissioned radar antenna dome. Round and stained red, it resembled a blood moon and was the last vestige of the military presence that had long guarded Seattle’s shores against invasion.
Peter looked back at the house. “We left the umbrellas.”
“It’s okay. We can get them later.”
He nodded and jammed his hands into his pockets.
They wove through the silent sea of blue, green, yellow, and orange camping tents, and within minutes, they’d reached the chapel’s open doors. Singing drifted out from its depths. They stared into a building that had sat empty and boarded up for over forty years. Now it welcomed those who were penitent and afraid, echoing with songs and sorrow.
Peter grabbed her hand. “Is coming here your way of forgiving me?”
Tasha met his gaze, but her answer died on her lips as the world changed from a gray day to a dark night. It happened fast, like God had lowered a dimmer switch on the sky. She looked up and gasped as Peter whispered, “No.”
No longer luminous, the Watchers had turned charcoal black. Merging and swelling, they blocked the sun’s light as they bulged and distorted.
Oh, hell.
Tasha tugged Peter’s hand until he looked at her. “Your betrayal still hurts. But I don’t want to die bitter and angry.” She lifted his palm to her cheek.
He pulled her into his arms and whispered against her hair. “I thought I was a failure and hated that you weren’t. I wanted you to hurt, too, and that wasn’t right, Doc. It wasn’t right.” He shook his head. “I’m so sorry.”
She closed her eyes and held onto him. He smelled of rosemary and mint, and he felt like safety. Warm tears slid down her cheeks. Tasha nodded and looked up at him. “I forgive you, Peter.” She meant it.
He smiled, and it was the brightest and most beautiful smile she’d ever seen.
Wind lifted a whorl of leaves around them. It whipped her hair and snapped at their clothes. It gained power, grew warm, but made Tasha shiver. A sonorous sound, like a foghorn, trumpeted from all directions. It sounded long and loud, made the ground shiver, and raised an enormous murder of crows from the forest.
Fear wrapped its fingers around Tasha’s chest and squeezed the breath out of her.
Peter’s smile dissolved. “Oh, God.”
She looked up in time to see the Watchers—now a single, black, swollen behemoth—explode, like a giant, blooming fireworks show. A hundred thousand points of shimmering light arced out and away. But, unlike a Fourth of July display, these lights didn’t fall gently or fade quickly. They brightened and winked like glass shards, gained speed, and twisted and turned to avoid midair collisions.
“God’s army,” Peter said.
Tasha clutched his arm. “Shit.”
They both hit the grass and covered their heads as, in a blue-white flash, the first object impacted. Its shockwave sent out an explosion of molten earth, knocked down trees and people, setting some ablaze, vaporizing others. Tasha and Peter screamed as heat and wind scoured their exposed skin. The ground rumbled as a fissure opened it, reached across the field, and shook the radar dome until it came to a stop at a precipitous angle. The wooden chapel groaned as the earth heaved beneath its foundation.
But, just as quickly as they had blasted outward, the wind, heat, and quake died.
Tasha peered out from beneath Peter’s arms. He’d pinned her to the ground, protecting her with his body.
A crater smoldered in the middle of the field. Black smoke coiled upward from burning tents. Charred and shattered bodies were strewn across the muddy, bloody area.
There was a blinding flash of light and something—an angel?—appeared before Peter and Tasha. Human-shaped, the creature was formed from glittering, mirror-like shards that stabbed outward and changed shape and color with its movements. Neither male nor female and unimaginably tall and broad, it had liquid mercury eyes that offered no remorse, pity, or love. Lightning crackled across its surface. And their reflected faces flashed and distorted in its jagged form.
Tasha held her breath and tightened her grip on Peter as the unearthly creature stared, silent and unemotional, its arms poised overhead, ready to slaughter them.
Peter pulled himself up to his knees. “Let go, Tasha,” he rasped.
“No.” She’d just gotten him back. She wouldn’t let him slip away again. She sat up and raised a hand toward the angel. “Please. Judge us together.”
It swelled and its shards darkened, like the orbs that had birthed it. The air swirled around Tasha and Peter. Dust and debris stung their skin and made them squint.
“Peter’s sin is mine and my sin is his,” she shouted.
The angel roared and exploded. Shards and heat lanced through them, cutting their bodies from chest to back, face to knees. They arched and screamed.
But the agony and terror suddenly ceased, and they collapsed on the sodden grass.
Having passed through them, the angel regained its form and stood over them. It spoke, and its voice was as quiet as the crunch of snow beneath boots. “To forgive is divine.”
Then it turned, raised its hand, and the chapel’s front wall splintered and exploded inward. God’s soldier entered to the sound of screams and sobs.
Forgiven and forgotten, Tasha shook uncontrollably and Peter vomited. He wiped his mouth then stood and pulled her away from the building. “C’mon.”
They staggered toward the Stillman house, trying to ignore the terror emanating from the little white chapel.
But there was no missing the gore that littered the grassy field. The acrid stench of burning flesh and fabric made Tasha queasy. She breathed through her mouth to keep from retching. Not even the emergency room had prepared her for this.
Adults, dumbstruck with horror, clung to each other and to wailing children. They wandered aimlessly or crouched and cried.
Tasha and Peter cringed at the thunderous beating of wings overhead. Screams rose all around them. Birdlike carrion creatures, as large and sleek as Dobermans, circled the field. Black-feathered and red-eyed, the beasts swooped down and seized the dead in their talons, lifting them into the sky. They didn’t spare a glance for the innocent few who wandered amid the smoldering tents.
“Where are they taking the bodies?” Tasha asked.
Peter shook his head. “The Bible only says that the birds gorge on their flesh.”
“Oh my god.”
He pulled her around, and they ran up the hill to the yellow Stillman house. Its porch was empty, and their feet thudded upon the wood and echoed back toward the field.
“Evelyn? Ambrose?” Tasha called.
A white curtain moved in a front window. Evelyn’s face appeared behind the glass.
“We were judged and released,” Peter said.
The elderly woman’s eyes, wary at first, widened with joy. The curtain fell. The door unlocked with a click and its hinges squeaked as Ambrose opened it.
“Come in! Come in!” He ushered them inside as Evelyn emerged from the kitchen with another plate of cookies.
“Hungry?” she asked.
But Tasha hesitated as she reached for one, her hand hovering over the platter. Evelyn had removed her blue jacket. Tasha looked from the woman’s blistered arm to her sweet face.
“Oh, no.”
Ambrose took the platter from his wife. He, too, had sores on his arms. He looked from Tasha to Peter, then hugged Evelyn. “We’re ready.”
As if an angel had been summoned by those words, the house shuddered and groaned. The front door rattled in its frame, pressed by an unstoppable force, its hinges squealing in protest.
“But why?” Tasha whispered.
The elderly couple exchanged glances. Then Evelyn said, “Some wrongs are impossible to right when you’ve outlived the people you injured and can’t even remember why you were angry.”
“Don’t cry for us,” said Ambrose.
The doorframe cracked. The door groaned. Its latch splintered. It swung inward and slammed into the wall. The house creaked and nails popped through the ceiling. Then the windows blew outward in a hail of glass. The angel that entered burned so brightly that Tasha had to squint at the floor.
Heads bowed and fingers entwined, Ambrose and Evelyn stepped forward.
“God is merciful,” the creature said. But, unlike the burning and bloodshed that had befallen the people in the field and chapel, when this angel exploded through the elderly couple, they disintegrated into shimmering atoms.
As the soldier reformed, a breeze swirled through the shattered windows and carried away what was left of Evelyn and Ambrose Stillman. And, like its counterpart at the chapel, the angel turned its back to Tasha and Peter and left the yellow house.
They stood in the doorway for a long time. Cleansing, sweet rain was falling outside, washing away the red stains, the horror, the ash. And the sin.
She looked at him. “What happens next?”
Peter grimaced and shrugged. He rested his arm across her shoulders and held her against his side. “I don’t know. My field guide’s kinda vague on some crucial points.”
“Oh.” She stared at the survivors milling around the field. “I should help them.”
“Yeah. We should.”
As they stepped off the porch, Tasha said, “We’re still here, Peter. We didn’t go to Heaven. Does that mean we’re condemned to Hell on Earth?”
“I don’t think so.” He grabbed her hand and met her gaze. “Remember what the angel said after it passed through us? ‘To forgive is divine.’”
She nodded, squeezed his fingers, and led him into the field.
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The Peralta Protocol
by Daniel Arthur Smith
THE ‘HAVE ONE FOR AMERICA’ billboard across from the fertility center glowed lemon yellow through the third-floor window despite the beading condensation. When Troy thumbed clear a line across the glass, he found himself looking directly into the blue eyes of the sign’s giant smiling baby. He focused on them a bit too long. He always did, he couldn’t help himself. The fertility campaign promos were a reminder, a seed planted that he may never actually see another baby despite how far along theirs was. Even today, the due date, was no guarantee for him or anyone until the child was born. No guarantee. He pondered the word. The media had been reminding him and everyone else Though this is no guarantee, this would be the first successful birth in ten years if it… He caught himself ruminating and returned to the purpose of his trip to the waiting room window.
He shifted his eyes to the protesters below.
The heavy downpour hadn’t stopped the diehards from their months-long vigil. They huddled beneath the partial shelter of the huge sign, donned parkas crudely crafted from dark plastic garbage bags, and draped themselves in white banners decrying the birth of Baby Jane.
“They’re still at it,” he said absently.
“And the others?” Leana asked in the same drawl.
He leaned close to the glass and peered toward the far corner of the block where the supporters of the birth, deliberately cordoned behind a high chain-link fence, held plastic-wrapped Bibles above their heads along with signs praising the new baby’s arrival.
“Looks like they’re singing,” he said.
“They’re putting a show on for the media.”
Troy turned away from the window to his wife, Leana, on the sofa.
They’d waited so long, he and Leana.
He thought of their visits to this room over the past year and a half, cumulative hours spent staring at the pale wallpaper, the uncomfortable country blue sofa, the unchanged magazines stacked at the end, the synthetic fig tree, and the flat panel mediafeed up on the wall, all melded together into a stream of pedestrian news reports and conversations to match.
Leana’s head swung toward him, and for a brief moment her green eyes met his.
Regardless of her intent, they pierced through him. They always had. He fell in love the first time he met her. He drifted to the image of the beauty in sandals. On that day, she was wearing a heavy beaded necklace of the kind one finds in thrift stores and a long hippie skirt the tint of green that made her red hair glow, and of course there were those emerald eyes… She told him at the time he was hers because he’d stared too long. But years had passed, and the girl in the hippie skirt, the one he’d planned a life with, was far removed from the woman on the sofa who’d suffered the loss of two pregnancies, the mother of this child.
Her jaw slackened and, without words, she returned to the news.
The spell broken, his eyes withdrew from her to the screen.
Reporters were covering crowds in Times Square and, as Leana said, the high-fenced ‘protest zone’ in front of the fertility center.
“Can’t we turn this off?” Troy asked.
“You know we can’t,” Leana said, shifting her gaze toward the fig tree in a way that told him she was restless. “It’s on for the duration.”
A spectacular graphics package rolled across the screen with an ominous musical accompaniment, then the camera was back in the studio. It was Walt Duran’s show. Walt had risen from a career of multichannel obscurity by focusing on their baby. Through countless shows and interviews, he’d ascended the media ranks the last few months to become a celebrity himself. Their baby was the only news anyone seemed to care to watch, after all.
“For those just tuning in,” the white-haired host said, “the big day is finally here. After almost ten years of no recorded births, Baby Jane is about to be born.” Troy rolled his eyes as the host went on. “Crowds are gathered for candlelight vigils around the globe.” On cue, the mediafeed flashed to wide panoramic shots of London, then in turn Paris, Moscow, Shanghai, Mumbai, Sydney, Tokyo, returned to Times Square, and then back to the newsroom and the older host walking across a brightly lit set. “And here in our studio we have two special guests with us to discuss the event, Professor Alastair Wright and Jonathon Bastion.”
There was no more to say to Leana. Lately she only spoke to him in short bursts. But despite the tension, years together told him everything she wanted to say and when he was needed. He was her husband and still had a role to play when the newsfeed bothered her. He could tell it did. Then again, he thought, no mother would want the world discussing her child, this child, the first child to be born in ten years. No woman that psychologically imbalanced would have been given that opportunity. Troy’s place was by her side, and he played his part as each time before. Rather than hover, he sat down beside her.
The first talking head, a large silver-haired professor from the university, spit out the facts they knew by rote. “As you know, Walt, the Peralta Protocol is groundbreaking. Since the pollution spike, the particulates in our atmosphere are simply too high for human reproduction.”
“Well, that’s just one theory,” the other guest retorted. He was a gray-bearded man who Troy recognized as the spokesman for the Back to Earth agro movement. Jonathon Bastion was his name, and from what Troy could tell, he made his living as a contrarian. “There’s no proof that particulates cause miscarriage. That’s no different than the global warming propaganda of the last century. So fine, the seas rise and you build walls, the air goes dirty, you induce rain to cleanse the air, and then you want to build a dome to seal yourself in. But the seas rose because that’s what seas do, and there has always been weather, and there have always been particulates, as you call them, in the atmosphere. That’s God’s design.”
“Mister Bastion,” the professor said, “I have to disagree. Ongoing studies have been conducted since before the births stopped. They provide evidence for an association between exposure to high levels of ambient particulate matter during the preconceptional period and early pregnancy loss, regardless of the method of conception, natural or in vitro, suggesting a threshold effect of this exposure on reproductive outcome. The results say that we’ve surpassed the threshold.”
“You scientists can produce whatever results you want. That’s a fact for you.”
“I assure you that miscarriage occurs after exposure to particulates, and there is no female of our species that hasn’t been exposed. That’s why the Peralta Protocol is so important. Without it the human race is––” His hands flew up and his expression went stern to punctuate his point. “Well, we’re finished.”
Troy slipped his fingers into Leana’s. Neither of her two natural pregnancies had been carried to term. The Peralta Protocol medical trial was their last and only chance at becoming parents, but the pressure was more than that, this was an opportunity to save the entire human race.
Bastion didn’t jump to retort. The camera held on the two, the professor and Bastion, and it was at the second that the professor glanced down, when the slight hint of despair betrayed him, that the bearded man’s eyes went narrow.
“Here it comes,” Troy said.
Bastion spoke slow and confident. “Has it ever occurred to you that there is something greater at work?”
Leana squeezed Troy’s hand.
“Maybe no more children being born is God’s will.” Bastion continued. “And maybe this birth has nothing to do with your protocol at all. Maybe Baby Jane is something special.”
The host seated between the two men took this opportunity to speak up, “Mister Bastion, you’re referring to the Guffer position, is that correct?”
“That’s the media’s word for it, not mine. I say it’s God will.”
The host’s eyes met the camera.
“For our viewers, the Guff is thought to be a heavenly repository that contains all of the souls waiting to be born.” He focused on his bearded guest. “And according to your belief, the Guff is essentially empty. All of the souls have been born.”
Bastion’s answer was smug. “That’s right, John. I stand with those that believe that the Messiah will not arrive until every single one of these souls has been born into the physical world. And since that has happened, the Messiah is coming.”
“So Baby Jane could be the Messiah?”
“God willing.”
The professor ruffled in his chair, the despair overtaken by disgust. “That’s ridiculous,” he said. “What has happened is that the Earth’s atmosphere has become toxic to human beings. We know what happened.”
“Do we?”
“Of course we do, and there’s nothing magical about it. Ultra-tiny, nanometer-sized, miscarriage-inducing particles seeped into every living female on the planet,” the professor said, his face going sour, “before we did anything about it.”
“Your own scientist said that type of atmospheric concentration was impossible. Could never happen.”
“We didn’t know then what we do now. We didn’t have the tools in place to sense it, to reverse it.”
“You say that like you could have. That was God’s will.”
“Humans as a species have always found a way to persevere and overcome, and this is one of those times. By creating a stronger womb, the Peralta Protocol prohibits the particulate pollution from reaching the embryo, that is its simplicity. Now, I sympathize with those who have turned to their God in these trying times. The depopulation of the planet was well underway due to the devastation brought on by the ecological effects of global warming and the wars that followed, and now, with the world shrinking by a half billion a year…  Well, indeed the very existence of our species is at stake. We need to fix the air we breathe, with the rain, with the dome, pray if you like, pray for us all, but science, not your God, will be the salvation of the human race.”
The host jumped in, “You bring up a good point, Professor Wright.”
“Thank you.”
“What do you say to those that believe doctors should not play God?”
Troy quickly stood and spun, “He’s nuts. I can’t watch this.”
“Which one?” Leana asked.
“Both of them, all three,” he said raising his hands to his hips and pacing back toward the window.
“You know,” Leana said, “my grandmother snuck me into the church to be baptized.”
“Really?”
“Yes. I remember. I was already four, I think. She was watching me, for whatever reason. She drove me to the church and took me to the altar and baptized me herself.”
“And why’d she do that?”
“Because my mother wasn’t going to baptize me,” Leana said. “She didn’t think a baby needed to be saved. She didn’t believe in original sin. I guess I don’t either.”
“Neither do I,” Troy said.
“I know. But you were baptized.”
“My grandfather was a minister.”
“Ah. Right. Was he a nut?”
“My grandfather was a good man who believed in charity and helping people.” He stopped at the window and thumbed away the new layer of wet that had already collected. “He certainly didn’t believe he needed a beard or five wives because his god told him so.”
* * *
Troy’s attention was drawn from the window by the approaching click of heels. He spun from the window to see one of the hospital staff, a lithe blonde in a cerulean blue dress that matched her too blue eyes. She was a Syn of course, one of the many replacements for the rapidly depleting human workforce. He knew what would happen next, even marveled at the consistency of the entrance. He guessed it was scripted, some type of greeting program. The Syns always acknowledged Leana first, with the same expression on their faces as the girls used to have when they gathered around a mother-to-be, envy masked in aspiration. He understood that the point of the fake expression was to comfort Leana in some way, but it was an oily expression just the same. Then, once the mother was at ease, they would cordially address Troy. He thought he heard the faint sound of servos running beneath the Syn’s cheeks as they forced themselves up and back. He had to remind himself that the reference was outdated. Beneath the fabricated flesh, the façade continued. Piston and gear had long been surpassed by muscle and tendon. Grown and sewn was cheaper than steel.
“You appear so close to real,” Troy said aloud. He had a tendency to do that. Let the inside voice slip out, to speak in that absent tone. His eyes darted to Leana as she rolled hers. The candor that he once used to seduce her had long ago lost its charm.
“I assure you, I’m real,” the blonde Syn said. “Do you believe you’ve been hallucinating?”
“I know you’re real. I meant… you appear human, but you’re not.”
“Of course not,” the Syn said politely. “The doctor will see you now. Please follow me.”
The Syn returned her attention to Leana, affirming Troy’s place as a guest of secondary concern, and then she led the two out into the hallway and down a set of corridors they’d only accessed one time, months before, when they first entered the trial. There were several checkpoints and electronic doors, but the troopers manning them recognized the parents of Baby Jane and expedited their passage to the Birthing Gallery.
Troy’s fingers were intertwined with Leana’s. Hers were trembling, just as they’d been on their initial walk through the Birthing Gallery, a corridor lined on either side by glass-walled rooms. On that first visit those rooms were occupied by other couples in the trial, and each doorway was a window of possibility.
Troy and Leana had almost not qualified for the trial.
He had no real advantage. He had no great wealth. He was a bureaucrat, a city planner among dozens.
He’d leveraged some favors, owed some too, and at the last minute, they were let in.
A serendipitous fortune, for them, and for all of mankind.
Because each of those other dozen rooms, one by one, had gone dark, until only the single gallery space at the end of the corridor was left lit. The space reserved for their child.
There was a toll to pay for that lit room.
With the news of each failed protocol, the heavy weight of their two lost pregnancies, the stress, the strain returned. With each darkened void Troy would hold Leana in the frame of their nursery door. The nursery they had furnished and never remodeled.
As more galleries went dark, so went Leana, so that every new shadow cast on the corridor was cast back at them and eventually Troy couldn’t bring himself to walk from his office to the nursery door. It was too much for him to bear that the next light to go could be theirs.
They’d never been the same after they lost the first and were worse after the second. Then trying for a third… He was surprised they passed the psychological testing for the trial. Then again, Troy was aware that as long as he didn’t outright say he was preparing his death, he was good to go. And even if he told them that, they wouldn’t think him crazy. Hell, that was the new normal, they’d even help do it. He and Leana just wouldn’t have gotten into the trial.
Troy glanced at over at Leana. He saw that far final light at the end of the corridor sparkling in her eyes.
She tightened her trembling grip.
There were times in their relationship when they had forgotten each other, and then a simple spark from her reminded him that the grip she shared was a promise to never let go.
He didn’t know how to process that they’d been singled out, that the slight adjustment to their protocol was the right one, that if their child could be conceived this way, then humanity would be saved. The gestation period had seemed an eternity, but the day had finally arrived. They were the only couple to have successfully completed the Peralta Protocol. He should’ve felt special, but he didn’t.
A mop slid into the corridor from a darkened door to Troy’s right. His eyes darted up to catch the silhouette of a janitor, bent forward, handle in hand. The worker glanced up toward Troy, and though the features of the man’s face were hidden in shadow, his eyes glowed brightly blue. Like their guide, another Syn. The entirety of the menial labor force was Syn now too. “To think we’re leaving the world to you,” Troy said as he passed. The janitor didn’t respond.
“What’s that?” Leana asked.
“Nothing.”
The blue-dressed Syn stopped at the final door and raised her arm to invite them in. Leana entered the gallery first. A small gasp escaped Leana and her body jerked slightly. When he joined her by her side, he understood why. Everything around him disappeared with the exception of what lay beyond the glass. He became all at once overwhelmed, and all doubt that had poisoned him was replaced by a relentless optimism. He realized that the trembling in his lovely wife’s hand had escalated to a quaking that stemmed from his inner core, a sensation so deep and foreign and new, a love like he’d not ever known, an unconditional love. He had to raise his free hand to wipe away the uncontrollable flood of tears that welled into the corners of his eyes, to better take in the translucent womb beyond the glass and the tiny little human inside.
* * *
Troy had his arm around Leana. She too was openly sobbing and wiping away the flood that had been held back so long. He realized they’d not cried since… since they lost the first… and he wasn’t even sure if they’d cried then. All of the emotion held in. Saved. And it wasn’t tension or anger or depression — it was love, saved up for this amazing child floating in the glowing pink embryonic fluid of that transparent veined sac. “Our baby’s in a robotic womb,” Troy said. “It worked. The robotic womb worked.”
“It’s a Syn womb, Troy,” Doctor Peralta said in a soft voice from the doorway. She came into the room and gave Leana a huge hug before offering her a package of tissue. She was a darling of a woman, thought Troy, a small genius in pink scrubs, who was about to save mankind.
Doctor Peralta designed the protocol. She’d removed elements of Leana’s womb, synthesized a new one, and then strategically placed the couple’s in vitro fertilized eggs into their new and improved home. Leana masked the trauma. “It’s from me but not me,” she’d said of the womb.
“All in your head,” Troy said. “Let’s be thankful the doctor found a way.”
Doctor Peralta had indeed found a way, using the same technology used to create other Synthetics. Syn organs were cloned from other organisms — pigs, plants, mollusks, and beetles. Even the Syns themselves were synthetic parts pieced together to replicate a mortal.
Before them was their child in a womb synthesized from Leana.
“You did it,” Doctor Peralta said. “You are the only couple to have successfully inseminated a synthesized womb.”
Leana slid her fingers tighter into Troy’s intertwined grip. She was sobbing. “Why us?  What was so different?”
Troy had longed to ask that question and his mind raced to echo his wife, Of the thirteen couples, why did only our baby survive to term?
“It was the protocol.”
“The others?” he asked, regretting the words once they slipped.
“We were lucky.”
Troy bit his lower lip and nodded in agreement.
“I mean,” Doctor Peralta said, “there were originally a dozen different protocols. Not only one. Each protocol was designed to create a womb and placenta with a cellular structure that would filter out the particulates. We didn’t have enough lab animals for the appropriate tests so we surveyed the DNA and bio samples from thousands of couples and found the dozen with the closest match and highest chance of success.”
“You said a dozen,” Troy said. “There were thirteen.”
“No. There were thousands in the first round, hundreds in the second, and then twelve, and then, there were the thirteen. The computer examined the first twelve inseminations and then produced a viable thirteenth protocol.”
“After?”
“Yes, based on information from the first twelve — critical factors not accounted for in the first round came to light. Actually, I was surprised there was only one additional protocol, but here we are. And that’s good, right?”
“Yes,” Leana said, “of course.” Troy had a puzzled look on his face. How close they had come, but no matter.
“So,” Doctor Peralta said, “this will all happen pretty quickly. The procedure will be like a natural birth, with both parents in the room—”
“How will I…  I don’t see the––” Leana began to ask just as a birthing bed was wheeled in next to the womb. “Oh,” she said.
“Yes,” Doctor Peralta continued, “the plan is to place the womb over yours and, well, you’ve had the training. Breathe and pretend to push, and Troy, you’ll stand by my side.”
“That’s it?” he asked. He made his best effort to hide how mundane he thought the ritual was. He and Leana had gone to the classes, derivatives of the Lamaze and prenatal classes they’d gone to years before. He didn’t see the point in the ritual. There was no biological necessity to the birthing bed — Doctor Peralta could conduct the procedure without them present — and each session was a harsh reminder to Leana just how foreign that procedure was to be. But there were those that thought differently.
“Remember, this Syn womb is partly organic, created from you. It will behave in a natural way when induced. Okay?” Doctor Peralta held her head to the side in a maternal matter-of-fact way until she was sure that Leana and Troy were satisfied, and then said, “It’s going to be a great day. Wait here and Nurse Lilly will be in for you shortly.”
As Doctor Peralta left the two, Troy put his arm around his wife and returned his attention to the child beyond the glass.
A tall blonde Syn that appeared exactly the same as the woman who greeted them, only dressed in the pink scrubs, was preparing the birthing room. “Nurse Lilly,” Troy said.
“Apparently,” Leana said. Troy could see her reflection on the glass. Her head was buried in his neck, her cheeks were rosy from crying — so were his, gaunt as they were — yet her grin could’ve been peeled from the Cheshire Cat. His was the same, plastered on, so foreign to him that he didn’t recognize his own thin jaw. The thought made him want to openly laugh, which only widened his thin face further.
“What?” Leana asked.
“I’m happy.”
“Me too.”
He kissed her forehead. The child in the bubble before them was indeed a miracle. Not just a child, but their little girl. And in a few moments, he would hold her.
“You know,” Leana said. “We haven’t discussed her name.”
Troy’s brow went high. “You’re right,” he said. “I’ll tell you one thing.”
“What’s that?”
“It sure as hell isn’t going to be Jane.”
* * *
The first outside rumble was accompanied by a small tremor, a slight vibration. Leana lifted her head from Troy’s shoulder.
“Did you hear that?” she asked.
Of course he had.
“It’s all right,” he said. “I think that was outside.” A lie for her sake, he told himself.
Concern flooded him. He scanned the small room, unsure what he expected to find. All that was on their side of the glass were two small stainless steel carts and a few steel cabinets.
The next explosion shook the room.
A fixture fell from the ceiling, the wiring stopping it short above them.
Then the lights went out.
“That one wasn’t,” Leana said.
They heard a series of crackling pops, and then another. Troy would have liked them to be firecrackers, a lie for himself. He pulled his wife to the floor, again unsure why.
Klaxons began to sound all around them, first far off and then closer, as the alarms cascaded through the building. They heard more explosions, smaller ones that only caused the dark room to vibrate. And then loud single pops — small arms fire.
“They’re close,” Troy whispered into Leana’s ear.
“Will the doors hold?” she whispered back.
“I’m sure they will,” he said, but he wasn’t.
Then the dim red flash of an emergency light lit the corridor. There were two more shots, but they were distant, far away.
From where he was crouched, he could only see the dimly lit ceiling of the darkened birthing room and nothing below, nothing inside.
Above him, the dangling light switched on. His eyes winced and refocused.
The birthing room was lit again too.
He reached up to shift the light back and away from them as he lifted Leana and himself to their feet.
It was in that brief second, when Leana began to break into hysterics and scream, “Oh no, no, no,” that Troy felt his chest cave. His breath left him, the feeling one has before falling from a great height, or an unavoidable collision, the instinctive physical reaction to impending terror, when one is overcome by the inner void.
Apart from the suspended light, the gallery and the birthing room were unharmed. But the womb, and their child, was gone.
* * *
Troy didn’t have to wait long before a mixed team of medical staff and the black-fatigued troopers burst into the gallery.
Doctor Peralta was among them. “Are you two okay?” she asked as she scanned Troy’s wife for injury.
Leana’s response was frantic, “My baby’s gone!  Where is my baby?”
Another medic had his hands on Troy. “Sir, have you been hit?” he calmly asked.
“Hit?” Troy was disturbed. “No.” More than that, he was becoming angry.
The medic placed a stethoscope on his chest. “Sir, can you breathe slowly.”
“Where is the baby?” he heard his wife ask again.
“No,” Troy shouted, pushing the stethoscope away. “I’m not going to breathe slowly.”
“Sir, we just need to check you and we can—”
“No!” Troy shouted.
“Calm down, Troy,” Doctor Peralta said.
“Where’s my baby?” Leana asked again, her wide-eyed face close to Peralta’s.
“I’m not going to calm down. I want to know—”
The medic placed his hand on Troy’s shoulder. “Sir.”
Troy brushed it away. “I want to know where my child is.”
Peralta threw her hands up into the air. “Okay, okay,” she said. “Hardwick, step back. These two are obviously fine.”
“Of course we are,” Leana said, regaining composure. “What just happened?”
“I don’t know, really. It happened so fast. But we have to get you out of here.”
“You haven’t answered,” Troy said. “Is our baby safe?”
Peralta’s lips went tight. Troy had seen the expression before. If she could think of something else to say, another way to get around the truth, she would. But it wasn’t in her nature.
“I don’t know,” she said.
“Doctor Peralta,” a well-groomed, uniformed man said from the corridor. Her eyes darted to him and then back to Troy. “They have to know,” she said.
“Know what?” Troy asked. He recognized the uniform. The silver-haired man wore officer blacks, a name plate over his heart that read Samuels and the winged insignia on his collar meant he was a colonel.
“She was taken,” he said.
“By who?”
The colonel’s reply was deep, gravelly, formal, and Troy noticed a Texan lilt. “We don’t know for sure. We believe it was one of the activist groups.”
“The Guffers?”
“Quite possibly. We would hope so.”
Leana eyes darted from the man to her husband. “Why is that?  Why hope it’s the Guffers?”
“Because,” Troy said, “they believe our baby is the Messiah. They won’t let any harm come to her.” The colonel confirmed with a short nod.
“How could you let them escape?” Leana asked.
The colonel sucked in a cheek. “We couldn’t risk hurting the child.”
“Oh,” Leana said softly. “Of course.”
“We are trailing them. They won’t be able to leave the city. We’ll have them soon.”
“You’re sure of that?” Troy asked.
“We have to,” Doctor Peralta said. “We don’t have much time.”
“Why do you say that?” Leana asked.
“The power,” Troy said.
“The power unit is significant, but that’s not the issue. It’s the oxygen. If the child is not released from the Syn womb before the oxygen pumped into the embryotic fluid expires she will suffocate.”
The colonel put his finger to his ear and frowned.
“What is it?” Troy asked.
“They’ve somehow managed to jam the city grid…  For the moment, we’ve lost them.”
* * *
Night brought more rain and Troy wiping another steamed window, this time from the back seat of the colonel’s SUV as it crawled through the dense midtown traffic of Manhattan. He felt out of place, powerless. He was a bureaucrat, not a trooper — along for the ride and nothing more. His finger traced the rivulets trickling down the smoke-tinted glass. Even with the condensation cleared, he couldn’t see much — the blurred inner lights of the street-side shops, the umbrella-toting silhouettes of the few traversing the sidewalk, and the recognizable glaring neon blue mermaid that hung above a jazz bar he’d been to years before, when music and cocktails were in their repertoire, La Sirène Bleue. That was when there were still shared smiles. Leana’s skirts had gone from long to knee-length, yet her blouses were still sleeveless, and bras were optional. They were younger then. There were nights they would sit at the corner table, where the bass and sax bounced off the walls, sipping overpriced pink champagne until the brightening of the lights would shun them to the streets. Then, arm in arm, they would stroll to the sushi bar near their flat and warm themselves with Syn sashimi and sake. And there were jokes, and innuendo, and her emerald eyes, and then they were upstairs to capitalize on the heat of the rice wine.
The view outside was bleak.
He glanced over at Leana across the seat. She’d upgraded that embroidered skirt for pencil black, and the hair she swore she’d never cut was half the length.
Troy was glad he couldn’t see himself.
He thought again of how gaunt his face had become, how wiry his frame. He had been absently tugging at the hair of his temple, but the images of self-degradation reminded him of the thinning at his fingertips and that it would not be long before he began to resemble the silvered colonel sitting in front of him.
Troy shifted his eyes to the SUV’s ceiling-mounted screens. The two digital readout monitors and two security cam feeds were the least foul and meant nothing much to Troy at all, but the other two were media feeds, and news juggernauts were only airing one story.
Troy reached across the bench seat to take Leana’s hand. She was staring out her own side window. She pulled her hand away.
A pang of guilt thrust through him.
He’d let his mind wander. Even in the smallest way, he’d failed her again.
He didn’t force it. He glanced over at her and then the colonel. Troy had discovered Colonel Samuels’s sole mission was to protect the baby and them.
Troy snickered.
He’s doing a spot-on shit job, Troy thought.
But that was why Samuels had rushed to them himself, and why they were with him now.
The colonel wasn’t about to let them out of his sight.
Beside the colonel was his assistant — a young lackey named Spitz. Spitz monitored the screens, spoke rapidly into his headset, and relayed the colonel’s orders into the laptop on his small desk. Troy could see that screen too and it also meant about nothing.
“We’ve learned it was an inside job,” Samuels had said. “One of the surgical techs had ties to an extreme Guffer group. We missed it.”
To Troy the response was more matter-of-fact than apologetic. The colonel was reporting the milk had spilt, but he wasn’t crying about it.
“You missed it?” Troy had asked in disbelief, and he became immediately aware that the colonel was taken aback by his tone. Surely no one spoke to the senior official so candidly.
“We have an intense screening process. That’s why most of the positions at the fertility center are filled with Syns in the first place. And surgical techs have a high clearance. For one thing, they don’t chum around with luddites, the two usually don’t mix. Oil and water.”
“But they do chum around with Guffers.”
“Well, in these times many people have converted. The old ways have become attractive. And the Guffers aren’t adverse to all technology, they pick and choose. Some of the extreme Guffers dress plain, like the Amish, but the technology they find useful, they use like everyone else.”
“You seem to know a lot about the Guffers.”
“It’s my job.”
At least they knew it was the Guffers, Troy thought. Samuels had said that too.
Troy thought back on the conversation, and about the bearded barrel of a man on the television earlier. Bastion. He was on the news again, a replay of the interview. Across the bottom of the display were the words ‘Massive Manhunt.’
“Is that for him or our child?” Troy asked.
Samuels turned his head back to Troy. “Excuse me?”
“It says massive manhunt under that Bastion character.”
Samuels casually looked to the screen and then back to Troy. Everything the colonel said was paced. Troy understood that was part of the military demeanor, but it rubbed him.
“No,” Samuels said. “We’ve questioned Bastion. He crows a bit loudly, that’s all. The manhunt is referring to your daughter, of course.”
Troy nodded. “It’s an odd phrase…  For such a little person, I mean.”
“I guess it is,” Samuels added. “But you know, it’s not just us searching for her. Every resource, government and private, is on the lookout for that little girl. Your daughter is—”
“The key to the human race,” snapped Troy. The colonel wasn’t going to say more.
It was then that Leana softly spoke. “We just want to find our daughter.”
* * *
The colonel’s mobile command had become stifling and at about the time Troy thought all of the oxygen had been exhausted, they made a stop for Leana. Fifty black fatigues appeared from nowhere, swarming from the shadows of the rain to escort the couple into a commandeered bistro.
There was hot food. That’d boosted Troy’s morale slightly, but then they were back in the truck.
The media feed and its constant loop of talking heads and Baby Jane banners most always repelled Troy. It had all evening, but now — perhaps worn down by the stress of confinement — the sedating glow of the talking screen drew him, an exposé of the world’s decline. Image after image rolled by of the devastation in Africa, Australia, the nuclear annihilation of Pakistan and the fallout on India. If his daughter was the key to the next generation of the human race, it was probably good that the old one was dying out. The species needed a reboot. We poisoned ourselves, he thought, as he and every other sane person had many times over. But this time the thought was shadowed with a contempt he’d never before felt for his fellow man. The clips on the screen, the mass graves, the piles of dead; they’d been gruesome, sad, but only now did he feel as though maybe the species had it coming.
He dropped his eyes from the screen. This was why he’d stopped watching the feeds. Then something occurred to Troy that had passed by him before. It was right in front of him. The driver. He hadn’t paid much attention to the man behind the wheel — too many things on his mind. Drivers were unnecessary in most vehicles. It made sense that a military vehicle would have one. But a Syn?
It was while staring at the driver that the corner of his eye caught lines of text beginning to rapidly fill one of the readout displays. Spitz’s excitement confirmed a happening. Though no one had actually told Troy how the Guffers were able to escape on the surface streets so easily, his close quarters with the colonel filled in the blanks. The closed circuit camera systems had been hacked, all of them, the citywide, the Fed Sats, all of them. There were still video images coming in — choice feeds displayed on the two monitors above Spitz — but the brains that pulled the system together, the facial recognition, the pedestrian and vehicular tracking system, those had been disabled during the kidnapping.
“How long?” Troy asked.
Samuels’s eyes were glued to the feeds as well. “How long for what?”
“Don’t,” Troy said. “Please don’t. I’m not about to be toyed with.”
Samuels let out a light sigh and then said, “Minutes, a half hour, an hour, I don’t know, really. The system will be up, but it’s never had to put the city back together before. And I don’t know how much it has to work with.”
“So it may be useless.”
“Oh, no. It’s just a matter of time now. The question is how much do we have?”
* * *
The text running across the displays was gibberish, an alphanumeric jumble interspersed with the occasional cross-marked square. Still Troy’s eyes didn’t veer. His attention was so fixed that he was jarred when Leana fingers reached over his. He didn’t need to turn his head.
“Yes… Yes… YES!!!” Spitz yelled. His head spun toward Samuels. “We have the coordinates sir.”
“Good,” the colonel replied. A thin smile crossed the old man’s face as he pivoted on his seat back to Troy.
“You found her?” Troy asked.
“Yes. We found her.”
“How fast can we get there?” Leana asked.
“Don’t you worry, ma’am, we’ll get there. Spitz here is already getting us a faster ride.”
Perhaps because of the excitement, the old military man’s manner had relaxed, even if ever so slightly, and the drawl was taking over his tone.
Troy glared out into the pouring rain. “How will we get there any faster in this traffic?”
“You’ll see,” the colonel said.
And on cue, a blinding bright white spotlight shone down, surrounding the command vehicle.
“I’ll be,” Troy said.
“As I said, we have every resource at our disposal.”
The SUV then angled to the right, onto the corner of an intersection, lit as bright as day. At least a dozen troopers dressed in full weather gear were clearing traffic.
It all happened rather quickly.
People couldn’t mistake the huge craft descending from the sky and hastily cleared the street. Troy could now hear the gunship coming down, the pressure of loud turbofans blasting away the pools of water and ruffling the ponchos of the troopers.
Then he saw it.
Troy had only seen turbofan gunships of this type on the newsfeed, large helicopter-like aircraft capable of vertical takeoff and landing, with huge guns protruding from the sides and four mammoth turbofans in the place of the rotors.
As soon as the tires touched down the doors of the SUV were pulled open and umbrella-bearing troopers swooped Leana and Troy across the intersection and into the gunship.
Once in, the hatch was slammed behind them. As if they were children, Troy and Leana were harnessed, seated, and buckled down. Troy heard three loud slaps and then the sound of the turbofans accelerating. It was as the trooper was placing the noise reduction headset over his ears, that he noticed the backlit cerulean blue eyes of the man in black fatigues, another Syn.
The turbofans muted.
The sensation of lift was exhilarating. Troy’s throat sank into his neck as his whole body shot upward.
His eyes went to Leana by his side, buckled in, headset firm over her red hair. He watched her trooper take up his position at the side-mounted cannon in front of her. His trooper did the same — both gunners were Syn. In the far front of the cabin, the colonel and Spitz joined two other men seated at monitor-laden consoles.
Out the gunner’s small horizontal slit window, the canyon of the skyscraper was rapidly dropping.
And then they were high above the city of New York, en route to rescue their child.
* * *
They hadn’t been airborne long when Samuels, holding a cord near the ceiling, made his way across the cabin. His gravelly voice filled Troy’s headset.
“The city’s closed-circuit system has determined that the kidnappers have taken your child to a building in the Seawall Reclamation Project. Now, they probably thought that was good for them because that zone is currently marked off limits, but it’s good for us.”
“How so?” Leana asked.
The colonel shook his head, tapped the side of his headset, and then reached down and swung a mic down from Leana’s left ear. She repeated herself. “How so?”
Troy dropped his mic into place and answered for the colonel. “They’re the only souls out there. And there’s not too many places to hide.” He knew what the Seawall Reclamation Project was. He was one of the city planners. The area covered miles of shoreline that’d been lost before the walls had been put up. “This should be quick,” Samuels continued. “Apart from every available ground unit in the area, we have two other gunships coming in. Troop carriers. If you look out the sides you can see them flanking us.”
Troy leaned forward. Out the right window there was only blackness. Then an arc of lightning spider-webbed high in the horizon, backlighting a soaring gunship. He then peered out the left gunner’s window and a flash illuminated another.
“You think we’ll be able to march right in?”
The colonel nodded. “Listen. For the most part, these people are misguided. I don’t think they realize the danger the child is in. I don’t think they want to hurt the child.”
“I beg to differ,” Leana said.
The restrained smirk that had already visited the colonel’s face several times that day returned. “My point is we don’t expect strong resistance. They only had small arms at the fertility center. They relied on intelligence and it worked. Now it’s working for us again. In a few minutes, this will all be over, and you’ll be reunited with your child. You’re going in with a highly trained unit. I assure you this will be a piece of cake.”
* * *
Troy had flown before. Not many times in recent years, but as younger man. The way the cabin rocked was similar to when a plane hit an air pocket, a sudden rise and drop. The first jolt was mild, the second jarred Troy’s stomach.
The other occupants of the gunship, those he expected were seasoned, appeared to be caught by surprise, even the Syns. He didn’t have to think too hard to figure out what was happening. Both gunners were firing, and through the side windows Troy saw tracers of light rapidly flying from the other gunship cannons. The night had become a maelstrom of rain, tracers, and green laser daggers piercing up from the ground.
He wasn’t sure what the lasers were for until he saw a small rocket dart into one of the massive turbofans of the gunship to their right. The cylinder spat out a plume of flame above and below, and the turbofan was destroyed but the gunship spared. The craft’s Syn gunner — the one with his cannon — continued to fire as the colossal air machine rocked and corrected itself.
Troy turned to the left to see the second gunship suffer a less fortunate fate. One second the mighty gunship was a sky platform raining fire toward the earth, and then a stream of orange burning streaks met her hull. They were rapid — no different than the Roman candles of his youth. Time froze in that instant as Troy’s brain attempted to register what was happening next — then it couldn’t. There was no place in his experience to process the enormity of the fireball that took the place of the gunship at their flank.
The concussion of the blast threw Troy’s gunship across the face of the lightning-scarred firmament. When the turbofans finally stabilized, he could see they’d been pushed closer to the winged gunship to the right. He looked up at Samuels.  He didn’t need to have the colonel’s mic in his ear to hear him screaming at the pilot, “Get us out of here!”
Troy felt the weightlessness of the maneuver and the nauseating consequence as the gunship began to dip left, away from its sister. But the tactic didn’t come soon enough. The firing array below concentrated on the two close craft. The toll was instantaneous. Loud thunks filled the cabin as high caliber anti-aircraft turrets found their mark, and as the craft corrected to the right, three rounds shot into the window, one through the head of the right-side Syn gunner.
Troy’s eyes darted to Leana. She was okay. Wide eyed, she gestured toward the cannon.
He scanned the others. The left-side gunner was too busy firing to take note of the cabin interior, as were any of the colonel’s men at the console. Only Samuels himself met eyes with Troy.
Troy unlatched the seatbelt harness the fallen gunner had placed on him.
The colonel threw a hand to his headset to switch the channel. “Can you do it?”
Troy nodded and stood to take the gunner’s position. The gunship had appeared more stable from his seat and his legs jellied when he rose, but he quickly regained his footing.
The colonel was already unfastening the safety harness from the fallen gunner. He gave Troy a half nod in affirmation and then clipped him beneath the window. “This isn’t that hard. Two hands, aim and shoot. Your cannon fires tracers and live rounds, additional rounds are mirrored from the turrets forward and aft.” Troy peered across to the gunship and its firing cannon, the turrets syncing with the gunner’s movement. “They’ve hacked into our own automated defenses,” the colonel continued, “so we’ve got nowhere to go but the target. You see anything on a rooftop move, light it up!”
Then Samuels returned to the men up front, leaving Troy in the gunner’s position.
The gunner’s vantage was a lot different than the view from the backseat. Their sister gunship was meters away. He could see the glowing blue eyes of the Syn gunner, and he was now in the hail of fire. Down on the seawall, tiny fires burned across the building tops, some exploding into elongated plumes. The section of the city beneath them appeared to be an incomplete model, with several of the pieces, girders, and lumber stacked neatly to the sides. There were no people or cars, just rows and rows of construction sites, some with small fires. Then the harmless façade went active as a barrage of fire and sparks showered up toward him from the darkened rooftop.
Without thinking, Troy squeezed and saw his tracers rain down onto the roof. The large cannon rattled his teeth. He focused and targeted. The brilliant glow of his tracers arced in a long flowing ribbon from the muzzle of the cannon as he swung it to the side. There was small plume of flame — a silent explosion from the building — and the tracers below stopped spitting, but only from there.
It was a game of whack-a-mole, one turret down would awaken another. There was no system, no measure, and if there was, his mind was too busy concentrating on seeking out the next eruption of anti-aircraft fire to process one.
Their sister gunship was already spiraling down before Troy realized she’d been hit.
The oddity of the silent fall, he thought, yet he’d no time to muse over the descending gunship. Countermeasures burst below and other turrets were popping up. Troy remained focused.  His heart pounded rapid in his chest, yet his aim was true to his mark.
He was confident the lights below were extinguishing faster than they were igniting, that he and the other gunners were overcoming them. Then the deck of the gunship slipped from beneath him and he fell back as the huge craft flipped in the sky.
He dangled from the harness as the cabin rolled into several directions.
When the gunship righted itself he was thrown to the side, head on the floor. Spitz was lying at Leana’s feet, his eyes lifeless. Troy’s eyes darted up to Leana’s face. She stretched her hand across the cabin, and he met hers with his. The craft was near level. They were weightless —falling.
Then Samuels was on her, wrapping her with a sidewall-fastened belt.
“We’re going in!” Samuels yelled into the headset. “Hold tight.”
* * *
To fall from such a great height takes tens of seconds, yet to Troy, the plunge was slow. He stared into the image of himself in Leana’s tearing eyes. Each was strapped to a different side of the cabin, their forearms in an interlinked embrace that promised to never let go. It was now that he could see deep into his lovely wife’s soul, now that he felt close to her, he mouthed the words, “I love you.”
And she, the beautiful red-haired girl he’d fallen in love with at school, planned a life with, the mother of his child, responded, “I love you too.”
* * *
The gunship touched terra firma solid and hard, slid to its side, and then began a series of thumping, rolling tumbles.
Troy’s body flew up and then jerked back taut on the sidewall-clipped line.
The gunship abruptly stopped.
He jolted forward as a jagged piece of metal jutted through the back of the cockpit toward him.
The fallen Syn gunner shifted, stopping him, the bloody metal girder an inch from his face.
Troy guessed the landing was not so good for at least one of the pilots. Fortunately for those in the cabin, an unfinished building cushioned the impact.
Troy was pinned between the thin metal girder above and the body of the Syn gunner below. He thrust his neck back to see if Leana was okay. Frantically he reached up, tore away the headset muffling the world around him, and began to push at the metal to wedge himself out.
“Leana!” he yelled. “Leana!”
“I’m okay!” he heard her say. “I’m okay.”
And with another hefty push, he forced the body beneath him back and slipped himself free.
Samuels was untying the quagmire of knotted belts he’d hastily fastened around Leana and himself. Troy took a knee to help. The left-side gunner was scanning the outside of his window and the two men up front were checking their equipment and cockpit.
“Report,” Samuels said.
One of the men up front rattled off three names, one of them Spitz. Troy wasn’t focused on the words, but he knew that was a list of the dead.
Troy’s focus was on Leana.
“We have to save her,” Leana said.
“We will,” Troy said. “I promise.”
“Apart from Spitz and the gunner, one of the pilots was taken out on impact and the other is seriously injured,” Samuels said, his drawl serious, slow. “They used the city’s own defense batteries on us. They weren’t all online yet, or…” His face went wiry as he slid his lower jaw side to side and then pulled it back center. “Anyway, that young fella up there is attempting to contact the other gunship that went down. We’ll have to wait for reinforcements.”
“We don’t have time,” Leana said. “Our baby could die in that robot womb.”
Samuels set his eyes deeply on Leana for what seemed a long time to Troy. He could only imagine what it was the colonel was trying to understand. Finally, Samuels spoke. “I’m sorry. I underestimated these people. I can’t do that again. I can’t risk your safety any further.”
“Colonel,” Leana said, “our child may be the last chance for the human race. Without her, keeping us safe doesn’t matter.”
Samuels held her stare, then the decidedly old colonel said, “According to the doctor that may not be true. You two made it through the protocol once…”
Leana didn’t flinch. She stayed firm. It was obvious to Troy that the man was relenting, he himself had stared into those emerald eyes many times over.
Samuels sucked in a breath, turned to the side gunner, and said, “Trooper.”
“Yes, sir,” the gunner replied.
“Stay here with Mr. and Mrs. Owen. Until reinforcements arrive.” Then Samuels turned to the other trooper. “Gregor, hand me one of those rifles down there and ready one for yourself.”
“You’re not leaving me here,” Troy said.
The colonel gave him a cockeyed glare as he began to field check the automatic rifle the trooper had handed him. “No, I don’t suppose I am.” He flipped his chin toward the side cannon. “You handled that pretty well up in the sky, you figure you can handle one of these on the ground?”
“If I have to.”
“I bet you can,” Samuels said and handed Troy the rifle. “Gregor. Give me another one.”
* * *
South of the wreckage was the dark fifty-meter-high seawall, and glittering a hundred meters above the rim, a light-peppered scaffold covered the beginnings of the new translucent dome. Even through the downpour, the mountainous skyline of Manhattan lit up the northwest. Gregor took the lead but the going was slow. The loam was soft from the day’s rain and they had to find footing on chunks of concrete protruding from the mud until they hit the hardtop of the nearest street. Gregor’s pad had a digital map but the topography was false. The section of the city where the gunship crashed was in early development, and the new structures of the reclamation project were in different stages of completion. The landmarks and buildings highlighted on his display hadn’t been built yet, and in their place were indistinguishable barren tracks and chasms; even the roads of the grid were incomplete. The blue LED lights that lit the project were mounted on high poles and muted by the storm.
They stopped each time they ran into a deeply dug out pit where a thruway should have been. After the third time this happened, Troy grew impatient and stepped between the two military men he’d been trailing.
“Can I see the map?” he asked.
He was draping his poncho over the screen to keep the rain from washing out the picture. “You know how to read this?” Gregor asked.
“I’ve reviewed sheets on the project a hundred times. It’s probably based on one of my layouts. Just show me where we need to be.”
Gregor pointed at the red dot on the screen. “We rendezvous with the other troopers at this point here on the grid, that’s where the Guffers have the child.” Then he gestured up over the huge pit in front of them. “It should be a klick that way.”
Troy’s heart jumped at the sight of the small red spot on the water-beaded pad. He smeared away the gathered drops and tapped the corner to the far right. “We have to cut over here around that service tunnel opening to this back access road.” He traced his finger to show them. “Make a hairpin, that’s the only road in. The building they’re in is near complete, but the other three sides are holes like this. They’re protected on three sides by a moat.”
“Lead the way,” Samuels said.
And he did, at a rapid pace.
With Troy in front, the three were at a jog. His street shoes were soaked through and slapped hard and loud on the black top. So did Samuels’s. Only Gregor’s boots made a thudding pound, and that was the sound Troy locked onto. He’d never had military training, but the cadence seemed right. It all felt right, the way the poncho pulled back and the water ran down the sides, how the automatic weapon held high in his hands. Leana’s face flew into his mind, and then the baby, floating peacefully in the Syn womb. The one time he’d seen his daughter, the daughter they hadn’t yet named.
Troy’s footfalls, his breaths, were in tandem with the trooper’s.
He rounded the corner toward the service tunnel, the stretch to the hairpin. Adrenalin coursed through him. In less than a day, he’d gone from a waiting room to firing a cannon from the side of a gunship. Maybe not a real cannon, he thought, but a large weapon just the same. He’d seen the men killed in the gunship next to him. He’d killed. Or had he?  The city defense array was automated. He’d merely fired at installations as they came online. He’d taken part in a lethal video game. Now the stakes had gone up. If he had to, he would fire the rifle in his hand at the Guffers.
The Guffers. The fanatics that took his daughter. Yes. He’d blast every last one of them.
The rain beat upon the top of his poncho with the same rhythmic thud that his shoes made as they met the ground.
Troy rounded the end of the service tunnel toward the last bit of road to where his daughter was being held.
And then found himself flying through the air.
* * *
The next moment was a blur. He’d rounded the hairpin. Samuels had yelled something and then either Samuels or Gregor tackled him. He wasn’t sure. All three were in a pile on top of each other across the narrow access road. That was at the same time a rattle of shots went off and a series of buzzes zinged past.
Troy and Gregor now sat with their backs against the flat side of a meter-high concrete cube cornerstone. Samuels was on a knee facing them. The light shining over the cube cut a hard horizontal shadow line across his chin, accentuating the seriousness of the stink eye he gave Troy to show his disapproval. He then gave Gregor a nod.
Gregor tapped the digital pad he’d used for the map and then in one rapid motion jerked the device straight up to peek over the block and then back down.
Two single shots rang out. One grazed the top of the cube and sprayed a gray mist of water and dust onto the three below, but the pad was already clear of fire.
Gregor tapped the screen again and then held the panel flat for the other two to see.
On the display was the building behind them.
There wasn’t much to see in the rainy picture. The straight access road, the wall to the tunnel on the left side, debris strewn along right, and at the end, a black hole of a door with a floodlight on either side.
“Only one way in from here,” Samuels said.
Off in the darkness, in the other direction from where they came, they heard the rattle of a turret. Gregor put a finger to his headset. “Report,” he said. Then he looked at Samuels.  “They’re pinned.”
Troy didn’t have to be a trooper to understand. “It’s up to us to take the Guffers out.”
“I suppose,” Samuels said. “I figure there are two Guffers in the door, but we don’t know that for sure. You said we couldn’t go around?”
“No,” Troy said. “There’s a drop-off on the right side of that road. The only way in is to take the door.”
“Yeah,” Gregor said. “That’d be a fine trick. But they’d see us coming.”
“Our only chance then is if they don’t see us,” Troy said.
Samuels sucked in a cheek again, a mannerism Troy noticed he did often, and then the old man nodded. “Yep. That’s about right. What I’d give for a grenade launcher right about now.”
Gregor reached beneath his poncho and then held up a fistful of metal, not a launcher, but a grenade just the same. “I have this,” he said.
“That’ll do. We’ll need to get farther away first.”
* * *
Troy had pegged Samuels at sixty, at least, but the thin man was limber and fit. A sparkle hit the colonel’s eye when he delivered his plan to the two other men. The plan was insane, and the better bet would’ve been to wait for reinforcements to take out the turret that held them in place.
But that was precious time they didn’t have.
The plan, though crazy, was simple. Samuels would fall back fifty meters. From there he figured he had a better chance of taking out the floodlights. When the access road went dark, Troy was to reach around the cube and provide cover fire as Gregor moved forward enough to throw the grenade. Then Troy was to wait for Gregor and Samuels to clear the door.
Samuels fell back. He pulled the hood of his poncho low over his forehead, turned, hunched forward, and then scurried out to the edge of the light.
“When you go,” Troy said to Gregor, “I’m going with you.”
“You can’t,” Gregor said. He already had the grenade in hand. “Just follow orders.”
“For one, I’m not a trooper, so I don’t take orders. For another, if I’m reaching around I’m liable to shoot you in the back.”
Gregor’s head swung to look at him. In the shadow of the bright floods, his rain-soaked cheeks were sallow and flat. The young man’s pallor reminded Troy of a dying man.
“Okay. Stay far to the right. I’ll be to the left. Don’t shoot unless they shoot to the sides.”
“But if they shoot to the sides they’ll hit us.”
“Well, if we’re lucky they won’t see our silhouettes and they’ll shoot down the middle.”
Then they heard the first single shot.
But it didn’t come from the field. It came from the door behind their backs.
“Dammit,” Gregor said.
“What?” Troy asked.
“They must have some type of long-range scope.”
“You mean they can see him?”
“That’s my guess.”
Troy’s heart sank at the possibility that the Guffers had taken out the silver-haired old man. Then another shot from behind rang out, followed instantly by another from the field.
The light above the concrete faded.
Another crack from the field and the floods were out.
“Let’s go,” Gregor said as he lunged from behind the cube.
Troy’s boots pushed into the soft sandy loam. His shoes sank deep before thrusting him forward. He heard the buzzing of metal pass by him as he rounded the huge cube. His footing was unsure and his body fell forward, swaying to the sides with his legs as they scrambled, one in front of the other, until he was running. The warm drops pummeling onto his head streamed across the creases of his face and into his tightly wedged eyes. The dim gray wall of the building grew closer as he ran, while bright crackling flashes flared from the black void at the end of the access road.
The buzz and zing of each fired shot was far too close, but it was when Troy was certain a bullet near grazed him that he decided it was time to return fire.
With a hard twist he stopped his full run, Troy pulled his right shoulder back, pointed the muzzle of his rifle toward the void.
He squeezed the trigger and heard a loud screaming roar he realized was stemming from deep within himself.
Troy didn’t let loose until the burst was exhausted.
Then he stood silent in the hard pour of the rain.
The void had ceased to flash and pop.
Gregor yelled, “Now!” and the front of the building filled with light.
* * *
A webbed arc of lightning backlit Gregor as he bent and offered a hand to Troy. Though he’d shielded himself when the grenade went off, Troy was still close enough for the concussion to lay him flat.
As Gregor pulled him up, he could see two small fires burning inside of the service entrance that’d been a black void a moment before. Away from the building, they heard a set of splashing footfalls against the pavement.
“Shhh,” Gregor said softly, and when the runner was near enough, clicked his tongue twice. The runner stopped and clicked back.
“Samuels?” Gregor asked.
“If not, you’re a dead man,” Samuels said.
Samuels joined them and they approached the entrance of the building. Troy was satisfied to stay back and let he professionals take the lead. When the two troopers decided the door was clear, they signaled him in.
The absence of rain pounding on his poncho was eerie. Troy opened his jaw wide, moving it side to side as he scanned the high ceilinged space around him. Debris and body parts littered the burned-out floor. A thigh with a boot attached, a forearm and hand torn before the elbow. “I’ll be,” Samuels said. He was the first to notice what Troy didn’t.
“What is it?” Troy asked.
“Syns,” Gregor said. “That’s how they were able to take the long shot.”
Samuels clicked on the LED light on the end of his rifle’s muzzle and shone it down a corridor that ran the outer edge of the building. The bare sheetrock was tattered and torn near where they stood but intact floor to ceiling to the far corner. Samuels started walking and the other two followed.
They were cautious making the corner but no guard or sentry waited for them there.
Halfway up that hall there was a light, a dim light shining from the interior wall.
They made their way to the source of the light, a white frosted glass door. Samuels eased it open. The interior was a finished hallway with a dropped ceiling and white stucco-painted walls. Landscape pictures from a greener time hung along the sides and at the end, another white frosted glass door.
Again Gregor aimed his weapon as Samuels slowly turned the latch. He gently eased the door open with his fingertips.
The first person Troy saw was Leana. She was holding a small bundle, her face blank.
To the side of the room was the Syn gunner Samuels had assigned to stay with her. Troy realized they must’ve come here directly. There were other Syns too. The room was full of bright cerulean blue eyes. Some he recognized — Lilly, the Syn from hospital, and another whose name he didn’t know, the janitor. The womb, the mechanical device in which the baby had gestated for the last long nine months, was in the corner, empty.
This was all very wrong.
There were no Guffers.
And the bundle his lovely wife held closely was too still.
The crowd of Syns left his mind and he was alone with Leana. His mouth became dry and his throat began to tighten. He wanted to speak but he was forced silent.
Then he heard her, his daughter.
For the first time his ears were touched by the soft sounds of his daughter’s coos.
Leana’s face was still placid.
“What’s wrong?” he asked. Is it too late? he thought. “Is the baby okay?”
“More than okay,” the Syn Lilly said. Her elated expression alarmed Troy. “She’s amazing. A perfect girl, fertile and capable of having her own child.”
Troy always found the Syns strange, but the tone, the words she spoke, were odd in a way that was unsettling. Troy rushed to Leana, reaching for his daughter to see her for himself. Leana let him take the small child without resistance, without the maternal restraint of withholding one’s child from another.
And then Troy saw his daughter’s eyes.
The eyes that should have been green, like his and her redheaded mother’s, weren’t green at all. The baby’s eyes, barely open, were blue, cerulean blue, the iridescent bright cerulean of… Troy’s own words sounded distant from him, a broken voice echoing from deep within a cave. “I don’t understand,” he said.
“We couldn’t alter the Peralta Protocol,” Lilly said. “Not initially. It was strictly monitored. It wasn’t until the other participants in the program showed vulnerability that we saw our opportunity to create a modified protocol of our own.”
“It was you,” Leana said. “You chose us for the trial.”
“Yes. It was with your womb that we were able to enter the trial. We inseminated the womb created with your DNA with one of your eggs and our own stem cells.”
“It was that easy,” Troy said dryly. The moisture had left his throat.
“I’m simplifying, of course. The protocol is very complex.”
“But she’s our baby,” he pressed.
Lilly gently took the child from Troy. “Leana’s DNA, but the baby was never yours, never the Guffers. If this baby is anybody’s Messiah at all, she is ours, the Syns. You were right,” Lilly said. “What you told Levi.” She glanced at the janitor. “This will be our world soon.”
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The Journal
by Terry R. Hill
BEEP-BEEP…beep-beep…beep-beep.
Sam fumbled in the darkness to turn off the alarm before its sound roused too much attention. Silence restored, he whipped back his covers, sending the book on dinosaurs, which he had been reading a few hours earlier before he fell asleep, flying across the bed, crashing into the wall.
“Oops,” he whispered, cringing at the sound.
Even though it was April, the nights were still cool. His feet poked around in the dark until they found his Spider-man slippers. There, that was better. Sure, he was twelve, but Spider-man was still cool, no matter what Billy Schnyder said.
Now to make it to the window through the maze of toys and other things hidden in the darkness without making a racket or killing himself. He really should have picked everything up like his mother said to before going to bed. Of course, he wasn’t supposed to be up at this hour, so if he made too much noise his dad would kill him anyway. He was generally a nice guy, but he really hated to be woken up; Sam had learned that the hard way a long time ago. So what needed to be done had to happen quietly and in the dark.
Using a sleep-clouded memory of where things were last left, he inched one foot at a time closer to the curtained window. With the exception of a large piece of forgotten petrified wood from a rock collection that his toe discovered, he made it stealthily enough.
Pulling aside the long curtain panel, light flooded the room and reflected off his pale, freckled face, causing him to squint at the sudden brightness. The clean smell of cool, wet grass wafted in.
And there it was, hanging in the sky, framed by a field of stars. Big, round, white, and surrounded by a ghostly halo. Venus was on one side and a bright red star on the other. But this wasn’t the moon; his mom had said that was on the other side of the Earth right now. Besides, this was bigger in the nighttime sky than the moon.
He reached for the handmade paper journal he kept on the desk for nightly observations. Slowly his hand swept across its leather surface. In the eerie glow it looked like an ancient magician’s book of spells. It even sounded old, creaking as the bindings moved across the stiff materials as he opened it. On the next empty page, he began to sketch. He paid particular attention to the size of the object, its distance above the horizon, the time, and any noticeable changes in the wispy arms reaching into the inky sky.
All the teachers at school said this was a cool, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity—to the point of saying it so much that he wanted to puke every time he heard it. It was cool to learn the neat stuff about the visitor. But sometimes it was just too much when the whole thing was made to sound no more serious than a solar eclipse.
Life’s not all smiles and sing-song art projects!
His parents were worried about the situation. Sam touched his cheek. Dried tear tracks were tight against his skin from listening to his mother cry in her bedroom as he fell asleep hours before. She was a great mom and even when he broke the rules, the worst she’d give him was a mild scolding. She was cool that way.
“Honey, I don’t know how to answer all of Sam’s questions anymore. It’s all I could do to keep it together when I said goodnight to him. What do you think is going to happen?” he heard his mother ask his father through the wall earlier.
“I don’t know…” replied his dad.
“Well, should we leave the city?”
“And go where? I don’t know. We could assume the worst, but then again, what that is would depend on who you ask.”
“What if something happens to you or me? Or both of us? What’s going to happen to Sam?”
“I don’t know, Janet. We’ll just have to do our best. There are just too many unknowns right now, and honestly, not efany good options!” he exclaimed. With his father’s hopeless answer, she began to cry.
This thing really had them scared. And since they had always been there to make him feel better when he was scared, it was time for him to be strong for them, so that they would have one less thing to worry about. But hearing her sobbing was too much. A new tear ran down his cheek and disappeared under the collar of his pajamas. The sound of her unnatural wavering voice still echoed in his ears, causing all the ignored fear over the year to well up into his throat with a choking grip. He had never heard her cry before, and something about it just shook everything loose, including a handful of strained, soundless sobs with clenched eyes.
No! No! Got to get my head in the game, he thought, wiping away the tears.
The sketch was finished. Along with the date and time in the upper right-hand corner of the page he wrote, “Comet Agrona.” The comet had been named by the guy in England who’d first noticed it, but Sam didn’t know what the name meant. He figured the name must have some particular meaning for the guy to pick such a strange one.
He reached over to the desk and tapped its upper corner to activate the built-in touch screen. With the name entered, the search query was sent and instantly replaced with lines and lines of links to related information. He tapped on the first link and scanned the page, finding what he was looking for about halfway down.
“Agronā is the reconstructed Proto-Celtic name for the river Aeron in Wales. The river’s name literally means ‘carnage.’ It is hypothesized that there may have been an eponymous river goddess associated with strife or war.”
Pretty creepy. He wondered how many people knew this. He’d show it to Mrs. Pennington. If it’s interesting enough, maybe she’ll give me an extra twenty minutes of free net-time.
After the discovery of the comet, back during the beginning of the school year, his teacher, Mrs. Pennington, had them make their journals by hand to catalog this event. She wanted them to make paper journals instead of using electronic ones to teach them the history of bookmaking and the written language. She even made the covers for them from real leather. The rich, organic smell of the paper and leather was kind of neat. Mrs. Pennington said the leather covers would last a lifetime if they took care of them, although he just couldn’t imagine himself using a journal that long.
At the time, he didn’t see the big deal about a comet, and making the journal had seemed like a pointless waste of time. But now, even though he’d never admit it to his friends, they both sounded kind of fun. Especially since there seemed to be a big secret the adults were keeping from them. Every kid knew that if the adults don’t want you to find out about it, then it must be fun. Only now, looking back, this time it turned out not to be the case.
Despite what the teachers had told them about the comet, the first time he realized things might be a little more serious was when he’d overheard his teacher speaking to another teacher in the hall. She said she was doing the journal to help the kids write about any of their emotions they might have in a constructive way, plus it would give them something to look back on in the years to come.
“If we make it,” she’d said.
The other teacher replied, “The last thing we need is for the kids to be freaking out.”
Better check the feeds to see if anyone else has found out what the name means.
Turning back to the desk, he tapped on the icon of a talking head on the bottom of the screen to open up his chat threads. As expected, several of his classmates were up, talking about the comet even though they too should have been asleep. Half of them were saying it was going to miss the Earth, defending their position by saying what the teachers and their parents had told them.
The other half were on the attack, saying that it was going to hit the Earth and trying to scare the others by telling them all the ways they were going to die. Maybe it was because they were getting older, or maybe it was because they were stressed out about the comet, but a few of his classmates had turned into real asshoods!
No, that isn’t right…asshats. That’s it.
He’d have to remember to tell his friend, John, about his new word. A snicker escaped as he visualized how a kid would look if they really were an asshat.
A couple of them were giving one of the girls in his class, Megan, a hard time in particular.
Megan: Look, the astronomers don’t know if it will hit or not.
Robert: Whatever! It’s going to melt half the Earth!!
Zack: Yeah! There’s no escaping it so you might as well do what you want, cause it won’t matter next week!
Megan: What are you talking about? The scientists said that there’s still a 30% chance it will pass by. That’s pretty good!
Robert: Trying to act like a scientist, huh? Well, good luck, ‘cause our family has a bunker and enough food for six months, and don’t come knocking!
Should I get involved? She was nice and all, but if he did, they would start in on him and probably say he liked her or who knows what else. No, I don’t need that right now.
He closed the feed and picked up the paper journal to jot down a few thoughts before going back to bed.
He stared at the glowing orb in the sky. His mom said it looked like a giant fuzzy moon because it was coming so close to the Earth; they were looking at it head-on. Tonight would be the last night he would be able to see it so well. Tomorrow…well, tomorrow would be different. Tomorrow was when Agrona would catch up with them…
He focused again on the journal, thumbing through and scanning the news headlines that he’d printed and glued onto the pages.
Jul. 26 — Welsh Astronomer Lackney Discovers New Asteroid
Aug. 03 — Astronomer Lackney Says Asteroid May Be Largest Comet In History
Aug. 15 — Comet Agrona Named By Dr. Lackney; Currently In Jupiter’s Orbit
Aug. 22 — NASA Space Telescope Confirms Agrona Is A Comet
Aug. 29 — Berkeley Astronomers Confirm Agrona Entering Asteroid Belt
The headlines between September and December pertained to the mystery behind the object—because of where it was in the sky, they couldn’t tell exactly the direction it was traveling. But by late December, it was bright enough to see with a decent pair of binoculars and a couple of near-Earth asteroids passed by it. The headlines a few days later really got everyone’s attention.
Dec. 25 — Radio-Doppler Measurements Indicate Agrona Will Pass Close To Earth!
Dec. 29 — NASA Silent On How Close To Earth Agrona Will Pass
Days later, NASA stated Agrona was two-thirds the size of the moon. In the month that followed, the world space agencies met to discuss the comet, but nothing official about what they discussed was ever released. Lots of rumors went around, but nothing official. Dr. Lackney had said Agrona was moving too fast to have come from the Oort Cloud, whatever that was, so it must have come from another solar system, perhaps from another galaxy.
Feb. 02 — NASA Confirms Agrona Will Pass By Earth On April 16th - Denies Impact, World Space Agencies Remain Quiet
Feb. 05 — World’s Largest Amateur Astronomer Group Claims NASA Withholding Information, Says Agrona Will Hit Earth!
Sam continued to flip through the pages of the journal. Those last announcements had started protests across the world demanding the truth about what was going on. Of course, it didn’t help any when the president of the European Union said, “The truth is, Agrona will pass so close no one knows if it will impact Earth or not.” Shortly after that, the U.S. declared April 16th National Comet Watch Day, touting it as a once-in-a-lifetime experience, which was probably why Mrs. Pennington kept saying it. But despite the government’s announcement, reports of rioting and looting came more and more in the news feeds.
Mar. 14 — World Economic Productivity Drops Off As Hundreds Of Millions Stay Home Before Agrona Arrives
Mar. 16 — President Declares Martial Law To Control Violence And Ensure Critical Services
Mar. 19 — NASA Says Agrona’s Path Still Too Close To Call
Mar. 27 — US Corporations Request Federal Aid To Stay Viable Until Comet Passes
Apr. 01 — Rioting Subsides As US Government Agrees To Pay Nation’s Wages For Two Weeks Before Arrival Of Agrona
Apr. 10 — Reports Indicate Civil Unrest And Crime Drop To Historic Lows - Is This the Calm Before The Storm?
That was the last entry in his journal. Nothing in the last several days was new as far as he was concerned.
He figured he should write something, so Mrs. Pennington didn’t count off for missing entries when he went back to school…if he did go back.
What are my thoughts the night before? I don’t know. I guess in some ways I’m nervous. I mean, lots of people in the world are freaked out about the comet. Maybe I should be. But the teachers and my mom and dad say not to worry about it. Maybe those people who are worried don’t have parents to trust and protect them and that is why they’re so scared. I don’t know. I mean, what they say about the world ending sounds so unbelievable. Nothing like that has ever happened except with the dinosaurs and that was like a billion years ago. What are the chances of that happening again? Especially since Mr. Nathan says most of space is really, really empty. Even in the movies the good guys always save the Earth. And besides, I’m just a kid and kids don’t ever die like this… Either way, I know my mom is scared, although she tries to be brave.
* * *
The journal creaked, relieving the tension in its bindings as Sam closed it, through with his early-morning viewing. He felt better.
Mrs. Pennington was right, I guess.
Writing about it had helped him figure out some things. He probably wouldn’t have thought much about what his parents were feeling, or how stressed out they are, or how no matter what’s going on they always had time for him and his problems.
A few evenings ago, he’d been on the back porch, mulling the day over.
“Hey, buddy, what’s with the gloomy look?” Sam’s dad asked as he sat down next to him. The illumination from the kitchen window cast a pale light across the two. He had gone out there to be by himself and look up to the clear, star-filled night sky, searching for some answers.
“It’s nothing, Dad.”
“Hmm. Are you sure?”
“Yeah, just some kids at school were giving me a hard time today. That’s all.”
“I see. Do you need me to call anyone about it?”
“No.”
“So, is there anything else? I’ve noticed you’ve been a little down in the mouth for the last few days,” his dad prodded. Sam didn’t reply. He didn’t really want to talk about it.
The weight of his dad’s arm gently laid across his shoulders.
“Hey, you know you can talk to me about anything, right?”
Tears welled up at his dad’s words, threatening to burst forth, which would be more embarrassing than the truth he held within.
“Hey, buddy, it’s me. I have your back on whatever it is,” said his dad as he rubbed Sam’s back.
He couldn’t hold it back any longer and high-pitched sobs escaped his attempts at control. Sam buried his face so that his father couldn’t see.
I’m supposed to be stronger than this! I don’t want Dad to see me crying like a little kid! Dad never cries!
“I failed my semester biology test…I…didn’t do…so great…on the homework either,” he said between sobs, “I…I might get a C in the class…for the semester. I’m sorry, Dad…I know you expect more…”
“Hey, hey, hey! It’s okay, buddy. Calm down, and let’s talk about it. Now, you know you could have come and asked me for help. You know me or Mom will help you if you need it.”
“I know,” said Sam between a sob. He swiped his burning eyes with frustration.
“I…I just didn’t want you to think I was stupid…since you’re so smart and all.”
“Oh, Sam…I, I didn’t just wake up this way. It took me over forty years to figure all this out. I bombed my fair share of tests over the years.”
“Really?” he said, looking at his dad. His throat ached from the strain of trying not to cry, his eyes already swollen.
“Sure! I’m actually surprised I made it through medical school!” His dad laughed, eliciting a small laugh in return from Sam.
“That’s better. Next time, if you’re having problems, just ask. And don’t sweat the grades, just focus more on understanding the material. Okay?”
“I…I was just trying to take care of my own problems, just like you do.”
His dad smiled, making him feel better while threatening another emotional waterfall within.
“I get it. With every one you have, you’ll get better and better at dealing with them. Just don’t forget to ask for help if you need it. Now, it’s getting late, so why don’t you go start getting ready for bed?”
“Hey, Dad?”
“Yes?”
“I’m kind of…well, you know…about the comet.”
His father took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, staring at the horizon where the phantom would soon rise.
“Well, like my father always told me, ‘Son, you worry about those things you can change. And if you can’t do anything about it, then stop worrying. ‘Cause life is going to take care of itself, whether you worry or not.’”
“Thanks, Dad.” The strong arms of his father wrapped around him just long enough to convey the unspoken words that pass between men.
* * *
Beep-beep…beep-beep…beep-beep.
Sam turned over, his hand landing heavily on the alarm clock. Ugh, he was tired. These late nights were getting brutal. The morning light was already filling the room; he’d forgotten to close the curtains earlier.
He shuffled to the window to take a look before getting dressed. The air was still cool and a few birds had begun to sing. The sun was close to rising on the other side of the house. Toward the west, the last hint of the white, fuzzy cloud dipped below the horizon. He got dressed and ready for school like always, although there would be no school because of the comet. Today was the day, National Comet Watch Day.
Adults really don’t take us kids seriously if they think all this fools us. Heck, the news feeds had been flooded for months now about the end of the world. Sure, they tried to keep a lot of it from the kids, but they were hooked into the same news feeds.
Besides, if it was really as bad as all those people out there were saying, the military would be doing something. Either setting up missiles or launching a rocket with astronauts. With all those nuclear bombs in the world, if there really were reasons to worry, then they’d be trying anything, right?. It had to be just a bunch of hype to get people to buy all of the survival stuff.
Of course, if things don’t go very well and the comet hits the Earth, I guess lots of people will die.
Maybe he’d never grow up and have a girlfriend, or kiss anyone, or get married. Then he’d never have time to get up the nerve and go with Ashley. Man, she was so beautiful!
What if…heyyyy! What if she and I were the last two people left and it was up to us to repopulate the planet? Sam was pretty sure he was cool with that! There were a few ways this could really work out in his favor.
“Are you okay, Sam? What’s with that funny grin?”
“Huh?” Where was he? In the kitchen. Right. He hadn’t paid any attention to where he was going while thinking about that stuff. The warmth of a blush washed over his face.
“Oh, nothing, Mom. Just thinking about…a dream I had.” He couldn’t stop the big smile that came across his face. “It’s okay.”
He walked over to her and gave her a hug. A smile returned to her eyes, just the way he liked it. He couldn’t bear to think of her like last night.
His father was sitting at the table in his PJs, drinking coffee and reading his news feed. “Hey, Dad, aren’t you going to the clinic today?”
Even though the President had given everybody a two-week vacation to watch the comet, Sam’s dad worked for the government and was considered essential personnel, which Sam was pretty sure meant he didn’t get the vacation because his father was too important to the President.
He ran the medical clinic at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory, and he seemed to be pretty important, because whenever Sam went to work with him everyone always called him ‘Sir’ or ‘Doctor’ and asked if Dad brought his ‘little helper’ with him. That got old after the twentieth time. Sam wasn’t sure if he wanted to be a doctor when he grew up, but he definitely liked the way they treated his father.
He began to answer when Sam interrupted.
“Oh, Comet Watch Day, right?”
His dad paused, instinctively glanced up at his wife through his eyebrows. “Uh, yep, that’s the reason,” he said. The lines on his brow softened a little, having been given a better answer than what he had weighing on his mind.
Sam scanned them quickly. They both looked tired, but there was something more that had been taken.
I know what we should do.
“Cool! Well, let’s eat breakfast and have fun as a family today. What’s for breakfast, Mom?”
“The usual suspects are on the counter, Pumpkin.”
“Mom. I’m too old to be called Pumpkin. Anyway, when’s the comet swinging by?”
“About lunchtime,” his parents replied in unison.
“Awesome! So why don’t we go and have a picnic in the park? The weather is supposed to be fine and we can have fun, cook out, and watch it pass. It’ll be great!”
His parents smiled slowly and agreed. It was the first smile that had ever left him feeling empty.
* * *
It was a sunny spring afternoon with a breeze that would have been chilly if it weren’t for the warmth of the sunshine. Hardly a cloud in the sky. Sam loved to feel the sun’s heat on his face and cold on the back of his neck. There were a few other families in the park. His dad started the grill and his mom set the picnic table and got the drinks and snacks out while they waited for the burgers to cook.
His mom had brought every single type of junk food he loved: Cheetos, Ding Dongs, chili-flavored corn chips, and soda. Not a single healthy thing that was normally pushed onto his plate was anywhere to be seen. Any other day, it would have been a perfect day in the park.
He went over to the playground area to see if there were any kids to hang out with. The equipment was empty, so he climbed up to the upper area and walked across a couple of the bridges connecting the different sections to see if there was anything interesting that he could add to his bug collection. After playing here for his whole life, he couldn’t remember one time it was this empty.
It’s too quiet out here.
It wasn’t just quiet but freaky quiet, like in the movies before the monster showed up. Come to think of it, he hadn’t heard any airplanes or helicopters fly over, couldn’t see any contrails in the sky. Maybe everyone was home for the comet-watching parties. He couldn’t hear the freeway, which was normally pretty loud. Heck, even the birds were quiet, except for one mockingbird that seemed a bit irritated about something. There was just the breeze through the spring leaves, which carried the last verse of “Rock-a-bye Baby.” Sam turned to see a lady singing to her baby wrapped in blankets. Her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail and her face was red as if she had been crying. Yeah, it was weird.
Not having any luck in finding anyone or anything interesting, he walked back to his parental units, pausing to watch a cloud of elm seeds flutter away when a gust of wind hit the tree. What started with millions of seedlings quickly dispersed, and then they were gone, leaving the tree naked and ready for new life.
* * *
His father was making some awesome smells at the grill and his mom was trying her best to make idle conversation, asking about what he’d been learning in school. Sam dug out the journal from his bag and gave her a brief history of his teacher’s ‘official’ reasons for having them make it and keep up with the comet events.
“Well, that’s pretty cool!” said his mom. “Can I look at it?”
“Sure. Well, all but the last page. I kinda wrote some personal stuff in there last night.”
“Oh, okay.” She smiled knowingly. His dad returned to the table with the hot dogs and hamburger patties as Sam was explaining everything to his mother.
“That’s pretty neat, Sam. Man, I can’t even remember the last time I wrote anything of length on paper,” said his dad. “It was ten, maybe fifteen years ago.”
She slowly turned the pages. Her eyes scanned down each page of news clippings and studied his nightly drawings. She raised her eyebrows and nodded.
“Sam, this is really good. You’ve done an excellent job of documenting Agrona’s approach. I love the detail. You know you would have—” She cleared her throat, “—could make a great astronomer one day.”
His mom worked at NASA with his dad, but in the astronomy group. “You know, if you want, I can give you the daily distances from Earth for the last month or so to include with your drawings,” she offered.
“That’d be cool, Mom! I don’t think anyone in my class would have that kind of information.” Sometimes he forgot all the cool stuff she did when she went to work. To him she was always just Mom.
“Hey, as a matter of fact,” said his father, “I think I have Grandma and Grandpa’s journals in the attic at home. You know, they both liked to write, poetry mostly, but I’ll see if I can find them. Maybe we can read a little bit of their stuff tonight.”
“Which reminds me, honey,” his mom interrupted. “Have you called your brother yet? If only… I mean, we should probably plan to go and visit him and the family this year. Vacation?”
“Yeah, let’s do that,” said his dad. “It’ll be nice to get back east again. Maybe…when things get back to normal we can look at the flights.”
His father kept checking the time over and over again, until finally he set out his electronic pad so he could see it with a glance. Another look between the folks. Either it was the building tension between them or the cool breeze, but the hair on Sam’s arms was beginning to stand up amidst goose bumps. There was no doubt they were saying things in silent parent-talk.
“Look, Mom, Dad, I know what’s going on. You don’t have to dance around the fact that no one knows what’s going to happen today. I get it. I just thought we could have nice day in the park either way.”
His mom, looking a bit embarrassed and confused as to how to reply, opened her mouth, but excited shouting in the distance broke the moment. Other people whom he hadn’t noticed arrive at the park were standing in the middle of the grassy area, pointing to the western horizon while others were running to see what was going on. Looking to his father for guidance, his dad’s expression and nod toward the group seemed to say it was okay to go check it out.
“Be right back, Mom!” He jumped to his feet and ran toward the center of the clearing nearest them, where the trees to the west were lowest.
It felt as if he could run faster than ever before, almost like how he always dreamed it would be like to have robot-assisted mech legs. The only sounds were the wind in his ears and the rapid pounding of his feet on the soft green grass. Looking to the right as he ran, he could see more around the tree canopy and what the others were pointing at. Sam slowed to a stop and he, too, raised his hand and pointed at the horizon. His father joined him, breathing heavily. His hands landed on Sam’s shoulders and squeezed a little too tightly.
Rising in the distance was the ghostly visitor that had dominated their lives for the last several months. Low in the sky, the atmosphere magnified it, adding a new understanding of the terrible power of the comet. Massive jets of gas and dust erupted ahead of it in violent protest to the sun, which seared its face. It looked like a planet-sized icy rock slowly rotating forward, racing toward its fiery counterpoint.
Wait a minute…!
Broken from the spell of the cometary cloud that now filled a quarter of the space between the ground and the noon sun, he turned. His father stared, dumbstruck.
“Dad! We made it! Right, Dad? The fact that it’s rising in the sky means it’s going by us! Right, Dad? That means we made it! It missed us!”
His mom had joined them. She screamed with excitement, “Yes, it does! Yes, it does!” She wrapped herself around his father. “Oh my God, oh my God…Paul, we made it! We made it! Yes, we made it!”
Tears flowed freely from both their eyes as they began to kiss each other in passionate ways that parents shouldn’t, and Sam had only seen it in the movies he wasn’t supposed to watch.
Feeling way awkward and slightly grossed out, he turned back to watch the comet. It was hard to comprehend a thing that large suddenly filling the sky with perceivable motion. A rainbow band wrapped around the comet’s coma from the sunlight reflecting through its icy crystals, giving it a wholly unnatural aura. Without warning, a silent explosion in slow motion emanated from the craggy top of the comet, sending forth into space a noticeable piece of itself within its own cloud. Although it looked only like a pebble, it was likely as large as any of the skyscrapers in Los Angeles. Each new jet that erupted sent a wave of icy gas slowly rippling behind it and below the horizon.
It was hard to understand how he could see a few of the comet’s surface details without it actually being close enough to be inside the Earth’s atmosphere. But since there was no glowing trail like a falling star, it must truly be giant and really, really close to them! With every passing minute, it rose steadily higher into the sky with a ghostly wall behind it. The sounds and smells of his world fell away as he watched the alien interloper’s slow progression toward the sun.
A pair of arms hugged his waist from behind, gave a good squeeze, and resulted in an unexpected trumpeting of passed gas from him.
“Hey! That wasn’t nice!” she exclaimed. He turned in her arms. She was on her knees looking up at him.
“Sorry, Mom, but you know I’m always loaded for bear!” She laughed harder than he could remember. He loved her laugh, and he couldn’t help laughing too.
“Yes, I guess so,” she replied, regaining her composure and brushing away a lock of hair that had fallen across an eye. Her face was red from tears of relief, and what little makeup she started the day with had become tear-smeared.
“You really thought it was going to hit us, didn’t you?” he asked.
Her smile wilted a little and then rebounded, “Yes, sweetie, I did. And Dad and I really appreciate you being such a strong—”
Her words were cut short by a crack and rumble, like a mighty glacier calving. He was slammed against the ground. Blinding pain filled his head as the world became dark. The pain! White sparks floated in his vision as piercing sensations shot through his temple. Nothing made sense. One minute he was standing and talking, the next he was laying in the grass, tossed around and being pulled across the ground to places unknown. The ground was shaking and blurry, threatening to come apart at its seams—at least that was what it felt like.
Oh crap! Oh CRAP!
For the first time in his life, he felt completely and utterly helpless.
“MOM!”
His mother grabbed his arm, pulling him close with a grip that threatened to break it. They lay together, her body mostly covering his, while the ground heaved and spasmed in waves. The vibrations permeated every part of his body. The Earth was shouting at them in a thunderous, extreme, deep voice. Everything shook. The ground bit into his skin like angry sandpaper and dust filled his lungs. He bounced up, and the weight of his mother pushed him back down, at times knocking the breath out of him. Her skin was cold and wet, and didn’t feel like what he had always known as the warm comfort of his mother.
In a lot of ways it felt like when he would lay in the back of Grandpa’s old pickup truck as he drove just a little too fast down the dirt country roads. Only this time, no one was driving the truck, it was out of control, and people were screaming. He held tight to his mom; she wouldn’t let anything bad happen to him. Even still, no matter how he fought it, he started to cry.
It’s all too much!
The world was shaking, people were screaming, sirens and alarms were going off everywhere. It shouldn’t be doing this!
Make it stop, Mom! Make it stop!
He wasn’t able to say the words, but she surely understood.
“It’s okay, sweetie, it’s just the fault lines reacting to the pull of the comet! It’ll pass soon!” she yelled over the rumbling of the Earth. “We’re lucky to be in the middle of the open part of the field! Nothing can fall on us here!”
Even though she was shouting as loud as she could to be heard over everything, her voice was higher than normal and coming in clipped, forced words. She had never sounded like that. She was terrified, he could tell. Despite it all, her words made him feel a little better, but soundless cries still filled his throat, making it dry and cramped.
But it wasn’t over soon. The shaking went on for what felt like hours. The rumbling of the earth, dogs barking, screams of countless people. Car alarms blared, transformers exploded all around, making the park sound like the middle of a war zone. Without warning, the ground grew still, with a few aftershocks every now and then. So, too, did his emotions. The world was slightly less scary now, but he lay there with his mom a little while, just to be still. His dad made it to them, held them both. It was so good to feel his crushing embrace.
“Are you okay?” he asked. Unable to answer, Sam looked up at his mother. Struggling to hold it all together, with eyes squeezed tightly shut, she bit her lower lip and nodded.
The world was quiet again as the shaking trees and waving streetlights stilled. Sam pushed away from his mother and sat up. Drying his dirty face with a shirt sleeve, he erased his moment of weakness and looked around. The other people around them sat with a silent gaze of shock. The car alarms had finally stopped complaining. The lone, frightened wail of a baby filled the air. Soon the world would be filled with the sounds of emergency vehicles, but for now, there was nothing.
In reality, the main quake had only lasted a little more than five minutes. And while things didn’t look too bad where they were, L.A. probably hadn’t done so well.
It wasn’t long before people dusted themselves off and continued as best they could with the festivities, not deterred in their celebration of what most had thought would be their last. Yes, their homes probably had damage, but the world had just dodged a cosmic cannonball and they had survived a massive earthquake. Everything else was just an inconvenience and would take care of itself in due time. After all, Californians were used to the ground shaking from time to time, right?
* * *
The three of them stayed at the park all afternoon, watching Agrona climb toward the sun, filling an ever-growing portion of the sky with its unbelievably large tail. The park filled with people playing music and games and cooking on the barbecue pits, the air heavily laden with a hundred mouth-watering smells. Every time the wind changed direction it brought the smoky, rich aromas of grilled steak, hamburgers, sweet barbeque, bratwurst, and chili, to name a few. Each one made Sam’s stomach growl in a new way. The general mood was between a state finals sporting event and as if everyone in the world was having Christmas morning together—just excited and elbow-to-elbow with smiles of good will.
As the day wore on, Agrona raced to fill the sun’s place in the sky, and its corona began to shade the sun, much like the high spider-web clouds on a cold winter morning.
What had Dad called them? Oh yeah, cirrus clouds.
It had been a stressful day, but it had been a good day. Between the two extremes and spending the day in the sun, his mom and dad were looking tired, so they began to pack up and head toward home to see what was left. And to be honest, he was tired too. Depending on what they found when they got home, his dad said they might have to camp in the back yard. That sounded kind of fun.
“Okay, Sam, grab the blanket and let’s go to the—”
Dad was interrupted by shouts and exclamations from people in the park: “Whoa!” “Cool!” “Check it out!” Other sounds, like you would expect to hear from a crowd with a fly ball to outfield, echoed in the park behind them.
Sam looked around to see what the excitement was about. Everyone was staring west, to the area of the sky where the comet had risen earlier in the day. Sunset was a few hours away, but in the distance it looked like the sky was on fire and the sun was raining down upon Earth. Not one or two, but tens—no, hundreds—of falling stars or meteorites or comet junk were burning up in the atmosphere, literally raining down in the western afternoon sky.
Every once in a while, a big one would come down, disappearing over the horizon and leaving a glowing column of plasma, probably landing on the other side of the globe. It was like the world’s largest firework display, and it even came with Oooohs and Aaaahhs from the crowd.
The curtain of glowing debris gradually swept across the sky, made up of many different colors, not just the typical yellowish-white of falling stars; a few looked almost purple. In fact, they were so bright with their smoky trails that they were clearly visible in the afternoon sky.
“Hey, Mom. It kind of looks like a full-scale invasion of little green men, doesn’t it?” She didn’t laugh.
“All of these falling stars are because the Earth is passing into the densest part of Agrona’s tail and the bits flying off the comet are hitting the atmosphere,” his mom noted. “Hopefully they’ll all burn up on their way in.”
Within an hour, the comet completely blocked the sun, darker than any normal total solar eclipse, and the whole sky was awash with streaks of light raining down upon the Earth. The blazing projectiles were backlit with the strange light of the blocked sun. It looked as if the whole world was trapped inside a wormhole in a science fiction movie. The larger fireballs were now falling overhead and occasionally he and his parents jumped as the concussive sonic booms reached the ground from the debris breaking up. Sam moved close to his dad this time. Just close enough so that as he stood, his shoulder brushed against his dad’s shirt, just enough to let him know he was there but not to seem like he was scared. His dad put his heavy hand on Sam’s shoulder and bent over to talk in his ear.
“Strange day, huh?”
“Yep,” he answered, trying to be as calm and collected as his dad.
“You know why you don’t have to worry about ‘em?”
“Uh, no.”
“Because we’re still here, able to worry about ‘em.”
Huh? That didn’t make much sense. But it seemed to work for his dad, and that was a good enough reason.
The first couple of fireballs were a bit unnerving with their explosions, and they made his ears ring and set off all the car alarms. However, as time passed and it appeared they weren’t in any immediate danger, people relaxed a little and tried to enjoy the show. What else were they to do? Families made an attempt to return to their picnics and settled in to watch the celestial fireworks.
Although to Sam it seemed less like a fireworks display and more like the videos of nighttime in a war zone, he didn’t mention it to his parents. They lay back onto their blanket and watched the sky into the early evening, until it was truly dark, or as dark as it could be given the celestial barrage going on. Now that their small part of the planet had rotated out of the wind of the comet’s tail, the show was largely over.
Sam looked over to his father, who was holding his mother’s hand and seemed to be completely at peace with the world. Throughout the day, even when they thought the freaking world was about to come to an end, giant comets buzzing by, cosmic debris raining down and the Earth shaking in protest to it all, his dad never lost it. Not once. He was untouchable, and that’s how Sam wanted to be when he grew up.
“Mom, I’m hungry. Do we have any hot dogs or hamburger patties left?”
“No, but I have a bunch of chips.”
“That’s okay, I was hoping for something more…meaty.”
“Yeah, I know how you feel,” said his dad. “Why don’t we call it a night and get a late dinner at home? We’ll probably be without power for a while, so we better get started eating what’s in the freezer.”
His dad started the car and pulled out of the park parking lot as his mom checked her news feed to see what was going on in the rest of the world.
“Looks like the GPS isn’t working,” he said, glancing at the car’s navigation screen.
“You know, the internet seems really slow too,” his mom said.
“Well, could be everyone in the world is getting online and doing exactly what you’re doing,” joked his dad.
“No, it’s way slower than I would expect from that. Between the earthquakes and the comet, it probably took out infrastructure. I’m sure we’ll see more stuff like that for a while,” she replied. “That’s okay. I’ll just let the day sink in.” She stared off into the distance out the car window.
So they rode home in quiet darkness, strangely devoid of the normal inundation of technology. The powerless buildings outside were silhouetted only by the light from the occasional piece of comet streaking past the Earth in the distance, making the quiet, dark ride home just as surreal as the rest of the day.
* * *
Six Months After Comet Agrona
Since they were out of school for several months, Sam hadn’t been keeping up with his journal that much. Because of all of problems after the comet, the school decided they would stay with the same teachers they had before Agrona came. Mrs. Pennington had said he’d better get caught up.
“The world didn’t end, so that doesn’t mean you can’t finish your assignments,” she’d said.
Jeez, what a … I guess I better not write that part. Anyway, this is what happened the month after the comet passed:
The shower of daytime glowing pieces of comet lasted for almost the next three weeks, as did the eclipse of the sun, and that was how long we were without electricity at home. NASA said that Agrona passed so close to Earth that the planet’s gravity field changed the comet’s course slightly. The comet then flew toward the sun, which was why we were in its tail for a long time. During those days it was quite gloomy, dark, really, with all of the dust and debris between us and the sun. And after the first few days the comet dust was starting to coat everything outside. It was like an extra heavy spring dose of pollen, but dust. Most people just wore little face masks and treated it as an annoyance, like a volcano erupting, I guess. But that wasn’t the worst of it.
As far as the weather was concerned, things didn’t change that much, at least where we live. But from what I’ve seen on the news feeds, life was very hard for many countries. I knew that for a couple of months before Agrona passed, the rioting and violence was bad, but Richard Smith in history class said that he heard that over three million people died.
Agrona caused a lot of worldwide problems too, all by itself. It sounded like just about every fault line in the world moved as that big, icy rock flew by. And since it was almost the size of the moon and flew a whole lot closer, the ocean tides across the globe were affected. Some places had tides thirty feet above normal—reports said that half of the world’s coastlines were hit by tsunami-level waves. The pull of the comet’s gravity was so strong in places that a few of the really tall skyscrapers in Central Asia and Africa were actually pulled over, and parts of western California sunk a little, putting parts of it under the ocean! The weeks of darkness caused a short, planet-wide winter and messed up a bunch of crops. Another three million people died due to the initial earthquakes and flooding, and then another ten million were reported dead in the weeks following. That number is too large to mean anything to me. Sure, ten or a hundred, maybe I could even visualize a thousand dead people, but over sixteen million total? No. I can’t even.
Most people in our area had stocked up enough food, so it wasn’t that much of an issue. And other than a couple of weeks without any power, things were pretty good for us, at least compared to everyone else.
Communication, GPS, and weather satellites were messed up pretty bad. The slowdown Mom saw of the internet the day Agrona passed was just the first sign of things to come. Most of the satellites were either taken out in direct strikes by bits of comet or were so coated in dust they quit working properly. The dust was statically charged or something, so it stuck to anything with power. This made getting information, buying stuff, and anything online pretty hard for quite a while. Mom said that NASA was planning on sending up astronauts on a pretty regular basis to clean and repair the most important satellites first, but it would still probably take several years to get back to normal. Oh, and the scientists are saying that the Earth actually slowed down a little, which kind of screwed up all the clocks. But all in all, most people didn’t complain too much, since everyone understood how close the world had come to being destroyed.
But there were people who kept saying that there were too many coincidences, and that God was trying to tell us to change our ways. Mom and Dad said these people are just frightened and that they can believe whatever makes them feel better. Personally, things seem to have actually gotten better worldwide. Of course, it sounds silly to say that, but besides all the death, things have improved. The teachers don’t seem to be driving us as hard as they used to, so that’s nice. And you don’t hear much about war anymore. Either they’ve stopped or people don’t want to hear about it. I did hear yesterday that all the world leaders agreed to build a kind of world asteroid defense system so this kind of thing never happens again. Not sure what that’s all about, but it probably uses lots of explosives and therefore is probably going to be really cool!”
Sam closed the journal, slouched back in the desk chair in his bedroom, and put his feet against the wall. The window was open, a slight breeze stirred the curtain, carrying the sweet scent of sun-dried grass. A bird was singing outside. It sounded like the same mockingbird he’d heard in the park the day Agrona passed. There were other good things that had happened since it flew by, but they didn’t belong in the journal for others to read.
Since the comet, it seemed the only thing he heard people say was, “Live for the day!” So, taking that advice, he’d approached Ashley one day and told her how he felt about her, and how he was ready to repopulate the Earth with her by his side if they ever had to. It didn’t end up sounding quite as romantic as it had in his head when he’d practiced it. Luckily, no one was around, and she didn’t laugh at him. But she did look very confused, like he had a third ear growing on his forehead, and generally avoided him after that. So that wasn’t so great. However, things with Megan had turned interesting.
In the last couple of weeks, she became more of a close friend. Probably as close of a friend you can be with a girl. She was actually pretty cool. Why he told her about how things went with Ashley, he’ll never know. But she was cool and gave him a hard time about it occasionally, but that was okay. She was fun.
Oh, forgot something…
He opened up his journal and got a piece of paper out of his bag, along with a stick of glue. He placed the sticky-backed paper in the next blank page of his journal. Inspecting his work, he scanned the headline of the article.
Yep, Dad’ll find this interesting.
* * *
Sam got up early; he couldn’t sleep in because he was too excited about sharing his family’s vacation plans with Megan. Several months had passed since the comet and things seemed to be getting back to normal, or as normal as things could be given recent history. True to what his folks said at the park that day, they’d booked a vacation to visit family on the East Coast and both of them planned to take off over a month. A month! His dad said that they would not only visit family in Connecticut, but they would take a couple of weeks to go camping and canoeing in Maine. It was going to be so cool. He flew down the stairs in excitement about the holiday, eager to share his bit of news with his dad.
His parents were still in the kitchen eating breakfast, the air was heavy with the smells of brewing coffee and buttered toast. His dad was checking his news feed as always, before spending a long day in the clinic, and looked like he was about half a cup of coffee away from leaving for work. His mom, on the other hand, looked like she hadn’t been up long. She was in her PJs and her hair was still pulled back in a ponytail. Even still, she was beautiful…for a mom, anyway.
Okay, that was weird.
After helping himself to cereal and apple juice, Sam sat down next to his father. “Hey, Dad.”
“Hey, big guy. Did you sleep well?”
“I guess. Don’t remember much of my dreams. What’cha reading?”
“Hmm? Oh. Just medical papers for work.”
This is my chance to impress him with the medical stuff I was reading about, thought Sam.
“Hey, Dad? I read something on the newsfeed last night that I think you might find interesting.”
“Oh yeah, what is it?” he replied, still looking at his tablet.
“Well, I read that the slowdown in the rate of conception here in the U.S. over the last six months is actually worse than they thought.” He looked up at Sam. Oh yeah, he had his dad’s attention, and he looked impressed.
Gotta push to the finish line!
“And that there actually haven’t been any babies conceived in the last four months and they’re seeing it’s the same all over the planet. And they think it’s due to how some strange chemical in the comet broke down in our atmosphere.” His dad was looking at him intently, like he did when he was studying his medical books, but strangely, the color seemed to drain from his face.
And ladies and gentlemen, it looks like Sam ‘The Man’ hit a home run!
The clatter of his mom’s spoon in her cereal bowl made him jump. Sam looked over to her and saw a look of surprise on her face as she stared at her husband.
“Is this true, Paul?” she asked quietly.
His dad slowly leaned back in his chair, looked toward the ceiling, and rubbed his hands over his face, taking in a deep breath.
“Yes. The CDC and UN data indicates that the rates of conception worldwide began to plummet only weeks after the comet passed. And a couple of weeks later, after it was brought to the Chief Medical Examiner’s Office, our scientists hypothesized that it was linked to a mysterious compound traced back to the comet. It was later confirmed that the chemical was indeed from the comet. And we even recreated a spectral analysis that confirmed the suspected chemical agent was what made the falling debris glow purple as it entered the atmosphere. Just as you suspected back then, Janet. It’s now in all the water, food…and people, everywhere. Ironically, I guess the comet lived up to its name. As best as we can determine at this point, it looks to behave like a blocker to the protein receptors that enable the egg and sperm to find each other in primates and maybe other mammals.”
“Oh my God, Paul…You’ve known all this time? Can’t we just filter it out of the water? Why didn’t you say anything?”
“No. Not on a worldwide scale. The technology to filter out molecules four atoms long is very expensive and not a hundred percent. This molecule is so soluble in water it’s everywhere: the ocean, lakes, ground water, our bodies…and all plants and animals. The temperature required to break it down is way beyond anything we could expose ourselves or our food to. And to make matters worse, once it bonds to the egg’s membrane, it becomes completely inert, meaning we can’t get anything to react with it and pull it off. All of this research was classified, so we weren’t allowed to talk about it. I figured it would leak, but not so soon. It seems we were all wrong…” His dad looked down at his hands, helpless as his voice caught in his throat.
Without warning, the sobs of a grown man burst forth. “We were all wrong about…” He buried his face in his hands, slumping onto the table. Deep, soulful sobs ripped free, having been held back behind walls of fatherly duty. Tears soon leaked from between fingers and began to tap on the tablet in front of him.
Tap tap tap.
Never in his life had Sam seen a man cry like this, much less his dad! This was all very wrong and not how he’d planned it. Dads weren’t supposed to cry. They were supposed to be strong. Despite all that had happened with the coming and passing of the comet, none of that truly frightened him as much as this.
“Don’t cry, Dad! I’m sorry. I just wanted to impress you. Please…Dad…stop…”
His mom silently clasped a hand over her mouth, and her eyes washed a sick chill over him. He rushed over to his father to offer what little support he could, fighting back his own tears so that he could be the rock for his father.
“What is it, Dad? What were you wrong about?”
Dad collected himself and paused as he looked with reddened eyes at the faces of his family.
“Our hubris let us believe the end of our time on Earth could only be brought to an end by something enormous like a comet. But the reality is, a molecule no more than four atoms long will usher it in. Son, it means you’re the last generation on Earth.”



A Word from Terry R. Hill
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Power Outage
by Holly Heisey
A SPARK STREAKED DOWN from the afternoon sky, flaring orange before it disappeared behind the high-rises. At the crowded hoverbus stop, Lieve shifted her hold on her grocery bags and squinted at the blue after-image.
Her heart started to pound, but she shook her head. It had been forty years since humans first manifested powers—new classes of powers still showed up every now and then, and there were always variations within the classes. The person who was that spark could be manifesting something new. They didn’t have to be the Destroyer of Worlds.
The hoverbus sighed to a halt and began disgorging passengers. Lieve clutched her grocery bags, heavy with onions and celery and the jaco fruit that only came into season for two weeks out of the year. She had promised her wife she’d cook tonight. She’d promised she’d actually keep her promise this time.
Lieve dropped the bags and pressed her earpiece.
The answering bot chimed, “Central.”
“Tell Natan I’m going to investigate the incursion, it’s about five kilometers southwest of my current position.”
The comm channel clicked and Natan boomed, “Lieve, I’ve sent people to scout the area, I don’t want you anywhere near—”
Lieve tapped off her comm. Natan’s version of scouting usually involved shooting. She had to be sure this was what she feared. She couldn’t let an innocent go down.
Her hands briefly felt the guilty absence of the grocery bags, but her wife would understand. She always did. Lieve was a Warden; she had to keep the world safe for her family.
She crushed any lingering guilt and scanned the street around her. It didn’t matter that the Wardens had been around for a while, they still made normal people nervous. But the bus stop was mostly empty now, and her grocery bags were already gone, scooped up by someone else.
Lieve crouched and leaped into the air.
* * *
Lieve shifted the fields controlling her flight and dropped onto the pavement in the low-rent district. She threw up a physical protection field and sent her telepathic fields scanning ahead of her.
Every person put off power. For some, it manifested as luck, or passion, or confidence. For those who had reached their breaking point, it manifested into full classes of powers. The stronger the trauma, the stronger the manifester.
Lieve was one of the strongest.
Here in the slums, there were more than the usual degrees of personal hell. Power spiked and ebbed around her—none of these people were full manifesters yet, but they might be someday.
Lieve caught a scent of a darker thread of power, a steady pulling on her strength. She leaped again and landed a few blocks away. 
Ahead of her, a man of average height and build walked the cracked sidewalk in a battered leather coat and jeans. Power flowed to him, but she could only see the halo of it, like the accretion disk of a black hole. On the buildings he passed, cheap holopaint graffiti—normally invisible in daylight—flickered blue and pink in a darkness that was all his own.
Her earpiece crackled. Oh hell, Natan had forced an override.
“Lieve? Dammit, Lieve, I know you’re there. Don’t do anything. I’m sending over the teleporters.”
Natan would hear her sharp breathing over the open comm. And Natan would know what that meant.
This was the Destroyer of Worlds. The accretion disk effect, his appearance, the falling streak of his arrival—all of it matched the reports sent from the Wardens of other worlds, in their urgent calls for help. He dropped down from the sky, pulled in power, and went off like a bomb. He flattened buildings, and then cities, and eventually broke up the world. 
Then he moved on to the next one. He’d destroyed four worlds that they knew of.
“Lieve!” Natan shouted. “I know what you’re thinking, this guy’s not out of control, he’s out and out rogue. He’s worse than rogue. Don’t even try—”
Lieve ripped off her earpiece and shoved it into the pocket of her civilian pants. She wasn’t in Warden uniform, maybe that would be less threatening. And she’d never understood how a man could hate everyone so much that he would utterly destroy worlds.
She strengthened her physical and mental shields.
Teenagers on the street corners watched the Destroyer, pointing at his rough clothes or his lank hair and laughing.
The Destroyer stared down at the plastic cups and wrappers littering the sidewalk.
Lieve came up beside him. He turned sunken eyes on her, and she felt the siphoning of her power increase. She quickly looked anywhere but at his eyes. 
“Have you come to help me?” he asked, in a voice that rasped like old paper. “Please, kill me.”
The hairs on Lieve’s arms rose. She opened her mouth.
Teleporters pop-pop-popped in around them. Lieve tore her gaze from the Destroyer just long enough to mark the identities of the teleporters and the weapons they carried. Natan’s most lethal strike force.
She started to yell, “Don’t shoot!” But when she looked back to the Destroyer, he was gone.
* * *
“Shit,” Natan said. “Oh, shit.” It had been his mantra since Lieve had arrived back at Central with the teleporters. Natan paced the operations island in the center of the circular control room. Earthy dust trailed from his fingertips, matching the gray of his Warden uniform; he was not quite in control of his powers. But then, none of them were. Lieve had the bubble of a defense field wrapped tightly around herself, and she couldn’t drop it if she wanted to. 
Natan ran a hand through thinning hair and turned to the gathered Wardens. “All right, suggestions?”
“Kill him,” was the general consensus.
“He’s a victim,” Lieve said.
Natan pointed toward the city where they’d found the Destroyer. “That thing knows exactly what he’s doing. We have five, maybe six days before he gathers enough power and—” Dirt puffed out from his hands and clattered to the floor. “No more planet.” 
Lieve’s stomach tightened. Her wife was at home with their two-year-old daughter. Moira would be making dinner now, slamming dishes onto the counter and cursing Lieve for breaking her promise. Again.
They had five days until the world ended. 
“I have to talk to him again,” she said.
“You’re not on this mission,” Natan said. “Not in the field—”
“But I was there, I’m the one who talked to him—”
“Yes,” Natan said, “and we all know what happens when you do too much talking and not enough following orders.”  
There was a short silence. A sharp scent of ozone filled the air as one of the weather-changing Wardens released nervous energy. No one looked at Lieve, because yes, that last manifester she’d tried to talk down had almost killed three Wardens and even more civilians with his jets of fiery rage. That manifester had been one of the classes immune to tranq darts. Lieve had screamed at the Wardens not to take him down before she tried to talk to him, but he’d been too far gone. Lieve had nearly killed herself stretching her limits to shield the bystanders.
But she hadn’t been wrong to try.
“Fine,” she said.
“Fine?” Natan echoed. “Because that needs to mean, ‘Yes, Natan.’ I don’t want you going vigilante on me.”
“Fine means fine.”
* * *
It was past three in the morning when Lieve woke to her comm buzzing on the bedside table. Beside her, Moira groaned and pressed a pillow over her head, muttering that Lieve should go the hell back to sleep.
Lieve fitted her earpiece and waited until she was in the living room to answer. “Yes? This is Lieve.”
For a brief moment, silence. Then breathing.
Lieve tensed. “Who is this? Are you hurt? Where are you?”
“Lieve.”
Ice ran down her spine. It was the Destroyer. She pressed the comm to her ear, the edges digging in. “How did you get my comm code?”
“From your conversation with Natan,” he said.
Could he read comm waves? No, more likely he was telepathic, pulling thoughts with the same ease that he pulled on powers. Oh, that opened up a whole new realm of horrible possibilities.
“Where are you?” she asked.
All that day in Central, she’d watched the Wardens track him across the continent, and he’d always teleported away just before they caught him. He’d left a trail of flattened and burning buildings behind him. He’d left a trail of destroyed people. She wasn’t so sure of her victim theory now.
“I’m sorry,” he said, and his voice, which had been flat before, broke. Static filled the channel. Had he cut the connection?
She looked back to the bedroom where Moira still slept, and her daughter Ina in the next room. 
The static cleared. “—didn’t mean to. I couldn’t help it, I can’t contain it all, it comes out in bursts, just little bursts. I tried to get as far from the city as I could, I always at least try when it gets bad—”
“Where are you?” Lieve demanded. “I’ll come.”
“Sorry—” The comm went dead.
Lieve pulled out her earpiece and stared at it for a long moment. Why had he called her? Well, she had been the only one to talk with him while everyone else was trying to kill him.
The call was on a Central comm line. If Natan wasn’t still awake, the bots that monitored the comms would be waking him now.
Lieve pinched her upper lip. What was she supposed to do now? Natan had told her to stay out of it, but the Wardens were not making any progress. No Wardens on any world had ever made progress against the Destroyer.
But he’d called to apologize. Oh gods, he wouldn’t have been that distraught if it was just the smaller havoc he’d wreaked earlier.
She grabbed her wife’s tablet off the kitchen counter and logged in. The news search didn’t take long; panicked reports were coming in from people who’d witnessed the destruction of Hanak, a port city in the north. Footage was shaky, people were screaming. There was no footage from within the smoking city itself. 
Had there been any survivors?
They knew from the other worlds that the Destroyer fed on people’s powers. After the trauma of its destruction, Hanak would be surging with the power of new manifesters, and the Destroyer would be devouring it all and growing stronger.
Lieve shut off the tablet. He had just killed millions. But then, she’d known he’d killed billions on other worlds. The new manifesters might kill or wound hundreds more in the panic of their new powers, and the Wardens didn’t have enough people to teach them control, not while they were tracking the Destroyer. What use was it to teach control when the world was ending?
Shuttles had been lifting all day to get important people to what ships were in the system. The official explanation was that there was a conference being held on Orbital 3. The path of destruction on the ground was caused by a rogue manifester, and the Wardens had it under control. It was plausible enough—the worlds had seen their share of rogues.
But no one would buy that now. Enough rumors about the destruction of the other worlds had spread, and no one truly believed it was all due to natural phenomena.
There would be panic. More people would die.
And he had called her. He could still be a rogue trying to mess with her head, but…her gut was screaming that wasn’t so.
Lieve grabbed her flight jacket and headed to the balcony.
* * *
She found him five kilometers outside the ruins of Hanak. In the distance, the sky hazed bright with fire and smoke, and sirens gave a thin, constant wail. He looked up from where he sat on a patch of bare ground by the side of the road.
Lieve threw up her defensive fields and strengthened them. The pull of his own personal black hole had grown.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
Lieve carefully sat down beside the man who had just levelled a city.
“What is your name?” she asked.
He didn’t answer.
She shifted. “Look, you called me. Do you want my help? I can help you learn control—”
He pushed himself up. “They try to teach me. Mostly they try to kill me. That helps, you know. It makes what I do easier to handle.”
Lieve swallowed panic and bile.
She needed physical contact. Sometimes a human touch could get through the panic of an out-of-control manifester when nothing else worked. To be willing to have contact with someone who was afraid of themselves was a form of acceptance.
She braced herself and held out a hand.
He flinched away from it, and then froze. He cocked his head as if scenting the wind. He disappeared.
For the barest breath, Lieve thought it was her hand that had spooked him, but then she felt the gathering energy of Wardens coming. She leaped an instant before they took shape and followed the power-sink trail of the Destroyer.
* * *
“I don’t look back,” he said. “I can’t look back. I can’t remember.” And more softly, “I won’t.” He flexed his hands as they walked in the dark, this time on a game trail in the forest.
Brambles and branches snagged on Lieve’s pants, and she pushed out her fields to sweep them aside. “Do you remember anything of your life before?”
“This is pointless,” he growled. “And now I feel the power building. I’ll have to dump some of it soon, and teleporting away might not be enough. This always happens when your kind try to help me. You should leave.”
“At least tell me your name,” she said. She was trying to sound calm. She needed to make a connection, but he was so cold, so drawn in on himself.
He was silent for several steps. “Matthew.”
It was such an ordinary name, one shared in some variation by most of the worlds. 
She licked dry lips. “Do you remember where you used to live?”
He shook his head.
And then they walked in silence, because as much as Lieve could feel the ticking clock over their heads, she couldn’t push him. Maybe she’d already pushed him too much. She wasn’t a therapist. She just knew desperate people. She knew what it was like to be desperate.
Matthew stopped. “I have to teleport again.” But he didn’t. He waited, his shoulders trembling the branches around them.
Lieve readied herself to take to the air, and prayed she would have some warning if he was going to give off an explosion here.
At least it would be away from the more densely populated areas. 
He rustled and held out his arm. “Touch my sleeve.”
Lieve hesitated. But she could feel the energy gathering within him. She touched his sleeve.
And in the endless moment between one step and the next, she felt everything. For that one moment, she knew him.
* * *
Matthew stood in the center of a wheat field. He had a pistol in his hand, heavy and slick in his grip. He raised it to his head, cold metal pressed against his temple. He dropped it. He raised it and dropped it again.
His wife couldn’t know. His children couldn’t know he had killed a man.
He’d been too drunk, and the warehouse had just laid off his whole shift. He didn’t know where money for the next bill was coming from, let alone food, and Jason Denov, whose shift hadn’t been laid off, had suggested that Matthew’s wife could take up whoring. Matthew had punched him.
In the field, Matthew tightened his grip on the gun. Crusted blood on his knuckles cracked, and the cuts began to ooze red. 
He and Jason had carried the brawl from the shed in Matthew’s yard, where they’d been drinking, to the yard outside.
They grappled and fought. They were about the same size, and about the same strength.
Matthew punched Jason, and Jason punched Matthew. But Matthew had the strength of rage, and he gained ground by inches until he had Jason near the wall of the shed, and the pile of junk beside it.
Matthew clocked Jason on the chin, and Jason fell backwards into the pile of junk.
In every kind of hindsight, that had been so, so stupid. There was everything sharp about that pile. But Matthew hadn’t been smart that night.
Jason hit the pile, screamed, and looked down to see the shard of metal jutting from his chest.
Matthew screamed, and tried to pull him away from it.
Jason screamed and fought him off, tugging on the shard and tearing up his hands.
Matthew just screamed.
Jason fell still.
After a while, Matthew got the shovel from the shed and began to dig.
He buried Jason in his driveway, then parked his truck on top of the grave. He had been smart enough then to move the hovertruck up and down a few times to make the stones look like this was where it always sat. As if Jason had never been.
His wife came out of the house, wondering what all the noise was about. He told her to go back to bed. He shouted it, really.
And then he ran to the pantry to grab his pistol, and went into the fields.
He closed his eyes and pressed the cold muzzle back to his temple. His hand was shaking, but it was steady enough.
Jason was a prick, but he was Matthew’s best friend.
Matthew pulled the trigger.
* * *
They stepped out into a small clearing in the woods.
Lieve trembled, the memory like the taste of blood in her mouth. Did he relive that every time he teleported? No wonder he was half crazy. No wonder he had never gone beyond the first stages of the trauma. It was always still too raw.
And oh gods, he’d been on Logan’s World. That farming world had gone silent over twenty years ago, but everyone had thought it was from a rogue black hole. Something had happened when he’d pulled the trigger. He’d gained his powers, he’d jumped somewhere else—to another world, maybe ahead to another time. He hadn’t started to descend on worlds until just over a standard year ago. 
“It wasn’t your fault,” she said.
Matthew stiffened. “What?”
“Not your fault. What happened to Jason. You didn’t mean to—”
Matthew whirled on her. He glared in reverse, a directional swallowing of her life force. And his energy continued to grow, a pressure in the air.
She didn’t think, she just leaped. She was in the air when the blast hit her, sending her spinning across the sky.
* * *
Lieve landed in a field, and it was too much like the field where Matthew had held the gun, so she leaped again. She ended up by a lake, and it was too much like the lake where she had stayed when she was pregnant with her first child, and so she leaped again. She landed in a mall parking lot. It was still night, and only two cars dotted the pavement. From the top of the light posts came the occasional red flicker of a security beam.
Lieve braced her hands on her thighs, and for a long moment tried to breathe.
The breaths turned to sobs.
Her mind replayed that scene through Matthew’s eyes. She felt his shock, and the void that had opened inside of him. It was as if her fist had thrown that last punch, and her hands had buried the body.
Lieve sank onto a concrete barrier and covered her face.
She tried to tell herself it hadn’t been the worst tragedy. She had helped manifesters who’d witnessed gang shootings, or shot someone and broke because of it. She’d seen manifesters whose loved ones had been killed in a fire, or whose partner or parents or children had died in any number of horrific accidents. Some of them had been part of the accidental cause.
There were manifesters right now, in the wreckage of Hanak, who had lost everything. And they were not ending the world. She had not ended the world when she’d gained her powers.
The barriers in Lieve’s control cracked, and memories that she’d kept at bay for years flooded in.
Her wife had told her she shouldn’t drink so much, even though the wine had been bio-engineered as pregnancy-safe and boasted extra vitamins. She had been having pain in her back all week, and her boss was cramping down on her at work, and she’d had too much of a headache to care. Just one night of oblivion, she could give herself that.
She’d wrecked the hovercar on the way home from the club, drove it straight into a traffic post. In the end, she’d lost the baby. For a few drinks, she’d lost her daughter.
Lieve bared her teeth and made a sound that could have been a scream.
All Wardens were workaholics. You didn’t manifest without trauma. Why couldn’t happy people get to unlock the latent powers in their DNA? Wouldn’t the worlds be a better place?
Lieve couldn’t distract herself from the memories, so she rocked herself and let them play out. She didn’t dissect them. She didn’t have the energy—all of that had gone into surviving Matthew’s memories. She didn’t process. She just watched.
Maybe it wasn’t her fault. Wasn’t that what she’d told Matthew? It was her mistake, yes, her stupid mistake. But it wasn’t murder.
After a while, she got up. She wiped her eyes again and looked around. The sky was pink and the air thick with dawn. The mall workers would be arriving soon.
She had to go home. She needed to let her wife hold her, and she needed to hold her daughter—her second daughter—tightly, and tell Ina she loved her. She hadn’t done that lately.
Lieve crouched and leaped.
And came down a half meter from where she’d been standing, stumbling to not hit the ground.
Her powers were gone.
* * *
Lieve walked into the mall when it opened and talked a store clerk into letting her use the comm. She called Central, and two minutes later, a teleporter popped in beside her. He grabbed her arm, and she was back in Central’s control room.
Natan hovered on the operations island, his shoulders hunched and eyes bloodshot. “What happened? Did he steal your powers?”
Lieve opened her hands. The control room hushed. Central was even more crowded now, a clutter of uniform colors with Wardens from other global sections brought in to help take down the Destroyer. All of them stared at her.
Wardens had lost their powers before. It was rare, but it happened. Sometimes a rogue stole them. Sometimes, the powers just went away. A Warden would be active one day, and retired the next. No one talked about it.
But Lieve thought she understood now. Her pain had given her powers, but she had faced that pain and come away with less tatters in her soul. She couldn’t explain that to the Wardens. They had been more family to her than her family, and she had been the same to them. But no one talked about their lives before, or what had caused them to manifest.
“Ah, shit,” Natan said to her silence. He looked past her to one of the big screens on the wall, his face grayer than she had ever seen it. He puffed out a cloud of dust. On the screen, a newscast showed the ruins of Hanak, still burning.
No, not Hanak. She could see parts of the skyline of New Sydney, the white pencil of the Hubble Spire still standing near the river. Matthew had destroyed another city.
“Lieve,” Natan said slowly, “I get that you want to help him. I get it. But you really screwed up this time.”
She’d screwed up because of what she’d said to him. She had escalated the Destroyer’s destruction. And she’d screwed up because she’d deprived Central of herself, one of the most sensitive trackers, when it badly needed all available resources.  
She didn’t dare look around the quiet room. The other Wardens felt like strangers watching her. 
“Go home, Lieve,” Natan said. “You can’t do anything here.”
* * *
The teleporter deposited her in her living room, and Lieve collapsed onto the sofa. Morning light peeked through the wall of windows, and the aroma of brewing coffee wafted in from the kitchen. She heard water running—Moira in the shower. Her daughter would be up soon.
Had it only been a few hours since she’d left, so eager to fix the Destroyer? How naïve of her, how utterly egocentric. The last out-of-control manifester she’d tried to help had almost killed a handful of people. This one had just killed millions.
And she didn’t have her powers.
She tried to throw up a field, just a small psychic barrier, but nothing happened.
Gods, but she couldn’t go back to cubicle work, not after being with the Wardens.
Lieve looked around the vaulted living room, at the trendy furniture, the chrome and red plastic decorations. Moira didn’t make enough alone to keep them in their downtown apartment. And Moira wouldn’t want her to stay home all day with their daughter—Moira’s daughter, carried by Moira, because they hadn’t wanted to make that mistake again. They had an unspoken understanding that Lieve was not the responsible one. Not in that way.
And what was she thinking planning for the future, when in a few days there would be no more future?
Panic would already be breaking out. There would be no trip off-world for her family, who had no real status, especially now that Lieve was no longer a Warden.
Why did she have to lose her powers now? Why had she lost the one thing that truly mattered to her when everything else was falling apart? She’d looked at the worst of herself and survived, and whatever gods there were had punished her by taking away her powers. Was that how this really worked?
Lieve stilled.
The shower turned off. She heard the squeak of bare feet on tile as her wife stepped out, humming softly in the bathroom.
Was that how this worked? Lieve hadn’t wanted to deal with her problems here, so she’d gained the ability to fly above them. She’d wanted to shut out the world, so she’d given herself fields to identify threats and keep herself safe.
And maybe Matthew had gained his ability to destroy so he would never have to go back and face the ones he loved, because there was nothing to go back to. He streaked down from the sky to give the world a chance to kill him.
From Ina’s bedroom, there was a loud yawn that morphed into a giggle. Ina called for her mommy to make strawberry oatmeal. Lieve thought of answering the call, but she didn’t. That half hour could cost millions more lives.
Lieve didn’t have her powers, but the knots inside her were looser than they had been in years. Maybe the knots inside Matthew could ease as well. Maybe it wasn’t that Matthew couldn’t be helped, but like her, he didn’t think he should be.
Lieve grabbed the keys to Moira’s car. She hadn’t driven in years and she had planned to never drive again, but her need was greater than the fear. 
She put on Moira’s earpiece—the Wardens could track her own comm—and hand-tuned it to the national broadcasts. Lieve would follow the chain of destruction to Matthew. She didn’t know what she would do from there.
It might take hours to get to where he was, or she might not get there at all. Even if she could ask the Wardens for help, they would only want to kill him. And they had to try. And maybe they would succeed where no one else had. Maybe they could save the world. But Lieve had to try, too.
She stopped thinking about the end of the world. She stopped thinking at all.
And then, between one step and the next, she stood before a wall of flames. Heat seared her eyes and cracked her lips. She threw up an arm to shield her eyes, the keys she still held smacking against her forehead. Had Matthew heard her thoughts and come to her neighborhood? Was he burning down her house?
She turned to scream for Moira. Instead, she faced an open field, grass wavering in the light of the fire. The burning building was a farmhouse, and wherever she was, the sky was just approaching dawn, not fully morning yet. She had crossed time zones. Matthew hadn’t come to her; she had somehow gone to him.
That shouldn’t have been possible. But then, there were a lot of things that day that shouldn’t have been possible.
Beside her, Matthew turned. Tears streaked his face, cutting tracks through grime and soot. Still refusing to think, she took his hand. He flinched, but after a moment, he didn’t pull away.
They watched the house burn.
“I got them out,” he said. “The father was well enough to drive. One kid had burns.”
Lieve squeezed his hand. She couldn’t feel his drain on her power anymore. And it was comforting, at the end of the world, to touch another who knew the kind of pain she had known. Who understood loss so deep that it snapped DNA into another state entirely.
She tried in turn to convey with her touch what she felt. That she understood the pain, too. She understood.
Matthew must have caught her thoughts, because he gripped her hand hard enough to hurt. “I’m trying to be better,” he whispered. “Then maybe it will stop.”
Teleporters popped in around them, and Matthew yanked her with him through his instinctive teleport away. His memories were slightly different. Raw, but in a sense that spoke of examination, not animal observance. 
They came out near a stream. The morning sun was just cresting the lip of a hill, spotting through the trees and onto the water.
Matthew shuddered. Lieve kept her grip on his hand, and he made no move to let go.
He poured out words in a rush. He told her of the guilt that was tearing him apart. His need to pull so far inside himself that he pulled in everything around him too. His horror that the universe had not allowed him to die. His horror at what he was—and it was a horror that had little to do with the manifester he was now.
“I lived it, over and over. I can’t face them, my wife and my kids, not even in my memories—God, I can’t even think about them. I can hardly remember them, I haven’t thought about them outside of that memory in…” He waved a hand. Months in the relative time of his powers? Years?
Lieve teleported with him three more times when he felt threatened. Between teleports, he continued to pour out words. And every time they teleported, his memories were different. Every time, the nuances changed. It became less of Matthew beating his friend in a rage, and more of the give-and-take of a drunken brawl. It was more the fear of the moment. The fear for his family, for their survival.
Lieve listened, because she’d had no one to listen to her. The Wardens had shown her how to make her world black and white and no longer feel the color.
Matthew stopped talking. He looked around them. They stood near a tree line, and birdsong filled the absence of words.
They’d teleported every other time he’d stopped his torrent, but though Lieve braced for the transition, they didn’t go. His cheeks were still streaked with the tears and soot, but in the morning light, his eyes were less shadowed. He looked younger, maybe younger than she was. 
“I don’t feel it,” he said. “I’ve felt everything, every bit of energy from the trees and animals and people, so bright. Everything’s too bright. But I don’t feel it. I should feel my power starting to build, but I don’t.”
They still gripped hands. Lieve couldn’t see the accretion disk that had once been around him, but she could no longer see powers in the same way, either. And yet power flowed between them, a quiet energy humming through their hands. It warmed her—not with a warmth of lust, or of family, but acceptance.
She hadn’t lost her powers. She’d only lost the powers that had let her run from all that was important to her.
There was the pop-pop-pop as Wardens teleported in around them, weapons at ready.
Matthew stiffened, but he didn’t teleport away. Neither did she. She’d done it once, but she had no idea how to make it work on command.
Matthew shot her a panicked look.
With realization, Lieve vented a short, tense laugh. Matthew couldn’t teleport. He was truly losing his powers.
Natan stepped away from the teleporter who’d brought him, and the ground trembled as his face purpled with rage.
“You,” he spat at Lieve. “You didn’t lose your powers. He corrupted you. That’s what he does. Now you laugh, while people are dying—” His rage slipped just long enough to show the hurt beneath it. “Never thought you’d go rogue.”
One of the Wardens pointed at Lieve. “The power’s coming from her,” she said.
“Trap,” Natan breathed, taking a step back. “Shit, it’s a trap, he’s going to blow—”
“He has control,” Lieve said. “He’s not going to destroy—”
“Both of them! Kill them both!” Natan bellowed.
Lieve didn’t have her fields to protect them. Matthew couldn’t teleport them. She felt his shock ripple through their gripped hands. His palm grew slippery with a cold sweat. Or maybe it was hers.
But she had a need. Power breezed through her and lifted them away from this point in time and space.
It dropped them gently in another field, under a different, bluer sky.
Matthew wasn’t holding her hand anymore. He knelt a few steps ahead of her in the wheat, crushing the stalks around him. He held a black pistol to the side of his head.
“No!” Lieve rushed forward.
He opened his eyes and looked up at her, then down at the gun in his hands. His mouth opened and he dropped the gun, skidding away.
For a long moment, they both stared at the gun.
“Are we…?” he asked.
Lieve took a shaky breath. Yes, it felt like his place and time. It felt like his moment. “I think so.”
He dragged a sleeve across his face, which was unmarred with soot and tears. There was dried blood on the cuff of his sleeve, from his fight. “But if we’re here—I still remember—”
He looked around him and swayed. “Did it actually happen?”
“I don’t know,” Lieve said. “I think so.”
“What…now?”
Lieve closed her eyes. What indeed?
His powers were gone, or at least changing into whatever form they would take now. He was starting to heal. He had made the change into this new form of manifestation. And maybe he had brought them here. She didn’t know.
This was the next level, wasn’t it? No one was ever meant to stay in the shock of their first powers, it was only the first step in this phase of human evolution. The first step required control, a careful bottling of emotions. The next step took the courage to set those emotions free and move beyond the pain.
Lieve reached for his hand again, pressed it, and let go. “Go be with your family.”
He hissed through clenched teeth. But then he braced himself. “Thank you,” he said. He nodded, cast one more look at the gun, and left it behind as he walked away through the field.
He would need to tell his wife what he had done. He would need to tell the authorities. He would likely go to prison. But Lieve knew he would survive it. He had a different self to grow into, and new powers to bring change to his life, to his world.
And so did she.
Lieve thought of her family. She needed them, and they needed her—a need that had so long gone unfulfilled. It was time to live again.
She closed her eyes and let the wind take her home.



A Word from Holly Heisey
I think there are few things more damaging to a society than when an enemy is made into a faceless, inhuman target. It might channel our fear and outrage into action, but at what cost to our own ability for empathy?
A few months ago, I read Mahatma Gandhi’s letters to Adolf Hitler in 1939 and 1940, asking him “for the sake of humanity” to turn from his path of war. That made me pause. Gandhi saw someone who history calls a monster, and separated the man from the monstrous things he did. He appealed to Hitler—human to human—for a better and more peaceful way.
When I sat down to write “Power Outage,” I had no idea my characters would take me to a place of empathy for someone who destroyed worlds. True, Matthew didn’t destroy with intent, but it was his choices that drove him to that place of destruction. And how the Wardens handled it, and how Lieve handled it, taught me a lot about my own humanity.
We have powers in our world. We have the power to fight our enemies, to criticize, to fear, to destroy. The trend of internet shaming—rage and contempt on a global scale, against a target we neither know nor see face-to-face—is one that has damaged lives. But we also have the power to love. We have the power to see those we view as a threat as human, just as human as we are. We have all known pain, and we have all acted from it. 
I believe superheroes have walked the earth, and are on it today. People like Martin Luther King, Jr. and Mother Teresa, Mahatma Gandhi and Malala Yousafzai. People who live out of love.
In a time when adding to the global conversation is just a click away, what would the world be like if we showed less anger and more compassion? I would like to find out.
I hope you enjoyed “Power Outage”. To hear when my new books and stories are released, please join me on my newsletter—http://hollyheisey.com/newsletter/. You can find more about me and my writing at http://hollyheisey.com.



The Last Siege of Olympus
by Therin Knite
1
There was a boy named Icarus
Who flew too high toward the sun,
And when his waxed wings melted so
His mortal toil was truly done.
THE WINDOW IS FORTY-FIVE CENTIMETERS HIGH and fifty-five centimeters wide. Through it, a beam of sunlight crawls across the white room. At 8:00 AM, the light is just to the left of the empty chair that sits five meters from the window. At noon, it shines directly on the chair’s dull gray seat. At 4:00 PM, it’s three white tiles to the right.
The window doesn’t open. The chair doesn’t move. Everything is stagnate but the sunlight.
And me.
I don’t ever sit in the chair. I don’t ever move the chair. And since there’s nothing else in the room to move—except my own body—nothing in the white room ever gets moved. The lone door eight meters behind the chair hasn’t even been opened in all the time I’ve been trapped in this place.
But then, open doors are no longer a concern of mine.
I usually come to the white room in the evening and stay until the next morning. Sometimes, however, I stay all day. Why? Because I feel like it and for no other reason. I’m drawn to the white room, like it’s a beacon. A beacon for what, I’ve yet to figure out and likely never will. Because nothing ever happens in the white room. I come. I leave. I come again. An endless cycle.
The white room never changes.
The rest of the building, however…
At exactly 2:00 PM, I hear Linda shuffle down the hall. Linda is fifty-five, divorced with three children. One of them, her son, Dave, is a heroin addict. She talks about him all the time, chatting about her family issues with all her colleagues, as if they don’t all have enough on their plates already. One good thing about her blathering though: she talks so damn much. I can actually pretend to have a conversation with another person. You know, despite my little invisibility problem.
With that thought in mind, I walk through the closed door of the white room and into the hallway. The hall’s a bit more interesting than the room, even though the walls are the same white color and bland fluorescents beam down at my head. Whereas the white room never changes, the white hall is different every day. Linda is a constant, as are some of the other orderlies, but the visitors are not. They hustle and bustle through the hall, every minute of visiting hours, and they all have their own stories.
I like their stories. They’re the only entertainment I have in this place.
Today, there’s a middle-aged, overly tanned woman rushing down the hall in clacking heels. She’s spouting curses and breathy threats into her cell phone at somebody who apparently ticked her off enough to paint a bright red target on his back. But at least it makes her an interesting person to follow—so I do.
The angry woman follows another orderly, Martha, through two left turns and three right turns, until both women arrive at what I assume is another white room. I’ve never had the guts to actually go into a white room besides the one that draws me to it—these others, it’s almost like they physically repel me. I’m sure I could walk straight through their doors or their walls if I put my mind to it, but I’m almost afraid. Of what? Maybe of finding another being like me inside. Or maybe…
I’ve wondered about a thousand times now if this hospital-like building is some sort of purgatory, where each white room is somebody’s waiting room on their trip to Heaven or Hell. If I was confined to the white room, more corporeal than I am now, I think I might be offended if some random asshole waltzed into my room unannounced.
Of course, that idea implies that I’d be able to perceive a ghostly intruder. None of the orderlies or visitors can see me. What if the other white-room occupants can’t either?
I’m an outlier, I know. Some anomaly.
Nobody else in this building can walk through walls.
But everyone else—everyone in the halls, not the white rooms—from the visitors to the orderlies…they can leave. Leave the hospital.
I can’t. I can’t get out.
The tan woman spends fifteen minutes in her chosen room, and when she reemerges, she’s calmer. No, sadder. Sorrow has washed her anger away, her cell phone tucked into her purse, call ended. Whatever she saw in the room—whoever she visited—didn’t make for a happy occasion.
Because I have some masochism fetish (obviously,) I follow the tan woman toward the exit of the hospital. I’ve thought up a lot of hypotheses about visitors like her over the many days of my indefinite stay in this place. That they’re not real people. Not sentient. That they’re projections from some higher power, created to allow the other white-room residents to absolve themselves of their sins. Lots of other crap like that—I’ve had too much time to think about this place with too little information to go on.
And no matter how much I think, it doesn’t change the facts.
The tan woman approaches the exit in the main hospital lobby with my invisible self a few steps behind her. But whereas she continues on toward the door, I’m forced to stop several meters from freedom. There’s not an exact place, no line in the sand, where I hit the magic barrier. My body always seems to get stuck in a slightly different spot each time.
Regardless, the result is the same. I can’t pass through the exit doors.
Those damn automatic doors, opening and closing, over and over.
They taunt me.
Beyond the doors is a beautiful world…one that I can’t touch. Tall trees line the opposite side of the walkway. Flowers peek up from fresh mulch. Small, furry animals dart around, half-hidden in the underbrush. Spring always seems to be in full bloom outside the hospital. But no matter how long it lasts, I can’t go outside and enjoy it.
The tan woman passes the doors, effortless, and steps out into paradise.
But me, Iccy the ghost—I’m still trapped in purgatory. Apparently forever.
I sigh and turn away from the doors, peering back down the bland white halls.
There’s little sense of time in the building. The clocks wrap around through the same twelve hours, over and over. The calendars move through the same twelve pages, over and over. The world beyond the doors, the wondrous world, never changes. Purgatory is monotonous and never-ending—a hell without the flames and pitchforks.
Sometimes, I wish I could just go. Either direction. Up into the clouds. Down into the pit.
Anything would be better than this.
I’ve been here long enough, and I won’t take it anymore!
…I say to no one but myself.
And then I silently trudge back down the hall.
I could go to the cafeteria, where they serve ghastly looking food I’d never touch even if I had an appetite. But there, I often run into these people who I think might be other white-room residents, and they tend act rather…how do I put it? Unhinged? It’s like they aren’t all there at times. I can’t help but wonder if that’s one of the effects of living in this place for a long time.
Will I be like them one day? Mumbling to myself? Ranting about nonsense? Lost in wild imaginings…
Oh, wait.
Joke’s on me.
But still, I’m not like the others. If I was, wouldn’t I be allowed to participate in the building’s activities? Eating? Exercise? Social Hour? Bingo Night?
As it stands, I’m totally ignored in every sense of the word.
I’m pretty sure no one knows I’m here.
That’s me. Iccy the Nobody. Iccy the Wandering Amnesiac. Forgotten in the afterlife.
Conceding defeat yet again, I head back to my own white room. There’s little comfort to be found in the other parts of the building. I went exploring a while ago and found some pretty disconcerting shit. Weird machines with lots of sharp pieces that look as if they’re meant to pierce skin. Cases filled with “medications” that have death listed on their side-effect labels. Suit-wearing doctors in plush desk chairs who claim to the unhinged that the keys to escape are “therapy” and “achieving balance,” whatever the hell that means. And finally, some of the orderlies themselves are pretty scary, barking commands to others like they’re ready to bite your head off.
Linda’s not so bad though, the talkative one. She’s amusing most of the time.
Though I will admit I’ve thought, on occasion, that she might be Satan in disguise.
It’s the eyebrows.
Anyway, I slip back through my unopened door, into my white room, where the single chair still sits, undisturbed. The sunlight is to the right of the chair now. It’s almost 4:00 PM, when the building’s excuse for dinner will be served in the crummy cafeteria. The halls will quiet after that, when visiting hours end. The sun will fall past the window, and darkness will descend.
Tomorrow, I’ll experience the same, repetitive world all over again.
* * *
“Angela hasn’t woken up. I can’t make her. The external failsafe has been rendered inoperative by the virus, and in my arrogance, I didn’t tell Angela how to get herself out of the simulation. I’ve tried everything in my power to wipe the virus from Olympus, but the corruption has spread too far. In order to save the program, I’d have to restore the system to base settings. But if I do, Angela will die. If I don’t, Olympus will be destroyed, and fifty million dollars, ten years of work, will be thrown in the goddamn trash. And still, Angela might die anyway. If the virus infects the uplink code, the part accessing Angela’s mind, it’ll kill her in seconds.
“Oh, God. Angela, I’m so sorry.”
— Dr. Ignatius Monroe
Day 21
* * *
Something is different today. It’s like there’s a new force at work in the building, some invisible, growing vibration in the air. I have this itching sensation under my skin, and it drives me out of my white room, drives me to find what my mind thinks is a presence. It’s like I’m under some kind of compulsion to search, hunt, find. I roam the hallways for hours over the course of the morning, hoping to find the source of these feelings coursing through my blood. But I find nothing.
Maybe I’m imagining things? Becoming unhinged like all the corporeal residents?
It honestly wouldn’t surprise me.
The warped sense of time and the never-ending repetitions of day and night and day, Linda’s rants and visitors’ complaints…it could drive anybody mad.
But I give myself the benefit of the doubt. For now.
I head to the lobby. While the beautiful world outside taunts me, the lobby is the best place to watch for whatever mystery presence now haunts the white building. If it’s a strange new visitor of some kind, then they must pass through the lobby to escape. I would have checked here sooner had it not been for the nagging feeling that the presence was moving around the halls. It drew me through a maze of lefts and rights, and by the time I realized it was leading me on a wild goose chase, it was almost lunch time.
Not that I’m hungry or anything. Just annoyed.
I sit in one of the lobby chairs next to an elderly visitor. Like everybody else in the hospital, she doesn’t notice me. It gets old sometimes, being shunned. But I suck it up and wait in the chair and twiddle my thumbs for hours on end, until the sun begins to sink, a flush of orange dousing the world outside and bleeding onto the faded tile floor of the lobby.
Visiting hours are almost over. The elderly woman has long moved on. And yet, the presence remains. I keep my gaze focused on the elevator, flicking it every so often toward the stairs, a few meters away. No one emerges.
Hm. Curious, that.
The usual woman comes over the announcement system and says that visiting hours are over.
The presence is still here.
So the presence can’t be a visitor. It’s something else. But what?
I finally pull myself out of the lobby chair and head back toward my white room to give myself some quiet time to think up new possibilities. When I reach the hallway where my room is, however, I feel the presence strengthen. Slowly, I look to the left and then to the right. But there’s nobody in the hall except Linda, scribbling on some clipboard form as she shuffles along.
I continue on to my white room, bare feet chilled by the cool tiles. I peek into every room I know isn’t a white room, hoping the presence is in a bathroom or a supply closet. But the strength of my gut feeling remains steady, and I grumble to myself in frustration. Giving up, I reach the closed door to my room, then slip through it. I can always sit in my room and “watch” the presence, see if it shifts during the—
I blink.
There’s a girl sitting in the chair in the middle of my room.
I blink again.
And there is not a girl sitting in the chair in the middle of my room.
The presence leaves with her.
* * *
“Robert came again today. I can see the slowly building hatred in his eyes. It’s funny to think that just under two months ago, he was my best friend. But I guess unwittingly trapping his eight-year-old daughter in a corrupted virtual world is grounds for terminating a friendship. And it doesn’t help that I’m no closer to saving Angela. I’ve managed to slow the virus down, but I still haven’t figured out who sabotaged the system—though I have my strong suspicions—or how to undo what they’ve done. I haven’t figured out a way to remove Angela’s mind from Olympus without killing her. Jesus…I’m a right old failure, aren’t I?”
— Dr. Ignatius Monroe
Day 42
* * *
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But if life has taught us anything
It is that the lost rarely stay so,
And with passing years of ignorance
The mortal coil loops ever slow.
I spend the next long segment of eternity waiting for the girl to reappear. But I don’t feel her presence in the hospital again. At one point, I start to think she was a figment of my imagination, that I am actually going bananas. But I force myself away from that possibility, lock the idea up in a box in the back of my mind. Would a hallucination have settled so far into my gut, like a lead weight? Would an illusion have had such an impact on my feelings?
No, no. The girl was real, very real. Is real. I know it.
But with no other choice, I have to resume my usual activities, do nothing but hope she returns and…
And then she does.
Like with her first visit, I feel her first. But this time, I return to my white room to wait instead of chasing her through the hospital. I feel her presence tugging at my chest, my heart, my soul as she moves throughout the halls, and I can almost imagine her skipping across the tiles. Dark hair flowing free in loose curls. Violet dress illuminated by the usually dull fluorescent lights. A picture of childhood innocence, bright and cheery against the boring white backdrop of this purgatory building. Why would such a girl be here?
It’s not like there’s a question—Heaven or Hell?
Hah. That’s a question for me, the ghost man with no memory, not an innocent girl.
I wait in my room until the sunlight passes the 4:00 PM mark, becoming more and more anxious by the second. I know there’s no guarantee the girl will return to my white room, but I put all my hope in this loitering plan, so I can’t back out of it—with my luck, the girl will show up the moment I leave. Can’t risk that. And even if she doesn’t show, I at least know now that she’ll come to the hospital again. For a while there, I thought I’d lost her for good—
She appears.
Like me, she drifts right through the door, a ghostlike being, her delicate violet dress rustling as if touched by a soft wind. Her flat shoes, decorated with bright purple bows, tap lightly across the floor. In her arms is a book, which she clutches tightly to her chest. Her hair, bouncing against her shoulders, is held back from her face by a ribbon that matches her shoes. Picture perfect.
Without acknowledging my presence, she walks toward my chair and hops into it. She’s so small her feet don’t even reach the floor. Young. So young. Eight or nine years old at the most.
What the hell is a child that age doing here?
I rise quietly from my perch, hesitating to speak, and watch as she opens her book and begins to read. From my spot, a couple meters away, I can’t make out the title of the book, and I wonder how she came by it. The closest thing to literature I’ve found in the hospital is the average medical chart: chicken scratch hastily scrawled across flimsy, faded forms.
I take one step toward the girl and then halt. I don’t want to scare her. I don’t want her to leave. What if she disappears and never comes back because she’s afraid of me? That and a thousand other fears come to mind. But if I don’t do anything, she’s bound to leave of her own volition, and I’ll be forced to wait, again, and pray she decides to visit a third time. I’m not sure I can take that much waiting. Not without losing what little of my mind is left intact.
And so, with a flutter in my chest, I speak:
“Hello?”
The girl jumps, her dropped book thumping against the floor, and I freeze, expecting her to vanish immediately. But she doesn’t. She slowly turns around, her brown eyes wide, startled. For a long moment, the girl has no response at all to the strange ghost man in the room with her, and I know, just know, she can’t see me either. She’s not so different from the rest after all…
…but then, out of nowhere, a look of joy comes over her young face.
A look of recognition.
A smile graces her lips, eyes lighting up, dimples in her cheeks. She opens her mouth and says, in a high-pitched voice, “Mr. Icarus!”
The name sends a wave of shock through my body, every muscle spasming, blood rushing to my head, heart pounding against my ribs—and for the briefest moment, I make the crucial mistake of taking my eyes off her.
When I look back, she’s gone again.
All that remains is her book.
* * *
Mythology. The girl was reading a book on mythology.
It spans several cultures’ worth of myths, from the Greeks and Romans to the Celts and even the Japanese. Gorgeous illustrations decorate the pages, framed with swirling gilt gold borders and labeled with perfect calligraphy. There are grandiose gods throwing flames and lightning bolts. There are ghosts and demons chasing villagers. There are more creation stories than I can count, and I’m thrilled to read each and every one of them.
I don’t remember the last time I read a book. Must have been when I was alive—still on the assumption that I’m dead, of course—but I only recall the vaguest things from before. I worked in some sort of laboratory, doing what, I can’t even guess. I had a lot of friends and colleagues, but their names and most of their faces elude me. I don’t think I was married or had any children. And…well, that’s where my knowledge ends. I don’t even know my whole name.
Only “Icarus.”
Iccy, for short.
I snort as I turn the page of the mythology book.
Iccy. What a nickname. Pronounced like icky.
Really, was I that bad? I must have been a real dick to deserve a name that awful.
And yet, my only memory of somebody using that name is…happy? Somebody laughing not at me but with me? Friendly, not malicious. How weird.
Icarus must be my name, though, because that’s what the girl in violet called me. So I at least remember one thing from my life. But I wish the girl had given me more. A full name. A profession. A heritage. A role. A hint of the sort of person I used to be before my ghost got locked in this stupid hospital at the end of the universe. The last stop before the pearly gates…or the hot iron ones.
I want to know who I am. Who I was.
I stare at the gold-bordered pages of the mythology book, wondering how all this fits together. My only other knowledge of the name “Icarus” comes from the myths themselves. Some young brat who refused to listen to the advice of his master and flew too high toward the sun with wings made of wax. They melted, and he plummeted to his death.
I gnaw on my lip.
What did I do in life to earn a name like Icarus?
* * *
“I haven’t found enough concrete evidence to take a suspect into custody. But I’m almost positive that it was Ericson who sabotaged Olympus. Who else with a vendetta could know the system so well? But I can’t prove it was him, not yet. And until I can, he’ll walk free. Until I can, he’ll continue slandering me to the press and police. Until I can, he’ll keep pushing to destroy what little I have left. That bastard.
“And Angela, I…There are no words for this. None that even begin to describe how I feel. Every day, the virus gets closer and closer to infecting her mind. I’m running out of time.
“There is, however, one option left. I don’t know if it’ll actually work, and even if it does, there are a dozen things that could go wrong at every turn. But I’m starting to think I don’t have any other choice. If things continue as they have so far, Angela will die, Robert will hate me forever, my colleagues will be left without jobs, careers ruined, a killer will get off scot-free, and I…
“No, I can’t even think about myself at this point. I’m the only one who can stop this. And there’s only one way to do it: the back road to Olympus.”
— Dr. Ignatius Monroe
Day 73
* * *
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Thus, there is a boy named Icarus
Who flies too high toward the sun,
And though his waxed wings always melt
His immortal toil is never done.
I sit in the lobby for hours on end, watching the beautiful world outside. Its vibrant colors always soothe me, even though they’re shadowed by my envy. I can’t help but wonder what it’s like outside the hospital, what the beautiful world really contains. Are there people? Are there cities? Houses? Oceans? Wonders beyond imagination?
I hold the mythology book against my chest. I’ve read it twice since the girl appeared for the second time. I’ve been waiting for her to show up again, but she hasn’t yet—and she might never. But then, she said my name. She looked happy to see me. Logically, she must want to see me again, right?
It’s the only hope I have to cling to at this point.
The book has made my repetitive life inside the hospital more colorful, sure, but it’s also made me long for the outside world that much more. If I could talk to the girl, then maybe she—
Something breaks.
I nearly fall out of my chair, scrambling to my feet, seeking out the source of the sound.
It’s a window. And it’s cracking.
It’s not anywhere near the doors I can’t pass through, so I approach the pane of glass slowly, hoping the invisible barrier that keeps me in the building doesn’t grab me before I get a chance to investigate further.
It doesn’t, by some miracle.
I raise my hand to the window, fingers hovering over the spider-webbed cracks. Nobody touched the window. Nothing hit it. So why is it breaking? Pressure? A shift in the foundation? An earthquake, maybe, resonating through the ground beneath the hospital—but then, wouldn’t I have felt the quake?
Things don’t break in this hospital. Things have never broken in this hospital.
I touch the glass.
It shatters.
I recoil, shielding my face, but the glass shoots outward into the beautiful world. I slip and fall on my ass, breathing hard, and then blink, confused. The air from the beautiful world slips inside to greet me, warm and fresh. Somehow, though, I know I won’t be able to step through the frame of the broken window, any more than I can through the automatic doors. So I don’t bother to try. I just gaze at the window in awe, feel the breeze caress my cheeks, attention shifting back and forth from the lush vegetation to the shards of glass glittering on the sidewalk.
Minutes pass me by, and I gradually realize that something important is missing from this scene. I turn to survey the rest of the lobby, expecting a crowd behind me. But no one’s there. The visitors in the waiting area sit quietly, absorbed in various mundane tasks. Texting. Talking. Napping. The receptionist at the front desk is on the computer, typing away.
No one noticed the window exploding.
No one but me.
* * *
I observe the broken window for several days, waiting for something to happen. I return to my white room at night, but the rest of my days are spent on the floor of the lobby, examining the broken glass that no one has cleaned up. I watch a thousand visitors come and go, and no one ever notices the broken window.
The mythology book is still in my arms—I won’t let it out of my sight—and I’ve read it three more times since the window exploded. I consider reading it again, as if it contains some kind of secret message I’ve yet to decode. But like the window, its presence is a mystery I can’t solve without more information.
Or, hell, maybe it’s not a mystery at all. Maybe I’m completely unhinged now, and I’m imagining this whole scenario.
It would be my luck, wouldn’t it?
I glance at the glass scattered across the concrete sidewalk of the beautiful world.
Then again, maybe it’s all too real. Maybe…
I sense the girl’s presence again.
Stumbling to my feet, I rush back down the hall to my white room and pass through my closed door—then I come to an abrupt halt.
The girl has moved my chair. She’s repositioned it closer to the window and now stands on the seat, peering out into the beautiful world beyond. For a brief second, rage beats through my veins—I’m offended, quite frankly—and I open my mouth to scream at her. It’s my chair and my room! What gives you the right to change anything? What gives you the right to…?
Thankfully, I realize how stupid that sounds before any words come out of my mouth.
Because what gives me the right?
It’s a damn hospital room in purgatory. I don’t own it.
I lower my hands and close my mouth, sighing under my breath. Trudging toward the window, I grasp the mythology book harder. Will she want it back? Will she take it from me, the only thing I’ve ever had from outside the hospital? The only escape in this dreary white world?
As I move closer, the girl turns away from the window, the same innocent smile crossing her face as she recognizes me again. This time, I don’t look away. For anything.
“Mr. Icarus!” she says as she hops from the chair. She runs up to greet me, her arms wide open. I fully expect her to go right through me—everybody else does—but she makes contact. She wraps her arms around my waist and hugs me tight.
There’s a moment where I honestly don’t remember what you’re supposed to do when somebody embraces you.
That sad, isn’t it?
I respond at a snail’s pace, hugging her back with one hand.
When she’s satisfied, she lets me go and beams up at me. “Mr. Icarus! I was afraid I wouldn’t see you again.”
My best smile plastered on my face, I speak to another person for the first time since I woke up in the white room, ages and ages ago. “You….were?”
The girl nods, excited. “Yes! This place is so scary. I don’t like to come in here. I usually play outside with the nice people in the garden. Except for the grumpy man. I don’t play with him. I asked him his name once, and he replied, so mean—”
“There’s a garden outside?” I mumble.
She nods even harder. “It’s so pretty! You should come with me and see it.”
I shake my head. “So, you can come and go as you please?”
A look of confusion sprouts on her round face. “Well, yeah, Mr. Icarus. I can go anywhere.” She nibbles on her lip. “Can’t you?”
“No…I can’t leave this building.”
“Why not?” Her smile collapses into a pout. “You told me anyone could do anything in Olympus.”
Olympus?
I dare to glance at the mythology book in my hands.
The home of the gods. That Olympus?
“You said,” she continues, “that once someone gets into the scary machine, they can go to Olympus and do anything fun. So why can’t you come with me?”
Machine?
“I…” I’m at a loss for words. I’ve never spoken to this girl before, not in my time at the hospital. And my memories of before are too blurred; I can’t recall any conversations about Olympus or scary machines. So this girl knows more than I do right now. I can’t possibly answer her question—that simple why—without her filling in more blanks first.
Even then, there’s no guarantee we’ll be able to solve the mystery together. She’s only a child. How much can she possibly understand about what’s happening here?
I’m an adult, and I’m still totally lost…
I crouch down in front of her, offering the mythology book. “Can you tell me everything you know about this place?”
She takes the book from me and tilts her small head to the side, frowning. “But, Mr. Icarus, you know a lot more than me. You made Olympus, right?”
“Made?” I whisper. How could someone make a place like this?
“In the computer, remember?”
“No…” I sink to my knees, letting my eyes roll toward the floor.
The girl, on the verge of tears, vanishes again.
“No. I don’t remember.”
* * *
“Tomorrow morning, the investigation team is coming to shut the project down. Robert will be there. He’s giving up on Angela—he’s only coming to say goodbye—and he blames me for everything. Ericson will be there, too, of course, lending his knowledge of the project hardware to the police, since they refuse to trust the word of anybody I didn’t fire. God. That smug bastard actually had the gall to call me yesterday, to taunt me.
“I know he did it. I know it. But he covered his ass well, and because I can’t prove he did it, the world is apparently choosing to believe it was an error on my part. I’ve been threatened so many times that I’ve stopped going home altogether.
“But none of that matters anymore, I guess. I’ve finished prepping the back road to Olympus. Tonight, after most of the staff has gone home, I’ll enter Olympus through the back road program and seek out Angela. Once I’m there, my deadline will cease to matter. Time between Olympus and the real world is relative, and I’ll have a virtual eternity to find her.
“I may need it, too. The system has been so corrupted by the virus that even with the back road, the odds of my mind getting into the program unscathed are…very low. I’ll probably lose a large portion of my memory, and if I forget what I set out to do, then…it’s likely that the moment my mind is registered by Olympus, the virus will attack it, causing irreparable damage. I doubt my body will live longer than five minutes, with my brain going haywire. I’ll probably seize to death. But five minutes out here could be a thousand years in there. Or more.
“As long as I find Angela before it’s too late for her, then nothing else matters.”
— Dr. Ignatius Monroe
Day 95
* * *
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There was a boy named Icarus
Who flew too high toward the sun,
But when his waxed wings melted so
He refused to let his toil be done.
The girl said I made this place, this world. It’s artificial. And as I sit idly in front of the broken window in the lobby, the clues coming together in my head, I realize just how much sense that makes. This world doesn’t follow any natural laws. This place is beyond any sense of normal. For it to be fake is its “natural” state.
And I knew that from the beginning—to some degree. I knew this purgatory was weird, if nothing else.
But to think such a realistic-looking world could be made by a single man is ludicrous. Insane. What faulty human hands could craft so many fine details, paint all the intricacies of reality in their proper places? Who could build such a complex forgery from scratch?
I stare blankly at my hands.
I can?
Me?
Icarus?
But then, I built it all kinds of wrong, didn’t I?
I built a mockery.
If I’d truly built an Olympus, a mountain of the gods, a perfect reality beyond reality, then surely it wouldn’t work like this. It wouldn’t be a trap. It’d be a joyous, fun place, not a morose prison. It’d be colorful, not monotone. It would all look like the beautiful world outside; it wouldn’t be stained by the presence of this ugly hospital. The mere existence of this awful building contradicts any claim I could hold to being the god of a perfect artificial world.
I tried to overstep my bounds as a human being, didn’t I? And royally fucked it up.
I caused my own downfall. I trapped myself—somehow, someway—inside a world of my own making. Inside some kind of damned computer. I burned myself right through to the bone and fell out of the sky.
I tried to do the impossible. I failed to do the impossible. I am Icarus.
Hah. At least now my shitty name makes sense.
* * *
Another window breaks. I watch it crack, watch the web spread across the pane that separates me from the beautiful world that I created. Like before, the window explodes outward, spewing glass across the sidewalk.
This time, however, I notice other signs of decay. The world outside is becoming less beautiful. Everywhere. Around the shattered glass, the grass is dying, dry and brown. The flowers in the fresh mulch are starting to wilt. The trees are losing leaves, like it’s autumn, but the leaves are still green, not a wash of red and orange. Whatever’s gone wrong in this world of mine is getting worse. It’s escalating. And I don’t think I have the power to stop it.
I can’t even begin to guess how I would fix an entire world. I don’t even know exactly how this world came to be. My memories are still faded, still blurred. I have flashes of another time, of people and places that look familiar, that I should remember. But I can’t hold on to them. They keep slipping through my fingers.
The girl in violet—she’s in these flashes, her name on the tip of my tongue. But I can’t catch it. I grate my teeth and clench my fists and growl, but the name doesn’t come.
I fear it never will.
* * *
Mere days later, the flowers outside the broken windows are dead. The grass is crumbling into ashy pieces that no longer contain any hint of life. The tree trunks are rotting, soft and bowing. How much longer will it be before the decay spreads further? Until the entire beautiful world is nothing more than death and dust? It won’t be long—I can feel it in my bones—not with the rate at which it’s spreading.
My eyes skim the remaining lobby windows. They’re all cracked now.
And still, no one notices but me.
I was right, I realize. About the others. The visitors are fake. They’re simulated, like the world itself. But so are the other residents. And the orderlies. Everybody else in the hospital is part of this fake world I’ve created. False people with no minds of their own. That’s why I’m the only one who can see what’s happening.
Which means I was always more alone than I ever imagined. My only real companion is the little girl, the girl I apparently sent here.
Trapped here.
I trapped her here.
I must have.
Because if the creator can’t escape, how can anyone else?
* * *
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If life has taught us anything
It is that mistakes can be undone,
And with passing years of knowledge gained
The mortal coil may straightly run.
By the time the girl appears again, all the windows in the hospital have shattered. Except the one in my white room. Worse, the decay has spread to other things, more than glass and flowers and grass and trees…it’s spread to people. The people I created.
Their bodies have dried up, like the plants. They’ve dropped dead, like stones. In the course of seventy-two hours, the hospital has become a crypt. Bodies slumped in the hallways, in lobby chairs, at desks. Linda and Martha and all the orderlies are among the casualties, cracking faces staring up at nothing but the harsh fluorescents. And look, I know they aren’t real people with real lives and heartbeats, but walking past their flaking corpses in the hall is…
Out of nowhere, the girl comes through my door, tears streaming down her face. She runs straight into me, holds me tightly. I can guess the reason for the tears.
“Mr. Icarus, why is everything dying?”
I can’t give an answer. I don’t know, goddammit.
Instead, I sink to my knees in front of her and gently grasp her shoulders. “I’ll find out.” It’s half a lie. “I just need you to answer some questions first.”
She sniffles. “O-Okay.”
Swallowing, I start with the most important question. “Can you tell me my full name?”
She blinks. “You’re, um…it’s kind of hard to say. I think it’s I-Ignatius Monroe.”
The memories slam into me, a physical blow that knocks me back.
Dr. Ignatius Monroe. PhD in computer science. Pioneer of virtual environments. Young. Unmarried. Works late. Allergic to peanut butter. Voice recorder—
“Oh,” I whisper. “Oh.”
“Mr. Icarus?” The girl is starting to sound afraid.
I shake my head and right myself. “That name. Why do you call me Icarus if that’s not my name?”
Her bottom lip wobbles. “Because that’s what everyone at work calls you. It’s a nickname.”
“Why?”
She starts at my shout, and I immediately regret it.
“I’m sorry,” I say, softer. “But why do they call me Icarus, of all things?”
“I don’t know exactly why.” There are more tears in her eyes. “I think it’s a joke. Mr. Johnson said that someone who used to work with you gave you the nickname, and you didn’t like him much but kept the name anyway.”
Ericson. Young like me. Lazy. Jealous. So jealous. Always trying to leech off others. Fired from the Olympus project. Tried to change my code without authorization. Almost ruined the entire thing. Almost cost us millions. I fired him. Fired. Jealous.
Angry.
Sabotaged me.
The decay is not my fault.
It never was—
My window shatters.
The girl screams, and I shield her, but no glass comes through. It explodes out into the formerly beautiful world, and I can picture it falling like acid rain on the sidewalk below, on the dead grass, poisoning everything it touches.
“Mr. Icarus, what’s happening?” She’s bawling now.
I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to stop this. There’s something I’m missing, something I haven’t remembered yet, something vitally important. It’s on the tip of my…
…tongue.
“You…” I mutter harshly. “What’s your name?”
“My name?” Her wide eyes stare up at me sadly, red-rimmed and teary. “You don’t remember me?”
“Please! Just tell me your name…”
A rumble shatters the deathly quiet of the room. Louder and louder. The room starts to shake. Harder and harder. Then, like a rubber band snapping in half, the entire room shifts to the right so fast the floor flies out from underneath our feet. Both of us tumble over, the girl in my grasp, my chair clattering to the floor next to us.
I set the screaming girl down softly and scramble to my feet again, stare at what used to be my sacred white room. The wall, the floor, the building has been split right down the middle, a massive crack through the solid stone getting wider by the second.
The hospital is falling apart. The entire world is falling apart.
It’s doomsday in Olympus.
I turn back to the girl, both of us terrified beyond all reason, and shout, “Your name! What is your name?”
Her response is barely a whisper.
But I hear it anyway.
“Angela.” A tear rolls down her cheek. “I’m Angela.”
* * *
“To Robert: I apologize for everything that’s happened. If I could have known then what I know now, I would have scrapped the entire Olympus project before it ever started. But I refused to let my doubts overcome my pride, and now I’ve paid the price. My deepest regret is that I’ve potentially caused Angela lasting damage, impacted her entire life. If I have, then I am deeply sorry, and I can only hope my final act is enough to make up for what I’ve done. I know I can’t expect you to forgive me, and I’d never ask you to. But, if you’re willing to do anything at all for me…Everything I own has been willed to Angela. Please let her have it.”
___
“To my team: I’ve wasted years of your time on this project, and my mistakes have led to the ruin of your good names. I’m afraid that the most I can leave you with is all my life’s work—except for Olympus. Every discovery, every invention—they’re all yours to share for whatever endeavors you take on in the future. You all are brilliant, dedicated. I wish you all the best of luck.”
___
“To Angela: For all the pain and fear I’ve caused you, I’m sorry. I know that no apology can ever fix my mistakes, but I hope you can walk away from this—from me—with a happy outlook on life. You are smart and talented and surrounded by people who will encourage and love you for your entire life. Please don’t let this experience hold you back. Please don’t let me hold you back. Please.”
___
“To Ericson: I sincerely hope you’re happy with what you’ve accomplished, you son of a bitch. You’ve wasted millions of dollars. You’ve destroyed the life work of several of your peers. You’ve physically and mentally harmed more people than you can imagine. Do you feel proud of yourself, I wonder? Are you sitting in your home every night, giddy and giggling as another story defaming me rolls across the screen? You must, I imagine. You must because you were cruel enough to do something like this in the first place.
“That you ever dared to dub me ‘Icarus’ only proves my point. You wanted me to fail so completely that you even gave me the name of a failure, of someone who overstepped his bounds so far that it cost him his life. I’ve often wondered if that was your final goal, Ericson, to kill me. It certainly wouldn’t surprise me. I flew so high that your eyes could no longer take the strain of the sun, so you burned right through my wings, burned right through everything I’ve ever accomplished, just so you could watch me fall. Or perhaps you are the sun in your own mind. Far above everyone else. So arrogant you think that no man can ever touch you. I got close, didn’t I? I was a threat. And you eliminated me the best way you knew how.
“Let me assure you of something, Ericson. No matter what, you will not get away with this. I know it was you. I recognized your style, your trademarks, the day the virus infected the system. And no matter what you do to try and hide it, to try and continue to feign innocence, you will fail. Your guilt may be exposed by the most innocent of sources or the most complex, by the most offhanded comments or the most acute interrogation. But mark my final words, Leonid Ericson:
“You are guilty, and the world will know it.”
— Dr. Ignatius “Icarus” Monroe
Day 95, The Final Record
* * *
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Thus, there is a boy named Icarus
Who flies too high toward the sun,
But when his waxed wings always melt
He simply stands back up and runs.
The world crumbles around us. I haul Angela into my arms and take off down the hall. The floor tiles shatter under my steps, and dust rains down onto my face from the shaking, flimsy ceiling. Lights flicker. Abandoned medicine carts spill hundreds of clacking pills. Dried bodies slumped against the walls vibrate themselves to ash in the worsening quake. The hospital, the world outside, all of it…there are minutes left, if that.
My world is dying. My Olympus is dying.
Angela clings to my shirt as I race toward the lobby. Debris is flying everywhere, and a sharp piece cuts my cheek wide open. I feel the blood well up and stream down my chin, but I ignore it. I have to get Angela out of the building.
I have to get Angela out of Olympus.
I remember everything now.
Angela was the first test of Olympus.
And I am the last.
The virtual world isn’t collapsing without cause. The virus is finally breaking down the integrity of the system. Olympus is being irreparably corrupted. If I don’t get Angela out quickly, she’ll die here.
Me? I’m already dead.
The virus devastated my brain the moment I connected to the Olympus uplink. That’s why I forgot everything. Literal brain damage. The kind you don’t recover from.
This was a one-way trip to watch the end of my world. I knew that long before I made it.
I hold Angela tightly in my arms as I race into the lobby. I know I can’t go outside the hospital. I’m trapped here until the world ceases to exist. Until I cease to exist with it.
I go as far as I can, ceiling tiles disintegrating above me. Sliding to a stop, I set Angela down on her two tiny feet.
“Mr. Icarus!” Her cheeks are stained with dust and tears.
“Angela, listen to me.”
The internal failsafe was never touched by the virus. Angela has always been able to leave. She just never knew it. Because of me.
“Angela, I need you to go outside, close your eyes, and say, I’d like to go down the mountain. It will make you wake up.”
She whimpers. “But, Mr. Icarus, what about you?”
I shake my head. “I can’t go with you, Angela, okay? I can’t leave the building.” The back road only ever went so far. It was an afterthought. It was never designed to fully access Olympus. Another mistake on my part.
“But…”
“No buts!” I squeeze her shoulders. “Look, your father is waiting for you outside Olympus, Angela. He’s been waiting for you to wake up for a long time. Don’t you want to see him?”
She nods, sobbing.
“Good. Then go.” The hallway behind us collapses. The building is coming down. “Go, Angela. Now.”
I release her.
For a moment, she hesitates.
“Go!”
She runs as fast as her small legs can take her, curls flying, violet dress rippling in the air, shoes with the little bows tap-tapping on the broken floor. She narrowly avoids the implosion of the lobby’s entryway. Steel supports tear through the ceiling, crashing to the floor in front of me.
Through the enormous holes now torn into the ceiling, the sun beams down on me.
I watch Angela closely.
Tears still pouring down her face, she clenches her eyes shut. Her bottom lip trembles as it forms the first words. Her debris-covered shoulders shake.
Then, her body begins to vanish. It’s not like the decay of Olympus, with its brutal cracks and broken pieces. It’s graceful and smooth. She fades away, back to the world she belongs in, leaving only a brief flicker of soft violet in the air where she used to be.
Angela is free.
My eyes shift upward, toward the beaming sun. For the longest time, it seemed as if it was sneering at me, mocking me, peering at me through windows and bars as if I were a lowly prisoner. Now, I see it in its full and awful glory. My eyes don’t burn it its light. I stare straight into its core, my vision ebbing into a white sea dotted with a thousand vibrant colors.
In the distance, I hear the rest of the hospital collapse around me, but I don’t look away from the sun. Instead, I watch, a smile gracing my dusty, bloodied face as the star’s burning edges begin to dull. The sun itself is dying before my eyes. It will never taunt me again.
A sharp pain shoots through my arm, and another assaults my back. Flecks of paint and plaster fall into my eyes, but I don’t take my sight away from the darkening sun. The decay reaches its center, leaving nothing but a pinprick of yellow surrounded by a sea of deathly brown.
The final supports of the hospital fail, and the two halves of the building plummet toward one another. Just as they collide, I glimpse that final pinprick die. And then sun is gone. The sun is dead.
Tons of debris careen toward me, and it’s only then that I close my eyes, let my enlightened sight die as well. With my vision goes the rest of my senses. My hearing fades out as the roar of the falling building overpowers it. My tongue and nostrils are too choked on dust to sense anything at all.
In the end, there is nothing but a dull snap of pressure, like a stretched rubber band, worn from so many years of toil and stress, finally breaking.
Then, there is nothing at all.
And finally, finally, I’m free too.
* * *
Epilogue
The light shining down on Angela is bright, but it’s not like the sun she’s grown used to in Olympus. She sits up, confused, and slides herself out of the strange tube that the bright light belongs to. The light gives way to a familiar sight.
Mr. Icarus’s lab.
Next to her, one of Mr. Icarus’s friends is sleeping in a chair. She hops quietly off the tube’s bed cushion and lands on the floor, whimpering at the feeling of the cold tiles on her bare feet. Someone took off her shoes, the pretty ones with the bows, and she doesn’t see them anywhere nearby.
She glances at the sleeping man, but he doesn’t stir, and twirls on her toes for a moment, wondering what to do.
She remembers Mr. Icarus telling her to wake up in the scary world that was falling apart, that her daddy would be waiting for her. But he’s not here. So she walks past the sleeping man, following the familiar route to Mr. Icarus’s office. She knows Mr. Icarus won’t be there—he said so himself—but she wants to sit on his comfy couch, like she always does when she visits the lab.
A few minutes later, she’s standing in front of the door. The label doesn’t say “Mr. Icarus.” It reads “Dr. Ignatius Monroe,” which is his real name. Angela’s always found that hard to say, so she started calling him “Mr. Icarus” along with the rest of the people who work here.
She knows what that name means. She’s read the story lots of times.
But she never, before today, thought Mr. Icarus really was Icarus. Now, she can’t help but wonder if he really made a mistake like the flying boy. He looked so scared in the world that was falling apart. Mr. Icarus had never looked so scared before.
Angela touches the door handle, but before she can open the door, she hears voices.
She turns to the left and watches a group of men and women pass by.
Three are dressed like policemen. Three are wearing white lab coats.
Two are wearing suits. And two of them she recognizes.
One of them is her daddy.
The other is the grumpy man from the garden in Olympus.
His name is Ericson.
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Mia + Vegan Cannibals
by S. Elliot Brandis
THIS VEGAN SCRAG IS TRYING TO EAT ME.
Sorry, that was a loaded sentence. But I swear to God, that’s my blood dripping down her chin. And these are her bite marks on my arm. Right there, between my tattoos. Crazy Mother Teresa.
Full disclosure: I may have kissed her boyfriend. Still, that’s hardly a reason to eat somebody. Especially if you’re a vegan. Don’t they have a code or something?
“I’m going to strip the flesh from your body,” she says, her voice low, “and feast on the life within you.”
“Uh… I’d prefer you didn’t, maybe?”
She pushes me into a chair and I nearly tumble. The last thing I want to do is lose my footing. I step back to steady myself, the soles of my Chucks squeaking on the floorboards, and look around the conference hall for help. Surely somebody can help me, weak-armed vegans or not.
I’m met with a thousand hungry gazes.
Balls.
If I’m going to be eaten in front of an audience of dead-eyed cannibals, I might as well tell you how it happened. Let’s start at the beginning… when a man loves a woman.
Too far back? Damn, I wanted to do the sperm wriggle.
Okay, picture this: Me, Mia Alderson, standing on a rooftop at three in the morning. I’m wearing a black beanie, a bad-ass denim jacket, tattered Chuck Taylors… you get the idea. I’m hot freakin’ stuff.
There’s a big billboard in front of me. It’s one of those rubbish ads for female moisturiser. Love the skin you’re in or some guff, like we don’t know the same company promotes their men’s product lines with dancing slappers getting wet from a whiff of deodorant. I rattled my spray can. I’d only brought a couple of colors, but I wanted to do something big. The billboard could be seen from the highway. This was a chance to mess with a thousand dead-eyed commuters.
“You know they test on animals?” asked a man’s voice.
My heart jumped from my chest. I spun around, my hands sweaty. I was already on probation—one more charge and I might end up in the slammer. For graffiti! That wasn’t going to help my prison image. Why are you here? Helga the resident neo-Nazi would ask. Um, I’d mutter, unsanctioned moisture-based artwork?
Yup. As good as dead.
“How did you get up here?” I asked the dark, keeping my voice calm. The confidence was fake, but it sounded real. It always does.
“Same way you did.”
It took my eyes a moment to adjust. The billboard was bright, highlighted with glowing LEDs, while the stranger stood in the shadows. My heart calmed as he came into focus. He was close to my age—early twenties, maybe—with messy brown hair and intense eyes. He wore a tight shirt and tighter jeans. Light stubble peppered his pale face.
“I have white paint,” I said. “I was thinking of trimming off her curves, a bit of street-style Photoshopping. Then I could write over the logo in red… something weird, like ‘eat’ instead of ‘love’.”
“Eat the skin you’re in? That’s a bit… morbid. I’m not sure I get it.”
“Exactly. It will mess with people. They’ll be expecting a grand point, but their minds won’t be able to process it. It’ll piss off everybody at once.”
He watched me for a moment with a gentle smirk. The night was a little eerie, with a high full moon casting pale light. The air was cold but still.
“I like you,” he said.
“Great.” I shook the spray can, letting the rattle of the ball indicate my eagerness to get started. “You can be my Edward fracking Cullen, right?”
“Frack? What is this, network television?”
“I was thinking basic cable…” I paused but he didn’t fill the silence. People always fill the silence. “I was brainwashed in juvie, alright? I can’t swear. The white coats messed with my brain. Serious Clockwork Orange retina-scratching hogwash. Plus, you know, it kind of opens me up to a whole new audience. Right?”
I flashed my brightest smile. I hoped to God I brushed my teeth that morning.
His smirk dropped. He strode across the rooftop towards me, his eyes steely cold. My heart stopped—don’t tell me he actually was a goddamn vampire. That’d me my luck, seriously. He lowered my arm, pressed his chest into mine, and kissed me. My knees shook.
Christ.
“I hope to see you soon,” he said.
Before I could say anything, he was gone—winding down steel staircases to the street, an occasional clang the only sign he hadn’t vanished into the night air.
“Feminism now, Mia,” I whispered to myself. “Don’t fall for that Count Creeper crap.”
I painted. The image turned out better than I expected, the white paint fading perfectly into the background. I gave the ‘plus-sized’ model (a.k.a. normal as sin) a Disney princess hourglass figure.
Let’s see her intestines work her way through that corset.
I goddamn impress myself sometimes.
As I was finishing the lettering, I heard footsteps. I won’t lie—my stomach did flutter a little. The thought of his soft lips, his wandering fingertips. Mmm, I’ll stop. I turned around and copped a faceful of torchlight instead.
“Don’t move,” rang a confident voice. “Police.”
Bollocks.
After tha— Hang on.
Mohammad’s bloody ghost.
The overly attached cannibal-girlfriend, henceforth known as Blondie McFlesheater, has me pushed up against a conference room table. I manage to grab her neck with my right hand, wrapping my fingers around her windpipe. I squeeze, hoping it might dull her appetite for human flesh. As luck would have it, it bloody well doesn’t.
“What the hell do you want?” I scream.
“I want to suck your eyeballs out of your skull,” she says, “so you can see the moment I bite into them, letting the fluids drip down my throat.”
“Jesus Zombie Christ. Look. I’m sorry I kissed your boyfriend. He kissed me first, I swear to God.”
Her face changes for a moment, softening with confusion.
“Not a God person?” I ask. “Um…. I swear to Baphomet. That’s his name, right? The goat dude? He’d love you. All about the flesh and the hellfire.”
“He kissed you?”
“Goat lord?”
“My boyfriend.”
“Oh.” I do my best to look nonchalant. Well, it’s pretty much useless when you have a vegan cannibal bearing down, your blood crusting on her lips. “You didn’t know?”
“I’m going to skin you,” she growls, low and guttural. “Nice and slow, so you don’t die. Then I’ll hold up your shape before you, a floppy, dripping mess, and gnaw at your flesh from the inside. When there’s no meat left, I’ll savor the rest of you. Strip by strip. A few fibers at a time. I will consume your soul.”
I have to admit, she knows how escalate things. Credit where credit’s due.
“Maybe you need a little more soy and a little less soylent green?” I ask. My free hand is flapping around the table behind me, looking for a makeshift weapon. My fingers curl around the base of a blender. It’s one of those crummy plastic ones from late night television, but now’s not the time to be picky—I swing it at her face. “Why not try a shake!”
Okay, that was lame. Even Peter Parker had to start somewhere. I don’t even manage to do it right—the container tumbles to the ground, spilling green ooze, while the now-exposed blades stab into her cheek. I fumble for the button with my thumb.
Wizzzz.
The blender blades spring to life, cutting up the side of her face. Her eyes twitch as she stumbles back. Pieces of her cheek dangle like maggots.
“You got McGuyvered, hussy!”
I spin and run across the room. I am the jam, right? That’s entertainment.
Now, where was I?
Right, right. The fuzz.
So, I was sitting in a brightly lit room back at the police station. Would you believe it, they good-cop-bad-copped me. I thought that was a movie trope, no joke. The good cop was actually kinda cute, a clean-cut country type with short blond hair. He even had dimples. Dimples.
“I’m real sorry, officer,” I said, eyes wide. “But this type of marketing to women is cynical and exploitative. It’s a sign of the patriarchy that’s—”
“Cut the crap, Ms. Alderson,” Bad Cop interrupted. He dropped my file on the table. “Theft, vandalism, possession…” He cleared his throat. “And it says here you… once took a dump on a blue Daihatsu?”
I looked over at Good Cop, who was frowning gently. This wanghole was making me look bad in front of Officer Dimples. I took a sip of my stale coffee, trying to maintain my cool.
“In my defense,” I said, “the car belonged to my ex-boyfriend, and he stole my bloody sta—”
I caught myself. It’s probably best not to say stash in front of the 5-0. The whole war on drugs and all that. That’s still a thing, right? Also, why do we call cops the 5-0? Eh, forget the whole thing. Raises too many questions.
There was a moment of silence before Good Cop started to laugh. It was a wholehearted chuckle, like an old friend remembering the time you both did something dumb as kids. Damn, Good Cop was good. I could eat his cheeks like butter.
“What’s passed is past,” he said warmly. “We’re not here to bust your chops, let alone talk about Daihatsu deuces. I mean that. What’s passed is past.”
I looked down, taking another sip. I’m telling the story, so I’m going to say that I didn’t blush.
“I’m a reformed pooper. Honest.”
“I’m sure you are,” he said. “And that’s why I’m sure we can come to an arrangement. See, we believe you know somebody that is of interest to us.” He leaned in a little, as though sharing a secret. “Malcolm Gold.”
I leaned in a little too, to see what his breath smelled like. He had to have a flaw, surely. Minty tones lingered in my nostrils. I sniffed, hoping to find a telltale hint of nicotine gum. Nothing. I crinkled my nose, annoyed at his perfection. “Who?”
Bad Cop interrupted our moment with a photograph. He slid it across the table, like it was Law & Order or something. The image was a little dodgy in black and white, but I knew who it was. There was no mistaking it.
“Count Creepula?”
Dimples cleared his throat, bringing my attention back to him. “His name is Malcolm. He’s wanted for a string of offenses.”
I laughed, leaning back into my chair. The fluorescent light flickered overhead. I grabbed my elbow with my opposite hand and did my best to look sad, which was hard because, c’mon, it was hilarious. It was the rooftop vampire kiss bandit. And he had a stupid name like Malcolm Gold.
Malcolm. Gold.
Ha.
“I think I understand,” I said gently, averting my gaze. “Has he been kissing vulnerable women… sexually assaulting them, I mean.”
“What?” says Bad Cop. “No. What the hell?” He taps the photo aggressively. “This little prick is wanted on a string of domestic terrorism charges.”
My mouth moved, but no words came out.
Dimples continued, “He’s working with a group called Jalapeño Business. They’re a group of militant vegans. We suspect they’re responsible for a series of cases of agricultural terrorism. Breaking into farms, destroying machinery, compromising holding fences… that sort of thing.”
I laughed. “Those wankers that freed the free-range chickens? What were they then? Double free?”
“Ninety percent of those chickens died,” Bad Cop snapped. “It was a biological disaster. Their corpses polluted a nearby stream and killed an off-grid community downstream.”
“Wow,” I muttered. “Thank God they didn’t hurt any normal people.”
Dimples wrapped his hands together and leaned in again, elbows on the table. A look of adorable concern painted his face. “Mia, this isn’t a joke. Animal lives are at risk.” He sighed, his eyes going doughy. Bloody hell, he even does better puppy dog eyes than me. “Human lives, too. Can you help us?”
“We can make this all go away,” Bad Cop added, forcing a gentle tone.
I sighed, mustering up my best take on melancholy. I leaned in, breathing another lungful of warm, minty air. Just to be sure, you know? I don’t normally like clean-shaven guys, but damn his jaw looked good. I paused for dramatic effect.
“I’ll do anything I can to help, Officer.” I reached forward, placing a hand on his. “Chickens are the dolphins of the farm.”
Wack.
Back to the piece-of-crap present. Blondie McFlesheater, a.k.a. Eyeball Enthusiast, has taken out my legs with the fake corpse of a poorly shaven sheep. Some freaking charity prop. I can’t make this stuff up. I go tits up, crashing down hard on the floorboards. The sheep lands on me, corn-syrup blood dripping on my jacket. My bad-ass denim jacket. That wench.
This is personal now.
“When humans first started eating meat,” she says, “they learned to hunt in groups.”
“And?”
“It facilitated the development of group survival strategies, socialization, and language skills.”
“Well, then how do you account for your anti-social bloody behavior?”
I push the fake corpse off me and struggle to my feet. Blondie watches me with wide eyes. I know the look. An addict’s gaze. Been there. Seen that.
She runs a hand down her shredded cheek then licks the blood off her fingers. “You see, this does nothing for me. We don’t desire to eat ourselves or those in our group.”
I hold up my arm, pointing to the bite. “You sure about that?”
She laughs, her cheek tearing further as her mouth is thrown open. “You’re not in my group. I can sense those who are like me.” She waves a hand around the conference hall. “Cannibals, flesh-eaters… we are the next wave of humans. Just look around. We will eat you out.”
“Jesus, phrasing.”
She clears her throat. “No, seriously. Look around you.”
I spin around slowly, soles slipping on corn syrup, and I see what she’s referring to. I’m completely surrounded by cannibals. They’re watching me with stares simultaneously fierce and calm. They’re not going to attack me, but they’re not going to let me escape, either. They want to watch her eat me. Spectators. Like those knobs who watch MasterChef.
I am a sack of meat. I am dinner.
I’m moments away from being chow, so I might as well tell the rest of the story. I first met our blonde cannibal friend a week ago. I’d taken the cops up on their crummy offer. Sure, I wanted to avoid the vandalism charges, but I also liked the idea of it. Not being a rat. Or a mole. Heck, nothing rodent related. Infiltration. That sounded like fun.
As it turns out, Count Creeper had slipped a flyer into my jacket pocket that night on the rooftop. The cops had found it when they’d taken me in—it was the only reason they knew to press me on him. Smartarses. And there I was thinking they knew something. They told me to contact him, via the email address on the flyer, and arrange to meet. All I had to do was watch and listen. No wire. They wanted names, day jobs, that sort of thing. Easy as Sunday morning when you’re earning double-time and a half dolling out devon at the deli. A piece of crack, err, cake.
So there I was on a cold night, my breath misting, body shivering. I pulled my beanie down over my brow and tucked my hands into my jacket. Meeting in a goddamn car park—how dramatic.
I heard the shuffle of gravel behind me.
“Hello?” I shivered, turning.
“Ah, I’d hoped it was you.”
Malcolm walked toward me. He still looked vampiric, with tight black clothing and pale white skin, but there was a spark in his eyes. He carried a heavy bag, dropping it beside me.
“Jalapeño Business? Are you serious?”
“You don’t like the name?”
“It sounds like a second-rate taco truck.”
He smirked. “Well, I’m glad you’re here, regardless.” He stepped in close, the mists of our breath mixing, and I felt that strange feeling again—like we were back on the rooftop. “We’re always looking for people interested in the cause.”
“The cause,” echoed a woman’s voice.
A blonde girl walked out of the shadows. You know her now as our hungry, hungry cannibal friend, but back then she was as vegan as a hummingbird. I’m talking full-hipster vegan—oversized glasses, tattered skinny jeans, scuffed boots. She had black flesh tunnels in her ears and a silver stud in her nose. Textbook tosser. Probably has an arts degree.
“Does she even care about the cause?”
She came close, forcing her way between Malcolm and me. Without asking, she slipped her hands under my jacket, her fingers digging into my ribs, my waist, my hips. I pulled back.
“Do you mind?”
“Just checking you’re not wearing a wire.”
“Why the hell would I be wearing a wire?”
She shrugged. “You never know with you mainstream types.” She turned back to Malcolm, talking to him as if I wasn’t there. “She’s clear. Though I’m not sure she’s vegan. Too much meat on her. And those rosy cheeks. Ugh.”
“Thanks.” He wrapped his arm around her waist and kissed the top of her head. “She’ll be fine.”
And that’s the moment where I simultaneously learned that Malcolm had a girlfriend, and that she was a prying-fingered psychopath. The ol’ double whammy. Her name was Winter. No joke.
Winter.
The next minute, we were crawling through the bushes with two other guys. One had a beard a solid foot long, and the other looked like he hadn’t eaten for days—I’m talking bones where there shouldn’t be bones. Bones in his eyeballs. I’m surprised his joints even worked.
We assembled outside a fence.
“This is a chicken farm,” Malcolm whispered.
“Chicken prison,” Winter corrected.
Subterfuge or not, I started laughing. Give me a break, how the heck could I not?
“Shh!”
“I’m sorry,” I said. She glared at me, and I realized I needed to offer an actual explanation. “Um, you know that episode of The Simpsons where Lisa becomes a vegetarian…?”
“Yes.”
“Uh…” Oh hell, I couldn’t remember jack. “The guy says—you know, the neighborhood one—sometimes you marry a carrot… and sometimes you… carrot bear to do it”
Winter looked at Count Malcolm with the most incredulous expression I’ve ever seen. As though douchebags might jump out of the bushes with cameras screaming, ‘Surprise, you’re on Candid Camera!’ But, no. It was just me. Being the worst informant of all time. So, so bad. Deep Throat, I am sorry. You got on your knees for nothing.
Joking!
Oh hell, does nobody have a sense of humor anymore?
Ah, right. Sorry. I forgot.
The beardy guy cut through the fence with a pair of fence cutters. Who’d have thunk? What an aptly named device. We made our way into the field, stepping on grass in a weird state of limbo—super fertilized, but forever eaten. A true Australian hero.
“Look over here,” Winter said.
“A corpse?” Malcolm asked.
She nodded, then bent down to pick it up. It was a dead chicken, no doubt, dangling from her thin fingers. Its eyes were glazed, blood in its feathers. It was hideous.
“I carrot bear it,” I whispered, a little too loudly.
Oh God, why did I say that?
“You think this is a joke?” Winter said, as cold as, um, winter. She thrust the chicken in my face. “This was a life. And now it’s dead. And why do you think that is? Huh?” The chicken wriggled. “Why?”
“I don’t know? Because they let it out of the barn?”
Flash.
Her eyes blazed like firelight. Capillaries burst in her cheeks. “No!” she screamed. “It’s because of this system of oppression. Because they built the barn to begin with.”
The chicken wriggled again.
I took a step back. “I hate to interrupt, but I think you’ve got a zombie chicken.”
Its legs kicked.
Winter dropped it to the ground. “They do this sometimes. It’s just nerves.” She raised a boot—Doc Martins, of course—and stomped on its head. It twitched again. “It’s not feeling pain, I swear.” Stomp. Stomp. Stomp. “Why won’t you die?”
“It’s okay,” Malcolm interrupted. “It’s okay. Its mind is in a better place now.”
“The mud?” I whispered.
Oh, bless Baphomet that nobody heard me say that one.
“Winter, Steve, and Peter,” he said. “Get to the warehouse. Take as much footage as you can. I’m thinking 60 Minutes, Four Corners, Today Tonight…” He smiled, proud. “As wide as we can take this. Cut beaks, scabby feathers. The good stuff. Go.”
“And you?” Winter asked.
“Don’t worry, we’ll give this queen the burial she deserves.” He smiled, no longer a smirk but a full-blown sympathetic sad-face. He might as well be channeling Detective Dimples. “Every creature, great and small.”
I was half-expecting Winter to flash him the angry gaze, too, but somehow she bought it.
“Love you, babe,” she said.
“You too.”
Ugh. A zombie chicken-stomping is one thing, but that? Ugh.
Tumblr girl and the ‘yes, sir’ duo ran across the field, heading towards the main building. I swear I saw one of them swat a mozzie on the way. Are mosquitos not good enough? Do they not deserve your vegan protection?
“Are you okay?” Malcolm asked.
“I’m fine.”
“I’m not buying it.”
I crossed my arms, suddenly a little chilly. “What?”
“You don’t care,” he said. “I saw you holding back a giggle as she curb-stomped that chicken.”
My stomach dropped. Ah crap, I really was the worst informant ever. Chickengate was over before it had even begun.
“I can explain, I swear.”
He smirked. “Oh, wow. Who are you working for? This is amazing.”
“Nobody.”
“But they have something on you?”
I bit my lip. “Maybe?”
He stepped forward, kissing me before I could pull back. He sucked on my lip, hard, as though hungry for blood. Fudge, if this dude actually was a vampire… well, I don’t know. He sure took his time, I guess? Patience is a virtue, apparently, so there’s that.
He pulled back. “Look,” he said, “I don’t care. I’m in this for the same reason you are. For fun. To see things fall to pieces. Do you understand?”
“Ah, no?”
“You’ll see,” he said. “Trust me. I knew it when I saw you. You’re into this. You see the humor in chaos.”
Okay, this time I did blush. This guy wasn’t a Cullen, he was Tyler Durden by way of Harvey Dent. He was my jam.
“I’ll be your Harley Queen,” I said.
“Who?”
I balled my fist and pulled it back.
“Kidding!” He raised his palms. “I know who the Riddler is.”
I punched him in the shoulder, a little too hard. There are some things you just don’t joke about.
“Next Saturday, come with me to Vegorama XV. Don’t ask. They’re announcing a new product… a fungus-soy hybrid. A game changer.”
“Wha…what?”
“Trust me.”
“That’s the sort of thing people say when they’re about to pull some serious brainwashing.”
He smiled gently. “You like kissing me, right?”
“Maybe if I was into the whole stalker-ass vampire thing.”
“Oh?” he said, moving in close. “You’re not?”
My heart fluttered a little. No, I was not. Sure, I read the books, but who didn’t? That’s beside the bloody point. I just like glitter. Back off, alright? “It doesn’t do much for me, to be honest.”
He leaned in suddenly, his cheek brushing against mine. My mouth hung agape. I could feel his breath against my neck. I won’t lie, I felt tingles. In many places.
“Do it,” I whispered.
He bit me. He actually bit my friggin’ neck. And it stung.
I pulled back, slapping my hand against the spot. “That hurt.” I looked at my palm. “And you drew blood!”
“I’m sorry.” He licked his lips. “Tasted like rubbish, too. Turns out I’m not a vampire. Remember, this weekend. Trust me.”
He ran towards the barn.
Trust him. For Cthulhu’s sake. Why did I trust him?
A few days later I was at the Brisbane Exhibition Centre, in a large conference hall in the middle of the city. Exhibitors had set up booths, advertising all manner of vegetarian and vegan products. You know that section of the supermarket that you avoid? With creepy soy versions of perfectly good meat products? Well, here it had come to life and taken over. But with more hemp. Vegans sure love hemp.
I looked around for Malcolm but he was nowhere to be seen. I felt awkward, until I remembered I was wearing my leather Chuck Taylors, which left me feeling super awkward. I shimmied up to a booth, needing to distract myself.
“What’ve you got?” I asked.
“Only the world’s finest vegan bacon,” said an overly smiley woman. “One taste of this, and you’d swear you were eating the real thing.”
“If you’re vegan, why would you want to feel like you’re eating the real thing?”
She smiled at me, blinking profusely. “We call it Bacorn!”
“Bacorn,” I repeated, dying a little inside. I picked up a strip, a strange pink and yellow rectangle of misery and mystery. “So it’s made from corn?”
“No, why?”
I took a deep breath. Slapping her now would ruin everything. I bit into the Bacorn.
Flash.
My vision went red for a second. I could hear the steam in my ears, the gurgling in my stomach. I threw the strip down onto the table. Every muscle in my face clenched tight.
“Delicious, huh?” she asked with a smile so large it would make her ears hurt.
“This,” I said, tapping the table furiously, “is an abomination. Imagine if Hitler and Satan had a baby, raised it in Hell, sent it to law school, and then watched it become a politician. Then one day he thought ‘screw it, I’m joining ISIS’, moved to Syria, and died in a suicide-bombing. At a school. Next to a hospital. While people were trying to watch the World Cup Final. If people smelled his burning flesh, got curious, and carved off a piece… that would taste less evil than this atrocity.”
Her blinking cranked up to a thousand beats per minute. Her pale cheeks flushed red.
“I will be making a formal complaint.” I pointed at her, letting my eye contact linger before I turned away. “I await a written reply.”
Without warning, Malcolm’s voice reverberated through the room. “Greetings, everybody. Hello? May I have your attention, please?”
I spun around, trying to locate him. His voice was being broadcast through the PA system, with speakers all around me. There seemed to be no central point to look.
I’d had a back-of-the-van meeting with Bad Cop and Dimples that morning, but they hadn’t told me much. They had a feeling something was going down. That was it. A feeling. I had to keep my ears open, stay cool, and search for anything strange—exposé footage changing hands, a recruitment drive, that sort of thing.
Vegorama, as the name might imply, was the biggest event on the vego-calendar. It was sponsored by the world’s largest vegan food manufacturer and a large, mostly questionable protest group. I won’t tell you which one, but c’mon… you can work it out. Stunts and celebrities. Conflicting ethics. This thing had money and minds behind it, with simultaneous conferences around the globe—virtually every state capital in any country worth mentioning.
“Where the hell are you,” I whispered, “and why the hell are we here?”
As though hearing my question, a panel raised up from the middle of the room, a smiling Malcolm standing in the middle. He was dressed like a Silicon Valley CEO—a suit jacket paired with a The Smiths ‘Meat is Murder’ T-shirt and never-washed jeans, with a microphone attached to his lapel.
“In our lifetime,” he started, “sometimes we are fortunate enough to witness great discoveries. We uncover secrets in nature, gifts from a higher power—like penicillin from mold—things under our noses but overlooked.” He paused, surveying the now-silent crowd. “Today is a special day. You will bear witness to our next great step.”
I pinched my wrist, needing to remind myself that it was Malcolm up there and not some super-cool, soulless corporate lackey. At least, I didn’t think he was. He was the guy on the roof, a vampire with a smirk. He was a ‘person of interest’. But he wasn’t the vegan messiah.
At least, he better not be.
Panic rushed through me. Vampires don’t have souls. Steve Jobs didn’t have a soul. How did I miss the connection? Am I really that stupid?
“In the caves of Tibet, hidden deep within the mountains, lay an ancient strain of bacteria. A hidden miracle from a lost time, a time of peace and harmony. A time when we lived in sync with nature.” He walked confidently around the platform, attentive to all of the audience. “We found this ten years ago, and only now have we unlocked its true potential. Feed it the right things—soy, mushrooms, roots—and it produces our holy grail: a complete vegan food. Imagine the full spectrum of vitamins and minerals, readily absorbable protein, complex flavors, and endless varieties.” He paused. “Now stop imagining, because it’s here. I present to you… Tibetan Soul.”
I coughed and laughed at the same time, resulting in a demonic chortle. Nobody noticed. It was drowned out by the applause around me. I’m serious. They lapped this spam up like he was The One, the goddamn vegan-Neo.
Curtains fell down around the room, revealing huge posters. They brightly proclaimed Tibetan Soul, complete with as much cultural appropriation as a room full of ‘true believers’ could stomach… which, it turns out, is a lot.
Waiters circled the room, handing out samples. No, not just samples… full-blown meals. Steaming bowls of spicy-smelling stew, rustic sandwiches, and what I can only assume were pint glasses of ice-cold bacteria juice. People chased them down like flies, filling themselves with Tibetan Soul. Oh, how I bet those Tibetans want their souls back.
I turned down waiter after waiter. Truth be told, I was pissed off. Count Chaos turned out to be the Jobs of corporate veganism. It hurt.
And that’s when it started to happen.
First it was a twitching eye. Then a lingering stare. Before I knew it, mobs of crazed vegans were descending on the waiters, knocking aside the food, clawing at their flesh instead.
Vegan cannibals.
I would love that sort of thing, if only I weren’t in the middle of it. But in the middle of it I was. I circled around, but there was no way out. I was next on the menu. Talk about skipping your way up the food chain. At least try chicken first.
Chomp.
“Son of a mother,” I screamed.
Winter had taken a bite out of my arm. I could smell my blood in the air. I pushed her off, her blue eyes wild and hungry.
“This fleshling is mine!” she screamed out, high and shrill. “I have claimed her with my mark.”
The others listened to her. Some watched, others feasted on the faces of waitresses, but none attempted to attack me. Whatever the hell was going on, they somehow had a code. I was goddamn right. The vegans have a code. How noble.
I looked down at the bite—two crescents of teeth marks bloomed bloody, ruining an unfinished tattoo. And, for whatever reason, I thought of her and Malcolm. The sickly sweet, Love you, babe. It’s bad enough to turn full cannibal, but to make it personal? That almond milk-guzzling twat.
“I’m going to strip the flesh from your body and feast on the life within you.”
And that closes the loop. Fast-forward ten minutes. Can you do the old VHS fast-forwarding sound? Imagine the picture distorting.
There you go.
So I’m surrounded by onlooking cannibals, who form a wall around me. There’re only two people in the middle—Winter and me. Her eyes brim with confidence. She knows she has me now. She is the matador and I am the bull. I brace myself.
Winter is coming.
Oh you had to have seen that one coming.
Bzzzz.
One of the cannibals falls to the floor, twitching uncontrollably. We all turn to watch, a pink foam frothing from between her lips. A pair of wires coil behind her, leading to a Taser in the hands of Detective Dimples. Here to save the day. One smile at a time.
“Took you long enough,” I say.
He shoots me a concerned look, then reaches for his gun—a Glock, I think. That’s a gun, right? Or an instrument?
“All of you get down on the ground!” he shouts. “Now! Hands and stomachs on the floor.”
Instead, they all turn towards him. There are dreadlocked hippies, wafer-thin hipsters, and muscular Reznor fanboys… all hungry for a taste of flesh. For a sweet mouthful of country-bred butter. If it was Bad Cop, I can imagine him firing shots into their chests, blood splattering across the conference room floor. I can hear gunshots and screaming, flying fists, gnashing teeth. Instead, I look into the softening eyes of my favorite police officer. And I see something strange—not fear or anger, but sympathy. He feels bad for these people. He knows it’s not their fault.
I look into his eyes and know he can’t do it.
“First bite claims him,” grunts a pink-haired woman.
“Only if it breaks skin,” adds another.
He’s toast. More than that—he’s a ham frigging sandwich.
A calm voice cuts through the tension, “Wait.”
Malcolm.
Winter turns to him, clearly confused. Her eyes twitch as she attempts to shake off some of the crazy. She takes a deep breath and softens her voice. “Oh, hey, babe. Um, now’s not a good time. Can you Skype me later?”
“You’re not going to eat her.”
“Yeah, totally. But, you see, the thing is… like, I know you kissed her. I get that. It’s out of your system now. I’ve forgiven you.” She tilts her head, somehow sweet yet intensely frightening. “But I’ve tasted her flesh. I have to eat her. Only then can I inherit her soul. You understand, right?”
Malcolm walks towards me slowly, unafraid of entering the circle. Dimples watches on nervously. His trigger finger twitches.
“She’s not yours to eat.”
Winter points to her bloody lips. “This isn’t Maybelline, babe. This is punk blood. She’s mine.”
Malcolm runs his hand down my face, brushing back the collar of my jacket. It feels strange—pleasurable, yet entirely out of place. That is, until I feel a gentle sting. He circles his hand around a spot on my neck.
“This one is already marked,” he says. “Her flesh and soul are mine to consume.”
Picture the faces of a crowd of cannibals drooping to the floor. Can’t do it? Okay, imagine a five-year-old’s birthday party. A bubbly mother brings in a birthday cake, placing it on the table. Is it chocolate? one child asks. Caramel? asks another. The mother smiles warmly. Oh no, she says, it’s carrot. The children’s spirits plummet. Those are the faces I’m seeing now. Shattered dreams. They carrot bear it.
Okay, still terrible.
“You vampire-bit me on purpose?” I hiss.
Malcolm shrugs, ignoring the question. “You lot will have to find dinner elsewhere. I hear cop tastes like pork.”
A dash of life returns to their expressions. They turn to Dimples as one.
Before I can protest, Malcolm grabs my arm. “Time to go,” he whispers.
“There’s no way in hell we’re making it out of here.” I look around, and for once I’m telling the truth—bite or not, one of these maniacs is going to start snapping at me. The place is teeming with hungry cannibals. Teeming with teeth. Teething. Ha.
“Why are you smiling?”
Crap. I bite my tongue. “Optimism?” I say unconvincingly. “You know, I heard that if you force yourself to smile you can actually make yourself happier.”
“Okay, great.” He looks around the room with a poo-eating grin. “Let’s go to the animal cruelty booth.”
“Really?”
Behind us, Good Cop is screaming like a banshee. I guess having the flesh stripped from your writhing limbs isn’t as fun as it sounds.
Malcolm makes a run for it, and I have no choice but to follow. We push past a middle-aged hippie eating an arm like an ear of corn. Blood coats her face. Strangely, she smells of lavender.
We stop at a display booth. I cringe at the posters pinned up—vegan cruelty porn. Chickens with their beaks cut off, calves on a factory floor with limbs too weak to stand. The sort of graphic images they love shoving in your face. Their Jesus-on-the-cross moment.
“Take this,” he says. It’s a metal bar with decent weight. There’s a button on the top.
“Holy Obi, is this a lightsaber?”
“What? No.”
I push the button.
Bzz.
“It’s a cattle prod,” he says. “Now be careful.”
Bzzzz.
I push it into Corn Nibbler’s neck and she falls to the floor in a spasm. Bloody froth bubbles foam on her lips. This is amazing.
“I said be careful! They can still feel pain.”
“They can?” I look around for my next victim. “Well, why didn’t you say that?”
I dash across the room, heading straight for the bearded hipster from the night of the chicken run. His glasses sit askew, a finger dangling from his lips like a cigar.
“I am Thor, son of Odin!”
I jam it into his face.
Bzzzzzzz.
“Mia!”
I take a deep breath. “Okay, okay. It’s out of my system.”
A skull spins across the floor, stopping at my feet. It’s nothing but bone and hair—a familiar blonde tuft adorning the top. My heart drops. It’s Dimples. The country butter sucked from his face.
Malcolm stops beside me. “The crowd’s thinner out the back. We can go up the stairs, take the walkway between buildings. Come on.”
I bite my tongue. I remember what Mum said when she kicked me out of home. The third time, that is. When I got busted selling ice. When I was on my way to juvenile prison.
It hurts me to look at you, Mia.
Please just go.
Never come back.
Go.
Please.
She wasn’t even mad. She’d just given up. I was the girl that could laugh at her own father’s funeral. The girl that would sell drugs, not because I took them… but to meet people. To see what the world was like. To discoverer its flaws. You know, the kind of girl that would throw a nice guy to a pack of cannibals and listen to him scream. Without hurting. I was selfish. Messed up.
That’s me.
“Are you okay?” Malcolm asks.
I sigh.
“Yes,” I say. “That the problem.”
* * *
We sit on a rooftop a couple of hours later, eating a bucket of cold fried chicken. I sink my teeth into a drumstick, tearing away white meat. I chew. I swallow.
I toss a bone down to the chaos below.
“So are you going to tell me who you actually are? Vampire, vegan, villain. Choose one.”
He smirks, peeling off seasoned skin with his fingers. “I work for the Beef Lobby.”
“Ugh. Seriously?”
He shrugs. “My dad got me the job. I was good at it. Would you believe I’m good at marketing?”
“Good at talking out of your—”
“It was a job. At first, anyway. Then I got wind of their, shall we say, off the books projects. These people obsess about the chicken industry like you wouldn’t believe. They talk about nuggets like they’re nuclear.”
“And that’s what this was?”
“It’s a war, Mia.”
I force a smile. “No seriously, I want to know.”
“The whole vegetarian movement was eating into our profits. They were working on ideas to turn people back towards meat, no matter how extreme. Drugs, viruses, whatever it would take. Then one day they found this new bacteria…”
I almost choke on my chicken. “That Tibetan crap was real?”
He laughs. “Ah, sort of. Truth is, they found it in a crack house in Logan. A moldy toilet. But they fed the strain meat, and it would excrete these strange hormones. Feed it beef, slip that micro-poop into vegan food, and bam.” He clicks his fingers. “Demand for beef would skyrocket.”
“But you knew it would go wrong.”
He nods. “I made it go wrong. At the time, I was already deep in the factory farm exposé business. Hell, most of those groups are funded by the Beef Lobby. Or Big Pork. Screw those guys. Anyway, I was young. I had street cred. So they set me up to be the face of their new product line. Pumped money into it like you wouldn’t believe. A worldwide launch of a product wanky enough to catch on. What could go wrong?”
“You.”
“Yeah. I broke into the factory, slit my wrist, and let it bleed out into the bacteria vat.” He pulls back his sleeve, showing me the bandage. “And that was that.”
I look across the city, smoldering from a thousand fires. There is a group of cannibals at the end of the street, spit-roasting a man on a scavenged rotisserie. His fat pops and crackles. They lick their lips.
Malcolm continues, “Truth is, I’d had enough. Life is hollow. I thought I’d get mobbed by a group of famished vegans and get torn to pieces on stage. The footage would be broadcast on newscasts around the world. I know it’s messed up, but I find something comforting in that. Here I am. I don’t care. Watch me die.”
“But why didn’t they want to eat you?”
“I don’t know. I took a punt. When Winter looked at me, it wasn’t like I was food. It was like I was one of them. Their leader. They had the taste for flesh but respect for me. I was their seed. I honestly don’t get it. Biology is screwy.”
“You chose me over her.” I lean into him, nudging my shoulder against his. “You’d rather be with me than be meat. You’re totally crushing on me. Admit it.”
“Like I said.” He tips the bucket off the ledge and we watch it plummet. Chicken pieces skid and splatter. “Biology is screwy.”
“We’re messed up, huh?”
“Yup.”
“This is the end of the world, isn’t it?”
“You think?”
“I read on the internet once that post-apocalyptic cannibalism wouldn’t work. Feasting on a person would grant the eater another sixty days of life, tops. So they’d have to find another. Six a year, more or less. There’s no way around it. The population would collapse.”
“That’s… a very strange thing to Google.”
I look away from the city and into his eyes, expecting to see sadness or disgust. Instead I see curiosity. I see hope. And, for the first time, I think I see the real Malcolm. He’s a lost kid with too much creativity, a little madness, a dose of depression, and a sense of humor that swings between sick and sociopathic.
He’s like me.
I lean in and we kiss.
He touches my hair.
I bite his lip and draw blood.
“Far out, Mia. I thought that was a moment.”
“It was.” I smile, watching the city fall to pieces. “I think this is finally our time.”



A Word from S. Elliot Brandis
At this point, I should probably apologise to all of vegan-kind. Probably.
The story isn’t really about vegans though. You guys are cool. You’re saving the world. Or something.
So what is it about, then?
Smugness.
You know… that guy at work that rolls his eyes when he sees you eating sugar. Or gluten. Or a non-organic, genetically modified, excessively packaged product. It might not even be food that makes him better than you. It could be his hybrid car. Or his Apple computer. His non-vaccinated kids, extensive vinyl collection, two-thousand-dollar road bike, or half-read Booker Prize-winning novel (which he’s totally going to finish one day).
Comedy is a great way to tear down people who think too highly of themselves. So is a cattle prod to the face.
And, c’mon. You can’t make an omelette without breaking a few eggs. And if you’re vegan, you can’t even make an omelette.
So smile, be nice to people, and never get too big for your britches. That’s what makes the world a better place.
(If you liked my story, Google me.)



Staying Behind
by Ken Liu
AFTER THE SINGULARITY, most people chose to die.
The dead pity us and call us the left behind, as if we were unfortunate souls who couldn’t get to a life raft in time. They cannot fathom the idea that we might choose to stay behind. And so, year after year, relentlessly, the dead try to steal our children.
* * *
I was born in Year Zero of the Singularity, when the first man Uploaded into a machine. The Pope denounced the “Digital Adam”; the digerati celebrated; and everyone else struggled to make sense of the new world.
“We’ve always wanted to live forever,” said Adam Ever, the founder of Everlasting, Inc., and the first to go. In the form of a recording, his message was broadcast across the Internet. “Now we can.”
While Everlasting built its massive data center in Svalbard, nations around the world scrambled to decide if what happened there was murder. For every Uploaded man, there was a lifeless body left behind, the brain a bloody pulpy mess after the destructive scanning procedure. But what really happened tohim, his essence, his — for lack of a better word — soul?
Was he now an artificial intelligence? Or was he still somehow human, with silicon and graphene performing the functions of neurons? Was it merely a hardware upgrade for consciousness? Or has he become a mere algorithm, a clockwork imitation of free will?
It began with the old and the terminally ill. It was very expensive. Then, as the price of admission lowered, hundreds, thousands, then millions lined up.
“Let’s do it,” Dad said, when I was in high school. By then, the world was falling into chaos. Half the country was depopulated. Commodity prices plunged. The threat of war and actual war were everywhere: conquests, re-conquests, endless slaughter. Those who could afford it left on the next flight to Svalbard. Humanity was abandoning the world and destroying itself.
Mom reached out and held Dad’s hand.
“No,” she said. “They think they can cheat death. But they died the minute they decided to abandon the real world for a simulation. So long as there’s sin, there must be death. It is the measure by which life gains meaning.”
She was a lapsed Catholic who nonetheless yearned for the certainty of the Church, and her theology always seemed to me a bit cobbled-together. But she believed that there was a right way to live, and a right way to die.
* * *
While Lucy is away at school, Carol and I search her room. Carol looks through her closet for pamphlets, books, and other physical tokens of contact with the dead. I log onto Lucy’s computer.
Lucy is strong-willed but dutiful. Ever since she was a little girl, I’ve been telling her that she must prepare to resist the temptations of the dead. Only she can assure the continuity of our way of life in this abandoned world. She listens to me and nods.
I want to trust her.
But the dead are very clever with their propaganda. In the beginning, they sometimes sent metallic gray drones over our towns, scattering leaflets filled with messages purporting to be from our loved ones. We burned the leaflets and shot at the drones, and eventually, they stopped coming.
Then they tried to come at us through the wireless links between the towns, the electronic lifeline that sustained those who stayed behind and kept our shrinking communities from being completely isolated from each other. We had to vigilantly watch the networks for their insidious tendrils, always seeking an opening.
Lately, their efforts have turned to the children. The dead may have finally given up on us, but they are grasping for the next generation, for our future. As her father, I have a duty to protect Lucy from that which she does not yet understand.
The computer boots up slowly. It’s a miracle that I’ve managed to keep it running for so long, years past the obsolescence planned by its manufacturer. I’ve replaced every component in it, some multiple times.
I scan for a list of files recently created or modified by Lucy, emails received, web pages retrieved. Most are schoolwork or innocent chatter with friends. The inter-settlement network, such as it is, shrinks daily. It’s difficult to keep the radio towers that link town to town powered and operating, with so many people each year dying and simply giving up. It used to be possible for us to communicate with friends as far away as San Francisco, the packets of data skipping from town to town in between like stones across a pond. But now, only less than a thousand computers are still reachable from here, none further away than Maine. Someday we won’t be able to scavenge the components to keep the computers running any more, and we’ll regress even further into the past.
Carol is already done with her search. She sits down on Lucy’s bed to watch me.
“That was fast,” I say.
She shrugs. “We’ll never find anything. If she trusts us, she’ll talk to us. If she doesn’t, then we won’t find what she wants hidden.”
Lately, I’ve detected more such fatalistic sentiments in Carol. It’s as though she’s getting tired, not as committed to the cause. I find myself constantly striving to rekindle her faith.
“Lucy is still young,” I tell her, “too young to understand what she would have to give up in exchange for the false promises of the dead. I know you hate this spying, but we’re trying to save her life.”
Carol looks at me, and eventually she sighs and nods.
I check the image files for hidden data. I check the disk for links to deleted files that might hold secret codes. I scan the web pages, looking for code words offering false promises.
I sigh with relief. She’s clean.
* * *
I don’t much like leaving Lowell these days. The world outside our fence grows ever more harsh and dangerous. Bears have come back to eastern Massachusetts. Every year, the forest grows denser, closer to the town line. Some claim to have seen wolves roaming in the woods too.
A year ago, Brad Lee and I had to go to Boston to find spare parts for the town’s generator, housed in the old mill by the Merrimac River. We carried shotguns, protection against both the animals and the vandals who still scurried in urban ruins, living off of the last of the canned food. The surface of Mass Ave, deserted for thirty years, was full of cracks, tufts of grass and shrubs peeking out from them. The harsh New England winters, wielding seeping water and prying ice, had chipped away at the tall buildings around us, their windowless shells crumbling and rusting in the absence of artificial heat and regular maintenance.
Coming around a corner downtown, we surprised two of them huddled around a fire, which they fed with books and papers taken from the bookstore nearby. Even vandals needed warmth, and maybe they also delighted in destroying what was left of civilization.
The two crouched and growled at us, but made no move as Brad and I pointed our guns at them. I remember their thin legs and arms, their dirty faces, their bloodshot eyes full of hate and terror. But mostly, I remember their wrinkled faces and white hair. Even the vandals are growing old, I thought. And they have no children.
Brad and I backed away carefully. I was glad we didn’t have to shoot anyone.
* * *
The summer I was eight and Laura eleven, my parents took us on a road trip through Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas. We drove along old highways and side roads, a tour of the monumental beauty of the Western deserts, filled with nostalgic, desolate ghost towns.
As we passed through the Indian reservations — Navajo, Zuni, Acoma, Laguna — Mom wanted to stop at every roadside shop to admire the traditional pottery. Laura and I gingerly stepped through the aisles, careful not to break anything.
Back in the car, Mom let me handle a small pot that she had bought. I turned it over and over in my hands, examining the rough white surface, the neat, clean, black geometric designs, and the bold outline of the hunched-over flute player with feathers coming out of his head.
“Amazing, isn’t it?” Mom said. “This wasn’t made on a potter’s wheel. The woman coiled it by hand, using the same techniques that have been passed down for generations in her family. She even dug for the clay in the same places that her great grandmother used. She’s keeping alive an ancient tradition, a way of life.”
The pot suddenly felt heavy in my hands, as though I could sense the weight of its generations of memory.
“That’s just a story to drum up business,” Dad said, glancing at me in the rear view mirror. “But it would be even sadder if the story were true. If you’re doing things the exact same way as your ancestors, then your way of life is dead, and you’ve become a fossil, a performance for the entertainment of tourists.”
“She was notperforming,” Mom said. “You have no sense of what’s really important in life, what’s worth holding onto. There’s more to being human than progress. You’re as bad as those Singularity zealots.”
“Please don’t argue any more,” Laura said. “Let’s just get to the hotel and sit by the pool.”
* * *
Jack, Brad Lee’s son, is at the door. He’s shy and awkward, even though he has been coming by our house for months. I’ve known him since he was a baby, like I know all the children in town. There are so few of them left. The high school, operating out of the old Whistler House, has only twelve students.
“Hello,” he mumbles, looking at the floor. “Lucy and I need to work on our report.” I step aside to let him pass on his way upstairs to Lucy’s room.
I don’t need to remind him about the rules: door to the bedroom open, at least three of their four feet on the carpet at all times. I hear the indistinct sounds of their chatter and occasional laughter.
There is a kind of innocence to their courtship that was absent from my youth. Without the endless blast of cynical sexuality from TV and the real Internet, children can stay children longer.
* * *
There weren’t many doctors left near the end. Those of us who wanted to stay behind gathered into small communities, circling the wagons against the marauding bands of vandals who gorged themselves on pleasures of the flesh as the Uploaded left the physical world behind. I never got to finish college.
Mom lingered in her sickness for months. She was bedridden and drifted in and out of consciousness, her body pumped full of drugs that numbed her pain. We took turns sitting by her, holding her hand. When she had good days, temporary lulls of lucidity, there was only one topic of conversation.
“No,” Mom said, wheezing. “You must promise me. This is important. I’ve lived a real life, and I will die a real death. I will not be turned into a recording. There are worse things than death.”
“If you Upload,” Dad said, “you’ll still have a choice. They can suspend your consciousness, or even erase it, if you don’t like it after you try it. But if you don’t Upload, you’ll be gone forever. There’s no room for regret or return.”
“If I do what you want,” Mom said, “Iwill be gone. There is no way to come back tothis, to the real world. I will not be simulated by a bunch of electrons.”
“Please stop,” Laura pleaded with Dad. “You’re hurting her. Why can’t you leave her alone?”
Mom’s moments of lucidity came further and further apart.
Then that night: waking up to the sound of the front door closing, looking outside the window to see the shuttle on the lawn, tumbling down the stairs.
They were carrying Mom into the shuttle on a stretcher. Dad stood by the door of the grey vehicle, only a little bigger than a van, EVERLASTING, INC. painted on its side.
“Stop!” I shouted over the sound of the shuttle’s engines.
“There’s no time,” Dad said. His eyes were bloodshot. He hadn’t slept for days. None of us had. “They have to do it now before it’s too late. I can’t lose her.”
We struggled. He held me in a tight hug and wrestled me to the ground. “It’s her choice, not yours!” I screamed into his ear. He only held me tighter. I fought to free myself. “Laura, stop them!”
Laura covered her eyes. “Stop fighting, all of you! She would have wanted all of you to stop.”
I hated her for speaking as though Mom was already gone.
The shuttle closed its door and lifted into the air.
* * *
Dad left for Svalbard two days later. I refused to speak to him until the end.
“I’m going to join her now,” he said. “Come as soon as you can.”
“You killed her,” I said. He flinched at the words, and I was glad.
* * *
Jack has asked Lucy to the prom. I’m pleased that the kids have decided to hold one. It shows that they are serious about keeping alive the stories and traditions they’ve heard from their parents, legends from a world they have only experienced vicariously in old videos and old pictures.
We struggle to maintain what we can of the life from before: put on old plays, read old books, celebrate the old holidays, sing old songs. We’ve had to give up so much. Old recipes have had to be adapted for limited ingredients, old hopes and dreams shrunken to fit within tightened horizons. But every deprivation has also brought us closer as a community, to hold on tighter to our traditions.
Lucy wants to make her own dress. Carol suggests that she look through her old dresses first. “I have some formals left from when I was just a little older than you.”
Lucy is not interested. “They’re old,” she says.
“They’re classic,” I tell her.
But Lucy is adamant. She cuts up her old dresses, curtains, scavenged tablecloths, and trades with the other girls for bits of fabric: silk, chiffon, taffeta, lace, plain cotton. She flips through Carol’s old magazines, looking for inspiration.
Lucy is a good seamstress, far better than Carol. The children are all skilled in trades long thought obsolete in the world I grew up in: knitting, woodworking, planting and hunting. Carol and I had to rediscover and learn these things from books when we were already adults, adapting to a suddenly changed world. But for the children, it is all they have known. They are natives here.
All the students at the high school have spent the last few months doing research in the Textile History Museum, investigating the possibility of weaving our own cloth, preparing for a time when the decaying ruins of the cities would run out of usable cloths for us to salvage. There is some poetic justice in this: Lowell, which once rose on the back of the textile industry, must now rediscover those lost arts on our gentle slide back down the technology curve.
* * *
A week after Dad left, we received an email from Mom:
I was wrong.
Sometimes, I’m nostalgic and sad. I miss you, my children, and the world we left behind. But I’m ecstatic most of the time, often incredulous.
There are hundreds of millions of us here, but there is no crowding. In this house there are countless mansions. Each of our minds inhabits its own world, and each of us has infinite space and infinite time.
How can I explain it to you? I can only use the same words so many others have already used. In my old existence, I felt life but dimly and from a distance, cushioned, constrained, tied down by the body. But now I am free, a bare soul exposed to the full tides of eternal Life.
How can speech compare to the intimacy of sharing with your father psyche to psyche? How can hearing about how much he loved me compare to actually feeling his love? To truly understand another person, to experience the texture of his mind — it is glorious.
They tell me that this sensation is called hyperreality. But I don’t care what it is called. I was wrong to cling so tightly to the comforts of an old shell made of flesh and blood. We, the real us, have always been patterns of electrons cascading across the abyss, the nothingness between atoms. What difference does it make if those electrons are in a brain or silicon chips?
Life is sacred and eternal. But our old way of life was unsustainable. We demanded too much of our planet, of sacrifices made by every other living thing. I once thought that an unavoidable aspect of our existence, but it isn’t. Now, with the oil tankers aground, the cars and trucks still, the fields fallow and factories silent, the living world that we had made almost extinct will return.
Humanity is not a cancer of the planet. We simply needed to transcend the demands of our inefficient bodies, machines no longer adequate for their task. How many consciousnesses will now live in this new world, pure creatures of electric spirit and weightless thought? There are no limits.
Come join us. We cannot wait to embrace you again.
Laura cried as she read it. But I felt nothing. This wasn’t my mother speaking. Thereal Mom knew that what really mattered in life was the authenticity of this messy existence, the constant yearning for closeness to another despite imperfect understanding, the pain and suffering of our flesh.
She taught me that our mortality makes us human. The limited time given to each of us makes what we do meaningful. We die to make place for our children, and through our children a piece of us lives on, the only form of immortality that is real.
It is this world, the world we were meant to live in, that anchors us and demands our presence, not the imagined landscapes of a computed illusion.
This was a simulacrum of her, a recording of propaganda, a temptation into nihilism.
* * *
Carol and I met on one of my earliest scavenging trips. Her family had been hiding in the basement of their house on Beacon Hill. A gang of vandals found them and killed her father and brother. They were about to start on her when we showed up. I killed a man-shaped animal that day, and I’m not sorry about it.
We brought her back to Lowell, and though she was seventeen, for days, she clung to me and would not let me out of her sight. Even when sleeping, she wanted me to be there, holding her hand.
“Maybe my family made a mistake,” she said one day. “We would have been better off if we had Uploaded. There’s nothing but death left here now.”
I didn’t argue with her. I let her follow me around as I went about my chores. I showed her how we were keeping the generator running, how we treated each other with respect, how we rescued old books and held onto old routines. There was still civilization in this world, kept alive like a flame. People did die, but people were also born. Life went on, sweet, joyful, authentic life.
Then one day, she kissed me.
“There’s also you in this world,” she said. “And that is enough.”
“No, not enough,” I said. “We will also bring new life here.”
* * *
Tonight is the night.
Jack is at the door. He looks good in that tuxedo. It’s the same one I wore to my prom. They’ll play the same songs too, pumping the music from an old laptop and speakers on their last legs.
Lucy is splendid in her dress: white with black print, cut in a simple pattern, but very elegant. The skirt is wide and full-length, draping gracefully to the floor. Carol did her hair, curls with a hint of glitter. She looks glamorous, with a hint of childish playfulness.
I take pictures with a camera, one that still mostly works.
I wait until I’m sure I have my voice under control. “You have no idea how glad I am to see young people dancing, the way we used to.”
She kisses me on the cheek. “Goodbye, Dad.” There are tears in her eyes. And that makes everything go blurry for me again.
Carol and Lucy embrace for a moment. Carol wipes her eyes. “You’re all set.”
“Thanks, Mom.”
Then Lucy turns to Jack. “Let’s go.”
Jack will take her to the Lowell Four Seasons on his bicycle. It’s the best that can be done since we’ve been without gasoline for many years. Lucy gingerly settles onto the top tube, sitting sideways, one hand holding her dress up. Jack wraps her in his arms protectively as he grabs the handles. And they are off, wobbling down the street.
“Have fun,” I yell after them.
* * *
Laura’s betrayal was the hardest to take.
“I thought you were going to help me and Carol with the baby,” I said.
“What kind of world is this to bring a child into?” Laura said.
“And you think things will be better if you go there, where there are no children, no new life?”
“We’ve tried to keep this going for fifteen years, and every year it becomes harder and harder to believe in this charade. Maybe we were wrong. We should adapt.”
“It’s only a charade when you’ve lost faith,” I said.
“Faith inwhat?”
“In humanity, in our way of life.”
“I don’t want to fight our parents any more. I just want us to be together again, a family.”
“Those things aren’t our parents. They are imitation algorithms. You’ve always wanted to avoid conflict, Laura. But some conflicts cannot be avoided. Our parents died when Dad lost faith, when he couldn’t resist the false promises made by machines.”
At the end of the road into the woods was a little clearing, grassy, full of wildflowers. A shuttle was waiting in the middle. Laura stepped into the open door.
Another life lost.
* * *
The children have permission to stay out until midnight. Lucy had asked me not to volunteer as a chaperone, and I complied, conceding her this bit of space for the night.
Carol is restless. She tries to read but she’s been on the same page for an hour.
“Don’t worry.” I try to comfort her.
She tries to smile at me, but she can’t hide her anxiety. She looks up past my shoulder at the clock on the living room wall.
I glance back too. “Doesn’t it feel later than 11?”
“No,” Carol says. “Not at all. I don’t know what you mean.”
Her voice is too eager, almost desperate. There’s a hint of fear in her eyes. She’s close to panicking.
I open the door of the house and step into the dark street. The sky has grown clearer over the years, and many more stars are now visible. But I’m looking for the Moon. It’s not in the right place.
I come back into the house and go into the bedroom. My old watch, one that I no longer wear because there are so few occasions when being on time matters, is in the nightstand drawer. I pull it out. It’s almost one in the morning. Someone had tampered with the living room clock.
Carol stands in the door to the bedroom. The light is behind her so I can’t see her face.
“What have you done?” I ask. I’m not angry, just disappointed.
“She can’t talk to you. She doesn’t think you’ll listen.”
Now the anger rises in me like hot bile.
“Where are they?”
Carol shakes her head, saying nothing.
I remember the way Lucy said goodbye to me. I remember the way she walked carefully out to Jack’s bike, holding up her voluminous skirt, a skirt so wide that she could hide anything under it, a change of clothing and comfortable shoes for the woods. I remember Carol saying, “You’re all set.”
“It’s too late,” Carol says. “Laura is coming to pick them up.”
“Get out of the way. I have to save her.”
“Save her forwhat?” Carol is suddenly furious. She does not move. “This is a play, a joke, a re-enactment of something that never was. Did you go to your prom on a bicycle? Did you play only songs that your parents listened to when they were kids? Did you grow up thinking that scavenging would be the only profession? Our way of life is long gone, dead, finished!
“What will you have her do when this house falls apart in thirty years? What will she do when the last bottle of aspirin is gone, the last steel pot rusted through? Will you condemn her and her children to a life of picking through our garbage heaps, sliding down the technology ladder year after year until they’ve lost all the progress made by the human race in the last five thousand years?”
I don’t have time to debate her. Gently, but firmly, I put my hands on her shoulders, ready to push her aside.
“I will stay with you,” Carol says. “I will always stay with you because I love you so much that I’m not afraid of death. But she is a child. She should have a chance for something new.”
Strength seems to drain from my arms. “You have it backwards.” I look into her eyes, willing her to have faith again. “Her life gives our lives meaning.”
Her body suddenly goes limp, and she sinks to the floor, sobbing silently.
“Let her go,” Carol says, quietly. “Just let her go.”
“I can’t give up,” I tell Carol. “I’m human.”
* * *
I pump the pedals furiously once I’m past the gate in the fence. The cone of light cast by the flashlight jumps around as I try to hold it against the handlebars. But I know this road into the woods well. It leads to the clearing where Laura once stepped into that shuttle.
Bright light in the distance, and the sound of engines revving up.
I take out my gun and fire a few shots into the air.
The sound of the engines dies down.
I emerge into the opening in the woods, under a sky full of bright, cold, pinprick stars. I jump off the bike and let it fall by the side of the path. The shuttle is in the middle of the clearing. Lucy and Jack, now in casual clothes, stand in the open doorway of the shuttle.
“Lucy, sweetheart, come back out of there.”
“Dad, I’m sorry. I’m going.”
“No, you are not.”
An electronic simulation of Laura’s voice comes out of the shuttle’s speakers. “Let her go, brother. She deserves to have a chance to see what you refuse to see. Or, better yet, come with us. We’ve all missed you.”
I ignore her, it. “Lucy, there is no future there. What the machines promise you is not real. There are no children there, no hope, only a timeless, changeless, simulated existence as fragments of a machine.”
“We have children now,” the copy of Laura’s voice says. “We’ve figured out how to create children of the mind, natives of the digital world. You should come and meet your nephews and nieces. You are the one clinging to a changeless existence. This is the next step in our evolution.”
“You can experience nothing when you are not human.” I shake my head. I shouldn’t take its bait and debate a machine.
“If you leave,” I tell Lucy, “you’ll die a death with no meaning. The dead will have won. I can’t let that happen.”
I raise my gun. The barrel points at her. I will not lose my child to the dead.
Jack tries to step in front of her, but Lucy pushes him away. Her eyes are full of sorrow, and the light from inside the shuttle frames her face and golden hair like an angel.
Suddenly I see how much she looks like my mother. Mom’s features, having passed through me, have come alive again on my daughter. This is how life is meant to be lived. Grandparents, parents, children, each generation stepping out of the way of the next, an eternal striving towards the future, to progress.
I think about how Mom’s choice was taken away from her, how she was not allowed to die as a human, how she was devoured by the dead, how she became a part of their ceaselessly looping, mindless recordings. My mother’s face, from memory, is superimposed onto the face of my daughter, my sweet, innocent, foolish Lucy.
I tighten my grip on the gun.
“Dad,” Lucy says, calmly, her face as steady as Mom’s all those years ago. “This is my choice. Not yours.”
* * *
It’s morning by the time Carol steps into the clearing. Warm sunlight through the leaves dapples the empty circle of grass. Dewdrops hang from the tips of the grass blades, in each a miniature, suspended, vision of the world. Birdsong fills the waking silence. My bike is still on the ground by the path where I left it.
Carol sits down by me without speaking. I put my arm around her shoulders and pull her close to me. I don’t know what she’s thinking, but it’s enough for us to sit together like this, our bodies pressed together, keeping each other warm. There’s no need for words. We look around at this pristine world, a garden inherited from the dead.
We have all the time in the world.



A Word from Ken Liu
I noticed recently that I write a lot about people being left behind: by technological progress, by faith, by the unnameable yearning for the unexplored. Hmm, not sure why. Something to think about.
The trend continues in “Staying Behind”. The tale is a prequel to my story “Altogether Elsewhere, Vast Herds of Reindeer,” and happens in the years before everyone went to live in the Data Center. It is also the third in my series of stories on the theme of faith and reason (after “The Algorithms for Love and “Single-Bit Error”).
Lisa really likes this story, and I hope you do too.
Ken Liu—http://kenliu.name—is an author and translator of speculative fiction, as well as a lawyer and programmer. A winner of the Nebula, Hugo, and World Fantasy awards, he has been published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Asimov’s, Analog, Clarkesworld, Lightspeed, and Strange Horizons, among other places.
Ken’s debut novel was The Grace of Kings, the first in a silkpunk epic fantasy series. He also released a collection of short fiction, The Paper Menagerie and Other Stories. He lives with his family near Boston, Massachusetts.
In addition to his original fiction, Ken is also the translator of numerous literary and genre works from Chinese to English. His translation of The Three-Body Problem, by Liu Cixin, won the Hugo Award for Best Novel in 2015, the first translated novel to ever receive that honor.



A Note to Readers
Thank you so much for reading The Doomsday Chronicles.
Through the work of a number of talented authors, editors, artists and other contributors—and the amazing support of readers like you—the Future Chronicles series has become one of the most acclaimed short story anthology series of the digital era, hitting the top ranks of not just the science fiction, fantasy and horror anthology lists, but the overall Amazon Top 10 Bestsellers list itself.
The Future Chronicles has also inspired several other quality anthology series in speculative fiction and in other genres, and inspired scores of spin-off stories, novels, and series. It’s been amazing.
If you enjoyed the stories in this book, please keep an eye out for other titles in the Future Chronicles collection.
A full listing of titles, which can be read in any order, can be found at
www.futurechronicles.net
Finally, before you go, we’d like to ask you a very small favor, if you please: Would you write a short review at the site where you downloaded this book?
Reviews are make-or-break for authors. A book with no reviews is, simply put, a book with no future sales. This is because a review is more than just a message to other potential buyers: it’s also a key factor driving the book’s visibility in the first place.
More reviews (and more positive reviews) make a book more likely to be featured in bookseller lists and more likely to be featured in bookseller promotions. Reviews don’t need to be long or eloquent; a single sentence is all it takes. In today’s publishing world, the success (or failure) of a book is truly in the reader’s hands.
So please, write a review.
Then tell a friend. Share a link to us on Facebook, or maybe even a Tweet—link to our books at the site above. You’d be doing us a great service.
Thank you.
Samuel Peralta
www.amazon.com/author/samuelperalta



__________
Subscribe to The Future Chronicles newsletter for news of upcoming titles, and to be eligible for draws for paperbacks, e-books and more – http://smarturl.it/chronicles-news



Table of Contents

Foreword
A Mother So Beautiful (Ann Christy)
The Voices That We Keep (Aaron Hubble)
Dragonflies (Seanan McGuire)
Lockdown (Saul Tanpepper)
At Depth’s Door (James Knapp)
The Slip (E.R. Arroyo)
Remembering Hannah (K. J. Colt)
Red Rain (Monica Enderle Pierce)
The Peralta Protocol (Daniel Arthur Smith)
The Journal (Terry R. Hill)
Power Outage (Holly Heisey)
The Last Siege of Olympus (Therin Knite)
Mia + Vegan Cannibals (S. Elliot Brandis)
Staying Behind (Ken Liu)
A Note to Readers


cover.jpeg
THE
DOOMSDAY
CHRONICLES

AN ANTHOLOGY OF SPECULATIVE FICTION

FEATURING
E.R. ARROYO + S. ELLIOT BRANDIS * ANN CHRISTY
K. J. COLT » HOLLY HEISEY « TERRY R. HILL
. AARON HUBBLE + JAMES KNAPP
THERIN KNITE « KEN LIU - SEANAN MCGUIRE
MONICA ENDERLE PIERCE + DANIEL ARTHUR SMITH
MATTHEW ALAN THYER * SAUL TANPEP

FOREWORD BY
SAMUEL PERALTA

EDITED BY
CRYSTAL WATANABE





