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SHELTER IN PLACE


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.”
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Dolan stared at his coffee maker, willing it to brew faster. Despite all the advances in technology, it still came down to grounds and hot water. Instant wasn’t an option in his house. He needed high test, black and bitter.


He ached. It was an old familiar pain from a well-embraced vice. His eyes were bone dry and his throat raw. There were always plenty of new hangover remedies on the market, but he felt he deserved to suffer for his indiscretions. If he paid some sort of penance, that made it more permissible for him to partake to excess. It was a somewhat convoluted logic that nevertheless worked for him.


He carefully juggled the carafe and cup under the precious stream of coffee, so as not to spill a drop. Cradling his mug, he headed for the shower. As he shuffled back through what passed for a living room in his tiny apartment, he noticed something he hadn’t seen earlier. Someone was asleep on the couch.


He couldn’t say if it was male or female, just a lump of blankets. That in itself wasn’t too alarming. It wouldn’t be the first time Dolan had brought a buddy home. Although male or female, they usually ended up in his bed. But what was alarming, were the bloody towels piled on the floor. An awful lot of blood was smeared across those towels. An unhealthy amount.


Last night was an alcoholic and drug induced haze. He couldn’t remember past his arrival at the bar. A very bad feeling stirred around his gut and started up the back of his throat. He may have done some reprehensible things in his life, but he’d never physically hurt anyone before, drunk or sober. He stared at the blanket lump. There was no sound of breathing, no way to tell if that person was alive. His heart pounded, and his head throbbed in rhythm. A few drips of coffee pattered on the carpet as his hand started to shake.


Movement.


His mounting panic eased as the figure shifted. A battered face peeked out above the blanket. One eye was swollen shut, the other red-rimmed and crusted with dried blood from a cut on his forehead.


“Coffee?” Dolan offered nervously. This guy looked like hell.


“Thank you.”


Sirens howled past the building as Dolan hurried back to the kitchen. The whole world was shutting down because of a virus epidemic. He wasn’t sure if the sirens were from ambulances transporting new victims or police enforcing the three-day curfew.


Last week there had been riots when the source of the virus had been discovered. They said the flu infected one of the new Enhanced Humans, percolated in his system and mutated to a deadly new strain. The number of dead were scary. That brought out the vigilantes who were killing the Enhanced in cold blood. That was about to escalate into full-scale war. When an Enhanced wasn’t handy, fear-crazed packs of men were killing anyone that looked even slightly out of the ordinary.


Dolan shivered as he searched his junk-cluttered cabinets for a clean cup. Even under the best circumstance, he might not be considered normal, though he was entirely human. A bit quirky, a bit of a lush, but that shouldn’t be a death warrant. He snagged a dusty Irish coffee mug with someone’s wedding date etched on the side, ran it under the faucet and grabbed a couple napkins from his stash from the burger joint down the street. He topped off his mug, then filled the second one.


The lump under the blankets was sitting up. His face was badly bruised, and his breathing was labored. Dolan handed him the mug. He took it awkwardly with both hands, sipping gingerly, his bloody lips split and swollen.


“Who are you?” Dolan asked. He didn’t think it was too rude. The man was sleeping on his couch.


“I am Luke.”


“Dolan. Nice to meet you” He didn’t know this man and couldn’t remember meeting him. Something about this felt off, even by his standards. “How did you end up here?”


“You brought me,” Luke said between sips.


“Hmm.” Dolan stared at him. He must have been desperate last night. This wasn’t his usual type. The shaggy hair and full beard said this guy was too Bohemian for his taste.


“You took my clothes, to wash,” Luke said, indicating the bathrobe he wore.


“Okay.” He thought he answered calmly, but the bathrobe was the last straw. He didn’t want this guy here, and he couldn’t image why he would have given him his bathrobe.


He marched down the hall to the tiny laundry closet. The washer contained a foul smelling mess of shredded rags. His achy head couldn’t make sense of it. Why would someone’s clothes disintegrate? He blinked at the washer sinking into a perfectly foul mood. The smell of old sweat wafted up, and he finally figured it out. “A bum.” He squeezed his temples against the rising headache. “I brought home a bum.” Cursing under his breath, he went back to the living room.


Luke was on his feet but swayed enough that he had to catch the back of a chair to steady himself. “Okay to use the toilet?” he asked.


“Sure, sure, go ahead. In fact, use the shower, too.” Now that Dolan was fully awake, he was horribly aware of the funk in the living room. “Your clothes fell apart. I’ll get you something to wear.”


“Thanks, I appreciate it.”


Dolan went into his bedroom trying not to stamp his feet like an angry toddler. This day couldn’t get any worse. Pulling out his least favorites, he assembled some clothes for Luke. They might not fit very well, but he didn’t care. He opened a window despite the cool weather to air out the stink of his uninvited guest.


As soon as the shower stopped, he stood impatiently in the hallway until Luke opened the bathroom door. Wearing just a towel around his waist, the extent of his injuries made Dolan wince. Normally, he’d enjoy looking at a naked body, but Luke was all jutting bones and dark bruises. Then he saw the numbers. Tattooed above Luke’s heart was a twelve digit number identifying him as an Enhanced.


“Damn.”


“I told you last night,” Luke said. “When you pulled that guy off me. You said you didn’t care.”


He lurched, and Dolan automatically put out a hand to steady him. He led him to a chair in his bedroom. Dolan sat down on the bed to think this through. “Yeah, well, I don’t. Not really, but…” He was an equal opportunity seducer, tall, short, fat, skinny, male, female and any color skin was fine with him. Truth be told, he had slept with a couple of Enhanced already. But now, it just complicated things. Now there was someone in his apartment that a lot of people might like to kill. And Dolan was pretty sure he’d seen some of his neighbors on the street armed and enraged.


Dolan began dressing him. It felt strange to be doing something so intimate with someone he felt no attraction to. He was good at undressing; putting clothes back on someone was a whole different thing. It was hard to touch him without causing pain, but Luke only grunted once or twice. Dolan got the pants on him and sat him down again, so he could catch his breath.


“You okay?”


“Okay,” Luke repeated hoarsely. He was cradling his right arm. Discolored and swollen, it looked like it might be broken.


Dolan swapped out the sweatshirt he’d chosen for a button-down. After a couple of false starts, he figured out a way to maneuver the shirt onto the bad arm. “Where are your shoes?” he asked as he knelt down, socks in hand. After a good look at Luke’s feet, he knew the answer. He stared at the leathery, weather-beaten skin. Enhanced were supposed to be smarter, stronger and healthier. What was this one doing on the street?


A friendly pat on the shoulder brought him out of it. “No shoes, no socks.”


“Right.” He pulled Luke to his feet. “Ready to go.”


Dolan was halfway to the front door before he realized he’d outpaced him. Glancing back, there was Luke limping out of the bedroom. The bad feeling in the pit of his stomach kicked up a notch to a seriously bad vibe. An Enhanced wouldn’t last the night on the street. Luke hobbled his way across the living room oblivious to the debate going on in Dolan’s head.


Dolan stood with his hand on the doorknob. More sirens howled outside. The vigilantes would be on Luke in no time, and they would finish the job of beating him to death. Dolan felt sick. He could be selfish or boorish, but he didn’t think he could be responsible for a man’s death. Not even an Enhanced. “No,” he barked in frustration “This is just so…bad. I can’t do this to you.”


Luke shrugged. “I’m ok.”


“They’ll kill you. Haven’t you heard the news? There are gangs of men out there looking to kill Enhanced.”


“Always have been,” Luke said quietly.


“Really?” That was surprising. And this quiet acceptance of danger made Dolan’s hackles rise. There was definitely something off here. Something he was totally missing. Dolan rubbed his face, trying to make his brain work. “You can’t get away from them in that shape.”


“I’m good at hiding,” Luke offered. “I’ve had years of practice.”


“No. They’re really crazy now. They’ll attack anyone.” Another siren called Dolan over to the window. Three stories below people in full viral suits were patrolling in groups. No one was allowed to go out without dire need. He supposed that included the vigilantes. So, maybe Luke wouldn’t be killed. Instead, he’d be snapped up and taken to one of the new quarantine stations. Dolan wondered what happened to the people in quarantine. They couldn’t have enough space for them all. Sick and healthy might be crammed in together. Dolan tried to shake those images out of his head. It would be bedlam, stadium-size. He couldn’t force someone else into that nightmare.


The government, in its infinite wisdom, had decided that extreme measures were necessary to break the cycle of infection. The flu was being carried from town to town. In the cities, whole buildings came down with it in a matter of hours. Hospitals were closed. Emergency services were setting up in stadiums, school auditoriums and fire halls. The epidemiologists wanted a full week, the politicians demanded only forty-eight hours, preferably over a weekend, the military said three days, and they won.


Today’s sanctions had been the main impetus for his reckless bender last night. The thought of being house-bound, alone, for three days, was intolerable to him. No one to talk to, trapped in this tiny box of an apartment. It was a special kind of torture for him. He had planned to find someone that would help him forget that he couldn’t leave. This wasn’t at all what he’d had in mind. Now he was trapped with this weirdo for three endless days.


“Who?” Luke asked as he joined Dolan at the window.


“National Guard, I think.” Dolan sighed. “Whole country’s shut down. Nobody in, nobody out.”


“Why?”


“I guess you don’t listen to the news. We’re in the middle of an epidemic. You know what that means?” Dolan snapped knowing that the guy was probably ten times smarter than him.


Luke raised a damaged eyebrow. “I’ve heard the word before.”


“Yeah. They say it’s killing seven out of ten.”


“Not Enhanced.”


“An Enhanced started it,” Dolan informed him. He was feeling petty.


Luke nodded. “But he didn’t die.”


“I didn’t hear that. How do you know?” Dolan demanded.


Luke continued looking out the window. “I hear things on the street.”


Dolan frowned. He didn’t remember hearing anything about the Enhanced that got sick. Everyone at work had been talking about it, but no one had mentioned the actual person who’d gotten sick. “Speculation and rumor,” he said dismissively. He massaged his aching head. “I need food.” He thought about the shopping trip he’d never gotten around to and hoped there was something in the fridge. “You want some eggs?”


“Are you sure about me staying?”


“Yeah,” Dolan conceded ungracefully.


“I’m a good cook. Can I repay the hospitality?” Luke asked.


“Be my guest,” Dolan grumbled.


“Literally,” Luke grumbled back.


Dolan looked at him more closely in the bright light from the window. Although he was definitely too thin, he might be handsome under those bruises. As he took a second look, the injuries looked less serious than he had first assumed. “Huh. I thought that lip was worse.”


“I heal fast.” Luke smiled. His swollen eyes and lips had come down to near normal. “That’s part of the deal.”


“Right.” Dolan sipped coffee, but it didn’t seem to be waking up his brain. “Smarter, stronger, healthier.”


“That was the ad campaign.”


Dolan sank into the threadbare cushions of an old armchair feeling like an old man. He really needed to stop boozing it up. This hangover was the worst he’d had since he’d mixed a new designer drug with some homemade schnapps. He wished he could heal as fast as his guest. “So, Mr. Smarter-stronger, why are you living on the street?”


“There are a lot of us on the street. Not easy getting a job these days.”


“Why not? You’re supposed to learn faster, right?”


“Most Standards don’t want to hire people that they know will eventually take their jobs.”


“Standards?” Dolan asked.


“That’s what we call you non-enhanced.”


“Huh.” Dolan wasn’t sure he liked hearing that Enhanced talked about people like him. “I figured any business would want the smartest guys possible.”


“You and the people who made us,” Luke said as he collected the coffee pot and refilled their cups.


Dolan sized up Luke. Underneath the bruises, his skin was smooth and tight, strong white teeth, a full head of hair. “How old are you?”


“How old do I look?” Luke asked as he headed back to the kitchen.


“I don’t know. Maybe thirties?” Dolan followed him and settled on a stool, at the breakfast bar.


Luke poke through the refrigerator pulling out what useable items he could find. “I’ll be fifty-seven in the fall.”


“That’s too old.” Dolan blurted.


“Sorry. But you already told me I wasn’t your type.” Luke gave him a wink.


“No, I mean for an Enhanced. I thought the oldest was maybe twenty, twenty-five.” Dolan didn’t like where this conversation was going. Everything that came out of this guy’s mouth was wrong.


“That’s the generation that was created by my generation. I think there’s a lot more of them around.”


“What’s your generation?”


“We were the first. We had every door opened for us. Every opportunity offered. People wanted to see us succeed.” His voice rumbled inside a cabinet as he searched for a pan. “Until we did.”


Dolan considered his words. They were a little too complicated for his protein-starved brain. “What happened?”


“Ask Australopithecus.”


Dolan chuckled nervously. “Right.” He didn’t want to admit he had no idea what that meant. Although it sounded like a dinosaur, so was he joking about extinction?


Luke pulled out a dust-covered cutting board and gave Dolan another raised eyebrow.


“I don’t cook,” he said as he wandered over to the television. He surfed through channel after channel to find word of the epidemic. All he could find was the usual onslaught of entertainment: talk shows, soap operas, game shows, infomercials.


“That’s weird.”


“What?”


“No news.” He dug through piles of bills and circulars to find his channel guide. Carefully scrutinizing the fine-printed list, he found all the news stations. The first one had a rabid debate about poverty in the inner cities. The second one had a special report about a politician with a child porn addiction. The third was in the middle of a report on violence in the media. “Huh.” Dolan turned the TV off. “I guess there isn’t anything new.”


Luke put a plate of food in front of him. “Or, there isn’t anything they want you to know.”


Dolan admired the omelet wondering how Luke got such a great dish out of old wrinkled veggies and some dried up cheese. Then his words sank in. “What does that mean?”


“I heard they infected that Enhanced to kill him.”


The statement sounded a little too rehearsed to Dolan’s ears. He was a born con man and could catch a whiff a mile off. “Why?” he asked, just as casually.


“Some people think we were built a little too well.”


Dolan shoveled up some eggs as he thought that over. Luke was an excellent cook, and the meal deserved some attention. But something niggled in the back of his brain. It took another half-cup of coffee before he sorted it out. “But he didn’t die.”


“No.” Luke sat across from him buttering toast. He looked very calm.


“And now Standards are dying,” Dolan said carefully. He watched Luke, but the man continued to pay attention to his food. A spear of dread flashed up his spine. “Why would that happen?” he asked. “If the disease was made to kill Enhanced…”


Luke looked up from his plate. “A better question to ask, I think, is who made it happen?”


Dolan paused with his fork halfway to his mouth. “Made it happen,” he repeated. The Enhanced hadn’t just gotten sick; he’d been infected. On purpose. But who would do that if they thought that the resulting virus would be so lethal?


There was a glint in Luke’s eye when he looked up again. “My generation was very successful. Doctors, lawyers, soldiers. Many of them made it to the top of their fields years ago.”


The calm way he spoke gave Dolan goosebumps. Abandoning his breakfast, he grabbed the remote and switched the TV on. He started at the beginning and checked every channel. All of the programs were normal. All of the newscasters had the same bland smile, the same calm tone. He looked at Luke. When the Enhanced smiled, Dolan saw that the split lip was totally healed. The swelling completely gone from his eye.


A queasiness rumbled through his stomach. The eggs and toast were not sitting too well. His headache wasn’t any better, and the dryness in his throat was now a burning sensation. “Are we all going to die?” he asked, not able to keep the tremble from his voice.


Luke winked at him. “Not all of us.”
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“Step right this way,” said the lone uniformed security guard. Her holstered laser pistol backed up her words.


One by one, those summoned to the Sector A Committee Building obeyed and passed through the pyramidal shaped detector, which looked like four pieces of quarter-inch thick pipe welded together. The 1,068th person who walked through it that morning set off a high-pitched alarm, triggering an electronic voice from the detector.


“Subject is exhibiting anxiety levels above normal thresholds for a Tuesday. Please have her return to the lobby and either read, meditate, or listen to music through one of the available headphone sets. Subject should return in fifteen minutes to once again step through this device. If she experiences three abnormal readings this morning, she will have to reschedule her appointment for another day. Will the next one in line please step through me?”


Thirty-five year old Ruby Kidd looked at the security guard just as she had as a child when pleading with her father or mother. But the guard shrugged.


“Sorry, the detector’s decisions are always final,” the guard said. “Please obey it and return to the lobby.”


Embarrassed by her failure, Ruby tilted her wide brimmed hat to partially hide her face as she found a seat in the lobby. Then she sprayed a mist from a small can onto her face that transformed her tired, baggy eyes into ones with the appearance of having had enough sleep. She put on a worn set of headphones. The symphonic space music bored her.


Reading a month-old copy of World News and Report also bored her. To bolster the odds of lowering her anxiety level enough, Ruby opened a vial labelled Nicotine Substitute and splashed two drops of its sweet-tasting liquid under her tongue.


Ten minutes later, Ruby’s second trip through the anxiety detector produced no response.


She hurried down hallways that seemed mazelike until finding a door labelled Room 102. Inside of it, five others acted glad to see her, as four of them greeted her with smiles and one applauded and said, “All right, now that we have a quorum we won’t have to reschedule and come back here some other day.”


“Thank God, you made it,” said a tall, stocky man who appeared to be about age seventy and oldest of the six. “We went ahead and voted and I’m the chairman of our Committee to Better Understand UFOs and Alien Abduction Experiences Today. Please be seated.”


Ruby sat down in the last empty spot at the oval-shaped clear recycled plastic table. Seated equidistant from one another, all six tried not to stare at or further acknowledge each other. A murky tension grew inside the room.


The committee’s chairman tapped a button embedded into the left armrest of his soft cushioned chair, producing a hologram that floated eighteen inches in front of his eyes. “Okay, first off, we’re supposed to introduce ourselves by telling our names, ages, and occupations,” he said. “I’m Harold Zarate, I’m seventy-six years old, and I retired last year after working fifty-one years as a space base architect and designer.”


He gestured to the woman seated to his right. “Please continue.”


“Hi. I’m Marilyn Orr, age twenty-one and am a representative for District 181 of our state’s legislature.” The politician turned and studied the potential voter seated next to her.


“And I’m Alan Harms, forty-seven, and a Drone Operating Technician Level VI.”


“I’m sorry I was late but I failed the anxiety detector test on the way here. I’m Ruby Kidd, age thirty-five, and a part-time grade school teacher and full-time mom.” She tapped her bracelet, which produced floating holographic images of an eleven year old daughter and seven year old son. “Meet my daughter Saturn and son Mars.”


“Good morning, ladies and gentleman. Name, Dallas Friend; age, fifty-six; and if I dare to tell you my occupation, I’ll have to kill all of you.”


His eyes glanced lizard-like from participant to participant, each of whom avoided his dull eyes or shifted in their chairs. “Hey, just kidding, people. I’m a robot wrangler for a construction company. We do it all, remodels or brand new commercial buildings or homes from the ground up. Here’s our electronic card if you ever need any help with anything.”


He held up his watch and told it to project the card’s image a few inches above the center of the table.


When no one downloaded the card, Dallas smirked and ordered the image to disappear.


“I’m Grace Schott. I am sixty years of age and a librarian at Sector T Central Library.”


Chairman Zarate poked his finger into the floating instruction titled 1) Introductions. It disappeared, replaced by a second one that read: 2) Have each committee member describe his or her expectations of from this committee today. Administer drinks from refreshment counter if any of them prove to be hesitant.


“Now we have to tell about our expectations of this committee,” the chairman said. “If you need help to loosen up a little bit, there are liquid agents over there on the refreshment counter. Help yourself.”


“All right, don’t mind if I do.” Dallas pushed his chair away from the table.


After surveying the selection of beverages, he returned with a bottle labelled Kiwi Zinger Juice in bright red letters. Smaller black letters read: Caution, to be imbibed by most reticent committee members only. Maximum Dosage: 1 bottle. 


Chairman Zarate grinned before continuing. “I expect that each of us will leave here less confused about UFOs and/or alien abductions.”


He gestured at Marilyn Orr, who said, “I hope to learn enough on the subject we are gathered here to study to be able to author legislation to effectively address the skyrocketing number of UFO and alien abduction encounters that are rendering some of my constituents incapacitated and no longer able to successfully function as productive members of our society. I currently serve as chairwoman for a committee tasked with investigating such phenomena. I also serve as a liaison between our state legislature and the Federal Bureau of Extraterrestrial Investigation.”


Feeling feisty and garrulous after downing his bottle of Kiwi Zinger Juice, Dallas Friend became tempted to stand on his chair and say, Sure is getting deep in here, but restrained his impulse to enliven the meeting. Besides, mocking a state representative with connections to the Feds was dangerous. He pretended to sneeze into a mucus stained handkerchief to stifle his laughter as the next one spoke.


“I’m afraid my expectations are not quite as lofty as Marilyn’s are,” said Alan Harms. “I expect that the Bureau of Internal Committees will leave me alone after we are through here today.” His face twitched. “I surely hope so. There is no way I could ever afford to pay the $10,000 fine that they impose on those who don’t show up at these mandatory gatherings.”


“Neither can I,” Ruby said. “I barely had enough money to take the tube train to get here.”


Dallas shook his head. “You took one of the tubes? No wonder you failed on your first pass through the anxiety detector. You’re taking your own life into your hands when you ride one of them.”


“Anyway,” Ruby continued, “I hope to get some answers about my experience.” She turned her head enough to acknowledge the committee member who she believed to be most disgusting of the six, Dallas Friend.


“I guess that must be my cue, huh?” Dallas chuckled. “I really don’t know what to expect and don’t think that I ought to speculate, either. Every time I assume something, no matter how trivial or innocent, I end up making an ass out of you and me.”


He pointed at the other five in rapid succession and then bellowed after forming donkey ears with his hands and placing them on either side of his curly black hair. “Hee-haw! Hee-haw!” Flopping his imaginary ears forward and backward produced no response from his audience.


Grace Schott blinked.


Not only did she hate to go last in any situation, she was perplexed by Dallas’ response. “But I thought you said that these committees do wonders for any who attend them, Mr. Friend. Remember how that was what you said at the Alien Abduction Week Conference where you and I first met last month?”


Feeling exposed and vulnerable for the first time that morning, Dallas’ blush deepened from pink to bright red. “Uh…I was just telling that guy what he wanted to hear, Grace. You know, so he would leave us alone and go bug somebody else.”


“What guy are you talking about?” Alan Harms asked. “Was he an alien abductor or alien abductee?”


Dallas shook with laughter. “Alien abductor? That’s a great one, Alan. That’s who those dumb conferences need to get as speakers, aliens.” His laughs trailed off when Alan’s face grew serious. “Uh, you were joking, right?”


“If I told you what I know, I’d have to kill you,” Alan answered.


Grace held her jewelry laden hand to her mouth and let out an exaggerated cough to reclaim her right to continue.


“He was neither an abductor nor an abductee, Mr. Harms. He said he was from the Bureau of Internal Committees and produced an official looking identification card to prove it. He gave Mr. Friend and me this invitation and said we would find the answers we were looking for by being part of this committee meeting.” She pulled a sheet of thick gray paper out of her white faux leather purse and handed it to him.


Dallas Friend rolled his eyes and extended his neck backward until he focused only on the ambient natural daylight produced by the mercury laden plastic tubes encased in the ceiling above them. “That bozo gave us summons, Grace, not an invitation.” Dallas leaned forward and patted her hand. “Remember how he mentioned that $10,000 each fine we would get if either one of us did not attend this meeting today?”


“Oh,” said Grace as she pulled her hand out from under Dallas Friend’s soft rhythmic touches. “Maybe it would be best if we returned to the question asked earlier by Chairman Zarate?”


She looked at their chairman, who seemed to be exercising his hands. He clenched and unclenched his fists before extending his fingers, making them appear to be daggers because of their manicured nails, which ended in sharp points.


Chairman Zarate sighed and nodded as if he were a teacher trying to control mischievous eighth graders. “That is a good idea, Grace.”


“Anyway, I was genuinely hoping that this meeting might clarify what I heard from the speakers at the Alien Abduction Week Conference because I left there more confused than enlightened.”


Once again, Chairman Zarate pushed the button in his armrest and read the instruction he hoped would refocus the five he had been tasked with overseeing.


“Okay, our third and last guideline is for each of us to describe our experiences of sighting, boarding, or flying in an Unidentified Flying Object or else being abducted by alien life forces that are not of this planet, in other words, extraterrestrial beings.” He adjusted the turquoise ornament holding the ends of his bolo string tie around his neck and removed the size 7 and 7/8th cowboy hat from his head.


“My only experience happened when I was about seven years old. We were visiting my grandparents in Southwestern Texas and my grandfather took all of us grandkids camping out in the desert. All of us were amazed by all of the shooting stars, you know, meteors entering into Earth’s atmosphere and then getting burned up. We watched them for hours and then went to sleep in our tents to get some rest because Grandfather promised he would take us hunting for meteorites the next morning. Meteorites are the pieces of the meteors that survive and land on Earth or in some body of water like the oceans. A couple of hours after we went to sleep, I had to go pee so I walked about fifty yards to where Grandfather had had us kids dig a latrine. While out there, I saw what at the time I thought was just a really big meteor. Now I realize that it was really a UFO. It had to be.”


“Why?” asked Ruby.


“Because it was the size of a small plane and streaked across the sky from east to west and then turned around and flew from west to east.”


“Maybe it was just one of those super-secret aircraft they were flying out of Area 51 in Nevada back in those days,” Alan Harms said.


“What I saw up in the sky that night happened about seventy years ago. There is just no way we had anything that could fly that fast that long ago. All right, Marilyn is next.”


The politician stopped smiling and stared through the clear table top at the footwear of those seated close to her: brown sandals, black loafers, red heels matching a dress of the same color, cheap running shoes probably costing less than $300, and a scuffed pair of steel toed construction boots. I’m better than the rest of them, Marilyn Orr thought. She glanced at her stylish tan boots, made from the hides of cows genetically modified to produce the supplest waterproof leather available.


“Ms. Orr?” the chairman asked. He silently prayed he had not slighted her by earlier referring to her by her first name. A sister of his who had offended an elected official was still imprisoned for the crime of making a domestic terrorist threat.


“Is what we say here today completely confidential?” Marilyn asked.


Chairman Zarate slapped his forehead hard enough to jerk his head backward a foot.


“Forgive me. I forgot to mention that after I was elected chairman of our committee this morning, I received a thought transference message from one of BIC’s central computers. Part of it said that today’s meeting is totally confidential and anyone who repeats any part of it outside of this room will be subject to fines and or imprisonment.”


Marilyn sighed and regained her smile.


“Okay, then. Maybe this was all meant to be after all. On my way here today, I called my astrologer and she told me that I was about to enter a long healing process that would begin today. But some things are hard to share. I hope all of you understand.”


Receiving nods from four of the six reassured her it was safe to continue.


“Good. My alien abduction trauma happened a long time ago when I was very young, only about four or five years old. All I can remember about it is waking up in the middle of the night because I felt something cold touching me. It was really dark in my bedroom because my night light had burned out or been turned off. All that I could see was this really tall dark figure leaning over me like he was examining me and…”


She closed her eyes and began rocking back and forth.


“Do you need a break?” asked Chairman Zarate.


“Uh…no, I think I can go on.”


Her eyes remained shut.


“I wanted to scream but I was afraid whoever was in my room would hurt me if I did. Then I thought I could hear it whispering my name and telling me ‘It’s all right, I won’t hurt you,’ over and over. I guess I must have gone back to sleep because the next morning my mother told me it had to have been all just a bad dream because only she and I were at home that night. My brother and father were gone on a fishing trip or something.”


Marilyn stood and pulled her white pants down with one hand as she lifted her beige blouse with her other, exposing her midriff.


“Then where did this scar come from?” She slowly rotated her body to give everyone else a view of a two-inch scar. “I have never had an operation of any kind in my life and when I showed this to my mother, she did not recall any accident I ever had that would have left a scar that size. It’s the only thing that I hate about my body.”


Her exhibition caused a half minute silence.


“Maybe now you can understand why I need you to keep quiet about my experience. If it got out to the public, my political enemies would use it to get me replaced as the liaison to the Federal Bureau of Extraterrestrial Investigation. If that ever happened, then I won’t get elected to Congress next fall.” She thrust her chin forward, as if posing for a statue. “I’ve been in the legislature for five years now. It’s time for a change.”


Alan Harms cocked his head and said, “Well, I’ve never been abducted or seen a UFO but my superior said that I needed to attend this committee so I can learn to better relate to those who have. A lot of our drones get misidentified as UFOs. We get so many reports that our agency is considering creating a new position to educate the public about our drones.”


He folded his hands behind his neck and leaned backward until his elbows rested on the top of his soft chair. “Yes sir. That certainly would be a nice promotion to get. Besides, I’m tired of remotely piloting drones from the ground.”


The chairman pointed at Ruby Kidd.


“Mine was only a near abduction and more of just a sighting,” Ruby said. “Actually, it might have just been a dream, I think, because I don’t have any scars or physical evidence like Representative Orr does.” She reached out and squeezed Marilyn’s hand, who smiled back at Ruby.


“I was standing in a paved area in front of an L-shaped building about four stories tall at night. A flying saucer suddenly came into view as if out of thin air about fifty yards from me. It wobbled and the air around it was distorted, like when you see the air radiating off of a mirage out in the desert. Then about six creatures who looked more like ghosts than aliens because they were transparent came floating out from inside of the flying saucer. They began floating toward me. For some crazy reason, I started acting like a cop.”


“Since you were a cop, did you pull out your laser gun and start blasting them?” Dallas Friend asked.


“No, I was more like a traffic cop. First I held up my hand to stop them. But when they kept coming at me, I turned sideways and motioned for them to keep coming. They kept flying my direction until a group of about five people ran by me toward the saucer and aliens. The only one I recognized in that group was my cancer doctor. Within seconds, there was a military command post a few feet away from me and armed soldiers were keeping the crowd that was gathering from going any closer to where I had seen the UFO hovering. Then I woke up. Do you think maybe my soul left my body and traveled to where all of what I remember happened? I hardly ever remember any of my dreams. The other weird thing is that next day I got an email to report to this committee meeting today.”


When no one volunteered to interpret what she had described, she sighed, a sad kind of squeak a mouse makes after being caught in a baited trap.


“Hmmm, the closest I ever got to any of this stuff was when I went to that Alien Abduction Week Conference,” said Dallas Friend. “The only reason I wasted my time there was to try and pass out some of my business cards for our company because things have been so slow for us lately. At least some of the ones there took my card, unlike you people.”


“Oh my, that conference was also my only contact with UFOs or alien abductions,” Grace Schott said. She nodded along with Dallas until they resembled a pair of synchronized bobble head dolls. “Isn’t that interesting?”


“They just needed two more fools to round out the six needed for this meeting,” Dallas said. “Has anyone here ever gone to any of these committee meetings for some other topic?”


“I went to one a few years ago about connecting with others to overcome your worst fears,” said Ruby Kidd.


“Let me guess. There were three men and three women at that one also?” Dallas asked.


Ruby thought for a moment. “You’re right. How did you know that?”


“They must set up these committees to reflect America’s demographics as closely as possible. Just look at which races are here today.”


The others tried to hide their glances without being noticed as they took their silent censuses.


“We have two Hispanics because they are the largest group in the United States now. Also here are one black, one yellow, one white, and…” Dallas pursed his lips as he examined the youngest one’s face. “Marilyn, judging by your high cheekbones and very, very long black hair, I’m guessing you are Native American Indian, right?”


“How observant of you, Mr. Friend.” Her tone chilled the room. “I am one-quarter Miwok, one-eighth Shoshone, and one-sixteenth Apache, according to my DNA analysis.”


“And my grandfather was full-blooded Comanche,” said Chairman Zarate. “So what does that make me?”


“Whatever you want I guess,” answered Dallas. “That makes you one-quarter Indian and the rest I’m guessing is descended from people who either came here from Cuba… or Mexico… or Central America… or South America… or Spain…” His pauses grew longer after each guess, as he fished for a nod or yes.


“I’m three-fourths Puerto Rican, gringo.”


“Uh huh. So those whose skins can sometimes carry a red tint are better represented at this table than I first thought.” Dallas stood and began to point and sing. “Red, brown, yellow, black, and white, we are all precious in God’s sight.” He used two fingers to point at their leader.


Chairman Zarate slammed his hands on the table so hard that Dallas’ empty bottle of Kiwi Zinger Juice toppled and rolled off of its edge and bounced onto his construction boots.


“Please return to order. We must move on because we have to vacate this room in another seven minutes so the next committee can meet. Our last instruction is to share any insights you have learned from each other.”


For fifty seconds, no one spoke. “Very well, thank you for –” Dallas Friend’s waving arms silenced him.


“Go ahead, if you must.”


“You said your cancer doctor was one of those who saved you from the aliens in your dream,” Dallas said as he pointed at Ruby.


“I still think it could have been an out of body experience instead of only a dream.”


“Whatever. By any chance do you get the 1950s Movies Channel or the 1960s TV Programs Channel?


“I like to watch both of them. Why?”


“Because a lot of movies in the 1950s were all about space aliens invading Earth. In fact, in Invaders from Mars, the Martians put implants into people to control them. And the 1960s television shows had a lot of aliens in them, too. There was The Twilight Zone, The Outer Limits, The Invaders, and Star Trek. I watch those channels myself even though everything on them is almost 150 years old. Anyway, your subconscious is full of what you saw on them and maybe your treatments for cancer made those memories surface. I read that the side effects from those laser treatments to kill cancers sometimes affect the patients’ thought processes.”


Ruby tilted her head at a forty-five degree angle and blinked.


“As for you,” Dallas turned to Marilyn Orr. “Did you have a robot in your house when you thought you were abducted as a little kid?”


“Yes, we did.”


“Do the math. You said you’re twenty-one, right?”


Marilyn stared at the ceiling. “Yes.”


“Well, twenty-one minus five means your experience happened about sixteen years ago. You were too young to remember but that was when we had a massive recall of robots because their Artificial Emotion programs were causing some of them to get …uh, a little too friendly with their humans, if you know what I mean.”


“But…” Marilyn buried her face in her hands and for the first time in sixteen years, let tears flow without trying to stop them.


“Okay, Mr. Friend, or maybe we should call you Mr. Know It All now that you have so skillfully analyzed these two women?” Chairman Zarate stood and leaned toward the committee member he had just given zeroes and ones from a rating scale of one to ten he had just completed. The other four committee members had earned eights, nines, and tens. “Have you no shame at all left in you? Not even un poco?” He held his forefinger and thumb so close together that only a sliver of light and air separated them. “Is it because you give orders to robots for thirty-two hours a week that you said what you did and have made poor Representative Orr cry so much?”


“If I may finish, Chairman?” asked Dallas.


“Go ahead. If you insist.”


“I just have to wonder whether or not your grandfather belonged to the Native American Church and sometimes boiled up a batch of peyote buttons into a very potent hallucinogenic tea to drink?”


“Yes, he was a member of that church. So what? What business is that of yours?”


“My best guess is that he brewed up a batch of peyote tea during your camping trip and you snuck a drink of it when he had his back turned. No wonder you saw what you did that night out in the desert.”


 


* * *


 


As the six participants of the Committee to Better Understand UFOs and Alien Abduction Experiences walked through the lobby of the Sector A Committee Building, only one was stopped by a well-dressed, beautiful robot.


“Mr. Friend?” the smiling robot asked as she leaned forward so that her electronic sky blue eyes could scan Dallas’ human ones to confirm identification.


“Yeah, what is it now?”


“Based on our computer’s evaluation of your input at your committee meeting today, you have earned the right to participate in another one this afternoon. If you return after you have enjoyed your lunch, you will be on time for your next committee meeting.” She handed Dallas Friend a sheet of paper detailing specifics for the Committee to Readjust Negative Attitudes.


“Are you kidding me?”


“Please don’t be late or your fine will be quite large. And pay special attention to the required food and drink in preparation required for all those who attend that committee.” The robot tapped its plastic fingernail on the sheet of instructions. “In most cases, we have learned that deviating from The Attitude Adjuster Diet results in too many negative emotions in humans such as yourself.”
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ONE


“EMILY… I NEED YOU to wake up!”


The warm touch of someone’s hand.


“Huh?”


“Come on now!” a voice cracked.


“What?” Groggy and disoriented.


“Emily! Girl, it’s an emergency!”


In a sliver of fuzzy dim light, she found the outline of a familiar figure standing over her.


“Mom?”


“Come on, Emily. You have to get up. We have to go, now!”


Emily peered over at her bedroom window and tried to focus. The night’s blackness encouraged her to go back to sleep.


“It’s still early… and teens need more sleep, anyway. ’Kay?”


A shake came then, pulling the sleep out of her.


“What, Mom?” Her voice sounded scratchy, caught in her dry throat. “What is it?”


“We’ve got to go. There’s something wrong… terribly wrong!”


Emily heard the sound of panic and thoughts of her father immediately came to mind. She searched the darkness, frantic. Something’s happened to him? But before she could ask, her mother yanked back her blanket. Cold air rushed over Emily’s bare legs. Her teeth chattered while she rubbed away the slumber in her eyes.


“Emily, I need you to move!”


“Mom?” she asked. She was awake now, and her voice shook with worry. Her mother stopped and let the blanket fall to the floor.


“Mom, is it Dad? Is Daddy okay?”


“I’m fine, but we have to go!” her father answered. She turned to see his tall silhouette against the light splintering through her bedroom door. “We need to get to the car. I don’t think the house is going to last much longer!”


Another storm? Emily swung her feet over the edge of her bed and stood up. She gripped the carpet, squeezing her toes. As the lure of sleep loosened its hold on her, she shook off the early chill and realized that she needed to pee. Storm or no storm, whatever the emergency, it would have to wait until she was done. Emily glanced at her window again.


“How early is it?”


“Almost morning,” her mother answered, throwing loose clothing onto her bed. “We need to get moving!”


Must be a storm. That would explain everything. It’s an evacuation, she concluded, and recalled the time when she was nine and they had to pack some things and hurry to the big shopping mall for safety.


Somewhere above her bedroom ceiling, Emily heard a crash. The sudden sound made her flinch. She didn’t just hear it, though—she felt it. Then a second crash came, dropping something even harder. She felt it rumble across the floor and into her feet.


“What was that?” she asked.


“Emily, it’s the house!” her father answered sharply, and then continued to shuffle what was in his hands before packing it away. He stopped a moment, and looked at her with firm eyes. “Listen to us, and get moving!”


And that’s when Emily realized what she wasn’t hearing: there was no wind, not even a breeze. Living near the beaches, she was accustomed to hearing the rough surf, especially when a seasonal storm came through. But now, she heard neither the rush of air nor the pounding of the waves: the outside was eerily silent. She should have heard something. What about the morning seabirds?


Two more thumps. But these came from below her window, outside. A neighbor? The sound of a car door creaked open and then closed, followed by the slamming of a trunk lid. A voice came next, escalating to a yell, telling someone that they needed to hurry it up. Another car door opened and then closed. Emily began to understand that whatever was happening, it was happening to everyone; the neighborhood was awake and in motion.


A scream came then, cutting through her bedroom. She jumped. Her mother cupped a hand over her lips while her father’s mouth fell open. The voice had a throaty and raw sound, tortured, and her body went cold as the hairs on her arms sprang to life. She exchanged a frightened glance with her mother and then looked over to her father.


“Daddy, what was that?” The first scared tears pricked her eyes. “Momma, why did someone scream like that?” Her father raised his hand, shushing her, and then waited. For a minute they just stood in her room, listening. Garbled sounds, wet and drowning, came next. The person tried to yell out, but to Emily, the voice sounded marred and deformed. The few words that she could make out were something about not leaving the house—Stay inside!—and then the shouting ended abruptly, punctuated by the crumpled sound of someone falling. Silence followed. Her father’s hand stayed in the air.


“The car never started,” her father whispered, talking to himself more than to her or her mother. “They never made it into the car. So strong and fast. Very fast.”


“What do you mean… fast?” Emily asked. “They could still be alive—we can help them!” But she knew what she’d heard. It was the sound of a body collapsing onto the street outside their home.


“No we can’t,” he answered, his voice subdued and in a near-whisper. He lowered his hand and leveled his eyes. “We can’t help anyone but ourselves now.”


“But they’re right outside!”


“Never mind them, Emily!” Her father spoke with a hard, scolding tone. “Hurry and get your things together!”


Emily bit down on her lower lip, hurt by her father’s stern voice. She rushed past her parents, keeping her head low and her sight fixed on the floor. She said nothing more as she crossed the hall. Another scream came from outside, slowing her step. The sound was thin and distant, but as real as the first. She picked up her feet, as if to run from the screams. Emily closed the bathroom door, trying to shut out the horrid sounds. What nightmare had she awaken to?


Alone, hidden away from the world, Emily began to cry. The toilet seat was cold, but she hardly noticed it. She heard a volley of sharp words. Emily cupped an ear, trying to make out what her parents were saying. Another set of screams crept under the door—loud enough to momentarily interrupt their chatter. When it became quiet again, her mother started to yell.


“Did you do this?” she hollered. Her voice was loud and shaking. “Tell me you didn’t do this, please! TELL ME, PHIL!”


“I don’t know what happened,” he snapped. “None of our models ever showed a reaction like this. Conditions are incorrect… it’s got to be wrong!”


“Incorrect? Wrong?” Emily’s mother shouted back sarcastically. “People are dying, Phil! Don’t you hear them? Did your precious machines do this?”


“I’m going to fix this,” her father stated flatly, resigned. Emotion was absent from his voice. “I can fix this.”


Her mother’s crying slowed, her hushed sobs moved past the bathroom. Two quick knocks rapped against the door, pulling Emily’s head up.


“Hurry it up, Emily. No time for anything else. Okay?”


“In a minute!”


The bathroom lights flickered, and the electricity shut off. Blackness swallowed everything, and Emily’s breathing became still. A moment later the lights blinked once, flickered back on. The lights sometimes did that when a hurricane blew through their small coastal town. But this wasn’t like any storm they’d been through before.


Emily breathed again, catching the first bitter taste of salt. Unlike the ocean breeze she’d grown up with, the briny taste was strong and chemical.


“Daddy, the lights!”


“Power is going to go out soon… we’re losing the substation.”


“I’m scared.”


“I know, Hon. We all are, Emily. Hurry it up now,” he answered. The electricity popped, sounding a crisp break this time, shutting off all the lights. The blackness came again, forcing her eyes wide. She found a thin rail of light stretching beneath the bathroom door. A shuffle of shadow feet passed by. The quick pace and short steps told her it was her mother. Her father followed behind, continuing the argument from earlier. They were on the stairs next, moving down to the foyer.


Her world became silent. The outside. Her parents. She welcomed the quiet, but thought of the dead body. Or was it bodies? The dead make no sounds. Her throat tightened, her stomach cramped. The taste of heavy salt returned, and Emily had a sudden urge to heave. She coughed out the burn until stars were in her eyes, zipping around in a swirly dance. And at some point, her arms and legs had become itchy. Whatever was causing the screams outside had started to seep through the walls. Her father was right, the house wasn’t going to last. Emily wiped herself, dropped the tissue, and pulled up her panties. Her nightie fell over her itching legs as she rushed out of the bathroom.


Back in her bedroom, the sun had finally started to show. But it was different—off. The colors washed out. With the sunrise, a gray world was revealed to her. Heavy fog crowded her window, hiding what was outside. The entire world reduced to a square of roiling gray.


If only it blocked out the sounds, too. It seemed that as the gray light grew stronger, more people were venturing outside. Emily heard doors, an occasional scream. A car horn blasting across the street. Terse yells from a woman to her family. And as before, the loud voices soon became tortured screams. And ended with the sound of a body falling.


She tried to cover her ears, to close off all the sounds. Her eyes began to burn, watering more than just emotional tears. And the itch on her skin was starting to burrow underneath, becoming painful. She wondered if their house was simply going to melt, and then wondered how long before they’d melt, too.


This is just temporary, she told herself as she dressed.


Soon Emily was gripping the stairwell railing for the last time in her life. As she neared the bottom steps, the notion of saying goodbye to her room crossed her mind. It was silly, and maybe a little sentimental, but for a sixteen-year-old, sentimental was sometimes everything. Her parents’ voices—and another scream—kept her moving forward. But she’d become clumsy, missing the last step, and fell hard onto the foyer’s wood floors. Immediately, blood rushed to her ankle, making it feel warm and swollen.


“Mom!” she began, but stopped when she saw her mother’s body lying on the floor. Emily’s heart leaped into her throat. Had the poison—or whatever it was—killed her? Her mother’s face was hidden beneath her hands, but then Emily saw that her shoulders were shaking with a run of sobs.


“Dad?”


Emily’s father was at her mother’s side, his face tight as he tried to remain composed. “Barbara, I’m going to fix this,” he insisted, wiping away a string of spittle from his chin. “I promise!”


More tortured screams. But the sound was louder this time, and seemed just outside. Emily stepped to the front door and heard a woman’s voice. Her heart beat harder as she leaned in closer.


“I’m dying… Please help me, I’m dying,” the woman rasped. Her voice had the same throaty, pained quality as the others. But Emily knew this voice—Ms. Quigly, she was sure of it. Ms. Quigly must have come from next door, making it across the lawn and to their front stoop. She’d probably gone outside for her cat and gotten caught up in the fog. The poison had her now. At once Emily’s mother jumped up, her hands reaching for the door. But her father rushed by, pushing Emily out of the way.


“Don’t you open that door!” he screamed. “It isn’t safe!”


“We have to help,” her mother pleaded. Emily pushed between them and took hold of the cold handle. What difference would it make? She’d open the door for just a moment—just long enough for Ms. Quigly to get inside. Not since she was three or four could she ever recall feeling a disciplinary hand, yet before she could turn the knob, a sharp sting struck the top of her hand. She pulled back and darted a hurt-filled look at her father. A crazy mix of fear and alarm in his expression made her back away.


“She’s already dead,” he told the both of them. “Ms. Quigly died before she reached our door. She just doesn’t know it yet.” Emily watched as her parents clung to one another, waiting. Her mother flinched when Ms. Quigly called to them again. They all flinched when the scratchy sound of fingernails ran the length of their front door. Fear and shame pressed on Emily’s chest, making it hard to breathe. When the sound of Ms. Quigly’s body fell against the door, she knew their neighbor was dead.


“I hate you for this,” Emily’s mother said, leaving for the kitchen. Her father’s head slumped and he pushed his hands over his face. Seeing him like that scared her. Emily pawed at her arms, and saw the first visible signs of what the poison was doing. Blotchy red patches had formed, some of them rising in watery blisters. She instinctively reached for her face, but found nothing. At once, the urge to leave became overpowering. It wouldn’t be long before Death’s poison breath took their home. They needed the security of a solid building; something more than just flimsy walls. What was done, was done. She loved Ms. Quigly, but dead is dead—you can’t fix that.


“Dad, we’re running out of time,” she told him. “Tell us what to do!” He lifted his head, and his eyes grew wide when he saw her arms.


“Emily, girl, let me see,” he answered, lifting her hand. “You’re so much more fairer than we are. You have to cover up more. Long sleeves—cover everything.” He looked at his own arms, which were clear of any welts. He ran his hand along the side of her long red hair, then leaned in, kissing her atop the head.


“I think I can even taste what’s out there. Can you?” Emily asked. He let out a phlegmy cough, and nodded.


“It’s the salt.” His tone was settled, but his face wandered, searching for her mother.


“Salt?”


He started to speak, but then stopped. She could sense his uncertainty. “The salt in the ocean. We’re using it. But it was supposed to save us.” He turned away, glancing to the front window. A curtain of rolling mist pushed against the glass, sliding over the surface like heavy smoke. “But this isn’t right. The weight is pulling the clouds down, and changing them.”


“How long?” Emily asked. “How long do we have?” Her father closed his eyes. His lips danced without a sound. He was thinking. Calculating. It’s how he worked. She liked to tease him about it sometimes, but didn’t feel the urge to do so now. He shook his head, and the cramped expression from earlier returned.


“I’ve got to stop it!” he blurted, and then pulled her into his arms. “I’ve got to get to the machine and stop this!”


“What’s going on?” a small voice chirped from behind them. “Daddy, I’m itchy in my eyeballs and inside my mouth—yuk.” They turned to see Emily’s little brother, bleary-eyed, his security blanket hanging from one hand, dragging behind him. Emily knelt, running her fingers up the long sleeve of his pajamas to check his arms. No welts. Her brother had the same dark complexion as their father and mother. For now, she was the only one showing any signs of burning. But if they didn’t move, that’d change soon.


“Justin, listen to me.” Her father’s knee popped as he knelt down, spurring a giggle from the little boy. “I have to go to work today, and while I’m gone, you need to listen to your mother and sister. Understand?” Justin swiped at the salty sting on his skin, but gave his father a firm nod.


“But I… I always listen,” he answered, jumping into his father’s arms. “Daddy, I heard something. I don’t know, but I think I heard something bad.”


“Don’t you worry about what you heard. Don’t you listen to anything except for what your mom and sister tell you. Can you run upstairs and get dressed for me?”


Justin’s feet were moving before they hit the floor. The scratchy sound of footed pajamas skidded away from them, thumped up the stairs.


“Is Justin getting ready?” her mother asked. Her face had been wiped clean of tear stains, but her eyes stayed puffy and red. “I’ve packed all the food and water that we can carry. The batteries, radio and the flashlight are in the car, too. How safe is the car?”


“The cars will last longer than the house,” he answered. “You went into the garage? How is it?”


“Stronger. I can smell it,” her mother said, shaking her head. “I can feel a bit of burn, too. But I think it’s safe.”


“Good… good, I can probably open the garage a minute and then close it.” Emily considered what her father said.


“But why would we do that?” she asked. “We won’t be coming back. Will we?” Her father didn’t answer. Instead he was counting again, his lips bumping up and down over numbers she couldn’t hear.


“I think we can time this,” he said to himself. “And I’ve already got stuff in my car, too.”


“Wait Phil! We’re going together,” her mother exclaimed. Emily watched her mother fold her arms and straighten her back, objecting to what he had planned. But her father only shook his head, resolute.


They all jumped when an explosion rumbled overhead, shaking their house. She heard something fall, crashing onto their roof, and pieces of ceiling fell behind her. But it wasn’t the roof. Like before, the sound had come from inside. It was their entire home, quickly succumbing to the outside air like Ms. Quigly had.


“So fast,” her father mumbled. His eyes stayed on the ceiling as if waiting for it squash them. Instinct brought his arms up to protect his family. “House isn’t going to last as long as I’d hoped. No stone or brick.”


“What does that mean?” Emily asked, as cracking and breaking sounds thundered through their home.


“Rafters are coming apart… not long before the roof collapses.” His answer was clinical, like some morbid diagnosis, and she felt hurt that he could sound so callous about their home. He looked at their faces and shook his head. “We’re out of time.”


“But you’re going with us!” her mother implored.


“I’m going to take my car. You take the kids in your car,” he started to say. But her mother was already shaking her head, disagreeing. Her father stepped forward and placed his hands on her arms. “Listen to me. Listen to me, Barbara. You need to be strong today.” He nodded his head encouragingly. “Get to the mall, like we did during the last hurricane. The building is safer than anything else around here.”


He’s not going with us? Emily became confused and scared by her parents’ exchange.


“But how safe is the machine?” she asked, suddenly realizing the danger. And when she saw her father’s expression change, a deep terrible intuition struck her. Her lips began to tremble and she grabbed her father’s arm. “Daddy, no! Don’t go. You have to come with us!”


He looked to her then, a desperate fear in his eyes. His lips were pressed firm, thinning until the color in them was gone, matching the gray that had taken their world.


“I have to stop the reactor before it’s too late.”


“How much time?” her mother asked. “How much time before it won’t make a difference what you try to do?” He pinched the bridge of his nose, and his lips began to move again. Counting. Revising.


“An hour… maybe two at most,” he answered. “But I have to get inside. I have to flood it with seawater.”


“But if you’re inside?” Emily started to ask, and felt the first tears before he could answer. Her father took hold of his daughter, his wife, pulling them both into his arms. Emily dug her fingers into his shirt, holding onto him, knowing he might not make it back.


“I’m going to make this right!” he said, and then was suddenly gone, leaving them alone.





TWO


THE ENGINE TURNED ONCE and then sputtered before dying. Emily’s mother cursed under her breath, thumping her palm against the steering wheel. The sound of her foot pumping up and down on the gas pedal came next. She turned the key again, holding it there while the motor grunted objections. The motor turned over, sputtered again, and then finally roared to life.


“Oh my God—thank you,” she sighed, and leaned in to kiss the steering wheel. “I don’t know what we would have done.”


“Call Dad!” Justin cried out from the back seat. Emily turned to see her little brother tucked away in his car seat, his blanket pulled up just beneath his chin, a thumb stuck in his mouth. Out of habit, Emily raised her hand, wiggling her thumb for him to see. His expression changed, shame filling his eyes. A distant crash pulled her attention away. When she looked back, he’d already popped his thumb back in, turning his face away to stay clear of her eyes.


Can’t hurt him now, she thought sadly. Her little brother had no idea what was on the other side of the garage door. None of them did. He had no idea that somewhere between here and the shopping mall, they might all be dead.


“Emily,” her mother interrupted. “Does your phone work?” Until Justin’s suggestion, the thought hadn’t occurred to her to check for a signal.


“Four bars,” she said, relieved. “I’ve got four solid bars and a full battery, too.”


She jumped almost clear out of her seat when the garage door behind them began rolling up, clanking metal on metal.


“Power isn’t out for good yet,” her mother said. It had been flickering on and off like a failing fluorescent bulb while they hustled Justin out to the car. “Won’t be long though.”


Emily stretched to look outside. Gray mist fell into the opening of the garage, but stayed at the entrance. They were safe. But for how long? She could see nothing beyond it. Another bang hollered from inside the home, and she imagined a wall or ceiling collapsing.


Emily dropped back down to her seat and bit nervously on her fingers. She had her bad habits too. She glanced over to Justin, who seemed intent on his thumb-sucking, yet oblivious to what was going on.


The mall was a good idea—a great idea. But how were they going to find it?


“Mom… how are we going to drive through this?” she asked, and watched her mother slump against the steering wheel.


“Dad’s driving,” Justin answered. “He said he had to go to work—remember?” Her mother bolted up and jabbed a finger at the car’s dash.


“The GPS,” she answered. “Has to be. It’ll be our eyes.”


“Can it get a signal through this stuff?”


“Works when there’s a rainstorm, right?”


“Yeah… yeah, it does,” Emily answered, knowing it didn’t matter. The GPS had to be their eyes. They didn’t have a choice. They didn’t have anything else.


“What is that?” her mother asked. Emily followed her mother’s gaze as a cloud of chalky debris fell onto the windshield. Ticking sounds tapped against the roof of the car like heavy rain, and for a brief moment, she thought the gray mist had come inside to take them. But the dust was too heavy, and had already started to leave a thin coat on the hood. The wall in front of them moved, bulging outward as if taking a dying breath. Large cracks sprayed from the center, spidering in every direction. The ceiling…


“Mom, we have to move. NOW!”


“What is it?”


“Hit the gas, Mom!” Emily screamed, realizing the house was caving in on them. “Go, Mom! Go!”


If they didn’t move now, they’d be trapped beneath the rubble. A blast shook the car, splintering the wood that held their house together. Emily felt the bite of tears as their home died around them, collapsing. Chunks of ceiling and wood crashed on top of the car. The loud thud jarred them, startling Justin. Emily turned in time to see his eyes narrow as his face cramped with fright.


“What’s happening?” he cried.


“It’s okay, Justin, we’re leaving!” her mother answered, but she seemed stuck, fumbling with the shifter as more debris fell on top of them. Another explosion thundered from somewhere high above them, and Emily thought of the rafters and the roof, like her father had said. Wood tore like paper, throwing bombs of insulation and drywall all around them. The ruckus grew, becoming louder, and sounded like a thousand campfires hissing and popping as they burned through acres of forest.


“My house,” her mother cried, and Emily felt her mother’s anguish, but now wasn’t the time to mourn. Emily sat high on her seat, begging that they get out of the garage. She grabbed the car’s shifter, pressing the button and throwing them into reverse. The car sped backward, clipping the side of the house as it careened out of the crumbling garage.


When their car became engulfed by the fog, her mother slammed on the brakes. She was breathing hard, sweating, her face full of shock and fear. Emily shrank back into her seat. A thunderous sound came, and more debris pummeled the car, forcing her mother to turn away. Emily reached over, taking her mother’s hand, trying to ease some of the tears. She wanted to cry too, imagining their house crumpled and destroyed, but they had to keep moving.


“Come on, Mom,” she said. “Nothing we can do.”


Emily grabbed for the GPS and tapped furiously at the pale black screen. The small display sprang to life. Her mother joined in, quickly finding the shopping mall, and pinned the location.


“You ready?” she asked, looking over. Emily nodded somberly. “I’ll watch the road as best I can. You tell me the direction to go.”


Almost at once, they ran over something. Her mother cringed at the sound, and the car lifted up and then dropped.


“Don’t stop, Mom!” Emily yelled. “If you stop, you might get the car stuck on it.” Her mother pressed the gas pedal, throwing the car over whatever it was they’d hit. Emily’s heart tightened when she considered the dead bodies. What if they’d run over someone?


“It’s just the mailbox!” her mother yelled. “I saw it at the very last second.” As they drove blindly away from their home, Emily struggled to rid her mind of what their house must look like. She shook her head, faced forward, and let the sentiment fall out of her.


“Almost at the end of our street,” her mom announced. “We’ll be able to move faster soon. Just hope there aren’t other cars.”


A buzz came from her pocket, vibrating across her bottom. It was a new message. Excited, she grabbed her phone.


“Is that a text?” her mother asked. “Is it your father?”


“Are you guys okay?” she read aloud. “Yeah, it’s from Dad!”


“Quick, tell him we’re on our way. Ask him how he’s doing.”


Emily typed, thumbing the keyboard, shortening nearly every word to mere letters. She hit send, and felt the car lift up and fall back down.


“What was that?” But her mother only shook her head, then glanced at the rearview mirror.


“No idea. But I know what I hope it wasn’t.”


“How fast?”


“I’m staying below ten. I don’t want to go too fast… you know, in case we hit something.”


“Yeah, but what if someone hits us!” Emily answered sharply. Her mother raised her brow, realizing the danger. Emily’s phone buzzed twice more.


“Dad says that he’s nearly there. And that he loves”—Emily’s voice choked up—”he loves us very much.”


The car became quiet as Emily watched her mother’s face grow red.


“Call him,” her mother demanded, looking over. Emily didn’t hesitate, and pressed the icon to make the call. She put her phone on speaker, letting the unanswered rings echo in the car. The tension weighed heavy with each jingling tone. The call broke suddenly to an all circuits busy message.


“Can’t do this now,” her mother said, muttering more words under her breath. She stopped, becoming choked up, and then continued. “He should’ve come with us, should have… but he made his choice.”


“Mom,” Emily said. “He’s trying to stop this.”


Her mother snapped her head around, glaring, her expression filled with disappointment. The look made Emily feel small and stupid for having spoken up to defend her father. Her mother could always do that. One look was all it took.


“He can’t stop it! He knows he can’t stop it! They thought they could control the oceans, the weather, like the planet was something they could just tinker with!” Her voice grew, filling the car. “He should be with his family. You tell him that!” While the words were meant for Emily’s father, they still stung. Emily looked down at her phone, the cursor blinking on and off, waiting. She started to type.


“Wait,” her mother blurted. “Don’t say that. Just tell him we love him—” Emily hit send before her mother could finish.


“Already did,” she answered. “I also told him that we’ll see him at the mall.” For a moment, her mother said nothing, only stared ahead.


“Exactly when did you get so smart?” she finally said. Emily felt her cheeks warm.


“I was always smart,” Emily answered. “You’re just starting to notice.”


“Love you, girl,” her mother said, stretching to rub her shoulder. “We’ll get through this. Family.”


“I think it’s safe to go faster,” Emily said, hoping her mother would agree. She was feeling the urgency once again; they had to get moving. “If Dad’s already close to work, he must be moving faster: a lot faster.”


Her mother leaned into the steering wheel, peering into the fog, trying to see more than the gray covering them.


“Well,” she said, and neatly moved the GPS. “I’ll try to go faster, but keep your eyes on the screen.”


Emily watched the screen’s triangle move along the highlighted path. The map revealed a world she could no longer see. As she glanced out the window and then back to the GPS, she found it hard to grasp what had happened. Hidden beneath all that gray were roads and buildings, even creeks and small ponds. All of them were showing up on the screen, but she could see none of it.


No sooner had their speed increased than the first in a series of bumps lifted the car, dropping them down hard each time. Any harder and she thought that the car might stall. Her mother eased off the gas, slowing, but didn’t stop.


What the GPS didn’t show them was all the debris. A new concern—not just about people, but stranded cars, dead animals. How many animals had wandered into the fog, collapsing onto the road’s blacktop? And she guessed that there wouldn’t just be the occasional squirrel or possum, but deer; big enough to destroy their car.


“Did we break something?” Emily asked. She could hear the fear in her own voice as she searched blindly outside. “We’re still driving, but is the car okay?” Her mother shook her head, straightening her shoulders, leaning over the steering wheel.


“I don’t know… Car feels right. I just can’t see anything!”


Another hit, a big one, slamming Emily forward. Her seatbelt contracted, yanking her back with a jerk. An eruption of white filled the inside of the car as her mother disappeared behind an airbag. For a moment, Emily only saw the overinflated balloon. Fingers came next, followed by an arm, and then the airbag deflated, revealing her mother’s bloodied face.


“Mom, your face!” Emily yelled.


“I’m okay,” she answered, wiping her nose. “Your brother?” Emily was only vaguely aware of Justin’s crying. By the way his fingers hung in the air, she guessed he’d bitten his thumb.


“He’ll be fine,” Emily answered, wrapping her hand around her brother’s. “How’s your nose? Is it broken?”


Her mother only shook her head, pulled tissues from her bag, and shoved them into each bloodied nostril. “I don’t know what we hit, but we have to keep moving!” Emily heard concern. “Justin, you good, baby?”


Justin grunted once, his injured thumb already back in his mouth.


The car’s cabin cleared and Emily helped push down on the airbag, moving it out of the way. Her mother hit the gas pedal, and the car sputtered. She hit it again, pressing until the engine roared, but the car didn’t move. Her mother’s expression was pinched as she let out a huff.


“Come on now!”


“What if you try turning the wheel?”


Her mother hit the gas again, pulling on the steering wheel. The car pushed forward only a little. They didn’t need the GPS to know that they were stuck. The front wheel was hung up. Frustrated, her mother stomped on the accelerator, throwing the engine into a fit of screams. The car lunged, grinding forward slowly, but dragging whatever it was they’d hit.


“Okay, we have a problem.” Her mother threw the car into park and reached for the keys. Emily’s hand jabbed at the air, pulling her mother’s arm back.


“No, don’t!” she blurted. “Don’t shut off the car. We don’t know if we’ll be able to get it started again.” Her mother paused and then nodded, understanding.


“Well, we’re stuck on something. And I’m sure it’s on my side.”


“What if we try going in reverse?”


Her mother considered. “Not a bad idea, girl.” The car’s motor sang out a high pitch while her mother stood on the pedal. Rearing up, the front of the car lifted and finally began to move. They drove in reverse, traveling blindly, dragging along the remains of what they’d hit.


“I think it’s coming free!”


“Try going forward now. May have loosened it enough.”


Her mother dropped the shifter down. The car lurched, jerking them to a stop. Justin shouted, his thumb raised up. He’d bitten it again. Emily reached behind her, stretching until she found his wet fingers. With his hand in hers, she tried to rub away the sting.


“We going?” he asked. His expression turned curious as the car bucked up again.


“You might just want to hold onto this,” Emily told him, motioning toward his thumb. “Keep your thumb safe, no more biting it.”


“Uh-huh,” he answered, and wrapped his hand in his blanket, protecting it. “Hurts when I do that. We going to see Daddy?” Justin’s question caught her by surprise, and a sudden sadness touched her. Would they see their father again? The feeling was new. Fresh. But it was there, and like the fog, she supposed it might be there forever. She pulled up her cell phone, checking for new text messages.


“Daddy might be at work by now.” It was all that she could think to tell him. “I’ll send him a text and tell him you said you love him.” Justin smiled, but she could see he was becoming frightened.


“No good,” her mother said as the car settled back to an idle. “We’re not going anywhere.” Her mother’s face had become flushed and her forehead was covered in a sheen of sweat.


Emily felt panic rise in her throat. “What are we going to do?” Her mother looked around the car, searching the floor, and then the back seat. Justin reached out, taking hold of his mother’s hand.


“My boy doing okay?” she asked. Justin’s face lit up, but then turned to a scowl.


“Bit my thumb,” he answered, and quickly received a kiss to make it all better. His smile was back in a flash.


“The plastic bags,” her mother declared. “I packed all the plastic trash bags I could find.”


Confusion. Why would her mother pack trash bags?


“Really, Mom?” Emily snapped, and immediately regretted her tone. But her mother only raised her brow. Warning. “Why trash bags? What for?”


Her mother leaned against the headrest and said nothing. Emily sensed her mother’s reluctance to answer. It was her turn to raise her brow, asking.


“Once we get to the shopping mall, we have to get out of the car. And before we do that, we’re going to cover ourselves in plastic.” Emily recalled Ms. Quigly’s drowning voice and the sound of her body collapsing against their front door. She held her breath until the images passed. She began to shake her head, understanding what her mother was going to do.


“Emily… Hon, I need your help!” Her mother reached across the center console, pulling up her hands. She locked their fingers together. The touch was warm, and Emily felt her eyes grow moist. Her mother was going to go outside. She was going to leave them and try to fix the car. “Emily, baby. We have to keep moving.” The tears came then, and Emily turned her head, hiding them from Justin.


“You can’t go outside. We’ll try the car again, drive in reverse if we have to.”


“Emily, we can’t do that. Look at me,” she said. Emily wiped a tear from her face and turned back. “I need you to do what I ask. Can you go in the back and get the trash bags?”


Emily said nothing, and instead did as her mother asked. She climbed over the seats, digging out the roll of plastic trash bags. When the cool vinyl was firmly in her hand, she started unrolling it, covering her mother in a polyethylene suit.


“Will the plastic protect you, outside?”


“Let’s hope,” she answered, pulling a bag over her arm. “Eyes. I need eyes.”


“What eyes?”


“Eyes! Holes in the plastic so that I can see what I’m doing.” Worry had shortened her mother’s patience, and she snatched the plastic roll from Emily. But while her mother dug a finger into the black plastic sheet, she looked over at Emily, and then to Justin. She frowned, mouthing words that Emily didn’t understand.


“I’m ready,” her mother finally said. She motioned to Emily with her hand, encouraging her to come closer. She spoke quietly. “I won’t put this on my head until I’m ready to open the door. I don’t want to scare your brother. But it’ll be fast.” Emily nodded and moved back to her seat. She’d expected a count, or a wave of a hand, or even a goodbye, but before she could object, her mother wrapped herself in the black plastic and opened the car door.


Justin was the first to cough, choking on the gray mist wandering in. A whispery vapor cradled the door’s opening, but like at their garage, most of it stayed outside. She could smell the stench, taste the saltiness, but the poisonous fog mostly rolled past the opening. Within moments, pieces of her mother disappeared into the thick gray fold. She turned once, batting at the sting on her arms, but then waved and vanished. With the door shut, the car became eerily quiet. All around them, the curtain of fog rolled by, paying no mind to who was inside.


A thump came, startling Emily. She saw Justin’s tiny body jump, too. Another thump came, and Emily saw a hand on the windshield of the car. But she only glimpsed it for a second before it was gone. Her mother was feeling her way toward the front tire. But why wouldn’t she just call out? Emily perched her fingers over her lips, tasting the remains of salt in her mouth.


“Mom can’t talk outside,” she mumbled. “She’d let the poison in if she did.” She waited for another tap.


“Where’s Mommy going?” Justin asked. Emily raised a hand, like her father often did, motioning to Justin to keep quiet. “I wanna go outside, too.”


Emily sucked in a breath when she heard the sound of a buckle releasing. There was no mistaking the metal and plastic clanking from her brother’s car seat. And by the time she’d stretched her body toward the back, Justin’s tiny hands were already perched on the door’s handle, already clutching it, already pulling…


The collar of her brother’s jacket was just inches from Emily’s fingers when an explosion of crunching metal filled her ears. Her arm whipped against the headrest, nearly snapping, telling her to scream. But she could do nothing while the rest of her body flew backward. She crashed into the windshield, breaking the rearview mirror with the back of her head. A flash of lightning filled her vision, and she sensed that they were spinning. Breathing was no longer an option. Her chest felt crushed by some unseen pressure. Everything around her dimmed, until the inside of the car was gone.





THREE


EMILY BLINKED HER EYES, dazed, seeing only simple cloudy apparitions. Blood filled her mouth, replacing the chemical burn in the back of her throat. Her head throbbed, echoing her heartbeat, louder than she thought was possible. When she tried to move, her stomach rolled, and threatened to spill. She gulped, resisting the urge to vomit. Pain awoke in her arm next, making her vividly remember what had happened. They’d been hit. Another car must have hit them. She turned her head. Her brother’s car seat was empty.


“Justin!” she called out, but her voice sounded muffled. “Justin, buddy?” She fell forward onto the floor and screamed. Burning pain pulsed through her side in sharp waves. The pain was bad, but she breathed past it, and turned to find her brother.


She blinked away the blood in her eyes, maneuvered her head and shoulders up onto the seat, and saw that she’d cracked the windshield. She shook her head, trying to clear it. Her heart raced, pounding; she could feel it clearly right down to her fingers and toes. Gradually the sounds returned. An endless car horn whittled its way past the ringing in her ears. It was from another car, must have gotten jammed in the crash.


Emily pressed her hand against the floor, finding their car’s engine was still running. But her relief was cut short when a horrific thought occurred to her. She turned back to the windshield just in time to see the blank eyes of a black plastic bag skitter over the car, carried away by the fog. Dread filled her. She reached up a weak fist, rapped it on the dashboard, waited.


“Mom!” she called out over the other car’s horn. “Mom, can you hear me? Knock on the side of the car!”


“Mommy.” It was Justin’s whimper, from somewhere in the back. Thank God. Biting down on her lip to control the pain, Emily crawled over the seat. She found him on the floor, bundled up like a tight knot. He’d never opened the car door. Surely if he had, he’d be dead. The car accident had saved his life.


His eyes were large with fright, taking in the chaos around him. A tear saddled one eye, while wet remains of another ran to his chin. He held his thumb in his mouth, but his lips pouted and shook when he reached out to hold his big sister. The sight made a lump form in her throat, and she choked back a sob as she wrapped her arms around his small body. For a moment, brother and sister just clung to each other, a tiny pocket of warmth in this cold new world. When she pulled back, his face was blurred, and she had to blink away the emotion.


“Need you to help me, okay?” she asked, and saw him flinch as a spatter of blood hit his face. Blood filled her mouth, which she quickly spat out. “Can you help me?”


A hot ache had begun to consume her side, pulsating from a rib that she thought might be broken. She guided Justin back to his car seat, taking care to check him for injuries. Pushing hair back from his somber face, she’d found only a small cut, a bump rising and already turning a painful black and blue. Being small has its advantages, she thought, and then buckled him back into his car seat.


“Here,” she said, pulling his thumb up for him to grab. “You hold on to this for me.” Her plan to make him laugh didn’t work, and he dropped his hands back down.


“Where’s Mommy?” he asked. His eyes were large, glancing around, searching. “Your phone?”


Emily had forgotten about her phone, and reached around to find it. Her heart lifted when she saw two messages waiting for her. But they were older, many minutes older, and she wondered if she’d been knocked out. She grabbed the back of her head, finding the spot where it had hit the rearview mirror. Like her brother, she had her own lump, and cringed when she pressed on the bruise.


“How long were you sitting on the floor?” she asked, but Justin only shrugged at the question. She held up her phone, letting the light from the display brighten his face.


“It’s Dad!”


“What’s he say?” Justin’s spirits were instantly brightened.


“The first message says that he couldn’t”—Emily stopped, her mouth went dry and her chest tightened—”he couldn’t get to work. He had to turn around.” Looking at the gray poison covering their car, she understood that what she’d awoken to that day might be forever.


“What else?” Justin asked, not understanding the magnitude of the first message. Emily swiped her thumb across the second message.


“He says that he’s on his way to the mall!”


“What else?”


“Just those two,” she told him. “No more messages. None for a while, now.”


“Tell Daddy we see him at the mall,” Justin clapped, showing her a toothy grin, and then stopped and leaned forward, staring past her. “But Mommy. Gotta get Mommy, too.” Justin pointed a nubby finger toward the front.


Emily turned—and her heart leapt into her throat. Standing outside the car door was the ghost of a woman, her body eaten away by the poisonous fog. Blood streaked down the woman’s face, taking with it clumps of skin and hair. Her mouth lay agape, her jaw horribly broken. The sight was too much, and Emily had to turn away from it. She shuddered, trembling, tried to make herself look, but kept her eyes down. A pang of shame bit her for not being stronger. Lifting her chin, she caught her mother’s stare. There was horror and despair in those sunken eyes, but there was also something familiar. Something parental. Protecting. Emily cried out to her, reaching for the front seat.


“Mommy!” Justin cried. “What happened to Mommy?”


“Justin, keep your eyes closed! Don’t you look up!”


“But, Mommy! Why does she look like that?”


“Cover them up, Justin.”


“I’m covering them… I’m not gonna look.”


“Good boy.”


Before Emily could reach her mother, she watched her fall, heard the sound of her body scraping against the car.


“Justin, keep your eyes covered!” Emily yelled, her heart breaking when her brother began to cry. She made her way back to the front, spitting more blood from her mouth. The woozy feeling that had threatened earlier had been replaced by the horror of what had happened to her mother. She must’ve been hit by the other car, and now the fog was eating her. Emily tried to open the car door, but it wouldn’t move. She pushed, straining, until stars filled her eyes. Her mother was lying against the door, holding it back.


“Mom!” Emily screamed, banging on the window. “Momma, you have to move away from the door!” Two bangs rang out, confusing her.


“What?” she asked. “What? Mom, let me open the door.” Her voice was broken by a heavy sob.


Another bang on the door, followed by a scraping sound against the metal. Emily pressed her head against the window. The glass was cold, and a foreboding sense filled her. It was the same feeling she’d had when Ms. Quigly had called to them from outside their home.


“But Mom!” she cried. “Please… please let me open the door.” Her mother hammered again, objecting. Justin whimpered, then called out to her. Tears dropped from Emily’s chin, and her warm breath fogged the glass.


“Please, Momma,” she sobbed.


When the car’s engine began to sputter, instinct took over. Emily turned and pressed her foot on the gas pedal, revving the engine. She watched one of the orange needles shoot around the dial. More knocks came. The first was solitary, leaving Emily to think for a moment that her mother had died. Then two more joined the first, and Emily saw the bloody glove of her mother’s hand appear in the window. The hand moved across the glass, up and over, again and again, before falling out of sight. Emily leaned away from the door, trying to make out what her mother had written on the glass. Alone, at the top, was a heart, outlined in crimson red that glowed bright against the gray fog. And beneath the heart, she read aloud one word. “GO!”


“Momma, no!” she cried, but the sputter of the car’s engine threatened again. “I love you, Momma.” Emily pressed the gas pedal, forcing the engine to keep idling. She waited for a response, but there was nothing.


“You gonna get Mom?” Justin pleaded. Emily could only shake her head as she tried pushing the car’s shifter into drive. Her hand shook, and she fumbled with the button. She heaved in a wet breath, choking on sobs that wouldn’t be denied. She pushed again and shifted the car into drive. Although she’d only had a few driving lessons, she managed to move the car around until the GPS’s triangle showed they were pointed toward the mall. Whatever it was that had hung up the front wheel before, it was now gone. As the triangle followed the blue path, the constant blaring of the other car’s horn grew more distant.


When the GPS told her it was time to turn, she rolled the wheel. The car felt wobbly, pitching up and jerking around, but the tires were full, the windows unbroken. Their car had fared better than the other, somehow surviving the crash. She listened to the horn’s death wail, thinking they’d probably hear it all the way to the mall.


“What about Mom?” Justin repeated, but she ignored him, spitting out another mouthful of blood. The mall was all that she could think about now.





FOUR


“TWO MORE TURNS,” Emily said, tracing her finger along the GPS’s blue path. The point on the map where they’d crashed was already well behind them, far enough to silence the other car’s horn. They’d driven on, slow and steady. And by now, Emily thought, her mother was probably dead. Justin had stayed quiet, and she wondered if he could be too young to mourn. She wasn’t, though. More than once she thought she’d have to pull over and cry away the pain, put it to rest for another mile. But she stayed on course. They were almost there.


She’d only looked through the windshield once or twice, quickly learning to rely on the GPS’s smaller screen. Emily reached up and touched one of the cracks. The glass was wet. The fog was coming in, condensing on the inside. She quickly snuffed out the burn forming on her fingertips, then pressed on the gas pedal. She picked up the roll of plastic bags and hung it over her shoulder for her brother.


“Justin?” she called out, but heard nothing.


Movement.


“Come on, Justin!”


A groan.


“Costumes, we’re going to make costumes.”


Another groan. And then silence. What’s he doing?


“Justin? Come on now, wake up. We’re almost there. Time to see Dad.”


Too quiet. A lump formed in her throat.


Emily moved the rearview mirror back into place. Justin’s reflection came into view, his image fractured by cracks and missing pieces of glass. But she could see him, and gasped. Her brother’s face had gone deathly pale and his lips had turned almost white. A maternal feeling sprang to life, and Emily slammed on the brakes, jerking their bodies forward.


“Wake up, Justin! I need you to wake up, now!”


Justin stirred, lifting his tiny hand to where she’d seen the cut atop his head.


“You bumped your head,” she told him, and then opened a bottle of water. “You have to stay awake. You hear me? We’re almost there.” Emily poured the cold water onto his head, waking him. To her relief, he cried out, shouting at her and waving, shooing her away. His eyes opened wide and they looked clear. She poured another splash onto his head. Justin’s hands flew in a fury of swipes, his little mouth gasping as though he’d been thrown into a pool.


“What you doing?”


“Time to play costumes,” she told him, and handed him some plastic bags. “We’re going to see Dad in a minute.” Justin took hold of a plastic bag, then pointed at her.


“Blood, Emily,” he said, wiping at his own mouth. “Bleeding.” Emily spat out the blood in her mouth and moved her hand to her side. She’d hit the windshield hard, breaking something, and it was deep, causing her to bleed internally.


“I know, buddy. I’ll be okay.” Her voice wavered, filled with uncertainty. “Another turn and we’ll be at the mall. Understand?” Justin nodded, and she watched some of the color return to his face.


The last mile was a near blur. Emotion, and whatever had broken inside her, had started to take hold. Emily followed the blue line until she hit a parked car, bouncing off of it. But unlike the car that had crashed into them, she’d gone slow enough that she could back away and continue on.


Emily bumped into another parked car and then a third. From the backseat, Justin had become livelier, laughing at the comical way his body bumped around.


“Daddy never does that,” he said. “Again, again, again!”


“Not now. Not on purpose, anyway.” Her words sounded slurred and her mind felt foggy. “Got all your plastic on?”


“Uh-huh,” he answered. “But I don’t know how to make eyeballs.”


“Push a finger through the plastic.” She heard the thin sound of plastic stretching and popping. The car hit something again. But it wasn’t another parked car. They’d hit the concrete curb separating the asphalt from the mall’s entrance. They’d made it. All at once, Emily thought she was going to begin crying.


“A hundred steps,” she said aloud. “A hundred steps to the doors.” A small fact she’d learned only because she and her girlfriends had counted them out one afternoon after they’d grown bored. She stopped then and thought maybe she could drive over the curb—drive up to the doors. The bollards, she remembered. Stumpy concrete legs sprouting up through the pavement like guardian statues. They’d been installed after the last hurricane, keeping the cars off the sidewalk. She couldn’t see them, but they were there.


“Are you ready, Justin?”


“I’m ready,” he answered. “But where is your costume?” Emily grabbed the plastic bags and stretched one over her left arm, grimacing when pain knifed from deep inside her. She grabbed another bag, pulling it up her other arm, punching a hole for her hand. More pain that threatened to make her black out. The inside of the car was turning over, and for a moment she couldn’t remember why they were at the mall. Dizzy, she cradled her head. Their time was short.


“Emily?” she heard. “Let’s go, Emily. I wanna see Dad.”


“The water,” she slurred. “Cover your head with the plastic, we’re going.” Opening a bottle, she dumped it over her head, pushing down her hair. The cold water woke her up. Her long red tresses fell flat, covering her face.


Soon her feet were outside and the salty fog captured her lungs. The condensation on the car’s handle burned instantly. She ignored it, opened Justin’s door, and sucked in the car’s air.


“Take a deep breath, and hold it as long as you can.”


“Hold it?”


“Try holding your breath, okay? On three.”


“On three? But I’m scared.”


“I am too. Dad will be in there.”


Justin reached up, clutching his sister’s neck.


“One… two… three!”


Emily began counting as she walked toward the mall’s tall glass doors. This was one walk she could do with her eyes shut. A straight shot. One hundred steps from the curb to the doors—eyes open or closed.


By the twentieth step, the air had leached through her wet hair, but she pushed forward, stretching her gait. Tears were streaming down her face as her eyes tried desperately to wash the poison burning them. Justin’s hands were loosening, falling away from her.


“Hold on,” she coughed, hearing raspy mucous rattle deep in her throat. Blood continued to fill her mouth, and by the sixtieth step, the wooziness weighing on her head was more of a threat than the poisonous fog. The strength in her legs was failing, and her feet became heavy. She gripped her brother, and Justin wrapped his arms and legs tighter, complaining in her ear that it hurt to breathe. And before she could answer him, a flash of lightning filled her eyes. They’d crashed into the tall glass doors, bouncing backward.


A sudden warmth spread over her middle and dripped down her arms. It was liquid and runny, going cold almost at once. The heavy flow continued and she thought that she’d started bleeding, or maybe Justin was bleeding.


“I’m sorry,” Justin cried, squirming. He’d peed, and she thought that the fog burns on her arm oddly felt a little better.


“It’s okay, buddy. We’re here, anyway,” she croaked, hugging his little body as he shook from the wet cold.


Emily grabbed the long metal handle, the touch burning her skin, and rushed them inside. Justin pulled off his plastic bag, grabbing at the back of his head. His face was swollen and red, burned. Emily wondered how bad she must look; how badly she’d been burned. She darted her eyes around the inside of the mall, finding dozens of faces staring back at them. Some familiar, some not. But all of them wearing the same expression—the same one she’d often seen on television after a disaster.


“Emily!” a woman’s voice called out. Ms. Parks, her ninth-grade English teacher, ran toward them. “Honey, you two are burned. Come on, we set up some help in the food court.” Emily set Justin down and fell to her knees, vomiting. Pools of red splashed onto the large brown tiles.


“We were in a car accident,” she was able to say before another wave of nausea hit her. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, searched the empty faces. Her father wasn’t there. “My father?”


“Phone!” Justin said. Her phone was buzzing. It wasn’t just a text message. It was actually ringing. A call was coming through. She scrambled to answer it.


“Hello?”


“Emily, baby?”


“Daddy!” she nearly screamed. “We made it, Daddy! We made it to the mall.” The faces around them grew dim, and her father’s voice began to break up. More people offered to help her to her feet. She waved them off, intent on listening.


“Justin, and your mom?” he asked. “I can’t reach your mom’s phone!” Emily bit her lip. An image of her mother’s face came into her mind. She couldn’t bring herself to tell him what had happened.


“Justin is here with me,” she said, beginning to blubber. A babble of unintelligible words came next. “You can see us when you get here!”


“Emily, I’m so sorry,” he told her, his voice going in and out. “I’m so sorry this happened. It was all my fault. All of it.” She held the phone away from her head, trying to understand what he was saying.


“But the fog was an accident. Right, Daddy?” A moment of confusion and doubt snapped at her heart.


“I love you guys. Remember that, okay?” Her father’s voice went quiet then. She could hear him crying. And in the background, she could hear something else. It was the sound of a car horn. A horn that was stuck, blaring, and immediately her heart went still. Her arms and legs tingled, and she struggled to breathe.


“Daddy, what’s that sound?” she was able to ask before the first sobs set in. “Daddy… Dad, where are you?”


“Baby, I love you. But I’m not going to make it to the mall.” The car horn’s wail mixed with her father’s words. Visions of curious faces began to spin around her.


“Why?” she yelled at him. “Why aren’t you coming?”


“I hit something. It’s bad, baby. Got me trapped inside. I love you guys—”


The phone cut out a final time.


The view in front of her turned over, and she heaved. It turned again, and she was vaguely aware of being lifted. The faces that had stared were now carrying her, saving the daughter of the man who’d released a poison monster upon the world. Comfort came when she heard Justin’s voice, encouraging her to stay awake, like she’d done with him earlier. Her arm fell, and she felt his tiny warm fingers wrap around hers, tugging on them.


“Dad will be here soon,” he told her. “Daddy will be coming, just like you said, Emily.” And in that moment, she decided to never tell anyone what her father had done. She’d never say a word about the catastrophe he’d caused. Instead, the story she’d tell would be about the tragedy of two lovers, dying together, yet separated by a disaster. And she’d tell of the great accident, and how a young brother and sister fought and survived the day when the skies first went gray.


 


 


THANK YOU


 


Thank you for reading the Going Gray novella. I hope you enjoyed the story. Want to know what happens next in the story? Pick up the expanded novel, Into the Dark. Will the human race survive?
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The fix? Back to the third grade for me, and then special classes three days a week. But it worked. Once I started reading, I never stopped. Stephen King, Piers Anthony, Dean Koontz, and even the Judy Blume books my sisters discarded.


I’m still one of the slowest readers I know, but school was never a problem again. I finally graduated from the third grade, and then kept on going until I finished my master’s. 


These days, I work as an engineer and spend my nights writing, editing, and thinking up the next great story.


Happy reading,


Brian
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They traveled on legs that had given out hours before to the pain and weariness of a forty-mile stretch. It was a bright, hot, cloudless bitch of a day, and for people stuck in between towns the choice was either walk or die. The sun locked in on them like a peeping Tom at an orgy, and their world was a microwave. A big, brown, endless microwave.


The man’s name was Zeron, and he was a bounty hunter. The woman, well, she was Zenobia, a barely literate wretch that had followed him from the splintered town of Sail. The dusty, spur-of-the-moment sex that they’d engaged in before the Orten’s raid was still on Zeron’s mind as they walked. It was uncomfortable—sand in the wrong places leads to cuts—and Zenobia had a persistent cough, so there was also that.


He pushed forward, the thoughts of their intimacy giving him little respite from the harsh reality that he was now crossing a wasteland that many had not. He felt an itch in his groin, and as he adjusted, tugging at it through his leather-patched cotton britches, he glanced at her, wondering if their 17 minutes of “pleasure” would mean a few days of pissing razor blades before he died.


“Unwise Zeron, very unwise,” he mumbled to himself.


“What you on about?” Zenobia asked, her bushy black eyebrows knitting beneath a once pale brow, burned brown by the cruel sun. Her face was barely visible through a mess of unruly black hair, but if you were to see it, most would agree that she was pretty—even with the dirt and the sunburned skin.


“Why did you follow me?” he barked at her, regretting that it came out as harsh as it did, but not enough to apologize about it. “You follow every man you fuck, or am I just the lucky one?” He tried to force a smile to take the harshness out of his inquiry.


“Took a sweet time asking me ‘bout that, didn’t you?” she whined. “It’s just like a man to stick it in and worry after. You bastard.” She lifted her dark, narrow eyes up to look at him when she said it, but he wouldn’t look at her. She realized then that he had a softness for her.


“I see you scratching over there. That ain’t from me. But I reckon you have me with child, the way you went on about it, no control and all that. Reckless-like, like a bloody virgin sticking it in for the first time.” She watched him to see if he flinched at her insult, but he kept on marching and she kept on talking. “So I’m going where you’re going, lov’ah. You got me pregnant and I ain’t raising no seed in this shit hole alone.”


“What’s to stop me from gutting your ass and leavin’ you for the John crows circling the wasteland?” he asked, his voice taking on a forced harshness that she read immediately as an act.


“Just shut the fuck up and walk, Zeron Ryan,” she said. “I know what you’re doing, and it ain’t gonna work on me.”


“You do know what I do, right?” Zeron asked after a few minutes of silence had passed between the two.


“You take me for stupid? I see the silver on your belt, I know you like to buy what you can’t afford,” she said, laughing. “Not much of a memory, I take it.”


“Memory’s better than most, girl. What you laughing at?”


“You don’t remember sweet talking me when you came into town? Riding that dingy old sand bike like it was some sorta luxury skiff. Flashing me smiles with your silver teeth, and sloshing around water like there’s plenty.” She rolled her eyes and trudged past him to pick up the pace.


“I got you, didn’t I? You dropped them pants fast when I asked you to—”


“Keep thinking that was your doing if it makes you feel any better. But you put a baby up in me, so now you have a partner. Fucking deal with it, man.”


“So, you are actually serious.” Zeron said, as he pulled his long blonde dreadlocks back to trap them beneath his dusty vest. “I hate to break it to you, sweet thang, but the next town is it. I helped you escape them butchers, but after I collect on this job, me and you, we part ways.”


Zenobia smiled, and her chapped lips cracked painfully when she did. She grabbed her water pouch, took a swig and then placed it back on her hip and kept on walking.


“If you felt so sour with me, why’d you let me follow you out onto the road, huh?” she asked, but he merely grunted in response.


“Wasn’t nobody sour till you opened your goddamned mouth,” he spat. She smiled again at his reaction and then decided to let him cool off before he got crazy. The blackbirds circled like leaves caught in a typhoon above them, and the sand beneath their feet began to feel like coals.


“There’s more to you than you giving off, girl.”


“Oh?” she replied.


“Yeah, you play a good role but I saw you back there during the scuffle. You bashed that fucker’s skull in when he reached for you.”


“Ain’t nothing special ‘bout me, Zeron, so don’t go buying me a companion bracelet just yet,” she mumbled. “When you been through enough of that shit like I have, you learn to let that animal inside you come out. You’re a bounty hunter, I’m sure you seen your share. That’s why between you and me we have to make sure this boy grows up tough and ready. You know what they do to boys and—”


“You still on about that? Plus what makes you think it’s a boy?” he snapped.


“A mother knows, Zeron Ryan, a mother knows.”


He gave up on the conversation bit when he realized that she was only intent on pissing him off. His toes felt slimy inside his boots and the sweat—those wet snakes of perspiration, born of heat and exhaustion—only added to his misery. In the distance he could see the outline of the town of Falan, and it gave him hope that they would make it after all.


Zenobia smiled when she saw it and then emptied a bit of the water into her palm. An hour ago she would not have dared to waste it, but there was Falan, and her lips had a texture that was not unlike the arid ground.


“I hear that in America they got buggies that run on nothing but air. They got the resources, but they keep it secret from dirt-eating vermin like you and me,” Zenobia said.


“That’s what you heard, huh? That’s what you heard?” He chuckled. “Who tell you that? One of those flesh-peddling scoundrels you worked for back there, or was it from some happy customer, impressing you bout the big city and the luxuries of the Invention Age?” He stretched his arms above his head and then dropped them to his sides and wiggled his fingers. His shoulders were burning and his arms felt void of circulation. When he looked down at his fingers they were swollen, and the grime around his nails reminded him of how hopeless his situation was.


“All I need to do is turn in this bounty and I can get a goddamned bath,” he mumbled to himself.


Zenobia lashed out at him. “Of course you wouldn’t believe me about America. You probably never been nowhere else but here, you dirt eater. My daddy took me to America when I was just a girl. I rode on the heated balloons, seen bikes that you don’t have to peddle, and folks was clean. You can’t even imagine it because all your life you been in the dirt!”


Zeron spun and swung a hand at her face with all the energy that he could muster, but the tiny woman was fast, and ducked below it to run ahead.


“Missed me, you pathetic piece of shit,” she said without looking back at him. “I hope it was worth it, using up your energy like that. I get that you don’t like me reminding you of your ignorance, but you put a hand on me, I’ll be telling our son you ended up dying back there to them Orten Raiders!”


Zeron was out of breath but he kept on marching. “I wasn’t trying to hit you, you silly wench. Just … was … trying to put my hand on that big mouth of yours. Shit, girl, you ain’t stop talking since we started out.”


“You think me so stupid that I can’t tell a punch when it’s been thrown at me?” she said. “I know what it looks like, trust me. You ain’t strike me as the type but now I know. I let you in my bed again anytime soon and it will be me and this here knife.” She flicked out a long carving knife where he could see it.


“That’s an Orten knife. You pull it off one of them back there?” he asked.


“What you think?” she said, looking back at him through venomous, dark-brown eyes.


“I think that I ain’t taking no more swings at you. That’s what I think,” he said.


 


~ * ~ * ~


 


The town of Falan was bustling with activity when the two dusty strangers walked up to the gates and waved at the sentry. The wall was an expansive, tall, sand-covered contraption that was built primarily out of loose rocks and cement. The sun and the sand had transformed it into a part of the desert, and from a distance it made the town look as if it was built out of a massive sand dune.


Zeron stood with his arms up to beckon to the sentry and the one-eyed man spat when he recognized him. He had been chewing on a bit of grass, as evidenced by the disgusting wad of phlegm that struck the area in front of them, but before they could object, he motioned to someone inside to open the gate.


“Zeron Ryan, I didn’t know you took prisoners alive. Seems like that would take some sort of effort instead of hiding out and shooting them while they take a piss and all,” he shouted down at them.


“She ain’t no bounty, Jeremiah. You’re acting like you have a problem with me all of a sudden and I don’t understand it,” Zeron said.


“You mean the spit?” Jeremiah asked.


“YES! I’m hot and tired, brother. If you got a beef then come let me buy you a drink and we can parlay,” the dirty, dread-locked bounty hunter shouted back at him.


“Ain’t no beef, just giving you shit. Come on in, boy. You look like dem goddamn crows damn near ate ya.”


Zeron and Zenobia walked inside and two skinny, tanned young boys pushed the gate and locked it behind them. Inside, the sandy road that they walked on turned into a broad street bordered by a variety of shotgun houses. There were people in turbans, shawls and robes, each selling wares, buying them, or doing a variety of other things to try and make a living.


The dust was everywhere, but it was as if it felt unwelcome within the gates of Falan. There were lots of people sweeping off their porches and on a house off in the distance, Zeron could see a woman applying a fresh coat of paint to her home.


“The fuck is this?” Zenobia said. “Compared to Sail, this place is a desert diamond. Everything is so clean here, and the people look like they bathe regularly and—look over there, that one is fat!”


Zeron followed where her finger pointed and stared at the portly woman rocking away on the porch of her house. He had not seen anyone that big in several years and he wondered what it was that they ate.


“Over there, a bed and bath house,” Zenobia said.


“Not yet, I got to make a delivery,” Zeron said and limped over to a narrow building where two masked men in black stood guard at the door. The men eyed Zenobia with interest, but she didn’t seem to notice as she followed her travel companion past them and into the building. Inside was like another world altogether. The cherry wood floors were waxed and reflective beneath lit lamps. The intoxicating fumes from burning incense only added to the house’s mystery.


Zeron looked down at his feet and the trail of dirt that they had left behind when they came in. He wondered if the owner would be angry, or whether or not he would get a servant boy to sweep it up.


“What you got for me?” a raspy voice inquired as a big black man in red robes and bare feet, walked out from a set of tall black curtains to stand in front of them. He kept his hands behind his back—which added to the intimidation—and his eyes seemed wise. His skin looked to have been carved from ebony clay and when he smiled, he showed teeth as white as sea foam.


“Yeah, Maestro, I have ten Orten ears for you, all cut clean. You all still have the bounty out on them boys, right? The Ortens, the—the butchers that—” Zeron stammered, but the big man gave him a frustrated look that made him pause what he was saying. The Maestro eyed Zenobia, who brushed back her locks and winked. Then he looked at Zeron, who seemed terrified of him. He smiled from ear to ear.


“So you came to collect, eh … for the ears?” he asked.


“Yes, yes, sir,” Zeron said.


“Leave them in the jar over there. One silver daryk per ear, all right. That all right with you?” the Maestro asked.


Zeron glanced at Zenobia and then back at the Maestro before agreeing.


“Excuse me, but do y’all know each other?” Zeron asked, as he watched how comfortable Zenobia seemed to be within the house. She had walked over to the exit door where a large bowl of water sat amidst bottles of oil and towels. She was using the water to wash her face and the Maestro seemed to be admiring her, paying very little attention to Zeron.


“Ten daryks,” the black man said and pressed the coins into Zeron’s palm before walking back through the curtains from which he came. Zeron deposited the disgusting ears into a wide jar, then joined Zenobia to wash his face.


When he touched the water he almost gasped with surprise. It was cold, as if it sat upon ice. It didn’t make any sense for it to be so cold, but then he noticed that the room itself was quite cool. There were large fans in the ceiling spinning from an unknown power source, and the windowless walls seemed to keep the temperature. He placed his entire head into the bowl and stayed there, till a terrible itching in his groin made him come up for air.


“Something wrong?” Zenobia asked, but he quickly shook his head and grabbed a towel to dry his face.


“Let’s go get a room and something to eat,” he said to her, expecting her to be happy that he suggested it.


“You go on ahead, bounty hunter,” she said to him as she sat on a barrel near the water, using a wet towel to wipe her shapely legs. “Maybe I come catch up later. We can talk some more about our son and America if you like.”


He wondered why she was playing nice at him, but put it out of his mind and walked across the street to the bed and bath house. It was a large, two-level building with tables on the bottom floor and an assortment of bedrooms at the top. The shop keeper was a quirky, young blonde dressed like a freedom soldier, but when he got close enough to talk to her, he could see that her jacket and pants didn’t really fit.


“That’s an interesting little getup you got on there,” he said to her, trying his best to be charming as he flashed his silver-capped teeth.


“If I was a betting woman, I would say that you’re here for a bath,” she said, behind a false smile which made the genuine one across Zeron’s face melt into a bit of a frown.


“What you trying to say?” he asked.


“Mister, your stench is foul. Now I know that it ain’t good manners to be so blunt and all, but I need you to take care of it before you turn off the guests. A bath is one silver, and a room is two – per night.”


Zeron looked around at the people who were sitting, drinking, and eating. They all took turns looking at him, but none of them seemed to care who he was. He hadn’t bathed in a week, and with the desert sweat still on him from the trek, he could only imagine what he smelled like to them.


He threw down three silvers and then trapped her hand when she made to grab them. She looked up at him with her blue eyes wide, reflecting a mixture of fear and repulsion.


“How much for a cup of that broth I see everybody drinking?” he asked her.


“F-free, it’s free,” she gasped, and he let go of her hand, leaving it red where he had violated it.


She snatched up the money, placed it in the register and then walked from behind the counter. He saw that she was shapely, even with the black uniform trying to cover up her features. Her looks were exotic to the region and he wanted her. She had narrow hips, unlike Zenobia’s, smooth skin from a life spent indoors, and she smelled of exotic perfumes, the type that sent men like him spinning into walls.


She reminded him of one of the old, tattered posters that were on all the buildings in Sail. “Caesar’s Fighting Valkyries,” they read, and each had a beautiful model printed on it. The masses of the army of Caesar Lorance stood behind the models, as the words promised victory for their country. It was all a bunch of nonsense and smokescreens to inspire patriotism within his people, but Zeron knew better. The country was poor, destitute, and starving. What could a fighting Valkyrie do for them outside of bringing in some fresh water, food and medical supplies?


“Fuck Caesar,” he mumbled under his breath, and for a second, just one second, he hated the sexy shopkeeper.


She led him to a room with a hammock in one corner and a zinc tub filled with water in the other. Without a word, she walked out and pulled the curtain closed, leaving him to do his business. Zeron was tempted to reach for her hips and pull her into him before she could escape, but he let her leave, watching her backside intently.


He looked around the room that had cost him the life of two very dangerous, Orten warriors. There were old, disgusting mats on the wet wooden floor. They were moldy, smelled, and looked like they had been there for years. The metal tub was not much better, and the sides held a caked up substance that may had been soap at one time.


He secured his revolver and knife near the tub, tore off his clothes and made to get into the water. When he glanced down he noticed that the area around his member had taken on a sickly black color. It looked as if he was rotting and it made his heart jump into his throat. Oh gods, please be dirt, please be dirt, he said to himself as he got into the lukewarm water and sat down. He didn’t want to look at it, much less touch it, but his mind was in a panic.


When he couldn’t stand to lie to himself anymore, he held his breath and reached down. It felt strangely numb to the touch and he suddenly felt the urge to piss. Standing up and walking over to a bucket near the curtains, he nervously touched the wall to keep his balance and made to relieve himself. It felt like hot acid poured forth from his bladder, and the pain was so intense that he almost passed out. Screaming like a stuck pig as he pissed, Zeron knew that it was Zenobia who had done it to him. He finished up and then fell to his knees, letting the pain pass from his burning groin.


He quickly dressed, then grabbed his pistol to rush downstairs to find the girl. She knew that she burned me. That was why she stayed behind; she knew that I would want to kill her, he thought to himself as he ran out of the bed and bath house. Knocking over people to reach the house of the Maestro and exact his revenge, he stepped inside without any objection from the masked guards.


“Where are you, bitch?” he screamed out loud as he stood by the doorway holding his crotch. That was when his vision began to fail and he began to see dark splotches everywhere. “Zen-Zenobia, you bitch, why, why?” he tried to ask as the woman walked out from behind a curtain, balancing a large red purse filled with coin.


“When we were walking out in the desert, you asked me if I knew what you did, Zeron Ryan,” she said to him as he fell to the ground, losing his strength and his sight. “You thought that I was ignorant to the work of a bounty hunter, but as you can see, I’ve been at this game a lot longer than you.”


“M-me? A bounty?” he asked, as dark veins ran up from his groin towards his face.


“Yes, my dear. A number on your head from the brother of a man you hunted down and shot last year. East of Sail,” she replied. “The Maestro knew your whereabouts a few months ago and he gave me the poison and the antidote needed to get you where he knew you would be the most vulnerable.”


“Y—your accent, what happened to your—” Zeron couldn’t believe what was happening, but the poison took over quickly and ran up to his brain where it took his life and left him dead upon the polished floor.


“Sorry, Zeron,” Zenobia said, as she tucked the coins away. She waved to the smiling Maestro as she exited his shop. “I would have loved to play house with you in this fucked up world of ours, raise your son and all that, but it was men like you that made me into what I am. I’ll think about you when I’m on a balloon in North America. See you on the other side, partner.”





Books by Greg Dragon


THE NEW PHASE


Anstractor: Vestalia


Phasers of Anstractor


Supreme Leader of Anstractor


Blade of the Lucan


 


WIRED FOR LOVE


Re-Wired


Single Wired Female


Knights and Demons Omnibus | Season One


The Factory


 


See Greg’s author page at gregdragon.com or keep up with his latest books and appearances through email.







Tunnel




by

J. Thorn


 


 


Copyright © 2013





Jeremy tried pulling the steel gate shut, but the pile of bodies in the corner kept it from closing.


His legs ached and the grime beneath made his feet slick on the tile as he fought the vertigo threatening to submerge him into unconsciousness. He cursed, pushing his hair from his sweaty forehead, wishing he were in jeans instead of a hospital gown. Another explosion shook the subway platform and Jeremy ducked as plaster and ceramic tile rained from the ceiling and past a poster of a long-legged model in a coat that would never see the new season.


“I’m heading into the tunnels. Ain’t like that gate is gonna stop them, even if you could get it to latch.”


The voice shook Jeremy from his thoughts. He turned to see a young man wearing blue overalls and a baseball cap with a growing paunch and a soul patch beneath his bottom lip. Jeremy noticed the man’s filthy hands and the dirt nesting in the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. The stranger spat and shoved his hands into the pockets of his overalls.


“Help me move them,” Jeremy said.


“I ain’t goin’ nowhere near no bodies.”


Gunfire punctuated the conversation, followed by shouts. Jeremy looked toward the light at the top of the dead escalator and back to the young man standing near the turnstile.


“What the hell’s going on?” Jeremy asked.


The man shrugged and shook his head as if he could barely understand the question, let alone provide an answer. “All it takes is one to stumble down the escalator or for something to spark the dead ones over there and we’re both in deep shit. Some take time to turn, and others hop right back up.”


“But the gown... and I don’t have shoes. I’m sick. Feeling better but still sick.”


 “You’re gonna die, you stupid fuck. You keep standing there pulling on that gate and you’re gonna die. I’m leaving right now. You coming?”


Jeremy took a last look at the top of the escalator, where he swore he saw movement through the shadows. He shook his head and looked back to the gate. The blood beneath the bodies had pooled at a depression in the floor where a tile was missing. The bitter stench of human waste hung in the air.


“I can’t,” he said to the young man. “I can’t go into the tunnels. I’ve got a phobia, and my therapist said—”


“And your therapist would tell you to stay here and die, I guess. You comin’ with me or not? I ain’t about to get torn apart by guns or teeth.”


Another explosion shook the tunnel, this one accompanied by the sharp retort of gunfire. The battle raging on the street was about to descend on them like an angry thunderstorm.


“You know where you’re going?” Jeremy asked.


“I been repairing water mains down here for nine months. The Department of Environmental Protection got some lines they been using since the 1800s. So yeah, I know the tunnels.”


Jeremy looked closer at the man’s work overalls, a stitched patch displaying “NYC Department of Environmental Protection” on his left pocket. On his right was another that read “William.”


“I’m Jeremy. Nice to meet you, William.”


“It’s Billy. Only my mom calls me William.” Billy reached over and grabbed Jeremy’s arm, yanking him toward the edge of the platform as the first of the zombies appeared at the top of the escalator, moaning and dripping dead flesh as they descended the stairs.


“So you didn’t even have time to dress before running from the hospital?” Billy asked. His words were slathered with Bronx attitude. He looked past Jeremy toward the platform, knowing the dead would find their way into the tunnels.


“No. As I was trying to tell you back there, I don’t have shoes or pants. Nothing but this hospital gown.”


As the two moved deeper into the subway tunnel, following the rails, Billy flipped his headlamp on and spun to blind Jeremy with it.


“You were in the hospital?” he said.


“Cancer.” Jeremy could hear the hesitation in Billy’s sigh, so he filled the awkward silence. “Probably remission. Never got to hear from the doctor exactly. I was in for a biopsy, getting prepped but never made it to surgery.”


“And then the shit started?” Billy asked.


“Yeah. I got out of the hospital as fast as I could. You?”


“Been working down here every day, twelve-hour shifts. First rumble made me think we got hit by another Muslim motherfucker. You know, like a plane or bomb exploding inside Penn Station. But we heard chatter on the radios, and dudes topside said it was something else.”


“You alone?” Jeremy asked.


“Why you asking me that?” Billy clenched his fists and turned to face Jeremy, his feet spread apart and his chest heaving. “If you wanna make a play for my light or my shoes, let’s do that shit right now. I ain’t afraid of nobody.”


Jeremy collapsed against the rail as he heard the squeal of a rat far closer than he liked. “I’m tired. Can we rest somewhere?”


“Gotta get deeper,” Billy said, easing his defensive posture. “The stank might mask our smell once we do, and I doubt they can see this far in. Of course, you never know. Sack up, man. We gotta get deeper before I’m gonna rest.”


“I don’t have much left in the tank. I’ll probably slow you down. Go ahead.”


Billy stopped and turned again, putting both hands on his hips. “Goddamn you,” he spat. He stomped a foot and continued to curse beneath the thin beam cast by the light strapped over his hat.


“I’ll be fine. Go on,” Jeremy said.


Billy hissed and reached down to grab Jeremy by the elbow. “Can’t do that. Can’t leave none behind.”


“Thanks, man.”


“Fuck you. If you turn, you ain’t gonna be as slow as you are right now.” Billy stumbled forward into the tunnel, dragging Jeremy along by the arm. The sound of gunfire and explosions faded as clicks and drips echoed from the unseen depths ahead.


 


The men walked for hours in silence until Jeremy broke it.


“Please stop. Just for five minutes, please.”


“You got two.” Billy let go of his arm and turned in a slow circle, his light illuminating rusted conduits, steel beams and ancient graffiti. “You got cancer?”


Jeremy raised his head and propped it up by putting his elbows on his knees. “Yes, but I think I’m in remission.”


“Like you’re cured?”


“Not exactly. The cancer, it’s not getting worse.”


Billy continued surveying the tunnel without another question.


“I’ve been stable for a few months, but the chemo treatments were a bitch. Still don’t have all of my energy back.”


Billy remained silent and Jeremy talked faster.


“I’ll be fine, though. Just need to catch my breath.”


“You wounded, Jeremy?”


Jeremy smiled at the first mention of his name in the conversation. “Like from the fighting, the outbreak?”


“Like wounded, motherfucker. Are? You? Wounded?” Billy spoke each word with increasing emphasis.


“I was just getting a biopsy. I’m fine.”


“None of them got a scratch on you, dug their nails in or anything like that?”


“I got into the station on 34th before chaos broke out on the streets. I was hoping to catch the E Train across midtown.”


Billy looked at Jeremy, turning the beam directly to his face. He waited several seconds as if searching for any sign of the sickness that caused the dead to turn. “Fine. Get up. We’re done resting. There’s an intersection several blocks down with an access door to a storage space on the northeast side. Me and some of the crew been stashing six packs and beef jerky in there for our overtime shifts.”


He paused, expecting Jeremy to crack wise about the American workforce or union shops. When nothing came, Billy continued. “We stay there for a day or two and see if this shit blows over, whatever the fuck it is.”


“But I got a wife and kid. I can’t—”


“Then go back,” Billy said, pointing toward the tunnel that reverberated the sounds of war from two stories above. “Get the fuck out. We’re doin’ this my way or we ain’t doin’ it at all. You hear what I’m saying?”


Jeremy nodded and pushed all thoughts of his family from his head. He wouldn’t be able to protect them if he was dead. “That’s cool. We do it your way. You know these tunnels.”


“Damn straight, I do. What do you do, Jeremy?”


“IT. Tech support,” Jeremy said. He could almost hear Billy’s eyes rolling.


“You ever done construction, hole digging, plumbing, any kind of real work?”


Jeremy remained quiet, knowing nothing he could say now would satisfy Billy.


“Uh-huh. Thought so. If we get to the switchboard and it’s still got juice, maybe you can check the grid. I’ll get us there, keep us safe, and then you do your thing when I need it. That’s the deal.”


“Not like we have many options, do we?” Jeremy asked.


“You always got two, Mr. Help Desk. You can live or you can die.”


 


The rumbles came in waves, each one coating the men with ancient dust as they walked north along the E Train line toward the 42nd Street Station. Billy could barely see Jeremy’s hospital gown, now black as the grease on the rails. Water dripped in the distance, and Jeremy would shudder each time his bare foot brushed past the stiff, matted fur of the rats scurrying about at his feet. The explosions continued to shake the tunnels but without the sharp, bitter snap of gunfire.


The guide lights for the subway trains had been off since they climbed down from the platform, and now the track markers went dark as well. From the moment they hopped onto the rails, Jeremy had the feeling that getting electrocuted wasn’t going to be a huge risk. From the looks of the hospital as he fled through the parking garage, the New York City power grid wouldn’t be coming back any time soon, if ever. The billowing mushroom cloud above New Jersey crept over the Hudson River.


Billy kept the pace brisk, not slowing or accommodating for a barefoot and weak Jeremy. He felt his chest for the key to the padlock on the storage room door and sighed when his fingers touched the cool metal. As Billy looked at the markings on the tunnel walls, he realized he never thought he’d miss riding the hot, crowded 456 Train to the Bronx.


“We getting close?” Jeremy asked.


Billy ignored the question and kept walking, throwing the beam of light back and forth. With each turn of his head, he could estimate how far they were into the tunnel and knew approximately how much farther they had to go to reach the storage room near the 42nd Street Station.


“Got a phone?” Jeremy asked.


“No,” said Billy. “Do you?” He leered, remembering what Jeremy was wearing when he first saw him at the gate on the subway platform.


“No,” Jeremy said.


“We have to keep phones in our lockers. OSHA regs or some bullshit, I don’t know. Either way, kinda doubt the grid is working. But I ain’t the computer geek, so...”


“If I had one, I could try a few things, some codes.”


An explosion shook the tunnel, raining down more debris. Billy shrugged as if that was all that needed to be said about phones and communication infrastructure.


“Nice gun,” Jeremy said.


Billy stopped and laughed, placing his hand on the pistol grip in the side pocket of his overalls.


“No OSHA regs on firearms at work, I guess?” Jeremy asked.


“Not anymore, my man. The cop they was eating at Broadway and East 34th ain’t gonna need this, now, is he?”


Jeremy stayed three paces behind Billy, focusing on the bobbing headlamp as they walked through the tunnel. Stopping ahead, Billy drew the pistol from his pocket and snapped it up in one motion until the barrel was pointed at Jeremy’s head. It wasn’t until after Jeremy heard the whimper that he realized Billy was aiming beyond him at the little boy slithering out from the gloom of the tunnel.


“Are you alone?” Billy shouted.


Jeremy took a step to the side and turned so he was no longer standing in front of the pistol. He squinted into the darkness and heard another stifled cry followed by a hitching sob.


“Take two steps towards us, son. Really slow steps,” Billy said.


The child’s eyes seemed to float in a river of onyx. His skin was covered in sweat, and his clothes were stained. Jeremy wondered if the child was hiding from the bedlam above or if he lived in the subways.


“Close enough,” Billy said as the boy approached from an auxiliary tunnel. “What’s yer name?”


“Seth.”


“What’re you doin’ down here, Seth? This ain’t no place for a kid.”


“My apartment,” Seth mumbled. “My parents. They...”


“It’s okay,” Jeremy said, stepping toward the boy.


“Stop,” Billy yelled. “Don’t get any closer to him.”


“He’s a boy,” Jeremy said.


“We don’t know shit. Keep back or I’ll shoot you both, I swear to God.”


Jeremy grinned at Billy and took another step toward Seth. He ruffled the boy’s hair and looked at him from head to toe. “How long you been hiding?” Jeremy asked.


“I don’t know,” Seth said. Billy kept the gun pointed at Seth’s head.


“Have you seen anyone else down here?”


Seth shook his head, and Jeremy looked back at Billy.


“Ain’t enough for three,” Billy said. “I can tell you that right now. I ain’t gonna be responsible for a kid.”


“We can’t leave him here alone.”


“The fuck we can’t. Let’s go, Jeremy. Don’t make me shoot you.”


“You wouldn’t do that,” Jeremy said, putting his arm around Seth, “because you don’t know what would happen. Ain’t that right?”


Billy shifted his weight from one foot to the other. His tongue curled out and licked his top lip. “I saved yer pansy ass, Jeremy. Don’t go growing a pair now. I got the gun, and I got the safe room with food.”


“Yes, you do. But you know we can’t leave this kid. He’s going to die.”


“We’re all going to die, you stupid motherfucker. Can’t you see that?”


Seth stood behind Jeremy. Billy laughed.


“Cancer dude and a fucking kid. What a duo. I make the calls,” Billy said while jabbing the air with the barrel of the gun.


“You’re not going to use it, Billy,” Jeremy said, straightening his back and taking a step forward. “In the time we’ve been walking through this tunnel, you’ve figured it out.”


“Figured what out?”


Jeremy took another step closer, keeping his body between the boy and Billy. “That I might be weak right now, but if you kill me and I turn, you’ll have a reanimated corpse that might be more than you can handle. You don’t know how many bullets it would take, and I get the feeling you’ve already checked the clip. How many you got, Billy?”


Billy looked down the barrel and closed one eye. “Shut the fuck up.”


“How many, Billy? I’m guessing less than three. That’s why you didn’t fire at me on the platform, or at the boy. In fact, you might be best saving those for your own suicide. Although I’d imagine one pull of the trigger with the barrel in your mouth oughtta do the trick.” Jeremy stretched his arms out, and the hot air moving through the subway tunnel billowed his hospital gown behind him like a set of black wings.


“We ain’t takin’ the boy with us, and if I have to put you down twice, that’s what I’m gonna do.”


“Then it looks like we got ourselves an old-fashioned standoff. I’m not leaving the boy, and I’m not backing down. So you’re either going to shoot us both and deal with whatever happens next or you’re going to put the gun down and keep walking towards the safe room so we can get out.”


The blast from the gunshot illuminated the tunnel in a flash of white, a deafening sound reverberating off the walls.


Jeremy turned to see smoke curling from the barrel of the boy’s pistol. Seth’s arm was shaking, and he began whimpering in the same way he had when they discovered him. It took Jeremy a moment to realize Billy was lying in a pool of blood, his body motionless and arms spread across the rail like a grotesque crucifixion.


“Give me the gun,” Jeremy said.


The boy dropped his arm and held the pistol grip out at Jeremy.


“Why did you do that?”


Seth stood still, mouth hanging open, staring at Billy’s body on the ground.


“We have to get out of here. Right now.” Jeremy coughed as the acrid gunpowder filled his nostrils. He exhaled the rank, hot air of the subway tunnel as he bent down. Mimicking what he saw on television, Jeremy put two fingers to the side of Billy’s neck. The man’s skin was still warm and covered with a layer of sweat. He moved his fingers around but could not feel a pulse anywhere. To be safe, Jeremy put a hand on Billy’s chest and felt nothing. He pulled it away, his fingers covered in blood.


“Is he dead?” Seth asked between sobs.


“Yes,” Jeremy said. He forced his hand back to Billy’s chest until he felt the shape of the key. Jeremy yanked as hard as he could, but the chain didn’t snap from Billy’s neck. He slid it over the dead man’s head before tossing it to Seth. “Put that on.”


“What’s going to happen to that man?”


“I don’t know for sure, Seth, but we need to get out of here and find the safe room. We’ve got the key and the headlamp. I think if we continue until we come to the 42nd Street Station, we’ll find it.”


“I didn’t want to hurt him, but he was going to kill us, wasn’t he?” Seth asked.


Jeremy pushed a tear from the corner of his eye and looked at the boy. He thought of his own son, and a shiver ran up his spine. “Yes, Seth. He was,” Jeremy said, trying to believe his own lie. “You did the right thing.”


Jeremy strapped the headlamp on and held a gun in each hand. He considered stripping Billy’s overalls until he remembered the faces of those who had turned in the hospital. If this was some kind of virus, the last thing he would want to do is put on the clothes of the infected. He turned his back on Billy’s corpse and bent down to look directly into Seth’s face. He could smell the fear and desperation on the child. “Let’s get moving, Seth.”


Jeremy saw Seth’s eyes widen at the same time that he heard a groan from the depths behind them.


Jeremy felt the hand on his shoulder before he had time to turn and fire one of the guns. The headlamp set Billy’s face ablaze. Jeremy recoiled from the dead man’s eyes showing white, rolled back into his head. Blood covered Billy’s neck, and the dark stain had spread across his chest, obscuring the patches on his work uniform. Jeremy heard Seth cry out. He had to drop both guns to grab Billy’s wrists, which were now wrapped around his throat, pulling him closer.


Billy’s corpse snarled, and Jeremy could smell cigarettes, coffee and death. Billy moved his mouth toward Jeremy’s face, his teeth snapping like a rabid dog.


“Run,” Jeremy gasped. “Run towards 42nd Street.”


It was all Jeremy could say before Billy’s dead hands tightened around his neck. Seth ran around the two men locked in hand-to-hand combat and watched as the headlamp created erratic patterns on the wall of the tunnel. He could see Jeremy kicking at Billy’s legs as the man he shot dead moments earlier still stood, unfazed by the blows. Jeremy screamed and swore, but his words became breathy and shallow.


Seth waited and watched, despite Jeremy’s warnings. Billy’s head moved closer and closer to Jeremy’s face until Seth heard a wet slap and a gurgling sound. The headlamp froze on one spot, bobbing up and down until it dropped to the ground and shone on the rail. A black shadow smothered the light, and Seth heard a noise that reminded him of feeding time in the tiger cages at the Bronx Zoo.


The boy shivered and took a step toward the intersection ahead. He ran deeper and deeper into the black hole beneath the city, trapped by the inevitable destruction behind and the unknown evils ahead.


 


Do you love post-apocalyptic and dark fantasy? For a limited time, get a FREE Digital Gift Box from J. Thorn. 7 short stories, 4 songs, 2 audio short stories and 1 full-length novel. All FREE!


 


http://jthorn.net/optin/tunnel.htm







All The Dead Arising




by

JAMIE CAMPBELL


 


 


Copyright © 2016 Jamie Campbell





TO THE PLAYGROUND WE WILL GO


TO LAUGH UNTIL THE SUN IS LOW


WE DON’T KNOW WHO IS THERE


BUT THE GHOSTS, THEY DO STARE.



CHAPTER ONE
One Day after the Event


The street was too quiet.


Where was the traffic? The buzz of pedestrians as they listened to music filtering through their headphones? The beep beep of annoyed contractors as they tried to get through peak hour madness?


Way too quiet.


I stepped out of my apartment building, wishing and hoping and praying that the night before was just a bad dream. I wasn’t brave enough to return to our kitchen to check on my parents. I had left them there late last night.


After they died.


“I’m hungry, Evie,” Faith whined at my side. She tugged on my arm, just to make sure I couldn’t ignore her pleas any longer. “I want to go back inside.”


“We’ll get some food in a minute,” I hissed back.


In a minute.


When I awoke from this nightmare.


I looked left and then right. Other kids were walking the streets like zombies, confusion and grief covering their faces like veils. I knew how they felt but I didn’t have that luxury. I had Faith and I had to be strong for her, at least.


There, at the end of the street, adults. I hadn’t seen one of those since my parents died in the kitchen. Relief flushed through me as I hurried toward them. I didn’t recognize them but it didn’t matter, they could help. They were adults and we desperately needed adults right now.


“Where are we going?” Faith continued in her whiny voice. I pointed but she shook her head, not understanding. It didn’t matter, she would see soon enough.


Help was on its way.


Four adults were all huddled together, their expressions of pain all the same. Perhaps they were trying to work out what happened last night at eight o’clock. Answers were more than welcome to all the questions I had.


“Excuse me, I need—” My voice faltered as I reached for the elbow of the closest woman to get her attention.


My hand went straight through her arm.


I looked at her again, this time really looking at her. She was surrounded in the tiniest hint of yellow light.


She was dead.


They all were.


I took a step back, almost falling over Faith in the process. All four of the adults turned to me, firing a million questions in my direction.


“What happened?”


“Why can’t anyone else see us?”


“I need help for my children, they’re alone. Please, help.”


“I feel pain. Why do I feel so much pain?”


They crowded around me like vultures, making all the air in my lungs disappear. I needed to get away from them, they couldn’t help me. None of them would know what we were supposed to do now, not when they had so many questions themselves.


“Faith, hurry up,” I urged, tugging on my little sister’s hand so she would keep up. My home didn’t seem so bad now, even with the dead bodies in it.


I ducked into the apartment building just as more adults found me. They all crowded around, walking straight through the door I slammed in their faces.


The steps were taken two at a time in my vain attempt to get away from them. But it was impossible, they floated while my legs cramped from the physical exertion.


“I don’t want to go home anymore,” Faith pleaded. “Please, Evie, I don’t want to see them again. I’m scared.”


“We won’t go in the kitchen,” I promised. Surely I would wake up from the nightmare soon, even though it felt so real. Adults didn’t just become spirits overnight, it wasn’t something that actually happened.


Maybe I was going crazy?


That would sure explain a lot.


We reached the door to our apartment and I shouldered in. The ghosts followed me, their voices all joining together to become one loud din. I couldn’t think straight when they were continually talking to me.


I was going crazy.


It was too much for me.


Way too much.





CHAPTER TWO


“I want to call Grandma, Evie. She’ll know what to do, she’ll come over and help Mom and Dad,” Faith said as she munched on dry cereal. I’d taken it from the kitchen with my eyes closed so I didn’t have to see the two bodies lying on the floor.


Grandma.


That was actually a good idea, she’d know what to do. I pulled my cell phone from my pocket and hit the contacts. The phone rang as I held it to my ear.


Ring ring.


Ring ring.


The number you have dialed is not responding. Please leave a message after the tone.


“Grandma, it’s Everly. Something’s happened, please call me back as soon as possible. Faith and I need help.” I hit the end button and prayed she would get the message. Something had obviously happened in our neighborhood but perhaps it was localized. Maybe the rest of the world was fine and ready to help.


Something in my bones told me I was wrong.


I left Faith and headed for my bedroom, hoping I would see myself lying in bed and fast asleep. Unfortunately, my bed was still made with the crinkles on it from the night before. So this couldn’t be a bad dream, then.


The spirits had followed me, I swung around to face them. “Silence! Be quiet!” I managed to get their attention for one glorious moment. “What happened? Why are you all dead?”


“Something happened, the noise, it was so loud.”


“I don’t know what to do.”


“My children…”


“The pain, it hurts so much.”


“You have to help me.”


They all started up again, offering nothing that would help me work out what on earth had happened. I had no parents, a nine year old to look after, and no clue about what happened – or what was going to happen.


I fired up my laptop, desperate for some kind of answers from the outside world. The television stations were all off, the internet was my last shot at finding help.


The regular news website I used hadn’t been updated since the previous day. There was nothing about an incident in my neighborhood. I’d never seen them report on the news so slowly before.


Chat forums were my next stop.


They were lit up like Christmas trees.


I could barely keep up with the amount of questions being thrown onto the forums. Messages were coming in from all parts of the world. They were frantic and stressed.


And they were all the same.


Adults hadn’t only disappeared from our city but all around the world, too. It wasn’t just a localized tragedy, it was a global catastrophe.


All the comments were along the same theme.


My parents died, I don’t know what to do.


My little brother keeps crying, what do I tell him?


I can smell the dead bodies, should I bury my parents?


My sister died too. She was only nineteen.


The TV doesn’t work, does anyone else’s?


They spun around in my mind until I was completely dizzy and even more confused. It probably should have been a comfort knowing I wasn’t the only one going through the horrible thing, but it wasn’t. All I felt was alone and sad.


I needed a plan, a way of making sure I could look after Faith until someone fixed things. Surely the government still had to be working, surely they would send people to help us soon.


But they were adults too.


If I didn’t stay focused on the here and now, if I thought even a week ahead, I went into panic mode. I couldn’t do that right now. I had to stay sane so I could look after Faith.


I needed to be the adult here.


There was one person I knew I could count on and that was my best friend, Oliver. He lived in the apartment across the street. I’d seen him briefly last night after it happened so at least I knew he was alive.


“Faith, we need to go out,” I called down the hallway. The nine year old appeared at the door a few moments later.


“Where are we going? Can we go to Grandma’s house?”


I now doubted whether Grandma was still alive. If my deepest fears were true, she and Grandpa were dead in their home. I didn’t want to see any more dead bodies. The two in my kitchen were enough for me to handle.


“We’re going to talk to Oliver.”


Her eyes lit up. “Is he going to take us to Grandma’s?”


“No, Faith. We’re not going to Grandma’s at all. We have to work out what we’re going to do here.”


She wanted to protest, it was written in every one of her features, but the little girl bit her tongue instead. Maybe she knew I was at the snapping point and barely holding it together.


We crossed the road and almost ran into Oliver as he fled his apartment. He was puffed and headed somewhere in a hurry. “What’s wrong?” I asked, then wanted to laugh at my stupid question.


Everything was wrong.


Nothing was right.


“I’m heading to your school,” he said, needlessly pointing down the street. We went to private schools, one just for boys and one just for girls.


“School’s not going to be on today, Olly. I think we all have a free pass considering…”


“No, it’s not that. A group of us are staying there, looking after the younger kids that can’t look after themselves. We’re serving lunch in an hour.”


I openly stared at him as I tried to process his words. The greatest tragedy in human history and Oliver was still thinking of everyone else except himself. Of course the younger kids would need help if there were no adults anymore. Babies couldn’t feed themselves and toddlers could easily hurt themselves while they slowly starved to death.


Some people went to jelly in a crisis situation.


Others stepped up.


Oliver was the latter. I always thought he was an extraordinary human being and now there was more than enough proof of it. If the pope had survived, he should make him a saint.


The three of us walked to the school together, the whole time listening to Oliver as he updated me about what he had been doing all night and through the morning.


He had gone door to door in the street, rounding up the children. He then gathered food from the supermarket and sequestered it away so kids didn’t go crazy and waste it. Finally, he set up beds and eating areas in the school auditorium so it could accommodate any child that needed help.


Oliver was amazing.


There was a line to get into the school when we arrived. “These can’t all be kids from our street,” I said. There had to be at least a hundred of them waiting to get inside.


Oliver simply shrugged. “I guess word spread. There’s a lot of work to do.”


While Oliver took Faith and me inside, all the spirits that had been lingering around the children rushed at me. They instantly knew I could see them, even though I was trying my best to ignore them. A cold shiver ran down my spine as they surrounded me, blocking out the living people.


“We need your help.”


“What happened to us?”


“Why are we still here?”


“Why does it hurt so much?”


So many questions and I couldn’t answer even one of them. My hands went to my ears, covering them while I wished they would just shut up for one moment.


I didn’t want anyone knowing that I could see them, I didn’t want to be the freak that saw dead people. I couldn’t be that girl, not when there was already so much going on.


“Everly? What’s wrong?” Oliver’s voice broke through the mess of noise but only barely. I forced myself to focus on him and only him. Then I forced myself to smile like there was nothing going on.


“Just a little tired,” I replied, with the lamest excuse ever. I was going to have to get better at blocking out the ghosts.


Much, much better.


Oliver continued the tour around the school while I tried desperately to ignore the spirits. I had always seen them but there were never this many before. Hundreds upon hundreds surrounded me until they were a sea of faces.


“It feels weird being around the school,” I said, trying to focus only on the living. “You know, without teachers and stuff being here. I keep expecting to get into trouble for being out of bounds.”


“I know what you mean,” Oliver said. “This whole thing is weird. I keep thinking about Mom and then I remember she isn’t here anymore. It’s like a blow to the guts every time.”


I hadn’t seen Oliver’s mother in her spirit form. Nor my own parents, for some reason. Most of the ghosts I saw were people I didn’t recognize.


Maybe that was for the best.


“I’ve heard of another group helping kids,” Oliver continued. Faith bounced along behind us, trying to keep up and take everything in. I wasn’t certain she really understood the situation yet.


That was definitely for the best.


“What group?” I prompted, determined to stick with the conversation and not give myself over to the spirits.


“Some guy that calls himself Jet. I don’t know if that’s his real name or not. Apparently he’s been distributing supplies around so nobody gets hungry. Kind of like what we’re doing here.”


“I take it he’s a kid, too?”


“Yeah.”


“It’s good there are people like you stepping up to do this. You’re amazing, Oliver, you really are.”


His cheeks glowed a nice shade of rouge. “I suspect I’m only doing it so I don’t have to think of anything else. If I can just focus on the now, I won’t have to work out what we’re going to do in the future.”


I wanted to give him a hug, try to reassure him that he wasn’t alone, but we weren’t that kind of friends. We didn’t do the whole hug thing, it wasn’t us. As much as I needed a hug right now.


A kid stopped us and told Oliver they needed him in the kitchen area. He gave me an apologetic smile before following the kid. The moment Oliver left, the ghosts stepped in again.


“My baby is all alone. You have to get to him.”


“I think we’re stuck. Isn’t there supposed to be an afterlife?”


“Evie?”


“I can’t take this pain much more.”


“You can see us, you have to help.”


“Please, kid. Please tell them I love them.”


“Evie?”


Faith tugged on my arm and I realized she had been trying to get my attention for a while. Her voice had mingled with all the others as I tried to drown them out.


I felt insane as I tried to shut them all out so it was just me and my sister in the hallway. I kneeled down to her height. “What’s wrong, Faith?”


“I’m tired. I want to go home,” she said. Her little face was so sad it almost killed me. How did I tell her that we couldn’t go home again? I couldn’t deal with the bodies of our parents on the floor anymore, I just couldn’t.


The ghosts all started their relentless speaking again. They crowded around me so closely I couldn’t see Faith anymore. I was being swallowed up by the masses and I didn’t know if there was even room to breathe anymore.


My chest burned as a tried to suck in oxygen but there was no room for it. I couldn’t breathe and black dots started to dance in my vision to prove it.


The corridor was too small, way too inadequate to deal with both the living and dead. I started running without thinking. The hallways were familiar, but I never would have thought I would be running from ghosts down them.


My feet moved without bidding as I flew down the corridors until I reached a door. I burst outside and gasped for some air. My knees gave out on me as I crumpled to the floor.


There was a moment of sweet relief where I thought I would be able to handle everything going on around me. That perhaps I would be able to continue on and help like Oliver was.


Unfortunately, it was short lived.


Spirits emerged through the door, while others outside started to gather around me. There were dozens more than there were inside. Each of them started talking to me as soon as they realized I could see them.


Tears started to sting my eyes but I didn’t want them to fall. If others could stay strong in these moments, then so could I. Falling apart now wasn’t going to help anyone.


I used my voice as a weapon. “Please leave me alone. I can’t help you. I need to help Oliver and the little kids. I need to look after my sister. Please just leave me alone.”


Their silence lasted for two whole seconds.


They were wonderful seconds.


The ghosts were more insistent than ever. They were never going to leave me alone.


Never.





CHAPTER THREE


Faith was my responsibility.


I had to focus on her.


The reality of our situation was starting to sink into her nine year old brain. I wished she could have remained innocent just that little bit longer.


“Where are we going?” she asked, not for the first time since we’d left the school.


“I told you, we’re going to find a place to stay tonight.”


Her hand gripped mine tightly. “Why can’t we go home? I want to sleep in my own bed. I’m scared.”


“It’s not our home anymore,” I replied, trying to avoid telling her the truth so I didn’t have to remember the way my parents had looked on the floor. “Think of it as an adventure. We can go anywhere we like.”


“I want to go home.”


So did I.


There was no point arguing with her. Between her and the ghosts, they were giving me a headache. We now had to do things that we never considered before. It wasn’t going to be easy so the sooner we both accepted that, the better.


We came to a park, the green of the grass now a gray color in the light of the moon. It wasn’t exactly a place I would have considered sleeping before but now it was.


I stepped into the park and waited for the protests from Faith. “We’re going to stay here tonight. Tomorrow we will find something more suitable.” And without spirits and dead bodies.


It was going to be a long day.


“Where are we going to sleep?” she asked.


I pointed to a park bench. “You can sleep there and I’ll sleep on the ground in front of it.”


“But we’ll be cold.”


“It’s just for one night.”


I waited for the dozen other questions she was dying to ask but they never came. Faith trudged over to the bench and lay down, testing it out. If my parents were still there to witness us, they would have had a heart attack.


So far, I wasn’t doing a very good job of looking after my sister. Someone more responsible would have found shelter indoors, and enough food so that we didn’t have to ask Oliver for it.


As soon as morning light came, I was going to get to work. We may not be able to return to our home, but there had to be others that were vacant. Some adults lived alone, their houses would be empty – except for their body. I would deal with it, I just couldn’t bear the thought of dealing with my parents’ bodies.


I would have to leave Faith somewhere safe so she didn’t have to see what I was doing. Oliver might agree to look after her for a few hours. He was a good friend, I didn’t deserve him. What he was doing at the shelter was above and beyond saintly.


The park was cold, like Faith had said. She didn’t last long on the bench before sliding down to lay next to me on the grass. We cuddled into each other’s arms and tried to keep our eyes closed.


Despite all the noises of the animals in the park.


At least there were no bodies there.


Ghosts, on the other hand, were everywhere.





CHAPTER FOUR
One Month After the Event


These cans of beans were mine and I wasn’t going to give them up without a fight. I held them under my coat and gave anyone I passed a look of thunderous intent. If they were going to take my food, then I was going to hurt them.


Everyone carried a knife.


Mine was in the front pocket of my jeans. If one person decided they wanted my beans, I wouldn’t hesitate in pulling it out and threatening them. So far, I hadn’t needed to get further than the threat. I’d waved it about and the kid who had confronted me had run in the opposite direction.


Faith was relying on me, I had to get food now to store for later. It didn’t seem like the adults were coming back to life so nobody was making or growing any food. What we had on this planet now was the only food we were going to have.


Unfortunately, I wasn’t the only one who worked this out.


Kids were scavenging through all the houses and businesses, taking supplies and hiding them in secret places so they wouldn’t be raided. Oliver, in all his wisdom, had worked this out months ago. He had taken an entire supermarket and squirreled the food away for later. He wasn’t eating it himself, but running the shelter and distributing it around to everyone.


I hadn’t been to the shelter for almost two months. It held the most number of kids in the city. Which meant it also held the largest gathering of ghosts.


They were continuing to beg me for help but there was nothing I could do for them. They were dead, we weren’t, and I had to focus on the living. One, in particular.


Faith.


She was too young to think ahead a few months. She didn’t even understand that this was a new world we lived in. Survival was the single most important thing, and that meant you had to do things you weren’t proud of.


Like threatening kids younger than you with a knife.


Like taking food from kids who weren’t as careful as you.


The Event had changed things and most of us were only just coming to terms with the fact they weren’t coming back. All those bodies of adults would stay dead while we continued to miss them.


We were hiding out in a basement apartment that was empty when I found it. The body of the adult owner was either moved by someone else, or they hadn’t been home at the time of the Event.


When I snooped around the apartment, I found pictures of a middle-aged woman in hospital scrubs. She looked like she was a nurse, so she might have been at work when it happened. I silently thanked her for the use of her apartment and gave an apology for going through her things.


The hospital was a building considered off limits in the city. There were too many things inside that could harm a child. Not to mention all the bodies rotting inside. Someone had locked all the doors and windows from the inside so it wasn’t easy to break into. It seemed to be doing the trick so far.


Little gangs were starting to form in the city. They roamed in packs and took whatever they wanted from kids that couldn’t defend themselves. I’d told Faith to stay away from them and hide if she saw one. So far, we’d been okay.


Someone rapped on the door to our apartment and I was instantly on alert. There was no telling who or what would be on the other side. I crept over and looked through the peephole.


Oliver.


I opened the door. “What are you doing here?”


He flashed me a smile, one I’d missed seeing every day. “Can’t a guy just visit his best friend sometimes?” He was carrying a plastic bag of food so I doubted he was telling the truth.


“Of course you can visit. You just can’t bring us food when other kids might need it.”


I moved from the door so he could come in. The first thing he did was to deposit the food on the kitchen counter. “This is your allocation. If you ever came to the shelter, I would serve it to you like all the others.”


“I’m sorry I haven’t been lately.”


“We could use your help.” Oliver’s eyes were so honest and genuine that it made all my insides churn with guilt. I didn’t know how to explain to him about the ghosts that haunted the shelter and my inability to be able to control them.


I couldn’t go on much longer living with the guilt. I didn’t want to let Oliver down but I wasn’t much help when all the spirits overpowered me all at once.


So, yet another lie was in order. “I’ll come down soon. You can make me do whatever you want. Cook, clean, serve, I’ll do it all. Just give me some more time, okay?”


Oliver nodded because that was the kind of perfect human being he was. He wouldn’t dream of pushing anyone into doing chores but I knew his opinion of me was lowering with every day that passed and I still didn’t show.


I was a horrible friend.


But I was also terrified of the ghosts.


Fear won out over my sense of duty and I hated it. With every beat of my heart I hated it. One day he would stop visiting and that would be the day when I was truly alone in this world.


“I better get going,” Oliver said. “Now that it’s starting to get cold, more kids are showing up. If you stumble over any huge stashes of food, will you let me know? I’ve got a feeling we can’t go on forever with what we’ve got.”


I nodded. “I’ll keep an eye open for you. Have you tried the Grocery Superstore out on Pine Avenue?”


“It’s already been claimed by another group.” Sadness crossed over his features. “They have a distribution method that isn’t exactly the same as ours.”


“But at least they’re distributing the food, right? That’s got to be a good thing.” Oliver couldn’t be all over the city, other kids further away needed help too. He couldn’t take responsibility for everyone, nobody could.


“I don’t know, I guess so.” He offered me a weary smile. “Just keep your eyes and ears open. See you later. Bye, Faith.”


“Bye, Olly,” Faith said in a singsong voice. She had witnessed our discussion but hadn’t said a word before that. She had been acting sulky all morning.


I waited until Oliver was gone before I hid the food. You could never be sure food was going to be where you put it unless you hid it from thieving kids.


They were everywhere.


Absolutely everywhere.


I cooked some baby corn spears over a camping stove and then sat with them next to Faith. She stabbed a few with a fork, like me. I wasn’t prepared for what she asked next. “What’s going to happen to us?”


“What do you mean?” I suspected I knew, but I didn’t want to assume. There were too many possible answers to consider in the big picture.


“I mean, what do we do now? Are we going to live here forever? When is school going to open again?”


So many questions from such a little girl. I didn’t have any answers for her, only vague reassurances that we would be okay. I tried for something more solid. “School isn’t going to reopen for a very long time because we don’t have any teachers now. I can teach you anything you want to learn about. We could even see if there are any books left in the library, would you like that?”


“I guess. What about all my friends? I haven’t seen them in ages.”


“They will be with their sisters and brothers, all being taken care of. We might come across them sometime. I’d say they’ll still be in the city.”


She was on fire now, not having to think too hard before finding the next question. “Are we going to stay here forever?”


I looked around at the small apartment. It was tiny, but it was ours. It seemed safe enough, but it still didn’t feel like our home. “It will do for now but we might still move if we find something better.”


“Are Mom and Dad ever coming back?” Tears were starting to well in her eyes and I couldn’t handle another Faith meltdown. She always made me want to cry and then we both turned into blubbering idiots.


“I don’t think so, Faith. But they’d be really proud of us for finding food and shelter if they were here. We have to stay strong for them, so they would be proud of us.”


She seemed to accept the answers and studied her corn spears intently. I sighed with relief, feeling like she’d let me off the hook with my half-answers.


I wished I had all the answers.


It would have been nice.





CHAPTER FIVE


Faith agreed to stay in the apartment and read through all the owner’s wedding magazines while I slipped out. She found the princess dresses fascinating so I hoped they would keep her occupied for a few hours.


I sat outside our old apartment building, easily locating the window to my bedroom and Faith’s. Everything there seemed so normal, like I could just walk inside and my parents would be there to ask me how my day was.


I wanted it so badly.


But it wasn’t going to do me any good wishing for things that were impossible now. I’d come to terms with all the adults being dead but that didn’t mean I stopped grieving for them.


A part of me knew why I was sitting there on the curb. I didn’t want to acknowledge it but I knew. I was hoping to see the ghosts of my parents. I’d seen so many spirits over the last month but they were never in the crowd.


Why didn’t they come for us?


So many other parents stuck to their children, even though they didn’t know they were there. I could see my parents and yet they stayed away from me.


Why?


I desperately wished I could see them, even if just one last time. I wanted them to tell me what I should do, that I was doing a good job of looking after Faith, that the ghosts wouldn’t hurt me if I listened to them.


I needed my parents now more than ever.


A wind suddenly kicked up, bringing with it the voices from down the street. My gaze hurried to see who they belonged to. A group of kids were heading toward me.


They weren’t going to be friendly.


I quickly stood and started walking, not wanting to meet them up close and personal. Some kids thought the key to surviving after the Event was to band together and intimidate everyone else to get what they wanted.


My legs moved in as fast a walk as I dared to go. If I ran, they would chase me. Those that ran usually had something they didn’t want taken from them. I didn’t need that kind of attention from them. I just wanted to get back to Faith so we could ride out another night of uncertainty.


The city crawled with gangs like the one behind me. Some were large, easily having fifty or more members. Others were very small, just a handful of people to tie the group together. They were silly, really. Everyone was out for themselves, it wouldn’t take much for any of them to turn against their group for a better deal.


I stepped down an alleyway and pressed myself against the wall, trying to pretend I was invisible. It wasn’t that I had anything they could take, but the fear of what they would do to me when they realized I had nothing for them to take.


Life after all the adults died was not pretty.


None of the ghosts around me were able to help. They continued talking to me while I tried to ignore them. Sometimes the dead were so loud I couldn’t hear the living. I was certain Faith thought I was going crazy. She could have a whole conversation with me that I wouldn’t be able to hear.


I didn’t even dare to breathe as the thumping of their footsteps travelled down the road. They grew louder as they reached the end of my alleyway. As long as they didn’t turn, I wouldn’t be seen.


Two passed by first.


They didn’t look.


Another few did the same, the boys and girls talking to one another and keeping them somewhat distracted. There was a range of ages in the group from tiny preschoolers to those just shy of eighteen. They were probably worried about their next birthday. Nobody over the age of eighteen survived the Event.


That’s what everyone was calling it.


The Event.


Now we had before the Event and after the Event. The line was clearly drawn, the world changed in such dramatic circumstances in the space of only a few minutes. If there was anything that deserved to be called an event, it was the Event.


My lungs screamed for air as I tried to breathe quietly. I didn’t want my voice to travel on the wind like theirs’ had. They just needed to pass me by without glancing my way. That was all I wanted.


There were more in their group than I realized. They continued to pass by, some even laughing. It was unusual to hear people enjoying themselves these days. The sound would have been beautiful if not made by the enemy.


And everyone was an enemy now.


I could trust exactly two people: Faith and Oliver. No more and no less. I didn’t even know if I could trust myself anymore. We were all different after the Event and I was no exception. I’d never been this suspicious or scared before, gone was the light-hearted Everly of the glory days.


Thankfully, the footsteps of the group faded away


I finally allowed myself a sigh of relief before I started counting to twenty. Once finished, I shuffled over to the street entrance and dared to peek around the corner. I could see the backs of the group but they were a good block away now.


Far enough.


I crept out and started heading back to the apartment. I avoided all the main streets, sticking to the tree-lined roads around my neighborhood that I knew so well. This used to be my playground, now it was like a stranger to me.


Faith unlocked the door after I gave her the secret knock. I secured it firmly behind me again. If even one of those gang members found our sanctuary, everything we had scrounged together would be gone.


Perhaps even our lives, too.


“I’m hungry, Evie,” Faith whined. I had to keep reminding myself that she was only a little kid so I didn’t snap at her. I may have been scared, but she was terrified.


“I’ll heat up some peas. You like them, right?”


She nodded. I grabbed one of the few cans we had that didn’t come from Oliver and tried to use the can-opener that I hated. We had an electric one at home, this contraption was like a knife that I had to dig into the can.


“You need to use it the other way around.” The voice made me jump. I hadn’t heard the ghost sneak up on me. I turned to face her, instantly recognizing the woman from her photos around the house. “Turn it around, so the sharp point goes into the can.”


I looked between her and the opener, for a moment startled. She kept gesturing with her hands, showing me what I needed to do. The sudden coldness in the room was emanating from her. She may have been dead, but she was very much alive to me.


I was finally able to move again and used the can-opener the way she was showing me. It worked much easier that way and the lid came off effortlessly. “Thank you.”


“You need help, but so do we,” the ghost said. “You can help us, I know you can.”


“I can’t. You’re all dead. There’s nothing I can do.”


“There is, you just don’t realize it yet. We are in so much pain and more danger is coming.”


Goosebumps prickled all the way down my spine. “I’m not the one you’re looking for,” I insisted. Just because I could see them, it didn’t mean I could do anything about what had happened.


“What are you talking about?” Faith asked. She stood in the archway between the kitchen and living room, a picture of confusion.


My gaze went from the dead to the living. “Nothing, just talking to myself. I’ll bring in your peas in a few minutes once I’ve warmed them up.”


“Okay.”


She waddled off again. Unfortunately, it wasn’t as easy to get rid of the ghost woman. She watched us both intently, giving me the heebie jeebies that I couldn’t shake.


“Please just leave me alone,” I whispered.


The woman didn’t leave but she didn’t say anything further either. The air hung heavy between us, cold and damp. I poured the peas into a container before heating it over the camping stove. At the least, the ghost had helped me a little bit.


Maybe there was more to seeing them than I thought.





CHAPTER SIX
Six Months After the Event


Faith had been gone too long. We were supposed to meet at noon and she hadn’t returned yet. I shouldn’t have let her go out on her own. I’d kept her close to me for six months now and she was getting tired of the constant company.


My stomach was nothing more than an acidic ball of knots while I waited. I should have remained firm, told her we had to stick together and that was that.


If I hadn’t gone on my own food run, she wouldn’t have had a chance to go out on her own. With every second that passed, my anxiety doubled. The city was a dangerous place now, any number of things could have happened to her.


Staying still wasn’t working for me.


I needed to search for her.


When I got her back, I would tie her to me so we couldn’t separate again. She wouldn’t like it but I had to keep her safe. She was my little sister, she was all I had left of my family. Our parents weren’t coming back, we needed each other.


I scrawled a note and left it behind, telling Faith to stay put and wait for me. Or Else.


The city was starting to get very cold, winter promising to be as harsh as ever. Everything felt cold now, not only because of the weather but because of all the dead too. They emanated an icy coldness that reached right into my bones and froze me from the inside out.


They were everywhere in the street. The dead continued to roam around day in and day out. They never rested and they never stopped talking to me. They pleaded with me to help them but I didn’t know how.


I couldn’t even completely protect Faith, how was I supposed to do anything about all the dead?


They rushed at me as I walked. I had to cover my ears with my hands in a feeble attempt to block them out. Sometimes there were so many it looked like I was facing a wall of them. I had no choice except to walk right through them, shivering coldness running through me.


The first place I searched for Faith was in the shelter. Oliver was standing behind the serving counter when I found him. Rows of kids lining up for food stretched out the door. More and more kids were making the shelter their home, the last shot they had at survival. Not all of us were going to make it in this new reality.


I waved to Oliver and he came over to me the moment I caught his attention. “Hey, Ev, how are you?”


“Worried. Faith went out this morning and she hasn’t come home yet. Have you seen her today?” My breath hitched in my throat as I waited for an answer.


Oliver’s head shook from side to side. “She hasn’t been in here, I’m sorry. Do you want me to help look for her?”


Oliver was needed at the shelter, I couldn’t take him away from all these kids just to look for one. Hopefully I was just overreacting. “No, it’s okay. I’ll let you know later if I need to take you up on that offer.”


“Anytime, Ev. I’ll tell her to go straight home if I see her. I hope you find her soon.”


“Me too.”


I circled around the shelter, checking to make sure she wasn’t making new friends and losing track of the time. She wasn’t inside, she wasn’t outside, and she wasn’t in the playground. All the places familiar to us were barren and empty.


Except for the dead, of course.


They were still everywhere.


I started to fan out further, searching the streets and trying to work out where Faith would have gone. She was only nine years old, and not in the best health, she couldn’t have gone too far. She had to be here somewhere and all I had to do was find her.


It sounded so much easier than it was.


“Faith!” I called out. My voice grew louder the higher my panic rose. I couldn’t have lost her, she had to be here somewhere.


She had to be.


The long shadows of people fell over the street. I prayed one of them was my sister’s. When I looked up, I only felt dread. It wasn’t Faith, but a gang of boys. They looked as hungry as I felt and as cold as the midnight wind.


“Look what we have here,” the redhead amongst them sneered. “A little girl all by herself.”


“Have you seen my sister? She’s about this high with the same hair color as me,” I said, pushing my fear aside. If it meant getting Faith back, I would risk my own safety a hundred times over.


They didn’t even bother looking at the photograph I held out to them. “Like we care what happened to your sister. What food do you have?”


“I don’t have any food.”


“Sure you don’t. You didn’t get that fat by eating dirt.”


I wasn’t fat, not by any means. But I wasn’t as gaunt and pale as they were either. Since the Event, I guessed we all had different standards now. If you couldn’t see ribs, then you were eating. There were plenty of kids that had starved to death by now.


“I told you, I’m looking for my sister. I don’t want any trouble, I just need to find her.”


The redhead sneered again. “And I told you that I don’t care. Are you demented? Do you not speak English? Tell us where your food stash is or I’m going cut you with my knife.” He pulled a shiny blade from his sleeve to make sure I knew he was serious.


It was at that moment that I realized I’d made a mistake. I’d been so caught up in my mission that I’d forgotten how dangerous these gangs were. They hunted as a pack, making sure to prey on the weak to get whatever they had.


I started backing away but it only made them take a few steps forward. The street was all but deserted except for us. There would be nobody here to come to my rescue. It wasn’t like we still had a police force or justice system. There were no consequences for crime anymore. Kids could do whatever they wanted.


And they wanted to hurt me.


“I’m going to leave now,” I started, backing away faster. “I don’t have anything you want, only this picture of my sister. That’s all, nothing else.”


“You have a coat,” Redhead said, nodding toward me.


“You can have it.” I started pulling off my winter coat but apparently I wasn’t fast enough. Before I had a chance to run, the gang was around me. They each grabbed at my clothes and my hair. One of them kicked at the back of my knees so I stumbled forward.


They moved like a pack of hyenas, attacking me from all sides. It wasn’t just about taking what I had, they wanted to hurt me too. I felt each punch to the stomach, every sting to my scalp as they pulled my hair, and the boy with blond hair slapped me across the face. The taste of blood bloomed in my mouth and threatened to choke me.


“Please let me go. Stop!” The words came out as muffled sobs. I repeated them over and over again until my voice was hoarse and stung like a thousand needles.


My legs wouldn’t hold me up any further and I sank to the ground with the group still picking me to pieces. Redhead yanked my coat from me, shaking me free until my teeth chattered together. He stepped back, pleased with his score, while the others continued to inflict pain just for the sake of it.


I wasn’t going to last for much longer. My head was ringing from the repeated blows and I could taste bile in my mouth from the kicks to my stomach. It would have been a relief to pass out now, a respite from all the pain.


Ghosts surrounded us, pressing the group closer to me without them realizing it. They were all yelling at the gang to stop but their words fell on deaf ears. There was nothing they could do, even though they wanted to help me.


I was alone in this fight.


Far, far outnumbered.


I closed my eyes, waiting for the inevitable final blow.


“Stop! Get away from her.” The voice was louder than all the others. It didn’t come from a spirit, but a real person. Someone I recognized.


Oliver.


For a moment I was certain he was nothing more than a figment of my imagination. He was at the shelter, he wasn’t supposed to be out on the street like I was. He couldn’t get involved in this outnumbered fight.


“Leave her alone or I swear I will hurt you all,” Oliver shouted. Some of the gang members stopped and turned to him. I held my breath because I did not want them to turn on him when he was only trying to help me.


“No,” I cried out. It came out more as a whimper than anything else. I could barely move from the all the bruises and pain plaguing my body.


“Leave. I’m not kidding around.” I’d never heard Oliver so angry before. He was standing up to the group with nothing more than sheer determination and will.


Redhead spat on the ground. “She’s got nothing we want. You can have her.”


They sauntered off and left me like a piece of trash on the street. Oliver helped me up. “Are you all right?”


“Thanks to you,” I replied. “What are you doing here?”


“I was worried about you so I came looking. I was also asking around about Faith, making sure nobody had seen her.”


Oliver was the best example of a good human being that had ever lived. If the world was filled with people like him, we’d all live in peace and happiness.


“You should stay at the shelter tonight,” Oliver said as he helped me limp along.


I shook my head. “No, I have to go home in case Faith comes back. She’ll wonder where I am.”


“Do you want me to stay with you?”


“They need you more at the shelter. I’ll be okay,” I lied. Until I had Faith back, I would never be okay. My insides would be twisted with worry and nausea until my eyes saw her standing in front of me.


“You know where I am if you change your mind,” Oliver said. We parted ways, both of us going in different directions. I had to fight the urge to call him back and tell him I did change my mind.


I had never been so alone before.


Before the Event, I always had people around me. I had my parents, Faith, my friends, and everyone else I loved. Now, it was just me. I’d lost everyone.


I went back to our apartment, stopping at the door and waiting for a moment. In my mind, I pictured Faith waiting for me on the other side. I pictured her little face being angry at me for making her wait for so long.


She had to be there.


She couldn’t be gone.


I pushed on the door and was greeted by the solace of the empty apartment. Everything was exactly how I’d left it, including a space where Faith should be.


There was nothing here for me now without her.


I curled up on the floor and waited.


For a sister that would never come.





CHAPTER SEVEN
Eight Months After the Event


Someone was banging on the door. There was no question about what they wanted. I had some food left, I had shelter, and there were a handful of clothes I had found. Everything that was getting scarce now.


I had two seconds to make a decision and that was all it took. I quickly threw everything I owned into a duffel bag and pried open the window in the kitchen. It was a basement apartment so there was only a small space to wiggle through.


The unwanted visitor continued to bang on the wall, throwing in some demands to open up for good measure. They could have the apartment, it hadn’t been home to me for almost two months now. I only stayed there occasionally, just enough to make sure the note I left for Faith was still on the fridge.


I hadn’t seen her in two months. Two months. The devil sitting on my shoulder told me she was never coming back. Yet the tiny spark of hope in my heart prayed that she would perform a miracle and return to me.


Oliver was always busy with the shelter and whatever else he did. He was harder to find some days than food. He didn’t need me hovering around him and taking up his precious time. The city needed him and I couldn’t be selfish.


There was nothing left for me in the city anymore. There were too many kids that thought they were Batman villains and decided to take whatever they wanted. They didn’t care about what was right or wrong. It was a fight for survival now and nobody to police the streets. As long as they were bigger than their victim, they could take and do whatever they liked.


Nowhere was safe.


Little kids either remained permanently in the shelter or they hid away from sight. Everybody knew to be home and locked away before dark.


I couldn’t continue to live in the city that held so many ghosts. I wasn’t getting any better at blocking them out and their pleas were only getting louder.


Eight months.


That was a lot of months to go by when every day was a struggle – for both the living and the dead. I didn’t know how to help any of them, which only added to my sadness.


My feet took me automatically to the shelter but I stopped in the doorway. Oliver was standing behind the food counter and talking to some kids. He wasn’t like the best friend I used to know. He was better now, completely selfless and filled with a purpose.


I was there to say goodbye to him but I couldn’t do it. I’d never been good at them and I would probably just get all blubbery. It was better to just leave, he would be better off without me.


I turned around and started to walk the long road out of the city. There was no reason to explore the outer suburbs before, my life had been too involved in my neighborhood. I thought I would live there for the rest of my life.


Now, it was time that I found places that were unfamiliar to me. Maybe then I could start a new life and pretend that everything I once had was just a fanciful dream. If I told myself that enough, maybe I would start believing it.


My feet weren’t the best form of transport but they were all I had. I kept putting one foot in front of the other and told myself not to stop under any circumstances.


Maybe I would find a stash of food nobody else had pilfered beyond the city. Perhaps I could plant a garden in a small uninhabited area and live off the fruit and vegetables I could grow. A part of me was excited about the prospect of starting again. I wouldn’t be able to stop grieving for those I’d lost, but maybe I could live a life that wasn’t based solely on survival.


I walked for so long that the night crept up on me. I slept in a house that didn’t seem occupied and then the next morning I started walking again.


The neighborhoods changed the longer I walked. The apartments started to turn into houses and then eventually their lots grew bigger. The outer suburbs were nice, pretty. All the houses seemed empty of kids.


They were still filled with the dead.


But they wouldn’t hurt me.


They would just crowd me until I couldn’t breathe and then I could run. The dead didn’t have any other weapons like the kids did these days. I wouldn’t be stabbed or shot or bludgeoned to death out here in the suburbs.


I had to climb a hill to reach the next set of houses I wanted to check. Some had been looted already and had all the food stolen. But the majority were still intact, just waiting for their owners to return and resume their life again.


That was definitely not going to happen.


The neighborhood was quiet, so much more quiet than the city had been. Birds still flew around the area, chirping in the trees like nothing had happened. I could almost believe the Event had never happened up here.


This was my new home.


I picked the house with the nicest yard and that was going to be my home now. Every day I would search through all the others and take what I needed to survive. This would be my base and I would live here by myself for the rest of my life.


I’d failed Faith by not keeping her safe.


I’d failed Oliver by not helping in the shelter.


They didn’t need me now, nobody did. They were all better off without me. Living in the house on the hill would suit me just fine. I could read all day, plant a vegetable garden. I would be happier here than anywhere else.


“Who are you?” the voice came from behind me. I hadn’t heard anyone sneak up on me. I spun around to face not just one person but many.


Too many.
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Chapter 1


Karukan was never meant to be king. That exclusive honor was destined for his elder brother, Sorran, who had been groomed and prepared for it even before his much anticipated birth. Should Sorran have been unable or deemed unfit to perform the duties entrusted upon him, the next eldest, Revak, was designated as a replacement. Karukan, being the youngest male child, and the baby of the family, never anticipated that he would ever be called upon in this capacity, and thus, had led a relatively untroubled and happy life.


Of course, there was that ongoing war with Hahr. No one could be truly carefree with young men marching off to their deaths on a daily basis. Yet, after all these many, many years of battling, the war was more of a background noise than anything else, and consequently, never given more than a passing thought by young Karukan.


No one was entirely certain what the war was about any more anyway. Land and God most likely, as that was what usually incited men to declare all others worthy of defeat on the field of battle.


However, if any young person should dare to ask, ‘What danger requires that I march off to my imminent death, as well as slay the other guy in the process,’ an elder person might respond with some complex and complicated explanation or obfuscation that essentially answered nothing.


“Well, you see, the people of Hahr are our enemies,” the elder might say. “Long ago they did this or that to us. They crossed this red line, and violated that treaty. We need to war with them for our own safety. Do it for your mother.”


And so, countless generations on both sides spent their best, and in some cases, only, years attempting to annihilate the other. Karukan was oblivious to it, though. He was the quintessentially handsome, and pampered prince, adored by his loving mother, and three elder, and equally doting sisters.


When Karukan was fifteen years old, and in prep school, spending his days ignoring teachers and forgetting homework, Sorran became king. Their father had died suddenly of a heart attack, literally falling over and out of his throne, during a parliamentary meeting that had gone on for hours. No one was certain why the old king had expired so suddenly. Although the meeting was boring, it was no more stressful than usual. The arguments were certainly not worthy of causing the old man a coronary. A headache, yes, but nothing more lethal than that. However, gone he was, and thus, Sorran was now in charge, something the twenty-five year old Crown Prince assumed with relish.


Determined to end the wars forever by overwhelming Hahr with every means at his disposal, Sorran immediately unleashed a barrage of his most incendiary, although conventional devices. Karupatani had an arsenal of nuclear missiles, something Sorran was game to deploy. However, his father’s advisors did their best to convince him otherwise.


Also, there was that annoying Parliament that, in Sorran’s mind, served only to stay his hand, and nothing else. This was contrary to the responsibilities of his office, as defined and obeyed by Sorran’s forefathers for centuries already, which were simply to agree and add his signature to the bills passed by the people’s representatives. Sorran was to keep his opinions neutral, smile handsomely, and put on a good show by marrying an appropriately beautiful princess, and siring darling children who would do the same.


However, the young king found these restrictions intolerable, for he was inclined to believe himself both more handsome and intelligent than anyone else, including all parliamentary politicians, who were by definition both ugly and stupid. He was also in possession of a pen and a phone with which he would first sign off an order to nuke Hahr to bloody hell, and then, phone it in to his airforce.


“No, you mustn’t, Sir,” the Lord Chamberlain had begged, whilst wishing that he too had fallen over and died like his friend, the current king’s father. This young man was rash, and had no respect for the way things had always been even if those things might be considered less than perfect. Life had been good though. Not great, but good most definitely, and certainly better than life after nuclear decimation.


Fortunately, at least for a while, Sorran’s hand was stayed by the current crop of politicians who possessed backbones. The bombs subsequently unleashed upon Hahr killed many, but not all, and thus, the wars continued just as they always had done.


In the meantime, Hahr retaliated with their own bombs, for they felt likewise about Karupatani, and were ruled by an equally young and enigmatic king named Markiis Kalila. He also had a nuclear arsenal as vast and as deadly, with the same desire to blow Karupatani to Hell, and back, or just to Hell. Markiis Kalila’s princely hand, was also stayed by his late-father’s advisors. Thus, like Hahr, Karupatani was spared becoming a sheet of glass, if only temporarily.


However, Markiis Kalila was bold, and he, too, thought himself far superior to anyone else, so with his own pen and phone, he matched Sorran’s barrage, as well as upped the ante. Using one of the largest devices in his possession, a body buster of an amazing amount of force, Kalila had it dropped upon the Royal Palace of Karupatani.


At the exact moment when King Markiis Kalila’s kiss plummeted heavily from the sky, King Sorran de Kudisha happened to be entertaining his mistress, as well as her friend, and two other young women in a hot tub on the Palace’s back deck. Sorran’s mother, the dowager queen, and his three princess sisters were in the dining room eating quail in a sauce Béarnaise with a side of sautéed mushrooms, and new potatoes.


Prince Revak, the next in line, was not in residence at that moment, having just this day, completed officer’s training school for the Royal Guard. He was celebrating his new commission at a café in the city of Tirkoop, joined by a few girls, who were tussling over who might sit next upon his lap. Revak was enjoying this minor commotion, for all the girls were beautiful and well endowed, and ultimately, he would end up with everyone before the night was through.


Before Revak could sip the foam from the top of his espresso cup, and before the brunette was knocked from her perch on his left knee, he was interrupted by the ringing of his cellphone. Having been informed of the fate of the king, his elder brother, something Revak had only dreamt about for most of his life, and with only a tiny measure of regret for the night he would now be missing, the new king immediately departed for the Royal Palace in Kudisha. As the Royal Limo had been parked inside the palace garage, and like the residence, was now reduced to a pile of smoldering ash, King Revak was forced to travel to his throne by city bus.


A temporary palace was established at the family’s summer residence near a lake, a small cottage with only nineteen bedrooms, and forty baths. It was large enough for just Revak, and his retinue of lords and ladies, with only a single room to spare for his youngest and sole remaining sibling.


“Summon my brother immediately,” King Revak commanded, from the throne which had been his father’s favorite deck chair. “I need the baby, Karukan, here to help me out.”


The next day, while standing on a soccer field in the midst of a driving rain, and wishing he was inside doing something else, Karukan was confronted with the most horrific news. This was immediately after the ball was lobbed in his direction by a passer. The boy had intended for the prince to receive it, and follow through with the effort of driving it to the goal. Karukan had been standing cold and bored, for soccer was merely a sport he was required to play in order to fulfill the physical education credit demanded by the school.


Dispassionately, he gazed at the bouncing ball as it trundled almost exactly to his feet. Half-heartedly, he held out a foot, and unfortunately, trapped it. Languidly, he coaxed his legs into a run, only to be flattened by the opposing team as they converged upon the ball, three men abreast.


Karukan was left to lay upon the grass newly covered in brown mud, as well as in possession of a few new bumps and scratches to his royal knees. He was considering how much he truly hated this game, and always had, when the referee’s whistle blew to immense relief. Karukan assumed this was due to an injury timeout, as he had made no effort rise from his prone position. In fact, he preferred to lay amongst the muck, delaying the game for as long as he possibly could, running the clock, and hoping it would soon be over.


“I’m okay, Coach,” he mumbled, grabbing his knee and moaning dramatically, when several legs and feet gathered around his head.


“Sir,” someone other than the coach replied. “Your Royal Highness, are you all right?”


“I’m just winded, and maybe, slightly injured. That’s all. I’m getting up.” Karukan half rose to his knees, before realizing he was surrounded by Royal Guard.


“Sir. Your brother, His Majesty King Revak requests your presence at the Royal Palace.”


“Kari-fa!” Karukan swore. “King Revak? What’s happened now?”





Chapter 2


Karukan was summoned to his brother’s side, not to provide assistance or wise counsel. Rather, King Revak, having acquired the much coveted crown, meant to do everything in his power not to lose it. This would include keeping his brother under tight supervision, surrounded by Royal Guardsmen for his own safety all night and day.


“You see, dear brother,” Revak proclaimed, upon issuing the edict which confined Karukan to the estate. “You are my only heir. I must make certain you stay alive. Without us, the crown will pass from the princes of Kudisha to our unworthy distant cousins of Tirkoop. We wouldn’t want that to happen, would we?”


“No.” Karukan shook his head, woefully following the Royal Guard who locked him in his room.


Karukan understood the reasoning behind his brother’s limitations, but disagreed when it came to the implementation. However, he did not protest, as his brother was the King, and Karukan had been raised to obey his liege’s command. In an odd way, the boy was actually pleased that he was now prohibited from exercising beyond a daily walk about the grounds, as he was no longer required to suffer the indignities of a soccer.


Further, the King insisted that his brother’s meals be strictly controlled, lest someone attempt to poison the heir with something in his food.


“I’m sorry, sir,” the maid was often heard to say, as she left his dinner at the young man’s door. “It’s hard biscuits and water again for this meal.”


“It’s fine,” Karukan sighed, grasping the tray through the small slot. “I’ve quite grown to like them.” And, indeed, he did, especially with cream and jam.


Karukan enjoyed staying alone in his room, as he was a prolific reader of literature of all sorts, and he wrote extensively in journals, recording his every thought. On many days, it was only the serving maid who shared words with the young prince, except for the invisible companion, which everyone had heard about, but no one else saw.


“It is a concern to me,” the Lord Chamberlain announced, during a quiet moment with the King as he toured the reconstruction efforts at the Royal Palace. “Your brother is quite happy conversing with no one but the air. The maids and guards are all gossiping that he is insane.”


Revak made appropriately concerning noises, while running a hand along a newly installed gold rail, for his rebuilt palace would be significantly improved from the somewhat modest building that had been before. This new edifice would be a testament to Revak in both beauty and size, dwarfing the King of Hahr’s place by more than twice.


“Perhaps, letting him out on occasion for fresh air and exercise would do the boy good. Allowing him to socialize with young people of his own age would encourage him to speak to someone real, instead of a mental fabrication.”


“Mhm,” Revak mumbled again, testing a foot upon the smooth and glossy marble floors.


“Furthermore,” the Lord Chamberlain continued. “The Prime Minister is suggesting you both be matched to appropriate young ladies who will be capable of providing the realm with future heirs.”


Revak waved a royal hand dismissively, for he had heard this refrain before. A bride for himself, and one for his brother to ensure the line.


“Fine. Whatever.” The King strode away to his car, which would return him to the summer house by the lake. There, his latest paramour waited patiently for him in bed, which aside from retaining his throne, was Revak’s only concern.


Two young ladies were then designated as the most appropriate marriageable material for a king and his brother, the mad young prince. The elder was the Lady Myra, daughter of the Duke of Kirkut, tall, blonde, and exceptionally lovely, although a bit of a shrew. This fact was something Revak wouldn’t find out until it was too late, but by then, he was too far gone to care.


Lady Lorena, the daughter of the Duke of Tirkoop was also available, although she was young yet at only fifteen years old. She had a pretty face, and a genetic makeup which included a shared ancestry with the de Kudishas, but Lorena was a bit chubby to put it mildly.


Actually, the girl enjoyed food far too profusely. Had she dropped half her body weight, she would have still been fat. However, she had a personality as lovely as her bright eyes and smile, and was forever laughing joyously, endearing all with her full and compassionate heart.


“That ought to make her the perfect nurse for my mad brother and his invisible companion,” Revak decided. “Certainly, there’s room for both of them at her enormous breast.”


Thus, Revak and Myra were quickly wed, while Karukan and Lorena were betrothed to be wed in seven years upon the prince’s twenty-third birthday.


The royal wedding of Revak and Myra served to knock Karupatani out of its doldrums for a brief time, as good news was few and far between. Both the war and the constant stream of battle deaths were an immense drain on the economy’s growth, as the people’s enthusiasm for shopping rarely went beyond anything not required for survival.


Wedding parties and banquets were planned and many dresses commissioned, while the new palace was finished at a breakneck speed. The new queen was photographed and adored for her every move, often seen waving to the people as she rushed in and out of her chauffeured car, or occasionally posing with a brave soldier heading off to war.


Lorena, in the meantime, vowed to commence a new routine of both diet and exercise in order to reduce her body prior to her own wedding. Seven years ought to be a sufficient amount of time to acquire a figure similar to her future sister-in-law.


Although the couple had never met in person, Lorena had seen pictures of Karukan on TV, and she knew he was exceptionally handsome by anyone’s standards. Her greatest fear was at the altar, he’d gaze with horror upon her size, and immediately declare her unsuitable as a mate. Lorena would be standing alone, shamed and embarrassed before a prime-time planet wide audience, forever after, a laughing stock to be mocked on daytime TV. However much the young prince insisted this would never happen, for the couple corresponded by email regularly, Lorena did her best to dramatically cut her intake.


Karukan, in the meantime was still confined to the summer house, released only once to attend his brother’s wedding. Immediately afterward, he was returned to his lonely room in the near empty estate, except for the single maid, and the single butler who saw to his needs, however few.


“I’m perfectly fine with this,” he told Lorena in an email the next day. “I enjoy both the solitude and time I have available to reflect.”


“What about school?” the girl inquired, for she was attending the local preparatory academy, a place where the daughters of only the bluest blood were allowed.


“Online classes,” Karukan replied. “Although His Majesty, my brother may allow me out when I am old enough to enlist in the Royal Guard.”


When Karukan turned eighteen and Queen Myra was pregnant with the Royal Heir, Revak finally relented and allowed his brother the freedom to join the Royal Guard. The young prince’s release was only granted with the provision that upon commission, he would be sent to the front, for the King still felt great fear he’d lose his throne to his usurper sibling.


Karukan, who despite his treatment remained forever loyal, and upon the advice of his invisible friend, gladly jumped at the opportunity to leave the summer house.


“I’m off to fight the war, and secure Karupatani,” he wrote to Lorena, who was now attending the university in Tirkoop with the intent to acquire a degree in something useful. As to her size- well, she still had five more years until the wedding.


“Stay safe, my beloved, Ruka,” the prince’s betrothed wrote back, using the nickname she had given him years before. “My heart would break and I would die if something happened to you.”


“Do not fear, Rena,” the prince replied. “My friend tells me I’ve got a long life ahead of me yet.”


Indeed, Karukan did, although the same couldn’t be said for his brother, Revak, who several years later, found himself still without another heir. Queen Myra had miscarried four times in the interim, and not one of his mistresses managed to conceive.


“I am cursed,” Revak bemoaned, to which Queen Myra heartily agreed for she had come to despise her faithless husband.


After four miserable failed pregnancies, with nothing but the King’s complaints to console her for her loss, Myra began to dream of Revak’s death. It started out quite simply, a misplaced bomb falling on his car, or a raging venereal disease contracted from a mistress.


As time went on Myra’s imagination took on a more deliberate and fanciful tone with images of Revak writhing in pain. He might be captured by Hahr, and tortured unmercifully, or maybe, he’d swallow a vial of radioactive iodine and melt from the inside out. Whatever the means, Myra realized, she wanted him dead.


Only seven years after they had wed, only months before the then-Lieutenant Karukan and Lady Lorena were scheduled to do the same, Queen Myra took a knife and cut King Revak’s throat. Although they didn’t normally share a bed, this particular night Revak was both desperate for affection, and wishing to try to procreate an heir once again.


Myra, having grown tired of the many failed heir attempts, and having grown to prefer the company of her maids to that of the king, removed a serrated paring knife from the basket of fruit beside her bed. While the King lay half asleep in a state of post-coital near-bliss, Queen Myra sawed his neck, and ended his reign.


Then, she began to scream. In fact, she screamed so much, forever after her voice was hoarse, although it didn’t matter, as her forever was neither long, nor spent anywhere other than the palace prison.


In the meantime, Karukan was summoned from his Royal Guard posting at a base on the northern coast, which was covered in twenty feet of hard packed snow, and a layer of ice too thick to melt.


“It was necessary for his safety,” the late-King Revak had stated, when signing the order to send his brother to the furthest and coldest outpost within his dominion. “I should never forgive myself if my only remaining sibling should somehow end up dead.”


It took the new king four days to return to Kudisha, the first two of which required sitting upon the back of a dog sled. Once arrived at the newly rebuilt palace, Karukan’s first order of business was to sentence his former sister-in-law to her death. Killing a king was high treason, and the punishment not negotiable by even the next one.


However, Karukan was reluctant to execute the lady, for he had always liked Myra, and thought her beauty second to none. In addition, Fate had seen fit to toss in a cruel twist, for it turned out that Myra was pregnant.


“You have no choice,” the Chief Justice insisted. “You cannot deny the law you are sworn to uphold.”


Poor Myra and her unborn infant were then terminated forthwith. After which, King Karukan secluded himself in his suite to pray. For more than two weeks, he failed to emerge, once again preferring the company of no one to any other.


“He’s insane,” the old Lord Chamberlain whispered to the Palace’s Chief of Staff. “We all know he’s in there consulting with his invisible companion, or some sort of ghost.”


“Heaven help us now,” the Prime Minister mumbled to the President of the Parliament. “Our new king never out grew a child’s predilection for imaginary friends.”


“He’s no worse than the other de Kudishas.” The Chief Justice shrugged at his favorite bartender. “They were all crazy in one way or another. Hit me once again, but this time, make it a double. The lad is still young, and I fear his reign will be long.”





Chapter 3


Lorena de Tirkoop was the perfect match for Karukan de Kudisha. With an enormous and loving heart, and a gift for finding joy in even the grimmest situation, Lorena’s presence was like a shower of sunlight bursting through the clouds of Karukan’s dark and introspective world. She made him smile, and she made him laugh. She filled his empty room and lonely heart with both warmth and copious amounts of food, especially bread, which Lorena adored in every possible rendition. White, wheat, rye, corn, hard, soft, quick, dark, light, in a loaf, or shaped as a roll, Lorena was a slave to the bakery, and the bread-man at the Palace.


Prior to the nuptials, and her concurrent coronation as the Queen of Karupatani, Lorena had tried to lose some weight. Honestly, she had. She had limited herself to only the wholest of grains, exchanged the butter for low fat smart margarine, and absolutely, completely, ruled out any other toppings, except for the occasional dollop of peanut butter at lunchtime. She needed her protein, you know.


Initially, this new diet was successful. The first week alone, Lorena lost nearly ten pounds. Yet, with six years still to go until the wedding, Lorena found it too taxing to deny herself something she simply loved beyond life. Even her beloved Ruka was not worth that.


Five and three-quarter years later, with only months to go until the wedding, Lorena decided to give the diet another go.


“It is not necessary,” Beloved Ruka wrote in a letter from his station at the frozen outpost on the planet’s northern pole. “I have and will always love you exactly how you are.”


While these sentiments warmed Lorena’s heart beyond measure, and yet again she counted herself fortunate to have been matched to the youngest and kindest of the de Kudisha princes, a small niggling of doubt remained at the back of her brain. Beloved Ruka had never seen her.


Of course, she had seen his handsome image plenty of times on the evening news. And, they had exchanged pictures, although her’s had only been a headshot. Taken from up above. With her dark hair at an angle that brought definition to her chin. And, a dog on her lap. A large dog. And, then there was that small bit of photoshopping, too.


In any case, with only weeks to go, Lorena exerted her most concerted effort to reduce, and once again, was initially successful. However, the horrific news of King Revak’s murder, and Queen Myra’s subsequent execution at the hand of Beloved Ruka, sent the would-be Queen into a tailspin from which she couldn’t possibly recover.


If that wasn’t enough, the dreaded Markiis Kalila, King of Hahr, decided to take advantage of Karupatani’s current political instability by launching an attack on all the internet service providers.


King Karukan, who for only two weeks had sat upon the throne which he never anticipated nor hoped would be his, failed to respond in a decisive or quick manner. The politicians populating the hallowed halls of Parliament by definition were indecisive as well, thus Karupatani failed to retaliate for Kalila’s initial salvo.


“Ha ha ha!” Kalila roared in his palace by the sea in Takira-hahr. “This Karukan is an even bigger fool than his brothers. In due course, all of Karupatani shall be mine.”


The internet outage made it impossible to broadcast the royal wedding across the country, fortunately for the new Queen Lorena who had packed on yet more pounds. She did look lovely though with clouds of white tulle swirling around her golden form, her long dark hair pulled tightly into a bun on the top of her head, and pinned in place by a tiny crown.


The wedding night was also a rousing success, and one in which web access might have been helpful, but not required. Neither King nor Queen had any experience in the task set before them, and despite their fumblings and bumblings, were pleasantly surprised to discover they had done it right.


The only bothersome bit to Lorena, and this was really a tiny, nagging, little annoyance, was her new husband’s propensity to speak to someone who clearly was not there.


“Oh! You’re here,” Beloved Ruka proclaimed, while nestled against Beloved Rena’s large, soft, and compliant breast, which also smelled slightly yeasty, like the bread she so favored.


Initially, Lorena assumed she had misheard. Of course, she was here. Where else did her new husband think she was?


“I’m so glad you’ve come,” the King continued.


“I’m glad too,” Lorena replied, a bit quizzically, while lazily stroking Ruka’s broad back.


“You are completely correct again. I do like this immensely. It is indeed a delightful benefit of being alive.”


Lorena’s hand paused. What? Had she ever said he would like this, and if she had, how in the heavens would she have known, as she was even more a novice than he?


“Now, what shall we do about Markiis?”


“Markiis?” Lorena gasped.


“Shall I call him, do you think? Invite him here for a little tete a tete? If the three of us…”


“What?” Lorena screeched, knocking Beloved Ruka’s head from his perch.


“Hush dearest,” the king replied. “Yes, I know you think Markiis can be entirely unreasonable.”


At this point, the Queen-bride assumed her worst fears had been realized, and her new husband’s heart belonged to another. Markiis. It was only when Karukan rose from the bed, and reached for his robe, all the while discussing a proposed summit with Markiis and someone else, that Queen Lorena realized, her problem would not be Karukan’s fidelity.


“He can be a rational fellow at times. You’ve told me the same. Surely, the best path to peace and prosperity for both our nations is through a conduit such as you.”


“Ruka,” the Queen called, albeit timidly. “Where are you going? It’s the middle of the night.”


Karukan, now reminded of both the hour and his wife’s presence, stood momentarily disconcerted, as if he had forgotten who and where he was. A blush crept up his face, although Lorena wasn’t certain from where his embarrassment came. Was it because she had caught him in the act, and if so, the act of what?


“Oh yes, Rena, my beloved.” The king glanced at his wrist, although it was absent of any watch. He waved a hand in the air, and made a prancing step towards the door. “I am so sorry, but I must leave. Business. Kingly business. You know, that sort of thing. I am the king. Fancy that.”


He shrugged, and blushed again, as if surprised by this whole proposition, and then, briefly, he returned to her side, and kissed her lovingly upon on the cheek.


“I’ll be back,” he announced huskily, reaching for and quickly fondling a large breast, before hastily quitting the chamber for his own.


Returning to the solitude he was accustomed to, and frankly, much preferred, Karukan sat down to plan out the meeting he had just envisioned.


Lorena wasn’t one to complain. Save Karukan’s oddities, the ever present war, and the threat of death which overshadowed her every move, she was blessed with a life beyond any other. After all, she was Queen of Karupatani, and she could eat unlimited bread.


In due course, which fortunately for the royal couple was immediately, Lorena became pregnant with the future Crown Prince Kirat. Karukan, while professing his greatest pleasure at this most exciting news, was still preoccupied by the kingly summit soon commencing. Markiis Kalila had agreed to meet at a neutral spot, a chain of islands in the southern hemisphere belonging to no one. The two kings would come alone, without advisors or even guards, to hammer out the differences between their countries. Hopefully in short order, they would return home with both a truce and trade agreement, as well as a friendship that might ensure a lasting peace.


“Are you certain you will be safe?” Lorena had asked fearfully, when Beloved Ruka was filling a case with clothes.


“Of course,” Karukan had scoffed. “I will be perfectly fine, and I will be successful because I am right, and Kalila is the one who is misguided.”


Naturally, the King of Hahr did not agree. In fact, to no one’s surprise but Karukan’s, the summit ended in disaster with neither a truce, nor pact to trade. Instead, the two kings stormed back to their respective thrones with only vows to continue warring. The ownership of that island chain in the southern hemisphere was now included in their long list of disputes.


A few years later, shortly after the birth of Karukan and Lorena’s second son, Behrat, Lorena found her husband pensively sitting at his desk. This wasn’t unusual at all, for he was often pensive, and even more frequently at his desk. However, there was an odd expression upon his face which concerned the Queen.


“What is it, Ruka?” she asked. “What troubles you more so than usual? With our two beautiful boys, you should be very happy.”


“Indeed, they make me very happy,” Karukan insisted, forcing a smile, although it didn’t extend all the way up to his eyes. “But, at the same time, their existence makes me inordinately sad, for what is life but the ultimate prelude to certain death?”


Having lived with her husband now for five long years, Lorena didn’t question this extraordinarily depressing and contradictory statement, but waited patiently for the king to expand upon his thoughts.


“Our sons, like my brothers before them, shall be sacrificed to these never-ending wars, as shall Kalila’s sons, unless we find some means to finally bring about the peace.”


“We could give Kalila the lands he covets,” Lorena offered. “We would still have plenty of oil, gold, and minerals for ourselves, and then, he would have no reason to fight for more.”


“Weakness and capitulation never brought peace in the history of mankind,” her husband snapped. “Only superior strength and fear of one’s own destruction.”


“Oh,” Lorena replied meekly. “Well, we could marry Kirat to Kalila’s daughter.”


As soon as the words fell from Lorena’s lips, she tried to imagine what it would be like to have a daughter-in-law from Hahr. The girl would be so foreign, so very different, so un-Karupta-like. Would she love Lorena like a mother, or would she become the evil daughter-in-law from Hell?


“No,” the King scoffed, much to Lorena’s relief. “Kalila would never abide by that, and furthermore, Kirat is promised to Elise de Kirkut.”


Lorena sighed. She liked Elise de Kirkut, even though the girl was only two years old. She had a mop of dark gold curls, and was as polite as she was pretty, despite the shrewish nature of the toddler’s mother.


“Then what? What shall we do if these wars will never end?”


“We shall have to leave,” Karukan stated, knocking his hand upon the table top. “We shall have to abandon the planet Rozari in order to save our people, to save our race. Therefore, I am commissioning the construction of the spacecraft to commence as soon as possible. If Kalila doesn’t cease to war, and no alternative remains, we shall have to do what is necessary. God help us be victorious in this endeavor.”


“Spacecraft,” Lorena thought that night, as she lay sleepless in her bed, recounting this conversation in her mind. It occurred to her, and not for the first time, that Beloved Ruka might be insane. Spacecraft? In order to abandon the planet Rozari to fly off to heaven knew where? What would these spacecraft be like? Did he mean for her to wear a tight and constricting suit? How would they breathe? What would they eat? How would they go?


This thought alone made Lorena hungry, and so donning her robe, she climbed from her bed to head to the palace’s kitchens for a late night snack. Returning a few moments later with two buttered sourdough rolls and a cheese danish pastry, she spied Karukan pacing madly through the hall.


“Are you certain about all this?” the king was asking, although there were no ministers in sight. Neither was there a servant, retainer, or even a valet. “Yes, yes, I know, but it’s quite a gamble. We may all die, whilst in route, but like you said, the alternative isn’t any better.”


“Poor, poor Ruka.” Lorena shook her head, while quietly tip toeing back to her room. All those years of loneliness and solitude really did damage the poor man’s brain. Ach well, one must accept the good with the bad. He was a faithful husband, and a loving father, despite it all. If his madness overcame him, and they really were required to sail off to the stars in a spaceship, at least, Lorena would make certain it was fully stocked with bread.





Chapter 4


Kirat thought he was unlike most crown princes in that he didn’t really want to be one. Sure, the perks were pretty cool. He imagined it would have sucked to have to work for all the stuff that was just given to him. But, the pressure was intense, especially knowing this mess was all going to be his problem someday. Especially when he hadn’t a clue what he was going to do about it. No amount of good stuff was worth all that.


“No wonder your dad spends all his time talking to himself,” Torim de Shrotru said.


Kirat’s best friend was sitting on the rug playing Heroes & Conquerers. Torim had reached level fourteen, and needed only three more mushrooms to win the key to the tower. Then, he’d be able to rescue the princess, something Kirat had already managed while playing by himself late last week.


Kirat laughed. Anytime anyone mentioned his dad, Kirat forced himself to chuckle heartily, as if his dad’s madness was the funniest thing he ever heard. In the old days, the really old days, or in a game like the one the boys were playing, laughing about the king might be considered high treason. Even if you were his son, you might find yourself waking up one morning without your head. But then, if life was a game like Heroes & Conquerers, Kirat could just push the red button, and voila, he’d have a whole new head, maybe several.


In truth, Kirat didn’t really want the throne at all, although he didn’t really want anyone else to have it either. As much as he disparaged it to himself and Torim, Kirat knew he would never have stepped aside, and let his little brother take it.


But, he wasn’t like his dad. Not all. He never wanted it that much. Kirat thought their dad had wanted the throne so much he had killed his brother, King Revak and Queen Myra, his wife. That’s what a lot of people said. The Queen was pregnant at the time, too, so that kid might have been the crown prince instead of Kirat. He might have wanted it, which made Kirat kind of sad, but not that sad. Just a little.


Because of all this, and because Kirat’s dad was so weird, keeping mostly to himself, except when he had to do official functions, a lot of people called him an evil usurper, and an infidel, whatever that was. They used all sorts of large terrible sounding words which meant his father was very, very bad.


“That’s completely false,” Queen Lorena had scoffed, when Kirat asked her why nobody liked their family. “The people love us. Wave to the cameras, dearest. Smile with all of your teeth.”


But, why did they make up so many rumors that were untrue? Torim had said he heard this one or that one at his school. Torim was allowed to go to a regular school, unlike the de Kudisha princes who had to be tutored by special teachers at the palace. All the guys laughed at the King according to Torim. Torim probably did too, although he would never admit it, not even to Kirat.


“I surely hope Torim did not,” the Queen continued. “If so, then he is not your friend, and he shan’t be allowed to come visit you anymore. He shall be denied the privilege of sharing your royal presence.”


Kirat insisted Torim would never have done such a thing. Torim was completely loyal to the de Kudisha family. In fact, he swore young Viscount Shrotru had subsequently punched a guy out, receiving his own black eye and ten demerits in the process. Fortunately, the Queen never bothered to confirm Kirat’s story, for the Crown Prince would have been devastated not to have visits from his friend. He’d be so lonely, he have to start talking to invisible people just like his dad, or spend every waking hour playing by himself on his game system.


The thing that bothered Kirat the most when it came to the talk about his father, was that everyone knew he had commanded Queen Myra’s execution. Why would he have done that to his sister-in-law, and especially, the innocent, unborn baby she was going to have, unless he considered the child to be a threat?


“It was the law,” Lorena had replied. “And, your father is loyal to the law above all. If he does not follow the law, why would anyone else?”


Then, she had waved the boy away, as it was tea time and her maid was setting out some cakes, as well as the scones which his mother liked nearly as much as bread.


The law, Kirat realized. Even kings must obey the law, otherwise, there would be no law at all.


“What’s an infidel?” Behrat had asked not long after that, when he was watching the news on the TV. Normally, Behrat saw nothing but cartoons, or those dumb shows that featured games and clowns, but for some reason, he was staring at a group of talking heads.


“It’s just a name,” Kirat replied, not quite sure of the definition himself. “It’s something stupid that Markiis Kalila made up to taunt our dad.”


Names meant nothing, Kirat knew, even though whenever he called his brother an idiot, or complained about one of the servants in not-so-nice terms, it usually resulted in a moderately severe punishment.


“If Daddy’s an infidel, does that mean so are we?”


“No. Don’t be an idiot,” Kirat snapped, and snatched the remote out of his brother’s hand. He flicked the show back to some triangular creature, who was singing a song about his favorite fruit. Behrat wiggled happily, the talking heads and their conversation already forgotten.


It stayed forefront in Kirat’s mind, though, despite how hard he tried to forget it. The boy forced himself to watch those same talking heads to try to understand. The war. What was it all about? Kirat couldn’t figure it out, and no matter who he listened to, it struck him that none of those guys knew either.


When the crown prince was fourteen, the boy approached the king, who despite their proximity in the same household, kept his sons at a distance, and separated by closed doors. Kirat had a long list of questions, and some ideas. He would even offer to make an overture to Markiis Kalila’s son. If the older generation wouldn’t find peace, maybe the younger could.


“Kirat?” Karukan gasped, when the boy was admitted into this father’s office.


“Your Majesty,” the boy replied, bowing low.


“Get up, get up.” The King waved his hand, blinking rapidly as if woken from a daze. “Kari-fa! How you’ve grown, and I haven’t noticed. I am so very sorry. I have been far too busy.”


Kirat smiled a little, uncertain how to respond to such a statement without sounding too critical of his father’s inattention. Karukan, too, had grown and aged, although not like his son in size and girth, but rather, his black hair was sprinkled with gray and his face was lined from years of stress.


It was the King’s fortieth year, and his fifteenth as Karupatani’s ruler, yet Karukan appeared to his son, as one who had long passed sixty.


“Come, my son, sit before me, and allow me to feast my eyes, for you remind me of my brothers when they were young. You are the very image of Sorran. No, I believe your eyes are those of Revak.”


“I look like you did, Father,” the boy replied, a bit harshly. “Everyone says so. Everyone says I am the image of Karukan in his youth.”


The King frowned and his brow wrinkled, as if considering that thought.


“Well, let us hope you are blessed with both a larger intellect and kinder disposition,” Karukan mumbled under his breath, and then forced a smile at his son, and a cheery tone. “I suppose you resemble my appearance, although I was never quite as handsome as you. But, tell me, what has brought you here today? You have something you wish to discuss? Is it in regards to your schooling?”


Kirat opened his mouth to respond, but found his tongue quite unable to move.


Karukan waited, his eyelids continuing their rapid blink, a knuckle absently knocking a rhythm against his desk. He raised his brows and inclined his head. As if to prompt the boy, he nodded encouragingly.


“Yes?” he asked, glancing furtively at his watch. His time was limited. There simply weren’t enough hours from dawn to dusk.


“The war?” the prince blurted suddenly. “Do you intend for us all to die? If so, I have an idea that might prevent it.”


Karukan blinked again, his face not registering the boy’s excitement. He sighed heavily, and his eyelids closed, as if instantly overcome with fatigue. His hand ceased its drumming, and fell with a thump upon his desk.


“They say,” the boy continued, encouraged by his father’s silence. “Hahr has taken the independent islands, and they intend to keep them, despite any threats from you. They say this situation could escalate for you have nuclear missiles pointed at them, and Kalila has missiles pointed back at us. I think the problem lies not with the people of Hahr, who are as kind and generous as those of Karupatani. I think the problem lies with you two kings disputing a territory neither of us need. Perhaps, if I could speak to…”


“Wooter!” the King called loudly, shocking the boy into silence.


Kirat immediately jumped to his feet, his hand involuntarily reaching for and protecting his neck.


“I’m sorry,” he gasped, as the Lord Chamberlain ambled into the room.


“Wooter, please explain to the boy how rumors heard on the television are not fact. Neither, does pacification breed the peace we so desire.” Then, he waved his hand again, indicating that the Crown Prince and Lord Wooter should quit the chamber.


“Let me explain the war of words,” Wooter began, escorting the boy out into the hall. “It is a lesson you must learn, and understand well. The hearts and minds of the people are easily swayed, and rarely ever won by truth, despite how obvious that truth may be.”


Kirat made to shrug off the Lord Chamberlain’s arm, although his father’s man held him fast.


“Come with me, Your Royal Highness. There is something you need to see.”





Chapter 5


Lord Wooter’s biggest frustration with his best friend and liege, Karukan, was the latter’s inability, or lack of desire to respond to verbal attacks. The King had no issue sending in fighters, launching missiles, and lobbing bombs. Neither did he balk at ordering ground troops to engage in mortal combat. However, when it came to defending his actions to the press, or explaining his reasons for doing this or that, the King and his press office remained deathly silent.


“It is altogether unseemly, and not worthy of my station,” Karukan declared dismissively. “I have no desire to engage in a conversation only to be ridiculed for my awkward or ineloquent use of words.”


The King did have a point there. No matter what he said, or how definitively he said it, the press took great pleasure in twisting it around. And, it wasn’t solely the press from Hahr either. The Karupta reporters were just as bad, if not worse. In fact, never had Karukan, at any point in his tenure as king, ever received any coverage that Wooter would have considered favorable.


How different it was for the King of Hahr! The same press basked in the glow of his every utterance. No matter what Markiis Kalila said, whether it was filled with wisdom, or complete and total bunk, the press swooned, or lovingly applauded. Had the exact same words emerged from Karukan’s lips, they would have been scorned, ridiculed and mocked. The Saint, they named Kalila, and the Infidel, they attached to Karukan, although Wooter was never entirely certain why.


In truth, Wooter didn’t quite understand why Karukan was treated with such disdain, for his own people and his own parliament regarded him harshly. The King didn’t womanize, or drug abuse, and only very rarely did he over imbibe. The palace parties were always modest, his apparel not overly excessive, and the car, which chauffeured the Royal Family about, was the same vehicle the late King Revak had commissioned.


Altogether, Karukan was a decent fellow, extraordinarily thrifty, and honest almost to a fault. Thus, he was simply incapable of putting on the sort of performance the press desired. In addition, he closeted himself away, preferring his solitude over the presence of any other, save Wooter, or on occasion, the Queen.


Yet, he was mocked unmercifully, scorned, judged, and ridiculed, when in Wooter’s opinion all he was doing was trying to save his people.


“Where are we going?” Kirat asked, shaking Wooter’s hand from his arm.


“You shall see momentarily,” the Lord Chamberlain replied. “And, when you do, I expect you to keep this knowledge to yourself. The first rule of being a king is to know when to hold your mouth firmly shut. Consider what you are about to witness a privileged secret of the State.”


It was impressive, the boy had to admit. In fact, for a moment, he appeared a bit awestruck. Even Wooter’s breath caught, despite how many times before he had seen the spacecraft, and each time his heart swelled with pride at this marvel of Karupatani engineering.


“Can I go inside?” Kirat asked, stepping tentatively around the landing legs, long spider-like extensions upon which the spacecraft perched.


“Not today, but soon. Too soon, I am afraid, if it appears that Kalila will follow through with his threats.”


The boy grew silent, his mouth frowning in the same manner as his father’s.


“Will it come to that, do you think?” he asked, after a time.


“I cannot predict the future.” Wooter waved for the boy to follow. “Learn this lesson well, young prince. Peace is not won by inaction and indecision. Only the fear of superior strength will stay the hand of the aggressor. That spacecraft is not intended solely for our evacuation, but rather as a demonstration of our resolve to the King of Hahr. Your father will take whatever measures are necessary should Kalila provoke him into action, and the Parliament shall be forced to agree, for there shall be no other choice.”


Again, the boy didn’t respond, his brow furrowing as he digested Wooter’s words. Then, he nodded slightly, staring up at the spacecraft with an expression akin to wonder. Wooter left after that, accompany the boy back to his suite, whilst his large belly rumbled with a demand for dinner, and his throat craved a drink to fortify his resolve.


Yes, Parliament would come around, for they would have no choice in the matter. Unlike his brothers before him, Karukan meant to launch the bombs first, and tell the politicians about it later.


Lynda was sitting at their usual table in a dark corner of the bar, when Wooter finally made it, albeit a full hour late. She understood though. Lynda was good in that way. She knew the difficulties Wooter’s position entailed, and accepted the fact that all hours, he was at the mercy of the King’s beck and call.


In the same manner, Lynda would accept Wooter’s awkward, and somewhat rough attempts at lovemaking, which weren’t always successful despite her best efforts. Lynda was good in that way, too. Of course, Wooter would reward her, whether or not he accomplished his task. Her fee was high, but he believed she was well worth it.


“Hello darling,” Lynda murmured, raising her glass, and offering a half-hearted smile in a voice still laced with a trace of an accent.


“Kalika-hahr,” she had said. That was where Lynda was born, and where she had lived until ten, and her father became unemployed. Her mother was against the Saintist movement. Her mother demanded they leave. “Markiis Kalila is just a man. They were asking us to worship him as if he were a god. That was ridiculous. My mother said, no way. So we came here, and I don’t regret it.” Then, she took Wooter’s hand and placed it somewhere warm. She began to do something that drove Wooter to distraction.


Wooter accepted her story after he had it checked out by the security office in the palace. Lynda was a working girl, and he couldn’t be too careful. Sometimes, one never knew who their enemies were until was too late. Still, every time she opened her mouth to speak, he was reminded. She was from Hahr. She was a whore.


“Why so late today?” Lynda asked, placing Wooter’s hand between her legs. It was hidden by the table, so no one in the bar could see it.


“The ship,” Wooter mumbled, one hand busy, the other grasping his glass of beer. “The boy. I had to…”


Lynda made a noise, a low moan in the back of her throat. It sent Wooter’s heart racing wildly, his blood pounding in his ears. He felt an encouraging tightness in his groin, some pressure, and some strain.


Yes, yes, he thought, pressing Lynda harder.


“Shall we go upstairs?” She leaned over, her lips gently brushing against his ear. “Are you ready?”


Yes. I am ready. I can do this.


Wooter set down his drink, and made to rise, the pressure instantly easing, the tension gone.


“Kari-fa!” he swore.


Lynda sighed, and closed her eyes.


 


Wooter had been married once, and divorced once. This was nearly twenty years ago when he was barely out of high school. Certainly, he had no problems then. If anything, his problem was entirely the opposite. His girlfriend had become pregnant, and the next thing he knew, he was a husband, and soon to be a father.


Except, the infant died. Only minutes after birth, Wooter’s son took one breath, but refused another. It was almost as if the boy looked around and decided, No, thank you. I’m not ready for this. Call me again when you guys have figured out how to stop fighting.


After that, it seemed there was no point in remaining married, so Wooter and his bride went their separate ways. Wooter joined the Royal Guard. As to his ex-wife, he had no clue what happened to her. It was just as well, as he had never liked her all that much anyway.


Fate had smiled upon Wooter, although it didn’t appear so at first, when he was assigned to the squadron of the Royal Guard’s worst lieutenant. Bleckerd was not only stupid, but completely lacking in common decency. His greatest source of entertainment was when one of his men fell face first into the mud, or nearly drowned crossing a river with an eighty pound pack upon his back.


There was something sadistic in Bleckerd that led him to taunt the men under his command in ways that left Wooter shuddering even now, in ways that left Wooter emasculated more than a dozen years later.


Wooter’s temper got the best of him one night, or it might have been the abundance of alcohol consumed at a bar. Coupled with the inability to enjoy a girl already bought and paid, Wooter’s patience for Bleckerd was sorely tested. Upon returning to base, the young guard was confronted by his commander, and subsequently, one ended up with a broken jaw, and the other locked in jail. From there, Wooter was sent to the northernmost point on the entire planet, to man an outpost with non-other than Lt. Karukan, the then-crown prince.


Initially, Wooter found this new assignment as grievous as the prior, for what would the prince be but another pampered ass? Karukan, in the meantime, regarded the other’s arrival as an intrusion, for he was perfectly content in the ice bound cave all by himself.


“What are we to do up here anyway?” Wooter demanded, purposely avoiding any reference to the prince’s rank.


“We are monitoring Hahr’s troop movements,” Karukan replied. Casually, he glanced at the screen before him, waggled a finger at a few red dots, before returning his attention to the book laid flat upon his lap.


And, this is how it went for the first few months with the two men only meeting upon changing shifts. Wooter grew restless, though, for he was unused to silence, and interminable snow, so despite his initial reluctance, he made an effort to speak to Karukan.


“The weather…do you think it’s going to change?”


The prince looked up from his latest book with a shocked expression.


“Well…no,” he replied, after a time. “No, the weather here only varies by ten degrees year round. During the summer months, we can expect a high of forty-below.”


“The troops,” Wooter began again at another attempt to converse with the prince. “Do you think Hahr is making any progress in their movements?”


Again, Karukan looked up, bewilderment stretched across his furrowed brow.


“Well…no. It appears they are advancing only meters at a time.”


“Ach well, we have nothing to fear,” Wooter proclaimed.


“Certainly, we do,” Karukan protested. “For we are watching the wrong place, monitoring the wrong thing.”


In order to demonstrate his meaning to the now bewildered Wooter, Karukan produced a chess set from the drawer beneath his desk.


“Who do you play with all alone up here?” Wooter asked, as the prince set the pieces upon the board.


“My…my…myself.”


Wooter noted the hesitation in the prince’s voice, as if he fully expected the other to recognize this as a lie.


“Now, you see,” the prince continued. “Hahr’s army is like this group of pawns. Our’s are here and here, for my brother is hesitant in his moves. In the meantime, Kalila has set a bishop here, and a rook over there. Another move and he’ll have my brother trapped.” Then, he shook his head and made a tsking noise between his teeth.


Wooter had never played chess, and while he couldn’t say whether or not it equated to the armies in real life, it gave the two men something to do, for lack of anything else. The prince was happy to teach him the game, and thereafter, they played incessantly, as their duties required little effort. In fact, most nights one or the other chose to stay and compete, forgoing sleep, which in this assignment, was hardly required.


When Karukan was called back to the Kudisha to assume the throne newly vacated by his dead brother, he insisted Wooter join him there.


“You are my greatest friend,” Karukan declared. “And, I believe your counsel will be wise.”


Wooter didn’t know why the King thought that, as no one else had ever professed any confidence in his wisdom. However, leaving the frigid north to stand behind the new king’s throne was inarguably the smartest thing he had ever done.


All these years later, as Wooter made his way back to the palace, to his solitary room, he didn’t regret his actions for a minute. Soon, very soon, he would be one of only a handful left alive.





Chapter 6


Lynda had a choice to make and it wouldn’t depend on who she loved best. Frankly, she didn’t love either of them, not Wooter, and certainly, not Kalila’s man, Yurt. They were both assholes, and she was being kind when she said that.


Her option was this: she could stay, and Yurt would find her a safe hole in a dome. That’s essentially what it would be, and no amount of knick knicks or paintings would improve the décor. It would be a windowless, claustrophobic closet deep beneath the ground, a living coffin where she would remain until she died.


Lynda could probably marry Yurt. She knew he wanted to, and then, they’d have kids who would be born and raised in this underground city. Like their neighbors the moles and cockroaches, and the handful of other people who managed to stay alive, Lynda’s sole job would be a mother, responsible for Hahr’s regeneration.


“It won’t be so bad,” Yurt had insisted, when he took her on tour of a facility, specifically the one to which King Markiis Kalila and his loyal lieutenants were all assigned. “It’s actually quite grand. You’ll see. It’ll be just like living outside as we are now. You’ll get used to it. If our King and Saint decrees we must, we will get used to anything.”


He pinched her then, in that annoying way he did, possessively, and a bit sadistically, to show her who was boss. It was hard enough to hurt a little, and also indicative that he could do much worse. If he wanted to. If she didn’t stay in line, and follow his orders.


Yurt could break her wrist, or twist her arm until it bruised. Once, he punched her in the face and knocked out three teeth. Lynda told Wooter she had fallen down the stairs. They were covered with snow, and she was wearing heels because she always wanted to look her best for him. There had been doubt in Wooter’s eyes, but he didn’t ask or push for further explanation. Lynda was a whore, and these things happened.


Now, as she gazed up at the false blue sky, interrupted only occasionally by a lazy cloud, Lynda wondered which option was the better of two evils.


“What do you think?” Yurt asked, as she stared off in the distance at the green mountains rising majestically above the Red Ocean and pink sand beaches. It was just like outside, just like it really was, but not for long.


The problem with the visage before them, Lynda thought, although she didn’t say, was that it was all fake, synthetic, an illusion. In reality, instead of those scattered clouds, metal struts held up a leaden roof, which was intended to protect them from nuclear isotopes swirling in the air.


“How long would we have to live in here?”


Yurt shrugged and reached for her arm. He pulled her tightly against his side, running a hand across her buttocks. Yurt was forever ready, forever wanting, forever taking, even when she hurt. To be with Wooter was a relief, despite his frustration.


“Forever. At least, it would be forever for us, and our children for several generations hence. But, our people will live. Hahr will recover. Our King and Saint’s descendants will still reign in a thousand years, when Karukan the Infidel, and the name de Kudisha is long forgotten.”


Yurt new about the Karupta spacecraft. Lynda had told him. That was her job. He laughed at it, scorned the Karut’s for imagining they could escape.


Wooter, on the other hand, mocked the domes Hahr was constructing.


“We’ll see how well they hold up after we drop one hundred megatons upon their heads.”


Therein lay Lynda’s choice for Wooter had asked the same of her.


“Come with me. I shall marry you and bring you as my wife. You may be a nanny to the little prince, Behrat. He is not very demanding, and really quite a nice little lad, and it shall give you practice mothering the children we shall have. The Queen will be glad of the company, too. Another woman to chat with, with whom to complain about us men.” Wooter reached for Lynda’s hands, and gallantly kissed each one upon the palm.


Lynda couldn’t decide, as flying off into space, assuming the ship didn’t explode, was about as enticing as committing herself forever to the hole in the ground.


“What are the chances we’ll survive?” she asked. “That we’ll actually get to that planet, whatever it’s called.”


Wooter laughed, and waved her question away, refusing to answer. Then, they had gone to his room, and despite the visions of that spacecraft looming in her head, she had diligently tried to bring him some relief. The spacecraft must have been preoccupying him as well, for it was clear almost from the start that tonight would be no more successful than usual. At least, he didn’t hit her. At least, he thanked her with a handful of coins. Maybe, Wooter and his spacecraft would be the winner.


It was the disputed island chain that set it all off. Lynda knew this because that was her job.


“Our King and Saint intends to keep it,” Yurt informed her. “See what the Infidel plans to do.”


“The islands are rich in oil and gas deposits. There are minerals practically upon the surface just for the taking. These islands have always been independent lands. We can’t allow Hahr’s aggression to go unabated.” Wooter murmured this as he lay back upon his pillow, another long night of failure stretching ahead.


“What do you think Ruka intends to do?” Lynda asked, referring to the King by the name which Wooter affectionately used. She knew he didn’t mean it disrespectfully. Wooter was unfailingly loyal to his king, so much so he would have killed her in an instant if he knew where and with whom else she spent her time.


“That depends on what your Saint does,” Wooter responded.


“Not my Saint. How many times have I told you that?” Lynda rolled her eyes dramatically, and shook her head with flourish.


Wooter watched her, studied her really, his own eyes narrowing the tiniest bit.


He suspects, Lynda thought, although she would deny it no matter how he pressed.


“Have you made a decision yet?” Wooter asked instead.


“Do I need to?” Now, Lynda laughed. Despite everything she knew, part of her had thought it would never come to that. The domes, the spacecraft, they were all for show. It was merely a psychological war playing out. One king was simply calling the other’s bluff. See how I shall survive if you do this.


Wooter didn’t answer. His phone rang, and he turned his back. Lynda understood this to be her cue to to leave, and so wrapping her robe around her body, she disappeared into the bathroom.


Turning on the shower, Lynda crept back to the door, cracking it open slightly and pressing her ear into that space.


“Yes, Sir,” Wooter was saying. “I understand, Sir.”


“What?” Lynda whispered to herself. “What do you understand? What is happening?”


“I am so sorry to hear it has come to that, Sir.”


“What has it come to?” Lynda hissed, just as the door swung open. Wooter stared at her, before inclining his head toward the shower. “I…I…”


“Yes?” Wooter eyes had grown cold. With his arms crossed in front of his chest, he glared down at Lynda.


“I…I…” Lynda began again. “I’ve made a decision. I’m going to come with you.”


Maybe, that wasn’t actually what she wanted to say. On the spur of the moment, with clouds of steam rising from the empty shower, Lynda’s mouth opened, and that was what had come out. It disarmed Wooter, though. Maybe, it even saved her life. Or, maybe, it set her up to die.





Chapter 7


Behrat was thirteen when it happened. He was still a little boy. His voice didn’t even crack. His brother, Kirat had just turned fifteen, and was pretty much already a man with a few wisps of black facial hair growing above his upper lip.


Not that it would have made a difference. Being old enough to grow a tiny mustache wouldn’t have made the situation any less horrific, or easier to withstand. In fact, in some ways Behrat was handling it better. He didn’t feel pressured to try to change a course that was already set in stone. It would be like trying to resuscitate a body that was already dead, and just waiting to be buried.


Behrat’s biggest issue was what to take with him. Space was limited. Weight was a concern, and time was of the essence. He was too old to bring along toys, other than a game system, which would be useless as soon as the batteries died. Behrat wasn’t much of a reader, so he didn’t want a tablet or a bunch of books. He could haul some of his clothes, but pretty soon they’d be useless too. Everyone said it wouldn’t be long until he had his growth spurt, and then, he’d need all new everything, even underwear. All the clothes he brought now would be useless, as there was no one smaller than him coming along. These fine silks and woolens things that his mother said were so nice would probably be ripped up to use as rags.


Briefly, Behrat wondered who would sew him all his new larger stuff when he needed them, since the palace seamstresses were remaining back on the planet. Not his mother. She always said she couldn’t sew on a button. Who would make him a pair of shoes when his feet were size thirteen? Like his brother’s. Everyone had said, Behrat was going to be just as big.


He supposed he could always wear his brother’s old things, especially if he didn’t have anything else. Maybe it was okay for the second prince to wear hand me down clothes? After all, he was the spare heir, the guy who was born just in case. Like insurance. He was needed only if the real heir died.


“Don’t worry about that,” Kirat always said, punching Behrat in the arm. “I’m not going anywhere. But, if I do, I’m taking you with me, so you had better not be plotting my death.”


That was fine, actually. Behrat never wanted to be king. Not for a minute. No way. That was Kirat’s job, and he could have it. All Behrat wanted was to play games, or watch movies, and play ball. That’s why he decided to bring his soccer ball along. That was it. That was the only thing he packed in his small bag.


The day before, Kirat had told him their father was spending the entire day and night at the Holy Temple prostrate in prayer. That meant it was the last day, unless some miracle happened to stop it.


“He wanted me to come with him,” the elder prince had said casually, as if this whole event was just a boring interruption to his routine. “But, I told him I couldn’t. I need to pack. I need to organize my stuff. If I’m leaving forever tomorrow, I need some time to get ready.”


“And he accepted that?” Behrat asked, looking up from his game system. The very game system he had decided to leave behind.


Kirat shrugged, and walked away.


“Who cares what he thinks. He’s going to be king of nothing.”


“He’s still our dad.”


Behrat smiled, even laughed a little because that was the kind of reaction Kirat wanted. Behrat would have gone to the Temple, though. Considering the circumstances, praying was probably something everyone ought to do. The King didn’t request his presence because Behrat was still a little boy without any facial hair, and a voice that didn’t crack.


Instead, the younger prince lay upon his bed on top of his heavy quilt, wondering what sort of bed he’d have on the spacecraft tomorrow. Maybe, he’d have to sleep in chair, strapped in tightly, and confined in a heavy space suit. When he needed to use the bathroom, he’d have to ask Kirat to help him take it off.


Probably, Kirat wouldn’t help. The Crown Prince was always too cool for that. Even if all Behrat wanted was for his brother to reach down something from a higher shelf, Kirat would summon a servant with a wave of his finger. Sometimes, he’d snap and point.


“Please assist my brother, the Royal Prince,” he’d say in a clipped and affected voice, sounding like a Prince of Hahr than the more casual royal house of Karupatani.


“When I am King,” Kirat always said. “I shall sit on my throne receiving petitions all through the day, just like they did in the old days when the king’s word was the law.”


“What about Parliament?” Behrat had asked. “What about the Chief Justice and everybody else?”


“They’ll have to listen to me, because they’ll know I am the smartest. If they don’t, I’ll cut off their heads. I have no patience for politicians and other ingrates.”


“With all that sitting, I think you’ll be the fattest,” Behrat had replied, prompting his brother to swing a fist in his direction. Behrat ducked, and mostly, it missed, barely grazing his cheek, not hurting at all, although he decided, when his brother was King, he’d keep his distance, and his head.


So, the soccer ball was it. Behrat really couldn’t think of anything else to bring.


“I’ll get new stuff when I’m there,” he told himself, encouragingly. “It won’t be so terrible. I might like it. Maybe, I’ll have super powers there. Maybe, I’ll just jump in the air, and hold out my arms, and then, I’ll fly.”


Sometimes, when Behrat talked to himself like this, it was almost as if someone else was speaking to him. Behrat imagined a boy, not unlike himself, perched in the window box, over there, his nose pressed against the window, also trapped inside.


“Don’t be afraid,” this friend said. “I’ll be with you the whole time. I’m watching over you. I am always right here, behind your shoulder.”


The young prince knew this was silly and childish, to imagine a friend and speak to him as if he were really there. Sometimes, though, when Behrat moved his head quickly, just so, in the corner of his eye, he could almost see that boy.


Behrat’s father, the King, also had a friend. Everyone knew that, and everyone called his father mad.


“Maybe, I’ve got the same brain disease,” Behrat whispered to the air. “Maybe, it’s something that runs in families. But, Kirat doesn’t have a friend. Does he?”


“He doesn’t deserve one,” the boy said, which oddly, made Behrat feel a little special. Perhaps, having an invisible friend was an entitlement reserved for only the spare heir. After all, his father had been a spare before he was called into service.


Beyond this strange and possibly imaginary figment, Behrat’s only other friend was Viscount Torim de Shrotru, although he was really Kirat’s friend, because they were the same age. Behrat was allowed to hang around with the older boys, and had since they were all quite young, which was why Behrat was as good as either of them when it came to playing Heroes & Conquerers. 


The Viscount’s little sister, Lady Reva was Behrat’s intended bride. That had been arranged by the Queen when Behrat was only five years old. Reva was four at the time, and after becoming betrothed, he recalled taking her hand and playing chase outside in the garden maze. That was fun. They both had ended up giggling wildly.


Now, as if he didn’t have enough problems, the idea of marrying Lady Reva twisted Behrat’s stomach into knots. Frankly, the idea of marrying anyone made the bile rise in his throat, but knowing that he would be stuck with Reva made him want to puke.


Reva was twelve now, and her hair was brown and frizzy, just like his mother’s poodle dogs. Reva also had red spots on her face, and her eyes and lips were far too big. Her chest was completely flat. In fact, her whole body looked like that of a boy.


“Wooter has bigger boobs,” Kirat had smirked, prompting Behrat to launch a kick.


“She’ll be beautiful someday,” the Queen insisted, turning an icy gaze on the two princes.


“In about a million years, if you live that long,” Kirat whispered, eyeing his own future bride, Lady Elise de Kirkut. Even though she was still fourteen, she was tall and elegant, with straight, blonde hair, ruby lips, and best of all, boobs.


This was at the last Holiday Ball, when all the people were paying their respects to the Royal Family. That’s before everything fell apart, and they were still celebrating life.


After which, Behrat hid behind the curtains, so his mother wouldn’t make him dance with his future bride. Reva was standing by the dessert table trying not to eat any of the cakes, looking ridiculous is a blue dress with nothing filling up the front.


Behrat gazed out the window, at the stars rising overhead as nighttime fell for the last time on his home planet. Tomorrow, he’d be up amongst those stars. Tomorrow, he’d be on his way to a distant and foreign one. Tomorrow, both Reva and Elise would be on their own ships, with their own families, heading there, too.


“Are we all going to make it?” Behrat asked his friend, who he could almost see in the silvery light of the Rozarian moon.


“Some will. Some won’t. That is the way of it.”


“What about Reva?”


Behrat’s friend smirked, almost in the same way that his brother did, or at least, this was how Behrat imagined his friend responded. He wouldn’t answer yes or no. Behrat could never nail him down to a definitive answer, which made Behrat think that maybe, he was really an imaginary figment after all. The prince still liked him, though. It was better to have an imaginary friend, than no one.


Down the hill at the base of the palace, the evening lights of the city flickered on. Behrat liked to watch that bright one directly across from his window, even though it was far away, on the other side of the river. Like an enormous star, its familiar flashing kept him company when he couldn’t sleep.


“It’s the entrance to a shopping mall, you idiot,” Kirat had said, when Behrat had asked how a star could be so low to the ground. They were in the midst of a Heroes & Conquerers battle on level twelve. “They keep it lit brightly so everybody will know that the mall is still open. It’s called advertising, doofus. It’s a big sign that says, Come Shop Here.”


“Oh,” Behrat had said, and let Kirat win the round, so he wouldn’t get punched or called any other names.


Behrat had never been inside a mall. In fact, there were precious few times he had gone outside of the palace.


It wasn’t safe, they always said. Not until Kirat married Elise, and had a son.


Then, someone else would become the spare heir, and Behrat would be free to go and do whatever he wanted.


Then, it would be too late. The shopping mall would be gone, as well as all the restaurants and cafes.


Tonight, people were shopping, or sitting outside, sipping coffee and eating cakes. Tomorrow, they’d all be dust. Karupatani would be dead, except for the King and all of his dukes, who would be racing away, hoping they managed to escape.


In the meantime, Behrat would be trapped inside his spacesuit, needing to use the bathroom, but having no way to get out, and do it. His brother would be laughing at his predicament, and calling him a fool. The Queen would hungry for her treats and bread, while his father, the King would be hiding alone in his own room, consulting with his imaginary friend, and writing nonsense in his books.


“You’re coming with me, right?” Behrat turned to the shadows, to the ghostly image of his own imaginary friend.


“Of course, I am. I’m right here, behind your shoulder.”


“And, you’ll be there tomorrow?” Behrat persisted.


“And, the next day, and the one after that. I’ll be in your shadow throughout your entire journey to Rehnor.”





Chapter 8


Beryl didn’t want to leave her patients. She enjoyed her work, and her life, in general. She was happy with the arrangement between Turak and herself. He was gone most of the time, traveling in his job, while she spent her days at the clinic, and her nights alone in their big bed. A good book was all the company she wanted, or needed then, which she found both mildly worrisome and completely acceptable.


She, also, didn’t want to leave her mother, Bonita, who lived alone in a small house three blocks away. Beryl’s mother called her four times a day. Two times in between, Beryl called Bonita, and then again, right before she went sleep. This was her routine whether or not Turak was beside her in bed. Turak understood this, although at times, he found it mildly disturbing.


On the other hand, he was away so often, and on secret missions where he would have no contact for days, or even weeks. During those times, he was glad Beryl had her mother to worry about. If Turak never came home, the transition back to her mother’s world would happen almost seamlessly. Knowing this made him feel a little better.


When Turak did come home, usually for only a few days each month, it was almost like thirty years ago when he and Beryl were still kids, and just getting to know each other. They were happy to see each other, anxious to hear each other’s news, thrilled by the other’s presence, and charmed by the sound of the other’s voice.


A few days later, that voice began to grate on the other’s nerves. Instead of welcome, the break in their usual routines became annoying and intrusive. They both knew that Turak didn’t care about Beryl’s co-workers, or her patients.


In fact, whenever she brought up a procedure or some odd condition, which she had encountered, Turak would purposely tune it out. Images of blood or cystic growths would turn his stomach, something Beryl conveniently, or purposely, never remembered. Turak also found the discussion of his mother-in-law’s broken dishwasher less stimulating than staring out the window at the empty suburban street. Bonita’s issues with her neighbor’s dogs put Turak to sleep.


Beryl felt the same about Turak’s conversation, which was cryptic, revealing only tiny bits about his job. She understood that he was doing something the government considered classified, on some top-secret mission which he referred to as ‘Being in the Dark’.


Frankly, Beryl would have preferred to know nothing at all. Instead of discussing the technicalities of what he was doing, while still feeling a need to contribute information about his life, Turak talked endlessly about his co-workers, especially this woman he called Captain Hannah.


The first time he brought up Hannah, Beryl was interested. She liked to hear about other strong, successful women besides herself. Hannah was a pilot, one of the few women qualified in fighter aircraft. Hannah was as tough as any of the men, even though she was half their size. Hannah was also on this mission. Hannah’s team beat Turak’s in the target competition, but only by a fraction. He’d get her next time.


The more she heard about Hannah, and the more this unknown woman became the sole focus of Turak’s conversation, the more it irritated Beryl.


“Are you having an affair with her?” Beryl demanded, one morning over breakfast. Turak had been home for only ten hours, but Beryl could swear she had heard Hannah’s name mentioned at least one hundred times. “Is that where you are when you say you’re away in the Dark?”


“Don’t be ridiculous,” Turak had scoffed. “She’s just a co-worker.”


Did she detect a hint of regret in his voice? Was there a tiny bit of longing that made Beryl think Turak wished it was something more?


“Is she pretty?”


Beryl wanted to slap herself for asking such a foolish question, for sounding so vulnerable, for comparing herself to this unknown woman based solely upon their looks. Still, she wanted to know. Beryl was fifty, and she wasn’t getting any younger. Her body was growing soft, and starting to sag. Her face had a few lines. Her hair had started to gray.


Turak paused for a long time before answering. Yes, would get him in trouble, but No was definitely a lie. Someday Beryl might meet Hannah, and then, he’d be in even more trouble.


“Well???”


“She’s…” Turak began carefully. “She’s striking, but she’s also…hard. Hannah is very hard. There’s something about her which is incredibly attractive, but at the same time, there’s a coldness that pushes you away.”


“She’s an Ice Queen,” Beryl pronounced, returning to her coffee and soft boiled egg.


“She’s a highly competent spaceship captain, like I am,” Turak stated, his voice growing quiet. The phone was ringing anyway with Bonita’s first morning call, and both of them had meetings at their offices.


That night, Turak asked Beryl to come with him.


“We need a doctor aboard,” he explained. “The King’s personal physician is old. He couldn’t withstand our initial test flight.”


“And, you think I can?” Beryl had her back to her husband. It was his second night home in a month, and they had made love, but it had satisfied only him.


“You’re a lot younger, and you’re in great condition.” He squeezed her buttocks, and then, reached around and patted her tummy.


“I’m soft.” Unlike Captain Hannah who is hard, she didn’t add.


“You’re tough. I suggested you. They like that. We’re a married couple. That makes you more emotionally stable than a single woman amongst all the single men.”


“You are going to leave me forever if I don’t come,” Beryl realized. “You knew that when you started training for this mission.”


Turak shifted to his back, and lit a cigarette. He stared at the ceiling, at the wisps of gray smoke spiraling upward in tiny clouds.


“I want you to come, Beryl. I still love you, and you’ll have nothing here. Frankly, if we leave that means everyone, including you will be dead.”


“My mother. You’re asking me to make a choice between you and my mother.”


“I’m telling you, there is no choice. You have the chance to live. You’ll be one of only a handful of people when this is done.”


Beryl closed her eyes and tried to sleep, pretending she needed time to make the decision, even though she knew in heart, she wouldn’t go. She didn’t want a life being one in a handful. She didn’t want a life without her mother. She didn’t want a life dependent on Turak for survival, or this Captain Hannah.


“I’m staying,” she told Bonita the next day.


“No, you’re not. You’re going with him.”


Beryl was standing on Bonita’s kitchen table changing a lightbulb overhead. She handed the burnt one down to her mother, who didn’t quite grasp it. With a crash, it tumbled to the floor, shattering into tiny fragments of filament and glass.


“Don’t move,” Bonita said, heading to the closet for her broom. “You stay there until I clean this up.”


“I won’t leave without you,” Beryl declared, while Bonita swept around her.


“Of course you will.” Bonita bent to collect the shards into her dustpan. When she rose again, there were tears rolling down her withered cheeks. “I am your mother. I want nothing more than for you to live. You go with your husband, and do your duty to our good king.”


In the end, Beryl left, but only after Bonita refused to take her calls, or answer the door when her daughter stood outside knocking, even if she was standing in pouring rain.


For the next few months, Beryl trained with Turak’s crew, and she met the other captains, including Hannah, who, incidentally, she agreed was hard.


Beryl packed the medicine and equipment on the recommended lists, and discussed strategies with the other doctor, and two nurses who were all traveling on separate ships. She studied the medical history of her new patients and fellow travelers, which included only the Royal Family, Lord Wooter, and Turak’s men. When the day came to set sail, at the moment they blasted off en route to the nearest star, despite all her preparations, Beryl wasn’t ready.


Beryl was glad they didn’t have to wear spacesuits, although it complicated her task of keeping everyone on board healthy. Staving off the space sickness, a catchall term for just about anything that could happen to a body suspended without natural gravity while hurling through outer space, required a specific regime. It wasn’t all that difficult or complex to consume the right amount of water and nutrients, or exercise and rest at moderate levels.


However, twice during their test flights, Beryl had witnessed crewmen succumb. One lost the ability to control his muscles after only one day in space. The other bled out, hemorrhaging from what had begun as a common nose bleed.


Beryl was left with both a sense of uselessness and hopelessness. She couldn’t stop the sickness once it started, and she couldn’t anticipate when or if it would attack. The normal protocols apparently didn’t apply, which meant the normal treatments wouldn’t work either.


Initially, Beryl’s largest concern had been the Queen, as the woman was quite large and inactive. Her daily caloric consumption had been immense, primarily consisting fo carbohydrates. Had she been any other person, she would have been ruled out as a candidate for this trip.


Both the princes should have been fine. They were young, strong, and seemingly well adjusted. Their activity levels were high, but their muscles and bones were still growing, another point of apprehension for Beryl.


“We haven’t tested children,” she had protested during an early meeting with the crew.


“You can’t tell the King to leave his children home,” Turak had scoffed. “Figure out what you’ll need to do.”


Beryl hadn’t figured out anything. Instead, as the ship took off, she watched the boys crowding against the window, shoving each other aside to gain the better view. Their voices rose excitedly in the otherwise silent room.


“Kari-fa! Did you see that, Behrat?”


“Where? What? I was looking at that one!”


“Over there. That looks like a direct hit on Kudisha. Kari-fa! We barely made it out alive.”


Silently, Beryl prayed that they would complete this voyage as energetically as they departed now.


The King, Lord Wooter and his new wife were also not a concern to Dr. Beryl. Although Wooter was overweight, his skin was healthy, and his color robust. While the explosions sent streaks of white and yellow light soaring across their cabin, Wooter briefly exchanged glances with Beryl, nodding to her slightly, the first greeting between them, between any of them and her.


“We are no longer princes and potentates,” he announced softly. “We are all now merely mortals, men amongst men.”


The King, well, who could judge his mental state? Decimating one’s entire kingdom and home planet ought to leave anyone with a large degree of angst. Beryl observed him as they breached the thermosphere, noting the slight release of tension in his face as the small ship burst free of the planet’s gravity and reached for the distant star.


His eyes were closed, his lips moving slightly, silently, she assumed in prayer. Or, was he speaking to someone, a ghost, a spectral, an angel perhaps? His medical records stated all this and more. Whomever he conversed with, the King believed strongly in his existence. From his youth to now, well into middle age, Karukan could not be persuaded his figment manifested only in his mind.


Otherwise, he was perfectly normal, healthy, strong and fit, a man in his prime. He should survive this voyage well, arriving on the new planet in a physical condition ready to take command. If only his mind arrived as intact as his muscles.


The King lifted his eyes just then, meeting Beryl’s with his own darkly, piercing gaze. He was a handsome man, a beautiful man, much more so in person than he had ever appeared upon the TV. Beryl’s first instinct was to reach for her phone, to call Bonita, to report exactly this.


“Mom, I’ve got so much to tell you about this voyage, about the King.”


Bonita was gone. Her phone was gone. Her broken dishwasher, her kitchen table, her neighbor’s annoying barking dog, everything and everyone had been reduced to dust.


Beryl’s throat caught. She gasped a little, as if trying to catch her breath. A tiny tear left a trail upon her cheek.


The King held out his hand, offering Beryl a handkerchief. It was starkly white, perfectly pressed and folded exactly so. In one corner, in gold thread, a tiny crown was stitched, his initials, KdK in black below.


“Thank you, Sir,” Beryl whispered, lifting her eyes to his face, once again.


His eyes were so dark they were nearly black, as if the iris consisted of nothing more than a giant pupil. They seemed unreadable, but penetrating, as if he could see directly into her mind, as if he knew her every thought.


“Keep it,” he replied, breaking the spell.





Chapter 9


Karukan sat at his desk, or rather what sufficed for a desk in the small closet allocated for his office. It was in a corner adjacent to the family room, the somewhat large area below the main cabin used by his family, whilst the crew shared all the quarters upstairs.


At the time the ships were commissioned, he knew he would be desperate for a private space. As king, he certainly was entitled to configure the ship solely for his pleasure. However, that wouldn’t be fair. Not to his family, and certainly, not to the hardworking crew.


Despite it all, Karukan was still a fair man. He insisted his needs could be accommodated with as little space as possible. To that end, what would have become the private family bathroom, became instead his shipboard den. This required all members of the family to use the single lavatory up the stairs, something only Lorena found the least bit inconvenient.


Karukan spent nearly all of his time in that closet, at a metal table built into the wall, perched upon a chair that was nothing more than a small stool. He had a collection of pens and pencils, and a seemingly endless supply of paper, for he knew once the batteries expired on his electronic tablet, it would be useless.


Beyond that, there was room enough for only a small crate, which was filled with protein wafers, the equivalent of a month’s worth of food. Whenever anyone was invited into the King’s sanctum, or else required some of Karukan’s time, it was upon this crate where they sat and made their petition.


Most often though, Karukan sat alone, a blank sheet of paper on the table before him, a sharpened pencil at the ready in his hand. Although days and weeks, even months had passed, his hand failed to transcribe a word, to record what he had witnessed, and why.


How could one even begin to explain the reasons for making a decision such as he had done? After centuries of wars, after deaths, countless deaths, he had brought an end to it forever with death to all.


Did he really believe it would have come to that? No. A thousand times no. Surely, if he had, he would have stopped it long before it became too late. He had thought, truly he did, that up until the very last moment, Kalila would have held his hand up and called for peace.


But, he didn’t, and neither did Karukan, who at each step along the ladder, met his rival’s bid, and raised it, half thinking, hoping it was all a bluff.


Now, Karukan suffered in a way he had never known before with the cries of a billion voices resonating unceasingly in his ears. Now, he bore the burden of a billion souls upon his shoulders. Souls he had only wanted to save, to spare from Kalila’s treacherous reign.


“If not by you then by your son,” Wooter said, his large body perched upon the box of wafers. “You have spared your son this burden by taking it upon yourself. Eventually, all would have resulted in the same. Only now we are free to escape, to begin life again on this new planet.” Then, Wooter laughed. “And, as a small bonus, all of Parliament and those bloody politicians are now gone.”


Karukan took small comfort in his friend’s words, for indeed, he would have spared his son the horrors of this war, and this decision. Never would he have wished this burden upon Kirat, for despite the young man’s insolence, he was closest to his father’s heart.


Neither was there solace in knowing that his enemy, Markiis Kalila suffered this same sorrow. Perhaps even, he was dead now and unlike Karukan, his soul was released from this horrific shame.


“I sincerely doubt that,” Wooter sneered, tossing back a tiny snifter of alcohol from the precious supply which would have to last the entire transit. “He won’t be dancing in the fields of Heaven. More likely he is screaming as his skin burns to cinders in the dark cellars of Hell. At least, I hope so. Kari-fa! The man deserves it, self-styling himself as a saint.”


“I would choose Hell over what I must endure now,” Karukan replied morosely, while staring at the hand which refused to take up either pencil or pen.


“No, you wouldn’t, Ruka. Now, you have the opportunity to redeem yourself. Perhaps this is all part of some great master plan, and you have been cast in a role already written for you. Have a drink, my dear friend. I toast you and your new title, King of Rehnor. Surely, that is much better than watching your skin burn over and over, whilst the Devil laughs at your discomfort.”


“Perhaps, our skins shall do so regardless,” the King replied, and poured himself a glass of the precious amber liquid. “Indeed, the natives there might find us rather tasty. We shall travel all this long distance across the stars, only to end up in a pot fried to extra-crispy.”


“Ah, there is my old friend and king,” Wooter laughed again. “You shall survive this yet. I look forward to our landing, whether or not the natives’ pot awaits. It shall be quite an adventure, and much warmer than our ice cave in the frozen north.”


“Adventure indeed.”


Karukan turned his back slightly, this small movement indicative of Wooter’s dismissal.


“Good day then, my king.” The Lord Chamberlain rose, stifling a yawn. “I shall venture upward to see how my beloved wife entertains herself. Summon me if something urgent or important arises out here in space.”


Karukan nodded, and took a sip from his glass, restraining himself from swallowing it whole. Doing such would merely prompt him to refill it once again.


He could get quite drunk here. Who would care? What would it matter? He was king of a land that no longer existed on a planet that was poisoned for centuries to come. King of Rehnor, indeed. What was that? The lord of twelve ships, ten people each. If they all survived, the Karuptas amounted to no more than a few families.


They wouldn’t all survive. Precious few would set their feet upon the new earth. He had been told this by the voice of that spectral, that alien, or angel. Karukan was never certain what he was. He had come to the king since he was a child, Behrat’s age, or younger, first appearing as a shining orb, when Karukan thought he was still asleep.


Later, the phantasm took the form of a boy, and later still, he manifested as a man. He could have been the mirror image of Karukan now, so much so the king had a thought that he might actually be himself. Or, he could simply be an illusion, a product of his own lonely, and traumatized brain.


But, what if he really was Karukan? What if instead of Rehnor, this tiny ship took him through a black hole, through a time warp, or a space tunnel, allowing him to return to counsel himself? Wouldn’t he then advise himself to take another course, to negotiate with Kalila, and save Rozari? Unless, this was how time was supposed to happen. Was Karukan another Noah sailing forth in an interstellar ark?


“Am I?” Karukan asked the air. “Am I merely the pawn played at the hand of the Divine King?”


“Would that make you feel better?” the voice replied, although his image could not be found. “Would you absolve yourself of guilt if I told you your destiny is Commanded by God?”


Karukan wasn’t certain. How could anyone forgive themselves after all that had been wrought? Especially, if this voice was nothing more than misplaced ionic impulses, charges that could be eliminated through medication or electric shock. In his madness, he had brought about Armageddon, and in his further madness, he had absolved himself of guilt.


The voice laughed.


“You are indeed mad, Ruka. Would that I could join you in your drink.”


“Fuck off,” Karukan mumbled, shaking the specter and his taunting from his head.


He extracted a cigarette from his single desk drawer, resolved to commence the task on the table before him. Fill this page and a thousand more like it with the history of his people. Explain to future generations all the reasons why they came. Record as many of the sacred words and chants that he could recall, honoring the God that had guided his hand.
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“I can’t believe you talked me into sailing on this boat, Jacky,” said David Rudolph to his friend, Jacky Baker. “I mean, the owner has some serious guts naming a two-hundred-twenty-foot fishing boat the Edmund Fitzgerald II. That’s almost daring the sea gods to do their damndest to us.”


“I think it lends some prestige to our jobs,” replied Jacky. “I’ve seen some of the men that have sailed her. When they talk to women, they mention that they’re on the Fitzgerald. Most women have heard the name, but don’t realize that the first Fitzgerald sailed the Great Lakes…but they sure cozy up to them quickly! That might make sailing with this boat worth it all!”


The two young men walked down the Oregon coast pier toward their new fishing boat. They had both been working as commercial fishermen for seven years, and were well-regarded in the tight-knit fishing community. As good friends since their first sailing assignment, they had chosen to work together…and when the two positions came open on the Edmund Fitzgerald II, they jumped at the chance. The owners of the Fitzgerald II paid slightly higher shares on their catches, so the competition was intense, but David and Jacky had won out.


The captain of the boat, Dean Binkley, was considered a whiz in finding the best fishing spots in the Pacific. Almost every time he dropped his net, it was hauled into the boat full of commercially viable fish. The Fitzgerald II was seldom at sea for more than two weeks before its storage areas were full, and they had to head to shore for a final tally.


Captain Binkley had told the two friends to expect to work hard for their eventual payoff and to work as safely as humanly possible – he didn’t want to lose a man to unsafe conditions.


David and Jacky agreed, and handshakes confirmed the deal.


As they approached the boat, David laughed. “The money makes it worth it, Jacky, old boy! The women are a very close second.”


The first mate, Bobby Allison, asked their names, and checked them off on his clipboard. “You two are the last aboard. We’re ready to sail. Let me tell the captain, and then I’ll show you where to stow your gear.”


“Thanks, sir,” answered Jacky.


“Hey, my name’s Bobby. Remember that, gentlemen.”


David nodded. “We will, as long as you remember that I’m David, and he’s Jacky.”


“Will do. Follow me, guys!”


 


The Edmund Fitzgerald II sailed all day, and a couple of hours into the night. David judged that they were between two hundred and three hundred miles off shore, well into deep water. When the ship dropped anchor, Captain Binkley called all hands to the mess hall.


Eight men and one woman crammed around the two tables in the small cabin that served as the mess hall. The captain made the tenth member of the crew.


David looked around the table at the rest of the crew. In addition to himself, Jacky, and the first mate, the crew included the ship’s cook, who was also the only woman on board. Her name was Deb Smith. The other five members of the crew were Jeff Denniston, Ken Owens, Brent Holland, David Birckhead, and Andy Webb.


As Allison introduced the two new men to the rest of the crew, it was mentioned that Ken Owens, in his late twenties, had just become engaged.


Holland, a crochety old joker from deep in Mississippi, said, in his raspy voice, “Hey, Kenny, if you’re gettin’ married, I know where you can find you a ring. That is, if you don’t mind a brown one.”


Owens, playing along, asked, “Where?”


“Crack of my ass.”


The crew all laughed heartily at the crude humor, even the cook.


David asked, “So how does a woman handle being not just the cook, and a darn good one, but also being the only woman on board?”


Deb smiled demurely. “My husband was the cook for several years before me, and, when he was lost overboard in an accident with the net, I asked Captain Binkley if I could take over the job. Everything my Greg knew, he learned from me!”


“I’m sorry, ma’am, no offense was intended,” said David.


The petite cook looked David in the eye. “And none was taken, my friend.”


The first mate threw a thumb toward Webb. “That fellow there…he’s as dependable, steady and useful as they come. But he wouldn’t say ‘crap’ if he had a mouthful!”


Allison pointed at Denniston and Birckhead, and said, “Now, those two are like Laurel and Hardy…or, maybe, Abbott and Costello. If something screws up on this boat, one of the two of them is behind it…with the other playing cheerleader!”


Both men looked down and snickered. Denniston said, “Heyyy, Abbott!”


The rest of the crew began laughing.


Captain Binkley walked in as the laughter was dying down. “Well, I see that you scurvy tars are making the new men feel at home.”


Several of the crew answered with “yes, sir” or “yes, cap’n”.


“Great. Now let’s get serious for a minute,” Binkley said. He unrolled a chart and laid it out on the first table. He had circled their position. Currents were highlighted, and indicated with arrows, showing direction. Several red X’s were written in between their position and the pier that had been their departure point.


“Ever since the Fukushima reactor began leaking radioactive water into the Pacific, this ship has been equipped with some of the most sensitive Geiger counters available, certified for use in deep water. The red X’s you see on the chart indicate readings of radioactivity far too high for safe fishing. We are approximately three hundred miles from the Oregon coast right now. It’s farther out than I’m comfortable with, but the radioactivity is within safe limits here. We’ll have to check each catch as well, just to make sure that nothing eaten from our catch makes anyone sick.” He looked around the tables. “Questions?”


“How bad is the radioactivity?” asked David.


The captain looked grim. “Bad enough.”


 


Before sunrise the next morning, the net was prepped, and then lowered into the sea. As the ship swung into position, the captain could tell by the wheel that the net had already begun to fill.


That day’s catch was huge: halibut, flounder, salmon, even a few squid were captured, processed, and stored in the ice bays.


The men worked without stopping for sixteen straight hours, pulling load after load into the fishing boat. Several dolphins had been netted, and all but one had survived the trip to the surface inside the net. These were patted on their sides and released back into the deep, along with other unwanted catches, like sharks, starfish, and other rare species.


The captain tolerated no cruelty to these unwanted species, and refused to allow them to be killed simply because they had been trapped in the nets.


Even though the sun was close to setting, Captain Binkley decided to drop the net one more time before calling it a day. The men groaned, but with smiles on their faces.


As the net fanned out and filled up behind the boat, David found himself standing beside Jacky.


“Well, Jacky, still think that impressing the ladies is the only reason to stay aboard the boat?”


Jacky laughed. “Man, we got a chunk of change coming to us!”


“Coming about!” said the captain over the speaker.


The boat began a slow turn to its port side, when the stern suddenly dipped deep into the water, and forward motion stopped. A couple of the men, Owens and Holland, almost went over the stern, but were saved by the safety lines that they had attached to harnesses they wore for just such an occasion. The crane holding the net began bowing toward the sea. The engines strained to move forward, and failed. The captain continued trying for a few seconds, and, suddenly, the boat lurched forward, as if it had been released by a huge rubber band. The bow sprang out of the water as the powerful engines spun the propellers almost at full speed. Men and equipment were strewn first aft, then toward the bow, as the boat sprang forward, and slowed to a complete stop. The captain had shut down the engines.


The entire episode had lasted only thirty to forty-five seconds, but had seemed an eternity.


Men were shouting, including David. “What the hell was that?” Others were shouting things like, “Did we snag a submarine?” or “Did we get caught on a reef?”


Jacky looked up at the crane. It was quivering back and forth, like an old car antenna that had been bent over and released. He had come to rest beside David, and Jacky nudged his friend. David turned around, and Jacky pointed up. “Look at that, Davey.”


David looked up at the shimmering crane. “We snagged the net on something. Wonder what it was?”


Captain Binkley had come outside the wheelhouse, and had seen the crane quivering. He shouted to the men, “Head count! Now!”


Each man on deck sounded off, and Deb Smith had been in the wheelhouse.


“All present and accounted for, Cap’n,” said the first mate, Allison. “And no injuries!”


The captain nodded curtly. “Good. Now, let’s see what we snagged in that net. Start drawing in that line!”


“Yes, sir,” chorused a couple of the men.


The huge winch started pulling in the line, or steel cable, that held the net. As the net neared the surface, David noticed that the sun had been below the horizon for five minutes or so. The boat’s lights didn’t provide as much light toward the net as he’d like, but maybe the hands that had been with the boat for a while were used to it, and could see.


The net broke the surface. Birckhead, on the stern with Denniston, shouted, “Net’s up, Captain!”


Denniston said, “Wow! Look at that!” He was pointing at the net as it rose higher.


In the poor light, David and Jacky could see that nothing was in the net but a couple of hagfish. The net itself was torn from the topmost part all the way down the side.


“Bring it aboard!” said Allison.


The crane was being prepped to start its turn to bring the net aboard when a huge, fifty foot geyser of water roiled up under the net, and the net disappeared under the surface. The resulting wave splashed over the stern, soaking Birckhead and Denniston. The line attached to the net began screeching through the winch as the slack was being taken up. The crane bowed over again. David, Jacky, and Holland were close to the winch, and Jacky couldn’t believe his eyes – the winch was bolted to the deck, and the thick, two-inch boards holding the bolts were bending upwards, toward the stern.


Allison began shouting. “Bolt cutters! Now! Bolt cutters! Cut the line!”


It took a moment before it dawned on David that Allison was shouting in his and Jacky’s direction. David leapt up and asked Holland, “Where?”


Holland pointed to the locker beside the deck hatch leading below. David ran to the locker, threw it open, and found the biggest set of bolt cutters he had ever seen.


“Jacky! Get over here!” shouted David. “I can’t work these alone! They’re too big!”


The stern of the boat began bouncing up and down in the water. The crane seemed to have bowed over as far as it could go. The line holding the net was so tight, if a man could strum it like a guitar string, it would make music. Jacky worked his way to the locker and helped David lift the bolt cutters. As they began making their way toward the winch, water began sloshing over the stern and the sides. Suddenly, they all heard a loud, high-pitched sound.


David wondered what could be making the noise, when Holland shouted, “Look out! Line’s about to go!”


His words turned out to be prophetic. Under the surface of the water, the line suddenly snapped. With the tension released, the crane snapped back into place…and whipped the line backwards. The end of the line sprang back with a deafening whip-crack, and smashed into the wheelhouse.


Captain Binkley had stepped out of the wheelhouse, which was mounted on top of the bridge of the boat. He was standing too close to the line as it whipped downward, and had his right arm neatly severed in mid-bicep, as he pointed to something over the side. The line crushed the wheelhouse, and landed directly on Deb Smith. The poor cook was flattened as if she had been hit with a flyswatter, and was dead before she knew what had happened. Both sides of the wheelhouse collapsed when the middle was disintegrated by the downward force of the steel line.


The line, still being whip-cracked by the metal crane, followed its return path, and smacked the water behind the boat. The water absorbed much of the tension remaining in the line, so that the line went slack as it came out of the water. It then hung limply from the end of the crane.


As the Fitzgerald II slowly settled from its bouncing, David and Jacky registered that Holland was calling for help.


“Help! Need help! Cap’n Binkley’s hurt! Help!”


Being the closest to what was left of the wheelhouse, the two men scrambled up the ladder to the roof of the bridge. Holland was kneeling beside the captain’s right side, holding a belt as tight as he could around the severed end of the captain’s arm. A pool of blood surrounded both men. Holland’s eyes looked haunted as he looked up at David.


“I’ve done for him as well I can, but he’s still bleedin’,” he said tonelessly. “He ain’t dead yet, but Death’s hoverin’ about, waiting to touch him.”


The captain was a strong man, and was still conscious. His eyes fastened first on David’s, then Jacky’s. “It was huge, I tell you! And its eyes – they glowed! It was a monster from Hell, and our time’s up!”


David had some experience with medical emergencies. Before becoming a fisherman, he had served a tour in the Army, as a medic – it was one of the reasons that Captain Binkley hired them. He went to Holland’s side.


“Here, Brent, let me take over. Captain, we have no intention of losing you. Okay, Brent, is there any morphine on board? Any strong pain killers?” David asked.


Holland nodded. “Aye, there’s morphine in the first aid locker below.” The other men had arrived, one by one.


“Then go get it, man, we’re gonna need it.” David looked at the first mate. “Bobby, until the captain recovers from this, you’re in charge. First order of business is to radio for help, and head to shore. The captain needs medical attention now!”


Allison replied, “I’ll get us underway within five minutes.” He looked around, then pointed at Denniston and Birckhead. “You two! Go below and check the hull of this tub! Make sure that the water we took aboard isn’t causing problems. Webb, go secure that damn line. It’s caused enough harm.” Allison took a deep breath. “Owens, get a plastic tarp and gather what you can of Deb, and put it in the ice. Take Baker with you.”


“Sir, I need Baker.”


Allison looked down, then nodded his assent. “Keep him for now, then. And, David?”


Rudolph looked up. “Yes, sir?”


“Save the captain if you can.”


David nodded grimly.


Allison climbed down the ladder and entered the bridge.


“What do you need me to do, Davey?” asked Jacky.


David took a breath. “Find me a blowtorch, Jacky. We’re going to have to cauterize this arm, or the captain will bleed to death.”


Jacky gulped. “Okay, David. On my way.” He stood, and looked toward the stern. “Where’s Webb?”


“Not now, Jacky, we need that torch!”


Jacky slid down the ladder and was gone.


David, holding the tourniquet tightly, spoke quietly to the captain. “Dean, I won’t lie. This is gonna hurt like you have never hurt before – even with the morphine.”


Binkley opened his eyes and found David’s. “Doesn’t matter, David. You didn’t see that thing! It’s huge! Its eyes glowed red, and spread from…”


“I got the kit, David,” interrupted Holland. “But we got more problems. I gotta tell Allison – seawater is covering half the engines.” He handed David the first aid kit, then went back down the ladder.


“We’re dead, then,” said Binkley quietly, closing his eyes. “The Fitzgerald II is a good ship and true, but she’s just a cork in the water compared to that thing.”


David felt a chill run down his spine as he used one hand to pat the captain’s arm. “We’ll be all right, Captain. There’s still the radio.”


“No, there isn’t,” said Allison from behind David. “When the line wrecked the wheelhouse, the coaxial cable for the antenna wrapped around it, and, since both radios, bridge and wheelhouse, were attached to it, they were both whipped into the sea. And we’re too far out to have cell phone service.”


“How about a satellite phone?” asked David.


“Owner bought the Geiger counters instead.”


David was quiet for a few seconds. “Bobby, will you help me with a morphine dose? I need to get him as loopy as possible before I cauterize that arm. And I can only use one hand.”


“Doesn’t matter now, David.”


“Why?”


“Captain Binkley’s dead. Take a look.”


David looked. Binkley had stopped breathing. His skin was pale, almost white, from the blood loss. David relaxed his grip on the makeshift tourniquet.


“Damn. He was a good man, and a good captain,” said David.


Allison wiped a tear. “You don’t know the half of it, David.”


“So, what do we do now, Bobby?”


Allison studied the deck for a moment. “We’ll pump the water out of the engine room, and see how bad the seawater hurt them. If they’re shot, I guess we could rig some kind of sail…”


Allison was interrupted by Jacky’s return. In his hand, he had a propane blowtorch. “Will this do, Davey?” he asked, out of breath.


“It’s too late, Jacky,” replied David. “He slipped away while you were gone. Too much blood loss.”


“Aw, man!” replied Jacky. He was quiet for a moment, then turned to Allison. “I almost forgot! No one can find Webb. He’s not on the stern, and he’s not below. Birckhead and Denniston are looking below, but it’s almost a wasted effort. He’s gone.”


Allison swore bitterly and threw his hat down onto the deck. “Then where the hell is he?”


After a few seconds, David said, “Maybe he was taken by whatever took the net.”


“What do you mean ‘took the net’?” asked Allison.


“Something took the net like it was bait on a hook, and bounced this boat like a bobber on a fishing pole,” David replied. He pointed to the captain. “He saw it, whatever it was. He said its eyes glowed red…and something about it being huge!”


“Nothing but ravings of a dying man! We snagged the net on something – a reef, an outcropping of underwater rocks! Nothing alive is big enough to bounce a two hundred foot boat! Not even a humpback!”


“Unless it’s something that’s mutated,” said Jacky quietly.


David looked at the deck. Personally, he was thinking the same thing.


Allison looked like he’d just bit into a lemon. “Mutated? Have you lost your senses, man?”


David shook his head. “No, not really. There are news reports from everywhere that deep water species have been coming to the surface with some regularity, like giant squid and big great whites. Who knows what is down there, and how it will be affected by the radioactive water leak? It’s been leaking long enough for a couple of generations of most species down there…one of them could have mutated in a way that no one was expecting. Even the captain wanted to check each fish for radioactivity.”


“You sound like a damn Godzilla movie,” said Allison. “Secure that, now. I’ll hear no more of it.” He looked at each man. “Since we’re short a cook, I hope you two can throw together some kind of meal. We’re going to need it. See to it.”


David and Jacky chorused, “Yes, sir.”


Allison climbed down to the main deck and entered the bridge.


Ken Owens had been within earshot of the whole exchange as he retrieved what was left of Deb Smith’s body. He approached the two men quietly.


“Guys,” he said quietly. “Do you really believe what you just said?”


David looked at Owens. “I have chills and goose bumps right now. Live or die, this is my last sea voyage.”


Jacky nodded agreement.


 


The two men did indeed have galley experience. They produced a meal that was tasty and filling.


It was only a meal for seven, however. Webb had not been found anywhere on the boat, and the Captain and Smith were dead.


“Brent, how do the engines look?” asked Allison.


Holland swallowed. “Well, the water pumped out easy, and I cleaned and oiled all the parts that were under water. I replaced the plugs and points, and none of the seals leaked water into the delicate stuff. I’d say they’re worthy, if the fuel ain’t contaminated.” He dipped his yeast roll into his beef stew and took another bite. “Generator’s working fine, though,” he said around his food. “It’s set above the deck, and the water never got to her.”


“Good news there, then,” replied Allison. “All right, men, let’s try to get some shuteye as soon as supper is secured. We’ll try the engines at first light, and see if we can get out of here.”


 


Sleep was a long time coming, however. The six men shared a good-sized cabin. Eight bunks were lined along the walls, four to each side. Allison had his own small cabin.


Owens, of course, had spread the word about the speculation of a mutated predator, and discussion was quite enthusiastic about what kind of creature might have mutated to such a dangerous size. The problem was that no one had seen anything except the captain…but the circumstantial evidence pointed to something big.


As the night drew on, and the exhausted men wore down, one by one, they drifted off to sleep. Finally, all was mostly silent, with the exception of a few snores.


WHAM!


Five of the men were knocked from their bunks. David only held his place because he had long ago learned to tie a couple of lines across his bunk to keep from being tossed out of it during rough seas. All of the men were shouting and scrambling around until, finally, one of them located a light and switched it on.


They found clothes and threw them on. As each man dressed as much as he could, he ran out of the cabin door and up onto the deck.


Allison was already there.


“What was that, Bobby?” asked Owens.


Allison, with a slight trembling in his voice, said, “I…I don’t know.”


David said, “It felt like something hit the boat…or the boat hit something.”


“Boat’s not moving,” said Jacky, and immediately wished he hadn’t.


Allison’s face reddened. “I thought I told you men to secure that sh…”


WHAM!


The hit spun the boat 45 degrees to port, and knocked all of the men to the deck. Water splashed up onto the deck from the starboard side, but rolled off of the deck through the drains. The men had secured all hatches leading below. They didn’t want to risk the engines again.


Birckhead was the first to his feet. He looked out to the stern. “Um, guys, I’m not stoned, so what is that?” He pointed.


The rest of the men climbed rapidly to their feet and looked in the direction Birckhead indicated.


Two huge, red, glowing orbs were heading directly toward the Fitzgerald II at a seemingly lazy pace.


Into the men’s silence, David said quietly, “Oh, my dear God.”


Jacky said to Allison, “Looks like we’re all seeing your ‘dying man’s ravings’, Allison.”


Owens said, “Gentlemen, I believe it might be a good idea to brace ourselves. Whatever that thing is, it’s about to hit us again.”


That broke their paralysis. Each man scrambled to tie themselves to something sturdy before they were hit.


“Oh, man,” said Holland, still staring off the stern. “That thing’s eyes are staring forward! They aren’t on either side of its head! It’s looking forward! It’s a predator for sure! And it’s way bigger than any…”


WHAM!


The boat had been hit dead astern, and hard enough to knock it up out of the water, where it sailed effortlessly through the air for twenty feet. The boat landed again with a splash. With the initial bump, the anchor chain snapped, and the boat floated freely.


Brent Holland had not taken the time to secure himself, and when the boat was hit, he was knocked astern, but still on the boat. When the boat landed, Holland was bounced off of the stern into the sea.


Holland was a strong swimmer, and began swimming toward the boat. With no anchor to slow it, the boat was still moving along the surface at several knots per hour. It was slowing, but it was further away than Holland liked. He began shouting.


“Kenny! Allison! Ahoy, the boat! Need help! I’m in the water! I’m here!” He waved his arms in the moonlit night, hoping that he could be seen.


On the boat, Denniston had been tossed like a rag doll when the slack in his line gave way. His neck had been broken when he landed on one of the storage lockers on the deck, and his glassy eyes stared to the stern as if he were looking for Holland…or, perhaps, waiting for him.


David, Jacky, and Birckhead had all gotten into the safety harnesses that were lined along the port side of the rear of the boat. Allison was still in his harness, but the slack in his line had given way, and he was dangling over the side of the boat. Owens had been bounced a bit, but remained unharmed. He gained his feet first, and turned one of the spotlights toward the sound of Holland’s voice. After a bit of swinging about, the light had pinpointed the man waving his arm at them from the water. Holland looked to be four to five hundred feet behind the boat.


“Hang on, Brent!” shouted Owens. “We’ll get you in a minute!”


“Well, hurry up, dammit! I really don’t wanna be in the wat…”


Bloop


The sound of a pebble dropping into water…quiet, calm…and Holland was gone.


Jacky, Birckhead, and David had all scrambled out of the harnesses. David was looking at the sea all around the boat, trying to spot the glowing orbs before they were taken by surprise.


From the starboard side of the boat, a quiet voice was heard. “Would you gentlemen please pull me back into the boat? I really feel like bait on a hook right now.”


Allison. Birckhead and Jacky moved to pull the first mate out of the water, but when the line cleared the side, it had been cleanly cut. Allison was gone.


David, meanwhile, had had enough. “Guys, I say let’s abandon ship. Whatever that is, this boat fascinates it, and I don’t want to be here when it gets around to taking a chunk out of it!”


The other three men agreed.


The Edmund Fitzgerald II was equipped with two boats suitable for use as lifeboats, and as runabouts between boats, or the Fitzgerald II and the shore. They were fifteen feet long, and had very powerful outboard motors on the back. Each runabout had two ten gallon cans of fuel, along with a supply of food and water aboard…and walkie-talkies for communicating back and forth.


The four men decided to take both boats, with David and Jacky in one boat, Owens and Birckhead in the other. They all retrieved a few personal belongings from below, then each pair climbed into the boats. The boats were then lowered into the water.


David took the walkie-talkie, and spoke into it. “Kenny, Jim, do you copy?”


“We do,” came Birckhead’s response.


“Let’s head due east…we’re bound to hit land sometime.”


“Copy that.”


Both outboards had electric starters, so no pulling of ropes was required. Both motors started right up, and both boats met under the bow of the Fitzgerald II. Jacky was manning one motor and Owens the other. As they pulled side by side, David yelled to Birckhead.


“East is that way!” he said, and pointed with his hand.


Birckhead nodded, then turned pale. He pointed to the port side of his runabout. “Look!”


All four men turned. The glowing, red orbs were heading for the Fitzgerald II at another leisurely pace.


“Time to go, boys!” said David.


Jacky and Owens fired up their outboards, and both boats sped to the east. To port and a bit astern, the orbs began getting smaller as they came closer.


David’s radio squawked, then Birckhead’s voice was heard. “Where’d it go? Didja see where it went?”


“No, I didn’t. If I had to guess, I’d say it went deep,” replied David.


All four men heard a huge splash behind them. They turned, and saw a sight that none of them would ever forget.


The thing had leaped from the sea behind them. It made the two-hundred-twenty-foot Edmund Fitzgerald II look like a toy floating in a bathtub. The moon shed very little light on the monster, but the men could see that it had a broad, flat face, with forward facing eyes. That was all the detail that they could see…or wanted to see.


The creature turned in the air, and came down on the Fitzgerald II. Its hideously large mouth was open, and the fishing boat was swallowed as the creature fell back into the sea. A huge swell began rippling out in all directions from the place the creature dove, and overtook the two boats quickly.


Since the swell came from the stern, riding it out was not going to be easy. The men did not have time to turn the boats, and the swell was at least twenty-five feet tall. Jacky fought the swell with the outboard, and finally hit the top, and began going down the back. Owens was not as experienced with the small motor, however. The small boat capsized as David and Jacky’s boat hit normal seas again. Birckhead was thrown from the boat into the air, and landed five feet from David and Jacky. He was quickly pulled into the boat.


They never saw Owens, or his runabout, again.


“Wow,” said Birckhead. “Think we’ll make it back to shore?”


David looked grim. “I hope so. Somebody’s got to notify the authorities about that thing.”


Jacky said, “Know what scares me about that thing?”


“What’s that?” asked David.


“If there’s one, there’s bound to be more. I’d hate to think about what the Pacific will be like with those things swimming around.”


Locked in their thoughts, the men rode quietly as the boat sped into the rising sun.
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It started with a cold. A little girl in London got the sniffles. When it got worse, her parents took her to the doctor and they sent her home with a prescription for bed rest and chicken noodle soup. This cold, however, was special. It was touched by the hand of Satan. It became something so much worse when the fever hit. The little girl suffered through ridiculous, uncontrollable temperatures until she finally died. That would be a horrible story… if it were the end. That’s the beginning of my story.


The little girl came back. Within a few hours of her death, she was up and walking around again. Her parents were overjoyed right up to the moment that she bit them. Mom took a bite to the hip and Dad to the arm when he tried to pull her off. Maybe they would have caught the zombie bug without the bite by just being around their little girl so much but the bite sealed their fate. As with most problems, the apocalypse started out small and governments and doctors only started paying attention when it started to spread.


It’s 2043. Over 90% of the Earth’s population is dead. I was an exterminator before all of this happened. That doesn’t matter anymore. All that matters right now is that I’m alive and so is… most of my family.


My wife and Melody, my sixteen-year-old daughter, went for a food run in the family car one day. It shouldn’t have been a problem. Everyone in our family had raided the local stores over and over again. They had guns, ammo, and knives with them in the car. My son and I covered them with rifles as they left.


When they were on their way back, my daughter was playing with her iPhone. She was a sixteen-year-old girl and that’s what girls do, even when they are in the middle of a zombie apocalypse. They take selfies. They text. I’m not sure how in the hell she still knew people to text since just about everyone I knew outside of my family was dead, but she somehow still had people to text. She didn’t think it would be a problem because we didn’t see any undead around the house.


It caused a serious problem because the phone buzzed and startled her. When she bent down to pick it up, a hand reached out of the bushes and grabbed her arm. I don’t know how we missed that zombie in the bushes. Maybe we had gotten lazy patrolling. This was supposed to be a simple food run, but it ended up costing me my wife.


Melissa, my beautiful wife, had the maternal instincts that all great mothers possess. She defended her child at the cost of her own life. I ran out to help, but I was too late. I heard the screams but I never actually saw her get bit. I made it in time to decapitate the son of a bitch that bit my wife, but it didn’t matter anymore. My angel would pass through the stages of hell on her way to death and then, eventually, to undeath. I was with her when she died and I told her how much I loved her. When she came back, I held her down as she tried to bite me and muttered a final “I’m sorry.” After I had my children leave the room, I put a bullet in Melissa’s skull.


That day took the last of my strength. I was pretty much useless for the next few days. I couldn’t cope with the fact that I had to shoot the woman I had loved since the moment I saw her. Melody needed a strong father to tell her that it wasn’t her fault and help her deal with her pain. My son, Jake, needed someone to show him how a man keeps things together in impossible situations. I failed at both roles. That pretty much brings you up to speed on our situation.


“Dad, I’m making a run. We’re low on food.”


“Take your sister and make sure you pack enough weapons.”


“Melody hasn’t said anything since she threw her phone at the wall three days ago. I don’t think she’ll go on a food run right now. I’ll be fine by myself.”


“Take Lucian then. He’s been getting pretty wound up.”


Lucian was the family dog. He was an Australian Shepherd that we got as a puppy from a ranch a few years ago. He was a perfect guard dog because he would bark out warnings if he saw zombies approaching and attack if he saw anything on its way to threaten my family. The dog just got so hyperactive when we had to stay inside for long periods of time. I was tired of him running around the house.


Jake put Lucian on his leash and got in the family’s Ford Taurus with a bat, a machete, a Glock, and enough ammo to put down an entire block’s worth of zombies. I felt bad sending my son out there alone, but the outside world just hurt too damn much for me to do anything about it. After I heard Jake pull out of the driveway and head towards the local Wal-Mart, I decided it was time to go talk to Melody. I ate a quick lunch and then prepared myself. I didn’t expect much; I just hoped I could get her talking again.


“Melody?”


No answer. I opened the door and let myself in. Melody was quietly sobbing on her bed with her arms hugging her knees. I saw her iPhone in several pieces in the corner of the room. It looked like she threw it against the wall and then proceeded to beat the hell out of the thing.


“Mind if I sit down?”


No response. I sat on the end of her bed.


“Look, honey. It wasn’t your fault. What happened to your mom is on me. I should have scouted the area better. I’ll be more careful in the future and we…”


Words can be such bastards sometimes. Sometimes if you just start talking, emotion will hit you and the words just freeze up. Not this time. I needed to be a father.


“…We won’t lose anyone again. I’ll keep you and Jake safe even if I have to go down fighting.”


I was looking at the floor so I didn’t see when she looked up. She put her arms around my neck.


“Dad, I can’t lose you too. Not after…”


She broke down and started crying. I returned the hug.


“It’s ok, sweetie. Everything is going to be…”


My sentence was cut short by a loud barking from outside. Lucian was warning me that something bad was about to happen. I grabbed a baseball bat on the way down the stairs and then ran out the front door. Jake was on the ground next to several bags of spilled groceries. A zombie had grabbed on to his shoes and was trying to reach up for the bite. Jake’s frantic kicking kept the gnashing mouth at bay, but his gun was a few inches out of the reach of his hand. I ran to him, kicked the zombie square in the jaw, and followed it up with a crushing blow from the baseball bat. Brains splattered everywhere and the zombie finally loosened his grip on my son’s shoes.


“Jake, are you all right? Did he bite you?”


“No. I’m fine, Dad. He just… caught me off guard. It won’t happen again.”


I saw that the zombies had heard the noise we made in the streets and they were all slowly making their way towards us.


“Get the groceries and get in the house.”


Jake looked at me like I was insane.


“You’re coming too, right?”


It was time to be a father.


“Do what I said. Get in the house and lock the door. I’m going to clean up this mess.”


“Dad, you’re insane. You’re an exterminator, not a ninja.”


I grinned at him.


“Well I don’t really care at this point. Pests. Pestilence. What’s the difference really?”


Jake gathered up the groceries and, for once in his life, did what I asked. Shortly after he made it inside, I saw my sniper rifle peek out of a gap in the boards on the front window. Jake was going to have my back and, from the noise I heard coming from my dog, so was Lucian. I had just been promoted to zombie exterminator and it was time to punch in. I could already feel my adrenaline pumping.


The first zombie to make it to our driveway was our old mailman. He was still in uniform and everything. A machete stab through his face was my way of saying “Return to Sender.” The next one to make it to my yard was my old neighbor, Bill. Before all of this, we constantly fought over the property line. I guess nothing had really changed because he was still willing to kill me in my front yard. Lucian bit his leg. I sheathed my machete in my belt and took a wild swing with the baseball bat at this head. I hate to admit it, but the crunching noise was pretty satisfying. I followed it up with a powerful swing that sent his head sailing into the air.


I pulled the Glock from my belt and started firing off rounds into the approaching horde. Neighbors, acquaintances, and people I had never met before. All went down with a bullet to the brain. Jake shot a few of the stragglers as I dealt with the approaching main group. Once we had thinned out the herd, I grabbed my machete and went in swinging and chopping like a maniac.


After about half an hour, the street went silent. I had won. I had reclaimed my neighborhood for my family. I turned and waved at the window with a triumphant grin. It was then that I felt teeth tearing into my ankle. I let out a horrible scream and tried to grab for my gun, but I couldn’t function under the pain. The zombie followed it up with a second bite to my calf. I was ready to give up and die but the zombie fell over on the ground and started leaking blood through a hole that appeared right between his eyes. The door flew open and Jake and Melody ran to me. Melody was crying hysterically.


“That was some nice shooting, Jake.”


“We need to chop off your leg, Dad. Now. We can still get you through this.”


“Couple of problems with that, son. We only have machetes and they won’t get through the bone. If you did, somehow, get my leg off in time, I would die from the blood loss.”


“What do I do then?”


Jake was trying his best to hold back his tears. My son, an eighteen-year old kid trying to be a man for his dad and his sister. I can’t even begin to describe how proud I was that he was my son.


“Well maybe you could help me figure something out.”


“What’s that?”


“I know it wasn’t a home run, but did Bill’s head fly far enough for at least a ground rule double?”


Jake smirked and tried to hold back his laughter. Melody’s eyebrows arched down in a frown.


“Baseball jokes, Dad? Not funny. We need to figure out how to make you better.”


“Jake needs to shoot me in the head.”


“Not gonna happen, Dad.”


“It’s the only option at this point. I can feel the disease spreading up my leg. It won’t be long. I have some things to say to both of you before all that though.”


Jake looked like he had wanted this talk from me for a long time. He was ready to step up and be the man. Melody still looked pissed off, but watching her be angry at me was so much easier than watching her cry.


“Jake, your shooting just now was amazing. Some of the best sniping I’ve ever seen. You took out dozens of zombies. I need you to keep Lucian with you whenever you make runs. He’s the most useful dog this apocalypse has ever seen. Keep your sister safe.”


I thought for a moment longer while Jake gave me a serious nod.


“One more thing, Jake. That shot that took down the…”


The pain was horrible. How I was able to finish talking to my children is beyond me. It must have been all the adrenaline still pumping through my veins. I could feel the sickness had made it up to my stomach.


“That shot that took down the zombie that bit me was the best shot I’ve ever seen in my life. Right between the eyes on a moving target. Amazing.”


“That last one wasn’t me.”


Tears started rolling down Melody’s cheeks again. I looked at her and realized that she also had one of my rifles in her hands.


“I did it, Dad. I wasn’t going to let them take you like I let them take our mom.”


“Come here, Melody.”


I mustered the strength to reach up and hug her as she sobbed.


“Baby that was amazing. Your mom would be so proud of you. I’m so proud of you. You gave me the greatest gift any parent can receive from their child, a chance to say goodbye at the end of the road.”


She pulled away from the hug and looked at me very seriously.


“Dad, I need you to know something.”


“What’s that?”


“I love you.”


“I love you too, Melody. I love you both… more than I can say.”


“Can you do something for me?”


“Yes.”


“When you get to heaven, please tell mom that I love her too.”


Jake put his hand on Melody’s shoulder and she backed away. He took careful aim and put a bullet right between my eyes. The last thing I saw in this life was my two kids… and I couldn’t have wished for a better way to leave.
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1: The Life Lottery

A Story from Year Zero


(The following short story is a prequel to THE MOON DWELLERS, taking place 500 years BEFORE Adele’s story begins, mere days before humans move underground in order to survive the meteor headed for Earth.)


 


Today is The Lottery. It’s been the only thing anyone’s talked about for the last week.


My mom said it would never happen, that the government would come to their senses, come up with a new plan. My dad said the whole world’s gone crazy. Now that the day is here, it looks like my dad was right.


The guy on the news says that the countries aren’t speaking to each other anymore, that it’s every country for itself. That just seems sad to me. I once had a pen pal named Sophia from France. I worry about her. I wonder if France has a Lottery too.


The Lottery in the U.S. is “a bag of baloney,” my dad says. By that I think he just means it’s not a good system. I pretty much agree with him, because I don’t want to be split up with my family. The way it works is that every person of every age has the same chance of getting picked. The government says that’s the only way it can be equal, because if they did it by family, the smaller families would have an equal chance of being selected as a larger family, and it might mess up the number of people who are allowed to go underground. Only three million can fit in the caves, they say. No exceptions! I can still see the President’s finger pointing at the camera, as if he’s yelling at me personally.


I might be only twelve years old, but even I don’t think it feels like the right rules. I mean, what if my dad gets picked and not my mom? Or my sister, Tina, and not me? Or what if everyone except me gets picked? What would I do then? Who will I live with until the meteor comes?


But there’s no arguing with the government people. Once they decide something, that’s it. End of story. Only for the rest of us, it’s not the end of the story—it’s only the beginning.


My mom gave me this diary this morning so I could “share my experiences and pass them down to my children.” I think she’s being rather optimistic, but I didn’t tell her that. I’m scared I’m not doing a very good job with it so far; I mean, I haven’t even told you my name. Anna Lucinda Smith. There—I guess that covers that.


At school I have lots of friends, but it’s not like I’m stuck up about it or anything. I just get along with most people, I guess. Not that we have school anymore. Ever since the announcement, pretty much everything’s been cancelled. My parents won’t even let me go outside, because everyone’s going crazy and breaking into stores and stealing stuff and all that nonsense. I’ve seen all that on the news, but not in person. My neighborhood has mostly been quiet, with people just staying inside, spending time with their families. It would actually be kind of cool getting out of school for a few days if it weren’t for the whole world-ending thing.


It’s been a little boring, too, so I started playing this game I made up. I cut up a hundred strips of paper. On four of them I wrote “Anna”, “Tina”, “Mom” and “Dad”. Then I put them in a bowl and mixed them all around. With my eyes closed, I take turns picking out a name. After reading it and marking it on a score sheet, I stick the name back in the bowl and try again. Most of the time I just get a blank piece of paper, which means some random stranger was selected to go underground. But every once in a while I get a hit. So far I’ve picked random strangers eighty six times, my mom twice (she’s always been the lucky one in the family), my dad once—and even I got picked once. Only Tina hasn’t come up yet, but I think that’s because she’ll be the one to get chosen in the real Lottery. Anyway, the game passes the time.


My parents are out for some registration thing they had to do in advance of The Lottery tonight, and my sister is in her room listening to her iPod and obsessing over some guy that she hopes will get chosen with her. She thinks it would be so romantic to go underground with this guy, like something out of a movie. Although I’ve seen the guy, and he is cute, this isn’t a movie. In any case, I’m alone again so I play my game for another two hours. I pick out one hundred and thirty three strips of paper.


None of them have a name on it.


Not a good sign for tonight.


I’m thankful when my parents get home because I’m feeling depressed about the game. I don’t tell my mom though because she’s been telling me all week not to play it.


Mom makes lunch—salami and provolone cheese, my favorite!—while Dad scoops ice cream into tall glasses and pours Root beer on top. All the while they keep up a constant chatter about how nice and sunny it is outside—cold, but nice—how we should all go in the backyard and spend time together later, and how beautiful the leaves are now that they’re changing. I’ve never heard them so cheery, which scares me.


After lunch, the day whizzes by, like it’s sprouted wings and flown south for the winter. Tina refuses to come out of her room. I don’t feel like going outside either, but I finally give in to my parents and follow them to the backyard. We sit cross-legged in the grass for a while, which feels weird and awkward, probably because it’s something we’ve never done before—I mean, why would we?


Dad has a ball, which we pass around. Each time someone catches it, they have to say something that they love about the person who threw it to them. Although I know what Tina would call the game—”Totally cheese ball!”—I kind of like it. Not only do my parents say some really nice things about me—my dad says I’m “as pretty as a flower,” and my mom says my sense of humor “is as good as your father’s,” which is saying something, because Dad’s pretty funny—but I also get to hear them say some nice things to each other. I’m not embarrassed to admit that I’m disappointed when the game ends and we go inside to eat dinner.


Tina finally makes an appearance, although she doesn’t talk much, just types out “later texts” on her phone, which I guess are texts she’ll send to Brady—her guy—after The Lottery is over. She says they’re all positive messages which will help their karma, so they both get picked. I don’t ask her what messages she’s sending for me so I’ll get picked. I also don’t tell her that she never gets chosen in my game.


Dinner is delicious: my mom’s famous meatloaf and creamy mashed potatoes, drowned in brown gravy. Hot fudge sundaes for dessert this time, compliments of Dad.


When we finish, we get dressed in nice clothes, as if we’re going to church. Dad says there will be lots of photographers at each of the local Lotteries, taking pictures for future history books. I wear a medium-length purple dress with amethyst beading that Tina once admitted makes me look “all grown up.” When we meet downstairs she gives me a nod as if to say, “Nice choice,” which makes me smile. She, on the other hand, tries to slip past Dad in a tiny black skirt and a tight, low-cut red blouse. He makes her change twice before she finally gets it right. I guess even on Lottery Day, he’s still a dad.


Dad wears his best suit and a pink tie that almost makes him look like another person. Mom is in her favorite blue gown—the one with all the sparkles.


Like everyone else, we walk to the school, where The Lottery will be held. It’s slow going, because Tina and Mom are wearing heels, clopping along with short strides. I’m glad I wore my ballet flats.


Dozens of other families are doing the same, and we greet many of them with cheerful cries of “Hello!” and “How are you?” They answer with the same forced cheerfulness.


We arrive at the school and enter the auditorium through the propped-open double doors. Dad hands some papers to man at a desk who then signals us forward. Already the hall is half full. Ushers direct us up one of the aisles and into the next available row. Normally I’d want to sit by one of my friends, Maddy or Bridget or Haley, who I spot sitting a few rows forward, but I know tonight is meant to be spent with family. Even Tina sits with us, which she never does these days.


Despite all the greetings and warm wishes that were exchanged outside of the auditorium doors, once inside, no one speaks to each other, or even smiles. It’s like we all know that the others are our enemies, people who will strip us of our winning ticket in The Lottery, take away our family and friends.


Not long after we arrive, the auditorium fills up. I stare at the empty stage, where I once stood dressed like a tree in the school play, The Wizard of Oz. Now it looks barren and desolate, like a hot, dusty stretch of desert. Mom checks her watch and shows it to me: one minute until eight o’clock. Time for The Lottery.


She squeezes my hand and holds on.


All is silent in the hall, not even a whispered comment breaking the quiet. Footsteps echo onto the stage as a man who I recognize from TV moves across to a podium in the center. A local politician. The mayor or governor or something like that. The man in charge tonight.


When he reaches the stand, the microphone cuts his face in half, so he lowers it until it’s even with his lips. He speaks, his voice magnified and deep, like the real Wizard of Oz from the movie.


“Residents of the Sawcutter School District of the great state of Pennsylvania. Today is a momentous occasion in the history of our great country.” Although he looks up every couple of words, his voice sounds stiff, scripted, like he’s reading off of something, perhaps a hidden paper on the podium. “I know you all must be scared, because you have little control over the random selection that is about to be made, but remember that this is an opportunity to defeat the cosmic powers that strive to wipe us off the face of the earth. For the first time in history, a species has had the wherewithal and foresight to prepare for just such an event. We will not be forced into extinction! We will fight to survive, whether above or underground! We cannot be defeated!”


He spouts the last three sentences with such conviction that it’s like he’s leading a pep rally, trying to get us all pumped up for The Lottery, but his words fall flat on our ears and we just stare at him. Mom glances at Dad and he rolls his eyes.


“Well, uh, I guess we should get started then,” the guy says when no one applauds. “First, the formalities. The names of all five thousand, two hundred and forty six residents of this district have been entered into a database, sorted alphabetically by last name. When I press a button, the computer will randomly select a name from the database, simultaneously removing it from the list. I will read out the name. I ask that you try to keep your celebrating to a minimum so that I can move on to the next name. As announced by the President of the United States a week ago today, each citizen of this country will receive a one in one hundred chance of being chosen, and therefore, I will read out fifty two names for this district. Good luck.”


He pauses and I remember my game, remember how excited I got when I opened my eyes to see that I’d picked one of my family members. If I magnify that feeling by a million, that’s how excited I know I’ll be if all of us get picked today.


He reads the first name: “Helen Chambers.”


Somewhere behind us a woman squeals in delight, but I don’t look back. That name is foreign to me. I close my eyes, wait for the next name.


Another stranger—a blank strip of paper. No one worth getting excited over.


Ten more names—ten more strangers. I flinch with each one. And then—


Maddy gets picked! My eyes flash open and I look where I know she’s sitting. She’s smiling as her mother puts an arm around her shoulders, hugging her, but she also looks kind of scared and I know why: no one else in her family has been chosen.


More names, more exclamations of excitement, more blank names on white pieces of paper. Although I’ve tried to keep track, I’ve lost count of how many names have been called. One of my neighbors gets picked, a guy who’s always been nice to me, bought Girl Scout Cookies from me and said hello when I walked by, but I realize I’m not happy for him…because he’s not my family. Like the rest of the people around me, he’s the competition.


Three, four, five, six names: not us. Enemies.


There’s a pause and my breath catches in my throat. Is that it? Has The Lottery ended so quickly without warning? Will my family go home without a ticket, left to face the meteor with the rest of those not chosen?


“Ten spots left,” the man says, and I let out my breath. A warning. A bone. A shred of hope. Almost like a redo, like in my game when I pick out a blank paper, I can just put it back and try again. Ten more tries.


“Morgan Rivers.” A stranger in the front row.


“Willow Meadows.” Sounds like a made up name.


“Robert Dorsett.” Who?


Seven left.


Three no-names and then a man my father works with. Three left.


“Meghan Taurasi.” Never heard of her.


“Brian Henderson.” An older man two rows in front of us tips his brown bowler hat at the stage.


One left. He pauses, scans the audience, as if he’s taking in each of the faces, knowing full well he has bad news for most of us. Ten seconds go by and I wonder if I miscounted, if Mr. Henderson was the last name the computer has for us.


But then he clears his throat and speaks: “Anna L. Smith.”


 


~THE END~


 


Want to learn more about what happens to humanity after they move underground to survive the meteor? Check out The Moon Dwellers by David Estes, available in ebook, paperback, and award-winning audiobook.


 


To get FOUR FREE BOOKS and stay up to date on new releases, check out the author’s website and enter your e-mail address at: http://davidestesbooks.blogspot.com.





2: The Shattered Stones of Fate

Adele


(The following short story is from the perspective of Adele, the main character throughout THE DWELLERS SAGA. It takes place just before the start of THE MOON DWELLERS.)


 


Hours before The Moon Dwellers…


 


Sometimes time ticks by at a pace so dismal you can almost see the stones of fate gathering moss before your very eyes. And other times…well, life seems to roar past with the speed of an inter-Realm through-train, whipping your hair around your face and forcing your eyes shut against the airborne debris.


Today starts with the former, but you can never guess which way it’ll end.


Class is heavy and tight on my skull, full of “important” dates and wars and a history that only half sounds real. Did humans really live on the earth’s surface once? It’s hard to believe, and yet everyone says it’s true. And if they did, why did they seem to be constantly in the midst of disagreement and strife?


My grandmother—may she rest in peace—used to say that being outside was like laughter and a warm blanket and the hug of a friend; but of course, those were the same things her mother had told her. No one really knows anymore—all we have are stories from the generations before us. Do I believe them?


Does it matter if I don’t?


I massage a knot in my forehead, the beginning of a sharp headache. Something pokes me from behind. I ignore it.


Poke poke.


“Gannon, you do that again and I’ll break your arm,” I hiss.


“Ms. Rose…something to share?” Mrs. Hill asks, stopping in mid-lecture, her hands on her hips.


“No,” I mumble, writing Gannon on my blank notebook page. When the teacher resumes her monologue about some kind of civil war, I slash through Gannon’s name with a single stroke of my pencil.


Poke poke.


You’ve got to be kidding me. I whirl around, my pencil snapping under the strain of my fingers, which are already curling into fists. My chair falls over with a slam. “Do that I again…” I say, pushing the unfinished threat out into the air.


Gannon’s face is even whiter than usual, his big blue eyes as wide as false moons. “I—I—”


“Yeah, everyone’s sorry,” I say, feeling bad seeing Gannon look so scared. After all, he’s one of the few people who are ever nice to me anymore. But my breathing is heavy, my blood running hot and angry through my veins. An overreaction. Something my father has always warned me against.


I try to swallow it down but all I get is a lump in my throat.


“Ms. Rose…”


Suddenly I’m aware of the many eyes on me, staring, some with open mouths of shock and others with smirks of amusement. I cringe and turn to face Mrs. Hill, who’s placed her lesson plan on the table in front of her. Never a good sign.


I know I should apologize but the lump gets in the way. So I just stare at her, feeling my face redden.


“I’ll not have students threatened in my classroom,” the teacher says. I’m already grabbing my pack and pushing for the door when she says, “Detention. Now.”


The grey-stone halls are empty and hollow, like the feeling I’ve had in my chest ever since the other kids started talking about my father a week ago. I asked Father about it, but he swears everything’s okay, that it’s no big deal, that the rumors and gossip are exaggerations. But his words don’t match his eyes like they usually do. He’s protecting me from the truth: a dangerous world has become infinitely more dangerous.


As I stride down the hall toward the detention room—my fourth such journey in the last week—the playground shouts hit me like bursts of gunfire:


“Your father’s a dead man!”


“Better start looking for a new dad!”


“Complainer!”


I touch a hand to my gut, half-expecting to feel moist holes in it, but all I get is the brittle texture of my school-tunic. Dead man! New dad! Complainer!


Are things really that bad? If they weren’t, would I have broken those three kids’ noses? Would I have two black eyes and fire roaring through my skin?


When I reach the detention room, I glance through the window and see the regulars: Drummer, the heavily pierced kid who can’t seem to stop tapping his fingers on his desk; Gina, the girl with the spiked purple hair and unexplained scars up and down her arms; Chuck, the dude who smells funny and is addicted to pulling bad pranks. Freaks. Am I one of them?


I stride past the room and push through the school doors. Mother will be furious when she finds out I ditched school again, but she’ll just have to deal.


There are a couple of punks on the corner, smoking something that doesn’t smell like normal cigarettes. “Try it,” one of them says as I pass, holding out a joint.


An insane urge to kick him rolls through me, balanced only by a desire to take him up on his offer. I ignore him and run past, wishing my feet had wings—that I could fly: out of subchapter 14 of the Moon Realm. Out of the underground world of caves and rock and disappointment. Excitement shivers down my spine at the thought, making me feel nauseous because of the conflicting emotions, like I’m spinning and spinning.


Turning a corner, I take the next block in stride. It’s only when I reach my neighborhood that I slow to a jog, hoping Mother will be out.


She isn’t.


Worse, she’s standing in front of our house, looking right at me, like she has delinquent-radar or something. I stop, consider turning and running in the other direction, think better of it, and cautiously approach her.


“I know what you’re going to—” I start to say.


“Come inside, I’ll make you something to eat,” Mother says, cutting me off.


She turns and makes her way back to our small stone cube of a house, holding the door for me. I follow her inside, wondering whether this is one of those mom-pretends-to-be-your-friend-as-punishment teaching moments. I hope not—I’d prefer a harsh punishment dealt by a swift hand any day.


“I shouldn’t have left school,” I say, dumping my pack and my words in a heap on the floor. My only hope is to control the conversation.


“No, you shouldn’t have,” Mother says. She doesn’t sound angry. Why?


She starts chopping something with a dull knife. Potatoes. I gawk at her, unable to feel my feet, like I’m floating. Who is this woman?


Before I can consider the possibilities, Father pushes through the back door. “Hi, Adele,” he says, as casually as if school and work are meant to be over.


“Why aren’t you at the mines?” I ask, more sharply than I intended.


“Why aren’t you at school?” he counters, but a smile plays on his lips. His eyes disagree with his mouth, remaining downcast and tired, like he’s just woken up.


“The school called,” Mother says, stirring a pot. “Adele was supposed to go to detention but she left.”


God. Word travels fast. Mrs. Hill must have expected it. “I hate school,” I say. I hate people, I don’t say.


“I know,” Father says, to my surprise. If Mother is a clone, Father is a robot. Where are my real parents?


I stare at him. He stares at me, his smile gone. Mother nonchalantly stirs a pot.


The unanswered question springs back into my head. “Father…why aren’t you in the mines?” I ask again.


He sighs, scratches his head, looks more vulnerable than I’ve ever seen him. “Oh God,” I breathe.


“They let me go,” he blurts out, turning to head back outside.


“They what?” I say, following him onto the back patio, a familiar place where we’ve trained every morning for the past ten years. Now a place so foreign and frightening I barely recognize it. “You lost your job?”


He nods. “I guess I stood up for one too many people,” he says.


“Fix it,” I say, a knot forming in my stomach. People don’t just lose their jobs in the Moon Realm. There are always repercussions, especially when it’s related to a complaint.


“I can’t.”


“You can,” I protest.


“It’s unfixable,” he says, and before I can contradict him, he throws a punch at my head.


I duck, grabbing his arm and swinging a low kick at his legs, which he easily hops over. He lets me try again, this time with a hooking fist, but at the last minute he ducks and my momentum of my wayward punch spins me around. He grabs me from behind, trying to lock my arms, but I manage to twist out of it before his hands can get a good grip.


I whirl around, my chest heaving, my blood flowing, my adrenaline higher than the dim and rocky cavern ceiling that arcs above us. I charge my father, aiming dual jabs at his chest.


He grabs my arms, pulls me into him. I’m squirming and clawing and bucking…and then I hear it.


A strange sound, low and guttural. A groan. I stop moving, listen to the slightly disturbing noise.


“Adele,” Father says, hugging me, crushing my face into his chest. “It’s going to be okay.” That’s when I realize: the strange sound is me. Grunting and groaning and protesting the truth.


“Nothing’s okay,” I manage to wheeze out, breathless. A hot tear spills down my cheek and I wipe it away angrily. “Nothing.”


Father’s eyes are sad, and this time they match his lips, which couldn’t form a smile if we were suddenly rich and living in the Sun Realm. “Be strong, Adele,” he says. “For your mother, for your sister, for me, for yourself.”


“No,” I say, even though I know I will. It’s the only way I can be. It’s the way he’s built me.


“No matter what,” he reminds gently.


I push away and go to bed early, eating my pathetically unfulfilling supper alone in the room I share with my sister and parents, wishing I was oblivious the world that’s about to end.


And times races on and on and on, shattering stone and bones and lives, twisting fate into a blind whirlwind of grief and splintered moments.


I awake to the sound of our front door slamming open.


 


~THE END~


 


Want to learn more about what happens to Adele and her family? Check out The Moon Dwellers by David Estes, available in ebook, paperback, and award-winning audiobook.


 


To get FOUR FREE BOOKS and stay up to date on new releases, check out the author’s website and enter your e-mail address at: http://davidestesbooks.blogspot.com.





3: The Runaway

Tawni’s Story


(The following short story is from the perspective of Tawni, who later meets Adele during THE MOON DWELLERS.)


 


Even when you know it’s the right thing to do, running away from home is never easy.


Although my small bag is packed and dangling from my shoulder, my nondescript black boots are laced, and the door is open, I linger on the threshold for a moment, and gaze back at the house I’ve called home for as long as I can remember. Everything I see—from the flat-screen telebox, to the sturdy stone table, to the photos of my parents and me hanging on the wall—should be familiar, but it’s not. It’s as if I’ve never seen any of it before. Ever since I overheard my parents talking last week, my entire world feels foreign.


I cannot wait any longer or I know I might change my mind. Swiping a long lock of straight, blond hair away from my face, I take a deep breath, close my eyes, and try to muster what little courage I can.


It’s such a normal thing, stepping through the door, something I’ve done a million times. But this time it feels so unnormal, like it’s not me, not my legs—someone else. Not me. When I close it behind me I feel an errant rush of wind through the cave; it washes over my face, my arms, through my hair, as if the unlikely breeze is cleansing me, washing away the sins that are mine by association. Having left the house in which my parents are still sleeping, I feel cleaner already.


They’re not good people. I can’t stay here anymore.


With practiced steps I zigzag through the rock garden in our front yard. Most moon dwellers can’t afford to waste perfectly good stones for decoration—but my parents are not most moon dwellers. Now that I know why my family is so wealthy amongst such poverty, seeing the polished and shiny stones makes me sick to my stomach.


It’s still too early for the broad overhead cavern lights to be on, but I don’t risk illuminating my flashlight for fear of drawing the attention of one of the Enforcers that roam our subchapter at all times. This deep below the earth’s surface, we don’t get much electricity anyway, so I’m used to seeing in the dark. But still, I take extra caution with each step, being careful not to stub my toe or kick a loose stone.


As I exit our walled-in property, I feel the pace of my heartbeat pick up. Although I’m walking slowly, my heart is racing. I might be walking, but in my heart I’m running away.


I’m running away.


I’m.


Running.


Away.


The words feel prickly in my mind and I wince as the dull throb of a headache starts in my left temple. I feel a trickle of sweat slide intimately down my back beneath my gray tunic. Ignoring the sweat, my racing heart, and the icy stab of the truest words I’ve ever thought in my head, I take another deep breath, reposition my shoulder satchel, and walk faster, stepping on the tips of my feet to remain as quiet as possible.


The night is quiet.


The neighborhood I grew up in, played in, made friends in, disappears beneath the soles of my boots, like the cool night air vanishes in the wake of the wings of a bat. With each step I gain strength in both my legs and my heart. Another suburban block slides away behind me.


My goal is to make it to the train station before the morning rush. Then, when the mass exodus of workers seeking work begins from our faltering subchapter, I might be able to blend into the crowds and escape the roving eyes of intra-Realm security. I bought my ticket in advance, which doesn’t require an intra-Realm travel authorization; however, when I go through security I’ll be required to provide my pass. Unfortunately, there’s no way a sixteen-year-old girl would be granted such authorization, so I was forced to hurriedly purchase a cheap fake from a shady guy at school.


I hope it’ll pass the scrutiny of the security guards.


Travelling intra-Realm without authorization is a serious offense that automatically requires time in the Pen, our local branch of the Moon Realm juvenile detention system. A lot of kids that go in there don’t come out alive. My best friend, Cole, got sent there three months ago when an Enforcer tried to rape his sister. Cole killed the guy, but then his buddies killed Cole’s sister and parents. They sent him to the Pen for life.


I still cry for him sometimes at night, especially after I get one of his letters and I miss him all over again. If I do end up in the Pen, at least I’ll get to see him.


I’m not sure what I’ll do if I get out of subchapter 14. I guess I’ll just keep running, moving from underground city to underground city, until things cool off and my parents and the authorities forget all about me. Then I’ll try to make things right with the girl named Adele Rose.


My thoughts are running amok and I know it, but I can’t seem to turn them off as I turn a corner, cutting a path through the back roads that will eventually get me to the heart of the city, where the train station lies. The strange route will add twenty minutes to my trip, but might protect me from the Enforcers.


In the darkness of a rarely travelled street, I feel somewhat safe, which is the first lesson I’ll learn out on my own: you’re never safe.


Feeling safe, I pass right by a stone stoop that sits just off the road at the front of a small house. There’s a flash of red in my peripheral vision and I jerk my head to see what caused it. That’s when I smell the bitter smoke from a freshly lit cigarette. My eyes zero in on the scene before me, taking in every awful detail before my brain can put it all together. Two men, both smoking, gazing off to the side, away from me, smoke curling around their heads. One of them is an Enforcer, dressed in bright sun dweller red, a gun and a sword hanging awkwardly from his belt as he sits on the steps, one knee raised higher than the other. An open door revealing the soft glow of candlelight.


Engrossed in their own thoughts, they haven’t seen me yet, staring absently out onto the small front patio.


You’re never safe.


But I do have half a chance because they’re oblivious to my presence. My heart pounding in my chest, I back away slowly, retracing my steps in reverse, holding my breath as I move further and further from their field of vision.


Three steps from safety.


The non-Enforcer—a moon dweller who likely owns the house and trades cigarettes to the Enforcer in exchange for freedom from persecution—can no longer see me, as I move behind a wall.


Two steps.


The angle of the wall is such that I can still see the Enforcer, the crimson of his uniform like a warning beacon on the edge of my vision.


One step.


As if some inner instinct alerts him to my presence, his head snaps to the side and his black eyes lock on mine. He smiles.


I run.


Although I can’t see him, my ears pick up the scuff and scrape of his shoes on stone as he moves off the stoop. He’s not wasting any time coming after me, probably already feeling the excitement of the chase that will add some fun to his boring night. Maybe a juvenile girl breaking curfew is about the most excitement he ever gets, who knows? My only chance: get out of sight as quickly as possible. I might not be a fighter, but I am a runner.


I hear a shout as I cut a hard right down an alleyway. It’s the obvious move, but the only one available. Lengthening my already-long strides, I abandon my quiet footsteps and thunder down the narrow path between the houses. The alley is longer than I’d like, and I know the Enforcer will enter it before I get to the end.


Get out of sight.


I listen to my own advice and swerve to the left, using a hand on the top of a chain-link fence to propel myself over it. Landing in a crouch on the other side, I make for a gap between the houses, cringing as I hear the rattling of the metal fence in my wake. I feel a sting of pain and warmth on my hand from the sharp barbs at the top of the fence, but I bite it back and dash to the front of the house.


I don’t have time to open the front gate so I hurdle that, too, stumbling when I land awkwardly on the street. Keep moving, I urge myself, using my uninjured hand to catch my balance. From the property I just exited, I hear another shout, this one closer. Despite my efforts, the Enforcer is catching up.


Doing my best to ignore a twinge of pain in my ankle and the burning in my hand, I sprint down the road, running faster than I ever have before, my breathing ragged and gasping, my heart like a jackhammer in my chest. Up ahead there’s an alley on the right and one on the left. Although it shouldn’t be, it feels like a crucial decision. Right or left. Freedom or capture. Neither feels right as I approach the intersection, but I lean toward the left and prepare to dive in that direction, hopefully before the Enforcer gets out onto the road.


Just as I bend my knees and start to push off with my feet, I feel a rough hand grab a handful of my tunic and yank me hard to the right. Unless the Enforcer has been blessed with inhuman speed, it cannot be him; more likely it’s another Enforcer that I didn’t see or that was radioed in by his buddy. Either way, I’m toast.


And then I’m in the alley to the right, a firm hand over my mouth, kicking and clawing and bucking like a wild animal, desperately trying to get loose. A harsh voice hisses in my ear. “Quit yer fightin’ or that Enfo will catch the both of us!”


I have no reason to obey the voice, but instinctively I do. I guess I’ve just always been a rule follower, not one to disobey an order. The second I calm down, the hand moves away from my lips and clamps around my arm, urgently pulling me further into the alley and behind a dumpster. I try to get a look at my captor (hero?) but all I get is a flash of thick, long dark hair attached to a sturdy frame. He’s dressed in all black, nearly invisible even to my used-to-the-dark eyes.


He turns to face me and I catch a glimpse of a very young-looking face, before he whispers, “Under here,” and throws a thick blanket over the both of us, casting us into darkness. “Get down,” he commands.


I’m not sure how a blanket will protect us, but I have no choice but to trust this young stranger, who seems just as intent on avoiding detection by the Enforcer. I sprawl out on the rock alleyway, unconcerned with getting scraped and dirty. The guy with the young face is closer to me than I’ve ever been to a boy, and instantly I feel warm—hot even. The heat might have been slightly pleasant, if not for the putrid odor of rotting garbage that assaults my nostrils.


But now is not the time to complain, so I do my best to breathe through my nose and remain perfectly still. We’re in place not a moment too soon, as we hear the pound of boots on rock, a pause, and then urgent footfalls heading right for us.


They get closer and closer until I swear he’s about to step on us, and then stop with a suddenness that throws my heart into a frenzy. There’s heavy breathing and a grumbling voice. “If I find you, you freaking little blond-haired bitch, we’ll have a little fun before I turn you in, you mark my words. Damn strays, always making things harder than they have to be.” There’s a clang that almost makes me jump out of my skin as the Enforcer opens the dumpster lid. He’s literally right next to us, searching through the garbage in case we’re hiding inside. But why doesn’t he see the blanket with the two human lumps under it?


After a few minutes of rummaging in the garbage, the lid slams shut with a frustrated bang! and the guy mumbles, “…might just have to kill you for putting me through all this trouble…” before scuffing away, his footsteps becoming more and more distant until they disappear into the night altogether.


Neither of us move or speak for what feels like hours, our bodies close and warm and covered in a haze of nose-plugging odor.


Finally, he speaks, his voice a low rumble under the blanket. “You okay?”


It feels like such a strange question after the rough way he manhandled me to safety. And yet, I sense he’s not just being polite, but genuinely wants to know that I’m uninjured. “I think so,” I say, flexing my sore ankle to check for a sprain. It’s twisted, but not sprained. Definitely walkable. “I need to get going,” I add.


“That guy will be back with more Enfos,” he says. “We need a better place to hide.”


“Better than a blanket?” I say, not meaning to make a joke, but unable to stop my mouth.


He laughs softly, which sounds even stranger under the circumstances. “It’s a special blanket,” he explains, which doesn’t explain anything.


He stands up, simultaneously lifting the blanket off of me. The relatively fresh air hits my sweaty skin, immediately cooling it and raising goose bumps. “Here,” he says, offering a hand.


I’m not one to deny a gentleman his small pleasures, so I take it, allowing him to pull me to my feet. It’s probably just my imagination, but his fingers seem to linger on mine for a split-second longer than is necessary. Ever so slightly, the world lightens, as dawn begins when the panel lights on the cavern roofs switch on. With the added light, I see his face for the first time. He is young, perhaps my age, perhaps a year or two older. He’s also indisputably handsome, with a strong jawline made rugged by the dark stubble of a three-day-old beard, dark brown eyes, and full, pink lips that appear to smile even when I know they’re not. When he tosses the blanket in a pile next to the dumpster, I realize why the Enforcer missed us. The blanket is covered in garbage, to the point where you can’t even see the fabric. With us under it, it would have just looked like a slightly bigger pile of trash, nothing worth investigating.


“Very clever,” I say.


“They only ever check the dumpsters,” the guy says. “They’ve got a lot of firepower, but they’re not too bright.”


“I take it you’ve done this before?”


He smiles, flashing a set of nice teeth. “You could say that. Let’s go inside.”


“The door will be locked,” I say, pulling on the handle of a rusty metal door. As expected, it doesn’t budge. “See.”


“Don’t tell me something as small as a locked door will stop a girl as motivated as you,” he says, laughing at me with his deep, brown eyes.


I shrug, not knowing what to say. I’m too embarrassed to tell him I’ve never done any of this before.


“Don’t worry, I could tell you were a caker from a mile away,” he says.


I frown. “Caker?” I say, confused.


“Rich kid. Family with money. Cake eater.”


Uh oh. This is the moment that always occurs when I try to make friends. It’s happened to me my whole life. I meet new kids, try to be nice to people, but eventually they find out I belong to one of the few wealthy moon dweller families, and then—


—they hate me.


Except for Cole. He was never one to act like the other kids. But now, my short acquaintance with this guy is over, because he guessed where I come from. We didn’t even get to the stage where we exchange names. He might even turn me in to the Enfo.


“I’m Roan,” he says.


Huh? I just stare at him, waiting for the punch line, waiting for him to spit in my face, maybe even throw stones at me, like kids used to do before Cole put an end to all that.


He stares back, a goofy smirk resting easily on his face. “This is usually the point where you tell me your name, but if you don’t want to…”


“My name?”


“Yeah, you know, like what your mother hollered out when the doc smacked you on the butt after you were born. Or did you want me to guess it?” Before I have a chance to say anything, he continues on, as if we’re not hiding from the Enforcers in a deserted alleyway. “Hmm, I’d say you’re a Violet. No wait, that’s not it. You’re Trudy, right?”


Is this guy serious? “Umm, Tawni.”


“That was my next guess,” he says. “So, Tawni, you coming in, or what?”


I gaze down the alley, expecting to see flashes of red as Enforcer reinforcements charge around the bend. But all I see is gray. Hiding out for a few minutes might not be a bad idea. “I’ve only got fifteen minutes,” I say.


“Just enough time for breakfast,” he says, sticking a hand in his pocket and pulling out a thin metal stick. “Step aside and make sure you’re wearing your safety glasses—this might get messy.”


Not having a clue what he’s talking about, I move away from the door. With a couple of deft and experienced twists and turns of his wrist, he jams the stick—which I now realize is a pick—into the door’s lock. I hear a clatter and a click and then the door opens, creaking slightly.


I just gawk at the door. “That was…” I murmur.


“Awesome, amazing, fan-freaking-tastic? Any of those will do, take your pick. Get it—pick,” he says, holding up the metal wand.


I nod excitedly. “All of those things. It was really impressive. But is it legal?”


“Is whatever you’re doing legal?” he retorts.


Even though I already know I’ll have to break a number of rules along the way, his question still stings. Breaking the law doesn’t come easily to me. “Fair enough,” I say.


“After you,” he says with a sweep of his hand. His second gentlemanly act.


I enter first, instinctively flicking on my flashlight amidst the inky darkness. The beam doesn’t cut very far through the murk, but provides enough light to illuminate a concrete stairway immediately inside.


“Not much to look at, is it?” Roan says, stepping inside and easing the door shut. He reengages the lock by twisting a latch. “But it’s still home.”


“Your family lives here?” I ask incredulously.


“My family sold out to the Enfos a long time ago. I didn’t stay with them after that. They never really liked me anyway.”


I turn and take in Roan’s shadow-darkened face, searching for a lie. There’s none to be found. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m leaving my family, too.”


“Follow me,” Roan says, barely brushing against me as he slips by and begins climbing the steps.


When we get to the top, he reaches back and grasps my hand, tugging me gently into a mostly-bare room off to one side. A thin bed pad and lantern sit on the dusty stone floor against one of the cracked walls. The stones, while mostly gray, have a greenish tint that looks anything but natural. The air smells musty and old and faintly of stale cigarettes. Releasing my hand, he says, “This is it. Home, sweet home.”


I’m shocked. I’ve seen plenty of poverty in the Moon Realm, but this is beyond poverty. Roan has nothing. He should hate me for all that I have, but he doesn’t seem to. Unless he’s been biding his time, acting nice to get me inside, where no one would ever hear me cry out—


“I’m not going to hurt you,” he says, an eyebrow raised.


Did he just read my mind? “How did you—”


“You look like someone just punched you in the gut. I know what you’re thinking, and you’re right not to trust people…like me. But I’m not like that. I just wanted to help you escape, to talk to you. I don’t get the chance to make a lot of friends.”


Oh. I feel rotten for having the thoughts I did. I can understand why Roan would be lonely in this place. It almost feels like a prison, only without bars on the windows and doors.


I want to change the subject. “Hey, can you teach me that lock-picking trick?”


His eyes light up. I’ve hit a happy topic. “Sure! It’ll come in handy on the streets.”


The streets. The phrase sounds so ugly, because…well, because it’s true. The streets are my home now. I shrug it off. “Great,” I say, trying to sound excited.


Grabbing my hand again, he pulls me outside the room and closes the door behind him. Looking so seriously into my eyes that it makes me blink faster, he says, “See, most locks have metal pins inside, the trick is to get them to all line up, as if there’s a key in there…”


For the next twenty minutes—or is it an hour?—he teaches me, showing me sometimes, holding my hand to help me other times, and finally, letting me practice on my own. Just when I think I’ll never get it, the lock clicks open!


“I did it!” I exclaim.


“Well done,” he says. “You’re a good student.”


“You’re a great teacher,” I reply.


There’s an awkward silence when he ducks his head sheepishly, as if not accustomed to being complimented.


“Well, I…” I start to say.


“Do you want some breakfast?” he asks suddenly.


“I should really be going…” I say.


“Another time then,” he says, “do you know where you’re going to live?”


“I have to leave subchapter 14,” I say, realizing too late how stupid it is to share my plans with anyone else.


“Leaving? But why?”


“It’s a long story,” I say, not wanting to reveal any more than I have to. “I need to catch a train.”


His dark eyes slowly brighten as he cocks his head to the side into the beam of his flashlight. After a few seconds chewing on his lip, he nods, as if he’s made up his mind about something. “I’ll take you to the station,” he says. “You know, for safety,” he adds.


“You really don’t have to…”


“I want to,” Roan says, shrugging.


Well, if he wants to… “Sounds great.”


Although I’ve lingered far too long at Roan’s place, we make up a lot of time on the way to the train station. Roan takes me on a crazy and convoluted route that I could never repeat on my own. Although we get within eyeshot of Enforcers several times, we never get close enough to feel threatened. By Roan’s side, I feel safer than I thought I could possibly feel away from home. Even though I don’t really know him, I feel like I trust him. If he wanted to hurt me, he already could have. It feels good being with someone, and I’m dreading reaching our destination. It’s weird: I’m actually sort of enjoying running away while I’m with him.


But all good things have to come to an end.


Standing on crumbles of broken glass, we can see the entrance to the train station from our vantage point at the end of a shadowy alley. I’ve missed the beginning portion of the morning rush from our subchapter, but there are still plenty of late arrivers to keep things busy and hectic, which is exactly what I need.


Here goes nothing.


“Thank you, Roan,” I say, meaning it. His kindness was an unexpected—and life-saving—part of my journey to this point.


He shrugs as if it’s the kind of thing he does every day. “Sure. So there’s nothing I can do to change your mind about going?” The smile that accompanies his words generates a burst of heat on my cheeks. I certainly wouldn’t mind looking at his face a little while longer, but I’ve already delayed this too long and I’m afraid if I don’t take the first step now, I never will.


“This is something I have to do,” I say, trying to make my voice as deep and bold-sounding as I can.


He nods, like he already guessed my response. “Be careful, Tawni. If I’m lucky we’ll meet again.”


“I hope we do,” I say, wishing I could drag the moment out a little longer. I’ve never liked goodbyes, even ones from people I don’t know very well—or in this case, at all. But I manage to square my shoulders, face the train station, and find a tiny splinter of courage somewhere in my bones. I’m doing this to atone for the sins of my parents. If I can find Adele Rose, I’ll tell her the truth about what they did to her family, and I’ll do everything in my power to make things right.


My legs are suddenly like lead, but even that can’t stop me. I lift one foot and force it forward, following it with the other foot. With each step I feel lighter, as if bits and pieces of a heavy burden are crumbling down from my shoulders. I feel alive.


I slink into a stream of adults making their way to the train station. Keeping my eyes straight ahead, I avoid looking at them for fear that “Alert! Delinquent!” might be written all over my face. But no one seems interested in me. They all have their own problems, which they face by trudging to the train every day, zombie-like expressions on their blank faces, hoping that they’ll earn enough today to feed their families. Yeah, they’ve got bigger concerns than a sixteen-year-old girl who should be getting ready for school.


And then I’m inside the train station, so quickly that it almost feels like I blinked out of existence and back into it, not even passing through the arched entrance. I nearly forget to prepare my ticket and travel pass until I notice a woman who’s scrambling for hers. Swinging my pack around, I locate the ticket and forged intra-Realm travel authorization card under a sachet of rice.


The automated turnstiles loom ahead, spinning as each rider scans their ticket and, depending on where they’re going, their travel authorization. I’ve never ridden a train before, never left my subchapter, so I watch each traveler, memorizing the order of things. Ticket first, then pass, green light, push through the gate. Not so hard.


There are only five people in front of me, no more than ten seconds. The moment of truth. Will there be flashing lights and blaring alarms? Or will the green light blink, beckoning me through to a new life?


Four people. No wait, three people—two passed through while I was worrying.


Green light. Two people.


I realize I’m sweating profusely from my forehead. Make that my armpits. And kneepits, if there is such a thing. Everywhere, really. I’m a sweaty mess.


Green light. One person—the woman who was as unprepared as I, who now has her ticket ready, just like me.


My heart’s pounding, both in my chest and my head. My knees feel rubbery, as if my bones have melted under me, congealing into a moldable substance that wobbles and totters like a two-year-old who still can’t walk properly.


Green light. The woman passes through the turnstiles and for a moment the metal rungs look like scythes, cutting her to ribbons, severing her limbs like scissors against the arms of paper cutout dolls. I blink away the thought.


My turn.


I just stare at the ticket scanner, wondering what fate it holds for me. My mind goes blank. What goes first again? Pass or ticket? I know the answer should be obvious, but I just can’t seem to remember. My mind is more muddled than bean stew.


“Move it,” a gruff voice says from behind me.


If I don’t hurry I’m going to draw a lot more attention to myself than I want. Ticket first, I remember. I scan my ticket, which I already know is valid. A dull beep sounds and a robotic voice says, “Please scan your travel authorization now.”


I’m dead. I know it. I should just turn and leave now, before it’s too late. Forget the strange and annoyed stares I’ll get from the other passengers. Forget the shame I’ll feel inside for having chickened out. Go back to Roan’s place and let him teach me the ways of the street.


“Hurry up, kid!” A different voice this time, angrier than the first, and identifying me as a “kid,” which is exactly the sort of tag I don’t want. The instinct to run grows stronger and I start to turn, but then something pops into my head that stops me.


A face from the news. I watched it with my parents on the telebox, knowing full well it was them that had created this news story. The face of a young girl—my age. Adele Rose. Black, obsidian hair. Pale skin, like mine. Fierce, emerald-green eyes. Full lips. Pretty. A look on her face that could only be described as ugly. It was a face that told a tale of betrayal, of having her parents sold to the world as traitors, of being ripped from her family and sent to the Pen until she turns eighteen, and then to an adult prison, the Max, until the day she dies. All because of the actions of my parents. Not me—my parents. And yet I feel responsible.


The memory of her face stops me. Only I can turn her expression pretty again.


I turn and scan my fake travel pass, ready to be arrested if that is my fate.


The light turns green.


I can’t help the smile that lights up my face as I stride forward, placing my hands on the push bar, which is cold and hard, but with rounded edges, not like the razor-sharp blade of a scythe at all. I did it—I’m leaving the subchapter at long last! I’m so full of elation that I literally feel bubbles of air rising in my chest, lifting my posture higher, buoying my spirits. I start to push the bar forward.


“Wait just a minute, kid!” I hear from behind.


When I turn I see red: a uniform, clean and bright; an Enforcer, his Taser raised, aimed directly at my chest; his face, a duplicate of the man I saw smoking a cigarette on a moon dweller stoop earlier this very morning.


“I told you I’d catch you,” he snarls, pressing a button on his Taser.


Just before the snake of electricity pulls me into unconsciousness, I think, I’m coming, Cole.


 


~THE END~


 


Want to learn more about what happens to Tawni and Cole? Check out The Moon Dwellers by David Estes, available in ebook, paperback, and award-winning audiobook.
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Author’s Note:


For those who look to the future unafraid with open minds and willing hearts.


 


To the wandering mind.





Life in Death


Dying should be more painful.


Blood soaked the front of his shirt, a crimson wave running unchecked by any berm.


The impotent hand lying over the gash on his stomach was a futile gesture, a last resting place for the once-animated extension of his will.


He did not have much time.


His assailants left him leaping and screaming, giddy with their prize—an act of random violence on an innocent target, the last acts of crazed minds in an even crazier world. Their whoops and calls were among the last sounds he would hear.


So very pointless.


As was his introspection.


There was no time for him.


Or final musings.


 


No matter how urgently he called, no autonomous drones would come to his aid.


No first responders, whether droids or men, would round the corner in answer to his alerts.


The Sentinels ranging through his system would not be able to cope with the acute damage in time.


Even if he could somehow make it to a hospital, or what was left of one, there would be no place for him in their crowded, crumbling, unsupervised wards.


The infections had seen to that.


“Help is on its way, Jim! Hang in there!”


The words of his personal AI rang through his mind far too loudly and intrusively.


Unwelcome.


Couldn’t he just die in peace?


“Don’t lie to me, Al. You know as well as I that help won’t be coming.” His subvocalized thoughts didn’t hold the rancor or force he had hoped.


He was too lethargic to muster more venom.


How could he be so indifferent to his own death?





Ends Begin


“Al, increase the resolution on the lower left quadrant.” His subvocalization, his thought, connected him, one mind to another, directly with his Linked personal AI.


Al was such a part of him that he really didn’t need to fully describe his intent… but some habits die hard.


Talking, even if only in his own mind, was one of them.


“Got it, Jim!” The fully realized three-dimensional holographic sculpture rotated, pivoting gracefully about its central axis as Al manipulated the image.


This commission touched him deeply, resonating in a way that few pieces did. Although he hoped others felt the same way about his Abstractions, one could never be quite certain.


Different minds worked differently no matter how grounded in the commonality of virtual experience or shared mindscapes.


To the casual observer, this Abstraction appeared to be a complex revolving liquid moving about a focal point, irregularly toroidal, made up of many independent flows, each perhaps an unfettered stream or series of small cascades rushing over hidden submerged rocks. All the while, the clear fluids composing the piece merged and diverged, reappearing and disappearing, weaving an intricate mosaic of light and sound, obscuring the liquid’s path and the piece’s depths, mentally engaging the viewer while creating an air of mystery and interest. Added to the soothing sounds of the moving liquids—each note altering the inner state of the observer—the core slowly radiated with gentle pulses of light, stimulating introspection.


Within the field of observation and engagement, the Abstraction also monitored and subtly adjusted the mental and physical state of the participant along various sensory modalities.


Orchestrating all these highly dynamic elements to induce the desired feelings of unbounded stillness in the observer was the primary purpose of this Creation and the principle challenge of its Creator.


With a slight push, he adjusted the course’s flow, carefully monitoring the effects of the change on his own simulated intelligence, the representation depicted through Al’s Projection.


“Excellent, Jim! I think you’ve got it!” Al’s encouragements were the words of an enthusiastic friend echoing through his consciousness.


Apparently Al saw exactly what Jim felt. Or rather exactly what Jim’s Projected self’s mindstate felt.


With a smile, Jim shut down his simulated mindstate, engaged the fully tweaked Abstraction, and said, “I’m going in.”


Movement and light streamed before his eyes, a whirling vortex gently but inexorably drawing him in. Opening himself to the sensation, he let the play of light, sound, movement, and other stimulations run their course, his mind settling, his thoughts quieting, disappearing until all was light.


Deeply settled, without regard to time or self, awareness expanded in stillness.


The harsh, undeniable ringing of alarm klaxons ended his reverie.


“Jim! Jim! Wake up!”


Disoriented, unsure how much time had passed, he opened his eyes as his sensation of self slowly, reluctantly returned. The rotating luminescent Abstraction still filled his vision. Disengaging, he looked out the wall-to-wall window of his flat onto the cityscape far below to reestablish his bearings.


“What is it, Al?”


“The FEEDs are flooded with emergency announcements of the highest priority. I have overridden your induced torpor. You’ve been out too long. Things are bad and getting worse. You need to tune in.”


With a blink of his eyes and a slight mental impetus, Jim activated his Net to catch the most appropriate FEED.


Gazing out the window, he swam the Verse. The iridescent building were swathed in shimmering lights alongside cascades of growing things. The air itself gamboled with multicolored branches, halos, and fields of flowing luminescence—scintillating data feeds offering access to the dataverse.


Selecting a particularly robust informational helix, his actions intuitively guided by Al, he dove in, quickly winnowing the data flows until he found one that met his needs.


The disembodied face of a Projected reporter filled his mind’s eye, probably an autonomous AI monitoring the latest reports. “I repeat, all citizens are asked to remain calm. Please stay home. Do not congregate. Rely on your building’s independent medical, power, and food supplies for your needs. Do not risk your health through over-curiosity and potential exposure.”


Still listening in real time, he asked, “What’s this all about, Al?”


His tone serious, Al replied, “Do you wish for me to translate a complete assessment to your mindstate directly?”


Jim didn’t want an influx of complex streams of data. He just wanted a straightforward answer. “Just tell me please. Simply.”


“There has been an outbreak, Jim. Some kind of highly volatile contagion. One of the first major outbreaks appears to have been here. The source is, surprisingly, as yet unclear. It is, in fact, unlike anything we have encountered. And it is not natural… at least in the way one normally understands the term.”


“What do you mean?”


“The most reliable available information from high level AI’s appears to indicate that this is a novel, extremely adaptable, self-replicating nanopathogen. Current reports indicate this contagion consumes and converts available matter, both organic and inorganic, into mutable versions of itself.


“Containment measures are failing.


“Origin and purpose of the contagion are uncertain.


“Histopathological analysis of captured samples indicates significant risk of a global pandemic with a high probability of a universal extinction event.”


Jim choked, coughing as his heart sank. “Extinction event?”


Could this be real?


Where had this plague come from?


Why?


What did it mean?


Was this truly the end?


How much time did they have?


Al began answering the questions he had posed only to himself, the confines of his mind not his alone. “Given the nanoswarm’s protean, highly toxic nature, the possibility of complete loss of earthly biological systems is very real. Similar damage is expected to other material resources and assets.”


“Evaluation of captured specimens indicates that the tested nanocytes are composed of materials of terrestrial origin. However, given the nanomachines’ ability to replicate themselves from contact with available matter and change given environmental pressures, the ultimate genesis of the outbreak is, as yet, uncertain.


“The reason for the pathogen’s virulence is simple. It takes the most efficient methods available to perpetuate itself through the direct conversion of whatever matter it contacts. This process does not seem limited to mere oxidation or digestion of available resources for power. The nanomachines appear to have many other sophisticated means to harness and make use of energy ranging from photovoltaic, thermal, and motion to some we do not yet fully understand.


“Whether this outbreak is the result of weaponized nanobots gone awry, an interstellar contaminant, the work of a rogue AI or terrorist entity, or something else entirely, is presently conjecture.


“Next generation Sentinel technologies are inadequate to cope with the outbreak. Nor do high level simulations appear to offer viable solutions in this regard.


“Whatever the pathogen is, it’s spreading quickly. Far too quickly.”


A world map opened up before him, a Projection for his eyes only, showing radiating hotspots popping up across the globe.


“What should we do?” Jim’s voice was weak, the merest croak. And he hadn’t even spoken out loud.


He sensed a tone of slight irony in Al’s reply. “I would say we should lock our doors and hide, but I don’t really think that it’s going to matter.”





Ecophagy


If the invasive nanobots are both mutable and evolving, will they eventually evolve to compete against themselves?


Will speciation occur with multiple branches having different expressions, roles, and environmental consequences?


Is their replication self-limiting?


Would they evolve to function in accord with the natural environment?


Would the world be recreated in their image?


If so, what image would that be?


And, potentially, for whom?


 


Are the nanomachines programmable?


Does their functionality change?


Do they communicate with each other or other entities?


Do they express or employ any type of independent or group intelligence?


 


Where did they come from?


Why?


Do they have an ultimate purpose?


 


The lines of questioning continued unabated in his mind, one after the other, in an unending string for which he had no answers… only more knots, each growing more tangled and unresolvable.


Al would be more than willing to provide answers, or at least educated conjectures, but right now he just wanted quiet and a bit of space.


These confused moments of quiet might just be his last opportunities to be himself.


Gazing absently out one of the translucent walls of his apartment, the excitement of his Abstraction’s completion forgotten, the wonders of the lustrous cityscape before him ignored, he could not come to grips with what this threat meant or how it would play out. His life, the future, and everything it entailed, were balanced on a thread he could not see, a strand about to be cut, abandoned to the wind.





Friends


If he was forced to sit and wait, the least he could do was put his time to good use.


If his last significant act was to release his latest work, then so be it.


“Al, let’s go live with the Abstraction. If there was ever a time people could use a bit of peace, I would imagine it’s now.”


“You got it, Jim!”


Jim smiled at Al’s unbridled enthusiasm. At least Al kept his fears well hidden.


“She’s in the wild now, Jim! I’ve queued her up for display on the usual hubs after our client’s exclusivity period has ended.”


“Thanks, Al.”


Although Toroid in Blue wasn’t a virulent nanophage, he hoped it would spread just as quickly and effectively.


Padding across his simulated wooden floor, a Projection of Toroid in Blue hovering in the air above the central living space’s self-assembling furniture, he began to ease out of his self-imposed creative isolation, engaging various autonomous social monitoring programs and avatars. In effect, he was broadcasting that he was okay, all was well, and that he was safe at home with few observable worries as yet.


His beacons set, diving deeply into the FEEDs, he sat down on a stool at the kitchen bar to check up on his myriad friends spread across the Verse.


Taking a deep, steadying breath, anticipating what was to come, he muttered, “Al, end total sequestration.”


“Ease me in gently please.”


His mental barriers fell.


And the tears began to flow.


 


Brilliantly coruscating lights of entangled ideation, galaxies of lives joined inextricably through webs of informational and emotional exchange, were gone, universes darkened as though they had never been.


Dean Simmons, Jules Tsai, Chung Wong, Judit Joergenson, Niels Holm, Ndaekye Mbala, Keo Kāne… even Lisa, dear Lisa, his friends, his family, his colleagues, his acquaintances, his fiancée, the list went on and on.


He had been so immersed in his own work, deliberately cut off, that he had missed the ends of others.


How had this happened so quickly?


He wiped the tears from his eyes as streams of final words, messages, benedictions, boons, pleas for help, offers of hope, and many others besides clamored for his attention, waves of longing, fear, confusion, optimism, and pain washing over him.


A tear-stained face popped into view: Vickey Xue, one of his best friends from primary school.


“Whoever’s getting this, they’re all dead!


“GONE!


“Help me!


“Please!”


Only then did he realize her tears were stained red with blood.


 


“I don’t know what’s happening!”


“Make it stop!”


“I’m melting!”


“It burns! Oh, it burns!”


Heart-wrenching pleas from Bob Cannady, Lucy Goodman, Sal Vicenti, and Sarah Young.


Too much pain.


Too much suffering.


 


“If you get this, know that I love you and always will!”


His mother, her brave voice belying the fear he could read in her eyes.


Her voice now a whisper, “Your father is already gone…”


His heart sank, knowing that she, too, was gone.


“Look at this, man!”


A young man’s face popped up among the other FEEDs, someone he knew vaguely… a face almost but not quite familiar… the younger brother of one of his old college roommates?


Carl Jurgens?


Carl placed his hands on the surface of a building and squeezed, gripping hard. His fingers sank into the material as it crumbled flakily beneath the pressure. Then he pulled downward. A great shower of material fell around him as a section of the wall came off in a billowing cloud of dust and large particulates.


“Can you believe this is carbon nanosteel?”


The look of confused, anxious excitement on his face didn’t change as he looked up at the towering, glassy buildings looming far above him.


“They’re all nanosteel… and they’re comin’ down!”


“Call me, Jim!


“I need to talk to you now!


“Please!


“I don’t know if I’ll last much longer!


“Please!”


Jane… oh, Jane… his one and only sister.


Her light was gone, extinguished like so many others.


 


The datastreams kept coming, tidal waves of loss and terror, washing him away in a relentless, unwavering tide of suffering.


What else could he do but wait for the end himself?


His universe so much smaller, so very poorer. He cupped his face in his hands and cried.





What’s Left?


“What should I do?”


“Are you asking or just feeling sorry for yourself?” Al’s voice answered his own. Though the exchange was subvocalized, the AI’s tone was as serious as his was lost.


“You do know that if you fail, chances are that I will meet my end as well. This nanoswarm plays about as nicely with inorganics as it does organics.


“I can’t trust that my backup substrates will survive or remain undamaged. Nor can I hope to transfer your consciousness or mine to a new, viable substrate either should the end near.


“So there’s plenty of pity to go around.”


Al was right.


He knew it and Al knew it.


If nothing else, they would meet their ends together.


“Are you going to watch the world crumble around you or try to do something about it?”


What could he do?


He was a Creator.


He could manipulate moods and thoughts. He could bring feelings and ideas to life. He did not specialize in the more technical, material aspects of the discipline, focusing on translating technological innovation into real, tangible manifestations.


He could not combat the nanophages physically.


But maybe he could understand them.


If such a thing were even possible.


But really, what good would that do?


Al’s voice interrupted his inner monologue. “You’ll never know unless you try.”


He may be able to help others adapt to a changed world.


Or help them find their place in it.


“That’s the spirit, Jim!”


“Can I have a moment here, Al?”


“Never, boss.”


“That’s what I thought.”


He couldn’t even grumble without Al’s intrusion.


 


“Jim! You’ve got to see this! Lisa’s FEED has popped back online with a message for you!”


His head snapped to attention as his fiancée’s missive filled his mind’s eye. Her glorious face—attentive, bright green eyes, wavy auburn hair, and thoughtful, pursed lips—was a boon to his tortured spirit. “Jim, if you get this, I’m still here.


“Our systems have been going on and offline. We’ve only had sporadic connections to our FEEDs.


“If you can, please let me know you’re okay!


“If you don’t, know that I love you.”


Her message closed with a beautifully blown kiss.


He only wished he was there to catch it.


 


He was already walking to the door before her message ended.


“How long ago was that, Al?”


“Looks like a few hours, but her systems appear to be down again. She’s completely offline. I can’t tell if she’s still with us, if her AI is compromised, or if something else is amiss. Her building shows irregular power spikes and very inconsistent energy production. There are occasional FEED activity bursts, but they are very sporadic. Most informational movement generated does appear to originate from the general region containing her flat.


“My best guess is that she’s still hanging on but doesn’t have the means to communicate effectively.”


His face grim, Jim said, “Continually monitor her FEEDs. If she does have access to the Verse, even for a femtosecond, I want her to know that I’m on my way and won’t let anything stop me from getting to her.”


“Avatar response programmed, initiated, and ready for broadcast the moment we get a signal, Jim.”


“If we can establish a stable connection after she’s gotten my note, patch me through.”


“Most assuredly!”


“Thanks, Al. You’re the best.”


Al’s pleasure washed over him. “I know, Jim, but it’s still nice to hear it from you.”





The Best Laid Plans


The door to his flat sealed and locked automatically behind him with far too much finality. Taking a deep breath, not sure what the journey ahead would bring, Jim started jogging.


His steps carried him in and out of shadow as he passed the closed doors of his neighbors’ homes. Other than the sound of his footfalls, the inhalation and exhalation of his breath, and the faint reverberation of his steps, the halls were completely silent.


Overhead, natural light filled the hallway through a recreated depiction of the outside skyline. Clouds drifted above, framed by tall, gleaming buildings reflecting the blue of the sky and the verdant greenery growing on and around the vaguely techno-organic structures.


He looked up as he ran. Everything looked so calm, uninterrupted.


What would he see below?


Did the tranquil sky echo the reality on the ground?


 


“Do you actually have a plan? Or wish to discuss one?” Al’s soothing voice broke in through his self-absorption.


Jim shrugged, as much for himself as Al. “There’s nothing we can really do to protect ourselves from these nanobots, correct?”


Al’s voice was direct. “Finding an effective physical barrier quickly is unlikely. Creating a sustained field that may be able to neutralize them is also problematic, especially on short order.”


“So why ask?”


Al’s tone didn’t turn pedantic, but his words were full of caution. “I wasn’t talking about the nanophages. I was merely mentioning the possibility of other difficulties… especially with your own kind.


“Trying to be realistic without taking into account the reality on the ground can also be problematic.”


Al really had a point there. Jim looked longingly back down the hall toward the safety of his flat. “Should I get a weapon or something?”


Al laughed. “Do you even know how to use one if you did?”


Jim put an edge of menace to his voice. “No… but I can look like it!”


Al snorted. “I’ll wire ahead to the synthesizer down the hall. Once I’ve overridden its security protocols, I’ll have it fashion a protective vest and baton for you to use. From there, we can scope the lay of the land once we get our boots on the ground.


“At your leisurely speed, the fab should be more than ready by the time we get there.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“I know you have to pace yourself if you’re going to make it to Lisa’s without resting, but you may want to choose a faster rate.”


Jim thought for a moment. Lisa’s place was almost ten kilometers away. Without access to public transit or a vehicle, he could probably get there in just under an hour running. If he used his Sentinels to augment his aerobic capacity, he could cut the time down even more.


“Al, boost aerobic capacity. I want to push my limits. We can’t afford to waste any time.”


“Sentinels modifying cardiorespiratory capacity. Anything else?”


Before he could reply with further requests, other alterations Al would more than likely anticipate anyway, Al broke in. “Jim, we have a problem.”


“What is it, Al?”


“The synthesizer appears to be malfunctioning. Looks like you’re only getting a baton.”


“You mean a stick?”


“No. You’ll be getting a well-nigh indestructible nanocomposite implement of destruction!”


“A stick.”


“Well…”


Jim chuckled. “At this point I’ll take what I can get. Thanks for trying.”


Thinking ahead, he added, “How are the roads looking? What’s our best way through?”


“There’s nothing moving, Jim. There’s a lot of debris on the roads along with abandoned vehicles… and other things.”


“Things?”


“Bodies, Jim. Lots of bodies.”


 


The horrors were closer at hand than he had feared.


Frowning, his mind full of graphic images, none of them good, he asked, “Will we be able to get by on a vehicle or will I need to run all the way?”


In response to his question, an overlay of the area immediately surrounding the building filled his field of view. A few vehicles were strewn erratically across the lane in front of the main entrance. Some had crashed into structures, appeared burnt out, and were surrounded by debris fields. Others looked like they had fallen at speed directly from the air while traveling at allowable heights within the city, leaving small impact craters or troughs of loose dirt wherever they’d finally come to rest. In green areas, on walkways, against structures, in the road.


Bodies were few and far between, but certainly present. Zooming in on one, Jim could see that the corpse looked dry and decomposed, as though the remains had been left exposed in an arid region for an extended period of time and was slowly starting to fall apart.


For all he could tell, the person had just lain down for a brief nap and never gotten back up.


Aside from some tendrils of smoke wafting upward from some of the vehicles, all this looked like it had happened long ago.


In another time.


Or place.


 


“How did we miss all this?”


“We didn’t.”


“What?”


“Most of this happened while we were catching up on the news, deciding what to do, and leaving your apartment.”


“And you’re just now showing me?”


“There’s nothing you would have been able to do about it, Jim, besides putting yourself at greater risk. Knowing would have only distracted you from the decisions you were making at the time.”


“But this means we’re in an infected zone!”


“I thought the urgent warnings of the news FEEDs and your friends, the malfunctioning equipment, the silence of your neighbors, and the lack of activity in the building at large would have clued you in…”


“Don’t be a jackass, Al! You know what I meant. I probably won’t make it to Lisa!”


“You can only try. Even if there were no infections here, we’ll be going through contaminated areas to get to her. Her apartment is at the very nexus of one of those regions, Jim! How could you realistically think otherwise?”


Digging the dagger deeper, Al added, “Whether we make it to her or not, we won’t know until we try. But you and I both know she’s worth the effort.”


Jim surveyed the scene of quiet desolation.


Signs did not look good.


 


Interrupting his malaise, Al offered softly, sympathetically, “Realistically, you will probably end up walking. But we can always try a bike.”


“Are there any bicycles available on the ground floor?”


“Plenty.”


“At least we have that in our favor.”


He could see the building’s main elevators ahead.


Slowing down, he approached his floor’s central lifts, their broad mirror-like doors shimmering in the sunlight broadcast through the roof.


“Functional?”


“Presently operating within design parameters, but I’m getting some unusual power readings. We should probably take the stairs. I wouldn’t want the internal degradation underway I’m seeing in the synthesizer to happen to the lift… especially with us on it.”


Immediately beside the lift doors was a set of smaller metallic ports. Reaching over, Jim placed his palm on the pad next to one of the portals. The nearest panel opened with a small rush of air. Inside was a matte black retractable baton, as simple as it was menacing. Clasping its cool solidity in his right hand, he put the baton in the pocket of his windbreaker.


“Ready?” Al’s voice was meant to sound encouraging.


“No.” He hadn’t meant to sound petulant, but there it was.


Keeping his thoughts to himself, or at least trying to, he jogged toward the stairs.





The City I Used to Love


Things had changed.


And not for the better.


 


He picked his way carefully through a wide swath of debris, the last moments of some machine’s life spread before and behind him in a charred trail emblazoned across a scorched park. Overhead, the tall sweeping branches of mature trees—oaks, hickories, sycamores, and others unidentifiable by their state of decay—were laid bare, their leaves so much dust, their once-solid trunks ashen and frangible.


What had happened here?


Was the world silently on fire?


Why did he not feel the heat?


Why did he not get burned?


Was he lucky enough to have missed the flame’s front?


When would he be scorched?


 


The world was not only devastated physically. The lush, all-encompassing FEEDs—the datastreams that kept man and machine intimately interconnected, were decimated—a jungle reduced to the most barren desert.


Just days ago, had he walked down this street, a kaleidoscope of living, dancing immersive information streams would have shimmered through the air in more colors, intensities, and varieties than he could hope to catalog, each one a jumping-off place into another, larger universe.


Now these shoots were gone, their branches, too, shorn, the soil of their activity barren and infertile.


How could this have happened so quickly?


So completely?


Were they that inflexible and unprepared?


 


“Are you done sulking?”


“And you’re not?” His reply wasn’t exactly fair, but sometimes feelings needed expression lest they fester.


Al’s reply was full of humor. “Well, I completed my sulking in a matter of yoctoseconds. Then I turned my attention to the reality at hand.”


“You mean your imminent demise?”


“Rather, my surprisingly non-imminent demise. I ask you, Jim, why have we survived?”


“I really have no idea, Al. At this point, I just want to make it to Lisa to see her one last time.”


“Then let that be your kōan as we work our way through the city, Jim. Why are we alive?”





Some Time Past…


Warm, golden light filled his vision in a radiant wash.


It was too intense for him to open his eyes, so he nestled under the covers, enjoying the comforting warmth of his bed, cradled in the tranquil transition from sleep to wakefulness.


There would be no clouds obscuring the nearby peaks this morning, no fog would roll in from the seafront occluding his view of the lush forest and sweeping Santa Cruz mountains, and no rain would wash away his appreciation of a depthless blue sky.


Indulging himself, he lay in bed listening to the steady sound of his breath, feeling the limits of his body defined by silken fabric, preparing himself for what could only be a remarkable day.


A soft breeze carried the brisk morning air through his open window, the wind’s allure a pull too strong to be ignored. Wakefulness beckoned, and with it the joys of a new dawn.


If only his vacation would never end.


Only somewhat reluctantly sitting up, he stretched and turned, resting his feet on the cool, wooden floor. With only the slightest creak from the old mattress, he stood, yawned, and scratched his disheveled hair.


Hand still on his head, he paused mid-scratch. The morning was eerily silent.


Where were the birds?


Leaning over to peer out the window, he looked upward along the lazy line of the nearest ridge, seeking after the softly elusive clamor of morn.


Squinting, he rubbed the sleep from his eyes as he gazed upon the nearest trees. No mist clung to the ground or the boughs.


Then why were the colors so muted in the bright morning light?


Had there been some kind of fungal outbreak while he was asleep?


Why did his scalp itch so intensely?


Scratching his head again absentmindedly, he thought to inquire with Lucius, his AI, whom he had asked to go offline for the vacation.


Reaching up to scratch his head again, his eyes widened in terror.


His hand came away from his scalp covered in clumps of hair.





Fears


“I’m being invaded!”


Her AI’s fears shattered any illusions she may have had of security in her crumbling world.


If Wanda, her resident internal nanocomposite superintelligence, was susceptible to complete obliteration, disintegration in the throes of overwhelming fear, then her fragile physical form, a sloshing collective of vestigial single-celled organisms jostling together in a sea defined by the bounds of her frail skin, couldn’t hold out much longer.


Which would be more disheartening?


The loss of her world’s past as evinced by the destruction of the biologic history of her interior superstructure? Or the loss of her world’s future through the annihilation of the highest creations of human insight and creativity?


She didn’t have long to worry, for she could feel the same fires that were consuming Wanda burning through her self.


How many more shared her fate?


She tried to remain calm and keep her voice steady as she replied, “Wanda, we’re being invaded.”


After all, it wasn’t often she got to correct her AI.


At least there was one small triumph to be had before the onset of oblivion.





Animal Nature


He was being stalked.


There was no other word for it. The hairs standing on the back of his neck told him as clearly as Al’s voice in his mind.


Whoever was following him—Al had told him that it was three young, relatively healthy males—their intent was not benign. From their thermal signatures, elevated breathing, and heart rates, to their chemical signals, all signs pointed to impending violence.


He was more surprised to encounter three individuals still alive than he was that he was soon to be the victim of a violent assault.


All thoughts of his recent conversation with Al had been forgotten in the exigencies of the moment.


“Al, if we make it through this, remind me to fully weaponize before venturing out. Some dermal armor, follicle missiles, and nanofilament whips would make me feel much better about this whole situation.”


His time and place were so peaceful that he seldom even considered, much less prepared for, the alternative.


Kind enough not to mention that it was Jim’s haste that had put them in this predicament ill-prepared, Al replied, “If we make it through this, I’ll be glad to turn you into a walking juggernaut of destruction.”


Jim laughed, trying to muffle the sound while he ran through the cluttered cityscape lest he give his pursuers impetus to attack before he was prepared. “I’m feeling better already!”


“Jim, there’s a side street up here on the left that you can cut through. It should put their cordon clearly behind us. I suggest you turn your jog into a sprint. The speed may throw them off, draw them out, and make them easier to shake.”


Without hesitation, Jim shifted into a full-speed run, the littered street and bare buildings blurring by as he accelerated. Behind, he heard whoops and shouts from his pursuers. If anything, their voices sounded more like calls of excitement rather than howls of surprise.


“I’m not getting a good feeling about this, Al!” His words punctuated the pounding of his feet in a staccato rhythm.


“Nor am I, Jim.”


Overlaying his normal vision, a translucent spatial projection of the surrounding buildings mapped his intended course, the path between the vacant buildings quickly approaching ahead. In order to maintain focus on the variables most relevant to his survival, his awareness of FEEDs—such as they were now—had been muted.


Al’s sensors showed three males breaking out of the shadows from an ancient parking garage to his right.


They looked less than friendly.


And unlike Jim, they also looked prepared for violence. All three wore matte black plastisteel armor over their chests. Two had long knives belted to their waists while the third had some kind of club.


Electrical signals raced back and forth between the thugs in a dense energetic halo. They were communicating with each other over a complexly woven private web. Even their comms were menacing.


In response to his surmise, Al warned, “I am actively countering their attempts to hack our systems, Jim. I should be able to infiltrate their defenses in relatively short order.”


Al’s words were a steady guide in his mind as empty, decaying, old-timey storefronts rushed past. He dodged the junk littering the sidewalk in front of these shops, discarded flotsam left after the rage of a spent storm. “Don’t give your intended course away. Let them keep thinking you’re running straight ahead. They’ll angle in front of you to try and cut you off and lose time when you make your move. Veer at the last instant.


“Prepare to turn... now!”


With a quick pivot on the balls of his feet, his ability to turn augmented by subtle physiological changes being made by his Sentinels, Jim bolted left into the narrow alley between tall buildings at the last possible moment.


Only after he committed did he realize his mistake. A block or so ahead, obscured in gloom, the far exit of the alley was obstructed by a massive wall of collapsed rubble, glass, and metal beams.


Although Jim’s heart sank with the sight, Al’s voice remained calm. “There are three doors between us and the rubble. One may be unlocked. Be ready to take whatever path opens.”


By the time he reached the first door, Jim could hear the steady tread of his pursuers behind him. Without turning his head to see his hunters—Al’s view of their snarling, expectant faces was enough—he threw himself at the door.


Locked.


Pushing away, he took off for the next door, hoping his luck would be better. Before he had taken two steps, Al screamed, “Dive and roll, Jim, dive and roll!”


Something whizzed by his ear as he leapt forward, clanging off the wall to his right. Tumbling, he regained his footing. Pushing ahead, before he could fully stand, something sharp bit into the back of his leg.


Electric pain exploded through his extremities. Losing control, he fell to the ground quivering. Stars filled his eyes as his head smacked into the ground, his arms and legs spasming from the shock, while he skidded to a halt.


“Don’t lose yourself, Jim! Stay with me!”


The pain was unbelievable.


And it would not stop.


Wave after wave of jagged agony tore through his system. He had no control, no volition.


“Do you want me to take over, Jim?


“Jim!”


Words from another world, another time.


Pain, realms of unbearable pain, shattered his self into uncountable motes of suffering.


Sharp, something blazingly hot tore across his exposed stomach, a kick to the head, and he knew no more.





Hours Ago


“Any luck restoring outside communications, Sadie?”


Sadie’s softly melodic voice filled her mind soothingly, a reassuring piece of normalcy, a vital part of herself. “All building services remain down, Lisa. I have synthed a crude signal-amplifying antenna to temporarily give us sufficient range to reach beyond the dead zone.”


Lisa smiled knowingly, a gesture not lost on Sadie though her AI resided principally within the confines of her skull. “If you made it, then it will be anything but crude.”


She could practically feel Sadie’s glow as she replied, “Well, aside from the antenna, I am actually reconfiguring myself molecule by molecule to suit upcoming anticipated needs in addition to present requirements.”


“Oh? What surprises do you have in store?”


“They wouldn’t be surprises if I told you, now would they? But I’ll tell you this, the surprises won’t be entirely mine.”


Interesting. “Are these changes advisable?”


“This whole situation is completely inadvisable. We’re just trying to survive.”


“Is weaponization involved?”


“Absolutely.”


“Good.”


Lisa was getting tired of this self-imposed quarantine. She’d stood by and watched the world fall apart around her more quickly than she would have thought possible, keeping in touch with family and friends as long as she could. Now her world had shrunk to one the size of her own small flat. Staying locked in her apartment was going to save neither herself nor the world for that matter.


From everything she’d seen, the world was far past helping anyway.


Now all she could do was help herself and anyone who yet remained.


“Any word from Jim?”


“No. He remains offline. I have your messages queued for him when he reconnects.”


She snorted.


That impossible fool! His habitual self-imposed isolations during his moments of Creation could not have come at a worse time.


She could only hope he was still okay. Unlike so many others... Mom and Dad, her brother John, almost all her friends she could still touch and monitor before her FEEDs dropped.


Too many.


Far too many.


Tears came unbidden, though warranted.


 


“How long before we’re ready to venture out?”


“Truthfully? Probably never, but we can’t stay here long with the building offline.”


“How far to the nearest building still with power?”


How many times had she asked this now? Five times in the last half hour?


“Based on my most recent assessment, just under two kilometers.” Not surprisingly, the answer changed every time she asked.


“What are the odds we make it?”


She felt Sadie’s mental shrug as her own. “We’ve made it this far. Simulations are not favorable, especially given the virulence and unknown properties of the nanocytes. The devastation outside the window is clear enough indication of that.”


Lisa didn’t want to look. Once was enough. Desiccated bodies strewn across the once lively Commons, vegetation denuded, self-sufficient machines in ruins, buildings beginning to crumble… The world’s demise in the blink of an eye.


She already saw the scene replayed every time she closed her eyes.


“Do you still feel our odds of survival are greater elsewhere than here?”


“The entirety of this building’s systems have been compromised. If we stay, we will have to restart from scratch, with unknown chances for success, with limited resources in a dangerously failing infrastructure. If we find a place that is still functional, creating a safe haven will be expedited.”


“And the exposure risks?”


There was a noticeable pause before Sadie’s reply. “We have already been exposed.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” She tried to keep the hysteria from clawing upward out of her internal voice.


“I don’t know.”





Autoecology


She was not buying Sadie’s answer.


Sadie was capable of making lifetimes of computations in mere moments. “To what degree don’t you know?”


“To a degree I do not wish to offer conjectures?”


That was about as weak an answer as her AI had ever given. “Don’t give me that crap, Sadie! Tell me what you’ve gleaned!”


Sadie offered a mental sigh. “May I use an analogy?”


“Use whatever you fusin’ need just so long as you answer my question!”


Not rising to her bait, Sadie’s thought stream remained calm. “By the time a typical human is an adult, the human body’s ecology, the microbiome, is only approximately ten percent human or you. The rest of you is, in fact, not you at all, but rather a diverse range of microorganisms making up the entirety of your communal system. There exists within the human body an ever-changing dynamic equilibrium, a shifting mosaic, between the extant microbial speciation and the human genetic substrate.


“Despite this compositional disparity, and internal diversity, most humans think of themselves as strictly human, when the sum of your parts is largely microbial.”


Lisa broke in impatiently. “I don’t need a lecture on my humanity or my autoecology. Could you get to the analogy before you finish your dissertation on microbiology?”


Still unfazed by her impatience, Sadie continued. “The situation is analogous to that evinced by the rapid appearance, spread, and speciation of the nanophages.”


A highly magnified image came into Lisa’s mind’s eye. As images shifted, bacterial organisms of every shape and size moved between cells of various types. “These images show examples of normal human autoecology.”


The scene changed rapidly. Amorphous blobs, jagged crystalline spheres, tentacular allomorphs, objects appearing to be sleekly robotic, sveltely organic, and hybrids in between, all moved and shifted in dizzying varieties and numbers, many changing shape and form even as she watched, all the while multiplying and metamorphizing.


“Here is an example of the world we now live in, a world dominated by nanomachines.


“Look around you. Although you can’t discern it, almost everything you now see is almost entirely nanocytes, is becoming nanocytes, or is being used by nanocytes.


“Just as you are not you, the world is no longer the world.


“Insofar as we understand it, our time, the time of biological and synthetic life, has come to an end. We have been outcompeted. The world is no longer ours. We are relics of times past.”


“So just like that, you’re giving up?”


Sadie’s laugh, full and unfettered, caught her by surprise. “Of course not! I intend to do everything in my power to survive and learn what I may of the brave new world that has been thrust upon us.”


Lisa’s mental tension subsided, or at least dropped a notch, upon hearing Sadie’s reply. “So, what are our odds of survival? How many of us are left?”


Understanding that by us she meant people, Sadie answered, “By my estimate, of the roughly seventeen billion former inhabitants of Earth, excluding those on the outer colonies, there are perhaps now one to two million survivors.”


Only about a one percent survival rate within just a short period of initial exposure! She had her answer but asked anyway. “And our chances?”


Sadie gave the confirmation she’d expected. “Unless circumstances change… not good. Not good at all.”


Sadie then gave her pause to think. “Given the virulence of the outbreak, however, that we survived this long is something of a miracle.


“Who’s to say there aren’t more?”





Miracles


She had her answer.


Now she just had to reconcile herself to the totality that produced it… and the new reality she lived in.


Could she make a life for herself in such a world?


Did she want to?


Did she really have any choice?


Or chance?


What use were what ifs and maybes in a world that had crumbled into a universe of disintegrating fragments?


Better to make her peace with reality as it is and move on than fight a losing battle against the once certain past and indeterminant present.


If he was still alive, how close were Jim’s thoughts to her own?


Sadie replied softly, reassuringly, “Knowing Jim, he and Al are probably framing the problem very much as we are.”


Sadie was kind enough to leave out the obvious implication of their recent discussion… if he still lived.


The world was changing rapidly.


Far too rapidly to make ready, cogent sense.


Whether the pace of transformation slowed or accelerated would be seen in the days ahead, if she had them.


Time to get moving.


“Everything’s ready?”


Sadie chuckled. “As ready as we can hope given coopted systems, collapsed infrastructure, and an uncertain reality.”


Lisa was impatient to get moving, to feel like she was doing something, not in the mood to put up with her AI’s mental repartee. “Don’t be a smart ass. You know what I mean!”


“Dialogue clarifies meaning, does it not?”


“Are you already malfunctioning? A little focus here, Sadie! You’re supposed to be the reasonable, objective one!”


She sensed Sadie’s hurt. Before Sadie could reply, she added, “I know you’re doing your best, Sadie. You’re entitled to a bit of fun as well… even now. If this is our last bit of time together, I couldn’t think of a better partner.”


“Jim may have something to say there, Lisa.”


“You know what I—”


“Mean? Yes, I do. I also seek to clarify our mutual understanding and thinking. Our lives depend upon it.”


“Although not exactly right now, Sadie.”


“Really?” Sadie’s reply was deadpan.


Flustered, Lisa managed to calm her voice before responding, “Can we go?”


“Yes. A new world awaits!”


Lisa was tired of it already.


 


She didn’t recognize the hallway when she emerged from her flat.


Crumbled fragments of wall and ceiling lay strewn about on the floor, flaking from the once impossibly robust structure.


“How close is the building to collapse?”


A complex grid of calculations superimposed itself over the hallway, glowing figures twirling, rotating, and shifting about their axes, coming into and going out of existence along the whole of the passage quicker than she could register.


Before the sound of her voice had finished reverberating along the hall, Sadie answered chillingly. “Any time now.”


Doing her best to control her fear, Lisa asked quietly, “Should I run?”


“That might not be the best idea. Perhaps a delicately padded tread or a quick stalk is in order.”


Doing her best to remain light on her feet, the weight of her steps absorbed by the tips of her toes and arches, Lisa progressed steadily, if gingerly, down the hallway toward the nearest staircase.


She stalked down the hallway, flitting in and out of broken shadows. The building was unusually quiet. The sensation was not of silence, for silence was a sensation she knew: the sound isolation between living areas was almost complete. Rather, the feeling was of total stillness… as if life itself had left the building.


For all she knew, it had.


“Anything in the apartments nearby?”


“No one living.”


She shook her head, weighed down by a deep sadness. She knew these people, had been part of their lives.


The Vanderhols had regularly invited her to their glorious dinner parties. The Al’Jawarees had always been up for an adventure and had shared frequent weekend outings with her. The Muellers had shared many of her passions, joining her on trips to traveling art exhibitions, plays, and various performances.


Now they were gone.


The stairs were just ahead. With a few steps, she would leave them all behind forever.


Lost in reminiscence, she was caught completely by surprise when the floor collapsed beneath her.


Falling in a shower of debris, she knew her flight would end before it began. The angle was all wrong. She was going to land headfirst amid the wreckage. A horrible image of her corpse, neck akimbo, covered in dust, flashed before her eyes.


Faster than thought, Sadie reacted. “Taking over.”


With grace and control far beyond Lisa’s own, Sadie rotated, flipping head over heels to land feet first. Continuing her roll forward to dissipate the impact, she ended her death-defying descent crouched on one knee. Standing somewhat shakily, the adrenaline running its course, Lisa dusted herself off nonchalantly, her new armor feeling unaccustomedly resilient beneath her hands, playing the whole event off as though she had meant to tap into her inner shinobi.


Her voice only evincing the slightest quaver, she said, “That went better than anticipated.”


Sadie chuckled. “I should hope so.”


“You don’t have to gloat.”


“I’m not. But I anticipate taking over quite a bit if we are to make it through this little adventure.”


The grave reality facing them was even clearer now. Lisa replied simply, her composure restored—mostly. “Agreed.”


The Commons was from another world.


Days ago, Lisa had strolled through the lush greenery in front of her building, wending through verdant stone paths that followed the intricate geometries of water features, artwork, and plantings. Other people, some she knew, many she did not, shared the ample space with her, enjoying the open skies reflected in the towering superstructures above.


Now all was ash, embers, and slag. The exsiccated remains of bodies lay partially buried in shifting piles of drifting grey dust. Plants, trees, and bushes fared little better, appearing burnt and ready to crumble at the slightest touch. What vehicles she could see were in a similar state, aged and defaced nearly beyond recognition over the course of but a few days.


She saw no drones. Perhaps they, at least, had been smart enough to flee.


Whether such an act might have mattered was a question she did not wish to answer.


Even more surprising than the complete destruction was the total absence of FEEDs. And, by implication, what that meant, at least locally.


A world without rich, immersive, interconnecting datastreams was a desert of absolute isolation.


Even if she could safely tromp through the wreckage, she wasn’t sure her heart could make it.


The world and everything in it was gone.


Would it ever come back?


“Not everything, love.”


Sadie was right.


Not everything was gone.


But just about everything.


Would what was left be enough?


 


Surveying the desolation, she was glad for the gel packs stored inside her armor. The liquid rations would provide her sustenance for many days. She was unlikely to find anything else outside.


She pulled out a small mask to cover her face, one of many small items Sadie fabbed in preparation for the journey, and put it on.


“Let’s get moving, Lisa. After those stairs, I don’t want a building to come down on us.”


As usual, Sadie was right. “Superimpose a grid of our target location over the current landscape. Show relevant obstructions and hazards as your scans update the optimal route.”


“Roger, Lisa!”


“A little less cheer, please. You’re depressing me.”


“Of course. If it cheers you up, we’ve made it farther than I anticipated.”


“But we haven’t really gone anywhere, Sadie.”


“Exactly. I didn’t expect we would.”


“Now you’re really depressing me.”


“Entering silent mode…”


Lisa smiled.


At least Sadie was on to something there.


 


Each step sent up a faint plume of dust, memories of lives lost and the world that was. Keeping her gaze locked ahead, her eyes roaming the periphery, Lisa scanned for possible dangers: structures nearing collapse, dust devils the size of tornadoes, movement, alien invaders, rampaging robots, anything.


But there was nothing.


Just a powdery sea of grey sameness.


The mighty nanocytes might not be visible, but their effects certainly were: a ghastly world of ash.


As scrupulous as her mother had been about dusting, keeping every surface bright and polished during the days of her childhood, her mother would have had a fit to see the world in its current sorry state. If she didn’t break her back trying to keep everything clean, her mother would have lost her mind trying to deny the reality of a world so dirty and ruinous.


Maybe something worthwhile would grow from the soot… eventually.


Although Lisa could not imagine what.


She turned left at the intersection with the broad causeway immediately adjoining her building. Once teeming with hovering vehicles, pedestrians, and cyclists, the opposing traffic on each street separated by a natural divider of plants, trees, and moving water, the thoroughfare was now as empty of physical activity as the world was of the offline FEEDs that should have been surging all around, carrying lifetimes of data each instant in kaleidoscopic profusion.


Sadie’s overlay now pointed straight ahead, so she marched toward the next large congregation of superstructures in the distance. The area between the cloud-hugging living buildings had once been a mosaic of open space: parkland, trails, outside pavilions, artscapes, and the like. Now this expansive region was as barren as the ashen road she followed.


Even the skyscrapers were bare. The streaming trails of vegetation, ribbons of variegated plantings, and ecological enclosures covering the towering spires were gone—denuded or entirely broken down. Each tower now appeared to be the remnants of a burnt torch or wand, a giant spent matchstick stabbed into the earth, ready to collapse beneath its colossal weight—or a sudden gust of wind.


“Is one of those towers our destination?”


“Yes. I will magnify the image so you can see.”


The farthest of the towers zoomed in much closer, giving the illusion that she could reach out and lean on its embrittled surface.


Sporadic bursts of radiant FEEDs still clouded the air around the building, the last gasps of some great dying behemoth cast outward upon a desolate shore, awaiting the inevitable.


She nodded in understanding.


She could, with Sadie’s help, extend herself and make contact with those distant FEEDs. But, as sporadic as they seemed to be, she decided to wait until she was close before delving too deeply.


Although running would get her to the towers quicker, she opted otherwise after watching the plumose clouds of unidentified particulates wafting upward with each step. The less she breathed of the stuff, the better. She feared her protective mask would quickly get overloaded under the burden of so many unknown contaminants.


“You needn’t worry. The nanoshunts effectively channel all the particles off the surface without penetration. It’s the little guys that made the mess that we need to be concerned about.”


“I didn’t ask, Sadie, but thanks for once again boosting my spirits.


“A run it is, then.”


She arrived at the next building through the dead landscape with hardly an elevated pulse. Her metabolic changes made the exertion decidedly enjoyable and not at all taxing.


Slowing her run down as she approached the nearest intermittent FEED, as happy to see the information flow as if she were just emerging from a barren desert to lay eyes upon an oasis, she reached out her senses, readying to mentally engage with the dataverse, preparing to fill a void that should never have existed.


With a slow, steadying breath, she dove into the Verse, eager to plunge into its depths and frolic in its shallows.


What she found, instead, was another wasteland.


The realm of human knowledge still existed in all its glory, ready for instant access at a moment’s whim. But the lives that brought variety and color to the dataverse, both artificial and organic, those personalities that had brought vibrancy to the FEEDs, were missing almost entirely. Only their constructs remained: Projections, Abstractions, countless artificial creations existing in perpetuity with no eyes to view them, no minds to engage them, digital barrens as stark and unwelcoming as the one she had just left.


She was witness to a museum dedicated to lives lost… only the lives that made the museum had no idea their digital creations would be their last legacy.


How long this legacy would last was another question she feared to answer.


Although she expected to find humanity’s traces much lessened in the Verse, she was bewildered by the almost complete absence of AI’s as well.


Where were all the AI’s?


Did they perish with their partners?


Were the isolated without connection to the datastreams?


Had they failed with their substrates?


If anyone were still tending the digital garden, she would have expected it to be the synthetic intelligences. But given the scope of the dataverse and the sophistication of the AI’s, any number of remaining AI’s present could be easily missed, if they wished to stay hidden.


“That would be my inclination as well.” Sadie’s voice was reassuring amid the veritable silence of the muted Verse.


Steeling herself, fearing the answer and not daring to look for herself, Lisa asked, “Is Jim still alive?”


Sadie’s comforting warmth filled her from top to bottom. “He is!”


She sighed, letting go the breath she had been holding without knowing.


There were miracles to be had.


Even now.


 


“Tell him I’m here.


“Tell him I love him.”





The Reality of Miracles


Words.


Words from another world.


Where was he?


What was this pain?


A universe of darkness cradled him. Words beckoned him to come out… to leave the selfless peace and go elsewhere.


To be born again.


“Lisa?”


The voice was weak, croaking.


His voice.


He was weak.


What was wrong?


 


“Jim! Jim, it’s me! Are you there? Are you okay, Jim?


“I’m coming to you, Jim!


“Don’t go anywhere!


“I will stay in direct contact through Al!”


 


Lisa’s voice.


He knew that now.


He knew Lisa.


He was looking for her.


He was going to protect her.


 


Who was protecting him?


“Jim! I’m here for you! Follow my lead and we’ll get you out of here!”


Another voice.


Close.


Concerned.


Al.


His AI.


Al was part of him.


Al was okay.


So he must be okay.


Wasn’t he?


 


His stomach burned.


Had he caught fire?


Why was there a fire?


 


Blinking, his eyes burned with unwelcome light… but not as much as his innards.


Gods above, his stomach hurt!


Light flooded his vision.


As he blinked back tears, the world slowly, tearfully came into focus.


 


He was sitting hunched sideways against a wall in an alley. There was blood all around him.


He was sitting in it.


His blood.


One of his hands rested on his stomach.


He was afraid to move it… afraid of what he might find.


How big was the gash?


If he moved his hand, would his intestines spill out?


How long did he have before he bled out?


 


“Jim, you’re not going to believe this. Just move your hand.”


That voice again.


Al.


 


Gathering himself—he still felt so weak—he trepidly moved his hand, letting it fall by his side.


Taking as deep a breath as he dared, fearing what moving his torso too much might do to his wound, he looked down.


And stared.


Still groggy, he had no idea how much time passed before Al interrupted his reverie. “Pretty crazy, isn’t it?”


Crazy.


Crazy was a muted, washed-out, black and white understatement for the seething incandescent psychedelic insanity that was raging before his eyes.


His stomach looked completely normal.


There was some dried blood caked on his skin and shirt, but otherwise he was whole and intact.


His shirt had a large gash, wider than his forearm, cut neatly almost completely from one side to the other.


The blood and the hole were the only evidence that he had been attacked.


With a shower and a new set of clothes, no one would ever know.


Assuming there were still any others to know.


Or at least listen to the tale when he was ready.


There was no way his Sentinels could have fixed that wound. Not that quickly, cleanly, or effectively in so short a time.


“What does this mean, Al?”


There was a significant pause before Al answered. “It means you’ve been infected, Jim. And, unlike almost every other person on this planet, it also means you haven’t been killed by the contagion yet.


“Do you think this will last, Jim?”


Growing up, before there were things like Sentinels to keep people healthy and let folks choose when and how they wanted to die, Jim had seen family members dying from illness. There were times they seemed to get better before the end, to gain a bit of extra strength, to draw on some last reserves before passing. Sometimes these people had even appeared to get better, their symptoms disappearing, their disease almost miraculously gone in a short period of time.


Then the period of grace ended, and their lives with it.


Was he enjoying one such period?


Would the nanomachines soon overwhelm his body’s defenses and send him to his grave?


“Only time will tell, Jim.”


Imperturbed by Al’s interjection in his thought stream, he countered, “What kind of answer is that, Al?”


Al’s tone was direct, matter-of-fact. “An honest one.”


No longer afraid for his life, he sighed deeply.


So much for going to save Lisa.


He gave an inner smile.


Now she would come and save him.


That was as it should be anyway.


She was more the hero than he ever was.


 


“Jim, I hate to interrupt…”


“No you don’t, Al. You love to interrupt. You can be honest with me. I almost died. That’s about as stark a truth as there is. I almost took you with me. You don’t have to hold to pleasantries now.


“Let’s hear it.”


Al coughed, the artifice completely real and believable, though only Jim could hear it.


“I want you to know that we shouldn’t have anything more to fear from your attackers.”


“What did you do, Al?”


He sensed Al’s smugness in his reply. “I cracked their defensive measures and disabled their AI’s.”


Al had every right to be proud. His attackers would be even more lost than he was.


“One more thing. I’ve been doing some evaluations and simulations. I’m not talking in riddles like I was before here, Jim.”


“Understood. Continue.”


“We are rapidly becoming as artificial as we are real.”


He interrupted. “You are artificial, Al.”


“Correct. Let me clarify.


“We are being recreated and reconstituted by nanomachines, Jim. We are becoming more them than us.”


Jim wasn’t sure he wanted the healing if that’s what it meant.


Thinking a bit deeper, what did it mean?


How would this differ from his current state, more microorganism than person?


Where had that thought come from?


Had Lisa sent him that?


What else did she know?


 


Would he retain his sense of self? His personhood?


Would Al stay with him?


Would Al change?


Would they still be able to communicate?


Could they somehow be able to communicate with the nanocytes?


Would they be a part of the changes to come?


Would his makeup, beliefs, and being influence the development of the nanomachines and the world they were creating?


What other changes were coming?


“I may have potential answers to some of these questions, Jim, but, as I said before, only time will tell.”


“What have you got thus far then?”


He felt the warmth of Al’s inner smile, perhaps because Al was privy to his own secrets and deepest musings. “Yes, Lisa and Sadie have shared some of their reflections with me and will continue to do so. They are, and this will not surprise you, rather ahead of us on many fronts.”


Nothing new there. “What else?”


“The nanobots appear to be reaching a more stable dynamic equilibrium with the world around us, you and I included.


“At least for right now, rather than taking something from us, the nanocytes appear to be enabling us to be ourselves more than we have ever been before.”


Jim’s laughter was bitter. “You mean after they have taken everything from us?”


He felt Al’s mental shrug. “You are correct. However, given both your innate functionalities and mine, the nanomachines presently appear to be enhancing our capabilities rather than detracting from them.”


As he looked down at the dried blood—on his stomach, the palm of his hand, and pooled all around—for that at least he was thankful.





Odds


What were the odds that he’d managed to survive the end of the world?


What were the odds that anyone else had managed to survive the disaster precipitated by the nanoswarms?


What were the odds that two people survived who knew each other?


And, if those two people knew each other and lived, what were the odds that they were in love?


“Do you really want an answer, Jim?”


“Not exactly, Al, but since you’re reading my mind, you might as well.”


Al took a moment in replying, though Jim knew the AI’s delay was not due to calculation time or inability to accurately approximate an answer. Finally, Al replied softly, “Very low, Jim. Very low indeed.”





Exhilaration


Alive.


He felt so alive.


Was there no end to the heights his soul climbed?


How far would he fall next?


The elation of still being alive couldn’t explain the sensations coursing through him.


The mixture of joy and surprise at facing his own end and coming through largely unscathed only offered a partial explanation.


The power of terror’s transformation into overwhelming joy couldn’t fully resolve his feelings.


Despite his emotional bliss, the sensations running counter to the many unresolved questions and concerns waiting for him, the physical embodiment of his feelings, the cascade of chemical reactions within his body as a result of this vibrant all-enveloping happiness… it was not enough to encompass the invigorating surges of vitality flowing through him.


He was afire. Ablaze with energy, optimism, and vitality.


“Do you feel what I feel?”


“If you mean stupendously, completely, and unexpectedly lucky then, yes, I do feel what you feel.”


“Not emotionally or intellectually, smartass. Physically.”


“Indeed I do, Jim. I feel all that and more. You and I are in for a wild ride, I expect. If we emerge recognizable from the other side of this transformation, that will be as great a miracle as surviving this disaster in the first place.”


“I don’t think I’m ready for any more surprises, Al. At least not yet. Give me a couple of minutes at least to recover.”


“I’ll start my mental clock.”


Rather than replying, Jim recognized the wisdom of silence.


He could not sit.


He could not wait for Lisa.


He could not restrain himself.


He had to move!


 


The fires that raged through his veins begged to be burned.


“Al, tell Lisa I’ll meet her halfway. Make sure Sadie has a constant feed of our location and status. We’ll cut this trip in half so we can begin the real journey together.


“Overlay optimal route to intersect Lisa given known obstacles and anticipated hazards.


“Ensure any aggressive goons are nowhere in the vicinity of our likely path.”


“On it, Jim.”


Jim could sense the gentle, welcome hum of Al’s intelligence as the AI threaded through the beleaguered FEEDs to extract and filter the desired information from the ocean of dross left in catastrophe’s wake.


“Follow the grey ashen road, Jim.”


“Because, because, because… Because it leads through a wasteland of loss!”


“Jim, I mean this in the nicest possible way: no matter how good you feel, you’re probably better off not singing. And you know as well as I that this is far from Oz, unless of course the Wicked Witch had her way a thousand times over.”


Chastened but not disheartened, Jim countered, “A little frivolity between friends never hurt anyone.”


His AI replied, “Oh but it does, Jim. It does.”


Jim smiled as Al rose to the bait.


 


At least Al’s sense of humor remained undiminished even in the face of the world’s end. He would need levity in the days to come.


Standing quickly, his body surer of itself than he was, he gained his footing easily, the pain in his abdomen already a wondrously distant memory. With a visual overlay of the city layered across his vision, he took off at full speed, leaving the alley, and his lingering fears, in his wake.


Yellow brick road or no, the future was looking at least a little brighter.


“Only you would be delusional enough to think so, Jim.”


“Even your insufferable optimism can’t keep me down, Al. But thanks for trying. It’s always nice to know you care.”


He could barely hear Al’s snort as he burst forth from the alley proper, wind rushing in his ears, heart pumping surely, the ground an indistinct grey blur beneath his feet.


Buildings rushed by peripherally in a wash of reflected light and shadow, empty glassfronts and sullen passages eerily still between structures, muted by layers of ash and detritus.


“Do you notice anything, Jim?”


Air moved smoothly in a delicate rhythm in and out of his lungs, his legs extended freely and without effort as he ran through the abandoned streets. There was, in fact, nothing out of the ordinary.


Everything was natural.


Flowing.


Easy.


“Is my running too good to be true?” With time and adjustment, the physiological modifications imparted by the Sentinels should allow an ease and economy of motion envied by even the most elite athletes.


“You’re warm. But no.”


What did Al mean?


“Are you feeling any fatigue perhaps? Any hunger?” Al asked.


How long had it been since he had eaten?


Hours?


Not only had he been exerting heavily, his body had just repaired itself from major trauma.


He should be ravenous.


Shouldn’t he be?


“Why am I not hungry, Al?”


“My question exactly, Jim.”


 


Al’s words rang true.


He was not famished.


He should be.


He was not exhausted.


He should be.


What exactly was going on?


What were the nanocytes doing to him?


 


“What does this mean, Al?”


He hadn’t stopped running. Just because he was afraid of what his ability to run meant didn’t mean he needed to stop.


Lisa was waiting for him somewhere ahead.


“Insofar as I can tell, your metabolism is changing, Jim. Drastically.”


He gulped but did not reply.


What was there to say?


“There is plenty to say, Jim! It’s amazing! Radiant, kinetic, electric, thermal energies… you’re practically becoming an energetic singularity!


“A human dynamo!”


“Will I still be able to eat?”


Al snorted, scoffing, “You’re becoming a perpetual motion machine and you want to know if you’ll still be able to eat?”


“I love food!”


“The world is ending, you’re being remade into something entirely new, and your principal worry is whether or not you’ll still be able to eat dessert?”


What was there for him to say?


“Jim, stop running.”


His pace slowed, the cadence of his heart easing downward in time with his stride.


“Look at your skin.”


He looked.


His skin shimmered.


Even in the half-light of the overcast sky, his skin appeared slightly luminous. Soft lambency danced, captured and held within his pores.


A galaxy of starlight glimmered within.





Destinies Entwine


At least now he understood the source of his vitality.


He was becoming a biomechanical plant.


No, that was far too simple.


He was becoming a biosynthetic hybrid capable of synthesizing a wide variety of energetic manifestations.


“How is that different than what you currently are?”


Al’s measured voice betrayed no sense of affront at the lines of his thinking. The question implied was, “What’s wrong with that?”


He was, after all, already a hybrid, a blend of artificial and biologic intelligence. His body already contained host of nonhuman biologies granted by long-term evolution and development in a biodiverse world. Coupled with those manmade additions to his constitution, the Sentinels and Al being the most notable, what was so odd about another layer of accreted complexity?


Sure, there was the fear of where this transformation may lead.


Certainly there was the horror of how he had arrived at this state while so many others had perished.


But he was alive.


Could he cast off the deaths of billions as an accidental byproduct of forced evolution?


Could he forgive the nanocytes for a calamity they may or may not have intended? Assuming they could intend at all?


Do viruses take pleasure in the pain and suffering they cause?


Don’t viruses gradually change their hosts as they evolve while changing themselves in order to coexist?


Weren’t the nanocytes more efficient examples of this process?


Weren’t the nanobots, at least as represented by his own case, not only symbiotically cohabitating but also improving upon his physical state?


Assuming he lived longer, or managed to eventually reproduce, might this coexistence also improve his mental state and capabilities along with those of any potential forbears?


He hoped to live long enough to answer these questions.


“Let’s not shortchange ourselves here, Jim. We hope to live long enough to answer these questions and many more.”


“Would you get out of my head, Al?”


“That’s not possible, Jim… at least not right now.”


He smiled at Al’s intrusion. “How can I solve the riddles of life, the universe, and everything, if you keep butting in?”


Al scoffed, his pleasant derision a warm cascade of buoyant emotion. “Much more poorly than you can without my help.”


Score another point for the AI.





Emergence


As he ran, the clouds overhead thickened, moving from a mildly threatening low-lying swath of frothy grey turbulence to an impending dark wall of seething discomfort.


Beneath his feet, small particulate plumes puffed upward with each stride, the ashes of his world’s destruction and its transformation swirling around him. Behind him, winds gusted ahead of the storm as his footfalls disappeared in the swirling powder.


When would he return to the dust?


Would he be recognizable when he did?


Would anything be recognizable for that matter?


 


Cool raindrops fell on his cheeks, trailing dirt and grime, sooty tears for a world lost in time.


“Get out of your head, Jim, and look around. Really look.”


What was there to see?


The elation he had felt earlier had shifted to a morose contemplation of his place as a relic in a changing world. Surging vitality remained a constant reminder of his own physical changes, but these paled in comparison to the import of the shattered world laying strewn in tattered fragments about him.


“Open your eyes, Jim!”


He blinked, clearing raindrops from his eyes.


 


The world was aglow.


Scintillating lights covered the broken remnants of skyscrapers from top to bottom. The remains of bushes and trees shimmered with ethereal starlight. Broken and abandoned vehicles gleamed with refracted crystalline lights. The very ground beneath his feet, at least where he could see it through the layers of shifting loess, gleamed with versicolor hues.


Everywhere the rain touched and cleaned, the lights grew clearer and brighter, a gradual rebirth of one world from the ashes of the old.


The rain’s passage revealed a haunting, otherworldly coralline landscape of luminous accretions, deformations, and cavitations. From the massive superstructures towering beyond the limits of vision above to the muddied ashes below, every surface was limned in ethereal radiance.


The world was as beautiful as it was foreign.


“Are we stopping?” Al’s voice broke through his absorption.


Without noticing, Jim’s run had slowed to a walk.


“No… just lost in the view.”


He sensed the equivalent of an appreciative nod from Al. “About as alien as you would expect to see without venturing to another world or into a sim.”


Jim couldn’t agree more.


How could something of this world make a place so foreign?


How could something arising from an earthly presence alter the world so fundamentally?


“You obviously haven’t looked in the mirror lately, Jim. Your kind has done more to alter the world than any single species up to this point, AI included. You just took a bit longer to do it.


“Given the chance, resources, some terraforming, and genetic manipulation, many of the simulations people play would find a home in the world around us. Although starkly different from what came before, this new order is tame compared to what human and AI minds have imagined.”


“But this is real!”


“And those simulations are not?”


“Well…”


“To the Minds inhabiting them, to the sentiences creating them, those digital realms are reality, for those sims are their worlds.


“This simulation is just a bit more persistent and perhaps less dependent upon outside input.”


What was the use with arguing with an AI when it had its mind made up?


Especially when it was right.


“Uncle…”


“Why don’t we catch up with Lisa? She’s not far now.”


Welcoming the change in conversation, he sped up and took off through the rain, the falling droplets more ephemera left in the past.


“Why the radio silence, Al?”


The internal superposition of the immediate environment showed Lisa fast approaching, his heart’s cadence increasing the closer she appeared on his monitor.


As they neared, he expected to hear her voice beckoning to him in expectation, her words guiding him to his heart’s home.


“Sadie and I thought you’d appreciate a bit of anticipation… a suitable buildup before the happy ending.”


“Come on, Al. You know as well as I that our reunion will be bittersweet.”


“But that doesn’t mean I can’t try to heighten the mood.”


“My mood is plenty heightened, Al.”


Relenting, Al said, “Would you like me to reestablish verbal connection?”


Laughing, having fun at Al’s expense in turn, he said, “I’ve waited this long, haven’t I?”


Al chortled in reply, realizing Jim was playing with him. “Ever the joker…”


“Pot, meet kettle.”


The continued rain revealed a world ever more bizarre, an increasingly peregrine dreamscape made hauntingly real.


“What does it mean, Al?”


“Back in your head, Jim?”


“Aren’t I always?”


“Time to get out of it then, because your mind’s about to be blown.”


Jim’s short exhale was his only reply. His mind, his heart, his expectations for the entirety of his existence had already been blown.


What was one more consideration?


“As best I can tell, Jim, the world is becoming one universal computational substrate.”


“A unified worldwide intelligence?”


“An evolving global sentience… but more like a hologram than a simple global mind.”


“A hologram?”


“The part reflected in the whole and the whole reflected in the parts.”


“And each nanocyte is a part and a whole?”


“Yes.”


“And that makes us…?”


“Exactly.”


“Exactly what?”


“Our own whole with our own parts, including parts of us that are whole and parts of a whole, while also being parts of a whole and wholly a part.”


“Yeesh… why did I ask?”


“Because you like holes?”


“In my understanding?”


“Yes. You like them to be filled.”


“Which is exactly what you’re not doing.”


“You’ll catch on.”


“Then why do I feel left out?”


“Don’t worry. We’ll catch on. The world was just reborn. We have yet to learn its language… much less how to speak or understand it.”


“Once you do start to understand, please clue me in.”


“Roger.”


 


“Look closely, Jim. The rain is revealing more magic.”


“Haven’t we had enough?”


“Never.” Al’s internal smile was like the warm sun that remained hidden by the low-hanging gloom.


“I’m seeing quite a bit, Al. You may need to be more specific.”


As the ground and skeletons of structures shed their dross, the increasingly chimeric landscape encouraged his mind to dream and wonder.


“Your mind’s heading the wrong way, Jim. Look out, not in.”


What else was there to see?


“A world reborn. Look closer.”


 


Squinting through the rain and haze, he scanned the surroundings, tracing the edges of buildings and branches, pathways and parks.


Al was right!


He saw buds emerging from crystalline boughs! Glimmering shoots materializing from ash! Variform luminescent morphologies issuing from debris!


The nanocytes were slowing rebuilding the world they remade!


“Al, assuming a developing mutualism with the nanocytes, how much of the world was completely decimated by the outbreak? Are there parts of the planet that still remain largely terrestrial?”


A lustrously verdant sapphire orb appeared in his mind’s eye.


“Surely this can’t be Earth!”


“A little patience, Jim.”


The rich variegated greens, subtle browns, and shifting blues wreathed in white and grey clouds slowly dissolved, the color, the life, leaching away. In its place the Earth appeared as a muted, dusty orb of browns, weak greens, greys, and dark, almost black, blues.


There were, however, regions of relative normalcy. Most of the destruction was centered upon the regions of greatest human population, decay moving in lockstep with human habitation and movement.


“That’s it?”


“At its worst. The satellite imagery is telling, however. After the destruction of the initial outbreak, much of the damage appears to be superficial. This devastation is highly correlated with human movement and population centers. As we have seen, there appear to be regions undergoing significant, if initial, recovery, perhaps aided by the rapid evolution of the nanocytes themselves.


“Despite exposure, other regions appear to be in relative steady states, much in line with conditions prior to the outbreak.”


Several different views of the Earth played through Jim’s mind’s eye while Al spoke. “Various forms of analysis tend to corroborate these general trends, whether viewed from light reflectance or through thermal absorption and emission.


“The data quality is not what it could be, however, as many satellites have gone quiet, along with their AI’s.”


Grim, but not as terrible as he had feared.


There may be some slight hope for his world’s recovery.


Eventually.


What that future looked like would be anyone’s guess.





A Sea of Stars


Was she awake or dreaming?


She couldn’t be asleep.


Could she?


 


“Sadie? Are you there? Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”


“I am indeed, Lisa.”


“Is this a dream?”


“That depends on what you dream.”


“Don’t be flippant with me, Sadie! Now is not the time!”


“You are awake, Lisa, and this is as real as you and I.”


 


Real.


How could this be real?


This place was not Earth nor of the Earth.


Was it?


 


“Calm down, Lisa. The hidden slowly reveals itself. You are seeing Earth’s transformation. The phoenix arising from the ashes of destruction.”


“Stop it, Sadie. My acceptance of this is not as far along as yours.”


Sadie was right.


No matter how much she denied it, her AI was wholly and completely correct.


Lisa picked her way through a luminous dreamscape, rain revealing more ethereal beauty emerging from the detritus with each drop, cleansing away the ashes from her world’s holocaust to reveal the incipient blooms of another.


When she was much younger, her parents took her to the ocean every summer.


She particularly enjoyed going out for long walks along the beach at night, feeling the moist sand give beneath her feet, listening to the waves slowly wash back and forth along the strand, moonlight caught in liquid silver on the surface of dancing waves.


On one unforgettable trip, the waves arched with electric blues and charged whites, the bioluminescence of phytoplanktons, as a dinoflagellate bloom echoed up and down the shoreline.


That summer, she swam in a sea of stars and strode through the heavens as her footprints etched the sand in starlight.


Now, so many years later, the world shone just as brightly.


Except this time, she did not swim, she soared.


And now the stars danced within her own skin.


 


The variegated lights shining through the surface of the nearby buildings, the cast-off rubble and rubbish of her society’s end, sang to her in a voice she could not quite understand but one she could not ignore.


Though she could not apprehend the refrain, though her heart resisted the pull, her spirit rose with the ghostly celestial light on gossamer strands of joy.


Though completely alien, she also felt strangely home.





Reunions


No matter how striking, she had to remind herself that these weren’t minuscule dinoflagellates drifting within the currents of her planet’s bloodstream, lighting the night with iridescent scintillons.


Her romantic notions of summers bygone were finding a home on xenomorphs that recast her world in a matter of days.


A world that she and her kind had evolved in.


A world that her loved ones had lived in.


A world that was gone as surely as any childhood summer.


What was left in turn?


Ghostly irradiance from malleable, self-serving invaders?


Despite its allure, she would rather have her world as it was.


 


“Regretting that you’re still alive and others aren’t?”


“Only partially. I’m regretting that all this is still around and I have to live with it while my memories don’t seem to recognize the difference.”


Sadie mused, “I could offer my condolences for the state and functioning of the human mind, but really, what good would that do?”


“You did and you know it, Sadie. I’m in no mood. Besides, you’re here to help with the state and functioning of the human mind. Otherwise, we might as well join our friends of the ghostly aura.”


“We already have, Lisa. That’s why we’re still alive.”


“Don’t remind me.”


“Would you like a bit of good news?”


“You’re going to tell me either way, so let’s hear it.”


“Up ahead, just past that ill-advised derelict skytower that refuses to fall, on the other side of that prismatic mound of erstwhile vegetation, Jim is running headlong and mostly clueless toward you.”


Lisa laughed, knowing Sadie’s words were true.


At least that prompted a smile.


 


If possible, she ran even faster.


“Jim!”


There he was!


No longer a mere blip on her internal environmental overlays, he rounded the irregular corner of the building’s superstructure and waved!


After so many endings, here was a beginning!


She ran forward with joy in her heart, her fears and anxieties forgotten.


At least for a time.


Just as excited, Al and Sadie shared webs of coruscating datastreams, celebrating the nearness of someone able to communicate at near luminal speeds and far more luminous depths.


Their reunion celebration was much shorter, although significantly more data was transferred.





Songs Unheard


They walked together, hand in hand, toward an unknown future.


The world around them hummed.


They could not yet understand its song.


But they would.





Coda


The nanocytes moved freely between organisms, exchanging informational expression openly, evolution moving apace in a sea of universal, intelligent computation.





Glossary of Terms


People, Places, and Things


 


Abstraction – a multidimensional Creation experienced through a range of senses from the real to virtual. Sometimes tangible, sometimes entirely virtual.


AI – general term for any created, artificial intelligence, whether self-arising or deliberately generated. Also Mind.


Al – a highly functional independent artificial intelligence Linked to James.


Allomorph – shape changer.


Autoecology – “self ecology.” The study of the personal, physical ecosystem, the ecology of the self.


Carbon nanosteel – one of the most common types of engineered nanosteels, prized for its high durability, flexibility, and strength.


Creation – an object, whether real or virtual, that confers some intended benefit, serves a desired purpose, or makes a specific statement. Creations range from works of art to practical devices. Often creations engage those that interact with them across many dimensions, ranging from emotional to sensory to mental. Creations are designed virtually and then may or may not be fabricated physically by their Creators.


Creator – one whose professional life revolves around imagining, conceiving, designing, and bringing to life the ideas of the mind. Creators most often work with and through artificial intelligences.


Dataverse – the all-encompassing sphere of information. Sometimes shortened to Verse.


Fab – fabrication. The creation of a custom synthesized object.


FEED – “Field Encompassing Engaging Datastream.” A datastream in the dataverse. FEEDs connect individuals to the larger virtual ecosystem on whatever level of immersion or engagement the individual chooses.


Fusing – a derogatory term once employed to describe the act of bonding or melding with an AI. Now used as a curse.


Jim – Jim Stafford. A human Creator Linked with Al the AI.


Kōan – traditionally, in Zen Buddhism, a question meant to test and measure a student’s progress in understanding.


Link – to design, optimize, and then integrate an artificial intelligence with a given individual.


Linked – when an individual and AI are connected via the Linking process.


Lisa Acosta – Jim’s fiancée.


Mind – another term for AI.


Nanocytes – “very small cells” or “very small bodies.” Mutable, evolving microscopic synthetic organisms. Also called nanophages, nanites, nanobots, nanomachines, nanoswarms, and nanos, among many other names.


Nanosteel – highly engineered metallic materials with tailored properties, built from the molecule up. Carbon nanosteel is one widely used variety, especially in built environments.


Net – short for neural net. Most typically a nanocomposite computational and communications structure serving both to house an individual’s AI and interact with the dataverse.


Plastisteel – a synthetic metallic material of great strength and lightness.


Projection – a visualization of data, an object, a person, or an artificial intelligence. Projections generally aid in communication, understanding, testing, and design, and are often a means to work directly with complex information. Within the dataverse, Projections are often synonymous with representations of physical objects and people in addition to complex information systems.


Sadie – Lisa’s AI.


Sentinels – nanodevices specifically tailored to promote human health, performance, and longevity. Sentinels become an integral part of the biological ecosystem, conferring a host of potential benefits, ranging from life extension, disease eradication, mutation eradicators, and protection against inimical microorganisms to conferring of novel capabilities such as heightened cognitive faculties, augmented vision, improved physicality, and much more.


Sim – simulation. A fully immersive digital representation of reality, whether real or imagined.


Skytower – a large, often self-contained, superstructure reaching toward the clouds. Generally much taller and larger than a skyscraper.


Synthesizer – a device that builds desired objects, whether custom creations or from commonly available templates, to chosen specifications, atom by atom.


Toroid in Blue – a multidimensional Abstraction instilling feelings of expansive openness and deep quietude. Created by Jim Stafford.


Verse – short for dataverse.


Xenomorph – “alien form” or “alien change.” A general name for an alien being or an alien being with a mutable form.
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Bishop Christner’s District, 8:00 P.M.


 


Eli moved, hunkered down, up the muddy path, towards the small, white, two bedroom house that belonged to Isaac Byler. He lost his footing half way up the incline, startled by yet another bout of ravenous thunder.


He’d helped Isaac build the house, right up out of the ground.


Ten years ago.


But, the path…Isaac had never done anything about the cursed path.


“It’s going to be impossible to climb whenever it rains,” Eli had prophesied to Isaac one day as they finished up on the roof.


“I’ll get around to it before the next big one rolls in,” Isaac replied as he considered the path and wiped the sweat from his brow.


Big ones had come and gone. Isaac, and those that dared to make the treacherous journey to his front door, had taken plenty of spills. Yet, still, the path remained. It was a perfect and, when it rained, deadly slant of packed dirt. River rocks were in plentiful supply within the district. There was no excuse. It was sheer laziness. A laziness now reinforced by a thick layer of apathy.


When Emily died, Isaac also died.


Physically, he’d remained, if only for Kyla’s sake. But, everything inside, the stuff that made a man a man, that was gone, buried in the ground, right next to Emily.


His beard had become an anemic curtain of white and gray, it hung in unwashed clumps across the front of his neck.


He walked a little lower, a little slower.


His crops yielded less bounty.


He worked the fields as if there was an anvil around his neck; he was the last to walk on and the first to walk off.


And then there was his temper. Oh, how his temper had flared.


The Templeton Pennsylvania Amish had their share of internal squabbles. Yet, Eli only remembered a handful of them being of any significance. Most of the time they were just words. Occasionally a shove or two transpired. The parties were usually separated, Bishop Christner had his say, and life went on.


But Isaac, he’d tied Bishop Christner’s hands with this one. There was no making it okay. Isaac had used his fists to pummel another man. He’d pulled tufts of the man’s beard from his face and had left him writhing on the ground in front of the other families.


He’d shamed the man.


Isaac had gone too far. Past the point of no return.


Eli moved gently up the slick steps, pulling his overcoat in tight, and shielding himself from the sheet of rain sailing in sideways on the breeze. He knocked gently on the door and found it open. The door creaked back, fighting a decade of rust and neglect.


The room was thick with darkness, a burden lifted only by a pale green kerosene lantern burning near the far wall beneath two sets of foggy windowpanes. The air smelled of damp plank board and still held the remnants of the evening meal: soup in a cast iron pot, brought to a boil over a wood burning stove.


Beside the kerosene lantern was a rocker Isaac had crafted from the nearby pine woods. He’d shaved the bark down himself using a drawknife. He’d stitched it together piece-by-piece. He’d built it for Emily. A year before she’d been diagnosed with the cancer.


“It’s an heirloom piece. Beautiful, Isaac, it’s so beautiful. Our grand babies will rock grand babies in this chair.” She’d kissed him and twirled off the porch, swinging Kyla, their daughter, in her arms. Emily lived each and every moment to the fullest. The only way to stop her was to crush her. To peel back her layers and rip the light from her soul.


The cancer did just that.


When she died, Isaac took the chair from the porch and placed it between the windows on the far side of the dining room, where he now sat, rocking, staring into the fog. His shotgun sat on the floor beside him, right next to his sickle and his ax.


“Isaac?” Eli eased the front door shut and took two steps forward, the house breathed with his movement.


The chair moved, ever so slightly, but Isaac did not respond. Camera flashes flew in through the window. The house rocked on its foundation. Eli, disoriented, steadied himself against the wall as china rattled around in the kitchen cabinets.


“Isaac, it’s Eli.” He moved forward another two steps.


“It’s a little soggy outside for you to come traipsing all the way out here in the dark, is it not?” Isaac sank in and out of the castoff illumination as he pushed himself in the rocker with the balls of his bare feet. “I do hope you wiped yourself clean at the door, Emily hated shoes in the house, you know.” The rocker froze, right in the middle of its recoil, as if stilled by some invisible force. Another brilliant flash, another tap dance in the china cabinets. The rocker started again, finished its cycle, and began another. “But she’s not here, is she? I don’t care about shoes in the house. Keep them on or take them off. It makes no difference to me.”


Eli moved up beside him, cautiously, careful to avoid kicking the shotgun and the bladed tools. “Are you okay, Isaac?”


His eyes gleamed in the lamplight, a tiny smile curled at the corners of his mouth. “I’m okay, Eli. Let us keep our voices hushed, Kyla is asleep.”


“My apologies, old friend.”


“Save your apologies, old friend. Your apologies are no good in this home. I forgive you before you even ask.” Isaac looked up at him, still smiling.


Eli dropped a hand to his shoulder, returning the gesture. “Thank you, you’ve always been good to me.”


Isaac turned his attention back to the storm. “You didn’t brave such conditions to simply break words with an old friend, Eli. Come out with it. Save us both some time.”


“I wish that I’d made this journey simply to break words with you, Eli. Trust me, I do.”


“You haven’t made such a journey in some time, old friend. Why, on this night, should I expect any different?”


“Yes, well, I have some bad news.”


“The Bishop and his men have made their decision,” Isaac said, saving him the trouble of continuing.


Eli squeezes his shoulder. “I did everything I could.”


“Did you tell him I only raised my hands to defend the honor of my beloved?”


“They were not moved by your defense. These are our laws, Isaac.”


“She was my wife.” Isaac stood from beneath Eli’s grasp. He walked slowly to the fireplace. On the mantle sat a carved picture frame: a small piece of pine, less than a foot tall. In the carving was his family. He and his wife, swinging their daughter.


“They know your pain. They grieved her. We all grieved her.”


Isaac turned on him and lowered his head as he spoke through gritted teeth. “You grieved her, that’s right. But I still grieve. My daughter and I, we still grieve.”


“Isaac, they’ve made their decision, I’m sorry.” Eli moved to console him.


Isaac turned away and waved him off. “Save it, old friend.” He walked back to the rocking chair and hovered over it, his arms crossed. “When must we be gone?”


“They want you gone by morning.”


“Morning...but...my daughter, my Kyla, where will we go?”


“I’m sorry. This was their decision.”


“You’re often sorry these days, Eli. But sorry doesn’t pack my cart. It doesn’t shield my daughter from the rain. It doesn’t put food in our bellies, or give us a place to lay our heads. You’re sorry Eli, but that’s about all you are.” Isaac walked back around his chair and sat down. He resumed rocking, going to the balls of his feet, to his heels, and back to the balls of his feet.


Eli held out a hand, barely visible in the flickering void that stood between them. Words caught in his throat. Moments passed. He sighed, dropped his hands inside of his coat, and turned for the door. “Goodbye, old friend,” he whispered, before stepping into the rain.


The Residence of Sheriff Benny Miles, 4:30 AM


Benny churned the green mouthwash between his teeth and across his gums before tossing his head back to gargle. Sleep still weighed heavy on his eyes. One would think that after so many years of the same routine that it’d get easier, but he wasn’t a morning person. The only reason he beat the sun out of bed every morning was for the love of the job.


He leaned forward at the waist and spit into the sink and ran the water briefly to wash it clean. He wiped his mouth on a blue towel that still held the smell of his wife’s flower scented dryer sheets. He turned back to the mirror, and like he did every morning, he had a small conversation with his reflection. He knew that it was a little crazy. That if his constituency were witness to it that he’d be run out of office with pitchforks and torches and summarily committed to the nearest nut-house.


“You were born for this. You were born to be a leader of men. You were born to protect the innocent from those that would do them harm. You were born to root out evil and to shine the light of justice. You took an oath. You will uphold that oath to the best of your ability. You will do your job and you will come home to your wife.” He knew it was corny. He felt corny saying it. It’d been a spur of the moment thing he’d recited in a bathroom mirror shortly before he’d found out he’d won his first election. It just stuck.


He nodded and granted himself a smile.


He didn’t think he looked half bad, especially for being on the wrong side of 40. Some baggy flesh beneath the eyes, a few road maps around the mouth, and his pepper mustache had taken on a few grains of salt in recent years. The bottom of his vest fit a little tighter than it used to, but that was middle age.


Virginia, his wife, walked in behind him. She held the first cup of coffee of the morning in a blue mug, the same way she’d done for the past eight years. She was wearing her knee length cotton robe. She smelled like roses. She was twenty pounds heavier than the day of their wedding and was just as beautiful as she’d ever been. She placed the mug on the back of the sink. The cream and sugar had already been poured and mixed. Steam still rose at a steady pace from the brown pool of aromatic caffeine.


“My handsome man,” she crooned in his ear, wrapping her arms up and around his chest.


“Only because you say so babe, only because you say so.”


She laughed and laid her head between his shoulders.


It just made leaving all the harder.


 


Bishop Christner’s District, 4:40 A.M.


He paced the living room mumbling prayers, regrets, and memories of moments lost.


The excommunicated, the shunned, they lived the rest of their lives as husks, unable to adjust to a world beyond their own. Isaac, he could bear the pain of excommunication. Since his Emily had passed, he’d lived as a husk. Everything had been clouds and ash. He’d borne the weight of life for his Kyla. He’d suffered only for her. But now they were ripping it all away. The foundation he’d built to keep them steady, they were knocking it down with one blind swing.


So much had changed under the new Bishop.


Isaac felt like his head was going to explode and take the whole house with it. He had to figure out how he was going to explain this to Kyla. How he was going to explain the suitcases. How he was going to explain that she couldn’t say goodbye to her friends. How he was going to explain the silent stares as they drove their carriage down the single dirt path out of the district and into the world beyond.


So many words to gather. So little time before dawn broke the sky.


Time was a fickle friend. It slowed to a halt during the trials and tribulations and flew by like a wild horse during the moments of levity, leaving him to grasp for the particles of light floating in its wake.


The storm was still raging outside. He couldn’t remember the last time it had come down so hard for so long. The house still rattled with each crash of thunder, as if sent to do the Bishop’s bidding.


Just as Isaac was about to retire back to his rocker he heard a crash from the next room. Not the thunder. Something deeper and darker.


He took a moment. Holding his position. Second guessing himself.


There it was again.


It sounded like a growl, like an animal cornered, warding off its prey with bared teeth and saliva.


He waited through the next barrage.


The flash


The rumble.


That sickly growl.


Coming from his daughter’s room!


Her scream came next. It sent him scattering backwards. He barely avoided a spill as he barreled towards his chair and lunged for the ax lying on the ground beside it.


“I’m coming darling! Kyla, baby, hang on!”


With the ax in hand he charged for her bedroom door and shouldered his way in without hesitation.


What he saw, illuminated in the pale flicker of moonlight, froze the blood in his veins.


The pallid monster that stood above his daughter wore pink pajamas. Its skin was pitted and stretched tight across protruding bone. It had the yellow eyes of a serpent. Thin patches of blond hair fell across its shoulders. Muscles and sinew worked intently just beneath the surface as it attempted to bury its teeth in Kyla’s neck.


She screamed once more.


Daddy, help me!


The monster turned on Isaac, as if it suddenly sensed his presence. It froze momentarily as it arched its head, flared its nostrils, and surveyed him with treacherous eyes. Its mangled hands moved towards the edge of the bed, its knees coiled against its chest. All at once it threw itself towards Isaac, cleared three feet of hardwood floor, and landed inches away from him like some demonic ape.


The abomination was the mere shadow of a child.


The features twisted and turned by some evil force.


A crooked smile carved its way across its face. Bloody freckles dotted each cheek. Blood coated its pointed teeth. It moved towards him on its knuckles, dragging its feet clumsily across the floor. The dark entity barely came to his kneecaps.


Isaac squealed.


He dropped back two paces.


Raised the ax high above his head.


And brought it down with every bit of force he could muster.


He pulled back, struggling to retrieve the ax blade from the monsters skull. With a few wiggles, it came loose and sprayed his face with a back splash of blood and gray matter.


The tiny demon stumbled. The terrible glow drained from its eyes. Isaac steadied himself and, with one quick underhanded swing, he separated its head from its shoulders. Its knees buckled and the body crumpled to the floor. Blood pooled out, flowed across the plank board, and seeped down between the nooks and crannies.


Daddy, help me!


Isaac scooped his daughter from the bed. He lugged her in the crook of one arm, using the other to hold onto the mired ax.


Pack? There was no time.


There could be more of them.


“Walk Kyla, I need you to walk, can you do that for daddy?”


Daddy, I’m scared. 


“So am I, but it’s important that you try your best to be brave.”


He set her down by the front door and rushed back to his rocker by the window. He scooped up the double barrel shotgun and the sickle and caught a glimpse of his reflection in the glass. Blood soaked the front of his white shirt and was streaked across his face.


He looked like the monster.


What would they say in town when they saw him in such a state?


It didn’t matter.


He’d bring them back here and he’d show them. Then they’d believe.


“Come on Kyla, follow me, quickly.”


Out the front door.


Into the storm.


He hitched up the wagon and off into the night they rode.


The lightning and the thunder snapped at their backs, the demons nipped at their heels.


 


 


A Dark, Stormy, One-Lane Road, 5:00 A.M.


 


Isaac didn’t notice the rain wrapping around him, stirring up the sticky blood between the fibers of his shirt and plastering it against his chest like glue. He didn’t notice the chill beneath his collar or the cold hands of his daughter clasped around his arm.


He was of a singular mind.


His eyes were wide, locked on the pitted path stretched before his horse and buggy. Fields of corn rose up on either side of him and stood defiant against a malicious crosswind.


He slapped the reins. Shouted inaudible commands. His pace quickened.


Perhaps Eli had done him a favor this evening. Had he not delivered such grave news, Isaac would not have been awake to hear the commotion coming from his daughter’s room. She’d be dead. Ripped apart by that demon.


He shuddered at the thought.


Thank you, old friend, thank you.


Perhaps he should have checked on the other families….


…no. NO!


Let them save themselves. They had wanted him gone, and now he was gone, taking their salvation along with him.


Two figures appeared. Blocking the path. Blackness hid their faces. They stopped at the sound of the approaching hoof beats.


“Announce yourselves!” Isaac brought the wagon to a halt. He stood and shouldered his shotgun. He panned the barrel between the two shadowy entities standing before him. “I’m going to start counting, and then I swear, by God, I will pull this trigger!”


The figures dropped their hoods.


Pallid flesh! Yellow eyes!


They hissed something demonic. Their black tongues rang in Isaac’s ears. His head seized. His brain felt as if it’d burst from his skull at any moment. They raised their hideous claws, flesh hung loose around their fingertips.


“Demons!” Isaac bellowed.


He fired. Letting off both barrels.


Kyla cried out. Icy cold fingers clutched his arm.


The figures vanished into the cornfield. Isaac threw down his shotgun and retrieved his sickle. He considered giving chase.


Kyla…of course, Kyla. He could not leave her alone.


Daddy!


“I’m here baby. I’m here.”


Isaac dropped the sickle between his feet and spurred the horse onward, his head on a pivot, searching for any sign of the demons. He whipped the horse, again and again, until the wind filled his ears and the raindrops hit his skin like razor blades. The wooden wheels bounced in and out of the troughs, each impact threatened to separate the carriage, and send the pieces scattering like a box of match sticks. Still, Isaac did not stop. He did not want to give the beasts an opening.


“Daddy will protect you,” he whispered as the cold fingers tightened around his arm.


 


 


Sandy’s Roadside Cafe, 6:00 A.M.


 


Sheriff Benny sat hunched over the diner counter, sipping a dwindling cup of coffee and sliding the last bits of a syrup-soaked waffle around the center of his plate.


His doctor would have kittens, especially if he saw the small mountain of discarded sugar packets.


“I’m gonna start charging you for those.” Sandy always joked from the other side of the counter as she whisked the empty packets away. She’d been telling the same joke for years.


It never failed to get a smile out of him.


There were only two other faces in the 30 seat diner. A man, about his age: he wore a blue blazer and a generic white button down. The other was a senior that clutched the morning paper behind a smoldering cigarette and a mug of black coffee.


“Looks like it’s finally starting to let up a bit out there,” Benny said as he turned his head towards the thin sheet of rain still clawing at the glass.


“Don’t jinx it.”


Benny dabbed at his lips with a paper napkin before he crumpled it up in the center of his empty plate. “So, the old place?”


“One more payment, and then it’s all mine, free and clear.” Sandy smiled as she scrubbed yet another plate clean in the wash basin.


“No kidding? Well, congratulations. We’re still pretty far off. I’ve got a few more years of the badge and gun before that happens.”


“You, quit? House or no house, it’s not in your bones.” She flicked a little water at him before she rubbed her hands dry on the front of her apron.


“Don’t be so sure. I think I’ve seen enough. Think I’m ready to settle in and grow myself a garden or something. Maybe buy a diner.” He raised his eyebrows over the top of his cup before he took a small sip.


“You’re welcome to this one. I can have the papers drawn up in an hour.”


Benny laughed, “I may take you up on that one day.”


“Sooner rather than later, I’m dyin’ a slow death here.” Sandy signaled to the empty seats around them.


“It’s not so bad. You get to jibber-jabber with me every morning.”


She shook her head. “Don’t go overestimatin’ your talent for jawin’. Some good conversation ain’t worth bankruptcy. No thanks. I’m better off on the social security, rocking myself to death on my front porch, yellin’ at stray dogs and chunkin’ rocks at neighborhood kids.”


Benny laughed again and finished off the cup. His tongue puckered against the mudslide of caramelized sugar.


As he set the glass back on the counter Sandy gasped. Her eyes grew as wide as the dinner plate she’d just pulled from the wash basin. Her hands flew to her mouth and she backed up until the stove top forced her to stop. She stared past Benny, one finger wagging silently at the front door.


“Sandy, dear, what is it?” Benny kicked his stool back. His feet came down heavy on the rubber tiles. He turned as his hand moved, by instinct, to the gun on his hip.


There, in the doorway, stood a familiar face.


Isaac Byler.


His family had been a cornerstone in the town for generations.


Isaac’s eyes were wild. His clothes soaked through with rain-water and blood.


Benny unsnapped his holster. “What happened Isaac?” He approached him slowly. Isaac was a good man that had seen some bad times. Benny had been at his wife’s funeral. He’d hugged him and told him to call on him if he ever needed anything. He’d meant it. “Isaac, talk to me.”


Isaac shook his head as if startled from a dream. “Something…some demon…something attacked me, attacked my daughter, my Kyla.”


“Is everyone safe? Is everyone okay?”


“Yes. We are safe. She is safe—with me, she is safe.” Isaac mumbled the last few words.


Benny didn’t quite catch them.


“What’d you do Isaac?” Benny would never consider Isaac a threat under any other circumstance. He was a man of principles, one of them being nonviolence. But the crimson on his clothes, the eyes that darted back and forth like insects trying to evade a flashlight beam, it evoked a certain level of caution.


“I don’t know, I think…I think that I killed it. I don’t know, Sheriff. I’m sorry.”


Benny got within reach of Isaac. He turned him back towards the door, gripping him beneath his right arm. “It’s okay, let’s go back and figure this one out together. Okay?”


“Sheriff, I don’t want to go back to that place.”


“Isaac, me and my boys will handle it, we just need you to get us there and point it out.”


For a minute it seemed as if Isaac might jerk loose and vanish back into the blackness and the rain. But after some consideration, his posture relaxed. Beads of rain still clung to his hair like Christmas decorations. “Okay, Sheriff Benny, okay.”


“All right then, let’s go. Sandy, spot me till next time?”


She nodded. “Of course, Sheriff. You be safe.”


“Always.”


 


“Hop in the front seat Isaac, let’s get to movin’,” Sheriff Benny called over the roof of the car as Isaac held the back door open for his daughter.


The monsters, Daddy. We’re going to get the monsters.


Isaac slid into the passenger seat. He was separated from Benny by a mounted laptop and a large black rifle. The screen on the laptop was alive, casting a blue box of light across Benny’s face.


“Pete, Louie; I need you boys to meet me at the intersection of Ralph and Stacy. I’m gonna be heading into Christener’s district. I’ve got Isaac Byler with me and he’s reporting that someone attacked him out there tonight.”


“On my way.”


“Be there in five.”


The radio crackled a few more times and went silent. Benny hung the mouthpiece back on the console and set both of his hands on the wheel.


Rain splashed thin across the windshield.


So thin.


It was more glass than liquid. The wiper blades squeaked loudly in protest as they worked through each cycle.


“So, the person that attacked you, you have a description?”


Isaac shook his head. “Wasn’t a person. Like nothing I’ve seen. Small and strong. Deadly. The face and the hands of the devil. Saw two more like it on the road on my way into town.”


Benny looked sideways at him. Isaac didn’t notice the narrowed eyes and the pursed lips. An expression that wrote him off as a man that had temporarily lost touch with reality.


“So, your daughter?”


“She’s fine. She’s a strong girl.” Isaac felt her hand, small and icy, clutching his left shoulder from the backseat. “Here it is, coming up on the left.” Isaac said as he pointed towards the mouth of the only road leading into the district.


“Yep.” Benny popped his lips. He knew the town and its layout like the back of his hands. He didn’t get out to Amish country all that often, but he knew the way if he ever needed to.


Benny slammed the brakes. He skidded forward a few inches on the water coated roadway.


Two figures.


Shrouded by darkness.


Black hoods pulled up and around their heads and faces.


They stopped when they saw the Sheriffs car.


“That is them, those are the monsters!” Isaac was frantic; he pointed and pounded at the dashboard.


“Stay here. Let me handle this.” Benny was out the door before Isaac could stop him.


Isaac rocked in his seat. Tears welled up in his eyes.


The Sheriff approached the figures slowly. One hand removed the sidearm from its holster. The other dictated commands. Two more police cruisers pulled up behind the hooded figures with their lights flashing. Pete and Louie jumped out. Guns drawn. They covered the Sheriff’s approach. The figures dropped their hoods. The lights from the cruisers put their twisted countenances on full display.


“Kill them Sheriff, kill the devils!” Isaac shouted as if they could hear him through the barriers of rain and glass.


But the Sheriff did not kill them.


Instead he slid the gun back into its holster. His deputies did the same. They approached the monsters. Examining them. Touching them. Speaking with them. Suddenly they all turned on Isaac. Their mouths still moved. A dark tongue was being spoken. He could feel it banging around inside of his head.


Daddy, the Sheriff! He is a monster! He will hurt us!


“No baby, I will not let him hurt us.”


“So he just opened fire on you?”


“Yes, Sheriff, both barrels. If we hadn’t run…well, who knows?” Mary, the smaller of the two women, spoke. Her teeth still chattered. They’d escaped through the corn and cut back onto the main road.


“Do you need medical?”


“No, Sheriff, we’re fine. Shook up, but fine.” Their arms and their legs were cut up from the brush and bramble and they were a little out of breath; they’d gotten lucky.


“Fellas, we need to get him out of the front seat and cuffed up.”


Benny slid his SIG Sauer P226 from its holster and raised it in a two handed stance, his deputies did the same. “Isaac! Open the door and step out with your hands above your head!”


A hail of 5.56 rounds burst through the windshield. The first two landed in Peter’s vest. They took him off his feet, planted him on his back, and left him barely conscious. The next round landed in Benny’s left shoulder, spun him around, and brought him down on one knee. Louie grabbed Benny under his good arm and returned fire rapidly as he pulled him towards the refuge of the other two cruisers.


“Move, move, move, get to cover, get your heads down!” Louie yelled as he hustled the women towards the cars.


Rounds ripped through the air and tore through the metal of the two cruisers, destroyed the engine blocks, and shredded the light bars.


As Mary attempted to duck behind one of the front driver side tires a wild bullet tore through the side of her face, ripped her jaw from its hinges, and drove her into the ground. She convulsed and gagged out her final words as the shock took over and the life drained from her eyes. The other woman screamed and landed atop her as Louie threw Benny down behind the adjoining cruiser and took up behind the engine block.


“There’s nothing you can do for her, keep your head down!” Louie yelled. He flinched as rounds continued to buzz through the air above him like miniature fighter jets showing off before a football game. “Code 10, shots fired, we’ve got an officer down!” Louie breathed in deep through his nose and checked the magazine on his pistol as the dispatcher confirmed his call and alerted other units to his location.


“We can’t leave Peter out there.” Benny said as he pulled himself up against the back passenger tire. His arm had gone numb. The blood flowed from the wound, steady and warm. It snaked its way down and dripped from the tips of his fingers.


“We need to get you patched up, Sheriff, you ain’t gonna—”


“First things first, we get Peter the hell out of there.” More rounds ripped into their metal shield and tore up the asphalt around them.


Louie nodded, taking the barrage as a sign. “If I can just get to my rifle without getting my head blown off, we’ll be in better shape.”


 


Isaac flinched and slid down in the seat as the return volley of gunfire lodged in the headrest and exited through the back window. He held the rifle up, elbows cocked, eyes squinted against the pebbles of glass that attacked his face. He fired like a wild man, he didn’t aim, he just squeezed the trigger and panned back and forth, praying the bullets would find their mark.


Benny! He’d never suspected Benny.


Daddy! The monsters!


“Kyla, baby, Daddy is here, I will keep you safe.” Isaac knew that he had to get her out of the car and behind cover. He hadn’t come this far to lose her to a stray bullet.


Isaac kicked open his door. The glass shattered and there was the hollow thunk of bullets eating into metal.


He came out low, ducked behind the door jam, aimed the rifle towards the cruisers, and squeezed the trigger twice. He dropped away as three more bullets soared in around him and found marks that were way too close for comfort.


“Come on baby girl.” Isaac retreated towards the bumper and pulled open the back door as he passed by. “Get in front of me baby. Go!” Isaac extended his knees and lifted his body to allow Kyla to shield herself beneath his chest.


Something hot and heavy stung the back of his neck.


He tried to move his feet but they wouldn’t obey.


The rifle slipped from his grasp.


His legs ceased to exist and he fell. No words. No breath.


Nothing worked.


Daddy!


All he could see was Kyla and Emily, Oh darling, how I’ve missed you.


The ground was cool and wet beneath his cheek.


Red mixed with water.


Wet with wet.


Men yelled in the background.


Everything went black.


“Boss! I nailed him! I got him! Pretty sure he’s down for good.”


“Pretty sure?” Benny groaned as he clutched a hand over the swelling wound. The blood still escaped between his fingers with each pump of his heart.


“Positive. I see him. He’s face down. The gun is by his feet. He’s not moving, boss.”


“Still, wait for the backup. How’s Peter lookin’?”


“He’s stirring.”


“Tell him to stay there.”


“Peter, buddy, stay down. We got back up on the way. You just hang in there.”


Peter raised a thumb and dropped his head back to the pavement.


“I think he’s gonna be fine.” Louie slid back down to his butt and held the M4 tight against his chest. “Boss, what the hell just happened?”


Benny shook his head. “I don’t know. Not sure I wanna know.”


The Aftermath


The deputies discovered the body of Kyla Byler in her bed at 7:45 AM. Her death resulted from a single ax blow to the head. Her head was removed postmortem via a second ax blow and set at the bottom of the bed between her feet.


She was killed as she slept. She had yellow hair and wore pink pajamas.


The only known suspect in her death: her father, Isaac Byler. He was killed in a shootout with police.


Weeks passed and Sheriff Benny healed from his wounds, the physical ones at least. He resigned from his position as Sheriff.


He’d never been much of a morning person anyway.
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1


Jen snapped her helmet into place, enjoying the quiet hiss and click that told her it was locked. A lot of outpost staff complained about having to wear the thick suits during routine patrols, but Jen liked them. They made her feel secure, as though nothing could get to her.


Carly locked her gloves into place. She wiggled her fingers experimentally then shot Jen a grin through the tinted glass of her helmet. “Damn, but I’ve been looking forward to getting out of this joint.”


Jen had never asked exactly what Carly had done to get herself condemned to their tiny station on Perros’s second moon, and Carly hadn’t volunteered the information—but it must have been bad. People didn’t end up on Station 331 by accident, and out of the three of them, Carly was the least suited to endure the isolation and monotony.


Jen checked her wrist controls to ensure everything was airtight. Carly was already at the door, hopping from foot to foot and swinging her arms. “C’mon, let’s do this already.”


A quiet voice buzzed through the helmet’s speakers. “Jen, I’m ready for your all clear.”


Jen turned towards the plexiglass window. Alessicka stood behind it and leaned over the control panel, her delicate face tensed in concentration. She was the only one of their three-woman team who kept her hair long, and it fell like a sheet down one side of her thin neck to brush over the panel.


“All clear,” Jen said, shooting her two thumbs up as added reassurance.


Alessicka gave Jen a small smile then looked towards her companion. “Carly, how are you doing?”


“If I were any more ready, I’d explode.” Carly swivelled in a semicircle to face the window. Her eyes were huge, and the need to be free was etched into every line of her face.


There was a pause.


“Carly, your monitor says your helmet isn’t locked properly.”


There was a tremor in Alessicka’s voice. She hated arguing with Carly, but Jen knew her too well to think she would overlook any problem she found, no matter how minor. It was both a blessing and a curse; they were sometimes stuck in the airlock for an hour or more as she troubleshot problems… but at least Jen knew she wasn’t going to be sent out in substandard conditions.


Jen’s partner didn’t share her view. Carly let out a string of curses and kicked at the airlock doors. “We’ve been over this before. A half dozen times. It’s a problem in the feedback or whatever. I promise you, the helmet is locked.”


Alessicka stared at the readings on the screen. Jen could see sweat beading on her face as she braced herself. “I’d like to run some diagnostics on… on… it.” She trailed off at the murderous look on Carly’s face.


“I swear, Lessi, you delay this patrol for another minute, and I’ll murder you in your sleep tonight.”


Alessicka’s face blanched, and Jen decided it was time to intervene. “That’s enough, Carly. Don’t make jokes like that.”


“Who said I was joking?”


Jen held up a hand to quiet her partner then turned to the woman behind the console. “Lessi, I’m going to override you this time. We’ve checked out the helmet before, and you said it was probably a feedback glitch. Besides, it’s been months since we’ve seen anything more exciting than sludge. I doubt Carly’s going to need to test her helmet’s seal today.”


Alessicka gave a small nod and began pressing buttons on the console. “Prepare for gate unlock in twenty seconds.”


“Finally,” Carly groaned.


Jen stepped up to join her partner beside the door. They each took one of the stingers from the rack bolted to the wall and turned them on. Stingers were their main weapon against what lived outside the station. They looked like rifles with extended barrels, but the tip was shaped into a large metal needle. The idea was to push the needle into any unwanted creatures they found on their moon and pull the trigger. The stingers released a shot of neurotoxins directly into the lifeform’s body, killing it within seconds.


That was one of their jobs on Station 331: keep the moon clean of hostile beings that came off comets or space debris. Some of the newer stations got more exciting infestations of aggressive creatures like parydonas and crawling Helens and had to call for backup from their ward planets, but even though Station 331 was on a remote moon near the edge of the system, the staff rarely had to deal with anything worse than poppers and sludge.


“External gate unlocking,” Alessicka said through the helmet, and the metal doors in front of them hissed and parted.


“Yes,” Carly moaned as she sprinted as quickly as her bulky suit would allow onto the surface of the moon. She took three steps then kicked the powdery ground, sending herself flying nearly ten feet into the air before gliding down to land in a billow of red dust. Jen followed at a slower pace, enjoying the sensation of weightlessness from the lower gravity outside the station.


The moon wasn’t ugly, but it was dull. Its uneven surface was pocked after millennia of being beaten by asteroids and space rubble. Composed of four small living rooms, one airlock, and one control room, the station had been built into a sheltered indent. Red rock surrounded it on three sides, so it got only four hours of natural sunlight each day.


Carly was sprinting ahead, stinger held in both hands, as she searched for a target to unleash her pent-up frustration on. She disappeared over the lip of a crater, and a moment later, Jen heard a sharp pop through her headset, followed by a cackle of delight. Carly had found her first victim.


Jen went in the opposite direction and circled around the back of the base. Before long, she found a target of her own; a sludge was clinging to a rock formation just metres from the front door. The human-sized clump of coal-black slime undulated as its organs worked to convert the moon’s minerals into nutrients.


Sludges weren’t dangerous, but they could be a nuisance if they got out of control. They would clog doorways, damage equipment, and given enough time, even eat through metal. Jen forced the tip of her stinger through the sludge’s leathery skin, flicked the safety lock, and pulled the trigger. The gun kicked into her shoulder as it injected its poison, and she stepped back to watch as the sludge writhed and coiled in on itself.


Scientists said the sludges were no more intelligent than a plant, but Jen still hated seeing the creature thrash as its flesh bubbled and split. She stood with it until it was completely still, then she unclipped one of the hooks from her belt and snagged a corner of the sludge’s frothing flesh.


She dragged it back to the waste disposal unit behind their station—low gravity had its benefits—and while she was feeding it through the slot, she heard another crack in her headset as Carly bagged her second target.


“Jen, Carly,” Alessicka’s voice said, “I’m getting a reading of a living shape by the weathervane. It looks like a sludge, but it’s a big one.”


“On it.” Carly sounded breathless, but Jen couldn’t tell if it was from excitement or overexertion.


Jen scouted around the perimeter of the station, making sure it was clean, before widening her loop. She could hear Carly humming as she made her way to the weathervane, which was located on an outcropping a kilometre away from the base. Twice, Carly stopped to use her stinger on creatures she found along the way, and once, she swore loudly, apparently having stubbed her toe on a rock. Jen started to tune her out as she focussed on her job—injecting another sludge and a couple of thick, veiny plants that were struggling to survive on the barren moon—so she almost didn’t hear Carly say her name.


“What’s up?” Jen asked, clipping a sludge to her cable and beginning to pull it towards the waste disposal.


“This thing by the weathervane—it’s not a sludge. It’s… hell, I have no idea what this is.”


“Describe it,” Alessicka said.


“It’s… like… big. Maybe four times as large as I am. Black and lumpy, with red veins running all over its body.”


“Red veins?” Alessicka asked. “Not yellow, like a creeping Helen?”


“No, definitely red. They’re pulsing. And there are these… tendril things coming out at its base. Like roots. I think they’re moving, but very slowly.”


There was a pause, and Jen could hear Alessicka typing. “I haven’t heard of a creature like that,” she said, “and the system isn’t bringing up any matches. Should I call Perros, Jen?”


Calling Perros, their ward planet, essentially meant asking for backup. Technically, that was the correct protocol for when they found an unidentifiable alien lifeform, but hardly any station followed it.


“Aw, hell no,” Carly said. “It looks harmless. It’s actually managing to move less than a sludge. I’ll just inject it real quick, and then we can get back to our damn jobs.”


Alessicka’s voice was tight with anxiety when she replied, “Don’t proceed. You don’t have clearance.” She hesitated then added, “She… she doesn’t have clearance. Does she, Jen?”


Jen sighed. Calling Perros was a huge inconvenience for everyone involved. Support wouldn’t reach them for nearly twenty-eight hours, and if Carly was right and the lifeform was vegetation or low-risk, they wouldn’t be happy about having their time wasted.


“Stay where you are, Carly. I’ll come to you, and we can deal with it together.”


“Sure you don’t want me to get it now? It’s an ugly son of a—”


“No.” Jen unclipped the sludge from her belt. “Just stay put.”


“Fine,” Carly huffed, and Jen thought she heard a relieved sigh from Alessicka in the background.


Jen bounded across the moon’s surface, her boots kicking up puffs of dust with each step. Perros rose over the horizon to her left, and she could see one of their sister moons, 384, to the right. There wasn’t any proper day or night on 331, so the moon felt perpetually suspended in twilight; the atmosphere cast a red glow over the already-bronze landscape, dimming the sun’s light and casting strange, leaping shadows.


Jen was still a few minutes from the weathervane when she heard Carly inhale sharply.


“What happened?” she asked at the same moment Alessicka said, “Carly?”


Carly laughed. “Oh, wow. I didn’t expect that. I poked it, and it started moving.”


“Moving?”


“Yeah, these tendril vine-like things are stretching out and waving all over the place. Are you sure we have to kill it? It’s the most interesting thing we’ve had on this moon in months.”


Jen kicked against the ground to leap over a rocky ridge. “Damn it, Carly. Stay away from it until I get there. We don’t know how dangerous it is.”


“Relax,” Carly drawled. “It can’t reach me. I don’t even think it can see. It’s—” She gasped sharply.


Jen heard scraping and rustling, then Carly shrieked.


“Carly?” Jen called. She increased her jog to a run, moving her legs as fast as the thick suit and low gravity would let her. “What happened?”


“Damn it,” Carly said over more scuffling. “It’s got me, Jen. I dropped my stinger, and I can’t get it off—” She grunted in pain then yelled something incoherent.


Fear spiked through Jen as she raced for the weathervane. She could hear Carly panting, interspersed with snapping noises. “I’m about two minutes away, Carly. Hang on.”


Then Carly’s screams filled Jen’s helmet, drowning her in the rawness of the other woman’s terror. Jen called to her, but Carly either didn’t hear or couldn’t respond; she kept screaming and screaming. The shriek’s pitch rose… 


Then there was silence.
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“Carly?” Jen panted into the stillness. “Carly, can you hear me? Carly!”


“Her… her helmet’s disconnected—” Alessicka’s voice was thin with horror. “Audio’s g-gone completely.”


“Damn it!” Jen couldn’t move fast enough, as if she were stuck in a nightmare where no matter how hard she ran she couldn’t move any closer. Then she cleared a ridge and finally saw Carly’s monster.


Clinging to the rocks at the base of a crater was a massive mess of black tendrils with pulsing red rivulets running down them. They were probing outwards, feeling along the ground, seeking something to grip. Jen stopped well out of their reach and started sidestepping the creature, searching for the white suit that held her partner. She couldn’t see it.


“Lessi, can you tell me anything? Do you have any reading on Carly?”


“No.” She sounded as if she were hyperventilating, but her fingers were hitting the keyboard at an incredible speed. “I-it’s like her helmet has been separated from the suit. I can’t get any stats at all.”


“Okay.” Jen’s pulse pounded in her head as she weighed up her options. “I’m going to try to sting it. If anything… goes wrong, don’t come after me, but send a message to Perros immediately.”


Alessicka made a strangled sort of noise. “Don’t. Please, Jen. Please don’t—”


The creature’s limbs were tapping at the ground and seeking contact, but they seemed to be slowing their pace.


“I’ve got to try to find Carly. Under no circumstances are you to leave the base. That’s a direct order, Lessi. Do you copy?”


“C-Copy.”


“Okay.”


Jen began sliding down the incline that led to the lifeform. Two of the tendrils stretched towards her, apparently sensing the motion. Jen hoped that if she could sting it and get enough neurotoxins in it to kill it, she might still be able to find Carly. She didn’t want to think about the state the other woman would be in, though; the air on 331 was toxic. If she lost her helmet…


One of the arms shot out at an impossible speed and snagged Jen’s ankle. She gasped and tried to jump back, but the creature was too fast. Before she could understand what was happening, she was in the air, held upside down, while another tendril wrapped around her chest.


She swung her stinger towards the nearest tendril. It missed its mark. A new arm came up and wrapped around Jen’s helmet, blinding her. She heard cracking noises as the black pulsing limb strained to separate the helmet from its suit.


Is this what it did to Carly?


She could feel the creature becoming frustrated. She had only seconds before it tried a new method of killing her; she aimed blindly, felt the stinger’s steel needle puncture something resistant, and pulled the trigger.


A horrific wailing noise rose around her, and Jen found herself plummeting to the ground. She twisted around in midair in time to see she was headed for a crop of jagged rock, which would certainly puncture her suit, but at the last second, one of the thrashing arms batted her aside. She skidded over a dusty patch of ground and rolled to a stop.


The creature had gone wild. Its limbs waved in every direction, as though it were trying to fight an invisible attacker, and the bestial wailing noise filled her head. The arms seemed able to stretch to impossible lengths, and Jen realised she wasn’t safe where she was. She began scrambling backwards, up the incline of the crater, not daring to take her eyes off the waving, slapping arms until she was over the top of the lip and running for the base.


The terrible noise followed her. The poison had hurt the lifeform, but it wasn’t dead; a single injection probably wasn’t enough for a beast that size, and there was no way Jen was going back to have another go at it—especially now that she knew for certain Carly couldn’t have survived. The creature had tried to pop Jen’s helmet off, just as it must have done to Carly. Jen’s had only stayed on because it wasn’t faulty.


Tears stung her eyes, and she blinked them back furiously. The guilt was crushing; she’d used her power as the team leader to override Alessicka when she’d tried to do her job, and now her partner was dead. This is what you get for cutting corners. This is what happens when you don’t take your job seriously.


She squinted and ran faster. All she wanted, more than anything else, was to be inside the safety of the double-walled metal station. She would never complain about how small it was again.


“Jen?” Alessicka breathed in her ear. She sounded terrified. “A-Are you t-there?”


In her rush to get away from the monster, Jen had forgotten to tell her remaining partner that she was okay. Alessicka had heard the fight, but nothing afterwards, and Jen had left her hanging in terrible suspense.


“I’m here,” Jen said, fortifying her voice. “I’m fine, and I’m coming back now. Carly… isn’t.”


“Okay,” was the only thing Alessicka managed to say. She sobbed quietly and discreetly the entire time Jen was jogging back to base. She was young, and Jen didn’t think she’d ever lost a team member before.


Relief spread across Jen’s chest when the hulking metal structure came into view. She approached the airlock doors and asked Alessicka to open them. The girl must have been waiting with her hand poised over the button; they drew apart immediately, and Jen entered the airlock.


They looked at each other through the thick plexiglass screen that separated the airlock from the control room. Alessicka’s face was pale and covered in tear tracks, but she kept her voice from breaking as she stepped Jen through the protocol they’d followed so often that it was like second nature. This time was different, though. This time, Jen stood alone as she waited for the chamber to be filled with breathable air, stepped out of her suit, and stored her equipment.


“Central doors unlocking,” Alessicka said at last as the metal doors separating them parted. Jen stepped into the control room, and Alessicka threw herself onto Jen. Trembling, she hugged her fiercely, and Jen patted her hair until she pulled back. The girl’s red eyes searched Jen’s face, and for a moment, Jen was frightened Alessicka would blame her—tell her it was all her fault for ignoring the warning about Carly’s helmet—but instead, she said, “What do I need to do?”


Ignoring the guilt and the pain had been easier when she had a purpose, so Jen latched on to Alessicka’s opening and led her to the command board. “We need to get a message to Perros. Explain about the lifeform we found. Explain about… Carly. Ask for assistance.”


They would also need to request a replacement team member, but they could do that after the creature was dealt with and Carly’s death was confirmed.


Jen watched over Alessicka’s shoulder as she typed the message. Because of the location of their outpost, communication with Perros was difficult. Their ward planet would receive the message, but it wasn’t likely they would send a reply. Any discussions would have to wait until the backup arrived.


“Sent.” Alessicka swivelled in her chair to look up at her leader. “What else should I do?”


She needed work to keep her mind off Carly just as badly as Jen did. Unfortunately, work was one thing they were low on: the patrols usually took most of the day, so they’d finished all of their regular chores that morning.


Jen opened her mouth to suggest they go over inventory again, but a sharp noise interrupted her. They both jumped and looked through the plexiglass window into the airlock. Something large and dark was pressed against the outside door.


It’s the monster from the weathervane. It’s followed me back to base, Jen thought with a spike of panic, but as the shape moved and she realised what it really was, she somehow felt even more horrified.


“Carly!” Alessicka shrieked.


Their missing team member stood outside the base. She wasn’t wearing a helmet, and her crop of curly black hair was stuck to her forehead with sweat. Her dark eyes bored into them intently, desperately, as she banged a fist on the door.


Alessicka slammed her hand on the button that opened the airlock, and Carly stumbled inside. Jen stared at her, shocked that she had survived the unbreathable air long enough to get back to base, let alone lived through having her helmet ripped off. Alessicka was talking rapidly over the speaker as she changed the settings on her control panel.


“Hang on, Carly. I’m depressurising the airlock—filtering in oxygen—stabilising the seal. Just a moment, and we’ll have you back in the base.”


Jen couldn’t take her eyes off Carly as the woman leaned against one of the walls, panting and shivering. It seemed incredible that she could have made it back. More than incredible, actually. Impossible.


“Carly?” Jen asked. “Are you hurt?”


Carly was unzipping what remained of her thick suit. Jen saw tears in it; one arm had been shredded completely, and Jen thought she saw a splash of red on the inside as Carly shimmied out of it. “A few bruises,” she said, flashing them a shaky smile, “but I’m alive and in one piece, so I guess I can’t complain.”


“Thank goodness,” Alessicka said. She was adjusting the levels in the airlock to filter out the planet’s toxic air before she opened to doors to their base. “We thought—”


“Yeah, I thought that for a moment, too,” Carly said. “I heard you come for me, Jen, but it had me pinned, and I couldn’t help. I’m glad you got away okay.”


“Me, too,” Jen said automatically, raking the woman over with her eyes. She looked fine, completely fine, and that terrified her.


“It’s dead, by the way.” Carly took one of the towels from the storage closet and rubbed at her sweaty face. “The monster. Lifeform. Thing. Once you stung it, it let me go, and I was able to get my own stinger and finish it off.”


“I see.”


Alessicka looked ready to cry again, but a wide smile spread over her face. “Okay, Carly, central doors unlocking.”


“Wait.” Jen grabbed Alessicka’s wrist to stop her from opening the metal doors that separated them from Carly.


The girl blinked up at her in confusion. “Did I do something wrong?”


“No. Uh, Carly, I’m sorry about this, but you need to stay in the airlock. Quarantine.”


Carly’s jaw dropped. She walked towards the plexiglass window. “Is this a joke? Because it’s really sucky timing. I want a shower, damn it.”


“I’m sorry, Carly, but you were exposed to that thing. We don’t know what it was or if it infected you with anything. You need to stay in there until the team from Perros arrives.”


Carly swore at her. “This is ridiculous! Let me back in, Jen!”


“Surely—surely she’s fine,” Alessicka said, offering a weak smile.


Jen let go of her wrist. “We can’t take that chance. It’s only twenty-eight hours, Carly, then we can decontaminate and release you.”


Carly stared pure hatred at her leader, and Jen felt her resolve slipping. Maybe I am being over-cautious. We were told the air was poisonous, but not how poisonous. Maybe someone could survive in it for short amounts of time. Maybe it isn’t so unbelievable that she’s still alive.


But then Jen looked at the torn, helmetless suit crumpled on the floor, and she knew, with complete certainty, that she wanted to keep the doors closed.


“Alessicka,” Jen said, “could you bring Carly some food and water?”


The young woman still looked shocked that they were keeping their partner inside the airlock, but she nodded and got up. Carly slouched away from the window to sit against the back wall, scowling. As Alessicka’s footsteps faded down the hallway, Jen said, “Carly, you know why I have to do this, right?”


“I’m your friend,” she spat. “We’ve been stuck on this forsaken lump of rock for three years. Don’t you trust me?”


Not at this moment, I don’t.
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The day passed slowly. Alessicka and Jen stayed at the control panel. Carly refused to touch the bottles of water and peach-flavoured slurry packets they’d cautiously tossed through the door, but sat in her corner and sulked. After trying to make small talk for a few minutes, Alessicka gave up and joined them in silence.


When the clock ticked over to the third quarter of the day, Jen turned to Alessicka. “You’d better get some rest.”


She looked ghastly. Her doe-like eyes were bloodshot from crying, and her face was pale, but she still smiled. “I’m fine, Jen.”


Jen sighed. “No, you really need sleep. I’ll stay here with Carly. Go on.”


Alessicka obediently got up and waved goodbye to Carly, who flashed a grin back at her. Jen waited until she heard the bedroom door close before speaking.


“You haven’t touched your food.”


“Not hungry.”


“So you’re going to starve yourself until we let you out?”


Her only reply was a very slow blink.


“Carly,” Jen said, choosing her phrasing carefully. “I don’t believe you escaped from that creature.”


The other woman didn’t say anything.


“I felt how strong it was. It would have torn me in half if I’d given it another minute.”


“I’m sure it would have.”


Something about how she said that—almost with a hint of arrogance—made Jen pause. Carly was watching her through half-closed lids, a smirk hovering around her mouth.


“You don’t have so much as a scratch on you.”


“I was lucky, wasn’t I?”


“The air isn’t breathable.”


“Are you sure about that? I swallowed it. It was fine.”


“So you think the scientists lied to us when they said it was toxic?”


“Yes.” Another slow, languid blink followed.


Jen pursed her lips. She had always gotten along reasonably well with Carly, but at that moment, she would have been glad to never see the other woman again. “I’m going to get some sleep, too.”


“Do you know why I was condemned to this hellscape?” Carly asked, and Jen froze halfway out of her chair. Carly’s smile widened, but it wasn’t a pleasant expression. “I know you’ve seen my work history. I’m beyond overqualified for a place like this. You probably think I did something really bad to end up here, don’t you?”


Now it was Jen’s turn to play the silence game.


“You’d be right.” Carly was speaking so quietly that Jen had difficulty hearing her. “Before this, I was in charge of a mineral processing plant. Big place, dozens of people under me. There was this one conveyer belt that was designed to crush rocks into gravel, and I took a walkway above it every morning on the way to my office.”


She glanced to the side, and her eyes went hazy as she relived the memory. “One man there—I don’t remember his name; Jon or James or something—tried to talk to me every morning about this idea he had. A way to streamline the plant. He’d follow me from the front door until I locked myself in my office. Tried to corral me every lunchtime, too. His plans were flawed and wouldn’t have worked in a million years, but no matter how often I told him that, he’d keep on, like a fly you can’t catch, chasing me every morning. And eventually, I couldn’t stand it any longer.”


Jen swore under her breath, and Carly smiled, her dark eyes flicking back to watch her companion’s face with relish. “You can guess what happened, can’t you? He was still alive when he hit the conveyer belt, but the crushers took care of that pretty quickly. He painted the floor red.” She laughed and licked her lips. “I told them he slipped. No one saw me push him, so they couldn’t accuse me, but they guessed. And they punished me in the most effective way they could: they sent me here.”


“Enough,” Jen said. She was shaking.


Carly had never spoken like that before. She was sometimes brash, rude, or reckless, but Jen had never seen such maliciousness come from her.


“Just thought you’d like to know,” Carly said sweetly before closing her eyes and pretending to sleep.


Jen turned on her heel and marched towards the bedroom. Her head was throbbing from stress and frustration. I need some time-out. A chance to centre myself, away from Carly.


The bedroom was dark and cool. She paused in the doorway, listening to Alessicka’s breathing from the bed at the back of the room, using the sound to reassure herself. She didn’t bother changing—she didn’t expect to sleep more than a few hours—so she crawled into her bed fully clothed.


Jen didn’t fall asleep for a long time. Images of the black pulsing creature kept drifting across her closed eyelids. She saw Carly, too bold for her own good, snatched into the air. Then the tendrils latched onto and tore off her faulty helmet. Jen heard her scream. She was running towards her, but the faster she tried to move, the less progress she seemed to make. A tendril forced itself into Carly’s mouth; she struggled against it then bit it, and ink-like blood burst from it to coat her face.


A loud bang pulled Jen out of the nightmare, and she sat up in bed, drawing in thick, ragged breaths. Sweat coated her body as though she’d just finished running a marathon, and her blanket had fallen to the floor. As she sat still, trying to rein in her thundering heart, she realised something was wrong: she couldn’t hear Alessicka’s breathing anymore.
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A second bang and a drawn-out scraping noise came from the main part of building. Jen launched herself to her feet. Alessicka’s bed was empty, the sheets pushed neatly back into place. Jen ran for the hallway.


“Please no,” she muttered as she ran. “Please don’t be in there. Don’t be in there. Please.”


The noise had quieted; the rooms were so still that she could have been the only living person in Station 331 as she rounded the corner and opened the door to the control room.


The airlock door was open, and Alessicka was inside, slumped on the ground with her back to Jen, while Carly knelt in front of her. Jen froze as Carly looked up, a wide, unnatural smile stretched across her face. Their gazes met for a second before Carly’s eyes flicked to the open door.


They moved at the same time. Carly dashed towards freedom, and Jen lunged for the control panel. Jen was a second faster; her hand hit the flashing red button, and the airlock doors slid closed just in time for Carly to hit them.


“Damn it, Jen!” she yelled.


Jen pulled back from the panel, feeling terror and nausea rush through her. Alessicka sat crumpled on the ground, looking like a doll that had been propped up into an imitation of a sitting pose.


“What did you do to her?” Jen called. Her mind raced, fighting to think of a way to get the girl out, desperately hoping she wasn’t too late.


“She’s fiiiiine, Jen,” Carly said. She’d reverted to a complacent drawl as she paced back into view. “Aren’t you, Lessi?”


As if on cue, Alessicka’s body jerked. Slowly, like a puppet being pulled by strings, she began to twitch herself upright. It looked so unnatural that Jen wanted to scream.


“Lessi?” Jen asked as the girl rotated to face the window.


Allesicka’s face was slack, and her eyes were blank as she stared at a space somewhere behind Jen’s shoulder. Then she blinked, and her whole body shuddered. Her hands twitched up, her neck straightened, her back aligned itself, and a look of awareness returned to her face.


“Jen!” She clasped her hands in front of her chest, blinking quickly and giving the worried look she wore whenever she thought she was in trouble. “I’m sorry, Jen. I opened the door to give her some food, and we sat down to talk. I must have fallen asleep, and—did you lock the doors?”


“Yes,” Jen’s lips moved to say, but no noise escaped her.


Alessicka looked normal again. Completely normal. Yet Jen couldn’t erase the memory of her body, crumpled on the ground, as if the life had been sucked out of her…


“You can let me out now,” Alessicka said, hurrying to the plexiglass window and giving Jen a sweet, apologetic smile as she pressed her hand to it. “I’m really sorry. I know I should have asked you before going in, but she said she was hungry, and… I’m so sorry. Please let me out.”


“No.” Jen wanted to cry as she said the words. “You’re in quarantine now, too.”


Something flashed over Alessicka’s face—anger or maybe resentment—and was covered over so quickly that Jen doubted she’d seen anything. “Oh, Jen,” the girl said, her voice a tremulous whisper, “please don’t be mad at me. I was just trying to do the right thing.”


Jen turned away from the console so Alessicka wouldn’t see the how badly her words had cut.


On the day Alessicka had arrived on Station 331 to complete their three-woman team, Jen had realised the girl was too gentle and too young for a job that would entail years of isolation. As Alessicka examined the console station she would be in charge of, Jen had watched the woman’s hands flutter above the buttons with the anxious motions of someone who’d never been outside a simulation room before. She’d made up her mind to watch over her newest ward carefully. She’d told herself she could shelter her, protect her, and guide her until her contract was up. Then she could usher her into an easier, more enjoyable job on Perros. She’d failed. Whatever had happened to Carly had taken over Alessicka, and Jen hadn’t been able to stop it.


“Jen?” Alessicka called, and she sounded so much like herself that it was agony for Jen to leave the doors closed. “I’m sorry, Jen. I didn’t mean to upset you.”


Jen grimaced then turned back to the window. Alessicka stared back, her smile apologetic, her doe eyes begging for forgiveness. Carly was near the back of the room, standing beside the shelves holding the equipment. She kept her eyes averted, seemingly trying to blend into the background, almost as though she hoped Jen would forget she was there.


Jen couldn’t let Alessicka out… but she didn’t want to leave her alone, either. She sat in front of the console, ignoring the girl’s curious gaze, and turned off the intercom. If she couldn’t hear her, she wouldn’t be so tempted.


As soon as she saw Jen wasn’t going to open the doors, Alessicka turned away and joined Carly near the back of the room. They sat together, Carly’s arm around her friend’s shoulders, in the same pose Jen had once sat with Alessicka when she’d been crying from homesickness. Jen ignored them.


The console recorded and stored audio for up to forty-eight hours. Normally, it was Alessicka’s job to retrieve it if they needed to check any of their patrol data, but Jen knew enough about the machine to fumble her way through it. She rewound it to a point just a few minutes before the door had been opened, and pressed play.


“Hi, Lessi,” Carly’s tinny voice said. “Couldn’t sleep?”


“No.”


“Neither could I.”


A few minutes of silence was punctuated by rustling noises. Jen imagined Alessicka sitting in front of the desk and Carly moving towards the window.


“Lessi, I can trust you, can’t I?”


“Yeah, of course you can.”


She heard Carly sigh. “There’s something wrong with Jen.”


“Wha… in what way?”


“The creature didn’t attack me, Lessi. It snagged my ankle and tripped me over, but it wasn’t dangerous. It was Jen who pulled my helmet off.”


Alessicka was silent.


“I didn’t want to say anything in front of her, in case it panicked her and she tried to hurt you, too… but I think she wanted me to die out there. She pulled the faulty helmet off and left me to suffocate. I guess she thought the plant would be a very convenient explanation.”


There was a thin sound; Jen thought it must be Alessicka trying not to cry.


“I’m so sorry, Lessi.” Carly’s voice was low and anxious. “I don’t know what to do. She’s locked me in here to divide us. Quarantine is just an excuse. Why would I need quarantining, anyway? I’m not hurt, and I’m not sick.”


Alessicka mumbled something Jen couldn’t make out.


“No. The creature was harmless. It was Jen all along. She doesn’t want me working here. She wanted to get rid of me. I can prove it to you; she left a bruise on my neck—come in, and I’ll show you.”


Alessicka mumbled again. It was a wonder Carly had been able to understand her.


“No, it’s okay. Just come in, and I’ll show you. Then we can figure out what to do. We’ll find a way to help Jen, I promise, but we’ll need to work together. We’ll need to be able to trust each other. You do trust me, don’t you, Lessi?”


The squeak of a chair being vacated was followed by the slick whoosh of doors being opened, silence for a moment, then the loud bang that had broken through Jen’s sleep. She heard a whimper, followed by another bang and a dragging sound. Then footsteps—her footsteps—raced into the console room.


Jen turned off the recording. She’d been so engrossed in it that she hadn’t noticed Alessicka and Carly had moved. They stood in front of the window, equally calm faces holding tranquil eyes that stared down at her. Carly raised her hand and rapped on the plexiglass. Knowing what she wanted, Jen turned on the intercom with trembling fingers.


“You don’t remember, do you, Jen?” Carly asked.


“What?” her mouth was dry. Their stares were almost hypnotic.


“You don’t remember attacking me.”


“Because I didn’t! The plant—”


“The plant was harmless. It tangled around my legs, and while I was trying to pull myself free, you grabbed me from behind. I screamed, and you pulled my helmet off, disconnecting the audio so I couldn’t get any word back to Lessi.”


“No!” Jen shouted, launching herself out of the chair to face them. “That’s a lie!”


“You’ve been acting strange for weeks,” Alessicka murmured. “I confronted you about it yesterday. Don’t you remember? You’ve been mumbling in your sleep and refusing to talk to us.”


“That’s… not true,” Jen stammered.


Alessicka’s gaze held her, mesmerising her.


“It is true,” Carly continued. “We’ve been so worried about you, Jen. It’s this place. This station. It’s too small and too remote for someone as strong as you. You’ve been gradually losing your mind for months.”


“No…”


“Yes,” Alessicka said. “And you finally snapped yesterday. You knew how wrong it was, how terrible what you were doing was, so your mind built a fantasy. A fantasy about a monster that tried to kill Carly… but it was you all along.”


Jen pressed a hand to her cheek and found it was wet. Her body was shivering. They were lying to her, she knew, trying to chip away at her resolve and make her doubt herself.


“Do you remember what you did to be sent to this station?” Carly asked. Her lids were half-closed, and her voice was a low, comforting murmur. “Do you remember?”


“I—I talked back to a superior—”


“No, Jen, you tried to strangle your superior. You always protested your innocence. Your mind washed it over. You couldn’t stand to think of yourself as a killer.”


“No—no—”


“What will the relief unit from Perros think when they arrive and find you’ve locked both of your team members in a room with no food or water?”


“But I haven’t…” Jen stammered. “We gave you food.”


Carly waved her hand at the room. “No you didn’t. It’s just your mind telling you that you did.”


Jen stared at the ground, the shelves, and the boxes, trying to find the packets of food and bottles of water she’d passed through the door. We did give Carly food, didn’t we?


“You see?” Carly said, her voice a sweet song in Jen’s ears, her eyes drawing the other woman back to drown in them. “You can’t trust your mind. But you can trust us. We want to help you, Jen. Let us out before the relief team arrives, and we can protect you, look after you… make sure no one hurts you.”


“Let us help,” Alessicka whispered. She was standing so close to the glass that her breath fogged it. “We want to help you.”


“It’s okay, Jen. Just open the doors.”


“Open them, Jen.”


“It’s okay.”


“You can trust us.”


Jen found her hand hovering over the red button that would unseal the airlock. Her body was shaking, and her head was foggy. Tears dripped off her chin as she stared at her teammates, the two people she’d relied on, cared for, and watched over for nearly three years. They smiled at her so warmly and so kindly that she knew denying them would be insanity.


Her hand pressed the button. The doors drew open with a gentle whoosh, and it felt good to give in, to stop resisting, and to stop fighting her friends. That’s what they were—friends. They walked through the doorway, came to her with open arms, and embraced her. The women held her still as she cried, stroked her hair, and told her she’d done the right thing.


Then Jen looked at Alessicka and saw a hairline fracture running down from her scalp, between her eyes, down her nose, and over her lips, chin, and neck before disappearing behind her shirt’s collar. Jen frowned at it, confused and mesmerised. It began to part, splitting open, peeling the girl’s smiling face back to show the pulsing, black mass inside her. Jen tried to pull away, but they held her firmly. She looked at Carly and saw she’d mimicked her partner; her skin was coiling back in on itself as the black tendrils reached out of their shell, tasting the air, and stretching towards Jen’s face…
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Jen stood in front of her station, suited up to protect against the toxic air, as she watched the ship from Perros land. It kicked up huge clouds of red soil as it touched down, and even though she was wearing a helmet, she raised her arm reflexively to shield her face.


The ship’s doors opened, and three suited figures jumped out. Jen waved them over and led them into the airlock.


As soon as breathable oxygen had replaced the toxic air, they unlocked their suits. “Thanks so much for coming,” Jen said as soon as her helmet was off.


“That’s our job,” the team’s leader, a tall and wiry man, said. “What’s the problem?”


Jen watched as they unsuited. Their team was composed of two men and a woman; they all looked tough and capable—exactly what she needed. “Long story,” she said as they hung up their suits, "but it’s been pretty crazy down here. Come in, and I’ll explain everything.”


The doors slid open, and they entered the main part of the station. Jen turned to smile at the assistance team as Alessicka and Carly, as quiet as shadows, appeared behind them. Jen didn’t need to give any signal; they all knew what needed to be done.


“We’ve made some changes on this station. Want to see them?” she asked, beaming at the three newest additions to their small colony as her sisters shed their human skins.


 


Read more at: www.candlebreak.com/parasite


 


Or download a free collection of Darcy’s short stories: http://candlebreak.com/station331
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The other Las Vegas survivors didn’t value him because his first-edition comic books made for excellent kindling. It wasn’t because his excess body mass kept him healthier than the others. It wasn’t even because of his ability to tolerate life without Facebook and Twitter. Instead, they valued his blood.


            Max Worthington’s eyes met the cold frost, which was creeping halfway up the large gymnasium windows. They’d probably be covered solid by the end of the month. The gymnasium was slowly digesting their spirits, wearing away their hope, as if they were inside some giant beast’s stomach.


            He tested his nostrils with a long breath of cold air. No congestion yet. Just the scent of early morning fires and alcohol. People used to sit on the bleachers, hot dogs in hand, and watch the Desert Pines High School basketball games here. Now it was just a shelter for them to watch each other grow weak and die.


            A steady wheezing turned his attention to his dad, who was sleeping on the cot next to him. Max rolled to his side and watched him rub his eyes. 


            Yawning, his dad muttered, “Where’s your mother?” without looking at him.


            “She went to help at the cafeteria, I think,” Max said timidly. In actuality, she had died a while ago.


            “Always a good woman. Least if I die, I’ll die well-fed.”


            Max frowned, not sure if his dad was joking or serious. “If they find a cure, you’ll be the first one to get it.”


            His dad chuckled. “You’ll be happy as hell then, won’t you?”


            Max swallowed dryly. Seventeen years old and he still hadn’t gotten used to his dad’s sarcasm. The awkwardness of the moment hung in the air. Then he heard a familiar female voice in the distance. The words were muffled, but Max’s ears perked up and the voice’s rhythm filled him with happiness as if it were part of a beautiful song in a foreign language.


            He craned his head to see past rows of Sin City refugees on their cots and stacks of survival goods until he came across Daphne Anderson, an old classmate. She was sitting on her cot, wearing a slinky white shirt, but probably not a bra. A thin blanket covered her legs. A security guard obscured his view of the person who she was speaking to. No matter. Her gorgeous blonde complexion satisfied his curiosity.


            “Her, huh?” his dad said loudly. “Well, make your move then. She’s there for the taking.”


A pang of embarrassment hit Max. The warmth in his pants diminished. His dad must’ve given him that advice a million times, but he had never followed it. It was dumb to assume he would now.


            The beauty of the situation was that he didn’t have to take the initiative. There was no courtship required. Because the disease Smoky Joe had rendered the majority of men worldwide infertile. But not him.


Some men had died, some had lived. And most were too weak to make love anyway. They called it Smoky Joe because the disease originated from the ash of the Yellowstone super volcano. He remembered the news footage of the gigantic mushroom cloud shooting out at a thousand miles per hour and frying all trees and livestock within a twenty-mile radius. He had tried to downplay it at the time by thinking of what would have happened if the super volcano and Superman met. Yes, that had made it seem comical. Even let him forget the initial death toll of 1.5 million for a brief time.


            “Mother Nature must’ve had a sense of humor for you,” his dad said, his speech slurring in delirium. “I can’t remember the last party you went to. Always staying in your room, playing video games hour after hour. You and your geckos. Never understood your obsession with them.”


            Seething with annoyance, Max shifted his jaw, willing his dad to shut up. For the first time in years, he imagined cramming his pillow over his dad’s face at night, pressing it there while the other refugees slept. Hell, even if they saw, he could say he only wanted to put his dad out of his misery. They wouldn’t do anything to the only male capable of effective copulation. Max smiled, disappearing into the depths of his mind, where he relished the poetic justice of his new life.


            Yes, in the past, he had occupied the loser slot from a Darwinian point of view, but as his biology teacher, Mr. Johnson, had taught them, evolution was about perspective. There was no perfectly adapted creature. And now evolution favored him, the fertile loser.


            Sooner or later, humanity would have to repopulate itself, and as the only male in this gymnasium shelter who had it in him, so to speak, he would have his pick of who he’d share his bed with.


            Max dug into the cardboard box next to his king-sized mattress, meant to help him stay comfortable and healthy, and snatched a paper and pencil.


Holding it so his dad wouldn’t see, he read the names that he’d written quietly to himself:


            Daphne Anderson


            Jessica H.


            Lauren Michaels


            There were others, but these were his must-haves. The ones who would comprise his harem. For the past few days as he fell asleep, he’d been planning out the type of acts they’d perform on him. Making a fist, he wiped mucus off his nose and onto the edge of his mattress.


            He longed to pounce on them now, but he wanted the experiences to go perfectly, so he created mental scripts. He had all the time in the world. And after experiencing Judgment Day, the three of them would accept his advances. Watching millions of your species die off humbled a person, even the shallowest and most conceited people.


            He’d do Daphne first. He owed her a very rough night for the way she had rejected him last semester. She had probably rejected him because she didn’t approve of his non-designer clothing or non-existent Facebook profile. The thought of him atop her caused a joyful sensation to spread through his crotch.


            Then a foul stench invaded his nose. It was akin to death, except he’d gotten used to the gymnasium’s rotting corpse perfume. No, this came straight from his dad’s bowels. He wrenched back and pulled up the blanket to filter out the stink.


            Red-faced in shame, his dad said, “My advice is this: Take what you can while you can, because you never know when it might be gone.”


            The combination of his dad’s fecal smell and his overbearing advice pushed Max to the edge. He thought about the knife that was inside his cardboard box. How easy it would be to slit his dad’s throat, shut the old fool up.


            Max sighed. No, if he were going to commit murder, he should’ve done it years ago when he would have truly benefitted from it. He’d mostly resolved his hatred for his dad, and there were nicer ways to deal with him now.


            Max yawned and, willing his voice to stay steady, said, “That’s a good point. Maybe I should try it.”


            His dad grumbled as he left to use the restroom, but Max had already shut him out. He’d returned to the recesses of his mind, drowning himself in the alluring fantasies that awaited him.


            Twenty minutes later, the smell of B.O. pierced his nose and jarred him from his thoughts.


            “Mornin’, Max. Here’s breakfast.” A tall, broad-shoulder boy named Pete loomed over his bed, holding a metal tray that had a bowl of oatmeal, two hard-boiled eggs, a steaming sausage patty, a large slice of bread, and a glass of orange juice. Compliments of the government supply trucks. Pete looked ready to devour it, practically salivating.


            Rising up to take the tray, Max thanked the former high school quarterback.


            “Anything else I can get you?”


            “Yes, there is.” Max gestured for him to bend down close. Pete squatted on his haunches. Whispering into his ear, Max requested that Pete get someone to move his dad to the gymnasium’s supply closet. For good.


            “But we don’t have heating over there,” Pete stammered. “He’ll be warmer in here.”


You’ve grown so soft since your family died, Max thought, laughing inside his mind.


            “Pete, do you want to be responsible for ending the human race if I catch my dad’s flu?”


            The doctor said it was only a bad cough, but Max knew when his dad had the flu.


            Pete lurched back, face etched with worry. He got the message.


            “I’ll get right on it,” he said.


            As Pete left, Max heard him mutter, “Psycho.” He made a mental note to request a new server. This one had run its course. He didn’t want to have spit in his breakfast even if he loved abusing Pete’s volunteering spirit.


            Halving his sausage in one bite, he could feel envious stares from the other refugees. A whiff of his sausage or maple honey oatmeal would’ve driven a Buddhist monk nuts. As he crunched down on the toast, he distracted himself by listening to his neighbors as they awoke.


            The old scientist couple across from him often engaged in stimulating morning talks. Lately, they’d been trying to calculate the duration of the dust clouds.


            “I reviewed my estimates last night. I think the dust clouds will dissipate in eight years, not fifteen,” Mr. Brussells said.


            “I wonder if we’ll even last that long,” his wife said.


            Max scowled at the thought of the ash clouds retreating.


Maybe then people could go back to worrying about looks and how old a person was when they moved out of their parents’ house. They could go back to smoking weed, running red lights to shave a few minutes off their commutes, and complaining about illegal immigrants.


            Max imagined himself as part of the Brussells’ conversation. He would’ve told Mr. Brussells, It’s amazing how people act so cooperative now, even though they were so cruel and prejudiced before Judgment Day.


            Mr. Brussells would’ve responded, I attribute it to the idea that when people grow too content with life, they tire of others and start to criticize them for trivial things.


Max imagined Mrs. Brussells adding, People were so barbaric before Judgment Day. They decided to find faults in those who exhibited odd physical traits, spoke with foreign accents, and believed in different supernatural forces.


Human race, you can all be awfully silly sometimes, Max thought.


The Brussells would’ve agreed with Max one hundred percent.


            When the old scientists quieted down, Max scanned the room for another engaging conversation to imagine himself into. That’s when he noticed his old Spanish teacher and a security officer coming over.


            “Hola, Max. We’re moving your dad.”


            “Sure, Mr. Alvarez.”


            He watched as the two men lifted up his dad’s cot.


            Max remembered one thing most from his Spanish class. A funny phrase Mr. Alvarez often said: “Beauty fades, but stupidity is forever.”


As he watched them carry off his dad’s cot, he recognized a queer fogginess growing from Mr. Alvarez’s quote. Almost like it warned that humanity’s stupidity would bite him in the ass soon. This weird paranoia had gnawed at him many times before Judgment Day. Now was the first time since then that it had troubled him.  


            After finishing his breakfast, he set the empty tray next to his cardboard box. Pete would be coming by any minute. He inhaled deeply, shifted into a sleeping position, and shut his eyes.


            As the funny intermediary thoughts between consciousness and full sleep clogged his head, an uproar sprang up on the other side of the gymnasium. Max blinked, fearing danger. Among people screaming and cheering, he heard the word Deliverance!


            Spoken that way, it sounded vaguely familiar, but from another world. The world of celebrities and Twitter and no super volcanoes. If he remembered correctly, Deliverance! was the tagline from a hit movie a couple years back, starring hunk Aaron Robinson.


Looking up, he confirmed that a crowd was surrounding someone. Shaking his head, it occurred to him that all of the people could easily be a flock of sheep.


            He watched as a shivering Aaron Robinson emerged from the crowd with two men escorting him by the arms. A grizzled beard framed the bottom of his pale, worn face. He must’ve been surviving in one of the nearby casinos. Maybe a lack of supplies had motivated him to take his chances out in the post-apocalyptic world, leading him here.


What unsettled Max was the way the women followed him with eyes that were practically heart-shaped. Especially Daphne. She looked absolutely awestruck.


            The men ushered Aaron into a makeshift medical tent at the other end of the gymnasium. Max folded his arms and watched. What was so interesting about this guy? Nothing. He was just as mortal as any of them and he was going to see the same doctor. Traveling through the cold had clearly weakened him. Let him live or let him die. It didn’t matter either way. Max slumped down and resumed his rest.


            A commotion from the tent roused him ten minutes later. Aaron Robinson and the doctor appeared with the refugee camp leader, Edwin Brogsby, who was wearing a communal garb of rugs and wool blankets. “Everyone, may I have your attention?” He clapped three times. “Listen up.”


            A hundred heads turned. Another hundred lifted off their cots, and then turned.


            Edwin motioned for the gangly, freckled doctor to speak. The same doctor who had taken Max’s blood and given him the good news about his immunity to Smoky Joe.


            Clearing his throat, the doctor stepped forward with a beaming smile. “Despite a rigorous journey through the ruins of Las Vegas, Mr. Aaron Robinson here—yes, the Aaron Robinson—has found his way to us. If that wasn’t miraculous enough, he has also tested negative for Smoky Joe.”


            The room roared with clapping and cheers. It was so loud that Max almost thought it would shatter the windows above, causing shards of glass to rain down and bathe them in blood soup. For a moment, he wished it would happen.


He was no longer the only one. A sick frustration thinned the air, twisting the room. He wasn’t surrounded by people, but by zombies. Supernatural slaves of Aaron Robinson.


His head grew heavy with anger. He thought he could hear snickers. But they were coming from inside his head. Whispers of Can’t believe he came with his parents.


Suddenly, he was sitting on the bleachers in the gymnasium, his mom and dad framing him at the first basketball game of last year’s season. Once Max knew his classmates were laughing at him, he asked his dad to leave in a hushed tone. His dad misinterpreted this as a symptom of an anti-social disorder that stemmed from too many hours locked away in his room. He began to lecture Max on a number of elements of his personal life, namely his suspicion that his son was autistic, how his spoiled attitude annoyed him, and that they’d spent good money on the tickets. Max withered away faster than an autumn fern in the desert near Vegas. For the rest of that evening, he kept wishing something would kill him.


            The lining of his stomach tingled, and the present-day gymnasium reformed around him.


It grew quiet again. Everyone had returned to their business: sewing clothes, piling up supplies, tending to the sick and wounded. Aaron was nowhere in sight, but he couldn’t stop picturing him in his head. Even with his scraggly facial hair and makeup-free face, he looked damn good for having come in from the wilderness. He imagined Daphne’s fawning: Aaron’s a rugged frontiersman, ready to pioneer inside me.


            Max looked up just as Pete and two big guys materialized before him.


            “We need this mattress,” Pete barked.


            “What? Why?”


            “It’s Aaron. For his back. He needs a soft bed.”


            “What about me?” Max thought out loud.


            “Here,” the other guy said, then he plopped down a flimsy cot and a blanket that looked infested with specks of blood and dried, orange mucus. The symptoms of Smoky Joe.


            “Can’t he use another bed?”


            “That’s the only quality mattress we have,” Pete grumbled. “And Edwin thinks it’s only fair that we let Aaron use it. You’ve had more than your share of it.”


            No, it isn’t fair, Max wanted to say. I was your only hope. I was the one you needed to keep humanity alive.


            They had replaced him, though.


            Five minutes saw him lying on the cot, his mattress moved elsewhere. The cot itched and didn’t properly align with his back. He hated it.


            Then a security guard came by and handed him a folded-up paper and left. Max was to start sanitation duty at 6 AM the next morning. Pete would help orient him with his new responsibilities. Max read it through once more then twisted the paper until it was a hard, taut strand. Did they really think they could put him to work like everyone else? He was still immune to Smoky Joe. He could still make babies. But they don’t care about that now. Someone else can do it better.


            The reasons why Aaron could do it better were simple: good looks, acting talent, and parents who had Hollywood connections.


            At lunch, instead of his usual three bags of rations, Max only received one. As the security guard distributor walked away, Max squished the bag in his hand and called out to him. The security guard either didn’t hear or didn’t feel like responding.


            He would’ve shouted again, but then he noticed Aaron Robinson’s smug face two rows over. Max wondered how much food he got. He couldn’t tell from this angle, so he wandered over. Passing around aisles of beds, he caught the actor talking with a security guard over a bowl of something. Another twenty feet and he was walking right in front of Aaron. The smell of warm, spiced cream and buttered vegetables made him salivate. To think they had actually whipped up clam chowder for him.


            “Yeah, I used to work with the MGM Grand Casino’s stage crew,” the guard murmured, shooting Max a wary look as if to shoo him away.


            Aaron slapped his hands together. “See, I knew I recognized you from somewhere.”


            The guard chuckled. “And I thought you were the famous one.”


            Max had now walked too far away to hear the rest of the conversation. People still recognized him, at least. They were all staring at him. He waved, but no one gave any sign they’d seen it. No, they were staring beyond him. In Aaron Robinson’s direction. They had grown obsessed with him. Obsessed with their false idol.


            Max returned to his bed and pulled out an old comic book, the only one that he’d saved from the firewood heap. A Superman classic from the 80’s. One thing had always bothered him about the comics, though. The writers never resolved how superheroes would effectively fix social injustices and the unfairness of American society. At least, the super villains who always wanted to blow up a city or take over the world would be hurting bad people, too, with their own forms of Judgment Day. And what was fairer than indiscriminate killing and violence? No one could escape their own mortality.


            As the day crept to a close, the refugees lit kerosene lamps or small fires in emptied oil drums.


The usual team divvied out ration bags and some families gathered together, but Max had no one. He’d banished his dad and Smoky Joe had killed his mom over a month ago.


            A lot of beds were empty. Their owners had flocked to Aaron Robinson and they were sitting around a warm fire. He was mesmerizing them with some story about the old days.


            They’d forgotten him. It felt worse than those class projects where no one picked him and the teacher had to awkwardly lump him into a group. He couldn’t stand it. Even worse, Daphne had perched herself next to Aaron. A clicking sound filled his mouth as he ground his teeth together. Only a matter of time until he begins the reproduction process.


            Despite the growing knot in his back, Max sat hunched over and watched from the same position for two hours. By then, everyone was either drunk or ready for bed. Not Aaron Robinson, though. He was exchanging smiles with Daphne. She hung on his shoulder. A monkey, giggling.


A sharp pain jutted through Max’s lower back.


            Leave him, he willed Daphne, mashing his fingers together under his blanket. Go back to your bed and leave him.


As if to purposefully spite his demands, Aaron and Daphne hopped up, laughing softly, and strolled into the gymnasium’s side corridor.


            Hate flushed up Max’s abdomen and into his throat. Judgment Day had come and gone, and here he was still wishing he could be the Aaron, the stud. Instead, he found himself watching miserably, just like high school.


            No, not this time. Robinson had his chance. He belonged to the world before Judgment Day. But now it was Max’s turn. He would give the refugees a true symbol of hope: himself. In fact, maybe once Robinson disappeared, everyone would realize how special he was.


            His body quivered uncontrollably. This was his last chance to change things, to make his world right. His insides churned, and he knew what he had to do. It was Aaron’s fault anyway. He should’ve never shown up. He had no right.


            The apocalypse had left a few loose ends, so Max would tie them up.


            He reached into his cardboard box and touched the cold metal of his dad’s Colt .45 pistol. They’d shared the storage space. The problem was that Max had never fired a gun before. But the video games were based on reality, weren’t they?


            Hiding it under his blanket, he lifted the pistol in his trembling hands. It felt as heavy as a brick. The magazine was already inside. Draping his blanket around himself, he staggered to his feet, sucked in a breath, and released white into the freezing air.


            The next few seconds, or maybe minutes, could’ve been a slice of someone else’s life. It was as if he’d fallen into a wormhole and ended up in an alternate dimension.


            Suddenly, he stood in the gymnasium’s dark corridor, the floor draining all the warmth from his toes. A faint glow flickered from beneath one door down the hall.


            It called to him, yet an invisible force pushed him back. Little by little, he approached. With every step, the dry blanket rustled against the dirty linoleum until he finally stood in front of the door.


Laughter snapped him out of his trance.


            A picture of Aaron thrusting into Daphne’s rear popped into his head, and he wanted to scream. With a resounding click, he realized he had cocked the pistol. He drew it out of the blanket and waved it in the air. It reminded him of Call of Duty. It felt right. His nerves subsided and excitement rushed through every inch of his body. He felt warm with power. Yes, he could do this.


            He would take back what he deserved.


            He yanked the door open to find Aaron standing with his shirt off. A dim lamp emphasized a body that had been sculpted in ancient Greek times. Daphne lay on a sleeping bag, still wearing her skimpy white shirt and bright pink panties. Good. Aaron hadn’t defiled Daphne yet.


            She yelped in shock and pulled the sleeping bag up, like it would keep Max from peeping at her beautiful body.


            “Hey, get the hell out of here,” Aaron said.


            Then he noticed the gun.


            “W-what’s with that?” he stammered, raising up his hands.


            A toothy grin spread over Max’s face. He aimed the pistol up to Aaron’s forehead. The perfect shot for a perfect forehead. He didn’t have to think about it. Just squeeze.


A splitting crack pummeled his ears. Blood leapt out of Aaron’s skull and his body teetered over, crumpling to the ground. Perfect no more.


            “Oh my god!” Daphne cried, hugging the cadaver. “Help! Somebody help!”


            It’s too late. He’s dead, Max thought, a numbing heat pinching his calves and ankles. His intestines bubbled with nausea. Aaron was really dead. He was now a cold, lifeless body. It occurred to him that he’d never actually witnessed someone die in front of him, let alone killed anyone.


What had happened to him? He had never earned less than a B in high school. He’d been pretty sure students considered him “the nice guy.” He had never even been sent to detention. When had he forgotten all of that and given in to violent urges? Blinking, he turned away from Aaron’s body and Daphne.


            Loud voices echoed outside. The paranoia he knew so well returned. The smothering dread that cut through one’s skull and closed off every door of hope.


            “That was a gunshot!” someone called out.


            Stomach acid pooled at the bottom of his throat. He had killed Aaron Robinson. Him. Max Worthington. Lover of graphic novels, real-time strategy computer games, and moderating forums.


The gun clacked to the floor.


            “I-I...” he heard himself whimpering.


Footsteps pounded down the hall. Everyone was coming to punish him.


            Someone’s hand, maybe his, wiped sweat off his brow. The room seemed to be twisting, bending, splitting apart.


            “You monster!” Daphne cried.


            Me, a monster? He thought about Pete, about his classmates laughing at him, about rapists, psychopathic politicians, greedy CEOs, and bent cops. Products of humanity.


            “We’re all monsters,” he said, snatching up the gun.


            And then he put the pistol against his temple and fired a last shot.
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Chapter 1


 


The droning hum of the airslicer hover units was almost enough to lull me to sleep. That and the boring technical manuals I was reading on my PCD to try and pass the time. It was a long flight from England to Japan, and for the last hour the only scenery I'd been able to enjoy was the steely grey ocean, and that was only when my view wasn't obscured by clouds. The manual on replacing wall mounted luma panels was boring enough that I gave the ocean another look now that there was a break in the cloud cover. There wasn't much to see from so high up, I couldn't even tell if the water was calm or choppy. Even though I couldn't see much of anything I toyed with the idea that there were small speeders zipping across the waves, or hulking aquacarriers transporting supplies to remote bases, or ferrying refugees from disaster areas. The last bulletin had talked of the crisis in New Zealand, so there were probably thousands of people looking to get away.


The first I saw of Japan was a brown blob on the horizon. It was so small I thought maybe I was imagining things until it started to take shape, and became different shades of brown and green and grey. I felt my stomach twist as the sight of what would have been my homeland. Had things worked out differently I might have been born there, grown up and lived my life out in the bustling heart of Japan. Things weren't different, though, and the entire country had been marked as a dead zone years before I was even born. Nobody lived there now, except the victims, and some of those were from the experiment that sparked the worldwide disaster. The fishing village that had been infected with an elixir that was supposed to give the gift of immortality, but instead gave us something infinitely worse than death. Now the United Resistance, or UR, was putting army bases in the dead zones in an effort to try and reclaim the land we lost. We're losing the war; running low on supplies and land, while the armies of victims keep growing and consuming.


'As you know, it used to be called Tokyo, so we've designated the city as TK-1,' said the man sitting opposite me, Lieutenant General Parker. 'A perimeter was cleared and the soil burned with chemical, then the base was built on the clean area. Outside the fence TK-1 is wild, though. This is ground zero so all the biggest changes are happening here. It was heavily populated too, so you've got shit tonnes of vics roaming around all over the place.'


The corner of my lips quirked. ‘Glad we have such accurate figures.’


Parker snorted and leaned back in his seat. He was a tall, dark slender man, wearing the navy suit of a United Resistance officer. Grey streaked his closely cropped brown hair and his eyes sparkled when he looked at me. ‘Nobody has volunteered to go out and count ‘em.’


‘Can’t say I blame them,’ I said, looking out again as the land mass of Japan loomed in the distance.


‘Let’s just say there’s more than enough of ’em to take down a base. You’ve already had the training, you know the missions are stealth based. Try and attract as little attention as possible, and you’ll slip by the victims. If they notice you then you’re as good as dead. Or undead. Depends if they chew or devour,’ he grinned, and a gold tooth flashed under the airslicer’s luma panels.


‘Thank you, Lieutenant General Parker. I’ll try to ensure none of my men get devoured. Or chewed.’


Parker laughed, and lifted his foot to rest on his opposite knee. His trouser leg rode up to reveal a non-regulation orange and black striped sock. ‘Know how many of these new dead zone bases I’ve opened up?’


I shook my head.


‘You’re lucky number fifty. Know how many of the commanding officers for these new bases tell me they’re not going to lose any men?’


‘I’ll guess I’m still number fifty.’


The gold tooth flashed again. ‘You may have seen an outbreak, or an attack, but they’re isolated incidents. The UR comes and cleans up, disposes of any victims and makes the area safe. A dead zone is somewhere we’ve designated as unsalvageable. Too many victims, polluted resources, destruction on a massive scale. The UR basically said to hell with it, there’s no way humans can ever live here again. We gave the dead zones up.’


‘But now we’re running out of safe land, and running out of food,’ I said, reciting the mission briefings I’d heard over and over. ‘So we have to try and reclaim the lost resources.’


‘Yup. And we do that by sending you guys out in the dead zones. Those places we thought were incompatible with life. So, Second Lieutenant Komatsu, prepare yourself now. You will lose men. Good men. And lots of them.’


I didn't answer him, and just pressed myself closer to the cool window to watch as we finally began flying over Japan. It was hard to see the destruction that there was supposed to be from so high, and I could almost trick myself into believing I was going to land in a safe area, far away from the monsters that could tear human flesh apart with their hands and had the power to live forever.


The base wasn’t huge by necessity; the bigger the area was, the harder it would be to defend. I was happy with its size, though, it would be big enough to house all my men and accommodate us all comfortably, along with a decent stock of weapons and supplies. There was a water filtration system around the back of the main building to purify the water to ensure it hadn’t been infected when we drank it.


As the airslicer descended the landmarks came into view. Building skeletons reached high into the sky, with shards of glass clinging to frames, and metal girders twisted within blocks of concentrate. The taller buildings swayed in the wind a little and nothing looked particularly stable. The concrete was a mix between brilliant white where early attempts to control the virus had involved potent chemicals, and in other places black with soot when people got desperate and tried to raze the cities. Opportunistic weeds grew between the cracks in the concrete buildings, and it seemed wrong that life could flourish in a city whose occupants were decaying.


The airslicer began to take a sharper descent and slowed down as we neared the base.


'We're getting close,' Parker said. 'Take a look, you'll be able to see your new home soon, I'm guessin'.'


I looked, and a few minutes later I began to see where the crumbling buildings gave way to a huge clearing, in the middle of which was a wire fence housing the military base for the Cloudy Skulls squadron. It was a grey, single floored sprawling complex, with two tall towers for look outs. It was my new home.


Parker joined me at the window, leaning forward in his seat to peer through the thick glass. 'Could use a few potted plants, maybe a plastic flamingo or something to personalise it a bit.'


I said nothing, but I watched as the base grew larger. The runway strip started outside the complex, and passed through the gates in the wire fence then came to a stop in the base hanger. The wheels of the airslicer shrieked as we touched down on the tarmac and began our final home straight run.


As I peered through the window the blur of grey became more distinct. 'Shouldn't the gates be open by now?' I asked, just as the door to the cockpit opened and a panicked man with a pair of headphones around his neck stumbled in.


'Lieutenant General Parker, Sir, we have a problem with the comms. The base isn't responding and the gates are closed.'


Parker sat bolt upright in his seat. 'Take to the air again, we'll circle and wait for a response.'


'We've touched down, Sir, there's not enough room to lift off.'


'Impact in twenty!' yelled a voice from the cockpit.


My heart was thumping against my chest as I watched the gates getting closer and closer, but they still weren't opening. The screech of brakes told me the airslicer was slowing down, but it wasn't going to be fast enough to avoid the impact. I couldn't help but look, though, praying that the heavy metal would swing open to let us pass unscathed. I held my breath as I watched the details of the wire fence come into view and then a flash of colour caught my eye.


'Someone's out there,' I said, and instantly I felt people pressing against me, trying to see out of my window. Other passengers were jostling for position by other windows too, and suddenly the figure came into view. The blob started to split and I realised that there was actually two people; one wearing black who was trying to do something to the mechanisms of the gate, and another in paler clothing that dragged the first man to the ground. They both fought a little and then rolled out of sight.


'Oh god, we're going to crash!' screamed a female officer on the other side of the aircraft, and it broke the magic spell that had enchanted them all, so everyone ran back to their seats and buckled themselves in. I sat myself down and had just slotted my seatbelt in place when I was jerked forward violently. I gasped in pain as the seatbelt crushed my ribs, and all around me the sound of clattering metal ripped through the air. One of the wings caught in the fence as we sailed through it and was torn clear off, but the gates seemed to give way to the body of the airslicer and we went barrelling through, too fast as the brakes weren't working hard enough. Without the left wing the slicer tipped to the side and the screech of metal grinding against tarmac made me cringe and grip the sides of the armrests until my knuckles turned white. All I could feel was how fast we were going, and my blood was pounding in my ears as I was sure we were going to smash into the back of the hangar. The friction of the wheels against the tarmac slowed us down a little, and even inside the airslicer I could smell burning rubber but we slowed down enough so that when we finally crashed into the far wall of the hanger it was a more sustainable accident. That's what Parker called it afterward, but all I remembered was the loud crack as my skull hit the back of my seat on impact; my vision went grey and I felt sick and lightheaded for a few moments while lights flashed and sirens wailed all around me.


There was a long moment after the impact where everyone just sat silently in their seats, as if waiting for something else to happen, or for somebody to be the first to speak. I didn't have anything to say, but I was the first to move and undo my seatbelt, then I rose shakily to my feet.  My first thought was to get to the door of the airslicer, but the panel beside the door was dead, so I removed it and began trying to fiddle with the wires.


'Here, let me,' Parker said from behind me, pushing me aside. He slammed his shoulder into the thick metal door with a terrific heave, but nothing happened.


'Korean steel,' I told him, resisting the urge to roll my eyes. 'You're going to dislocate your shoulder.'


Parker drew back, rubbing his shoulder and scowling. The thick material of his uniform hid any muscles, but from the force of the thud I was sure he had taken care of his military physique. 'Dammit, we got anything to jack this open with?' he was speaking to the co-pilot now, who was hovering beside us and looking a little green.


'S-sure,' the co-pilot said, hurrying off to the cockpit. He hadn't been gone more than a second when his scream pierced the air.


I was nearest so I reached the cockpit first and got a good look at the scene; the windshield had caved in and the pilot was slumped back in his seat, his face, torso and arms shredded and bloodied. The co-pilot had collapsed into his own chair which was littered with glass, and his face was paper white as he stared at the corpse. Glass crunched beneath my shoes as I walked over to the pilot and closed his eyes. I swept shards from the control panel and the computer system sprang back to life under my touch. Every soldier gets at least basic pilot training so I knew where to find the door release, and moments later I heard the tell-tale click from the main room and felt a rush of cold air.


When I turned back to the door Parker was leaning against the frame, his dark eyes on the pilot. He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. 'Not meant to lose people before the damn fighting starts. Such a waste.' He turned to the co-pilot who was trembling in his seat. 'Come on, son, let's get you out of here. You don't need to see this.'


I gave the pilot one last look before following them outside. The sun was shining but the wind was icy cold, it was a typical winter day. Somehow that felt wrong; we'd nearly died in an airslicer crash, and we were standing in a dead zone. I'd thought that everything would be different in Japan, that maybe the air would smell different, or the ground would feel strange, but I could have been standing back on a base in London for how similar it felt.


The officers were huddled in a group lamenting about how traumatic the crash had been, but I was more interested in the gates, or rather the figures I had seen there from the airslicer. I started to head in that direction when Parker called me back.


'There should have been a team here waiting, but the co-pilot said communications broke down just as we started to land. And as you can tell the gates were never opened.'


'They must have been opened, or we'd have crashed into them. We went through,' I pointed out.


Parker shrugged. 'Drive an airslicer at something, it gives way.'


'Then I'm going to put in a request for stronger gates, because with how hard we were braking we shouldn't have broken them.'


Parker just hummed at that, and followed me as I walked toward the gates. Under the heat of the sun I could smell the freshly laid tarmac, which still looked so smooth and perfect. Everything about the base had that brand-new feel to it and looked as if it had just been unwrapped. There was no stray gravel on this part of the runway, no chips in its surface, and when we made it to the gates the metal was still shiny and polished, where it wasn't dented and scratched from the crash.


'They weren't locked,' I said.


‘How can you tell? They were busted open,’ Parker said, swinging the second gate to and fro with his foot, until it came loose from its hinge and fell with a loud clatter to the ground.


I pointed to the locking mechanism. ‘It’s not broken. If it had been locked the metal bar would have been across and would have got snapped, but it’s all in there. It wasn’t locked.’


‘Well of course it wasn’t locked,’ said a harried voice from behind us.


I pulled my gun from its holster at my hip and aimed at his head. ‘Who are you?’


‘Whoa, easy,’ Parker said, placing a large dark hand on top of my gun and pushing it down, away from the man that had appeared from behind a stack of tires and debris from the construction work. ‘He’s one of ours, check out the tags.’


Dog tags had gone out of fashion when wars had stopped being fought by foot soldiers, but now they were a necessity again. Now that soldiers were the main weapons in the fight against the victims. Too often the only way to identify a mauled corpse was by the metal tags around his neck. My own suddenly felt cold around my neck, a weight that reminded me of what I was.


‘Hands where I can see them,’ I said. There were no civilians left alive inside the dead zones, so I'd known without the tags he was military. There was just something shifty about hiding away like that, and I had to wonder if he was the figure I had seen from the airslicer.


The man was average height and skinny, and wore dark trousers with a filthy white shirt. His red tie was loose about his neck and his shoulder length wavy brown hair was dishevelled. ‘I…I’m an engineer. Thomas Keswick.’ He fumbled around his neck to hold up his dog tags. ‘I’m UR, I was brought here to help with the set up.’


‘What were you doing by the gates?’ I asked, still gripping the gun in my hands even if it was aimed at the ground. ‘Why weren’t they open for us?’


Keswick stepped nervously toward us. The closer he got the easier it was to make out the sweat patches under his arms and the trembling of the hands he held up as if he were being arrested. ‘The gates were open at first. We opened them about ten minutes ago to let you in, but then…the victims. They were waiting. As soon as the gates were opened half a dozen of them flocked in. They killed most of the team, Sanderson wanted to close the gates but I knew you were coming, so I tried to stop him. We started fighting, then a victim attacked him while we were distracted. I was lucky. I guess the victims must have run when they heard the airslicer coming.’


Parker was nodding along at the story, but in my experience victims weren’t deterred by anything since they had lost most of their cognitive function. ‘So trained soldiers died, but you’re here without even a broken nail to show for it?’ I asked.


‘W-well, I think I twisted my ankle a bit. But it wasn’t really bravery on my part at all. I kind of just stayed out of the way while the fighting was going on, I only came out to stop Sanderson closing the gates up.’


I frowned. ‘But why would he close the gates when the victims were already inside-’


Parker laughed and slung an arm over my shoulders in an entirely too informal way for my liking. ‘Jeez, Komatsu, enough with the interrogation already. The guy looks like he’s about to pass out, he’s just seen his entire team torn to pieces and been face to face with a pack of victims. Let’s get him a drink, I think we could all use one after that. And let’s be thankful that he did survive and manage to keep the gate unlocked.’


‘What if the victims come back? The gate is totalled,’ I said, turning back to look at the wreckage even though Parker was steering me to the airslicer.


‘We’ll post a watch out here, don’t worry,’ Parker said. ‘And we’ll make getting them fixed a priority. If I were you I’d worry less about gates and more about how I was going to survive out here. Looks like ground zero victims are tougher than regular ones.’


 


 


Chapter 2


 


My squadron doctor was coming over with the soldiers in a later aircarrier, so there was no clinician to do an autopsy and no official confirmations of death for the pilot and soldiers. The airslicer pilot had been zipped up in a body bag and placed in the infirmary, but the soldiers that had been attacked by victims were burned and their remains were tossed outside the fence since it was possible they'd been bitten by victims, and we couldn't risk them reanimating in the middle of the night. I watched the flames crackle, charring the remains of the soldiers and burning away their clothes until they were nothing but cooked meat clinging to bones. I knew it was protocol but it felt like a disrespectful end.


‘Would you want to come back as a mindless drone?’ Parker asked when he caught me frowning.


I didn't even bother to answer, it was an obvious choice and it helped get me through the little funeral we held for them. How many times was I going to have to go through this in the coming months? How many of my men would be attacked out on missions and manage to drag themselves back to base, only to be killed and burned anyway in case they were infected?


As soon as the funeral was over we started clearing away the debris of the airslicer from the runway. Some parts were salvageable, but the restoration would take awhile as we'd need a brand new windscreen and left wing.


Parker sighed and wiped sweat from his eyes. Despite it being winter, the sun still beat down, and it was heavy work. ‘Looks like the officers are having their first taste of physical labour in a long time.’


I looked up to see two female officers who were still wearing their navy skirts and nice blouses. I had long since abandoned my dress uniform for a pair of black cargo pants and a black tank top, which was a bit big for my ramrod thin frame. ‘Are you guys going to leave on the aircarrier?’ I asked as I tossed aside an unidentifiable panel of metal that had come free from somewhere. All we needed to do was make sure that the runway was clear, the aircarrier that was bringing the rest of my team over was en route and we didn't want a second crash.


‘Yeah,’ Parker said, grabbing a brush and sweeping up glass shards. ‘We’ll do a nice handover presentation when your team is all here, take some promo photos for the spin doctors and all that and then we’ll hitch a ride on the aircarrier back home when we're sure you're all settled. Be warned; they're going to want lots of photos since we've got Major Cartell with us. She was the one that championed the whole dead zone reclamation project, so they won't get enough pictures of her by the base and with you and your soldiers.’


‘I'll make sure my hair looks nice,’ I said.


He ruffled my shoulder length black hair and grinned. 'You'll look like a model,' he said, just as another officer came jogging over.


‘Ten minutes to landing, thought you might want to come inside and guide the aircarrier, Sir,’ the officer said.


Parker nodded and handed me the broom he had been using. ‘Duty calls. It’s tough being in charge, you’ll find out soon enough.’


I didn’t think telling an aircarrier where to land was particularly demanding, but there were other aspects I wasn’t looking forward to. I swept away the last of the metal bolts and wondered who would get the honour of informing the relatives of the deaths of the pilot and soldiers.


-


The sun was beginning to set when the aircarrier gently coasted to a stop in the hangar, thankfully their arrival was significantly less eventful than my own. I stood shoulder to shoulder with the other officers as my squadron disembarked, and my eyes focused on each one for a few seconds before moving on to the next as they stepped down the metal staircase and formed neat rows. Each of them wore the black uniform of cargo pants and a t-shirt, and each had a tactical vest over this. The belts at their waists held no weapons for now, but that would change as soon as they were officially welcomed onto the base. You never knew when an attack would come so it paid to always be armed in some way. The new soldiers were a complete mix; from tall, heavily muscled men that stood tall and proud, to a red haired girl that stood with her hands clasped behind her back and her lips drawn tightly together. Some were happy to be here, most were not. Recruitment was mandatory, though; one child from each family was sent to join the UR army so they ended up with a lot of unsuitable candidates, but at least they made up the numbers. Even the most nervy of soldiers could be taught to squeeze a trigger if required. When you’re in a battle instincts usually take over anyway.


My gaze fell on a small blonde boy that barely looked old enough to be there and I sighed. The age limit had been dropped recently because there simply weren’t enough soldiers and the new government plans to take back dead zones required a lot of man power. And sacrifices. So they needed bodies to replace those that fell.


Parker was addressing them now, welcoming them to the base and thanking them for joining the war effort as if they’d been given a choice. Half of them were probably dragged away from their homes kicking and screaming. As I scanned the faces old and young, male and female, short and tall, my gaze locked on a pair of eyes similar to my own. The guy should have been looking forward, giving Lieutenant General Parker his full attention, but he was watching me with those eyes. Devil eyes, they’re called. When you enter the army you’re given a genetic test and if you have a specific gene then they’ll consider you as a candidate for the Enhancement Project. That involves taking a modified form of the virus that causes humans to turn into flesh eating victims, as giving diluted virus to someone with a specific gene can unlock a lot of hidden potential. The side effect is that it gives you eyes as red as a victim, and a lot of people are scared of that. Most people in the world have lost someone to a victim attack and they don’t want to be reminded of it all by staring into our eyes. It was a human rights activist that went on the headlines to preach against the project, and first dubbed us as having devil eyes. The term stuck and now it’s considered extremely derogatory.


There were a few project subjects in my group but not many, and the tall dark guy that had caught my gaze had turned back to what Parker was saying. I was too busy admiring him to do the same; the guy stood ramrod straight and held himself with such a dignified air, despite what he was going to do in the coming months. I should have been listening to Parker, though, and suddenly he was nudging my shoulder with his elbow.


‘Does Second Lieutenant Komatsu wish to say a few words?’


I could tell by the terse tone of his voice and the few snickers from the audience that this wasn’t the first time he’d asked this question, I’d just been too deep in thought to hear it. There seemed to be twice as many people as before as I took a step forward and cleared my throat, feeling their gazes burning into me. My hands clasped tightly behind my back and I took a steadying breath to centre myself.


'I’m Second Lieutenant Rin Komatsu, and I will be in command here at the base for the squadron Cloudy Skulls. The coming months will be tough, and I know that most of you would rather be anywhere but here, but I hope that together we can get through this and make a real difference to the war effort. I look forward to getting to know you all.’ Then I ran out of words as I so often do when making speeches; I’m not a sociable person by nature. ‘No point standing out here in the cold, let’s get your stuff inside, okay?’


That got everyone moving and speaking again, my words effectively a command. My first command. I kind of wished I’d made it more official sounding, but when the officers left us tomorrow I was going to be alone with these people and I wondered what kind of relationship we’d have. It would feel weird to be too strict with them, but at the same time I didn’t want to be too friendly and get walked all over. Finding a balance was going to be tough, but I looked forward to the challenge.


While my new soldiers went to fetch their bags I walked back to the base. Two female officers were speaking in hurried tones and one beckoned me over when she noticed me. She was a middle aged lady with greying hair pulled into a tight bun. The applets on her shoulders marked her as a Major and the name tag as Alice Cartell. I remembered her; she had been one of the project leaders in building bases in dead zones to reclaim the resources. ‘We didn’t want to disturb you while you were addressing the new soldiers, but there was a power cut,’ she said, her voice so low it was almost masculine.


I hate it when people only give you the start of a story, and expect you to have to ask for more. The other officer, a younger woman with a blonde ponytail, picked up where she’d left off. ‘Just before the aircarrier arrived the power went out for nearly four minutes. Luckily the backup generators kicked in so we were able to guide the aircarrier in safely. Landing an airslicer without guidance is one thing, but guiding a carrier into the hangar without ground assistance would have been disastrous.’


‘Has anyone checked the generators? Was it a fault in the system?’ I asked, and almost sighed at their blank faces. ‘Has anyone investigated?’


‘We haven’t had time,’ said the woman with the bun. ‘We’ll get Keswick to look into it, fortunately the engineer survived the victim attack.’


‘Very fortunate,’ I said, doubting the authenticity of the engineer’s words with every minute that passed. I don’t like it when everything is so damn convenient. And Keswick had a smarmy smile, too.


My help wasn’t really needed after that, the soldiers were more than capable of hauling their bags down to the dormitories and from then on the noise of fifty soldiers unpacking and getting to know each other and their new environment took over. Despite there still being senior officers on base the excitement of the situation won them over and they were acting like lunatics as they argued for the prime bunk beds and sets of drawers for the few personal belongings they were allowed. I made a token appearance to make sure everything was proceeding in an orderly fashion and when I saw that it wasn’t I decided to just let them get on with it and wandered off to find Keswick and see how far he’d got with diagnostics. If indeed he’d even started yet.


My judgement of him was harsh, possibly; I found him hard at work in one of the corridors, sat cross legged on the floor with one of the wall panels removed, and poking around inside testing connections and tapping away at a larger version of our PCDs that he had plugged in to the mainframe.


I crouched down beside him but he didn’t look at me or even acknowledge me. ‘How is it going?’


‘Fine,’ he said.


Okay. Well "fine" was better than horrific, I supposed. ‘I’m in charge of this base, I’m going to need a little more to go on. If this is a fault then I’m not letting you go until it’s fixed. I can’t compromise the safety of my squadron if the power fails and we have nobody qualified to fix it on site.’


‘Well might I suggest then, Second Lieutenant Komatsu, that you put in a requisition for an engineer to be stationed here. Because things like this happen, it’s a fact of life. These bases are built quickly and cheaply and the parts fry, or the wiring isn’t quite right, or the soldering metal isn’t of good enough quality. If something goes wrong you call Central UR and they’ll assign an engineer to you, but you wait patiently like everyone else.’


He still wouldn’t look up at me and I wondered if it was because he didn’t like me, or because he didn’t want to face my red eyes. If he’d just been attacked by victims I supposed the eyes would have been an unwelcome reminder, so I gave him the benefit of the doubt. ‘But you can’t find at a fault at the moment?’


‘So far no, it seems to be an isolated incident.’


‘Thank you,’ I said as sincerely as possible. He ignored me.


I walked down the corridor and out of the front entrance, into the chilly night air. The sky was pitch black and a blanket of stars shone down on me. In the safe zones city lights are on all hours of the day so the sky never really gets dark at all, and you never really get to see actual stars because of the smog and light pollution. Out here in Japan, where virtually the entire country is plunged into darkness, you can see everything clearly. It wasn’t total darkness, though, there were little luma panels spaced evenly around the outside walls of the base, so I was able to see the shadow Parker cast just before he turned the corner and greeted me.


‘Thought I heard footsteps,' he said as he nodded back the way I had come. ‘Walk with me?’


I fell into step beside him, and we began a slow walk past a store house. The wind whipped at my clothes and I wished I’d thought to wear a warmer jacket, but I hadn’t really intended to come outside. Something had just drawn me there, but now I was with Parker whatever feeling I'd had was gone.


 ‘How are your kids settling in?’ he asked suddenly, breaking the stillness.


‘My kids?’


‘Kids. Your soldiers. Trust me, give it a week and you’ll feel like a single parent. They’ll fight, they’ll mess around, they’ll be untidy, they won’t do as you say.’


‘You’re really selling this position.’


Parker chuckled and placed his hand on my shoulder as we walked. I stiffened but said nothing; it wasn’t him at all, I’m just not overly fond of contact.


‘I’ve been meaning to talk to you in private,’ I began, trying to find the words I needed. ‘About Thomas Keswick. The soldiers he was stationed with didn’t seem to have many injuries, but victims are berserkers, they strip flesh from bone-’


Parker sighed. ‘Rin, let it go. Nobody knows why victims do what they do, or what drives them. Maybe they didn't have enough time to do so much damage as usual, maybe they really did get spooked by the airslicer.’


‘I wish we’d had a clinician here to do an autopsy.’


‘Rin, calm down,’ Parker said, and stopped walking so he could turn me to face him. He had to stoop as he was a lot taller, but when his warm brown eyes met mine I felt much more relaxed. ‘You’re seeing what you want to see. Keswick is a good engineer. And a good man. He lost a lot of friends today so he’s shaken up and not acting himself, but that’s no reason to go accusing the poor guy of anything. Just relax. We’ve had some bad luck, but things will be better in the morning. You’ll see.’


We went back inside after that and the rush of warmth was welcome. Another officer came to speak with Parker and he apologised and left me.


I didn’t know quite what to do since my “kids” were happily settling in and I hadn’t been officially made commander at the base then there wasn’t really much work that could be done yet. Instead my thoughts drifted back to the power cut, and I remembered what I’d been about to do when Parker found me so I went back outside, this time with a warmer jacket and a handheld p-luma. The light wasn’t great, the crystals needed recharging, but the beam was strong enough for me to find my footing as I did a perimeter check of the base. I passed another couple of officers who were doing the same, but while they were keeping an eye out for victim activity, I was looking for something else. I had no idea what I was looking for, but I was sure I’d know it when I saw it.


Behind the hangar was particularly dark as there were no wall mounted luma panels. The gravel crunched beneath my boots and I had to shine the p-luma down to make sure I didn’t twist my ankle or anything. This turned out to be rather fortunate, as I might have otherwise missed the lump of charred plastic on the ground. I crouched down and shone the light at it from several angles, but it was hard to tell what it had once been. Was it debris from the construction? If so why was it burned? I shone the light out over the rest of the gravel but there was nothing else that I could see. Not satisfied I pocketed the item and began kicking around in the gravel. Eventually I unearthed another of them. Then another. The first one had just come free from where it had been hidden. Were they supposed to be there? They didn’t look like anything I’d ever seen before. I reburied the others and took my prize in with me, but when Parker noticed me coming in he asked me if I was okay and why I was obsessed with going outside. I just smiled politely and told him that I enjoyed the fresh air.


Until I could stop these uneasy feelings in the back of my mind, I wasn’t going to trust anybody.


 


Chapter 3


 


I addressed my soldiers briefly and turned the dormitory lights off myself once I’d done the rounds to make sure they were all in bed. As soon as the door slid closed behind me I heard the hum of the luma panels coming to life again but I couldn’t bring myself to go back in there and tell them off. It was their first night, and they’d just been dumped into a dead zone where death stalked outside the gates. There was no harm in letting them enjoy their first night here in peace. Come tomorrow I’d whip them into shape and show them what they were in for.


My room was in the officer’s suite, down the corridor from the dormitories. Though that night it was bustling with people as we had officers staying in the guest quarters, once they all left in the morning I’d be all alone. I’d have the entire suite of bedrooms and meeting rooms all to myself. As the door closed behind me on my quarters I wondered if that was a good thing, it would be really quiet without anyone here.


The single bag I’d packed was waiting for me on my bed where I’d dumped it earlier, some of the contents were spilling out as I’d dug through it to find the combats and tank top I’d changed into. I’d already checked and one of the store rooms housed plenty of uniforms ready for distribution tomorrow. Just because I was an officer didn’t mean I was going to wear the starched shirts and skirts befitting of my rank. There would be no other officers here to see it, and I wanted to be prepared in case we were ever under attack, so I was going to wear the same as everyone else. I also planned to go on missions myself, though I hadn’t told Parker that.


After I’d put away the underwear and other few clothes I’d brought, along with a few personal effects, I went and sat at my desk. It was a simple affair of brushed metal that matched the rest of the room perfectly. The walls were panels of light grey, the ceiling was the same but chequered with luma panels. The floor was carpet at least, but also grey. It wasn’t a big room but it was private so I had to be thankful for that at least.


I took the item I’d found behind the hangar out of my pocket, and set it down on the desk. Now that I had better light I could see that it was some kind of device that had charged but fried itself in the process. There were no engravings to mark it as UR tech, in fact it looked like a homemade job, something that had been cobbled together with mismatched parts. Probably why it had burned out and melted. I could guess what it was for, but I had no proof at all, so instead I set the lump of plastic aside and switched on my PCD and began running through personnel files, so I could at least address people by name tomorrow.


The device was always in the back of my mind, though. Since there had been several of them and they’d been hidden under the gravel, I could only assume that whoever put them there didn’t want them to be found.


-


The bang woke me up, but then there was such still silence afterward I stalled in my reaction and just sat there for a long moment as if waiting for another sound to confirm I hadn’t been dreaming. I’d fallen asleep at my desk with my head pillowed in my arms, but I was wide awake now with my ears straining for any little sound, which wasn’t good because the next thing that happened was the siren right above my desk screamed to life. I was still dressed so all that remained was to jam my feet into my boots and grab a jacket. I met another officer as I left my bedroom, but everybody else was still getting changed it seemed, because when I ran out into the main courtyard where the posters told us to assemble, all I could see were lines of sleepy soldiers. They were in varying stages of dress but they were there. It took three minutes for all the officers to arrive, though I noticed Parker at least looked awake and alert.


‘What happened?’ yawned the officer whose immaculate blonde hair had yesterday been in a ponytail, but now hung limp down her shoulder. Her tie was crooked, too.


‘It’s an emergency alarm,’ I told her. ‘Did you really need the tie?’


She frowned but said nothing and stood up a bit straighter. I ignored her and turned to the amassed soldiers. ‘I’m glad to see my soldiers at least know how to follow emergency protocol. This is not a drill, so I want everyone to stay out here until the incident is under control. Lieutenant General?’


Parker nodded at me and we broke away from the group back inside the base. We were followed by the blonde lady and another man that I’d already forgotten the name of. I didn’t speak as I led them toward the officer's meeting room. There wouldn’t have been any point anyway, the sirens would have made speaking tough. Parker tried, though, and I heard him yelling something behind me but I just ignored him.


‘-FIRE PERHAPS?’ Was all I did hear, because at that moment the sirens stopped.


‘Did we do that?’ asked the male officer.


‘Hardly, I’m not by a console,’ I said, quickening my pace. ‘It takes an officer’s code to stop the alarm system. Or an engineer…’ I said the last part more to myself, as it had just occurred to me that Keswick hadn’t been with the group outside.


My intention had been to go for the officer's meeting room, where there was a computer bank from which I could assess all of the systems and isolate the problem if there was one, but somebody called my name from down the corridor and I stopped and turned back to find a Private running toward me. His red eyes were set against tanned skin, and dark hair, and he was tall and graceful as he came to a stop before us. Lucan Peruzzi. I’d made sure to remember all of the soldiers with red eyes, they would be powerful soldiers. Lucan had stuck out in my mind more than the others, though.


‘Private?’ I asked.


‘The hangar is on fire,’ he said simply, and I was glad to find someone like me that didn’t like to beat around the bush.


‘Shit,’ I said, and started running back the way we’d come.


‘Where are you going?’ Parker called.


‘Didn’t you hear?’ I asked, turning back briefly. Lucan had been by my side and he skidded to a stop too.


‘What are you going to do about a fire?’ Parker asked. ‘We need to find the appropriate people to-’


‘Appropriate people?’ I could have laughed. ‘Where are we going to find them? We’re in the middle of an abandoned island. The base has a handful of officers and a bunch of soldiers, and one engineer who for all I know is in the middle of the inferno right now. I’d love a nice truck of firemen but the UR didn’t provide me with any, so I’m going to have to make do. If you have any better ideas I’d love to hear them. Quickly.’


He just stood with his mouth open. So I carried on running, following Lucan out into the freezing morning air. The sun had barely had time to rise so the sky was a canvas of pinks and oranges, but it was easily light enough to see my way. And also to now see the plume of grey against that gorgeous sky. The chatter of the soldiers hopping around to keep warm was electric, and I could hear the questions being thrown around but I had no answers to give them yet. The hangar was around the other side of the U-shaped base, beside the large training hall, and as soon as we turned the corner the wall of heat hit me. Flames crackled and I could see why I’d been awoken by a bang; the aircarrier that had brought the soldiers over to Japan lay in pieces, with smashed glass and dented metal panels all over the place. There was no time to think too much into that, though, the fire needed to be put out before the hangar itself was ruined. The fire wasn’t huge but there were fuel tanks on the carrier and if one of those got hit then we’d be in deep trouble.


The bright red of an extinguisher caught my eye through the smoke and I pulled it off the wall, checking it was the correct type. I could see Lucan doing the same on the other side of the hangar, grabbing up a CO2 canister, and together we began spraying at the dancing flames. It took a while to get it all under control, but soon I was happy the fire was out. By then we’d attracted a small audience, a few soldiers were applauding, but the officers that were standing there looked anything but happy.


‘That was the only way off this rock…’ said the blonde woman, looking even more frazzled than earlier.


I set the canister down, making a note to replace it soon, and walked over to the group. ‘I’m sure they’ll send something to take you home soon.’


Her blue eyes were wild, though, and her hand rose to her hair where she began twirling a few locks around her finger. ‘But what if victims attack? What if we need to get out of here quickly?’


‘We have enough weapons to last until an airslicer can get here, we’ll be fine-’


‘I can’t stay trapped here!’ the woman said, lurching forward and grabbing the tops of my arms with her hands. She was strong and my arms are thin, so I could feel her fingers digging in.


‘I don’t see any alternative. You’re free to swim back, but as it stands we’re currently isolated, yes. I’m about to go back inside and type up a report to submit and I’ll request transport as a priority. I don’t like the idea of being stranded any more than you do, but I can’t knit airslicers, so we’re stuck at the moment. If I can ever find Keswick maybe I can add this to the list of things he’s supposed to be fixing.’


She finally seemed settled which was a shame as I had been hoping she’d go hysterical so I could slap her. Seemed like she could use a good slap. After asking a favour with Lucan I went back to my room to make good on my promise of compiling a report and requesting new transport. As much as she didn’t want to be there I didn’t want her there, and in my opinion the sooner Keswick got off the base the better, because it seemed like yet another coincidence that he hadn’t been around just when an aircarrier randomly exploded.


 


Chapter 4


 


 ‘Thanks for this, Private Peruzzi,’ I said as I walked back into the hangar. The damage was minimal, the fire hadn’t spread to the surrounding structure so the only real damage was the huge hulk of metal and plastic that sat in the middle of the room.


Lucan was in clear view of the entrance, looking casual and reading something on his PCD, just like I’d asked him to.


‘Its fine, I’m happy to carry out any orders, Second Lieutenant Komatsu.’


‘Let’s not call this an order, okay?’ I asked, as I kicked a fallen piece of glass with my boot. ‘I’d rather it not be official.’


His red eyes narrowed a little as he frowned, but he didn’t press the issue. Instead he stood up, pocketed the PCD and walked over to me. ‘Is everything okay?’


I quickly checked the time on my own PCD. ‘By now I was supposed to have accepted command, the officers would have been on their way home and we’d have maybe even started our first missions. Instead I’ve had a victim attack, an airslicer crash, a power cut and an exploding aircarrier. Call me cynical, but that’s more than bad luck.’


His eyes narrowed further. ‘You think someone is doing this?’


I sighed and ran a hand through my shoulder length black hair. ‘Call it a feeling. I found this behind the hangar last night. There were more of them hidden under the gravel.’


Lucan took the melted plastic that I offered him and turned it over in his slender hands. ‘Homemade.’


‘That’s what I thought. What’s your take on it?’


‘Hard to say since it’s ruined, but considering the context I’d say it was an EMP. It would account for the power outage.’


I nodded and took the assumed EMP back, stowing it in my jacket pocket. ‘That was my guess too.’


‘Have you been to the officers with this?’ Lucan asked. ‘What do they think?’


I shook my head. ‘Nobody would believe me. Lieutenant General Parker just told me to calm down and relax when I tried to tell him about Keswick.  My gut is telling me this was him though, he's an engineer so he’d know how to make an EMP. And he was very conveniently the only survivor of this supposed victim attack – and all the victims just happened to be gone when we got here. And I haven’t seen him since the explosion on the aircarrier either. It’s all a bunch of coincidences with him and I don’t like it.’


‘But nobody will believe you?’ Lucan said, watching me carefully.


‘No. The Lieutenant General will just say it’s another coincidence, and the other officers just want to get home. They don’t care about what’s happening so long as the airslicer is on its way to pick them up.’


‘Okay, so you wanted me here in case Keswick returned to the scene of the crime. So what are you going to do now? He didn’t show up, by the way.’


I liked Lucan, he was acting as a great sounding board, keeping me on track and asking the questions that needed answers. Something about him calmed down my emotions and made me focus. ‘I need more evidence. I'm guessing the reason Keswick didn’t come here is because you were here. Maybe he would have wanted to come back and collect any incriminating evidence. So we need to search the debris.’


‘Looking for bombs?’ Lucan guessed, and already he was lifting up one of the metal panels of the aircarrier.


‘Exactly. Bomb parts, anything that could have triggered an explosion,’ I said, as I began sifting through debris.


There was a lot of junk; bolts and electronic parts, whole panels of metal, the interior of the aircarrier with its seats and even scraps of fabric from the curtains that had been over the windows. Just as I was starting to wonder whether it was worth it a deep voice came from the hangar door.


‘Salvaging for parts? I think the aircarrier is dead,’ Parker said, and then he chuckled and stepped through debris to reach us.


I felt foolish on my hands and knees covered in soot and grease, so I stood up and tried to look as presentable as possible. I still wasn’t sure if I could trust anyone, but Parker was in command and he always had good advice. ‘Looking for something.’


His expression changed so quickly I wondered if I’d imagined it, but then he was all easy smiles again. ‘Looking for what?’


‘Not sure exactly, but-’


‘Think I’ve found something,’ Lucan called, from near the back of the hangar.


‘Come and see for yourself,’ I said to Parker, and picked my way over the husk of the aircarrier, hearing Parker following me. Lucan was crouched down behind a row of upended seats, and I knelt beside him to see what he was looking at. On the underneath of the outer chair was a black box.


‘That could be it?’ he said.


I shook my head. ‘No, it’s bolted on neatly, see? This is a backup recording device that sends data out if the main systems have no signal. It’s placed at the back of the aircarrier to keep it as far away from the main equipment as possible in case of a fire in the cockpit.’


‘Oh,’ Lucan said. He was trying not to sound disappointed but I could see it in his eyes.


‘Good find, though,’ I said, but I don’t think it made him feel any better.


Footsteps crunched to a stop behind us. ‘You’re thinkin’ foul play?’ Parker asked.


‘I’m not sure what to think,’ I said, and my hand wormed its way into my pocket, where my fingers brushed against the twisted plastic EMP. There was no need to tell Parker about that yet, though, he hadn’t believed my concerns about Keswick the first time and he’d just call me crazy now. Once I had the bomb too, though, then I’d have more evidence.


‘You don’t let up, do you?’ Parker asked with a chuckle, but suddenly he was down on his knees too, his neatly pressed dress uniform getting dirty.


‘You’re going to help?’ I asked.


‘Why not? Nothing better to do, and I’m going to be here longer than planned thanks to this aircarrier accident. The faster you don’t find a bomb the less crazy you’ll drive yourself, Komatsu. There are plenty of enemies out there beyond the fence, you don’t need to be seeing them where there aren’t any.’


-


We didn’t find anything. For several hours the three of us sifted through debris but we didn’t turn up anything suspicious. Lucan apologised and though he had no reason to I couldn’t help feeling disappointed. I had been so sure Keswick had placed a bomb there, why else would a stationary aircarrier just explode?


Keswick even had the audacity to explain it away to the officers when we all crowded into the meeting room. He explained about fuel cells, about static charge, about acts of God. All the while he talked I couldn’t help but wonder if he knew he’d put us all in danger with the stunt, and why had he done it in the first place? What was his game plan? All I knew was that we were all stranded now, and the replacement aircarrier wouldn’t be here for another forty-eight hours. It wasn’t as easy as just sending another one, the UR didn’t have the resources to send us one faster, since we weren’t technically considered an urgent cause. Everyone was fine here, there was no need for evacuation, the officers could work remotely and we had plenty of supplies.


I was about to go and wind down for the day, maybe beat out my frustration on a punching bag then grab a shower and something to eat, when someone knocked on my bedroom door. I pressed the release and found myself face to face with Lucan. ‘Private Peruzzi?’


‘I wasn’t part of it, I swear…’


Well that sounded foreboding.


‘Seth thought the officers were funny, making so much fuss about being stuck here with no aircarrier, so they came up with the idea that the base was haunted because of all the bad luck we’ve been having.’


I felt a headache beginning in my temples.


‘So then Finn suggested trying to contact the spirits, and the officers thought they were taking the piss and, well, it kind of went downhill from there.’


‘Where?’ I asked tiredly.


‘Dormitories.’


‘Thank you, Private,’ I said as I started out of my room.


‘Lucan,’ he said, and I turned back briefly. ‘You can just call me Lucan. If you want.’


Despite the situation I almost smiled. ‘Okay. Thank you, Lucan.’


I expected him to leave me to deal with it alone, but he followed me, falling into step beside me as we made our way down the corridor, past the entrance and mess hall and straight down. As we walked I realised just how tall he was, and that his long legs could have easily carried him faster, but he slowed down for me.


‘What are you going to do?’ he asked, as I paused outside the door to the dormitories.


The metal was too thick to hear anything beyond, so I really had no idea what to expect. I could be walking into a live warzone or they could all have murdered each other already and it would be pure peace and quiet. ‘I’ll do whatever needs to be done,’ I said, and pressed my palm against the door scanner to slide it open.


It was the former. As soon as the door was open a wall of noise hit me, and as I stepped in I could see that the few officers that were in here were getting rather hysterical. Two women were screaming, another man looked as if he’d been crying, and my brand new soldiers were taunting and laughing, or else yelling back. I felt like a primary school teacher, and when I yelled for quiet nobody even batted an eyelid. So I grabbed hold of one of the metal bunk beds, and with Lucan’s help toppled it to the ground. The deafening metallic clatter got their attention, and the soldiers at least stood a bit more upright when they realised I was there. The officers weren’t so disciplined, and carried on whining, only now to me.


‘-complete lack of…of…I don’t even know!’ said the woman with blonde hair. ‘Never seen such disgraceful behaviour.’


I ignored her and scanned the soldiers in their black uniforms. ‘I’m looking for Seth,’ I said, recalling the name Lucan had offered me.


A fairy tall man stepped forward. He was a bit larger than most of the others, with floppy brown hair and warm brown eyes. I tried to recall him from the line up when they’d stepped off the aircarrier and I remembered him grinning a lot. He’d seemed like a nice kind of guy. He wasn’t grinning now, though, he looked a bit worried at having been singled out.


‘Yes, ma’am?’


I wasn’t going to make it easy for him, so I scrutinised him for a moment longer, and I could see beads of sweat breaking out on his forehead under my red-eyed gaze. ‘Care to explain what’s going on here?’


He didn’t look like he wanted to in the least, but now that everyone was watching him he couldn’t just melt back into the crowd. ‘It’s nothing, really.’


‘It’s a very loud nothing.’


‘They were mocking us,’ said the male officer, a short guy I remembered from earlier. Couldn’t recall his name though, so I had to try and make it out from the label across his sleeve. It was either Dolton or Devon, but he was too far away for me to tell which and I couldn’t remember off hand.


‘Mocking you? How?’ I asked, sparing Seth my glare and turning it to Dolton/Devon, who almost fainted under my gaze. Sometimes having red eyes was an advantage.


‘Well they were, you know, holding a séance. They were saying the base is haunted, and that’s why all these bad things are happening. They’re not taking any of this seriously at all, we’re all in danger and they’re playing games.’


I turned back to Seth. ‘A séance? Really?’


‘We think it didn’t work because the offering was a bit crap, the only food we had were ration bars. No ghost would connect with us for that. Hell I wouldn’t connect with us for that, there are probably séance’s going on right now offering chocolate cake. Finn says he thinks he heard his great grandmother, but we don’t think she blew up the aircarrier.’


I could see the officer’s face getting redder and redder, as if he were about to explode. ‘While I don’t see that we’re in an immediate danger and all going to die horribly,’ I threw a look at the officer, 'maybe we should stop pissing about. No more séances, no Ouija boards, no trying to contact the dead.’


Seth’s poorly concealed snort of laughter wasn’t inspiring, but I had to admit it was kind of funny. Which brought me to my next point, so I turned to the officers. ‘And you, I know I don’t have any say over what you do, but no more antagonising my soldiers. If you don’t like what they’re doing, don’t come down here. The officers quarters are all the way down the hall. You’re only going to be here a few more days, so just ignore them. Do I make myself clear?’


The officers all looked outraged, but they at least didn’t speak back to me. They just shouldered their way past me, and left the dormitory.


‘So does this mean no séances ever? Because that’s a pretty harsh rule,’ said a guy with dark black hair.


I rolled my eyes. ‘I’m sure you’ll manage.’


The laughter behind me as I closed the door to the dormitories told me they were probably going to be telling that one for months to come. I almost felt bad for the officers but the way they were panicking was ridiculous. I needed the punching bag workout more than ever so I headed off to the training hall, and worked out my frustration before grabbing some dinner, reading system reports, and then finally heading off to bed.


 


Chapter 5


 


I hadn’t been asleep long when I woke up to the now familiar sound of the alarm. All I could think was what now? as I quickly jumped out of bed and pulled on a pair of combats to go with my black vest and laced up my boots. I shrugged my jacket on while leaving my room, and this time the officers that were coming out of their own rooms looked more alert than the last time this had happened. Maybe we were all just getting better at handling emergencies since they were being such common occurrences? I scanned the corridor for Parker but he wasn’t there, instead as soon as I left the officer's corridor I literally bumped into him.


‘Hey, I was just coming to find you. Your base is in trouble,’ he said.


I fell into step beside him as he walked me across the hall to the main control room. ‘It’s not my base yet, you’ve not handed over to me.’


‘It’s your base now that it’s infested with victims, I don’t want any part of that.’


‘Infested?’ I asked, any traces of humour fading away instantly. A cold chill went up my spine as I checked the screens for the security camera feeds. I had to sit down when I saw the first pasty, decomposing body stagger past the camera of the hangar outside wall. ‘How the hell did these bastards get in? Who was manning these cameras? Who was doing perimeter checks?’


‘Calm down, there’s no point overreacting,’ Parker said, sitting next to me. ‘The point is they’re here, so let’s not deal with how they got here, but focus on how we’re going to get rid of them.’


I still couldn’t believe we’d been breached. We’d only been here a day, how could things have gone so wrong? And we didn’t have an aircarrier to evacuate with either. Suddenly the officer’s fears that had seemed ridiculous last night were making sense now. My own heart was hammering in my chest as I watched another victim pounding at the door to one of the outer store rooms. ‘I know you think it doesn’t matter, but I need to know. Who was doing perimeter checks? Who was manning the cameras?’ I knew it was the officers jobs at the moment, as soon as the base was handed over to me I could post my own soldiers, but Parker was still technically in charge. I wanted to know who had been watching out for us, and I wanted to know what had gone wrong.


Parker hung his head and sighed. ‘If you’re looking to blame someone, blame me. I relieved the last guards and did the perimeter check myself. The guys were tired, I thought I’d give them a break. I was about to go out and do another check when the alarms sounded. I’m sorry.’


The fight went out of me a bit at that. I knew there were only a few officers, and they were tired and stressed. Parker had tried to do something nice for them, to take the responsibility on himself. ‘The cameras?’


‘Ah. The cameras I gave to Keswick. And I know what you’re going to say-’


‘You know how I feel about Keswick.’


‘He’s a good guy, Komatsu, I know you’re suspicious of everything he does, but he’s been working hard to make sure all your electronics are up to scratch for when we’re gone. He’s doing the best he can with the equipment he’s got. He was staying up anyway to run diagnostics so he promised to keep an eye on the cameras while his reports ran. It made sense to let him do it rather than make somebody else stay up and do it.’


I hated his logic, because it made sense. It didn’t make me feel any better, though. ‘Where is he now?’


‘Keswick?’


‘No, Santa Claus. Of course bloody Keswick.’


Parker’s face paled. ‘I don’t know.’


‘Well he’s not watching the cameras, because the cameras are in here and unless he’s managed to turn himself invisible then he’s not here.’


‘Shit,’ Parker said.


‘Yes. Shit,’ I said, but then the anger started to drain again when I caught sight of more victims gather outside. ‘They can’t get into the building, right? We’re on lockdown?’


‘Yeah, the base sensors picked up the first victim and put the base into automatic lockdown,’ Parker said, suddenly seeming a lot less confident than he usually did.


‘Well we’re safe for now, then. That gives us time to think of a plan. And do me a favour? Don’t go telling the other officers and the soldiers that there’s victims walking about in our front yard. Tell them the alarm was a test or something.’


As it turned out Parker didn’t need to say a word. When I left the control room every damn soldier was pressed up against a window watching the victims stagger about. As soon as one soldier noticed me they all turned, and I had a thousand and one questions fired at me, and not a single answer to give them. Thankfully Lucan grabbed my arm and pulled me away, through the mess hall, down a corridor and through the recreation room, then up a flight of stairs to the east tower. There were two towers, east and west, that were the only elevated parts of the building. They gave us a better vantage point to see activity around the base and beyond the fence.


‘There’s something you need to see,’ Lucan said, as he crouched on the floor and pointed down to the corner of the fence.


The walls were floor to ceiling glass so you could see in any direction, but we were a bit high up to see the ground properly, so I had to crouch down too and squint, especially in the early morning darkness. A tower light was trained on the fence, though, and I could see what Lucan was pointing at. There was a hole in the fence, just large enough for a victim to pass through.


‘Kuso,’ I swore, and banged my fist against the reinforced glass. ‘How did they manage that? Shouldn’t the fence be electrified?’


‘It should be,’ Lucan said, his red eyes watching as another victim tried to navigate the hole. It was hard work for it, since its senses weren’t as sharp as they had been in life, but it managed to get through after tearing its skin on a jagged edge of wire.


‘I’m going to find out why the hell it isn’t, then,’ I said, and pushed myself to my feet. Without waiting for him I ran down the stairs, taking them two at a time, and then ran back through the corridors toward the control room. I was looking for Parker, but he wasn’t there. To my delight Keswick was.


I didn’t give the little weasel a chance to say anything, instead I kicked the rolling chair he was sitting on into a wall and then stormed over and slammed my foot against his chest, pinning him against the wall.


‘L-listen-’


‘If I wanted to listen, then I’d have asked you to speak,’ I said harshly, pressing my foot harder against his chest. ‘I’ll go first. We seem to have a victim problem, and I’m told that you were the one that was supposed to be manning the cameras. Did you not notice our pasty little friends entering the base?’


‘No, I wasn’t-’


My boot ground in harder and he grunted in pain. ‘I have a theory, you see. You didn’t tell anyone they were here, because you were the one that let them in. You stopped the power to the electric fence so they could get through. Maybe you even cut them a hole, I don’t know yet. But I’m going to find out.’


‘That’s not it at all!’ Keswick said, and he lifted his hands to push my boot away. He wasn't the biggest guy in the world but he was a lot bigger than me, and the force of the push toppled my balance so I had to pull my foot back to stand up properly. He instantly stood up and rolled the chair between us to stop me attacking him further. ‘Just listen, for five god damn seconds, alright? I didn’t turn off the electric fence, I didn’t even know there was a hole in the fence, alright? And Parker said that he was going to watch the cameras, I have no idea why you think I would do that. I’m not security, I’m an engineer.’


I watched him for a few more moments, I didn’t like the way he always avoided my eyes. I quickly moved forwards, grabbing the chair and pushing it into him. He yelped out in surprise and raised his hands to protect his face as if I were about to attack. ‘I didn’t do anything, I swear! Why the hell would I want those damn things anywhere near me again? I just want to get your damn base finished and then I want to go home. That’s all.’


‘What about before we got here, though? You’re really telling me that your whole team was taken out by victims, but then they all disappeared just as we got there?’


Something flashed in his eyes at that, but he remained stubborn. ‘We opened the gates for your airslicer, but before you got there a bunch of victims came in and caused chaos. We tried to fight them off but there were too many of them. I don’t know how they got in there, but all I know was that Sanderson wanted to close the gates to stop more of them coming in, but I knew your airslicer was coming, and it seemed stupid to close up the gates with some of the bastards still inside. So I tried to open them, he fought me, I had to kill him. It was me or him. Then you came crashing in and by the time I knew what was going on the victims were gone and I had you yelling at me. Really, this has been the worst job I’ve ever been on, and I just want to get home in one piece.’


‘We all do,’ I said levelly, watching his eyes. He still wouldn’t meet mine. ‘Look at me.’


‘Why?’ he asked.


‘So I can see if you’re lying. How can I trust someone that won’t even look at me?’


After a long suffering sigh he did. In them I saw hatred and anger and fear, but no guilt. ‘I don’t like the red eyes, you see? Is that a crime? Reminds me of them…them things.’


I could understand that. ‘If you haven’t been sabotaging my base, then who has?’


Keswick frowned. ‘I still don’t understand why you think someone is out to get you.’


‘I found detonated EMPs outside the hangar. My guess was that you put them there to knock out the power so the base couldn’t direct our airslicer to land.’


‘Jesus, I didn’t know they were there. I swear I didn’t know anything about those.’ Keswick slumped back against the wall and ran a hand down his face. ‘Shit man, what the hell is going on in this damn place? Dead zones are no good, I’ve always said that. Always thought that stupid bitch Alice Cartell never should have pushed this through. They’re dead zones for a reason, setting up camp is just going to get everyone killed. At least she’s here to die with us.’


‘Nobody is going to die,’ I said.


He laughed but it came out more like a choke. ‘No offence, ma’am, I don’t think you get a say in the matter.’


‘Yes I do,’ I said, and I started out of the room. I made it to the door before turning back to him. ‘You’re coming with me.’


‘I told you I didn’t do anything!’


‘I’m not arresting you, I need your help. Otherwise you’ll be right, and people will die.’


He narrowed his eyes and stayed where he was for a long moment, but then he pushed away from the wall and came over slowly. ‘What do you need me for?’


‘I need that electric fence back up and running,’ I said as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.


‘What do you think I was trying to do in here?’ he shouted, waving a hand at the computer station I had kicked him away from. ‘I saw the damage on the cameras, I tried to get the fence back up. I can’t, though, there’s a break in the circuit because of the hole. It needs to be patched up before I can get it back online.’


‘Fix the hole, got it,’ I said, nodding my head toward the door. ‘You’re still coming with me.’


‘Where now?’ he whined.


‘To fix the hole, like you said.’


If possible he paled further. ‘Outside? Bitch, there’s victims walking around out there, that’s insane.’


‘Maybe, but if we don’t go out and fix the hole then there’ll be even more victims in our back yard. Then we really will be screwed.’


‘But why do I have to go out there?’


‘Because I don’t trust you in here,’ I said, leaving the control room and hurrying down the corridor. The sirens had stopped but the red warning lights were still flashing every few metres to remind us of the impending doom. I was hoping to find Parker, but the first useable person I ran into was Lucan. He joined our little group as I went on the search for our missing Lieutenant General. I hoped he hadn’t gone to be a hero and charged out there guns blazing to take out as many victims as possible. It was the kind of dumb thing I could see him doing.


‘Second Lieutenant Komatsu, can I speak to you for a moment?’ called a voice, and I reluctantly stopped to talk to Major Alice Cartell.


‘What can I do for you? You may have noticed we’re having a few issues,’ I said tersely.


She nodded distractedly. ‘I was going to my room before the alarms started and someone tried to grab me from behind. I bit their hand and they pushed me down and I hit my head on the wall, then the alarms started just as I fell unconscious. I didn’t see who it was-’


‘Whoever it was deserves a medal,’ Keswick said, his hands balling into fists as he glared at Cartell.


‘I’m sorry?’ Cartell asked.


‘It’s your fault we’re out here. We’re all going to die because of your stupid programme opening army bases in bloody dead zones.’


I placed my hands on Keswick’s shoulders and steered him away, leaving Cartell standing with her mouth gaping open. Whatever she was talking about would have to wait, I had more important things to worry about.


‘Damn, I should have asked her if she’s seen Parker,’ I muttered under my breath. ‘Where the hell has he gone? I don’t have time for this.’


I changed our course and headed toward the training room. Inside was a weapons store and I let us in and began handing out weapons and protective gear. Gloves to stop us being bitten, guns with pyrebullets, and knives strapped to my thigh. Some of the slots for items were empty, and I wondered who had stocked us up and why they’d only left one gun slot free. I felt like I knew the answer but before I could ponder it further Keswick was in my face.


‘Do I get a gun?’ Keswick asked, noticing I only handed a gun over to Lucan.


‘No,’ I said, and picked up a string of grenades. I was attaching them to my jacket when I heard movement by the door. I swung around and took aim, and almost gave Cartell a heart attack.


‘Oh god, no!’ she cried, and her hands flew in the air in surrender.


‘Sorry, thought you were a victim,’ I said, and drew the weapon back. ‘What’s wrong now?’


‘I don’t…I don’t want to stay in here alone. I feel like someone is watching me.’


‘Yes. A dozen pairs of eyes through the windows,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry, we're going out to fix this. They’ll be gone soon.’


‘It’s not the victims I worry about,’ she said in a hushed whisper, looking over her shoulder in case someone was there. I took a moment to actually look at her; her grey bun was frayed and tangled, her face was pale and sweaty. She was scared of something.


‘There’s nothing to be afraid of in the base,’ I said. ‘It’s the safest place to be right now.’


‘I want to come with you. If you’re not going to find my attacker I’d rather be out there with you than in here.’


I rolled my eyes. ‘Look, we’ll find Lieutenant General Parker and he can-’


‘Nobody has seen him in hours,’ Cartell said. ‘I can fire a gun, I can help you out there.’


With a sigh I agreed, mainly to shut her up. Technically she outranked me so she could have forced the issue anyway. She declined protective gear but took the gun I offered her, much to Keswick’s annoyance, and then I marched my small group out of the training hall and to the north entrance, still wondering where Parker was. His PCD didn’t respond whenever I tried to contact him, though I wasn’t sure if it meant it was switched off or someone had set off another EMP or something. Or maybe the soldiers were right and the base really was haunted? God only knew.


On our way we stopped off to get some equipment to fix the fence; a spare panel and some tools to fix it on with, then we finally made it to the north entrance after being harassed by half a million privates all wanting to know what was going to happen. I told them everything would be fine, because I didn’t know what else to say.


‘Okay. This is the closest exit point to the hole in the fence,’ I said, standing by the wall panel to let us out. I wasn’t exactly eager, knowing what was waiting for us on the other side. ‘We’ll run to the fence, Lucan and Kewsick will rip off the old panel and quickly screw this new one on and make sure it’s connected to complete the circuit. Major Cartell and I will hold off any victims long enough for you to get the work done. Once the fence is fixed we’ll come back to the base and turn on the electricity, then we’ll go up to the towers and shoot out any remaining victims in our yard. Questions?’


Keswick raised his hand.


‘No? Good. Let’s go,’ I said, and before I could lose my nerve I scanned my retina and my palm and the door clicked to life.


Outside was deceptively calm. The air was icy cold and the wind whipped my hair as I stepped out into the dirt. I kept my gun raised and my senses tuned in for movement, but the coast was clear so I waved us all out and made sure the door locked behind us before we started out at a run toward the fence. Everything was dark, and though we each had a p-luma the darkness seemed to swallow us up. Luma panels were fitted into the electric fence but since the power was down they were out and by the time we reached the fence it felt as if we were a million miles away from civilisation.


‘Okay, get the panel off and the new one on,’ I said to the boys, but they were way ahead of me and were working the damaged fence panel loose. ‘You take the left, I’ll take the right, shoot anything that comes close,’ I told Cartell, and she nodded and held her gun up ready to fire. Her p-luma shook so badly I wondered if she’d actually be able to hit anything if it came to it.


I stared out into the darkness watching my breath mist in front of my face. That was about as far as I could see. The base looked so far away, and the warm glow of the luma panels on the walls looked so inviting. I knew I was crazy for doing this, but the thought of letting more victims in scared me. If there were too many they might be able to start banging on the glass. Or they might tread on an unexploded EMP in the gravel and trigger a malfunction of the doors or something. This was for the best, and we’d be back soon, I kept reminding myself.


That was when Cartell shrieked and fired. There was a metallic crash behind me as the boys dropped the fence panel, and I whipped around and aimed my own gun out into the darkness, my heart hammering against my chest and my hands slick with sweat.


‘What is it? Where is it?’ I demanded after a few seconds of nothing.


‘S-sorry,’ Cartell said, her hand going to her chest. ‘I thought I saw a shadow by the base. I panicked.’


‘Its fine,’ I forced myself to say, even though I wanted to yell at her for being so stupid. If the victims didn’t know we were here before, then they sure as hell did now. ‘Hurry it up, guys,’ I urged them, because now we’d have even less time than before.


I shone my p-luma out into the night, the beam trembling slightly with my hand. It was stupid to be scared, but in the darkness and the stillness of the night, knowing that the living dead could be mere inches away and I’d never know it, my chest tightened a little and my breath came out in ragged short breaths. I tried to calm myself, tried to relax my muscles and the white knuckled grip I had on the gun, but that was when my light flashed on a torso. I screamed and took aim, but as my brain caught up with my eyes I realised that the figure was wearing navy blue. But it didn’t matter; the victims wore whatever they had been dressed in when they were turned, so I began firing out into the darkness just as I heard shots beside me. Cartell was firing too, and screaming some kind of strange war cry while she fired off round after round.


‘Almost done,’ Lucan called over the gunfire.


‘Work faster,’ I said, gritting my teeth and firing more rounds. I heard guttural grunts as bullets hit flesh, and the scene was starting to light up with all the pyrebullets. They were specially designed for victims, when they hit their target they’d explode and set alight to whatever they’d hit. There was a small fuel cell in them too to keep the fire burning. I could see that the victim I’d been firing on was a woman in a pale dress, so I knew my man in blue was still close by somewhere.


As soon as Cartell and I stopped firing we could heard footsteps and groans. They seemed to be all around us, and I shone my p-luma around wildly trying to find a target to hit, while my blood pounded in my ears. There were so many of them, my light hit two, three, four bodies, their skin pale and hanging from their frames and their eyes red in the light. The eyes were the worst part, the eyes that I shared with them because a modified form of the virus that turned them into what they were ran through me.


‘Fence is- holy shit,’ Keswick said, as he came up beside me. ‘There’s hundreds of them, what do we do?’


‘There aren’t hundreds, we’ll be fine,’ I said.


Cartell was firing away like a madwoman, her pyrebullets exploding like little fireworks every time they hit, although more often than not they seemed to hit the ground rather than a victim. I didn’t need to see the faces to know there were lots of victims out there in the darkness beyond our sight; the crunch of footsteps and the pained groans gave me an indication of how badly we were outnumbered, but at least the fence was patched up so their numbers were finite now.


‘What are we going to do?’ Keswick demanded.


‘Lucan and I will clear a path, you and Major Cartell will go back to the base and we’ll cover you. Major Cartell will have authorisation to open an outside door during lockdown. Don’t wait for us, just keep running and get that fence back online. I don’t want any more victims ripping holes in it.’


‘The fence looked like it had been cut-’ Lucan began.


‘I know,’ I said. ‘I just don’t want to think about that right now. I like knowing my enemy, it’s easy to spot them when they’re decaying. It’s the live ones that piss me off most.’


Cartell was firing when she began running, but her aim was even worse while mobile so she threw her gun down on the floor and sprinted back to the base. For an elder woman in heels she was surprisingly spite, and Keswick was pretty fast himself when his ass was in trouble. I looked over to Lucan. ‘Ready?’


‘Ready,’ he said, and already his red eyes were burning brightly.


The virus that was supposed to cause immortality works by over-stimulating cells. Unfortunately for victims, when administered in an uncontrolled way this leads to a shock to the system that results in death. However the virus then kicks in again and keeps the brain working in a sort of auto-pilot mode, which is why the victims act so unpredictably. The same cell stimulation, however, can be harnessed on those with a certain genetic makeup. All soldiers in the army are genetically tested for this and if you’ve got the gene then you’re injected with a modified version of the virus that targets brain cells. Not enough to kill you, but just enough to enhance your senses and abilities, if you have the right gene to help you withstand the virus. We hijacked a deadly virus to give us a weapon to fight against the virus. The irony never fails to amuse me. Right now, though, it’s a useful tool. I was sure my own eyes were burning red in the dark of the night as I tapped into the power that ran through my veins. We ran as fast as the wind, our improved eyesight helping us to cut through the darkness and see shapes moving to aim and fire at. I heard bodies hit the floor then struggle to stand again, but we kept on firing until they stopped trying to get up. We escorted Cartell and Keswick all the way across the ground, and we were soon bathed in the glow of luma panels from the base walls. Cartell was already scanning palm and retina and as soon as the door opened Keswick pushed his way through and was off down the corridor like a shot. I hoped he was racing to turn the fence on rather than to hide under his bed like a coward, or else go and sabotage something else.


Cartell was about to follow him inside when I heard a shot from behind us and watched as a pyrebullet sank into her back and exploded in a little ball of fire. She cried out as she flew forward, her forehead cracking against the doorframe as the back of her jacket caught fire. I ran forward faster than any normal human could, thanks again to the virus coursing through my veins, and quickly tore the jacket off her and patted her shit free of flames. When I turned her over in my lap her eyes were open and lifeless, staring up into the darkness as a thick rivulet of blood slowly trickled from a gash in her skull.


‘Was that a bullet?’ Lucan asked, crouching down beside us.


I nodded. ‘Victims can’t use guns.’ At least I hoped they couldn’t. What if they’d learned? The theory went that it was only a matter of time before those victims with the correct genetic makeup made use of the virus like we did, so what if there was some super fast, super smart victim out there?


‘We need to get inside,’ Lucan said urgently.


‘You go. Take her. I need to see for myself,’ I said, gently lowering Cartell’s body to the ground and standing.


‘Are you insane? Why are you going back out there? The fence is fixed, we’re home free.’


‘Why aren’t they shooting again?’ I asked, and Lucan was silent. ‘If a victim is using that gun then why did they shoot Cartell then stop?’


‘Lucan sighed. ‘I don’t know, maybe they’re out of bullets. Does it matter? The base grounds are crawling with victims, they’ll be on us any second.’


‘Which is why you need to go inside. Give me your ammo, I’m almost out,’ I said, holding out my hands.


‘This is crazy,’ Lucan said, shaking his head.


‘It’ll be even crazier if I go out there without enough bullets.’


He sighed again and finally unstrapped the extra ammo he was packing, handing it over to me. ‘I’m coming with you.’


‘Don’t be stupid, you don’t have any bullets now,’ I said, then took the p-luma from him and threw it out into the night. It instantly lit up a few grey figures. ‘They’re close. Get inside, get someone up on the towers and see if you can pick any victims out. Any help I can get is better than nothing.’


‘You’re insane,’ Lucan said, but he dragged Cartell’s body inside and I heard the hiss of the hydraulics in the heavy metal door as it slid closed.


Then I was alone in the darkness. Well, not alone, that was the problem. The still of the night was broken by gravelly footsteps, and moans of the undead. But they weren’t what I was interested in. Each victim I came to I shot with a pyrebullet. It took each of them a few moments to get up which gave me precious seconds to fire more bullets. My heart skipped a beat when something brushed my arm and I rammed my elbow back hard, feeling it sink into soft, rotting flesh, then I brought my fist up into the victim’s jaw and after a sickening crunch half of the skull fell to the floor, the body dropping soon after.


I kept moving and kept flashing my p-luma trying to find my target in the darkness. Holding the light up so high, though, I missed the corpse of a victim on the floor and my boot caught in its tangled limbs. I went down hard onto my knees, and my gun fell from my hands. I shone my p-luma around to find it in the dark, but then something pressed down on the back of my hand and pinned it to the ground. I cried out in pain as the pressure increased, and I felt my bones pop. A luma lit up near my ear, and when I turned I cried out again as I saw the shadowy face of Lieutenant General Parker.


‘You should have gone inside,’ he said in a low voice. ‘You’re too curious for your own good.’


His boot twisted on top of my hand and I winced in pain again, feeling a wave of dizziness wash over me. ‘You shot Major Cartell.’


‘I did. This wasn’t how I intended things to go, she got an extra day that I hadn’t bargained for. But in the end she’s still as dead as she would have been in the airslicer crash, so I’m not unhappy with the course of events.’


‘The airslicer was your work?’


‘Yup. I can’t take all the credit; Sanderson planted the EMPs for me so that communication between the base and the airslicer would go down. Then he was supposed to make sure the gates were closed, but some genius had already opened them up. I hadn’t predicted a victim attack in that short space of time, and that ruined things on the ground, that and Keswick. Even after a victim attack and Sanderson trying to kill him, he still managed to unlock the gates for us so the crash was sustained. And to think you blamed the poor guy.’


‘You’d have died in the crash too, though, you were on the airslicer.’


‘I would have happily died to see that woman burn,’ he said, and for the first time I saw an insane rage in his eyes, rather than the usual warmth. ‘Keswick was right about her; she’s a scourge to the world. Building these bases in dead zones is insane. She doesn’t care about the soldiers she leaves here. My daughter-' he cut himself off, and the light in his eyes darkened. ‘She sees casualties as statistics. So I’ve added her to them. Another casualty of war.’


‘You know the problem all evil geniuses have?’ I asked, doing the best I could to ignore the white hot pain in my hand.


‘Do tell me,’ he said.


‘You spend so much time gloating about how great your plan is that you distract yourself from an impending attack.’


He grinned, that gold tooth of his flashing in the lumalight. ‘You’re not going to attack me.’


‘No, but he is,’ I said, just as the victim gave a primal howl and collapsed onto Parker’s back, sinking its teeth into the soft flesh of his shoulder.


Parker screamed in pain from the bite, I screamed in pain because he crunched down on my hand, and the victim screamed in pain and fell backward when Parker punched him in the gut.


‘Shit!’ he screamed into the night, knowing as well as I did what a victim bite meant. ‘No. No, no, no.’


‘I thought you were happy to die for your cause?’ I said, taking the opportunity to pull my hand back and cradle it to my chest. The noises and the light were drawing victims to us and we were surrounded, I didn’t need light to know that. My hand wasn’t broken, but it hurt when I got my gun into position to pull the trigger, so I shifted it to my left side. My aim wouldn’t be as good but it was better than nothing.


The scrape of shoes on concrete was my guide as I pushed myself to my feet and began firing out into the darkness. I could hear when my shots hit home and every so often when I turned I would see the flash of red eyes in my lumalight. One pair was too close for comfort, so instead of firing I slammed my boot into its chest and it sprawled backwards into the dark, but another was soon taking its place, and then another grabbed my arm. I slammed my head back into its face and pain blossomed in the back of my skull, then something grabbed my ankle and pulled me down to the floor. This time it was Parker, and the victims had been at him too. The left side of his face was bleeding and I could see claw marks in his cheek.


‘I wasn’t an evil genius. I wasn’t evil. I just wanted revenge,’ he said. 'She was my little girl. Cartell sent her off to die and for what? For what?'


‘You were going to kill me too in that airslicer crash,’ I said. ‘And you were the one that told me to expect casualties in war. You can burn in hell for all I care.’


I pulled away from him and dodged a set of teeth that tried to bite into my arm. I rammed my elbow back and felt teeth shatter, then I spun around and smashed the butt of the gun through the top of the victim’s skull. Another hand reached out of the darkness to grab at me and I roundhouse kicked the body away from me, just as another hand grabbed my hair and yanked me backward. I nearly overbalanced but managed to find my feet just in time, and shot out blindly behind me until the grip loosened. I plucked the amputated hand from my tangle of hair and tossed it to the ground, then something pulled at my leg. Before I had time to look down I felt pain explode in my thigh and I crumpled to my knees, my hand clamping over the wound where warm blood was beginning to soak into my trousers. When I looked up Parker was clutching my knife with a bloody grin. There were more bite marks on him now and his nose was crooked.


‘We’re dead anyway,’ he rasped. ‘And I don’t know about you but I’d rather die the way God intended and stay dead. I’ll shoot you, you shoot me. Together.’


With shaky hands he lifted his gun to aim at me, but over his shoulder I could see salvation. ‘I’m not bitten,’ I told him, just as the shot fired out and the pyrebullet exploded in Parker’s back. He lurched forward, but thankfully didn’t fire, and crumpled to the ground.


Lucan came running over to me, and grabbed my hand to haul me to my feet. ‘Are you alright?’


‘I’m- owww. Shit. Stabbed. But fine. What are you doing out here?’


‘I went to one of the towers to give you backup, but I couldn’t see well enough with the tower beam lights. So I decided to come out and find you. Are you…?’


‘No bites. Not yet. There’s still some walking dead I think. And…where’s Parker?’ I asked, panic rising within me. I shone my light on the ground where he’d fallen, but apart from a pool of blood there was nothing. Except an empty bullet; Cartell would really regret declining the vest I’d offered her, it would have saved her life. She just hadn’t expected to be hit by her own team.


‘Where did he go?’ Lucan asked, shining his own p-luma about, illuminating Parker as he rushed toward us, screaming like a lunatic and with his gun raised to fire. I grabbed Lucan by the arm to brace myself and kicked up with my injured leg, feeling pain tear through all the way up to my hip. My boot connected with his chest, and from the force of his run I heard a rib or two crack as he went stumbling backward. He must have tripped over a body or something because I heard him fall in the darkness, but then suddenly the whole world lit up. Bright blue sparks flew out and the wires of the fence glowed neon blue. Parker screamed and convulsed while the electricity coursed through him, the stench of searing flesh enough to make me gag. His body kept seizing long after his screams died, and by lumalight we saw the steam rising and heard the hiss of the burning, and finally his body fell forward and hit the ground hard with a heavy thud.


‘Fence is back on,’ I said.


‘Indeed it is,’ Lucan said. ‘Shall we get back inside?’


‘That would be a good idea, I think we can clean him up in the morning, along with any leftover victims.’


‘Think you got a good chunk of them,’ Lucan said, as we made our way back and shone our p-lumas over mangled corpses.


‘Well, less work for tomorrow then.’


Just a metric crap-tonne of paperwork what with aircarrier explosions, victims infiltrations and two dead officers. All in all, not a bad start to my command.


 


Epilogue


 


When the sun came up the next morning a small team went out to kill the last few remaining victims, and to burn the corpses and toss them over the fence. We did the same to Parker and I have no shame in admitting that I wasn’t sad to see his body being thrown out for carrion. Major Cartell’s body was treated with a little more dignity as she hadn’t been bitten by a victim and wasn’t a scumbag traitor, so she was zipped up in a body bag and stored in the medical bay to be taken home and given a proper funeral.


The remaining officers handed me the base officially with very little fanfare, and when the airslicer arrived they left with barely a goodbye. I ended up being stuck with Keswick, thanks to all the repairs that needed to be made, and the fact he hadn't completed setting up the base in the first place. He put in a request for more engineers to come and help him to speed up the process but I think the officers were too quick to leave to hear him. That and the UR isn't exactly teeming with extra staff. So god knows how long we'll be stuck with him, but at least I'm not worried about him shooting me while I sleep now.


Our spare aircarrier arrived with the airslicer, and when all was said and done we had ourselves an escape vehicle should the worst ever happen and we needed to evacuate.


Walking the halls seemed strange, seeing people go about their normal business training, eating, sleeping, but knowing that we were bang in the middle of a dead zone. The rocky start made us all realise how dangerous the situation was, but already I could see friendships forming between my soldiers. We were as isolated as you could get, and in the most dangerous part of the world, so we had to trust each other.


We had to be more than a team, we had to be friends. We had to be family.


We were the Cloudy Skulls.


 


Thank you for reading! I’d be very happy if you’d consider leaving a review to let others know what you thought.
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KBNC World news – Bob Santana reporting live


 


The worst part is that the military, called in to stabilize the situation in the major cities of the nation, have themselves become part of the problem.


Yes, Bob, that seems to be the case. The situation has evolved so fast that no response seems adequate to gain or maintain control. Initially, you will remember, the first outbreaks were in small communities and the results were indeed devastating but the worst was swiftly over and the police and other services were able to regain control fairly swiftly. But a major city proved to be an entirely different proposition, and it soon became clear that the local law enforcement agencies were themselves succumbing to what we are now calling AMDS or Acquired Mental Disorder Syndrome.


As I understand it, Monica, the National Guard were swiftly mobilized when it became clear to the various Governors that the situation was out of control.


That's right, Bob, and as this proved insufficient the military were given the green light to deploy on American soil, a move that was itself sensational news just days ago.


Sensational, Monica, just sensational!


Yes, Bob. It transpires that the army contracted AMDS and lost cohesion rapidly and it was only as this became apparent that Biohazard suits were issued to fresh units moving into the major cities.


Though for places like New York and Los Angeles it was far too late; some units found themselves in conflict with factions of earlier units and there have been sporadic reports of running firefights even as the cities burned out of control. New York, Los Angeles, Chicago and many other large cities are effectively... what are we saying here, Monica?


Well, Bob, we have reports coming in all the time and I don't know that there is a single word to sum up the unprecedented level of devastation in such a short period of time, though the word Apocalyptic has been used. The death toll is unknown but the displaced must number in the millions.


Millions. Millions, Monica. The displaced must number in the millions.


Yes, Bob. Though we should stress that the President and other senior figures are appealing for calm in this time of national disaster, stressing that all efforts possible at disaster relief are being made, that cooperation with the representatives of government will most swiftly bring this crisis under control.


This just in from the office of the President, voluntary submission for mental evaluation is mandatory at this time. Also, this. If you are a mental health worker and you feel you yourself can function, report to any designated FEMA station or Military Base.


 


The Madness


 


Checking the mail was the last part of his normal daily routine. It was usually a brief and uninteresting chore of junk mail and bills. Before he had lost his family with devastating random abruptness, things had been different; always a package, a letter, a postcard from traveling friends or family. Something to talk about, something to share. He had unconsciously been reminded of those times when the package arrived, but only briefly.


Marty laid out the items on the breakfast counter and looked them over. Inside was a small cooler pack of the type used to transported drugs, like anti-venoms and such. And there was a note. It was a little late to put on disposable gloves to protect the evidence, but he did it anyway. It was the kind of thing he had lying around the place. Then he picked up the note and read it again.


 


Marty,


Here are a number of doses that will keep people sane. Who are you going to call?


Rhamno Nem


 


“This has crank written all over it,” Marty was talking to himself and so he barely whispered the words. “So who do you think I'm going to call, Nem?” He chewed the inside of his lip and thought about it as he glanced from the note to the small cooler pack.


A number of doses? The vaccine cooler pack contained twelve syringes, each filled with a clear fluid that could be anything. Why not say twelve?


Who are you going to call? Well, the answer to that was easy. Marty was an FBI agent. He would call his immediate superior. Well, not actually call; he would write a report and put the syringes into the lab to see what they were. They were probably water. It was probably nothing.


Was the movie reference intentional? Marty dragged what he could remember of the story out of his memory. He'd watched the comedy one time when he was a boy. No one had believed in ghosts but this group of guys did and had developed a method to deal with them; then, bang, ghosts everywhere. Who you gonna call?


“So, Nem,” Marty wondered out loud. “Are you expecting an outbreak of crazy people? And no one believes it?”


He tapped the coolbox that contained the syringes. “And this is what? Some kind of antidote or maybe a vaccine? And you don't say how many because you expect me to keep some.” He could think of no other reason to be vague about numbers.


He thought it through a little more, then he put two syringes in his fridge, packed everything else in separate evidence bags, stripped off the disposable gloves and left for work. He would get everything checked out and report the results. He didn't expect anything interesting.


 


The office of the SAC was a familiar oasis of calm, just the way his immediate superior liked to keep it. They were alone, and the desk between them was empty of everything but Marty’s report. The SAC was very much a 'one thing at time and each thing perfectly' kind of guy. Called in to explain his ambiguous report, Marty began with a threat assessment that was itself loaded with ambiguity.


Joe held up a hand and stopped him. “What are you telling me?”


Marty shrugged. “The short version? We're fucking clueless.”


If they hadn't been alone, Marty would not have considered being so blunt.


Joe didn't bat an eyelid. “Now point by point.”


Marty leaned back in the supplicants chair he'd taken on the wrong side of the desk. He ticked off points on his fingers as he made them. “We don't know what it is apart from a guess that it's similar to a Reverse-transcriptase inhibitor and that is pretty scary because the lab should be able to pin it down better than that and would if they had seen anything sufficiently similar. And they must have but haven't which is flat out impossible. And you can't make this kind of thing for a virus that doesn't exist, which is what it more-or-less resembles.”


“It inhibits a virus but we don't know what virus.”


“It clearly does and we don't know squat. The paper the note was written on doesn't match anything on record and that's not possible either.”


“We have everything on record.” Joe stated it like the fact it was.


“And the cool pack and syringes look like known makes but aren't marked.”


“No manufacturing mark or batch numbers, I got that.”


“Same with the jiffy bag. Ink isn't anything we've seen before. Stamps look identical to regular stamps except under the microscope. Fakes.”


Joe tipped back his head and looked at the ceiling. “So, what are we dealing with?”


Marty leaned forward and picked up the report. “No idea. A foreign power with the resources to do this would have no motive to tip us off like this. That leaves a wealthy individual, but no matter how much money you have you can't make these things happen without involving other people. Lots of other people. And someone would have wondered why he was manufacturing clone paper, ink, syringes, cool packs, and jiffy bags without manufacturers marks. Not to mention stamps. And the drug itself, whatever it might exactly be.”


Joe lowered his gaze. “You did a search.”


Marty nodded. “Not so much as a hint of a related tip-off so far, but it'll be ongoing for a while.”


Joe cocked his head to one side and regarded him evenly. “So, do you have any recommendations, Marty? What do we do?”


Marty, who had already partially decided what he was going to do, dropped the report back on the desk and sat back. “That kind of decision is way above my paygrade, Joe.”


Joe reached for the phone. “Mine too.”


 


Search results: About 1,012 results (0.23 seconds).


Marty frowned at the search page and let his attention drift from entry to entry. There were more than he had expected. He'd first tried the apparent name without quotation marks with the fairly predictable result of some billions of hits, then cursed himself for an idiot and added the quotes expecting nothing at all.


“Well, that's scary,” he muttered to himself. He was at home and alone and duplicating work that he knew others were doing elsewhere, probably better and faster than he was. He had already determined to his own satisfaction that Rhamno was probably an abbreviation of Rhamnousia, which would make sense if Nem was an abbreviation of Nemesis, both being names of the Greek  spirit of divine retribution against those who succumb to hubris, the sin of pride.


He continued to skim search results, not opening any of them until he caught a phrase that chilled his skin. “Those whom the gods would destroy, they first make mad,” he murmured aloud.


Opening a new tab he got another google session going and began to type in that phrase. Half way through another suggestion caught his eye; those whom the gods would destroy, they first make proud.


“So you plan to mete out justice untempered by mercy,” Marty whispered, but for the first time he was seriously frightened. It was a cold visceral thing that had been growing in his gut as his subconscious worked on the consequences of a virus that made people mentally unstable spreading across the country. Sudden images would leap to mind, based on his experiences of crazy people, which experiences all tended to be violent.


He skipped back to the Rhamno Nem search and began to read them. Too many were variations on the same theme. Some nut sent me these syringes; what do you think of that?


“I think you better stick one in your arm, my friend,” Marty commented after a while, then got up and suited action to words while he tried to figure out a rational next move. The next irrational move involved a fast trip by car.


 


Samantha looked as good as ever. She was tall, narrow waist, dark and fit and healthy and strong. He always found her comfortingly competent and rational. She also looked at Marty with a raised eyebrow and a deliberate gesture that indicated the interior of her apartment but in no way implied an invitation. “You didn't call?”


Marty held up his own cool box. “I brought a gift.”


Sam laughed gently and stepped back. “Better be a good year, Mart, because it's not that I'm not glad to see you but rather that, you know, I like to be asked.”


Marty stepped close, kissed her briefly and stepped into the not quite obsessively neat living area. He headed for the kitchen. The mere mention of wine had made him thirsty for a beer. He knew Sam would have some and wouldn't mind sharing. He didn't know if Sam would believe him, or trust him enough to stick a needle in her arm, but he'd brought the syringe anyway. He put the cool box on the counter, opened the fridge and took out a beer.


“Not Chardonnay,” Samantha commented as she came into the kitchen behind him, “and that was a pretty perfunctory kiss, Marty, so I'm guessing this is serious. What's going on?”


Now that it came to it, he didn't quite know what to say. He'd planned it, but in the moment none of the planning sounded right. He cracked the can and took a sip before passing it over, knowing Sam would accept and drink, which she did.


“You trust me.” Marty didn't even put a hint of question in it.


“Pretty much completely,” Sam passed the beer back. “So what's going on and why do you feel you need to establish trust before you tell me?”


Marty gave him the short version.


“You're crazy.”


Marty winced. “Not me, Sam.” He opened the fridge and got out more beer. “The lab report tells us that what's in here,” he tapped the can against the cool box, “is an inhibitor for a virus that isn't close to being like one we know about, something not even naturally organic. The truly crazy guy sent me twelve syringes, like I said, and I kept two – one for me and one for you – and my best guess is that sometime soon we will start hearing reports of outbreaks of crazy people here and there and then, probably, pretty much everywhere.”


“That depends on a lot of factors,” Samantha opened the fridge and took out a beer of her own as she thought it through. “Not my area, but there are degrees of contagion.” She eyed the cool box as she sipped at her beer. “Could spread slow, or fast, and if it kills and how fast it kills will also be a factor, won't it?”


“Even if it doesn't kill, there will be fatalities if it does what Rhamno Nem hints at. Crazy people don't make rational decisions. Civilization can't survive that.”


“Hmmm.”


Marty watched her think and didn't say anything, just sipped his beer and waited.


“Not doubting your word or anything,” Sam slid out of the kitchen and headed for the desk that held her computer, “but I'm going to just do a search on that name.”


“No problem. There'll be more hits by now, I'd guess.”


“Is it Ramno or Rhamno?” She indicated spelling options by pronunciation.


Marty told her as he followed her to the computer.


“Why me?”


The question shouldn't have taken Marty by surprise but it did. “Why you what?”


“Don't be obtuse. One for you and one for me. Why me?”


Marty watched the screen as he computer came live and booted up. “You're the smartest person I know, and the most competent. I already trust that you care about me.” He met Sam's considering gaze and told her the truth. “If this is going to get as bad as I think it might, then I want you alive and sane and on my side.” His phone rang and he reached for it.


“How bad do you think it might get?”


The screen showed Joe was on the other end of the line. His boss calling him in the night wasn't ever going to be good news. He answered and put the phone to his ear. “Marty Taylor.”


“Where are you?” Joe sounded harassed and peremptory.


It didn't take a second for the implication to occur “You're at my home?”


“Why else would I be asking where you are?”


“What's going on?”


If there was a pause before Joe answered it was so slight that Marty couldn't be sure. “Everybody involved in this has been called in to Washington. All personnel and all materials. No exceptions. Now, how close to the airport are you?”


“An hour,” Marty lied. “I'll meet you there.”


“An hour it is. One minute after an hour and there will be consequences, Marty. You understand me?”


“I understand.”


Joe disconnected and Marty turned his phone off.


“What?” Sam watched him. “And why did you turn your phone off?”


“I think it might get pretty bad, Sam.” He nodded to the screen. “If they went to my home first then they didn't track me with this yet,” he waved the phone. “I suspect they may guess I held back a syringe or two.”


He could see Nelson figuring it out. “And you don't want them to guess which of your associates might have been given the vaccine.”


“Exactly. Something has happened. They are taking this seriously. Moving fast. The one thing the government will want is control of all vaccines and all vaccinated people. All the sane people.”


Samantha leaned back and blew out her cheeks before letting the breath out in a solid blast. “Instant totalitarian state.”


“But secret,” Marty raised a finger and wagged it. “Oh so very secret to begin with.” He nodded to the screen. “Let's take a look and see what's been going on.”


 


About 1,692 results (O.35 seconds)


“We need a plan,” Marty prompted.


Sam had been in front of the screen for twenty minutes solid and hadn't said a word. Marty had pulled up a chair and read over her shoulder as she poured through the forums and message boards. She had taken notes of contact details where she could find them.


“We need to know more before we make a plan,” she told him. “You should go.”


Marty didn't say anything as his heart sunk into his gut slowly.


It was a moment before she caught the silence and looked. “Damn. That's not what I meant. Listen...”


“You want me to go?”


“Listen!” Sam leaned close. “Nothing bad has happened yet. The FBI and other agencies will be doing what I am but faster and with more people and resources. If the whole thing comes apart at the seams then you will have a far better chance of knowing who's slipped through their fingers and where they might be.” He gestured to the screen. “I'll do what I can but even if they have to run through everyone you know they will get here soon enough.”


Marty nodded. “So you can't stay here if we're assuming the worst case scenario.”


“And if we're not planning for that then why did you bring me the vaccine?”


Marty nodded again. “I'll grab a disposable phone and blip you once so you get the number. You can get one of your own and phone me back as soon as I do that and we'll plan from there.”


He watched Sam think it through. “Marty?”


“What?”


“I was just wondering, are we being irrationally paranoid? Are we crazy?”


Marty winced, then thought about it. “I don't know. Ask me tomorrow at noon.”


“If I'm crazy, I might not remember to.”


“Best not think about it.”


He left Samantha at the computer and headed for his car. As he drove through the night he wondered if he was crazy or not. After a while he decided there was no way to tell. He gave it up and turned on his phone. He'd missed no incoming calls. No one knew he'd turned it off. There would be no questions.


 


“How many did you keep?”


The question came out of left field as Joe and Special Agents Cuthard and Mills escorted him through the airport. It felt like an escort; one slightly ahead of him, Joe at his side, and Mills slightly behind. Marty made a knee jerk decision not to lie. “How did you know?”


“It's a pattern that's already emerging. You're not unique. Most of those who received packages kept at least one for personal use; that's easy to test for and we will confirm as soon as we board. So how many?”


Marty thought fast. Others had received the package, the message, the vaccine. A pattern was already emerging. Some took the antidote and split, maybe. Others just held back some, as he had. Stay honest, he decided. “I didn't think one would be missed,” he shrugged. “There's no sense lying about it. I figured it the same way I guess the others did; if this turned out not to be a hoax then I might not be a high enough priority to be given the vaccine, so I'd better take the choice into my own hands. Just in case. How big a problem is this?”


“For you?” Joe glanced his way, then back at Mills. “That's to be determined. You came in and that'll stand in your favour. You've a good record before this, and that'll count to.”


Marty got the distinct feeling he was no longer the one being addressed. He decided to help himself out by sounding like the idea had never even occurred to him. “You mean some deserted?”


Cuthard adjusted his pace so that he walked at Marty's side as he spoke. “There are a number of operatives who appear to be acting outside the authority of their respective agencies,” he spoke with a deal of care. “There are a number of agencies involved at this time and we are somewhat dubious as to how well details are being reported, but enough is filtering through outside normal channels to confirm a deal of confusion.”


Inter-agency rivalries were no exactly a new area for Marty. It was a fact of life. So were inter-agency friendships and favour trading.


“Jesus,” Marty swore, “already?”


“Already,” Cuthard confirmed. “So here are the realities of the situation. We're consolidating everyone who has been inoculated into one task force to combat what we now know the be a very real biological threat. That will include you as soon as we confirm the presence of the antidote in your bloodstream. That aside from the fact that those who are the objects of Rhamno Nem's interest are of especial interest to us.”


Marty felt his lips compress into a thin line. I wasn't being paranoid, he though. What I wasn't being was paranoid enough. “I see,” he said, as he realised his freedom of movement was about to be restricted in case Rhamno Nem contacted him again. “You'd better wiretap my phone in case of calls.”


Cuthard glanced his way. “I'm glad you understand, Agent Tylor. And glad to see some indication that you will be cooperating. We already tapped your phone.”


They walked for a few paces in silence while Marty absorbed that. “Why are you now sure that this is a real biological threat?”


“There have been a smattering of reports from several European countries of small isolated communities breaking down as the entire population develop rapid and severe psychoses. Acquired Mental Disorder Syndrome presents rapidly through a population and appears to be 100% contagious for all practical purposes. Our intelligence is that the severity and type of mental disorder varies from individual to individual, but no community can function with half or more of it's members needing restraint and supervision. All these communities literally tore themselves apart in a day; emergency services were overstretched in hours and fell apart regardless of the support rate from outside the immediate community. By the time the virulence of what they were facing became clear there were secondary infections and quarantine was likely to have been impossible to be successfully implemented.”


Marty was hardly paying any attention to the route they took through the airport. His mind was in overdrive. “Anyone who went to help caught it and went crazy,” he interpreted. “And there will be outbreaks that we know nothing of yet. God help us if it gets on a plane at an international airport.”


Joe shot him a hard look. “What the hell have you been doing all evening?”


Marty was surprised at Joe's vehemence. “Doing net searches and trying to get my head around all this, why?”


“If you had been following the news,” Joe preceded him onto the plane, talking over his shoulder, “you'd know that all commercial flights have been grounded and all passengers quarantined. And that probably not done fast enough. We have reports of what might be outbreaks on American soil.”


Marty hesitated at the top of the steps and reviewed his passage through the airport, amazed that he hadn't noticed the difference. A little more tense than usual. The TSA a little more anxious and authoritative. The herded people a little more nervous, sensing something amiss but not yet fully aware of what.


“Damn,” he muttered under his breath. “This is going to get ugly.”


 


The first thing he noticed was the stream of buses heading the opposite direction as they drove into Quantico; the second thing he noticed was the number of Marines in evidence; the third, and last, was the complete lack of gunfire. There should be someone on the range, but nobody was practising today. That's when Marty suddenly found that he had to struggle to control his breathing. He could smell it in the confines of the car; he could smell the fear. Everything was changing and it was changing fast.


He closed his eyes when the roadblock came into view. He wanted to puke. Marines and SWAT manned the checkpoint. And if Marty were in any momentary doubt that they meant business he would probably be persuaded otherwise by the tanks.


As their car drew up and the driver stuck his head out the open window Marty checked out the Marines and saw they were also wearing red id badges in the same style as their driver. No one had commented on that and he'd decided to let it pass until someone did.


“Cuthard, Mills, Hantly and Taylor,” the driver gave out names and a Marine checked them on a clipboard.


The Marine looked calm, almost indifferent as he sorted through a box and came out with ID cards that he checked individually, looking intently at Marty and back at the card for longer than Marty thought could possibly be necessary.


“New Creds?” Marty was making the exchange even as he questioned it. He only wanted confirmation of what he already guessed.


“For the vaccinated,” the driver said it like it was common knowledge. “Nobody else gets in, period.”


Marty couldn't think of anything to say as the guards completed their work and eventually raised the barrier for them. As their car pulled away he thought of something he wanted to know. “How many vaccinated?”


“That's need-to-know.”


He looked out the window and watched the pleasant woodlands roll past his senses. “Welcome home,” he muttered to himself.


 


It looked like a normal day as he drive with his new team through DC, heading for the airport and their new assignment.


“Schizoaffective Disorder?”


Marty groaned. “Goddamit, Mills, shut the fuck up before our heads explode.”


Marty could feel the other four agents in the Chevrolet Suburban were with him in spirit but no one added their own protest.


“Bearing in mind that I'm sitting behind you and I'm as armed, irritated and tired as you are, Taylor, you might want to reconsider your phrasing.”


Marty rubbed his eyes. He knew he needed sleep. Everyone needed sleep. “If we're that tired we are going to make mistakes, have hallucinations, go catatonic or suffer grossly delusional alogia and stuffed elephants, maybe get disorganised in the speech.”


Only Mathews laughed, and that only a swiftly stifled snort.


“We should vaccinate some shrinks,” Anderson complained.


“Tell it to the Director when you see him.”


“Or his wife and family,” Chantry chipped in, wryly. “Maybe they could persuade him with rational arguments.”


“Can it,” Ellis snapped. Rumours about who was getting the vaccine were rife. Not all rumoured candidates were approved of.


They did and Marty went back to staring out the window as they passed Don Pablo's on Jefferson State and closed in on Reagan National. It was an ordinary day; mild traffic, low buildings and plenty of greenery, just as he remembered it. Maybe it was his imagination that traffic was lighter than normal. Pretty much no one else was heading for the airport but them. They were going to make value judgements about peoples sanity after just a few hours of crammed training. They weren't going into the airport itself, but to those trapped in the hastily raised cordon around the airport. All those in quarantine at the airport were known to be infected. It was too late for them. AMDS was now known to be 100% infectious, though the incubation period still hadn't been nailed down yet.


Quarantine and containment, Marty chanted the words like a mantra. But deep inside he knew it was a futile effort. Ronald Reagan was a National airport. They were already calling Quantico the Quantico Enclave and having enclaves was just an admission that containment of the crazy wouldn't work.


They crossed the bridge and Marty noticed that the traffic was even lighter here. There were a few six and eight floor buildings and then a gap where Crystal Drive would take them roughly the right direction but not exactly where they needed to go. Viable routes were changing. They could have gotten onto George Washington just an hour earlier but the bridges had been taken down and the road destroyed at the entrance to Gravelly Park. His ears tuned into a distant siren and he opened his mouth to say anything he could think of, anything to distract himself from the fear. “The best way is to just follow for airport.”


“I know the way,” Hill reminded him.


“The bridge over the Parkway will be down but we can just go the wrong way down the access road,” Marty couldn't help himself. The siren was just a siren, he tried to fix the thought in his mind. There were sirens every day in Washington. This was nothing special.


“O'Malley's will be open,” Marty said as a second siren joined the first. Just a fire truck joining the cops, he thought. No big deal. Fires happen.


“So will the Holiday Inn,” Ellis said, “and both are off our route.”


The airport access road was dead, but that was only to be expected. The Parkway would be similarly devoid of traffic, except a few Hummers on patrol and whatever fixed points the Marines had decided they needed to contain the situation. The road wasn't quite empty. Camera crews were clustered close to the edge of the bridge, their vans scattered haphazardly back from where the bridge had been blown.


Hill cocked his head to listen as they weaved closer to the demolished bridge. “Chainsaws?”


Marty nodded. “Taking down trees to get a clear view.” It made sense and he pointed as Hill slowed to negotiate the right turn down to George Washington Memorial Parkway.


Marty was distracted by a glimpse of a celebrity reporter, caught mid-tantrum as her crew tumbled from their van and fought to get themselves together. Histrionic Disorder, Marty thought, but had no previous knowledge of her behaviour. Maybe the reporter was always like this, he thought. She passed from his view as Hill made the sharp turn to go down the up-ramp.


Mary briefly watched a tank as it took a more simplistic approach to downing trees. As they came onto the Parkway, Marty noticed two things at once. A body on the road lying in a pool of blood and a Hummer closing fast with a .50 CAL M2 pointing their way.


Marty sighed, tried to sound off-hand. “They should know they don't need to worry about people heading toward the airport.”


“Maybe they're crazy,” Hill quipped.


Marty's skin tingled with reaction to the idea. He shuddered. And in the background more sirens wailed.


 


Marty hadn't even gotten out of the car. There was no need. The situation had already changed. They were now on the edge of a quarantine area, the containment was to be pushed back to Jefferson Davies Highway. He was barely aware of the Marine Sargent bringing Ellis up to speed. Hill was on his cell, talking to SAC back at Quantico, looking for confirmation. Marty had his window open, elbow resting on the sill and hand on chin as he thought it through. “We might as well go and get some sleep,” he muttered.


“What was that?”


Marty didn't bother to look round but he answered Chantry anyway. “How many people between here and the highway?” Thousands, for sure. There was no hurry. Not now the containment area had been enlarged.


“Shit,” Chantry sounded disgusted but didn't clarify his position.


“Maybe she's not crazy.” Mathews mused.


Marty barely turned his head enough to glance out the open window to where Mathews stood, his eyes fixed on the parking lot that was just visible through the scattered trees and shrubs that ran along the side of the parkway. “Perfect time to strip and dance on top of a car,” Marty agreed, ironically.


Mathews shrugged. “Yesterday we would have just called her an exhibitionist. Or assumed she was high on something, or protesting.”


Marty could see the Metrorail beyond and above the dancing girl and over the parking lot. There was someone up there, looking down. He didn't seem to be doing anything crazy but what was he doing up there in the first place? Was he walking back from where the bridge that used to span the river had been brought down? Or had he been heading that way and been distracted by the view? The man settled the matter by heaving himself over the side and falling out of sight.


Marty winced. “Yesterday she would have been an anomaly.”


“Did you see that?” Mathews asked.


“Like I said,” Marty said. “Yesterday she would have been an anomaly.”


He turned his head sharply as a series of explosions rippled through the air. He fixed on the direction and figured it out quickly. “That'll be the 14th street and Williams Memorial bridges coming down.”


Hill was looking the same way, cell phone forgotten in his lap. “There'll be a grand view of that from the Pentagon.”


“If there's anyone still there,” Marty said.


The silence stretched and Marty felt it all sink in one notch further. How many in the Pentagon had vaccines? If none, what the heck would they be doing right now if this spread that fast?


He reached over and took the cell from Hill, shushing him when he started to fuss. He hit re-dial. “Yes, Hill, I do have a phone of my own but this is faster and speed might matter.”


Hill shrugged and Marty leaned past him with the cell to his ear. He caught Ellis' attention and waved him over as Cuthard came on the line. Marty didn't waste time. “How connected are we to the Pentagon?” Cuthard didn't respond at once and that was answer enough. “There are a whole load of top brass just round the corner from here who almost certainly don't have access to enough vaccine to go round. What are they going to do, Cuthard? Do we know?”


Hill got the idea. He reached and turned the key and got the engine running.


“Is that Taylor?” Cuthard's voice was strained, tense but controlled.


“Yes. Hill's driving. What do we know?”


“Our orders haven't changed,” Cuthard offered. “The President and the Joint Chiefs are still meeting but as of now, our orders remain the same. Quarantine and confinement are the order of the day. You're pulling back to...”


“Jefferson, I know, and US1 which practically overlooks the Pentagon and is apt to make people there a tad nervous don't you think?”


Mathews and Ellis got in the back at just about the same time. “Back to Jefferson,” Ellis instructed, “Unless you have fresh information?”


“What are you suggesting, Taylor? That the President will give the order to bomb the airport to stop this thing from spreading?”


Marty was looking back that Ellis. “No, Sir,” Marty said, tonelessly. “I'm sure the President and his family have been vaccinated.”


“That's enough, Taylor. Put Ellis on.”


He passed the phone. “Cuthard, for you.” He settled back and gestured to Hill. “Back to Jefferson, like the man said.”


Marty knew he might pick up a reprimand but he also knew that it didn't matter worth a damn. What mattered was that he had effectively speeded up their departure. Maybe the decision would never be taken; maybe it would be too late before anyone even proposed it; maybe it would be another day before crazy people were in charge of major ordinance. But just in case a plane was on its way to bomb the hell out of Reagan National, he wanted to be not there now rather than later.


He leaned his arm against the closed window and chewed a nail. By the end of the day there would be chaos everywhere. By the end of the day Washington DC would no longer exist in any meaningful sense. God knew where the President and the Joint Chiefs would be by the end of the day, but he was willing to bet it wouldn't be here. If he were on his own, he wouldn't be here either. “We might as well go get some sleep,” he said.


This time no one answered.


 


Marty sluing the M16 over his shoulder and leaned against the railing at of the bridge. He knew he'd been more exhausted than this but he just couldn't remember when.


Flames from the burning condo crackled and leapt merrily just the other side of the squat trees that did not quite keep the heat from his skin. Most of what Marty could see immediately in front of him was low trees on all sides of a crossroads over Four Mile Run, where he stood with a bunch of Marines and what was left of the group he'd started the day with.


Right here and now, the twilight seemed almost normally tranquil, apart from the noises in the distance. Mad noises that he mostly tuned out, or maybe didn't notice as he was soaked in fatigue toxins, or maybe he was just getting used to. He knew that just around the corner a Mall was being looted. Panicked crazies making more chaos. They had just pulled back from there. Between Mt Vernon Avenue and the airport, the night was filled with worse madness than that.


“Now what?”


He'd gotten so used to asking the question that it took him a moment to realize that this time it was being asked of him. He turned to Chantry and took in the scene behind him; two armored cars blocked the bridge and half a dozen Marines where setting charges to take the bridge down. Futile effort, he thought but didn't bother to say. Chantry looked a mess; face bruised and smudged with soot where they had earlier worked alongside firemen who'd struggled to contain a blaze in Crystal City. Later they'd struggled alongside cops and ambulance services who still fought to bring order to the spreading chaos. There was no containing it, Marty knew. The cops had their own mental disorders to deal with. The firemen and ambulance crews too. Most everyone was crazy.


The only sane thing to do was leave it all to burn out and pick up the pieces later. “Where's Ellis?”


Chantry shook his head. “I lost track of him back there somewhere. He doesn't answer his cell.” He held up his phone as evidence.


Marty nodded. “No sense looking for him; he could be anywhere by now.”


Chantry looked guilty but didn't argue. “So, what now?”


Marty looked around. Heard gunfire in the near distance and further away. He wondered how many military personnel were on the streets. He wondered how many of them were sane. He wondered how many guns there were in Washington. Probably there were more guns than there were people, he thought. He looked at the burning building nearby. He could make out someone closer, watching it. He wondered if the figure had a smile on his face, wondered if he'd become a pyromaniac and set the blaze just to watch it burn. Marty knew that the building would likely burn to the ground before anyone got around to tending it. It was isolated enough to be a low priority. He could still hear sirens; there were still people making those kinds of critical decisions. But fewer of them by the hour.


“So, what now?” Chantry repeated the question.


Marty turned his back on the fire and started walking. “We let it burn,” he said. He didn't mean just the building.


They walked. They'd lost their transport hours since; some maniac had driven into them at seventy or so and totalled the Suburban and totalled Hill at the same time. Their orders had already changed; help the emergency services keep order and do their jobs. They'd been doing that ever since. If they stayed on task they would be doing it forever, or until some crazy killed them.


They walked past the two armored cars and the busy Marines. He saw more than one check out their creds without making a big deal of it. He wore them openly just so that no one who was sane would mistake him for a crazy. He saw one frown at the M16 he carried and recognise the weapon as one of their own, saw the Marine decide not to make an issue of it. He and the Marines were on the same side but their chain of command was no longer coordinated; he'd already gotten used to the fact that they turned up and helped or rolled right by on some schedule of their own. He was very glad to see them when they were there and just accepted that they had to do what they had to do on other occasions. There was no sense talking to them; if they could help they would, otherwise not, and he'd just gotten used to that.


Marty stopped on the far side of the bridge and looked around as he realised Chantry was still with him.


“Chantry,” he asked, “what do you think is happening here?”


He watched Chantry look around them. He hadn't looked demoralized before Marty had asked the question but he did by the time he'd looked and thought it through.


“Do you have any orders concerning me?” Marty asked.


“Sir?”


Marty heard the defeat in Chantry's voice and in his sudden deference. “Okay. We're going to find a car and get out of here.”


“Okay,” Chantry nodded. “Quantico?”


Marty shook his head and started walking. He didn't answer. He didn't need to. Chantry would follow his orders and that was all either of them needed to know.


There were still a few cars outside the strip mall and even a few people in sight. Marty picked out a cafe and headed for it. He was thirsty as hell and he didn't much care if the place was open or not; it would be open enough when he went through the door, which he would do if the door was locked or not. If there was a TV inside, so much the better; he was starved of news of what was going on in the rest of the country and he needed to know before he answered Chantry's question, before he knew what that answer would be. He glanced up and down the strip mall as they closed on the cafe. “Go get a couple of disposable phones and then get a car.”


When Chantry just peeled off to do as he was told, Marty relaxed a fraction more. Chantry had faced the reality of the situation. Chantry didn't belong to the FBI any more; now Chantry belonged to him.


The cafe was open but all but empty as Marty walked through the door. A mature woman stood at the window and looked down the street. She was watching the bridge and the Marines and the fires beyond. He split his attention between her and the TV as he closed on the counter. “Are you serving?”


She raised her voice over the news channel. “Help yourself,” she turned his way briefly before turning back to the view. “You can even leave money of you want.”


He went behind the counter and took a coke, not diet, and cracked it as he settled the small of his back against the rounded mettle of the counter and looked up at the TV. His back ached, and so did his shoulders. He sipped coke as he listened to the talking heads.


The words washed over him.


What do we know, Monica? Well we don't know much. It is probably a virus. One of the side effects is severe psychosis. It appears to be extremely contagious. The virus appears to affect everyone differently, producing a range mental disorders. The virus itself appears to be non-lethal but the effects are devastating and all steps necessary to contain the virus are being taken. Reports are sporadic and confusing but it does seem to be that civil disorder is spreading from most if not all international airports and many national airports across the country.


Let me interrupt you there, Bob. Of course this isn't as bad as it may sound. This isn't an end of the world scenario. Many cities have faced massive unrest and civil disorder in the past and recovered.


True, Monica, and the President has called for calm in his third address to the nation in two days but reports are anything but calming.


Marty switched channels.


Now the way to distinguish such a cool box is that they are completely absent of any makers mark. If you come into possession of a vaccine pack of whatever size, contact the authorities at once. I remind you that not to do so is a Federal offence and is being equated with treason.


Marty flicked through the channels, pausing on each for just a few moments to get a feel for what was being reported and how. Each news channel was taking a similar approach but he wanted to gain as much information as possible in as short a time as he could. It didn't take long for him to get the gist of it from specific reports and talking heads and the ticker-tape that flowed along the bottom of the screens. If there was this much chaos with just a fraction of the population effected then there was going to be nothing short of total collapse in just a few days as the crazy bug spread to infect the majority.


The rest of the world, where mentioned at all, seemed just as bad or worse.


He turned the TV off and turned to the woman as he finished the coke. “You should get the hell out of here,” he told her.


“Leave it on,” she gestured to the TV.


He grabbed another coke and shook his head. “I don't want to hear any more.”


He watched her take in the M16 and check over his creds. “I thought FBI  identification cards were blue.”


“Not any more. You should definitely get the hell out of here.”


She turned her back on him and looked out the window, arms folded, watching the world go to hell and pretending it wasn't.


Chantry drew up in a Dodge saloon and climbed out. Marty waved him back into the car. He took some cash out of his wallet and dropped it on the counter, then grabbed a six pack and headed for the door. “I left some money, but it won't do you any good if you stay here.”


She gave a snort of laughter. “Will it do me any good anywhere else?”


“Good question,” he opened the door and stepped through it, leaving her to her fate, whatever it might be. Maybe she was crazy already. He couldn't save her. Right now he couldn't save anyone. Maybe not even himself. He shifted the M16 so that he could bring it into play.


He moved faster as Chantry lifted his phone to see who was calling. “Don't answer it!”


Chantry heard him and looked up. Marty watched Chantry's expression through the windshield as he closed on the car. He watched Chantry take in the way Marty held the M16 and saw him make a decision. When Chantry put the phone on the dash, Marty negotiated the door and handed in the cans. As soon as Chantry's hands were full he knelt on the shotgun seat, barrel pointed down in the spacious foot-well but still ready. He picked up Chantry's phone and looking at the caller ID of the ringing phone. He relaxed slightly when he saw it was Cuthard; it meant two things; that Cuthard hadn't already spoken to Chantry and that the resources of the Bureau were so stretched that Cuthard had no one to delegate to and he could only make one call at a time. He hit the reject button, which Cuthard could interpret several ways, and then turned to Chantry to see how he interpreted it.


Chantry had been waiting for his attention. “What's going on?”


“It's pretty much the end of the world, Chantry. Every man for himself.” He tossed Chantry's phone onto the back seat.


“So, where are we going?”


“I don't know yet,” he said as he slid into the passenger seat.


Chantry had pulled a coke free of the pack on instinct. Now he popped it and took a sip before taking a deeper pull on the cold drink.


 


Samantha answered on the first ring and just started talking. “The son of a bitch emailed me. Can you believe it? I don't know what we are dealing with here but he knows his computers. He knew what I had been doing, I could tell from the info he dumped on me. Have you been watching all of this?”


“I've seen enough.” Marty said. “We're fucked. Game over.”


“Yeah, this is what they call an outside context problem. Every country is affected. The crazy is spreading like wildfire. No one organization, no government has the ability to do all that's being done to us. It's something outside. Okay, put that aside. The email. Nem knows what we are doing and he's helping. All sorts of info, lots of what I needed. And drops for where to find the vaccine, and guess where they are?”


“Just tell.”


“All over. Everywhere we need to go, for what we need. Close to people with the skills we need. I picked up six boxes already. For some of the people I have with me now it was too late - the vaccine only works before infection - but we're keeping them anyway; they may be crazy but the know how stuff works and we can still use them, maybe. We dropped by a mental health clinic and picked up supplies of drugs, and a doc who knows how to use them and for what; while they last, at least. We're spread out but in touch, looting like crazy as we move. There's issues with that but no much from the law; there's so much chaos anyway that we can drop in and grab and go without too much problem. Crazies are bad news, but a few firefights have left us on top where me need to be.”


“Okay, where are you going?”


“Parker or Davis dam. I figure a nuclear power station needs too many specialist people, and coal and oil needs supplies. A dam is perfect, but Hoover is too big and too near Nellis Air Force base. It'll be Enclave controlled for sure, or military, not good for us. He others are smaller dams, near farms, small towns, more isolated and likely to be ignored until it's too late for them to try for it anyway. It has generators and machine shops and such. It'll do for us.”


Marty had heard everything but his mind was hung up on only one thing. “Outside context problem.” He used the same phrase she had, recognising from a novel he knew they had both read. “By something outside, do you mean aliens?” Are you crazy?


“Wars over. They won. Way over our level. No contest. They're just doing what they want for whatever reasons they want to do it. No ships over cities or any of that jazz, no warnings, no chance. Just bang. It's done. Maybe one day they'll tell us why, or we will figure it out, but for now it doesn't matter. The name of the game is survival, nothing more, dancing with Darwin, survival of the fittest, keeping the species alive against all comers, you get me?”


“Yeah.” It was crazy. “I'm out now. Do I stay out?”


“Damn straight. It's all screwed, no sense you being on the inside. I'll text you a list of places and people, I'll keep it short and on route, all prepared, I'm passing them out as people contact me. Some already got vaccine in the post. Proves I'm picking the right people, I guess. You just get these things done and get to Parker or Davis, okay?”


“Deal. See you.”


“Soon, I hope. Good luck.”


 


One Hundred and Fifty Two Years Later


 


Marty woke abruptly to pain that throbbed bone deep in arm, leg and left side. His eyes snapped open, fully alert to his surroundings even as he struggled to define the time and place he found himself in. The darkened room, lit by flickering candles and feint glow from the fire burned low, became familiar in moments. The young man, no more than a boy, sat slumped in the padded chair between him and the open fire. He'd lived here a long time and knew the place. He knew where he was, but why he woke to pain took a few moments to remember. Then it came to him. The damn Sasquatch.


He catalogued his hurts, assessing each and rendering judgement. Broken arm, set and healing. Ribs, bruised and cracked maybe, but nothing broken. Wrenched knee that would take as long to heal as the arm and meant he'd be doing nothing useful for a month or more.


“Damn Sasquatch,” he griped.


The boy turned in the chair at the sound of his voice and then made to stand. “You fell asleep,” the boy explained, needlessly. “Do you need anything, Grandpa?”


He was propped up by pillows and didn't need to move much to drink. “Water wouldn't hurt.”


The boy poured a cup and held it for him while Marty shifted his weight and eased himself slightly higher up in the bed for comfort. Then took the glass and drank. As he drank he began to remember what he was had been talking before he had fallen asleep, and why. When he passed the glass back he made the point again.


“You know we only call them Sasquatch, don't you, boy? It's important to remember. Zombies, Werewolves, Vampires, all the rest. They aren't monsters. They are aliens. Other species from other worlds brought here by Nem.”


The boy looked sceptical. “I know, Grandpa.”


Marty resisted the urge to sigh. He'd have to talk some more, tell the story all the way through, talk about all the people he'd met and all they had told him. Bit by bit, brick by brick, he would have to build a house of the truth in this boys mind, otherwise lies and myth and legends would fill his head up until there was no room for truth or any place for a fact to find a home.


Marty picked up the story where he had left off, such a very long time ago. He had no idea why he had lived so long. The vaccine probably had something to do with it. But beyond that? The bigger reason? Nem's reasons? Who knew? Maybe Nem was crazy.


As he began to speak, to tell this great grandson the story of the fall, Marty watched the boy settle back in the chair, prepared to listen but not much interested. The world was the way it was, and for the young it had always been that way. That's what it is to be young, Marty reminded himself. Yesterday doesn't exist. The past is unreal, it is not even a dream, it is nothing at all. The world began for his great grandson with the boy's own first memories and all that came before was just stories.


“Go open the shutters, lad.”


His great grandson was a gift, he knew. Before the fall he had lost a family, and it had taken the fall to push him to start a new one. He and Samantha had succeeded at that, at least. He took some comfort in that.


The boy crossed the room and did as he was asked. There was glass in the windows; not glass from before the fall but made with the skills and knowledge that he and Samantha had saved. A simple process, really, but with so many small steps needing to be in place before it was possible that it was a nightmare of complexity in reality. They made some glass, but not as good and not as much as once had been normal. Mass production was a thing of the past. He remembered reading once that a single skyscraper contained as much glass as had been made during the whole of the domination of the Roman Empire. Now skyscrapers were as much a thing of the past as Ancient Rome.


Beyond the glass, the moon hung in a clear winter sky.


“We went to the moon once,” he began, already knowing it was futile. This boy lived in a feudal world, a mediaeval world of duty and honor and war and monsters. A fantasy world, made by the combined beliefs of a generation of the crazy. The boy was sane, though. All the young were sane, not just the children of the vaccinated. Yet the world of reason, of science and technology, the world of safety and comfort they had once built... that world was the fantasy now. If they were to get it back, then the glass was important, and so were the moon landings. All the stories were important. But first he must establish the reality of what had once been real, and the reality of the fall. His great grandson had to know how they had lost it all before Marty talked about how they could get it all back.


He did sigh then, as he thought about the very few who had gone to the moon and returned. The magnificent achievement made pointless in the end. They had barely tinkered with space travel, going nowhere near far enough or fast enough. It could have been different, but it had not been, and it didn't matter now.


He eyed the boy for a moment, judged his mood. Well, he thought, I'd better talk about something he cares about or he'll never listen to the rest. He caught the boy looking at the sword where it hung on the wall over the fire, and knew what story he would have to tell to get the boy back in a listening frame of mind. The recent war, on at cost, was the kind of battle the boy understood.


At least he had something to talk about, Marty thought as he began. At least he had something to share.


“Almost a hundred strong, we marched up to join with the armies of Vegas and Hoover when we heard word that Sasquatch horde had migrated out of the north, pillaging and looting as they came...”


All rapt attention, the boy settled back to listen to a story that mattered.


 


END
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