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Part I
Unraveling

In the middle of the journey of our life I came to myself within a dark wood where the straight way was lost.

-Dante, The Divine Comedy


CHAPTER ONE

Miles Chadwick sat in a corner booth of Keens Steakhouse on West 36th Street in Manhattan, waiting for the apocalypse to begin.

A medium-rare filet mignon, accompanied by a side of fresh asparagus, sat in front of him, prepared to fulfill its destiny as his dinner. Chadwick stared absently at the food as if he wasn’t quite sure what to do with it. He poked at the plump, crisp stalks of asparagus with his fork, their presentation on his plate reminding him of the gruesome black-and-white Holocaust photographs he’d seen as a schoolboy growing up in Carbondale, Illinois, of bodies stacked together like so much cordwood. That this was the memory flickering in his mind was ironic, given the course his life had taken, given the final answer to his own personal game of What Do You Want to be When You Grow Up?

As he sat there, considering this great irony, the smokiness of the charred meat began tickling his nose, which made him think of something even more horrific than the photographs, and it made his stomach flip a little. Because when you got right down to it, the thing he was now a party to was no different than the things he’d seen in those photographs. Had he really thought he was somehow better than that because he wasn’t discriminating against this group or that one?

He took a deep breath and looked back at his filet. Maybe looking at it was nauseating him more than eating it would, and besides, he hadn’t eaten anything all day, and so he ate every bite, chewing his meat slowly and thoroughly, just in case it might be his karmic comeuppance to choke to death on the day his plan was set into motion.

After cleaning his plate, even taking the time to wipe up the steak’s juices with a crusty pumpernickel roll, he sipped his Dalwhinnie – four fingers’ worth, because if there had ever been a time for scotch and a lot of it, it was now – and looked out across the wood-paneled dining room, which was packed to the gills tonight.

He first held his gaze on a group of young men in their mid-twenties at a table near the center of the main dining room, laughing like drunken hyenas. There was a wave of energy emanating from the table, a vibe that every one of these men would be getting a lap dance sometime in the next two hours. They were well-dressed and loud, commodities traders or investment bankers, managing the latter-day ritual of simultaneously yelling at one another and checking their smartphones. Empty beer and wine bottles littered the table like fallen soldiers on the pitch of battle, and reinforcements were on the way. If there was one thing Chadwick had learned about fine dining, it was that the amount of money a group spent on food and booze was directly proportional to the amount of noise it was allowed to make at dinner.

At the next table, two elderly couples, dressed for the theater. He couldn’t quite make out what they were saying, but he would have bet all the money in his wallet that they were talking about tough times, how things used to be back during the Depression, discussions he hated listening to. Just hearing old people talk made his stomach muscles clench, what with their faux surprise at how fast everything was changing and how they never had anything to eat growing up other than soup rendered from the sweat of their shirts. He wondered what they would have thought about the truly hard times ahead, if any of them were fortunate enough (or unlucky enough, depending on your perspective) to survive. Probably won’t be able to impress the young’uns with tales of the Depression and your black-and-white televisions, you old farts.

A third table, a booth just catty corner to him, was the hardest to look at. A man in his early forties, eating with his twin teenage sons. The man wore no wedding band, maybe Dad’s weekend with the boys while his ex-wife got on with her life as a single mom. On the one hand, he pegged the father for a douchebag, dropping three hundred bucks on dinner when the boys would’ve been happy with a twelve-dollar bucket of chicken; on the other, the boys looked like they were having a ball, each of them chowing on porterhouses almost as big as they were. Difficult as it was, Chadwick made himself watch the boys eat their steaks, to make sure he didn’t forget what they’d spent so many years working for.

Chadwick wondered if any of them would still be alive a month from now. Unlikely. Very unlikely. But he just didn’t know what was going to happen. They had planned and planned and worked and worked, and there was no way to know how things would play out until they just went ahead and did it. There were about a hundred people in the restaurant that night. At least one of them would be naturally immune to the virus. Possibly two, but probably just one. He found himself hoping it would be one of the boys. He watched them dip their steak fries in ranch dressing and drink their cherry Cokes, and he watched their dad let them steal a nip from his tall glass of beer, painfully aware the trio would almost certainly be dead by Labor Day, four weeks from now.

Another wave of nausea washed over him, and he shut his eyes tight, trying to will away the queasiness. He’d known this was coming, and why in God’s name he had just eaten a nine-ounce filet was beyond his powers of comprehension. Probably no one in human history had ever felt as much stress as what Miles Chadwick was feeling at this very moment. He gagged, fearful he had confused stomach-liquefying panic with hunger.

His phone began chirping, which just added fuel to his already overheated heart. One of the elderly foursome threw a nasty look in his direction, clearly unhappy with the technological intrusion. He resisted the nearly overpowering urge to flip her the bird, reminding himself that older folks still had a problem with the wireless phones in public, and besides, she’d be dead by the end of the week, so who cared what she thought?

The phone was a dinosaur, prepaid, purchased with cash at a 7-Eleven, for one use, for this moment only. At the other end of the line was another prepaid wireless phone, also purchased for this one historic telephone call. He struggled to grip the phone, which refused to find purchase in his sweat-slicked hand.

“Yes?” he answered, his voice catching.

Jesus, Chadwick, man up.

He cleared his throat. Then, more forcefully: “Yes?”

He could feel his heart pounding in his ears while he waited for a response.

“It’s done.”

“You’re sure?” Chadwick asked.

“As sure as we’re going to be right now. All canisters were deployed without issue or interference.”

Reflexively, he touched his left bicep, the site of the vaccine administration one year ago. He would’ve bet anything that the caller had just done the same thing. Now they’d see if things unfolded as they predicted. Following exposure, an asymptomatic but contagious incubation period of about eight to twelve hours, which would facilitate the spread of the virus, and then another twelve to twenty-four hours for the disease to run its course. The key was the virus’ design, Chadwick’s engineering, its remarkable communicability and lethality.

“And there were no problems?”

“No problems,” the man said. “All operatives reported in on schedule with the appropriate code word. Everything went according to plan. Fucking unbelievable, eh?”

Along with the very special vaccine to the soon-to-be-famous virus, relief coursed through Miles Chadwick’s veins. But it wasn’t just relief; riding shotgun was a sudden horror at what he had wrought. Part of him, and not a small one, wished he could undo what he had done, wished he had never created the PB-815 virus, impressionable and easily manipulated, like an insecure teenage girl, which he had brainwashed into becoming a ruthless serial killer. It was too much, too extreme, too fucking crazy. He felt cold; a shiver rippled through him.

“You still there?” the caller asked.

“Yes. Sorry.”

He was biting his lip so hard that he had drawn blood. The taste of iron filled his mouth like he’d been chewing on a penny. He dabbed his lower lip with a napkin; he looked down at it, noticing that the tiny red spot left behind had taken the shape of a scythe. This he wrote off to his mind playing tricks on him. Still, he didn’t want to keep looking at it, the non-symbolic symbol, so he quickly stuffed the napkin into his coat pocket. Scotch, he thought. The scotch would settle him down. He demolished the rest of his drink in one fell swoop.

“Now we wait, right?” the caller said.

“Now we wait,” Chadwick confirmed. We wait, Chadwick thought, until nothing happens, or people start dying like flies. One or the other. “We’ll meet at the compound in two weeks.”

“Enjoy the rest of your summer,” the caller said before clicking off the line.

That brought the faintest of smiles to Chadwick’s lips, and he immediately felt bad about it because it was disrespectful, making jokes at the expense of the human race.

Chadwick ordered a second scotch and glanced at the boys, each now laying waste to a slice of chocolate pie. Then he turned his attention to the front door, positive that any minute now, a hundred federal agents would swarm in like locusts and arrest him, giving the restaurant’s other patrons the winning story at their next get-together. They would charge him with about fifty different violations of the federal antiterrorism statute, and he’d have an all-expense paid trip to the execution chamber at the supermax prison in Florence, Colorado. Wasn’t that how it always played out in the movies? The bad guy never got away. Didn’t the hero always crack the case at the last minute, saving everyone at the zero hour?

Every shred of doubt about his intellect or ability that he had ever felt in his life drew up into a tsunami of fear and panic and washed through him like a flash flood hitting a barren gulley. How could he have been so stupid, so arrogant, so foolish? Who was he to think that he could alter the course of human history? He thought about all he was trying to undo, thousands of years of human achievement, from the wheel to the computer, from fried Twinkies to bluegrass music, from Harley-Davidson to the moon landing. His plan was too big, too insane, too impossible.

He took another sip of scotch, a long one. Calm down, he whispered to himself. Calm down. He closed his eyes and counted to twenty. Finally, finally, the alcohol started to work its magic, and he felt warmth at his core, spreading out to his extremities, his face, and at long last, his brain. His mind settled, he thought about the plan again, a decade in the making. Its genesis, its infancy, its rocky adolescence, and finally, tonight’s debut. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the photograph he’d carried for two decades. Ragged on the edges, folded and unfolded so many times that the creases had split. He stared at the picture, and it reminded him why he was doing this, why he’d made it his life’s work to make PB-815 all that it could be.

A basic tenet of virology was that viruses could be extremely lethal or extremely communicable, but not both. Thus, a quick-killing virus, the type that became fodder for movies and books and scaring the bejeezus out of people, normally faced one of two fates: either it burned itself out and disappeared because it killed its host too rapidly, before it had a chance to jump to the next one, or it mutated into a less virulent form to ensure the hosts stayed alive long enough to perpetuate the virus’ continued survival. See, e.g., the common cold, which ran unchecked around the globe, a big, dumb, happy germ that just wanted everyone to like it. The Labrador retriever of the virus world.

Chadwick believed there was a reason that the Ebolas of the world had stayed put, occasionally rearing their heads to remind humanity that they were still here, but never quite making the big crash into the human race. At their core, these super-hot viruses, like Ebola and Marburg, were programmed to stay hot, and so the price they paid for their deadliness was existence on the fringe. They were viral royalty, not interested in infecting millions or billions at the risk of sacrificing their virulence, satisfied, maybe at some unknowable level, at being the very best with a limited body of work.

But then Chadwick had created PB-815 while working for that private, off-the-books laboratory in southern Nebraska, funded by Leon Gruber, the benefactor who had started the project. Without government oversight to worry about, Chadwick’s work progressed quickly. Within two years, he’d developed his masterpiece – a jacked-up virus with the serial-killer drive of Ebola and spliced with the sociability of the commonest of colds. He was fortunate the virus hadn’t claimed him along the way. But their tedious, careful, painstaking work had been completed, not just on the virus, but on the vaccine as well, because without the vaccine, a true marvel, PB-815 was useless, a monster that couldn’t be controlled, a beast that would turn on its handlers.

And now it was ready. If everything went according to plan, it would spread quickly, so quickly that if the virus indeed did mutate a few weeks from now, it wouldn’t matter. Chadwick had made his peace with the fact that there were certain things beyond his control, that no one truly knew how PB-815 would interact with a complex system like the vast tapestry making up the human population. In fact, a very tiny fraction of the population, perhaps less than two percent, would be naturally immune to the virus thanks to a genetic anomaly he’d discovered. Boy, were those folks in for a big surprise.

They had estimated the first wave of infections at about five thousand, five thousand people who would leave tonight’s Yankees game with a very special souvenir, and each of whom would infect a dozen or so people before becoming symptomatic themselves, about eight to twelve hours after exposure. Before the first wave began dying about a day from now, they would have spread the virus to about another 60,000 people. Then their virus would truly go viral, up to five million before health officials even got wind of an outbreak, and then that, as they said, would be all she wrote. And he wasn’t even counting the supercarriers, the ones who would board airplanes and buses and trains and subways and expose hundreds, if not thousands, of people in one fell swoop, and send the virus to the four points of the compass, aboard the transatlantic flights to London and Paris and Johannesburg, the westbound airliners to Tokyo and Sydney and Beijing, on the morning shuttles to Chicago and Washington and Los Angeles and Houston, cutting any effective quarantine attempts off at the legs.

Miles Chadwick held up his tumbler of scotch and silently toasted the noisy dining room, a eulogy for a world that had ended at Yankee Stadium, during the second of a three-game series between the Bombers and the Red Sox, the teams tied for first place with eight weeks to go in the regular season, the baseball universe in its proper order.


CHAPTER TWO

Adam Fisher held the letter in his hands, the words lying flat against the page. Standing alone, each word was just that – a word, meaningless without context, a dictionary entry. But strung together in this way, on this sheet of paper bearing the letterhead of the Virginia Board of Medicine, the words joined together into something accusatory, something lethal, something ruinous. He read it again, skimming over the clutter and procedure of the opening paragraph and focusing on the meat, a single sentence near the bottom of the heavy bond paper the Board used in flexing its muscles when summoning its licensees before it.

Specifically, Adam Fisher, M.D., failed to adequately monitor Patient A, who was 39 weeks pregnant, causing the patient’s death and the loss of the full-term fetus.

Twenty-six words. Twenty-six words that had chewed their way into the fabric of his life like moths set loose in a musty closet. Twenty-seven, if you counted the M.D., the two letters that meant so much to so many people, the two letters that earned him a spot in Richmond Magazine’s list of Most Eligible Bachelors every couple of years, the two letters that had placed him under the jurisdiction of the Board of Medicine since he’d become licensed as a physician sixteen years earlier.

He set the letter down on his blotter and leaned back in his chair. He was in his private office at the Tuckahoe Women’s Center, on the campus of the Henrico Doctors’ Hospital, a few miles west of downtown Richmond, Virginia. It was early, a little after seven, and the office was still quiet. The day promised a full slate of expectant mommies, menopausal grandmothers, teenage girls embarrassed by their mothers hell-bent on getting them on birth control. Adam hadn’t slept since the letter from the Board had arrived in yesterday’s mail. Of course, he’d known it was coming since that awful day the previous November. It was like waiting eight months for a punch in the stomach, a punch you knew was going to drop you and take your breath away, but one that you couldn’t do anything about.

His gaze drifted up to the large corkboard pinned to his wall, every square inch covered with photographs, the faces of countless babies staring back at him, children he’d shepherded into the world. He’d never planned to start the Baby Board, as it was known in the office, but early in his career, following a patient’s difficult but successful delivery, the new mom had sent him a photo of her healthy baby. Not knowing what to do with it, Adam pinned it to the new corkboard, an office accoutrement he hadn’t found a use for yet. A week later, another patient saw the picture during her last office visit before delivery, and she too sent a photograph of her newborn. And it grew from there. Not every patient sent in a picture, but many did, and in sixteen years, the board had filled up, getting more and more crowded until it looked like a giant group shot of a baby rave.

Adam started each day with a quick look at his body of work, at the chubby babies, the skinny ones, preemies, late arrivals, the Down Syndrome babies, the healthy babies, black babies, white babies, Asian babies, Latino babies. The oldest, the very first picture on the bulletin board, was in high school now; the newest photo was of a little boy born about three weeks ago. Two of the babies on the wall had since died, one of leukemia at the age of nine, the other in a car accident before her first birthday. Neither mother was his patient anymore; Adam didn’t know if it was appropriate to keep those photos up, but he couldn’t bear to take them down, and so there they remained. He thought about Patient A again, who’d said at her last appointment that she couldn’t wait to send in her picture for the board.

At 7:45, he changed into a spare pair of khakis and button-down oxford he kept at the office and eyed the worn couch in the corner, a holdover from the old apartment he’d lived in during med school. He’d been up for twenty-four hours, but Adam had never needed much sleep, a useful skill for a doctor. It would be more for the brief escape from this new reality of his. He rubbed his eyes, ran his hands against his closely shorn hair, decided against the nap. He sat back down and read the letter again. For the hundredth time? The thousandth? He didn’t know.

A knock on his open office door interrupted him, and he felt a burst of heat run up his back, as if someone had caught him looking at Internet porn. He briefly debated stuffing the letter in his desk, but then it would look like he was trying to cover what he was doing, and then it would look like he was admitting he was guilty of the terrible thing the letter was accusing him of, that he had, in fact, failed to adequately monitor Patient A, which, of course, was a euphemism for killing Patient A and her unborn baby, who had been doing just fine, thank you very much, until Dr. Adam Fisher had gotten his incompetent hands on them.

During a professional ethics class he’d taken his last year in medical school, one of those weekly classes he frequently skipped, Adam had been required to observe a hearing before the Board of Medicine. It was a Scared Straight sort of thing, designed to remind these fledgling doctors that they should avoid the Board offices, unless they’d made the right kind of friends and gotten themselves appointed to the Board itself. Adam couldn’t even remember what the respondent, an oncologist (or was it a cardiologist?), had been charged with. He’d gotten there late, a little hungover, and could barely manage to stay awake during the interminable hearing. He remembered very clearly thinking that would never happen to him, feeling a certain detached pity for this poor sap before the Board, four doctors and one chiropractor (a chiropractor – for God’s sake, medicine’s equivalent of a snake oil salesman!) second-guessing his life’s work.

He looked up and saw Joe McCann standing in the doorway. He was a large man, and despite having rounded the turn toward his seventieth birthday, he was still blessed with a shock of thick red hair topping his huge dome. This was his medical practice, now in its fourth decade of serving the Richmond area. He didn’t work a full schedule anymore, but he still had his finger on the pulse of what his six physicians were up to.

“Morning,” Adam said. He didn’t try to put on airs or pretend like nothing was wrong, because Joe would have sniffed it out in a heartbeat. Worse, he would have felt like his intelligence was being insulted, and there was nothing the man hated more.

“How you doing, son?” McCann asked.

So he knew. Of course he knew. Did Adam really think he wouldn’t know? McCann had friends everywhere in the medical community, including, but not limited to the Virginia Board of Medicine. Besides, there was nothing secret about the Board’s Notice for Adam L. Fisher, M.D., to appear on September 9, some five weeks hence. It was public record, out there for all eternity, so even if Adam was fully exonerated, that Notice would be out there for all to see, a little whisper in the ear of a prospective patient who’d decided to check Adam out, telling her the terrible story of Patient A.

Adam was a little relieved McCann knew. It was out of the way, and Adam was spared the humiliation of having to knock on McCann’s door like a kid who’d smashed his neighbor’s window with an errant baseball.

Adam took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“I’ve been better,” Adam said.

“I know, son,” McCann said. He addressed each of his three male doctors as son. “We’ll get through this. It’s a bullshit charge, but you can’t let it eat you up like this.”

“I’ll be OK,” Adam said. “The work will keep my mind off it. We’re loaded up with Amanda on maternity leave.”

McCann closed the door and dropped his big frame down on Adam’s couch. He leaned forward, propping his elbows on his knees.

“Here’s the thing,” McCann said. “I’ve been thinking about this a lot. I want you to take a little time off so you can deal with this thing. Get your head straight. I have every confidence the Board will clear you, but you’re no good to me while you replay every moment of that night every minute of the day.”

Adam looked at his boss, his mouth agape.

“Are you firing me?” Adam asked, his voice small. The office felt hot all of a sudden.

“No,” McCann said. “Absolutely not. I’ll pay your salary until the hearing, and then they’ll reprimand you or cut you loose or whatever it is they’re going to do, and we can all move on with our lives. Look, I’ve read the chart. I talked to the nurses on duty. You did every goddamn thing I would’ve done. Sometimes patients die.”

Adam couldn’t hold McCann’s gaze; he fiddled with the blotter, his fingers peeling up the corner of the August calendar.

“I don’t know. I just don’t know.”

“I’ve been watching you the last few months,” McCann said. “You second-guess yourself. You order unnecessary tests. You scare patients. You’re like Chicken Little all of a sudden. You’re a good doctor, a goddamn good doctor, but this is no good for you, no good for the patients. Adam. Sometimes they just die.”

Adam wanted to argue, shout, beg, plead, bargain, do something, anything to keep working. He dreaded the idea of five empty weeks ahead of him, nothing left to fill the time but his thoughts. But he remained silent. Once Joseph McCann had made up his mind about something, he didn’t change it.

“What am I supposed to do for five weeks?”

McCann smiled.

“Whatever you want. Go to Vegas. Go visit your daughter.”

The mention of Rachel made his stomach tighten. She was a rising sophomore at CalTech and lived with her mom Nina and stepfather Jerry near San Diego; Adam saw her once or twice a year. He couldn’t bear to tell her about this. Their relationship had finally reached a point where they spoke regularly, where he didn’t feel like an interloper in her life. This though, he was afraid how she would see him in her eyes. She would see herself in Patient A. She would see her mom, her closest friends, because that’s how she thought, how her mind worked. And she would think less of him. This just served to depress him further. Just tack on Shitty Doctor alongside his talent as Absent Father!

McCann pointed at the letter on Adam’s desk. Before continuing, he grimaced and struggled to clear his throat. He coughed twice.

“Are you OK?” Adam asked.

“Yeah,” McCann said. “Woke up feeling a little off. Might be coming down with something.” He felt around under his neck. “Glands are a bit swollen.”

“I can stay and work today,” Adam offered. “You wanna go home?”

“Fisher, if I went home every time I felt a little under the weather, I wouldn’t be much of a doctor, now would I?” McCann asked.

“You’re not gonna let me slide on this little vacation, are you?”

McCann winked at him.

“Good one.” He rapped twice on the doorjamb before disappearing down the hall, calling back as he ducked into his own office.

“Work on getting that thing out of your life.”
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He drove home slowly, sticking to the city streets, thick with rush-hour traffic headed toward downtown Richmond for another workday under the broiling August sun. This time of year, the traffic was made up of two groups of people - those who’d already been on vacation and were already missing it, and those who’d yet to escape on their summer getaway. Adam turned south on Robinson, rolled by Buddy’s Bar & Grill, one of his old med school hangouts, when life had been so much easier. His whole career ahead of him.

Traffic slowed at Robinson and West Grace Street, and Adam coasted to a halt. The oscillating lights of emergency vehicles in the intersection flickered silently in the morning steam. Two paramedics worked to load a stretcher into the ambulance bay, and a police officer directed traffic down a side street. In the middle of the intersection, the mangled remains of a motorcycle and the spider-webbed windshield of a Ford Taurus, parked at a crazy angle.

Adam rolled down his window as he approached the officer. He was stoutly built, his beefy arms straining against the short-sleeve police uniform.

“I’m a doctor,” Adam said to the man. “Need any help?”

“Naw, thanks,” the officer said. “Car versus motorcycle. Dumbass wasn’t wearing a helmet. DOA.”

Adam sighed. Callous as his words might have been, the officer was correct that the biker had been a dumbass.

“Sorry to hear it,” Adam said.

“Thanks anyway, doc.”

Another block south, he turned right onto Floyd Avenue and found a spot just in front of his two-story brownstone. The premier parking spot was, to Adam, a pretty shitty attempt at evening the cosmic scales. Yeah, yeah, so your career is on the line and you just drove by a fatal car crash, but how about that primo parking spot, big A! Still, if that was all that the universe was prepared to offer him today, then he would take it. Maybe, just maybe, this good parking spot was the bloop single triggering a long streak of good fortune.

He checked the mail and made his way up the front walk, past his small yard, roasted to a burnt orange, the product of another hot, dry, merciless summer in central Virginia. Maybe the planet was warming, and maybe they were all roasting themselves one barrel of oil at a time. Or maybe it was because the world was such an angry place these days, and a hot, angry planet was just what mankind deserved.

He’d bought the place just after finishing medical school, when he learned he’d been matched with the Virginia Commonwealth University Hospital in downtown Richmond for his OB/GYN residency. After a childhood spent in Culpeper County, a rural stretch of horse farms and not much else in central Virginia, he’d grown to love city living, in no small part because his father Jack, an accomplished computer scientist and giant prick, hated it so much. His house was in a historical neighborhood of brownstones and Victorian-style mansions called the Fan, so named because of how its half dozen or so main streets fanned out from a centerpoint near the VCU campus.

He liked its feel, of sitting on his porch and drinking a cold Sam Adams when he wasn’t on call, smoking the occasional cigarette (even though he was a doctor and, of course, he knew better). In the evenings, he liked walking around the corner to Pints & Pies and eating pizza while listening to the local music scene. Sometimes, he’d make the acquaintance of a young lady, and that would last a few weeks or a few months, long enough to make him realize she wasn’t The One either. He liked his strange hippie neighbors, the poet on his left, the alternative fuels guy on his right.

As he let himself in, he took note of how quiet it was. He wasn’t here often on weekday mornings, and so he wasn’t especially tuned in to the neighborhood’s weekday rhythms. The whole neighborhood was ghost-like, a shadow of its normal self. He didn’t see any joggers or stay-at-home moms pushing their strollers like he expected. It unnerved him a little. Quiet mornings in the beach cottage, those were different, when the lines on the calendar dissolved. The silence spurred him on, urging him to pack quickly.

He threw clothes and toiletries into an overnight bag. A stack of unread novels stood precariously on his nightstand, books he’d collected during his trips to the various local bookstores, and he imagined himself sitting at the water’s edge lost in a long book, his feet buried in the wet, shifting sand. There was something about a long novel that Adam had always found alluring, the way he could disappear into the story and not look up until the tops of his thighs had burned to a crisp. A couple of paperbacks found their way into his bag as well. After packing, he hopped online and suspended his mail service, his newspaper, set up his bills to auto-pay.

Adam leaned back in his chair and scratched his chin, sandpapery with a couple of days of stubble. He thought about calling Rachel, who would be getting ready to head back to campus. He took out his phone and dialed her number, his heart throbbing. As it rang unrequitedly, he wondered, like he always did when he called and no one answered, if she was sitting there in Sunnydale, holding the phone in her hand as his name flashed on the caller ID, deciding whether she should answer the phone.

He was greeted by the phone’s prerecorded message, which always made him smile; he once asked her why she didn’t leave her own outgoing message on her phone, and she’d said she didn’t have time to waste on bullshit like that. Bullshit, she’d said. That was Rachel.

“Hey, Rach,” he began, “it’s Dad.”

He paused, trying to think of something funny to say, but as the seconds ticked by, he became aware of the silence, of the hiss of the open phone line, and how the silence would sound on her end.

“Sorry about that,” he said. “Dropped an apple.” His cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “Anyway, I’m headed out down to the beach house for a little vacation. I know you’re probably busy getting ready for school, but I’d love to hear from you. Give me a call when you get a chance. Bye.”

He nearly told her he loved her but decided against it. He hung up.

He started to get out of his chair, but then he sat back down and pulled up the website of an online florist. Daffodils had always been her favorite, and as sensible as she was, she’d always had a soft spot for flowers. He found an arrangement he thought she would like, cursed at the outrageous price - really, seventy-nine bucks for eight flowers and a cheap glass vase? He raced through the order, pausing at the screen asking for a personalized message.

 

Rach,

I know you’ll do great this year.

Love,

Dad

 

He left it at that.


#




Adam left Richmond a little after noon. It was about a five-hour trip, taking him south-southeast through tobacco country for about 175 miles before doglegging east toward Wilmington on Interstate 40. It rained lightly, off and on for most of the first half of the drive. Adam passed the time by imagining where each driver was headed.

He stopped once, just east of the I-95/I-40 junction, for fuel and a gas station hot dog, a guilty pleasure he admitted to no one. He ate in the shade of the pump island as the nozzle delivered its payload into his gas tank. The concrete shimmered in the heat, cooking the scraggly weeds poking up through the zig-zaggy cracks here and there across the tarmac. A tired-looking banner strung across the building’s façade announced the sale of a $50,000 SuperLotto ticket, and Adam wondered about the type of person who would be swayed to buy a lottery ticket by the display of such an advertisement. The crumpled-up remains of his lunch flew into the wastebasket, he imagined himself burying a three-pointer to bring the Wizards their first NBA title since the 1970s, and he got back on the road.

It was murderously humid, the sky a hard blue, the kind of day that would fire up big thunderheads by dinnertime, scaring the beachgoers off the sand and into their cottages and condos, the ones with any sense anyway. Even on full blast, the air conditioning strained to keep the car cool, and he grew impatient, the little boy in him wondering when the hell they were going to get there already. Traffic was relatively light as he made his way southeast. The southern North Carolina beaches were still a relatively well-kept secret, and the easy access always made for a relaxing start to a vacation.

A little after five, he turned east off Route 17 and rolled past the vegetable stands and crumbling postwar ranch houses toward the coast. A few minutes later, the white causeway leading to the skinny island of Holden Beach arced up in Adam’s windshield. To the west, the sky had darkened, a line of purplish clouds with mayhem on the brain. They looked like a giant bruise on the sky, a harbinger of atmospheric violence to come.

He stopped for groceries and supplies at the big store just before the causeway. Might as well get it out of the way, he thought. He bought steaks, chicken, ribs, sausage; he scoured the less-than-impressive produce aisle because after all that meat, he’d need something to keep the plumbing clear, he stocked up on chips and cookies and beer. As he made his way up and down the aisles, grabbing batteries and pancake mix and bacon, magical, delicious bacon, and whatever else his heart desired, his body loosened, his mind decelerated.

His Explorer stocked with groceries, Adam climbed the causeway slowly, taking in the Atlantic Ocean ahead, gray and choppy on this summer afternoon. Humid air wafted through the open windows, the salty brine tickling his nose. He could hear the waves, the sound of the ocean, of this monolithic thing, forever there, and he could feel his blood pressure drop. Once he was on the island, he picked his way past the quaint post office, past the sign announcing TURTLE PATROL THURSDAY NIGHT 7 PM! before turning west along Ocean Boulevard.

Since it was a weekday, not a turnaround day, the traffic was light on the island’s main drag, and he covered the remaining miles to his cottage in the blink of an eye. He was careful not to speed, though, because if there was anything the Brunswick County Sheriff’s deputies loved doing, it was ticketing speeders, folks who would never come back to contest the charge six weeks later, long after the vacation had ended and they were knee deep in the routine of their everyday lives.
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The house was one of the older ones, a gray, weather-beaten A-frame, right on the beach, built in the 1960s by Adam’s grandfather, Donald Fisher, plank by plank. He had died when Adam was five, leaving the house to Adam’s father. And because Jack Fisher, a computer scientist by trade, was nothing if not thrifty, Adam had spent many summer vacations and spring breaks and Christmases here as a kid, so many that he began to resent the place, because would it have killed his dad to take him to Disney World or Hawaii or California just one time? Jack Fisher was a difficult man who’d never recovered from the sudden death of Adam’s mother, and he used the house as a drinking oasis, a place for him to escape the disappointment that was his life. He brought Adam here because he could let him run on the beach while he sat in a rickety old rocking chair on the deck, drinking can after can of Pabst Blue Ribbon.

As he got older, Adam grew to appreciate Holden more, and when he got his driver’s license, he started coming down here on his own and taking care of the place, which was fine by the senior Fisher. Adam taught himself some simple renovations, looked to the neighbors for help when he got stuck on something, and slowly but surely made the place a wellspring of happy memories rather than a cesspool of sour ones.

After turning on the water main at the front of the house and a quick exterior inspection, Adam let himself in, finding the house to be in relatively good shape, if not a little musty. He went from room to room, checking window seals, looking for yellow stains in the ceiling, the telltale sign of water damage, finding none. A few bulbs had burned out since he’d last been here, but otherwise, the place just needed a good airing out.

It took three trips to unload the Explorer, but an hour later, the truck was empty, the supply closet and the pantry fully stocked. The approaching thunderheads had dissolved, leaving behind a checkered sky of clouds and sun. Adam stretched out on one of the weather-beaten Adirondack chairs on the back deck, looking out over the ocean, a cold beer in his hand, a portable cooler stocked with a six-pack next to him. He’d brought a paperback out here with him, the latest Dennis Lehane, but he was content to watch the ocean and the sunbathers dotting the beach like brightly colored hermit crabs scampering across the sand.

He stayed out on the deck all evening, drinking his beer, slapping at the lazy mosquitoes droning around him. For the first time in nearly a year, Patient A seemed very far away.


CHAPTER THREE

“It’s over, Freddie,” Richie Matas said. “You understand what I’m saying, right?”

Freddie Briggs was seated on the ridiculous rattan couch in their sunroom, barely aware of his wife Susan’s hand at his back, caressing him, trying to calm him down. The room was bright with sunlight, streaming in from the huge plate-glass windows.

“No one will touch you after the positive test,” said Richie, his longtime agent, a founding partner of Elite Sports Worldwide and the one who’d been lucky enough to snag Freddie as he was coming out of college a decade ago. “It’s over.”

Richie paused and then said it again, like a mob hitman putting another bullet in his victim’s head to make sure the job had been done. Then Freddie was up off the couch, prowling like a mountain lion, a scary enough vibe emanating from him to encourage his ever-pacing agent to take a seat next to Susan.

“Freddie,” Susan was saying, “it’s gonna be OK. We’re gonna figure this out.”

“Didn’t I tell you to stay away from that shit?” Richie asked. “They got tests we can’t keep up with. Did you know you what it was when you took it? We’ll file an appeal.”

Freddie ignored him, not wanting to discuss it in front of Susan, even though he knew she knew about it. It was one of those things shared between a husband and wife without being shared, disapproved of in non-verbal ways. She hadn’t asked about the hypodermic needle or the vial because as any good lawyer would tell you, you never asked the question you didn’t want the answer to. Freddie, his hands clenching into fists and unclenching again, peered out the plate-glass window overlooking the backyard, sloping down toward the lake about a hundred yards distant. To the right was Susan’s vegetable garden, in full bloom now, exploding in reds and greens and yellows. Beyond that, the acre of land made possible by an NFL career that appeared to have reached its end.

“Those assholes. Those assholes!”

He never thought he’d be the guy to get busted, but there he was, thirty-two years old, trying to make it back from his second reconstructive knee surgery (on the same knee, no less) in three years. He wanted to tell Richie and Susan that the trainer he’d hooked up with in February had told him that they didn’t test for that substance, which helped him recover from workouts faster, but the truth was that the guy had said that they couldn’t test for it. And Freddie just wanted to believe him so badly because the only thing that was going to get him another chance with the league was to make his body as hard and fast and strong as it had ever been. Then they’d pulled him for a random urine screen two weeks ago, just before the camps were about to open, just before he expected to get a call from Richie telling him that it was going to be Chicago or Houston or maybe New York that wanted to bring in the great Freddie Briggs to shore up a defensive line.

And Matas had called, this morning, in fact, saying he was in Smyrna meeting a potential client and that they needed to talk. When he got to the house, there was no indication that there was anything wrong even though he was pacing because he was always pacing. No clue he was planning to tell his most famous client the news he didn’t want to hear, the professional athlete’s equivalent of finding out the mass was malignant and that there wasn’t anything else that could be done.

Freddie picked up an empty rattan chair and swung it around like an Olympic hammer before launching it through the sliding door. The door exploded like a starburst, shards and splinters of glass blowing out onto the composite deck.

“Freddie!”

He left them there, the sunroom silent but for the tinkling of the broken glass, back through the galley kitchen, the office, and through the family room, past his girls Caroline and Heather, sitting on the couch, watching Tangled, oblivious to what was going on around them in that way that kids were. He stopped at the front door, his hand on the knob, and debated just sitting with them as they watched their movie, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t breathe in here.

He climbed into his truck and drove off. He rolled past the huge homes in the subdivision, occupied by doctors and bankers who were good enough neighbors and had long ago gotten used to the idea of the NFL star next door. He wasn’t sure where he was going, only sure that he couldn’t be inside his house anymore, in front of Richie, in front of Susan, who would be so disappointed in him for cheating because she told him many years ago that she hoped he never thought he would need to do that.

Near the center of town, he turned down Walker Street and into the gravel parking lot of The Ugly Duckling, wedging his mammoth SUV next to a Ford F-150 with the naked-lady mudflaps, super close, almost hoping its owner would give him a hard time for parking so close to his beloved pickup, because it had been a while since Freddie had been in a good fight.

Freddie stamped across the dusty gravel parking lot and burst through the front door, feeling every bit the cliché of a man seeking to drown his sorrows in drink. His size and presence always drew stares, even from people who’d known him for years. He strode up to the long oak bar and asked Sal, the proprietor, for the Wild Turkey. Sal, who had known Freddie since he started patronizing the bar in high school, when he was already bigger, faster, and stronger than every man in Smyrna and could hold his booze better than the gin-blossomest drunk in the place, poured the shot without comment and left the bottle at Freddie’s side.

Freddie drained two shots without blinking an eye, thinking back to his first day at the NFL scouting combines, when he’d left the scouts gasping for air with his 40-yard-dash time. It was legendary, adding to the ever-growing mythos of Freddie Briggs, the greatest defensive lineman in a generation.

He glanced around the bar before knocking back his third shot, still feeling like that teenager who’d snuck in here, too young to drink, even though he was a grown man now, married, father of two girls. The Ugly Duckling had been a Smyrna institution since opening its doors in 1985, making its home in the low-slung building with the giant plastic chick on the roof, keeping its little ducky eye on the town. Someone tried stealing it at least once a year.

As was often the case at happy hour, the bar was crowded with regulars, and people normally left him alone, especially lately, with his recent struggles documented in the Atlanta Journal-Constitution. This he had never quite gotten used to, and he wondered how regular people would react if their performance and career struggles were publicly documented on a regular basis.

Struggle. Something unimaginable three years ago, but rapidly becoming part of his everyday, part of his routine. Someone was telling him he couldn’t do something, and there was nothing he could do about it. For all his physical gifts, for all his intellect, a combination of brains and brawn that made NFL scouts drool starting his freshman year at LSU and led some sports commentators to call him the next step in human evolution, it was his body that had finally failed him, leaving him washed up at thirty-two.

Six straight years he had made the Pro Bowl, the unquestioned captain and coach of the Atlanta Falcons defense, no matter who bore the title of defensive coordinator. Then on the first Sunday of his seventh season, rushing the Arizona Cardinals quarterback on a sellout blitz, the slow and overmatched left tackle had lost his balance and rolled into Freddie’s right knee, planted firmly into the turf, tearing three ligaments and ripping the meniscus clean off. A year of rehabilitation followed, but he’d lost a step, probably more like three steps, in his return season. He blew out the knee again in the year’s last game, and that was the end of that. The Falcons cut him, brutally and unceremoniously, a Hall of Fame career now in question. After another year of rehab, he signed on with New England as a backup lineman, but the knee wouldn’t cooperate, and the Patriots cut him as well.

It was early August now, training camps in full swing, and he’d spent the last six months in the weight room, running five miles each day, desperate for one more chance to prove he was as good now as he had been during those six magical seasons with the Falcons. He had the skills, the veteran wiliness, and while he wasn’t twenty-two anymore, a body that was more than up for the task. But now this positive test, and the four-game suspension that would follow had all but ended his career at the ripe old age of thirty-two. He wondered if it had hit ESPN or Yahoo! Sports yet; if not, it would soon, and then they would call him a cheater. The pride of Smyrna, nothing but a cheater.

He threw back the next shot, his head telling him he should stop now and scoot back home, where Richie and Susan were undoubtedly huddled together, trying to come up with a plan to soften the landing, make him understand that his football days had been numbered from the moment he’d pulled on a jersey for the Smyrna SkyChiefs in the pee-wee league he’d run roughshod over to the point that the other parents demanded to see a birth certificate because no way was that kid five years old. They would tell him a pro football career had a half-life, that there was life after football and he should be thankful he was leaving the game with nothing worse than a couple of bum knees.

He took a deep breath, slightly buzzed now, fully aware of the cliché he’d become – the ex-jock unable to let go of his glory, marinating his sorrows at the local watering hole. The reality was he didn’t even need to be here to get drunk; he had a fully stocked bar in their media room, where he’d studied game film. But he couldn’t be at the house anymore. Just being inside its walls was suffocating him, as if the oxygen had been sucked clean out of the house.

Freddie became aware of a presence beside him, another bar patron perched atop the cracked vinyl covering the ancient barstool, rotated just so, his right elbow propped up on the bar. From the corner of his eye, Briggs took in his new neighbor, and his heart sank. It was just not going to be his day.

It was Randy Ferguson, Campbell High School’s ex-assistant football coach. He’d lost his job a year ago, after he’d been found in the back of his van with a cigar box full of weed and a fifteen-year-old cheerleader in an inappropriate stage of undress. Ferguson had been another one of Smyrna’s shining football stars, not the wunderkind Briggs had been, but Division I material nonetheless, an outside chance to make it to the NFL as an offensive lineman. That dream had ended when he’d fractured two vertebrae in his neck during his sophomore season at Alabama, and Ferguson had never quite made his peace with that.

His hand was wrapped around a bottle of Coors Light, sweating condensation, the droplets catching the light from the bar just so. He was taller than Briggs and heavier, although Ferguson’s current mass owed more to beer, pizza and cheese fries. Over the years, he’d developed a reputation as a bit of a brawler, but the fights always went one of two ways; he either knocked his opponent down with one swipe of his meaty mitt, or the brawls degenerated into a slow dance to nowhere.

“So, Freddie,” Ferguson said, “how’s the comeback going?”

Freddie rubbed his eye slowly, cursing his luck. If there had been a list of Fucking People He Didn’t Feel Like Dealing With, Randy Ferguson would have been near the top of it. And he’d have to just sit here and take it because getting up and walking out would be just what Randy Ferguson would want; it would signify that Ferguson had won some battle in the eternal war between the two men, a war waged exclusively in Ferguson’s head. Freddie and Ferguson had passed each other on the ladder to success, and Ferguson had never forgotten it.

“Fine,” Freddie said. He poured another shot and threw it back.

“Been seeing you out running,” Ferguson said. “Yeah, putting in the miles. But lemme ask you this – ain’t training camps already started?”

Ferguson was drunk, talking loudly, his cheeks flushed, and his southern accent even more pronounced than usual. The volume was due in part to the booze, but it was intentional on a certain level, because Ferguson wanted nothing more than for Briggs to crash and burn, for his star to burn out, and he wouldn’t have to hear about Freddie Briggs anymore.

Another shot. Freddie’s head started to swim a little bit. He hadn’t touched alcohol in six months, and it was hitting him harder and faster than he’d expected. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, scanning the crowd in the mirror mounted behind the rows of bottles standing a vigilant watch. Every single person was watching the confrontation unfolding in front of them; all knew there was no love lost between the two local legends.

“You know they’ve started,” Freddie said. No point in dancing around the issue. Maybe he’d take the wind out of Ferguson’s sails, and the loser could get back to drinking himself to death or selling meth to underage girls or whatever it was he did all day.

“But I thought this was the big comeback year,” Ferguson said, his observation coated with ice and snark. “Hometown hero makes good!”

“Go fuck yourself,” Freddie said, his own voice booming. He poured another shot and held the glass up to Ferguson. “Cheers.”

“Go fuck yourself?” he repeated.

Ferguson spun around to face the crowd, his beefy arms spread out theatrically; beer sloshed over the lip of his glass, splashing Freddie’s arm.

“Everyone hear that?” Ferguson said. “Smyrna’s golden boy has forgotten his manners!”

He turned back to face Freddie, close enough for Freddie to feel Ferguson’s beer-soaked breath breaking across his face like a fetid tropical wind.

“Is that it?” Ferguson asked. “Have you forgotten your manners?”

“Not today, Randy,” Freddie said, turning back away from his tormentor.

“Oh, I think today is a perfect day for it,” Ferguson said, poking two meaty fingers into Freddie’s shoulder. “A perfect day to teach you some fuckin’ manners.”

Freddie refused to look at the man, focusing his gaze on the beer taps in front of him, trying to ignore the growing heat in his belly.

“You listening to me, fuckstick?” Randy said, another poke in Freddie’s shoulder, this one more forceful. “Or are you Hall-of-Fame types too good for us regular folk?”

Freddie’s right hand, palm open, exploded into Ferguson’s sternum, knocking the drunk man off balance. Ferguson toppled over and hit the floor with a huge crash; the floor shook like a minor earthquake had hit the place.

The big man climbed back to his feet, more quickly than Briggs had anticipated, and, perhaps emboldened by the day’s consumption of beer, rushed Freddie’s right flank like an angry bull rhino. Ferguson connected solidly, and this time, both men sailed to the ground in a heap. Freddie landed first, his left arm extended as Ferguson’s mass drove him to the floor. The men rolled around, their arms and legs entwined like giant sequoias tangled together. They crashed into small two-top tables, sending pitchers of beer and glasses to the floor, where they shattered in a tinkling symphony.

The heat in Freddie’s belly exploded, like leaking natural gas catching a spark. He could feel the big man tiring; as big as Ferguson was, he was woefully out of shape. His rabbit punches grew exponentially weaker, and Freddie could feel him gasping huge lungfuls of air. Freddie wrapped his good arm around Ferguson’s midsection and flipped him over like a side of beef; then he leapt astride Ferguson’s midsection and delivered a right cross to the man’s face, his big fist slamming down like a pile driver. The punch crashed into Ferguson’s nose, squashing it like an overripe tomato. Ferguson grunted as a tincture of blood bloomed outwards from his face, holding its shape, a crimson rose, for an instant, before raining down on his shirt in a messy splatter.

Freddie reared back to deliver another blow when he heard a commotion behind him. A quick turn of his head, some movement in the corner of his eye, and that was when he felt a sharp burning sensation at the back of his neck. His entire body seized up, like his brain had issued his muscles a lockdown order, and that was when the world went dark.


INTERLUDE

From Selected Twitter Accounts

Hashtag #Flu

August 6

1:16 p.m. to 1:18 p.m. Eastern Daylight Time

@RoseLover: Worried about my neighbor. He was c/o #flu symptoms yesterday. Ambulance came today. Hope he’s better soon! #bronx #influenza

@AbbyWeinstein: I live in the #Bronx. A LOT of my neighbors are really sick. Maybe #flu?

@NYHotMama: Boss is sick with #flu, got to leave work early! #Booya! #philly

@BigRigger: This #flu’s hitting me hard. Scheduled to head out on long haul 2morrow. Wish I could rest up, but gotta work.

@GoYanks55: Feel like sheeeeeit. Thought it was too early for #flu season! LOL!

@LovePS3: Summer school cancelled this afternoon ‘cuz Teach is sick with #flu! Hellz to the yeah!

@TomZapata: #Doctors out there? Saw a weird strain of #flu-like illness in Queens last night. hit me w/ @ reply if you’ve seen it.

@BlogginBobby: RIP, Carl Hubbard. My uncle died today of the #flu. Came out of nowhere.
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From CNN’s Facebook Page

August 6

3:31 p.m. to 3:33 p.m. Eastern Daylight Time

CNN is tracking a possible outbreak of influenza in the Northeast. Do you or does someone you know have the flu? Leave a comment!

Thuy Beltran

My husband got very sick very fast. We are in hospital. He had fever 106 degrees!

Megan Waddell

I’m an ER nurse in the Bronx. We were slammed overnight with patients. High fevers, pneumonia-type illness. Multiple deaths. Scared.

Eric Martin

I’ve got a terrible sore throat. I don’t feel too hot right now. I’ve been traveling a lot for work. I always get sick after a long business trip!

Michael Horton

I bet the government’s behind it! We’re all doomed! lol

Carolyn Mixon

My brother is a doctor in Philadelphia. He’s worried about this outbreak. He won’t say much. Any doctors out there?
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From the New York Times, Online Edition

By CLYDE MORGAN

New York Times Staff Writer

Posted to nytimes.com @ 11:59 p.m. Eastern Daylight Time on Saturday, August 7

DEADLY FLU HITTING THE BRONX

THE BRONX – At least three Bronx-area hospitals are dealing with a deadly flu-like illness that has claimed dozens of lives in the past day, raising concern among New York City medical professionals that a novel and lethal strain of influenza has emerged. Calls to the Bronx Health District and the New York State Health Department earlier this evening were not immediately returned.

A physician at one of the hospitals, speaking on the condition of anonymity, reported he had never seen anything like it in two decades as a physician.

“We’re overwhelmed,” the doctor reported. “We just got slammed one morning with patients and it hasn’t let up. Young, old, all races, all ethnicities. I’ve never seen anything like it before in my life. I suspect it’s viral, but that’s a total guess on my part. We notified the state health department and we’re just trying to ride it out, hope it doesn’t get worse.”

The doctor further reported that the hospital has established a quarantine unit in the facility, as there are some fears in the hospital that the illness is airborne. The doctor confirmed that symptoms of the virus include sore throat, high fever, seizures, and internal bleeding.

“This thing is a monster,” he reported. He urged anyone in the New York City area experiencing these symptoms to be examined by a physician.

All three hospitals refused to comment, citing patient privacy concerns.


CHAPTER FOUR

The knocking at the door was firm and insistent, the kind of sharp rapping that said this late-night visitor didn’t really want to be knocking on your door at one-thirty in the morning, but they really had a good reason, and if you could help them out just this one time, they’d be forever grateful. Adam was awake and nursing a scotch, dressed in a pair of Syracuse University lacrosse shorts. He was watching Goodfellas on DVD, about a third of the way through, the scene in which Ray Liotta’s character pistol-whips Lorraine Bracco’s old boyfriend from her snooty country club.

He set down the scotch and remembered he was shirtless. As he looked for his misplaced shirt, the knocking ceased, and he wondered whether his visitor had simply given up, or perhaps, had decided he was banging on the wrong door.

A few seconds later, the knocking resumed, more frantic this time, as if whomever was out there had seen a gaggle of zombies closing in. Screw it, Adam thought, abandoning his search for the shirt. His guest was just going to have to deal with his pale, mealy upper body. Adam stepped out into the corridor and made his way to the front door. He pressed an eye to the peephole and, in the spill of the yellow porch light, saw a middle-aged woman, her eyes wide with panic, repeatedly running her fingers through her long brown hair. Her lips were pressed tightly together. Adam instantly recognized the look on her face; as a physician, he saw it almost every day in the faces of patients waiting for test results. He opened the door a crack, fairly certain this woman meant him no harm (because no one who wanted to slit your throat in the middle of the night knocked first, right?), but just a crack because you just never knew these days.

Adam opened the door, but she didn’t notice. Her head was turned north, and she was tapping a finger against her lips. She wore a pair of green shorts and a grey sweatshirt on this cool night.

When he cleared his throat to let her know he was standing there, she jumped and let out a little scream. When her eyes met Adam’s, she planted a hand over her chest and let out a long sigh, as if she’d been holding her breath for a while.

“Oh, thank God you’re home,” she said. “You’re a doctor, right?”

“Yes,” Adam said. “How did you-”

“The sticker on your car,” she said. “We noticed it the other day.”

“Right,” Adam said, remembering the hospital-issued Physician parking sticker on the rear bumper of his truck.

“My family and I are staying two doors down,” she said. “I’m sorry to bother you so late, but my husband is really, really sick. I called an ambulance, but they said it might be twenty minutes before they can get here. Twenty minutes!”

“I’d be glad to, but I’ve had a few drinks,” Adam said. “You’re probably better off waiting for the ambulance.”

“Please, I don’t care,” she said, her hands clenched at her chest, almost in prayer.

“What’s the problem?”

“He’s burning up, and he’s bleeding from the eyes, ears and mouth.”

“Sure, sure,” Adam said, trying to mask his alarm at the symptoms the woman had just described. “Let me get some clothes on?”

“Oh,” the woman said, the question catching her off guard. “Oh. Yes, of course.”

Adam slipped back inside the house to get dressed, his juices flowing, his mind on high alert, in a good way. He’d been at the cottage for three days, living a primal existence: eating, drinking, sleeping and shitting. His supplies would last him for at least another week, and so he hadn’t had to leave the cottage. He hadn’t bothered checking news or e-mail, because quite frankly, he’d started to enjoy not hearing the same stories reheated like leftovers and spun out to the hungry audiences desperate for another salacious detail about this child murder or that political scandal. He’d been drinking a lot, probably more than he should have, but what the hell – everyone was entitled to a bender every now and again, right?

As he pulled on a shirt and sandals, he considered the man’s symptoms. Bleeding from one of those orifices wasn’t alarming in and of itself, but bleeding from all three was not a good sign. Before exiting his bedroom, he snagged a pair of latex gloves from a box he kept in the closet.

Adam closed the door behind him and followed the woman downstairs. As they made their way up the road, Adam trailed behind a length. It didn’t seem appropriate to walk side-by-side on this beach road. That was for husbands and wives, boyfriends and girlfriends, families headed for a day by the ocean.

They walked in silence for another twenty yards, and she turned up a wide driveway leading to a large home, her pace quickening as she slalomed around a Toyota Sequoia parked in the carport. The home was set closer to the water than Adam’s cottage, and it provided a spectacular vista of the ocean. The moon was full tonight, a large coin hanging in the inky blackness of space, its shine cutting a long shimmery path across the top of the water. The night was awash in the crash of waves against the beach, just a little bit to their south. By the time they’d made it up to the expansive front deck of the house, she was weeping, her shoulders heaving up and down.

“What’s your name?” Adam asked as she swung the screen door open.

“Katie,” she said. “Katie Sanders. We’re from Annapolis.”

“I’m Adam Fisher,” he said.

“It’s nice to meet you, Dr. Fisher,” she said.

“Hey, we’re on vacation,” he said. “You can call me Adam here.”

This earned a smile, Adam was relieved to see. He had no idea what was in store for him on the other side of this door, but things would go a lot more smoothly if Katie Sanders remained calm.

“Sorry for busting in on you like this,” Katie said. “I just didn’t know what to do. He started getting sick at lunchtime. It seemed like he was just coming down with a cold, and then things just went down from there. I’ve never seen him so sick. I’ve never seen anyone so sick.”

Adam nodded.

“Let’s go on in and have a look.”
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Adam knew things were bad, possibly even worse than Katie Sanders from Annapolis had feared, as soon as they stepped inside. They were in the kitchen, quiet but clean, bright and awash in fluorescent light. A peninsula-style countertop separated the kitchen from an eat-in area and served as the home base for the array of snacks fueling any good beach vacation. A large bag of potato chips sealed shut with a plastic chip clip that looked like a pair of bright red lips. Two trays of store-bought cookies were stacked at the edge of the counter. A six-pack of bottled water and two bottles of wine.

Despite the home’s outwardly cheery appearance, the air was stuffy and rank, the sweet stench of something that has just turned over hanging thickly in the air. He hated the smell, not because it nauseated him (because it didn’t), but because it meant he had already lost. He knew the smell from his hospital’s intensive care unit, where his patients occasionally ended up and often never left. It was subtle, like a woman’s perfume dabbed on the inside of her wrists, easily missed.

It was the smell of death.

“He’s over here,” Katie said, pointing toward a room around the corner from the kitchen.

Adam crossed through the living room, where two teenagers sat on the floral-print couch. The older one, a girl, had her knees drawn up to her chest and was chewing her nails. Her brother, maybe thirteen, was sitting next to the girl and was staring at his hands. The television was on, tuned to CNN, but the volume was muted.

“These are our kids,” Katie said. “Leigh and Chris.”

Adam nodded toward them. He didn’t see the need to dispense empty pleasantries. They nodded back, in simpatico with Adam’s desire to remain silent.

A pathetic moan from the bedroom broke the silence. The girl drew her knees in even more tightly, as if she was trying to make herself disappear, and tears began streaming down her face. The boy sat stone still, his eyes down, his hands folded on his lap.

“Is he going to be okay?” the boy asked, never looking up from his hands.

“I’m here to help,” Adam said. He had not answered the boy’s question, defaulting instead to a weak platitude that didn’t mean a whole hell of a lot. He didn’t know what else to say. Maybe something stronger, a potent elixir of encouragement that would have eased these kids’ worrying, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it.

“Doctor?” she said softly, dipping her head toward the closed bedroom door.

She rapped twice on the door, and called out: “Terry? Honey, I’ve got a doctor here to see you.”

She swung the door in toward the bedroom. From his vantage point at the threshold, Adam could see a figure prone on the bed, buried under about ten blankets. The odor was stronger here, a sourness in the air. Adam pulled on the latex gloves and approached his patient.

“Terry?” Adam said, sitting on the bed next to the man. “I’m Dr. Fisher. Your wife says you’re slacking off on the chores, wants me to make sure you’re actually sick.”

The man did not respond, but it did draw a half-chuckle, half-sob from Katie Sanders. It never ceased to amaze Adam. No matter how dire, how bleak things were, a well-placed joke mocking the crappy situation in which his patients and their loved ones found themselves often bonded them to Adam. It seemed a little phony to Adam, but he could not deny it reinforced the doctor-patient relationship like concrete rebar.

Adam peeled back the blankets far enough to expose the man’s face, and a chill ran up his spine when he saw it. Terry Sanders was bright, almost shiny, with fever; Adam could feel the heat radiating from his body, as if he were standing too close to a hot oven. Blood had caked around his nostrils and his ears, and it was trickling from the corners of his mouth. It gave him a horrifying visage. Older blood had dried and caked to a rusty brown on the pillowcases. Adam ran his fingers along the underside of the man’s jaw and found the glands to be badly swollen, like the spine of a wet paperback book. His cheeks were sunken, and his eyes were cloudy. The man had clearly developed some sort of infection, but that diagnosis was about as specific as saying that the man was sick. Without tests, there was no way to know whether the infection was viral, bacterial or fungal. Hell, it could have been a case of severe food poisoning.

“Mr. Sanders?” Adam called out, loudly and firmly. “Can you hear me?”

Terry Sanders was curled up in the fetal position, his face turned upward toward the ceiling. It looked tremendously uncomfortable, but he didn’t seem to care, which only underscored the level of misery the man was experiencing. Adam touched the man’s forehead with the back of his hand and jerked it away. The man was roasting with fever; Adam would have gambled his medical license on a reading of at least 105 degrees, a terrifying reading for an adult.

“When did you say he started getting sick?” Adam asked as he continued to examine Terry Sanders. He didn’t look up at Katie because he didn’t want her to see the look of hopelessness he was certain was plastered across his face. To keep himself busy, he checked the man’s pulse, which was weak and erratic, like a radio signal from deep space.

“Let me think,” she said. “Lunchtime. He mentioned he had a sore throat, chills, that kind of thing. He napped most of the afternoon and evening, and then he started coughing up blood about an hour ago.”

Adam did the math. Twelve hours from the onset of flulike symptoms to death’s door. He racked his brain, trying to remember what he knew about infectious diseases from medical school and the random conference where he was trying to catch up on his continuing education requirements. This wasn’t his specialty.

“Anyone else sick?” he asked.

“I don’t think so,” she said, her voice growing louder with each successive word. “Is it contagious? What’s going on?”

“I’m just asking right now,” Adam said. “First things first. We need to try and get his fever down a little. It’s not good for it to be this high.”

“Why is he so sick? What’s wrong with him?”

Adam took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“I don’t know,” Adam said. “I need you to get me a wet washcloth. Cool water. Not too cold. We need to bring it down slowly. And some ibuprofen or Tylenol.”

“I gave him some Advil an hour ago.”

“Jesus,” Adam whispered to himself. “Any antibiotics in the house?”

She shook her head.

“The washcloth, then,” he said.

Katie Sanders nodded, pressing a tight fist against her lips and closing her eyes. Adam could tell she was trying to keep her wits about her even as her psyche was fracturing like glass. She left the room, leaving Adam alone with Terry Sanders. He could hear a brief discussion in the living room as the children sought a status update on their father.

Adam took in the room while he waited for his putative nurse to return. It was a standard beach cottage bedroom, sparsely furnished with a rarely used chest of drawers and a flat-screen television mounted in the corner. A penciled rendition of a Holden Beach map hung over the bed.

He checked on the patient again, pressing the back of his hand against Terry’s cheek. Still scorching hot, like the man was chewing on a lit match. Adam couldn’t recall ever encountering a patient with a fever this high. As he pulled his hand back, Terry started seizing, as if his whole body was experiencing a massive internal earthquake. Adam gently rolled him over onto his side and held him there as his body quivered and heaved, flopping around like a fish in the bottom of a boat. It stretched on interminably. In all his years as a physician, Adam had never seen a seizure go on for so long, had never seen one so violent. Finally, mercifully, it ended, leaving Terry Sanders on his back, his eyes open and glassy and staring at the ceiling.

“Terry?” Adam said. Then again, very loudly this time, Adam no longer concerned with whether he might frighten Mrs. Sanders or her children: “Terry?”

No response. Not a twitch.

Terry Sanders was dead.


INTERLUDE

FROM ATC RECORDINGS OF SKYDANCE AIRLINES FLIGHT 337

August 7

8:53 p.m. Pacific Daylight Time

310 Miles South-Southwest of Los Angeles International Airport

L.A. Center – Skydance three-three-seven heavy, we’re gonna have EMS out to meet you.

Skydance 337 – Three-three-seven, L.A. Center, it’s getting worse.

L.A. Center – Repeat that, three-three-seven heavy.

Skydance 337 – Franks is dead.

L.A. Center – What about Meadows?

Skydance 337 – I feel like shit, Tower.

L.A. Center – Hey, three-three-seven heavy, check your airspeed. What about Meadows?

Skydance 337 – Roger. Meadows is asleep. Can’t seem to wake him up.

L.A. Center – Three-three-seven heavy, your airspeed is a little low. How are the passengers?

Skydance 337 – [WHEEZING COUGH] Jesus. Hurts. It’s quiet back there. Not sure if that’s a bad or good thing.

L.A. Center – You listen, we’re gonna take care of you, three-three-seven. You’ll be on the ground in forty minutes. But you’ve got to give me a little gas here. Put the nose down a bit, just a hair.

Skydance 337 – Gonna climb a bit.

L.A. Center – Negative, three-three-seven heavy, negative. Oh, fuck!

Skydance 337 – [WHOOP! WHOOP! STALL WARNING. WHOOP! WHOOP! STALL WARNING.]

L.A. Center – Nose down, three-three-seven.

Skydance 337 – We’re stalled, we’re stalled! [LONG SPELL OF COUGHING]

L.A. Center – Ease up on the stick, three-three-seven. You’re making it worse!

Skydance 337 – [Unintelligible]

L.A. Center – Nose down, Jesus Christ, three-three-seven, nose down.

Skydance 337 – I don’t feel good. [Unintelligible]

At 8:55 p.m. PDT on August 7, Skydance Airlines Flight 337, carrying 238 passengers and crew, disappeared from radar.


CHAPTER FIVE

Dr. William Ponce thought he’d known what it meant to be truly scared.

He thought he’d been scared when his son Alex, then three, had choked on a chunk of apple, the little boy pawing at his throat, his face turning red and then blue, as if Ponce was being treated to the worst fireworks display of all time, the pyrotechnics show someone might see on his first night in hell. But as awful as it was, the episode had lasted less than twenty seconds, ending when his wife Molly had delivered just the right force of slap to dislodge the malicious chunk of fruit and send it flying across the room. Alex was a typical sixteen-year-old now, having no memory of how close he’d come to dying before his fourth birthday.

And as the chief pathologist for the U.S. Army’s Medical Research Institute for Infectious Disease, he was quite familiar with fear – it was part of the job description. He was fifty-five now, having spent nearly two decades at Fort Detrick in Maryland, working alongside some of the most lethal agents known to man. He still remembered popping his Ebola cherry, his first trip inside Biosafety Level 4 now twenty-five years gone by, when he’d participated in the necropsy of a monkey that had died of Ebola Zaire, the most terrifying organism he’d ever encountered (until two days ago, at least). As they’d examined the liquefied tissue inside that poor monkey (and he still thought about that monkey a quarter century later), his heart had pounded at his chest wall like a meth-fueled jackhammer, threatening to fracture him from the inside out, the virus-laden blood seeping out of the ruined corpse as they worked on it. But that had been restrictor plate racing, the fear capped by the spacesuit he wore, the precautions they took, the strict protocols in place to prevent any breach of the integrity of the equipment or the facility.

He remembered all the stupid things he’d once worried about, like tearing his suit inside Level 4, disappointing his new bosses at USAMRIID, even panicking inside the spacesuit, which occasionally happened to newbies in 4. Every now and again, a rookie would rip off the space helmet inside the hottest of the lab’s hot zones because they’d convinced themselves they were suffocating even though subsequent testing showed the oxygen had been moving freely inside the suit.

In his two-plus decades assigned to USAMRIID, he’d never developed spacesuit fever, as they called it, but he did dream about the viruses, big, bright dreams of accidental sticks from needles dripping with Ebola-tainted monkey blood, or taking a face-full of the black vomit that accompanied the end stage of Marburg infection. Then he’d wake up, bathed in sweat but a dozen miles from Level 4, his bedroom quiet but for the gurgle of the fish tank. He didn’t even mind the dreams so much; it was, he supposed, his mind’s way of letting off steam, relieving the pressure of working in Level 4.

Only now though, as he sipped his coffee alone in USAMRIID’s main conference room, a Baltimore Orioles mug clutched in a trembling hand, did he know what it meant to be truly afraid. The difference, he realized on that humid August morning, was that this wasn’t a trip inside Level 4 from the safety of the Racal spacesuit, where the fear was of the hypothetical, always a What If question. This was something else entirely, a presence, consuming him from the inside out, eating away at his sanity, threatening to destroy his ability to think coherently before he could even attempt to do anything about this mess. It had transcended the hypothetical into the very fucking real. A real American city, population 1.5 million – the Bronx, for Chrissakes! – had become, for all intents and purposes, an open-air Level 4. It was out there right now, spreading from person to person, and there was nothing he could do about it.

The twenty-six-inch monitor in front of him, emblazoned with the seal of the President of the United States, flickered briefly and then showed a long view of the White House Situation Room. President Crosby’s chair at the head of the table was empty, but every other chair was occupied, their occupants chit-chatting about This Important Problem or That Important Problem. He recognized some of the faces from their appearances on the various cable and online news outlets, but the only person he knew by name was Kevin Butler, the White House Chief of Staff, seated just to the left of the President’s chair. Butler was leafing through a dossier that had been delivered to the White House in a screaming caravan of black Suburbans, hand-carried by the USAMRIID director himself.

Ponce could just make out his reflection on the screen, and it was not a flattering one. He hadn’t shaved in two days, and he haired up like a Yeti. The circles under his eyes were dark and getting darker. Exhaustion held him tightly in its grip, but the fear kept him awake, a never-ending electric charge. As he took a deep breath to calm himself, he heard the sound of a door opening; all twelve men and women around the conference table leapt to their feet as President Nathan Crosby swooped into the room.

Crosby cut an impressive figure, well over six feet tall, still handsome despite three rough years in office, his only concession to the advancing years a bit of gray edging up his temples. Ponce didn’t like him, thought he was a dipshit, someone who’d cruised into office on a relentless wave of campaign ads blasting his predecessor for what he had been unable to do, not anything Crosby had actually planned to do. Ponce didn’t hold politicians in very high esteem to begin with, but this guy, the former governor of Oklahoma, really took the cake with his anti-vaccination stance, his tirades against evolution, his general tolerance for stupidity because Ponce believed stupid people had put Nathan Crosby into office. Not that his predecessor had been any better. When you got right down to it, the country was a bit of a mess, wobbling from one recession to another like a lost child (even though no one wanted to use the word ‘depression’). Crosby was up for re-election in November; he was in a statistical dead heat with his scrappy Democratic opponent.

The President leaned over to Butler and whispered something; both men laughed. This made Ponce’s blood boil and all but confirmed what he was worried about. They were not taking this outbreak seriously.

“Dr. Ponce?” Butler said. “President Crosby will hear your report now.”

“Good morning, Mr. President,” Ponce said, clearing his throat. He pressed a button on a small remote, transmitting the three-dimensional scan of the virus to a 50-inch LED screen in the Situation Room, adjacent to the videoconference screen. The virus, which they had code-named Medusa, looked like a long curlicue, not terribly dissimilar to a snake, coiled and ready to strike.

“I wish I had better news, sir,” Ponce said. “This is the Medusa virus you see on the monitor, magnified about fifty thousand times. The mortality rate is in excess of ninety-five percent, perhaps even higher. We’ve got fifty-six confirmed cases. Fifty-one are dead, and the other five are circling the drain.”

“How far has the outbreak spread?” Butler asked.

“We’re not entirely sure about that,” Ponce said. “The CDC is tracking unconfirmed reports of the illness in eleven states, but the epicenter of the outbreak appears to be in the Bronx. Until we can confirm that, probably in the next day or so, the CDC and USAMRIID both recommend quarantining the affected areas. There’s still time to limit the loss of life. Anyone infected with the virus probably doesn’t feel well enough to travel far.”

“Quarantines?” Butler bellowed. “Dr. Ponce, do you have any idea how much of a cluster fuck quarantines will be?”

“But sir-”

“Nearly two million people live in the Bronx alone,” Butler said, his voice tinged with annoyance. “People will fucking panic. We can’t go around screaming that the sky is falling like happened with the swine flu thing. We have to step carefully here. The President is in a sensitive position.”

Oh, shit, Ponce thought, the picture crystallizing in front of him like the virus coming into clear focus under the scope. This wasn’t just a matter of them not taking him seriously. They were viewing this outbreak through the prism of politics, the number of votes that this would cost him if he made a misstep. Ponce recalled the H1N1 outbreak back in 2009, which, in the end, had claimed only about 30,000 lives – a blip on the radar as far as pandemics went. But that hadn’t been during an election year. Crosby’s Democratic challenger had been hammering him as soft, indecisive, a political development along the lines of the Three Little Pigs threatening to blow down the Big Bad Wolf’s house. Now, Ponce knew, Crosby was worried that if he overreacted to this outbreak, he’d be a dead man walking come the first Tuesday in November.

“Mr. President,” Ponce said, going over Butler’s head and directing his plea directly to the big guy, “I can assure you that this is not going to be like the swine flu thing.”

It was a calculated risk, a big one; he’d emasculated Kevin Butler (and it had felt pretty good), but he’d pushed all his chips to the center of the table on this hand. If this didn’t work, there was nowhere else to go. Ponce kept his gaze squarely on Crosby, but he could sense Butler cooking with anger.

“How is the virus transmitted?” asked Crosby.

“We’re working on that, sir,” Ponce said. “Direct exposure to blood and bodily fluids, we know that. I’m virtually certain it’s airborne, but I don’t have confirmation of that yet.”

The words were out of Ponce’s mouth before he could stop himself. He had intended to fudge the fact, he had intended to lie his ass off about it because it was the right thing to do. Lie about it, lie about it to the President of the United States so they would take him seriously until he could positively confirm something he knew to be true anyway.

“You haven’t confirmed this is an airborne strain?” Butler asked, jumping back into the discussion.

Ponce wanted to punch himself in the face for his stupidity; he felt like he was outside his own body, staring down at the big, stupid idiot, the idiot with the M.D. and double doctorates in virology and pathology.

“No, sir, but we will this afternoon at the latest, and I think we need to err on the side of caution given how deadly the infection has proven to be.”

Ponce’s words hung in the air as his audience considered them.

“These viruses,” Crosby said, “they’re not typically airborne are they?”

“No, sir,” Ponce said, his shoulders sagging.

“These outbreaks burn themselves out, isn’t that right?” Crosby asked. “That’s why Ebola has never blown up and wiped us out, why it stays in those African villages.”

“No one is really sure why-” Ponce offered.

“But they do, right?”

“Yes, sir, but I’m incredibly concerned this may not burn-”

“As am I, Dr. Ponce,” Crosby said. “As am I. That’s why I want to leave the management of these outbreaks to the local health departments. It’s our belief they’re in the best position to implement the appropriate protocols to contain the outbreak.”

“But sir,” Ponce said, again trying to establish a beachhead against the formidable defenses in the room.

“Dr. Ponce,” Butler said, finding a second wind, “you’re familiar with the phrase, ‘the cure is worse than the disease’?”

“Of course.”

“We believe a quarantine is premature at this time and in fact could do more harm than good,” Butler said. “People will panic. We’ll have looting, riots. It’ll devastate the economy, and that’s not something we can afford right now.”

Dr. Ponce couldn’t believe his ears. He ran his hands back and forth through his hair, thick and gray and wild, racking his brain for some way to get through to these morons. He was blowing it. This was the most important presentation of his life, and he was absolutely blowing it! With panic replicating in his core like the very virus he was trying to combat, he flipped through the file on the table in front of him, looking for something, anything that might shake these guys up. There, he thought, putting his hands on a photograph in the file.

“Look here,” he said, holding the eight-by-ten photograph up to the camera. “Look at this. This is Dr. Amanda Rutledge. She was on staff at the New York City Health Department in the Bronx. Her husband, Peter Rutledge, worked for the Yankees. Three days ago, Mr. Rutledge began showing symptoms of Medusa and died twelve hours later.”

The President held up a finger as if he were going to say something, but he remained silent.

“When they opened him up,” Ponce continued, “they discovered evidence of tremendous hemorrhaging and organ liquefaction. His lungs were a mess, just totally fucking vaporized.”

Yes, he had just dropped the F-bomb to the President of the United States.

“Mr. President, this is the part you need to know, that I need you to understand,” Ponce said, as if he were lecturing a kindergartner. He had probably crossed the line over to insubordination, but he didn’t care. He could have told President Crosby that Dr. Rutledge’s boss, the director of the Bronx district, had died this morning, or he could have told him the two CDC doctors who had traveled to New York were both infected with Medusa and would be dead by lunchtime. He could have told him they’d be burying millions of Americans in the next month, but that seemed too surreal, too much to grasp. Instead, he zoomed in up-close. All politics are local.

“Dr. Rutledge died yesterday, as did her three children, ages nine, eleven and fifteen,” Ponce said, his eyes squarely on the President, ignoring everyone else in the room. It no longer mattered what they thought; all he had to do was convince Crosby, the big kahuna. Crosby had two boys of his own, roughly the same age as the elder Rutledge children. If Ponce couldn’t penetrate the formidable political armor, perhaps he could get through to the man as a father; it was the last arrow in his quiver.

“They all died horrible, horrific deaths,” Ponce said, panicked. “Scared shitless. Begging for their mom, who they didn’t even know was dead. Screaming, burning with fever, coughing up blood and lung tissue, bleeding from the eyes and ears until they had seizures, big massive seizures that all but fried their central nervous systems.”

For a moment, like a flash of heat lightning in the distance, Ponce thought he saw the tiniest crack in the President’s political visage, the ordered and carefully prescribed face of calm and leadership that he showed the world. For a moment, Ponce thought he’d won the man over, that they might have a chance to stop this thing before it got out of control.

Ponce sat stone still, watching the President carefully. Crosby’s hands were clenched together in a fist, tapping his lips nervously. Butler leaned in close, whispered something to the President, who nodded.

“Dr. Ponce,” Butler said. “At this time, the President is going to leave incident management in the hands of the locals. The President, however, wants hourly reports on the situation, more if the situation warrants.”

Dammit, Ponce thought. They’d known all along what they were going to do, and now they could use the CDC’s inability to confirm the airborne spread of the virus to massage the crisis so it fit their desired outcome. They couldn’t even use the word “outbreak.” Situation, Butler had called it. Incident. Fucking cowards.

“If there’s nothing else,” Butler said. “Thank you, Dr. Ponce.”

Ponce was tongue-tied, a million things he wanted to say screaming through his brain but freezing on the launch pad, getting tangled together like strands of Christmas lights. He mumbled something in reply to Butler, and that was that. The link to the Situation Room was severed, and Ponce found himself looking at the Presidential seal again for a moment, until that, too, vanished.

He stared at the blank television screen for a very long time.


CHAPTER SIX

Adam sat on his deck, drinking coffee and smoking cigarettes from a crumpled pack he’d found in his car. He didn’t smoke often, but the thing with Sanders family had rattled him badly and had been playing on a constant loop in his head for the last three days. A gnawing sensation tickled his gut like a termite chewing away a wooden floor joist, telling him he’d screwed something up again, that he should’ve handled the situation differently.

As Adam delivered the bad news to Katie Sanders, he could hear water from the cool-not-cold washcloth in her hand dripping onto the carpet in wet squishy plops. She’d become hysterical, collapsing to the floor, wailing and crying. When the ambulance arrived some five minutes later, Adam spoke with the paramedics, told him he was a physician, tried to explain what had happened, even though he wasn’t entirely sure what that was. Katie and her two children followed the ambulance in their car as it made its way east on Ocean Boulevard toward the causeway, leaving everything behind as if they’d just gone up the road a piece to hit Island Mini-Golf for nine holes under the oversized gorilla and grab a soft-serve cone. He’d stood on their deck, alone, for nearly an hour before he ambled back to the house, a healthy dose of shock wrapped around him like a beach towel.

Adam fixed himself his third cup of coffee, or maybe it was his fourth, and settled back into the Adirondack chair to watch the sun start its daily journey into the sky. Daybreak started as a glimmer of light, as if the morning gloom had sprung a leak around its bottom edge, before exploding into every corner and crevice, every nook and cranny, jolting the East Coast back to life. The ocean air was already swampy and thick with brine; it was going to be a hell of a hot day.

He found it indescribably and ludicrously sad that this terrible thing had happened to the Sanders during their vacation. As if it would have been any easier on them had Terry been good enough to wait until they’d gotten home to drown on his own blood, after the suntans had faded, after the inevitable seafood feast, its newspapers spread out for the mess left behind by the crab legs and lobster claws and shrimp cocktail.

He thought about all the shit Katie Sanders would be facing upon their return to Paramus or Reading or Timonium or wherever it was she said that they were from, piled on top of her excruciating grief. The phone calls to stunned relatives and friends, the planning of a funeral, preparing for a life without Terry, when her biggest concern had once been that Terry’s little bug might put a little crimp in the family’s vacation schedule. Unexpected death was brutal in its assault on the lives of the survivors, the permanent rupture of happiness twinned with the cold machinery of death. It was the ultimate inconvenience.

Adam’s eyelids drooped. The caffeine and nicotine kept his synapses firing, artificial adrenaline, but he didn’t think it was doing much for him, no more good than paddles applied to a non-responsive heart. He felt the exhaustion deep within his core. The stress of the last few days, starting with the letter from the Board of Medicine and capped off with Sanders’ death, was getting to him. He staggered to the bedroom and fell asleep almost immediately.

He woke up around two in the afternoon, amazed he’d slept as long as he did. He was on his stomach, his arm pinned underneath his head, and as he rolled over onto his back, he felt the pins and needles as the nerve endings started firing again. After a quick lunch of a peanut butter and banana sandwich, he decided to get down to the beach for a couple of hours. He could feel it calling to him, the sound of the waves crashing on the shore, delivering the coastline an eternal beating, a salve for what ailed him.

As he changed into his trunks, he couldn’t help but wonder about his own exposure to whatever pathogen had killed the family’s patriarch. But he reminded himself that even if Terry had a communicable disease, he’d probably experienced a rare complication, unique to his particular physiology. It was entirely possible that Terry Sanders died of garden-variety influenza. That he’d just pulled a rotten card, winning the kind of lottery no one wants to win.

He briefly considered driving back to Richmond, but decided against it. Back in Virginia, he’d be stuck in his stuffy house, unable to work, stuck in a no–man’s land between clock-punchers and vacationers, alone with nothing but the memories of what had happened here. As the sun brightened the house with a fresh dose of light, he decided to stick it out.

He went back out on the porch and noticed it was a lot cooler than it had been this morning. The deck was dark with wetness, rain that had fallen while he slept. A bright blue sky extended as far as he could see in each direction, the view unclouded with haze, like a clean windshield. He looked out over his railing toward the sea, calm but for the small waves lapping to the shore, the air fresh and clean. Perfect conditions for a run on the beach. As he scanned the oceanfront, trying to decide which direction he’d head, something about the scene started nagging him, like a phantom eyelash digging in his eye.

After a quick change into his running clothes, opting to go barefoot, he made his way out the front door and curled around the side to the beach access. Although Adam had an unobstructed view of the ocean, he didn’t have direct access to the beach because of the ridge of protected dunes that his house backed up to. He set out up the wooden sidewalk, down onto the sand, and then turned east along the water’s edge.

A minute into his run, just as his muscles had started to loosen up, Adam stopped in ankle-deep surf, the mental eyelash dislodging itself. The beach was virtually deserted. His heart started throbbing, a visceral reaction to a scene that was wrong, all wrong. It was two-thirty on a beautiful August afternoon, and there should have been dozens, no, hundreds of people out here, sunning themselves, splashing in the water, building sand castles, sneaking illegal beers in those little huggies.

There was nobody out here.

The empty beach left Adam disoriented. It was as if his mind was straining to see what should have been there, what he, in his medical practice, would call within normal limits. As the unease grew inside him, his eyes bounced from water to sand to the cottages lining the oceanfront and then back to the water. A bit farther down the beach, he saw a group of empty beach chairs, set up in a semi-circle, but no one around them.

The image of Terry Sanders dying in his beach cottage slammed into Adam’s head like a drunk running a red light. He looked at the houses up and down the oceanfront, from the small cottages to the big ten-bedroom jobs with wraparound decks on each floor and pictured Terry Sanders in each of those houses, coughing up blood, seizing, his organs frying inside his overheated body.

He picked up a flicker in the corner of his eye, and he turned to face it. Maybe a hundred yards away, two people were walking toward him. From this distance, he couldn’t make out their gender, age, or really anything about them at all. Still, it was something. With his heart pounding, he walked, accelerating to a jog before breaking into a full sprint in their direction.

As he approached them, the pair started coming into focus. A heavyset guy, maybe in his mid-forties, a tall, skinny teenager trailing behind him. The older guy wasn’t walking as much as he was staggering across the sand like a drunken pirate who’d forgotten where he’d buried his treasure. The boy, trailing behind, didn’t seem terribly concerned with the older man’s behavior.

“Excuse me?” Adam called out. “Are you guys OK?”

The man stopped and looked at Adam, his mouth opening and closing but not making any sound. He was wearing dark red swim trunks and nothing else, his large gut stretching the waistband of his suit. His arms and legs were deeply tanned, but his chest and neck were fiery red with sunburn. It was quite the contrast, the reddish pink of burnt flesh juxtaposed against the leathery skin of his extremities, brown from years in the sun. That was when Adam noticed the man’s mouth was stained red, almost like he’d been eating a cherry snow cone.

“No,” Adam heard himself saying, feeling his body go weak. “No. This can’t be happening.”

His legs buckled, and he dropped to his knees.

Adam and the man stared at each other a bit longer, up until a coughing spasm grabbed the man in its clutches. He doubled over at the knees as his body fought to clear out whatever obstruction was stopping up his lungs. The first spasm ended, giving the guy a chance to catch his breath before a second one exploded, this one far worse than the first. Blood sprayed from his mouth like he’d been shot in the throat, and he dropped to his knees as well. Adam’s training took over, and he pushed himself to his feet.

“You,” Adam said, pointing at the boy, whose face was blank. “Is this your father?”

The boy nodded vigorously.

“What’s your name?”

“Ethan,” the boy said. “Ethan DeSilva.” He was tall and thin and sported a thick mane of greasy black hair. He was fair-skinned, but his current complexion looked much worse, an almost grayed-out pallor.

“And your dad?”

“Robert DeSilva.”

“What’s going on?” Adam asked. “How long’s he been sick?”

“Since last night I think,” Ethan said, stifling his own cough.

Adam helped Robert down to his seat. He looked up at Adam, his eyes virtually pleading for help. Adam ran his fingers along Robert’s jawbone and found oversized glands, engaged in a desperate war to fight off a pathogen. Typically, Adam would listen to a patient’s chest, but that wasn’t necessary here. He could hear the rattling in Robert’s chest even over the small waves lapping at the shore.

“Just you two down here at Holden?”

“No,” Ethan said. “My mom and two sisters. We’re all feeling pretty bad. I’ve got a fever and chills. An hour ago, he just up and bolted out the front door.”

“How far up the beach are you?”

Ethan looked over his shoulder and stared into the distance. When he looked back, his eyes were glossy with tears.

“I don’t remember,” Ethan said. “I really don’t feel very good.”

Adam scraped a nail against his chin rhythmically, almost like a metronome.

“My cottage isn’t far from here,” he said after a minute. “Let’s get you guys to the hospital. I’m going to need your help to get your dad there.”

It took them twenty minutes to cover the two hundred yards back to Adam’s cottage. Robert was unable to stand up on his own, his body ravaged by a series of innard-shredding coughing spells. Ethan was weakening by the minute. He began yelling at children who weren’t there, telling them he knew they’d been the ones who’d TP’d his house.

By the time they’d made it back to his driveway, Adam’s legs were burning, and sweat had glued his shirt to his chest. Adam deposited his companions at the steps and then stopped to catch his breath and check on his patients. Robert looked like he was clinging to life by the slimmest of threads. He’d coughed and hacked for most of the walk, leaving a trail of bright red blood behind them. Ethan was lucid again, asking for water and wanting to know how far the hospital was.

“Let me grab my keys and get you some water,” Adam said. “I won’t be long.”

Ethan sighed and nodded, seemingly content with the brief respite on the stairs.

As he climbed the stairs to the front door, Adam took a moment to acknowledge his own fear, his own biologically programmed survival instinct. Whatever it was Terry Sanders had died of, whatever it was these two perfectly nice people had, Adam did not want to catch it. His primal self, the one lingering deep in the DNA he shared with his ancestors and their ancestors, wanted to run, wanted to leave these guys to die, and his primal self didn’t feel the least bit bad about it. The fear was huge, careening through him like a wrecking ball, and he felt it growing with each passing moment. He let that part of himself have its fantasy, state its case, and then he bottled it up.

When he was in medical school, it had taken him a little while to adjust to the fact that he was going to be frequently exposed to all manner of dread illness. Then, as a first-year resident, doing a rotation in the emergency room one cold December night, he’d experienced every health-care worker’s worst nightmare – an errant needle stick in the soft flesh between his left thumb and forefinger while he’d been treating an HIV-positive drug addict. He underwent the prophylactic drug treatment provided to healthcare workers who’d suffered accidental pokes and submitted to HIV tests every four weeks for a year, all of which came back negative.

Shitty as it was, the experience had made him a better physician. He knew what patients were thinking about while waiting for test results to tell them what was causing the headaches, the vaginal bleeding, the abnormal ultrasound. It expanded his reservoir of patience, something he’d been in short supply of in the first part of his residency. And since the needle stick, he’d been able to compartmentalize the fear, lock it away in a place where it couldn’t overwhelm him. But he always acknowledged it. He didn’t want to get sick. He didn’t want to die. He was no different than anyone else. And there were times, like now, where the fear threatened to break free and paralyze him.

If Robert and Ethan had what Sanders had, then Adam had suffered two major exposures. He accepted that he was scared beyond any plane he’d ever imagined and then crammed two tons of ball-shrinking terror into a five-gallon bag. He thought about Rachel and found himself glad that she was three thousand miles away, far away from this, whatever this was.

He refocused his attention on Robert and Ethan. He took the steps two at a time, but it wasn’t fast enough. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, Robert was in the throes of a massive seizure, his body flopping around the concrete driveway. Like Terry Sanders, a man he presumably had not known and would never meet, Robert DeSilva died, horribly, virtually alone, and far from home.

“Shit,” Adam said to no one. “Shit, shit, shit.”

He looked around for Ethan and noticed the boy had disappeared. Christ, Adam thought, where did he go?

“Ethan?” he called out. “Son, are you there?”

He heard a soft moan coming from behind him, deeper into the carport under the house. He edged his way around his car, his heart pounding. A smear of fresh color caught his eye, toward the back corner of the driveway. Adam followed it to the shed where he stored a grill, boogie boards, half-empty paint cans, the byproducts of life of a beach house owner. It was cool and dark here. The boy was sitting cross-legged in the corner, his back against a stack of boogie boards. He looked up at Adam, a sheepish look on his face, as though he’d been caught breaking into the place.

“Ethan, it’s me. My name is Adam.”

“How’s my dad?”

Adam didn’t lie to patients, and he was not going to start now. He responded with an almost imperceptible shake of his head. Ethan leaned his head back against an old, cracked boogie board, a faded blue thing stenciled with the words Wave Destroyer in a repeating pattern down the surface of the board. The news didn’t seem to affect Ethan one way or another.

“I don’t suppose you knew the Sanders family?” Adam asked. “They were staying next door to my house?”

Ethan shook his head.

“We’ve got to get you to the hospital,” Adam said. “Right now.”

“What about my mom and sister?”

He coughed, a little thing that got away from him, but Adam could tell this poor kid was now in the end stages of this thing. Blood bubbled out onto the fist he’d tried to use to cut the cough off. Adam found himself thinking about Rachel again; this boy wasn’t much younger than her, and that was when the fear began to break through. The box had sprung a leak. He was gripped with the urge to call her right now and tell her to run for the hills until he could get a better handle on what was precisely was going on.

“We’ll call on the way,” Adam said, his spirits lifted by the mere fact that he had a plan to do something. “You know their numbers, right?”

“I think so,” Ethan said, carefully examining his bloodstained hand like it was an unusual seashell he’d found on the shore.

“I’m sorry,” Adam said. “About your dad.”

“Thanks,” Ethan said. There wasn’t much oomph in his response, a testament to how poorly Ethan was obviously feeling. Then: “Am I going to die, too?”

The question buzzed through Adam like a mild electrical shock, but he didn’t answer right away. As he considered Ethan’s impossible query, he helped the boy into his Explorer and they began making their way toward the causeway. A few miles east, he began to hear a car horn honking in the distance. He welcomed the sound in all its distracting familiarity. It suggested there was still order here on Holden Beach, and it gave him time to construct an appropriate response to Ethan’s question.

“Let’s get you some help,” he said. “We’ll be at the hospital soon.” Adam stole another glance at Ethan, who was looking absently out at the road ahead of them.

“What’s that?” he asked weakly, pointing a thin finger ahead of them.

Adam’s gaze followed Ethan’s finger east, and he found the source of the car horn as they approached the turn-off to the causeway, which fed back onto the mainland. But it wasn’t one car horn. It was many, and it looked like a parking lot had metastasized in the middle of Ocean Boulevard. There were dozens of cars jammed together, all facing east, people honking over one another, no one moving an inch. Adam slowed to a crawl and came to a stop about a hundred yards short of the intersection. Pockets of people milled about here and there, a few smoking cigarettes, most pointing and talking.

“Wait here,” Adam said. “I’m going to see what’s going on.”

Ethan nodded, and Adam alighted from the car, his heart pounding. It was getting hot again, the freshness of the day passing as another juicy air mass settled in on the area. Adam looked south toward water’s edge, the ocean gray and lifeless. They were in the downtown area of Holden Beach, as it were, smack in the middle of a strip of real estate offices, ice cream parlors, places hawking cheap beach gear, t-shirts, hermit crabs that would be dead before their new owners made it back to Route 17. It was here vacations began and ended, the gateway from and back to real life.

Up ahead of him, a trio, two men and a woman, had gathered at the front bumper of a Honda minivan with Georgia plates. A bumper sticker on the center of the rear windshield exhorted the DAWGS to GO! The sliding doors were open, and Adam could see two small kids, strapped into their car seats in the dim passenger compartment. Both appeared to be asleep.

“What’s going on?” he asked, trying to mask his growing sense of alarm. Try as he might to avoid it, his gaze kept drifting to the interior of the minivan, on the two kids sleeping in their car seats. He wondered what he would see if he drew in for a closer look, whether he’d see blood smeared across their lips like fingerpaint.

The woman and the younger man, both of whom somehow appeared flushed and pale at the same time, bright red cheeks against a backdrop of gray skin, looked at their companion, deferring to the eldest member of the group. He was in his fifties, heavy-set with a graying beard.

“Some kinda accident,” the man said. He leaned in close to Adam, conspiratorially, and added: “I got a real mess here. Whole family’s sick with something or the other, trying to get them to the hospital up in Shallotte.”

Adam ran his fingers through his hair, thinking about Ethan DeSilva, about the empty beach, wondering if this time, the human race had run out of luck. He felt like he was living the beginning of a bad dystopian movie. He’d first felt it on the morning of the September 11 attacks, when a rumor had spread through the hospital that New York City had been nuked. He was busy with a difficult C-section and didn’t get the full story until later that morning. He’d been almost relieved to discover that only a few thousand had died, as opposed to a few million, a relief he still felt guilty about more than a decade later. He’d felt it in 2008, when Lehman Brothers went down, and then Bear Stearns, one after another, and the global economy had teetered on the brink of failure and he was ready to walk down to the bank and withdraw every bit he had in cash before it went up in smoke.

“Yeah,” Adam said, not knowing what else to say.

“Yeah,” the man said with a disturbing hint of resignation in his voice. “My daughter and son-in-law are both sick too. I started running a fever a couple hours ago.”

“Excuse me for a minute.”

Adam went back to his truck to check on Ethan, out of answers, out of ideas, nearly out of his mind. The boy was slumped over in his seat, unresponsive, the seatbelt straining under Ethan’s dead weight. Adam pressed two fingers against the boy’s wrist, checking for the radial pulse. It was there, but thready at best.

“Have you seen anything on the news?” Adam asked when he returned to talk to the man.

“You haven’t seen the news? All kinds of crazy shit. Hell, I heard one story saying all the New York Yankees had gotten sick and died. Then another story said their charter plane went down after an engine failure.”

Adam stared at the man, slack-jawed.

“You’re telling me this thing is everywhere?”

The man didn’t respond.

Adam hadn’t watched television or picked up a newspaper since he’d arrived here nearly a week ago. He pictured this thing burning through city after city, state after state, leaving graveyards in its wake. He remembered a bit of history about the Spanish flu outbreak of 1918, how that strain of influenza had spread around the world in less than a month, in an era when commercial air travel was virtually nonexistent and even automobiles were still considered a luxury item. He shuddered to think how quickly something this virulent could spread across the nation, across the globe, in this day and age. It could kill thousands of people in the blink of an eye. The idea of this kind of outbreak on a large scale threatened to turn his guts to liquid.

While Adam processed this new bit of information, his news source began coughing. It was a protracted affair, yet another incident that again left Adam feeling as helpless as he had ever felt in his life. The cough brought the man to his knees, and Adam stepped forward and placed a hand on his back. The man was baking with fever, a hellish heat that Adam was becoming far too familiar with. As the spell eased up, the man turned to the side to pat his mouth with a handkerchief. Adam appreciated the man’s discretion, but there was no hiding what was happening.

Taking the hand Adam offered him, the man struggled back to his feet, one at a time.
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A storm was rolling in from the west as Adam made his way back to the cottage, having given up on the hospital. A purplish ridge of clouds was easing in, almost like a shroud over the area. Adam turned on his wipers as the fat drops of rain began spattering the salt-crusted windshield; he was briefly soothed by the familiar wip-woop-wip-woop of the wiper blades slicing across the glass. As the wind freshened, the skies opened up, forcing Adam to let up on the accelerator. He switched on the headlights, but they did little good against the volume of rain unleashed in the monsoon. Within seconds, his visibility had dropped to zero, and so he carefully edged over to the side of the road, more up on the sidewalk than not, and stopped in front of an undeveloped expanse of marsh.

As he braked, Ethan’s failing body listed toward him, close enough that he could smell a perverse combination of Old Spice and sickness emanating from the boy. Panic surged through him like electrical spikes. More cracks were forming in his box now. He wasn’t sure how much more he could take before it ruptured, like the bulkheads on Titanic after its kiss from the iceberg, before the fear got big enough to pull him under. He found himself swallowing frequently, his hands brushing against glands, on high alert for the slightest sign of infection.

Then the seizure hit. Ethan flopped around the passenger seat, his shell of a body spraying blood across the seats, the dashboard, the windshield, as if the pathogen was intent on perpetuating itself in every way possible. He wrapped his arms around the boy and held him close. The seizure was massive, powerful, a magnitude that Adam had never experienced before. It was like a bolt of lightning had dropped from the heavens and struck the boy. Adam held on for the entire duration of the seizure, refusing to let the boy die alone, tears streaming down his cheeks.

When it was over, Adam shifted back into his seat, his arms and neck splattered with blood, as if he’d just finished slaughtering a hog. Ethan was dead. Tears ran silently down Adam’s cheeks, the byproduct of a hot stew of anger and fear and sadness fermenting inside him. It was like he was being made to relive that terrible day with Patient A over and over again, on a much bigger stage, the only constant being his total and complete incompetence, his inability to do one single, solitary thing to help these people.

This was off the charts, the kind of thing discussed hypothetically, maybe joked about in the CDC cafeteria. An invisible tidal wave, wiping the cities clean of life, leaving graveyard after graveyard in its viral wake until it burned itself out.

He dug his smartphone out of his pocket and tried accessing the mobile Internet application. As he waited, he noticed the squall was easing up. He checked the screen again, but it remained blank, the page still trying to load. He shifted back into gear and nosed his way back out onto Ocean Boulevard. Water had ponded in the typical lower-lying spots, and he slalomed around those dark, brooding puddles.

Back at the house, he set Ethan’s body next to his father’s and covered them with a tarp. Then he retreated to his bedroom with a bottle of scotch and a heavy glass tumbler, his initials etched on the side, and, for reasons he couldn’t explain, locked the door behind him. A check of his watch told him it was quarter until six, almost time for the news. While he waited, he conducted another systems check. No fever, no sore throat, no nasal congestion, no unusual skin rashes or lesions, and most welcome, no swollen glands.

He started to dial his office but then remembered that it was after business hours.

He dialed Joe McCann’s cell phone number.

No answer.

He dialed his friend Mark Zalewski’s number.

No answer.

He dialed his old girlfriend Stephanie Hartman’s number.

No answer.

He scrolled through his contacts and paused on Rachel’s number for five full minutes before he could muster the courage to call her.

He dialed Rachel’s number.

No answer.

He put away his phone.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

“Briggs!”

Freddie turned his head toward the voice, coming from the brightly lit corridor, deep in the cinderblock bowels of the Smyrna City Jail. He’d been lying on his back on the thin bedroll, staring at the ceiling, marking time since he’d been arrested three days ago. It had been a Friday afternoon, too late for a bond hearing, and since it was a malicious wounding charge, they wouldn’t let him out on his own recognizance. Due to his celebrity, the sheriff had assigned Freddie to an isolation cell, the one in which they stuck the potential suicides, rather than risk a cafeteria riot over the fact that Freddie had played for the Patriots instead of retiring with dignity as a Falcon. The cell had been sanitized of anything an inmate could use to harm himself. No sheets, no metal bed frame. Just bars, concrete, and time.

After coming to, he’d quietly followed the arresting officers (three of them!) out to the police cruiser waiting in the parking lot of the Duckling, the memory of his little bar brawl with Randy Ferguson still fresh in his mind. He shook his head when the officers asked him if he was going to give them any trouble. They all knew who he was, of course, and they appeared terrified, although he wasn’t sure if that was because of his celebrity or because they were worried he might try to eat them. No, he hadn’t given them any trouble; in fact, he hadn’t uttered a word since the last dumb-shit thing he’d said to Ferguson before they’d done their dance. Instead, he kept asking himself the same question, over and over, wondering why he’d let that loser push his buttons the way he had.

He hadn’t come up with an answer, and now, with the bond hearing done, it was time to go home and face his family. His heart began pounding, harder and harder as the footsteps drew closer, and he felt a little silly, like a little boy afraid of being punished. He took quick stock of his cell. It was a small cell, about eight-by-eight square, steeped in a pungent stew of urine and sweat and body odor. Pathetic as these environs were, and as happy as he was to be taking his leave of them, they had given him some time to think. About football, about Susan, about the future, about the next step. First, there was going to be hell to pay at home. In a strange bit of irony, nothing drove Susan bat-shit crazier than Freddie’s temper. Fine, he thought. It was time to grow up. Time to be a man.

“Briggs?” the man said when he arrived. He was black, tall and thin, his posture and demeanor suggesting a stint in the military. “I’m Captain Allen Freeman. You’ll be due in court on August 22 on a charge of disorderly conduct, drunk in public, and malicious wounding.”

Richie Matas, Freddie’s agent, trailed just behind. Matas looked pale, his thin face drawn tight, like a robe on a cold morning. This struck Briggs as odd. Matas represented a number of athletes, and this was not his first time bailing one of them out of jail. Part of the job description, he’d once commented to Freddie. Freddie stood silently, frozen by embarrassment. It wasn’t the first night he’d ever spent in the clink, but it hadn’t happened since his freshman year at LSU. Susan had always warned him he’d end up there again if he wasn’t careful.

“I owe you one, Richie,” Freddie said.

“Listen, Freddie,” Matas said. “We need to get you home. Something’s wrong with Susan. I drove over this morning to pick her up to come get you, and the girls said she was really sick.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Freddie asked.

Matas was walking quickly, almost jogging up the corridor to the booking area, where Freddie would be able to retrieve his personal belongings. The deputy processed Briggs out of the jail as quickly as he could, which, for Freddie, wasn’t nearly quick enough. He and Matas raced back to the car and set out for the Briggs home, in a ritzy development on the north side of Smyrna.

They rode in silence, Richie unwilling or unable to relay any information other than that Susan hadn’t looked good. Freddie had tried calling the house, but no one answered. About five miles out, Freddie’s cell phone, which was still in his hand after he’d retrieved it from the jail inventory, began ringing.

“Dad?” a tiny voice said.

“Sweetie, it’s Daddy, what’s wrong?”

“It’s Mom,” Caroline said. Her words were choked with phlegm, as if she’d been crying.

He pinned the phone against his shoulder and tapped Matas on the right shoulder.

“Hurry up,” Freddie said. “Something’s wrong.”

He put the phone back to his ear and took a deep breath, hoping he could stay calm, for the sake of his hysterical daughter. “What is it, sweetie?”

“She lay down on the couch for a bit, said she was too tired to get upstairs,” Caroline said, her voice cracking. “Then she started coughing, and there’s blood everywhere.” Now each of Heather’s words was punctuated with a sobbing heave.

“Caroline, listen to me very carefully. Stay with her,” Freddie said. “I’m calling an ambulance.”

Freddie killed the line and called 911. Strangely, it took three tries to get through.

The line clicked open, and Freddie started to speak when he was interrupted by a recorded message.

“Thank you for calling the City of Smyrna’s Emergency Operations Center. All of our dispatchers are busy assisting other citizens. Please stay on the line, and your call will be taken in the order it was received.”

“What the fuck is this shit?” Freddie bellowed, as the message began to replay.

“What?” Matas asked.

Freddie pulled the phone away from his ear and pressed the speakerphone button.

“-on the line, and your call will be taken in the order it was received.”

It began to replay again.

“What the hell?” Matas said.

“Put on hold by 911?” Freddie said, looking over at Matas.

Matas shrugged and pushed down on the gas, determined to get them back to the Briggs house as fast as possible. As they hurtled north around Smyrna, they heard the message twice more in its entirety and most of a third time before a dispatcher came on the line.

“911, what is your emergency?” a gruff voice barked at him.

He told the dispatcher what he knew.

“I’ll dispatch an EMS crew, sir, but you should be aware we’ve had an unusually high call volume this morning.”

Freddie tried to say something, but the words weren’t there. He looked over at Matas, his hands spread apart, unsure of what to do.

“Just send the fucking ambulance!” Matas barked into the phone.

“Thanks,” Freddie said, hanging up.

“Fuck it,” Matas said. “If the ambulance isn’t there, we’ll take her ourselves.”

Freddie nodded, the panic rising, filling him like a balloon and making it difficult to breathe. Richie Matas, God bless him, pushed down the gas pedal of his rented Audi as far as it would go, determined to make the ten-minute drive home in three. The jail was in the southern part of Smyrna, in a beaten-down industrial area about as far as one could get from the northern suburbs where Freddie and Susan had made their home and still be in Smyrna. Freddie and Susan had bought the six-thousand-square-foot home about a year into his career, after they’d gotten used to the idea of having millions of dollars in the bank, gotten used to the idea of not ever having to worry about money again.

Freddie and Susan had both come up poor, and they’d never forgotten the pain of growing up in Smyrna’s trailer parks, which was where they’d first met more than a dozen years earlier. They were scrupulous savers. Freddie loved teasing her for clipping coupons on Sunday mornings, which she said she did to keep her mind off the game, worried sick as she was of watching him end up paralyzed or worse. The house was their sole extravagance. They wanted a place that would be home forever, where they would raise their girls, twelve-year-old Caroline, and Heather, a month shy of her eighth birthday. They wanted a place where they could grow old with the neighbors, where they could take refuge, a sanctuary away from the madness accompanying life as an NFL superstar.

A few minutes later, the turn-off into Freddie’s subdivision came into view. As Matas slowed to turn onto the private drive feeding into the subdivision, Freddie heard the ambulance screaming toward him.

“Quick, get up to the guardhouse,” he said to Matas.

A moment later, the ambulance appeared in his rearview mirror, screaming its frantic howl. The guard waved them through, and the ambulance rumbled down the wide avenue, now less than a mile from its destination. Matas fell in behind the ambulance, close enough to cross that line from tailgating to drafting, fully flaunting the admonition that he should “Keep Back 500 Feet.”

They covered the mile in about forty-five seconds. The ambulance slowed briefly, dipping right into the Briggs’ semi-circular driveway, and then came to a halting stop at its midpoint. Matas lagged behind a couple car lengths and met the crew at the ambulance’s back door. Two paramedics, a young woman with close-cut blonde hair and a tall heavy-set black guy, got to work unloading their gear. Freddie recognized the man as a teacher at Caroline’s school. Mr. Rowe or something like that. He must have been a part-time EMT. Both were wearing powder-blue surgical masks. A handful of neighbors milled about, gathered in small clumps, whispering, pointing.

“Please hurry,” Freddie croaked as he met the paramedics.

They ignored him as they unloaded the stretcher and their gear from the back of the truck. As he passed the open doors of the ambulance bay, Freddie realized with horror that four other people were in the back, looking flushed, looking very sick. He put them out of his mind and led them inside. As he made his way down the corridor, he heard Susan coughing, a deep, guttural, hacking cough. He’d never heard anything like it in his life.

“Susan? Girls?”

No response.

“Susan!”

He turned the corner beyond the sunken living room and stepped into the galley-style kitchen, where his shoe slipped out underneath him. His big frame crashed to the floor, and he felt a sharp pain shoot through his right knee. Oh, no, he thought. Thoughts of all the time he’d spent rehabbing the knee came roaring up inside him, followed by a scorching chaser of guilt. He rolled over on his side and started to push himself up on the fresh, bright-red blood slicking the floor. He scampered to his feet, panic engulfing him like fire consuming a house. Freddie heard a female voice behind him, startling him. He’d almost forgotten the paramedics were there.

“Look,” the woman paramedic – Gibert, according to the ID card clipped to her breast pocket – was saying. Freddie, panic-stupid now, saw her pointing at something, and he followed her index finger to the back of the kitchen, just beyond the Viking refrigerator.

“What’s in there?” Gibert asked, pointing toward a closed door.

“Mudroom,” Freddie said as the pair rushed forward, Freddie close behind. “Leave the stretcher out here. It’s pretty tight in there.”

“Oh shit!” said Rowe, the first one in the door. “In here!”

He slipped into the mudroom behind them, desperate to see her but careful not to interfere with their provision of care. He was a good six inches taller than Rowe, more than a foot clear of Gibert, so he was able to see what was going on. His stomach clenched as he saw the amount of blood splattered on the walls, puddled on the floor. Susan was on her side, curled up into a ball, facing the wall. At first, Freddie thought she was dead, but he saw her shift her right foot, and he felt tears well up in his eyes.

“Aw shit,” Rowe said, mostly to himself. “What the hell is this shit?”

“Shut up,” Gibert hissed. “Roll her over. We need to get her out of here.”

She turned her head to address Freddie. “Sir, is anyone else in the house feeling sick?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

The girls. Where were the girls? He slipped back down the corridor to the staircase and took the steps two at a time. He was sweating badly, and he could smell a strange odor emanating from his body, a whisky-tinted, fear-coated musk. It felt hot in the house, too hot, even though he could hear the soft, reassuring hiss of the air conditioning blowing through the vents. As he approached the closed door of the media room, he heard a sound that severed his connection with reality. His mind was trapped in a netherworld between the three corners of panic, terror, and anger.

It was a terrible sound. A horrible, ripping sound.

His daughter Caroline was coughing.
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“Um, I’m standing about a block north of Turner Field here in Atlanta. That there is the west parking lot of the stadium. There’s been a lot of military activity all morning. I don’t know… wait, people are unloading from the back of the convoy trucks. I don’t know … [COUGHING SPELL] lining them up. [WHEEZY BREATHING] Been hearing rumors of a vaccine. I woke up with it, whatever it is. I feel pretty good overall, maybe I got a mild case or something.”

[SOUND OF MACHINE GUN FIRE]

“Holy fucking shit! The soldiers, they just opened up on those poor people! Oh my God, this can’t be happening. This can’t be happening!”

[WHIMPERS]

“I’m going to try and get a little bit closer.”

Video becomes blurry and shaky

“Jesus. [inaudible]. Oh, Jesus, Jesus.”

[SOUND OF MACHINE GUN FIRE]

“Oh, shit. I gotta upload this shit.”

[SOUND OF COUGHING]

[VIDEO ENDS]


CHAPTER EIGHT

“You know, Kevin,” Kevin Butler said to his empty office, just a stone’s throw from the Oval Office, “you probably should’ve listened to that guy Ponce.”

Then a coughing spell. Hard, ab-shredding coughing.

“No, we should’ve nuked the Bronx!” he said. Then he laughed.

He took off his dress shirt, leaving him in a white t-shirt and Joseph Abboud pants. He didn’t know why he did it. It just seemed like a good idea. When he was done, he sat back down to rest because the simple act of removing his shirt had left him spent. He sat there in his white t-shirt and sweat-soaked Joseph Abboud pants. Or maybe it was piss. He didn’t know anymore.

God, he felt like shit.

He cried for a few minutes. Then he stopped because he forgot what he was crying about. Then he remembered he was crying because he was dying, but he didn’t start crying again because it required a tincture of effort that he did not currently possess.

He looked at the clock on the mantel. It was three-thirty in the afternoon. He didn’t know if his family was alive or dead. He had no idea what day it was, but he didn’t really care. All the days had piled up on top of one another, a big car crash of blocks on a calendar. They were all the same day now.

How had he gotten here?

You walked, a little voice called out.

He laughed the manic laugh of a man whose links to reality were breaking, one at a time.

No, not here here. HERE.

Oh, HERE.

He thought about the path that had led him HERE, about the million tiny decisions he’d made and forgotten, and the million tiny events he’d had no control over, the way those things had braided themselves together into the tapestry that was Kevin Butler’s life. He thought he’d figured it out, where it had all begun nearly thirty years ago, an unseasonably warm January morning during his final year of law school at Harvard. Around dawn, he’d been jolted from sleep by a strange noise and had been stunned to see an intruder in his bedroom (his bedroom!), rifling through the drawers of his bureau, looking for God knew what. And only God had known what that man had been looking for, because upon noticing Butler was awake, the burglar had fled the crappy apartment in the crappy neighborhood, never to be seen again.

Butler looked down at his hands, thinking about his law school burglar for the first time in decades, manic-eyed and mangy, so dirty Butler hadn’t been able to tell if he was black or white. The experience had convinced him to abandon corporate law and sent him down a much different path, starting as an assistant district attorney in Texas, where he took special joy in prosecuting home invaders, through the state Attorney General’s office, to the U.S. Senate, before his old buddy Nathan Crosby, then the governor of Oklahoma, had tapped him to serve as his campaign manager for a presidential run.

The campaign, dismissed in the early days by the pundits as a wild hair, had taken off like wildfire, starting with an unexpectedly strong showing in Iowa, followed by a huge influx of cash to float them through the early primaries. Success begat success, and they’d secured the nomination in Los Angeles that summer, neither of them really believing it was happening until Crosby had taken a concession phone call from the man he’d defeated in the general election, the unpopular Democratic incumbent who’d presided over an economic collapse and had been unable to accomplish just about anything.

When you got right down to it, it had been that anonymous thief who’d shoved Kevin Butler toward his destiny, toward this moment in the White House, struggling (and failing) to deal with the biggest crisis the nation had ever faced. If it hadn’t been for that burglar, if he’d rented a different apartment the previous August, if he’d spent the night at his then-girlfriend’s place, which he hadn’t because they’d had a big fight, if one of a million other things had broken differently, he’d probably have never changed his career track. He’d be a partner at some big firm in D.C. or Chicago or New York, living in some gated community, growing increasingly worried at the widening epidemic.

He didn’t know where the President was.

He didn’t even know if the man was alive.

His phone rang. It was probably someone very important bearing some very important news that would be very bad, and so he didn’t answer it. Ooh, wait, let me guess!

A quarantine broke in Dallas!

No, no, wait! Let me guess! Riots in Des Moines!

Or Army units in Boston are abandoning their posts!

It had all come apart, and he was so, so afraid.

He was burning up now, the sweat pouring off him in rivers.

It had been nearly a week since Medusa had first appeared on their radar. There had been no communication with either the CDC or USAMRIID in at least a day, and he didn’t expect any more. Not that they could offer anything more than what they already knew. It was sort of an academic exercise at this point. Under the microscope, the virus bore close resemblance to a snake, similar in structure to the Ebola and Marburg viruses, blah, blah, blah. But for all its similarities to those two scary pathogens, plenty scary in their own right, Medusa was different, so achingly and astonishingly different.

The thing that had driven the doctors out of their minds, right up until it killed them, was that they didn’t know how it was different. Why was it spreading so rapidly? Why was it airborne? Why was it killing so quickly? Even Ebola Zaire, the deadliest pathogen known to man (until last week, that is), took days to kill its host. They hadn’t even had time to figure out where Medusa had come from. And now they would never know! Atlanta was gone. Fort Detrick was gone. Despite all their precautions, Medusa had wiped out both installations.

What surprised Butler the most was how incompetent he’d felt, how foolish, how stupid, and he was one of the ones that was supposed to figure out how they were going to stop this goddamn thing! It had always been a source of amusement that the world often turned on things he said and did and things he told the President to say and do. He still felt like they were playing grownup, like it was Model U.N. or Student Council, and that certainly, the real grownups would swoop in and take over and fix everything. And the fear. He couldn’t believe how scared he was.

He stepped out into the hallway outside his office. The lights were on, everything running normally, but it was dead quiet. He’d never heard it so quiet in his three years working here. There was a body in the corridor, one of his staffers, Julie or Donna. He couldn’t remember her name. She was single, childless, and had stuck it out here, “managing the crisis,” as they had called it. Many others had fled.

He coughed hard, spraying blood across the wall. He poked his head in the office of one of his deputies, but it was empty. Office after office he visited, staggering from one to the next, using the wall to support himself. This was one was empty, that one contained a body. It became a bit of a game. Empty Office, 2, Dead Body, 1. Ooh, and now it’s tied. Two apiece!

He was getting tired now.

He found a break room and sat at one of the tables. Before him, the vending machines hummed along, the soda ice cold, the snack cakes fresh and moist. And they would stay that way, long after Kevin Butler died. Even if humanity had succeeded in erasing itself from the hard drive, the lights would stay on here. The White House might someday go dark, but it wouldn’t be any time soon. Maybe ten years from now. Maybe a hundred.

“OK,” he said to no one.

He bowed his head and recited the Lord’s Prayer. It felt phony and forced because reciting the Lord’s Prayer was pretty fucking vanilla when you got down to it, like you weren’t even trying, like you were just going through the motions. Kevin had once fervently believed in God, and the Butlers had been a church-going family, because you didn’t become the Chief of Staff to a Republican president without the appropriate set pieces on the stage of your life. Over the years, though, his faith had grown weaker, like a radio station getting farther and farther away with each passing mile, its signal breaking up, heavily laced with static.

“… for thine is the Kingdom, the power and the glory, forever and ever, Amen.”

Butler opened his eyes and found a young staffer staring at him. Her nose and mouth, caked with blood. Copies of copies of copies. It started to get old after a while. I get it, God, I fucked up! I should’ve agreed to the quarantine or paid a little more attention to that intelligence briefing about that bioterrorist group in Waco or whatever it was that we missed that had brought us to this point.

“Hi,” he thought he said to the young woman, but it actually came out, “Heaaagghhhh!”

The staffer turned and fled down the corridor.

Kevin bought a bag of potato chips and sat back down to eat them. They did not agree with him and he vomited violently on the floor of the break room.

He laid his head down on the table and died at four-thirty that afternoon.


INTERLUDE

From The State Newspaper (Columbia, South Carolina)



EXTRA!



SOUTH CAROLINA SECEDES FROM UNION



WASHINGTON THREATENS NEW REPUBLIC



By SIOBHAN MOON

The State Staff Writer

COLUMBIA (August 13) – Calling the Medusa virus an “unprecedented” threat to its continued existence, the state of South Carolina officially seceded from the United States of America last night for the second time in its history, renaming itself the People’s Republic of Columbia and installing former Governor Alan Moran as its new President.

“The people of this brave new nation have spoken,” said President Moran, speaking from an undisclosed location. “This towering crisis has forced us to make some difficult decisions, and we believe that we alone hold the key to our survival. The government of the United States has proven itself unable to handle this catastrophe, and we will not stand idly by while my fellow citizens suffer.”

The secession became official at 11:18 p.m. last night, when then-Governor Moran placed his signature on the state’s Declaration of Secession, which had been passed unanimously in both houses of the South Carolina legislature earlier that evening.

The House of Representatives voted 44-0 in favor of secession, with 80 House members unable to participate due to illness. The South Carolina Senate quickly followed suit, unanimously passing the resolution 14-0, with 32 senators abstaining due to illness.

Moran added that the borders of his nation were closed indefinitely, and that any unauthorized persons attempting to enter Columbia would be dealt with “harshly and swiftly.”

The White House reacted angrily, quickly issuing a statement denouncing the secession and threatening military action to preserve the Union.

“The United States does not recognize the so-called ‘sovereignty’ of the state of South Carolina,” the statement said. “This White House is confident the state’s action is a legal nullity and has no effect. Furthermore, this Administration considers Governor Moran and his 58 state legislators to be traitors, and they will be held accountable for this ridiculous act. The U.S. does not acknowledge Governor Moran’s so-called borders, and any attempt by the state of South Carolina to enforce those borders will be met with force.”

The current status of the state’s nine military bases was unknown at press time.

According to multiple sources, several other states are considering similar secession resolutions, including Virginia, North Carolina, and Tennessee.


CHAPTER NINE

A steady rain fell as Adam crossed the James River just south of the Richmond city limits on that Friday evening, the thirteenth of August. Spires of frozen traffic stretched away in either direction along I-95, and in the distance, he counted three fires burning against the backdrop of downtown. The lights of the cityscape shined dully against the twilight, but at least they were still on, a fact that Adam was deeply grateful for. He checked his watch; it was just past seven-thirty. He was drenched, exhausted, and starving. The one thing he was not, to his pure and utter amazement, was sick. Physically, he felt perfectly fine. The country appeared to be crumbling around him under the weight of this invisible conqueror, which had, so far, overlooked him.

And somehow, that made it worse.

The waiting.

It had been one week since he’d first encountered what the media were now calling the Medusa virus, and based on the few bits and pieces he’d been able to cobble together, the virus was burning its way across the globe and order was starting to break down. And Medusa’s communicability was like nothing ever seen or studied. After the deaths of the DeSilvas (and he never had found the remaining family members), he’d spent two days on Holden Beach trying to tend to sick vacationers, trying something, anything to keep someone alive. And all he had seen had left him terrified, hopeless, adrift.

He’d tended to the bodies of the DeSilva men the morning after they died. It took an hour, but he finally had gotten them indoors, lying side by side on his kitchen floor, covered with sheets, perhaps a fraction of their dignity preserved. Adam had tackled the senior DeSilva first, a job that had all but wiped him out. Ethan’s father had outweighed Adam by fifty pounds, and so Adam had dragged him up the staircase, his arms locked around the big man’s chest. One step at a time Adam had taken, his arms and back burning with liquid fire. At one point, just two from the top step, Adam had gotten a little off balance, a little high on the rain-slicked stairs, and he’d nearly lost his purchase; he felt both of them teetering downward, a tumble that Adam feared would leave him as dead as the DeSilvas. He managed to find his seat before he fell forward, slamming his tailbone down against the wet edge of the step. After a quick rest, he finished the job, and he brought Robert to what, unbeknownst to Adam, would in fact become his and his son’s final resting place.

Adam made shorter work of Ethan’s remains. The boy had been tall but rail-thin, a body that would never fill out. As Adam hoisted him over his shoulder, he felt the boy’s smooth cheek rub against his own; it was a face that hadn’t seen the edge of a razor yet. Adam was reminded of Ethan’s youth, of all the promise that would go unfulfilled, and an immense sadness swept through him. He thought about all the things Ethan DeSilva would never do, never see, and he felt his eyes water like a heavy cloud. Maybe he was being a bit maudlin, because for all Adam knew, Ethan might have grown up to be an embezzler or a drug dealer or child molester, but he didn’t want to think about that right now. Whatever possible future may have lain ahead, Ethan DeSilva deserved a better fate than he had gotten.

Standing in his kitchen among dead men, Adam’s muscles ached and his legs quivered with exhaustion. He searched for something to say to the DeSilvas, some eloquent benediction to bid them farewell from this world, but he could think of nothing. He clicked his teeth together for a few moments.

“I’m sorry,” Adam had finally said, his voice catching.

Sharp swords of guilt and regret buried themselves into Adam’s soul, up to the hilt. He wished he could give them a proper funeral, but storing them inside was the best Adam could do. He wasn’t planning to stay long anyway – he could simply crank up the air conditioning to help slow the rate of decomposition. For all Adam knew to the contrary, he might be joining these men in death in a day or two anyway. A sudden burst of terror then, like a kick in the stomach, and he found himself trying to imagine the DeSilvas’ final moments. How afraid had they been? Did they know the end was near? Could they feel life slipping away, like the taste of something delicious dissolving into nothingness? Was it stinking, bowel-loosening terror? He thought these things, and he couldn’t stop himself.

That afternoon, as he’d peered out over the ocean from the Holden Beach pier, he’d met an older Asian woman, on holiday with her family, who, like him, had remained healthy. She spoke very little English, but at some primal level, she grasped that Adam wasn’t sick either. She dragged him by the collar of his shirt, all one hundred pounds of her, to her family’s beach cottage. Her entire family had come down with it. The first three to fall ill, two adults and a ten-year-old girl, had already died, and the others were deteriorating rapidly. She was hysterical.

And so he waited with the elderly woman, whose name he finally learned was Sang-mi, as her beloved relatives expired, one by one, as her family disintegrated, a great machine failing unexpectedly when only hours before it had been humming along in perfect synergy and harmony.

At the goddamn beach.

He held her hand and cried with her.

Sang-mi had been inconsolable. When Adam went to pull a sheet over the body of her son, who’d been the last one to die, she bolted out the back door and onto the back deck, screaming hysterically. He raced out after her, reaching out to pull her down before she could jump, even grabbing a swatch of fabric from her peach-colored housecoat, but she was fiercely determined to join her departed relatives, and that was precisely what she had done. Sang-mi flung herself from the railing; Adam closed his eyes as she plunged down, a second later, he heard her body hit the roof of their Dodge Durango some fifty feet below, the sharp crunch of the metal skin of the roof crumpling under Sang-mi’s weight.

And much like he couldn’t leave the DeSilva men alone in the carport, he couldn’t leave Sang-mi there, like a fragile bird that had fallen from flight, and so he carried her broken little body back upstairs and laid her to rest with the rest of her family.

He sat there with the dead family and watched the news, and that was when it had hit home for Adam, that this monster was roaming the countryside, all the countrysides, it was everywhere and nowhere, ghostly and very real. Regular programming had been interrupted for round-the-clock news coverage of the epidemic. Outbreaks had been reported in twenty-five states and across the globe. The more he watched, the sicker he felt, hope sluicing away, like tiny grains of sand trickling through an hourglass.

Driving off the island was no longer an option; the traffic jam he’d encountered with Ethan had metastasized into a bizarre still frame of a demolition derby, cars turned every which way, smashed up against one another. So he’d ridden his bike, an old beach cruiser he kept under the house, across the causeway on the morning of the eleventh. He rode all day, stopping only to relieve himself. He made it to Wilmington at dusk, but there was no respite there, just more chaos. Large crowds drifted through the streets, loud and panicky. Automatic gunfire chattered in the twilight. It was too dark to keep riding, so he spent a restless night in an alleyway.

He had to get home.

West of Wilmington, the congestion had eased up some, enough to warrant commandeering a Ford Taurus he found by the side of the road, its driver dead of Medusa. After laying the body on the shoulder, he loaded his bike in the back seat and shoved off, sticking to the back roads cutting through central North Carolina and into Virginia. Even in these rural areas, he saw nothing but chaos. Fires burning, car wrecks, throngs of people migrating on foot, carrying what they could. He listened to the radio for news, but it was confusing and contradictory, and so he had shut it off.

By the following morning, August 13, he was about a hundred miles from home, and he decided to make the rest of the trip on the bike. Dead traffic choked I-95, so he had used the cars as refueling stations, raiding them for snacks and water. Most of the vehicles were abandoned, but many contained the bodies of Medusa victims, their desperate flight from the plague now over.

He called Rachel half a dozen times, but on the few occasions the call went through, he got only her voice mail. Thinking about what was going on around him was too much to contemplate, and so he had simply focused on the road ahead. Terror powered his legs; his mind had shut down, perhaps as an act of self-preservation. He rode past the towns of Emporia and Jarratt and Carson and found things just as fucked up in Virginia as they’d been in North Carolina.

That had brought him here, just north of the bridge spanning the James. Adam curled onto the Broad Street exit, desperate to get home, numb, exhausted. His ass hurt from so many miles on the bike. As he merged onto Broad Street and cycled past the Virginia Commonwealth University Hospital, three gunshots cracked the night air in quick succession, one after the other – POW! POW! POW! A chilling scream followed, a howl so primal that Adam slammed down the bicycle’s brakes, almost reflexively. The wheels locked up, but on the wet surface, they continued to slide underneath him; a second later, his weight disrupted the balance of the bike, tipping it over and dumping him onto the blacktop. His body rolled into the curb like a discarded beer bottle.

He lay still for a moment, anxious for reports from his various body parts. Pain buzzed through his body, but he took solace in the fact that he could feel pain everywhere. Carefully, he wiggled all the wiggly parts, starting with his feet and moving upward to his head. It was going to hurt like hell the next day, assuming he lived that long.

There were more people here, pockets of them, wandering the streets, the air buzzing with panicked voices. The tinkle of breaking glass. They were right, the novelists and screenwriters with their depictions of the apocalypse. They’d been so goddamned right. The crowd consisted mostly of young people, some of them engaged in a kind of protest march.

TRUTH NOW! one sign read.

Another: NO MORE LIES!

A third: MEDUSA IS OUR DOOM

He heard a low growl approaching from the east; a moment later, a pair of olive-green military transports pulled up and blocked the intersection at 10th and Broad Street, just a few blocks from the state capitol building.

“Clear the streets and return to your homes,” a soldier announced via megaphone. “You are in violation of a military curfew.”

Adam’s stomach flipped. How was this happening, how was this happening, how was this happening? His feet felt locked in concrete as he watched the protestors ignore the soldiers’ mandate. He could hear coughing and sneezing and if they had it, Adam thought, they really didn’t have anything to lose by ignoring the soldiers. That made for a very bad combination.

He needed to get out of here.

He was half a block shy of the hospital’s emergency room entrance. In the falling darkness, the familiar red lights of an ambulance strobed across the neighboring buildings. Almost instinctively, his feet began shuffling toward the door, the hospital’s gravity pulling him in, his life so inextricably tied to medicine and the healing arts that there was no separating him from it, especially in the face of this immense disaster. Hell, maybe he could help out!

The closer he got, the faster he moved. He had to see for himself. One last light of hope flickered deep in his soul, perhaps nothing more than a pilot light, but, with the right spark, could reignite his faith that it wasn’t as bad as it seemed, that this outbreak had burned hot and fast but like a falling star scraping the roof of the world, was flaming out, that his colleagues, his brothers and sisters in arms, were bringing their best game in their most desperate hour.

These were the thoughts pinballing around his head as he drew closer to the double doors, and these were the ones that died the most brutal deaths when he saw the words GOODNIGHT MOON grotesquely scribbled on the glass doors in … Jesus God, was that blood? The sliding doors were malfunctioning, opening and closing like a metronome. To his left was the ambulance whose lights he’d seen flashing earlier; one of the bay doors was open, swaying in the rain-freshened breeze. Half a dozen bodies were piled up inside the ambulance bay.

As he drew close enough to see inside the hospital, to see the stretchers scattered about the unit like a child’s abandoned toys, the smell hit him like a runaway truck. It was rich and deep, a pungent, gassy smell that all but wrapped its invisible hands around Adam’s throat. He recoiled, losing his balance and finding his seat on the wet asphalt behind him. He sat in the puddle, feeling the cold rainwater seeping through his clothes, thinking about Rachel, Rachel, Rachel.

Behind him, back on the street, the protestors were growing louder. At first, he couldn’t quite make out their words, a tri-syllabic chant, but as he primed his ears, the words came through loud and clear.

“Fuck you, pigs! FUCK YOU PIGS!”

Over and over they screamed it, louder and louder until the desperate chatter of gunfire exploded and cut the mantra short. Then their screams of protest were replaced by howls of pain and agony. He heard footsteps, and terror stabbed at his core.

“FUCK YOU, PIGS!”

Hide, you moron, hide!

The dark cave of the ambulance bay beckoned him; he didn’t want to get in, but he had to. He grabbed the edge of the door and hoisted himself up onto the bumper. Even with the doors open, it was rank and hot, like an ancient evil expelling its hot breath on him. The sound of automatic gunfire erupted again, this time closer, much closer, almost like it was in his head, and he forced himself deeper into the ambulance, toward the back, using the dozen bodies for cover.

It was dark, but not pitch black, and that was horrible in its own way. Silhouettes moving about, soldiers pursuing and cutting down fleeing protestors, the tongues of flame erupting from the muzzles of their heavy guns.

Finally, silence, as the soldiers finished their sweep, leaving Adam alone in the back of that dead ambulance.

Rachel, Rachel, Rachel.

Then the bad thoughts started rushing in, pouring in as if a water main had ruptured. Fear that she wouldn’t answer if he called. Fear that she was already gone. Fear that he would never see her again, and he would never get a chance to make right what had gone so terribly wrong.

He had tried to make a go of it with Nina Kershaw, Rachel’s mother, when they’d discovered she was pregnant. They’d been on a few dates together, so it wasn’t quite a one-night stand that had led to the pregnancy. A couple weeks after the pregnancy test came back positive, they’d ridden down I-64 to Busch Gardens in Williamsburg, about an hour southeast of Richmond, just to get their minds off the very sudden and unexpected detonation of a reality bomb in their lives.

It had been a beautiful September day, the day clear and fresh with just a hint of fall in the air. They ate funnel cakes and chili dogs, and Adam had ridden the Loch Ness Monster; Nina had opted for the less exciting rides in her delicate condition. Toward the end of the day, he’d won her a gigantic stuffed bear at one of the carnival games, a stuffed animal that had stood guard over Rachel’s room to this day.

On the drive back to Richmond, they’d held hands. That night, she stayed with him at his apartment, where they made love. They slept until noon, and Adam felt like everything was going to be all right. Maybe things weren’t as clean or neat as he once imagined they’d be, but if there was one thing he’d learned in medical school, it was that life wasn’t particularly interested in neat and clean. It was dirty and messy and sloppy, and you had to be able to adjust to it, to read the defenses, call the audibles.

And so when she had ended things three months later, there in the parking lot of St. Mary’s Hospital, after the twenty-week ultrasound that had told them it was a girl, he felt like he’d been punched in the stomach. He’d missed the signs, the ground shifting underneath him, the chill in the air, the distance growing between them, two tectonic plates drifting apart.

He pulled out his phone, the glow from the screen illuminating the corpses around him. In the top left corner of the bright screen, two bars reflecting signal strength flickered at him. This worried him; he normally got great reception downtown. It was too creepy, too symbolic. Pushing the thought out of his head, he dialed her number, his heart pounding, the blood rushing in his ears.

The phone rang and rang and rang, its buzz as lonely a sound as he had ever heard in his life.

No one answered, and the call rolled into voice mail.

“Rachel, it’s Dad,” he said, trying to hold his panic down like a runaway steer. “Call me. I’m not sick, but I don’t know what’s going on. Today is, uh…”

He had no idea what day it was. Urgent requests for information skittered along his neurons, tapping his brain for the information, but the answer was not forthcoming.

“Shit, I don’t even know what day it is. Please, chicken wing, call me.”

He ended the call and slipped the phone back into his pocket.

Chicken wing. That had been his nickname for her when she was a kid, a skinny mess of arms and legs. It had been years since he’d called her that.

As he retrieved his bike, two camouflaged Army trucks rolled by, headed east on Broad Street.

He had never felt so alone.


#




The storm grew stronger as Adam drew closer to his house, there just near the end of Floyd Avenue. Old oaks and maples dating back to the Civil War swayed in the stiffening wind like angry sentinels. Sheets of rain washed across the blacktop, the throaty ripple of thousands of gallons of water rushing into the city’s ancient storm drains audible above the downpour. Lights were still shining in many houses, the rooms bright in the falling gloom; he paused at one bay window and peered inside, cupping his hands around his eyes to sluice away the rain. He hoped, no, he prayed to see signs of life, someone watching television, lingering in front of a bookcase, making dinner. But instead, he saw a middle-aged woman on a couch, curled up under a blanket, the blue light of a television screen flickering against her face. Her eyes were closed. He moved on.

At the last intersection, he saw two people arguing, their arms wild and animated in their accusatory slashes. In the intersection, a Jeep’s front quarter panel was smashed to hell, and its assailant, a large Buick sedan, now sported a crumpled front grill. Steam curled from cracked radiators.

Then the larger of the men, a heavyset, balding fellow wearing a black windbreaker, shoved the other man in the chest. The skinnier fellow stumbled backwards, and Adam’s face tightened as he sensed, deep in his soul, something extraordinarily bad was about to happen. He slowed to a stop, keeping one foot perched upon the pedal, the high one, just like he’d learned as a kid. He debated making a U-turn, approaching his house via one of the other streets that-

BLAMM!

The sound of the gunshot exploded through the rain, the impact of the bullet spinning the heavyset man’s body around before he crashed to the wet pavement in a heap. Adam’s medical training kicked in, and he got off the bike, ready to rush to the man’s side to treat the wound. Part of him wanted to be there for him, maybe give him a chance to help someone this week, after the catastrophic few days he’d spent at Holden Beach. But then that, too, was stolen from him, when the shooter stepped forward and fired two more bullets into his victim’s face.

“No!” Adam called out.

The shooter looked up in Adam’s direction. Their eyes locked, and in that moment, Adam saw the panic and the fear and total disintegration of everything this man might have been yesterday, hell, five minutes ago. He aimed the gun at Adam, who froze. His mind went blank; it didn’t seem real, what was happening, as though he might have been watching this scene unfold on television.

Everything became exquisitely clear, down to the fat drops of rainwater forming on the barrel of the gun and then splashing down onto the blacktop to join the thin rivulets flowing across the blacktop. As Adam sat there, straddling his bicycle, the shooter held up a free hand, a defensive posture, as if he were the one facing the barrel of the gun. Then he fired.

The bullet missed by a country mile, but it sent Adam tumbling to the asphalt, pulling the bike down on top of him. His foot became tangled in the spokes of the rear tire and as he attempted to wrestle it free, he noticed the man approaching, his gun up again.

The spike of terror was so sharp Adam gagged; he kept one eye on the armed man and worked to free himself. Why hadn’t he just pedaled away? He would’ve been three blocks away by now.

“Are you sick?” the man was yelling. “Are you sick?”

“No!” Adam called out. “Don’t shoot, please don’t shoot!”

Adam hoped this would defuse the situation, assure the man he had nothing to fear.

But instead, the man fired again. Adam screamed as that infernal spoke finally released his foot from captivity, but again the man had missed. He was a foot away now, close enough Adam could see the man’s flushed cheeks, feel the terrible heat radiating from his rotting body.

“Why aren’t you sick?”

The man stood there, unsteady on his feet, as if the street was rippling beneath him, the gun tottering from side to side. He was at point-blank range; there was nowhere for Adam to go.

“Why … aren’t… you… sick?”

Then a coughing spell overcame him, and for a moment, Adam couldn’t believe his luck; he stood there, watching Medusa tear this man apart from the inside out. Finally, he made his move. He drove into the man’s midsection, shoulder-first, and the pair flopped to the ground in a tangle of arms and legs. Still coughing, the man pawed at Adam’s face and head, but he got up a little high, and Adam slid his hand onto the barrel of the gun. Now he had the leverage, and he began pushing the muzzle away from his torso. Next, he went for the trigger, wedging his thumb under the other man’s finger into the trigger guard; he felt the skin from his knuckle peel back.

The pain was huge and immediate, like his thumb had been dipped in fire. But he dug deeper, seeking the leverage he needed now that the muzzle was facing the other way.

Dig, dig, dig, dig!

Tears streamed from the corner of his eyes and down into his ears. Every muscle howled with pain and fatigue. He felt congestion fill his nose and throat. As his left thumb continued its quest, Adam used his right arm to block the man’s forehead. His lips were peeled back, his teeth flashing and clicking together. No words were exchanged, just a series of painful, desperate, primal grunts from both men.

Now or never, Adam, now or never. Adam pulled hard on the trigger, screaming like a banshee as he did so; the gun roared and bucked between their bodies. Immediately, the man’s body went limp and eased down on Adam like a sigh. Adam reacted with a half-gasp, half-scream. As quickly as it had begun, it was over, and Adam was alone on the street, in the middle of this deepening shitstorm.

He staggered to his feet and stumbled in a little semi-circle around the man.

He heard himself howling, a deep, guttural thing of victory, a war cry of sorts, and he could scarcely believe the sound was coming out of his own body. He began shivering, and his stomach heaved.

Ingrained habits died hard, and so he glanced up and down the street for rubberneckers, eyewitnesses, police officers. At a house just catty-corner to him, there was a little girl standing on a covered porch, wearing a bright red dress that was emblazoned with yellow flowers. She stood there holding a stuffed pig, a blank look on her face. As Adam watched her watching him, he could hear in the distance the sounds of sirens and gunfire and shouts and screams. He looked back toward the intersection where this had all started; the two cars were still engaged in their embrace, where, unbeknownst to Adam, they would remain until the rubber tires disintegrated into dust, until the cars’ metallic paint had decayed to a rusted orange.

His head hurt.

He sat down.

Right on the street.

Next to the man he’d just killed.

His mind was an empty thing, a blank notebook.

He looked back at the porch, but the little girl was gone, and he didn’t know if she’d been there at all or if he’d been hallucinating. He mounted his bike again and pedaled for home. The rain intensified as he drew closer to his house, drowning out everything else. Two minutes later, he braked at his front stoop, hopped off the bike and carried it inside. His clothes were soaked with a thin mixture of blood and rainwater, and he left a trail of pinkish spatter as he climbed up the stairs. He changed into dry clothes and crawled into bed. He turned on the news.

Outbreak, panic, blah, blah, blah.

He slept.

Outside, the rain roared.


INTERLUDE

FROM LEAFLETS AIR-DROPPED OVER CITIES IN MIDWEST & SOUTH AUGUST 15

*ATTENTION*



BY ORDER OF THE U.S. DEPARTMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY




	All healthy individuals are ORDERED to immediately report to Busch Stadium, West Entrance, St. Louis, Missouri, United States of America for examination by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

	You will be provided food, clean water, and shelter, and you will be generously compensated.

	You will provide a blood sample for use in the development of a vaccine for the Medusa virus.

	Failure to comply with this directive shall constitute a federal crime pursuant to Title 18 of the United States Code.



YOUR COUNTRY NEEDS YOU!



Signed,

Thomas Roberts, Acting Secretary of Homeland Security

Nathan Crosby, President of the United States of America

GOD BLESS AMERICA




CHAPTER TEN

Captain Sarah Wells wanted a cigarette, but the respirator covering her face, already busy giving her a bad case of claustrophobia, had made that impossible. She would have been happy with just about any distraction, a piece of gum, a goddamn Tootsie Pop would do at this point, anything that would take her mind off her current reality, walking a turn in the week-old Bronx Quarantine on August 15. She double-checked the thick canvas strap of the M4 rifle around her neck, which she hated using because of the way it chafed her skin, and set her hands on the small of her back, trying to break up some of the tightness that had drawn her muscles taut. It felt like someone had been slowly using a handcrank on her back.

Dawn was breaking in the east, the night slowly morphing into a dull grayness. A crescent moon hung low in the lightening sky like a smirk. They were in a mixed commercial/residential district near the Harlem River, fertile ground for the symbiotic relationship between the residents of the brownstones and the shopkeepers whose bodegas dotted the strip. As it had been for hours, it was drizzling, the worst kind of rain, the kind that did nothing to cool you off. Sarah kept hoping the shower would just metastasize into a downpour, perhaps break the padlock of humidity holding the city in its clutches, but the drip-drip-drip just kept on, maddeningly, infuriatingly so, against her standard-issue helmet. There must have been a hole in her rain poncho, because she could feel rainwater dampening her fatigues, and the cold squishiness of the fabric against her hip. The air stank of smoke and diesel, the smells intensified by the humidity and wrapping around her in a sweaty fog. She was tired, so tired. She’d grabbed a few hours of sleep after dinner, but it had been thin, right at the edge of waking.

Her platoon was stationed on the northeast side of the Third Avenue Bridge in the Bronx, which separated this borough from northern Manhattan. They’d blocked each of the two spurs that ran north into the neighborhood. The canopy had been removed from her truck, to make room for the Browning .50-caliber machine gun mounted in the truck’s bed. The gun was a monstrous, serpent-like thing that Sarah could not keep her eyes off, as if it might come to life and swallow her whole. It was one thing to see it overseas, but she could not imagine having to call that thing into service in the Bronx. Yet there it was, its ammunition belts draped over it like a pageant sash. The platoons had set up sawhorses with electronic displays to fill in the gaps, their orange lights blinking disinterestedly. A series of messages cycled through the digital display, leaving no doubt about the Army’s purpose here.

**QUARANTINE**



**NO ACCESS**



**DEADLY FORCE AUTHORIZED**



There had been twenty of them on this detail at the beginning, at the top of the southwest spur. They were down to ten now. Eight had fallen ill with Medusa in the first two days and rotated out, and two more had simply bugged out and gone AWOL. Nearly all of the others were now complaining of symptoms, but the battalion commander had told her not to expect any additional relief for ill soldiers. They were just going to have to man up with ibuprofen and NyQuil. Her two other platoons, stationed farther north along the Harlem River, were reporting similar rates of attrition, but the quarantines were holding. Forget the fact that they were holding because almost everyone inside the quarantine zones was dead. Incidental, and not to cloud the success of the objective.

Sarah herself still felt fine physically, experiencing none of the symptoms the others had described. Two were laid up in the covered truck, too sick to man their posts, and honestly, Sarah didn’t know what to do for them. It was all they could do to keep the perimeter secure; things inside the quarantine zone were deteriorating by the day, pressure building up like a failing nuclear reactor. The civilians were sick, angry, and spoiling for a fight. The Bronx hospitals were overwhelmed, turning away patients now, and they’d been left to hear the pleading and the begging from the ones still feeling well enough to be up and around.

That she herself was standing here at all was probably prima facie evidence of sheer insanity, but it wasn’t like she’d had any choice in the matter. She didn’t want to be here, she didn’t want to be anywhere in New York, thank you very much. She’d be lying if she said she hadn’t thought about running. She could’ve run, she supposed, like Lowell and Hewitt had, it was something she was sure they’d all considered, but she never would. She would think about her brother, who had died in Afghanistan, and her dad, a retired mailman who never shut up about how proud he was of her, and she couldn’t stand to think she had let them down. And she never forgot that she was a female combat soldier, a black female combat soldier, one of the few female officers at Fort Dix.

Her dad, a widower, lived in Raleigh. She wondered how he was, what the story was down there. Fresh, reliable news had become scarce in the last twenty-four hours, nothing but platitudes from the battalion commander that the situation was under control. But if that were true, why were they hearing slices of insanity from the locals, the ones inside the quarantine zone who said the outbreak was getting worse, that the quarantines were collapsing, that no one really had any plan to bring this under control? And some of the estimated casualty figures, if they were to be believed, had made Sarah’s legs buckle. Ten million dead. Fifty million dead. Tens of millions infected. No cure.

Rolling into the Bronx had been the most bizarre experience of her life. They had come across the Third Avenue Bridge over the Harlem River, one of many Army units sealing off the bridges into and out of the Bronx. She’d felt on edge during the entire rollout, believing the slightest misstep would cut her, and the unease had grown with each passing hour. Her tours in Afghanistan and Iraq, those had been bad enough, but those were the right kind of scary, the kind she’d expected when she’d joined ROTC her freshman year at SUNY-Albany.

From the passenger seat of the Army truck, she had looked over her shoulder into the cargo area, into the respirator-covered faces of her subordinates. Their average age was about twenty, meaning that these men, boys really, were only about one Olympics removed from sprouting their first pubes. Barely boys. Babies. Many of them had still been in diapers when the Twin Towers came down.

“Captain Wells.”

The voice startled her. It seemed like hours had passed since anyone had said anything. The platoons had been pacing nonstop, carving grooves into the asphalt, nervously looking at one another as the minutes ticked by. She looked up and saw Private Qureshi jogging toward her, his arm pointed north, into the quarantine zone. He was one of the youngest in the platoon, rail thin, a sweet kid, a good soldier. He was sweating and his cheeks were flushed, but she tried to ignore that.

“Something’s going on,” he said. “Inside the Q zone.”

“What is it?”

“Not sure,” he said. “This seems organized.” He coughed twice, and Sarah’s heart broke. She didn’t understand how this could be happening, how this thing was spreading the way it was. They were wearing the masks. The fucking masks!

“You feeling OK?”

“Fine,” he said. “Fine.”

She could see the panic in his eyes; he finally had the answer to the question she’d asked herself a million times – when was she going to start coughing and roasting with fever, when would the blood start pouring from her nose and ears? If anything, she’d fully expected to be one of the first to get sick, but here she was, more than a week since this thing had blown up, and she still felt fine.

The universe, she did have a sense of humor, didn’t she?

She followed Qureshi around the truck, toward the intersection of Lincoln Avenue and Bruckner Boulevard, where they’d established the perimeter. As she came around the front grill of the truck, she saw a crowd forming in a parking lot to the east, swaying back and forth, buzzing with chatter. Two of her soldiers were walking toward the group, their rifles up, trying to wave them off. Within seconds, people were yelling at the troops, getting up in their covered faces, almost as if they’d been waiting for them.

An angry undercurrent rippled through the crowd, the inverse of a happy summer block party. There were hundreds of people, of all colors and ethnicities, milling about. Flushed faces, shirts dark with sweat, eyes hollow and sunken. The sidewalks were narrow and jammed, a stinking, nervous mass of humanity rippling in the virgin light of the morning. She could hear people sniffling, sneezing, coughing, deep, ripping coughs exploding like hidden land mines.

Sarah jumped back in her truck and activated the built-in megaphone.

“Return to your homes,” Sarah called out, her amplified voice laced with static and sounding far away, like it was too far away to do any good. “You are interfering with a military quarantine.”

This only antagonized the crowd, and the buzz continued to amplify. Replies mingled together to form a loud symphony of anger and frustration. Behind her, she could hear the troops yelling and cussing, the sounds of magazines being locked and loaded.

The soldiers fanned out around the truck, forming a defensive perimeter, their rifles up and pointed at their fellow citizens. Out of the corner of her eye, Sarah saw another throng approaching from the east, via a side street, hidden just so by the bodega on the corner. She didn’t like this. It appeared coordinated, as if the locals had decided they’d had just about enough of their party guests and had stayed up all night coming up with a plan to rid themselves of their company. She activated her shoulder mike.

“Echo Three to Echo Base,” Sarah said. “We need backup. A large crowd of civilians, possibly turning hostile.”

As she waited for a reply, an organized mass of young men, white, black, Asian, Latino, formed on the southwest corner, blocking their continued progress north and drawing the attention of her platoon. Two of her soldiers, the two oldest in the platoon, stepped forward.

“Negative, Echo Three. Good luck,” said Lt. Col. Craig Curwood, the commanding officer in the Bronx.

Jesus.

If Echo Base had bigger priorities than a dozen American soldiers trapped by an angry and armed mob, it was going to be a very, very long day.

A gunshot broke her out of her trance, and that was when Captain Sarah Wells knew things had changed forever and irrevocably so. Without thinking, she dropped prone, the way she had in Kandahar Province and Iraq, in tours and days gone by, the ground knocking the wind out of her. Two feet in front of her, Private First Class Wally Griffin failed to move fast enough. His big body, six-four, 220 pounds of unfulfilled dreams of life as a Division I quarterback at Alabama or Tennessee, some good SEC school, seized up for a moment, just a flash of a second, and then he fell to the ground like he’d dropped through a trap door.

“No, no, no!” Sarah groaned.

From her stomach, Sarah aimed her weapon high and squeezed off two shots. This was by instinct, years of training imprinted on her, almost like a brand. Executed like a computer program, and that was for the best because she had just fired her weapon on U.S. soil, on American citizens, and, the worst part of it was that she was defending herself and her troops. Before the thought could overwhelm her, flood her engine, she slid up to Griffin’s side and found him still. There was a small dime-sized hole just over his left eye, and an exit wound the size of a silver dollar at the base of his skull. Blood was pooling underneath him, the dark red liquid staining the asphalt.

As Sarah tended to her dying charge, a burst of small-arms fire erupted near her – from whom, she couldn’t tell, and in the end, did it even matter? Howls of agony and terror followed as the 5.56x45mm NATO rounds in her platoon’s M4s found targets, thick, heavy thumps as the big rounds slammed into dense flesh, cutting through muscle and bone like teeth into a rare steak. Many scattered at the exchange of gunfire, but some remained, and Sarah was sickened to see the ones that stuck around were armed, intent on continuing this insanity. One of her soldiers, maybe Private Woods, was caught in a no-man’s-land, and two unseen gunmen opened up on him, raking his legs with a hail of large-caliber bullets. There was no precision to the attack, just some lunatics unloading their semi-automatic pistols. Woods dropped to the ground, writhing in pain. Two other soldiers lay down fire as they tried to recover their fallen brother.

Back to her shoulder mike. Certainly, Echo Base would want to know about American soldiers engaged in a firefight with American citizens in the fucking Bronx on a Saturday morning, right? They hadn’t seem concerned with any of the other status updates she’d called in, but this would be different, she told herself. If not, well, Echo Base could go fuck itself.

“Echo Base, Echo Three is fully engaged,” she said, tipping her head toward her shoulder mike, shouting over another staccato M4 burst. “Requesting helicopter support, goddammit!”

This time, Echo Base didn’t make her wait long, barely an instant.

“Request denied,” came the reply, sounding far away and emotionless. “Echo Three, you are ordered to maintain the quarantine by any means necessary. Acknowledge.”

Sarah felt every muscle in her body tighten up like she’d been hit with an electrical current. Around her, the small arms fire was intensifying, almost like a Fourth of July fireworks show reaching its final crescendo. Most of the gunfire was of the M4 variety, the sound as familiar to her as her own voice, but there were still others woven into the fabric of the gunbattle, .38 specials and SIG Sauers from dusty shoeboxes on closet shelves, possibly a MAC-10 in there. Street guns, no match for the military hardware Echo Three was packing.

Any means necessary.

Jesus. So this was for real. Really real. Her mind went blank and she let herself be the soldier she’d trained for more than a decade to become. Not for the first time in her life, she was thankful for her Army training. She was trained to follow orders, and it let her detach from the current reality. Many times, it was the job that had drawn her through the darkest times in her life. She had to believe this terrible order she’d been given, one that would surely haunt her for the rest of her days, however many of them remained, was being issued for the greater good. That thoughtful, careful, deliberate men had examined the situation here and the situation elsewhere and determined that this was the only way.

“Acknowledge, Echo Three.”

“By any means necessary,” Wells repeated. “Copy that.”

“God bless you, Echo Three,” came the reply, the voice softer this time, followed by a quick burst of static. Then silence.

This made Sarah’s blood run cold, and a hard shiver rippled through her body. Using the helmet-com, she switched the channel over to the platoon’s dedicated frequency.

“Echo Three, fall back!” she barked.

After clicking off her communicator, she did a quick recon of their situation. Multiple casualties, multiple itchy trigger fingers and their scared shitless captain. Immediately to her left, four soldiers – Preston Beaumont, Johnny Weekes, Clint Vranian and Faisal Qureshi. Quite a quartet, she thought. All barely out of basic training. The others were scattered around the perimeter of the truck. Just ahead was a side street, an alley more than anything, which cut behind a bodega; she took note of it as a possible escape route in case they needed to get out quickly. That’s what it had come to. Planning a possible bugout.

“Our orders are to maintain the quarantine by any means necessary,” she said after they had congregated behind the truck.

“Fuck that!” came the deep, bellowing voice of PFC Vinnie Matthews. He’d been sick since midnight. “What the fuck is the point of all this? We’re all fucking dead anyway! I fucking quit.”

Without thinking about it, Sarah drove the butt of her rifle into Matthews’ midsection; when he doubled over, grunting, coughing up blood, she brought up her right knee squarely into his chin. She laid him down gently on the ground and knelt down close to him, his panic-stricken face just inches from her own.

“Don’t ever question my orders again,” she said softly.

Matthews nodded, his eyes shiny with tears. She eyed him for a moment longer, debating whether she should try and give him a comforting word. She decided against it. They were all in the same sinking boat.

“Anyone else want to fucking quit?” she asked, surveying the faces of her terrified troops.

“We have a fucking job to do,” she said when no one replied. “I don’t know what the fuck is going on, or how long we’re going to be here, but we have to believe our orders are part of some bigger plan to get us out of this shit. Are we clear?”

A gaggle of “Ma’ams” and “Yes ma’ams” followed. She didn’t know if they believed what she was saying; she wasn’t sure she believed it. But if she didn’t act like she believed it, she’d lose whatever thread of control she maintained over her platoon.

“All right, let’s get back to work.”

In the distance, she heard shouts, some English, some Spanish, still others in languages she didn’t recognize. Gunshots peppered the air, the smell of smoke and metal intensifying. She peered around the front edge of the truck, back toward the quarantine zone and saw another crowd forming, this one louder and angrier than the first. Pockets of people swarmed the area, people hiding behind parked vehicles, in alleys, behind the buildings. She saw many were armed this time, the mob evolving like a strain of deadly bacteria. Movement along the tops of the buildings near the perimeter caught her eye, and she realized with horror these people were getting ready to launch some kind of offensive against her unit.

“Weekes!” she barked into her communicator. “Looks like we’ve got movement on the rooftops.”

As if on cue, a hail of gunfire rained down on them from above. Sarah and Weekes turned and directed their fire on the rooftop snipers. She fired one burst, and then another, and then another, her M4 growing hot in her hands. Weekes edged around the far side of the truck and came up firing, but the shooter retreated from the edge. Then she turned her attention toward the clusters, crying as she cut down citizen after citizen.

A loud, revving groan caught her attention, and she swung her gaze toward the source of the noise. A large vehicle was accelerating toward the roadblock, coming from the north, possibly a moving van or delivery truck. As it breached the last roadblock-free intersection, hell erupted around Sarah. The street exploded with heavy gunfire. She rotated back around the front of the truck and opened up with her M4, tears streaming down her cheeks, partially from fear, but mostly from sadness, terrible, crushing sadness that her life was probably going to end here, in New York City, everything fucked six ways to Sunday.

“I’ll man the gun!” she shouted. Her heavy footsteps twanged against the metal bed of the truck, and within seconds, the air was filled with the terrifying whisper of the .50-caliber gun as its rounds found purchase in the front grill of the truck. The machine gun edged upwards slightly, just a hair, and within a second, a splatter of red splashed against the windshield. But it was too late. The truck’s trajectory shifted slightly, as it continued without human control, but it didn’t decelerate at all.

“Fall back!” she screamed.

Realizing there was no chance to divert the truck from its homicidal trajectory, Sarah leapt off the machine gun battery; a second later, the truck’s grill crashed into the side of Sarah’s armored personnel carrier and it careened up Lincoln Avenue toward the bridge. She hit the ground hard and rolled, her body a rag doll against the rain-slickened asphalt. The truck pitched and yawed as it hit the bridge, scraping up against the left guardrail. It overcorrected, sweeping across the other travel lanes before punching through the guardrail on the north side of the bridge. It plunged sixty feet into the dark waters of the Harlem River, piercing the surface with a terrific slap.

The crowd poured into the gap created by the collision like water from a ruptured main, flowing, flowing, flowing. Sarah scampered out of the way, taking cover under the remains of an old Toyota Celica; she lay prone and watched hundreds, thousands of feet slapping the pavement. She activated her shoulder mike.

“Echo Base, Echo Three.”

The open line hissed with static.

“Repeat, Echo Base, Echo Three. Third Avenue Bridge quarantine breached. Repeat. Third Avenue Quarantine breached.”

More static. No answer.

Sarah watched them stream through, sick, dying, carrying the virus with them into Harlem. When the flow had tapered to a trickle, she crawled out of her hiding spot, her M4 at the ready. But it wasn’t needed. The crowd cascaded across the bridge now, people staggering and stumbling over one another like a haunted funhouse version of a picturesque marathon start.

She had failed.

A buzz drew her attention, and she turned her head south, where she saw two low-flying helicopters following the cut of the river, closing fast. Apaches, loaded for bear. Multiple starbursts winked in the low morning gloom as each chopper unleashed four Hellfire missiles upriver. The rockets screamed north and slammed into the Third Avenue bridge superstructure; it disappeared into a cloud of smoke, debris and body parts. As fifteen hundred men, women and children plunged to their deaths alongside the twisted, burning wreckage of the bridge, the screams were so loud, so piercing it made Sarah’s head throb.

When it was over, the Apaches dipped their noses low, as if sighing, and continued upriver. A strange silence enveloped everything around her, and Sarah stood there watching the burning rubble and bodies floating in the Harlem River.


INTERLUDE

FROM SELECTED TWITTER ACCOUNTS



Hashtags #Medusa #plague #flu

August 15

9:16 a.m. to 9:17 a.m. Eastern Daylight Time

@NewYorkCity: Quarantines will remain in effect until further notice #Medusa

@LynnSwanson: The hospitals are full here in Topeka. Please spread the word #Medusa #flu

@Andre2K: Bodies stacked up on outskirts of town. Long ditch being dug. #Bozeman #Medusa #cobra

@JavierWriter: I just saw a policeman shoot and kill two looters! #cleveland #medusa #plague

@CarlosDiaz: Todo el mundo en mi edificio está muerto! Tengo una fiebre. #medusa #ayudar

@USHomelandSecurity: A #Medusa vaccine is nearly ready for widespread distribution

@NBCNews: RT @USHomelandSecurity: A #Medusa vaccine is nearly ready for widespread distribution

@TadMcGuire: Sounds of heavy gunfire all night long. So scared. #trustinjesus #medusa

@ErinCollins: here’s a pic of the fire at Murfreesboro water tower. No firetrucks!!! #medusa #tennessee

@DesMoinesEmergencyOps: Please mark an X on your front door for body removal #medusa

@VanceBaker22: It is time to make your peace with YOUR LORD! The TIME OF THE RAPTURE IS AT HAND! #medusa

@WorldNews: #Medusa outbreaks reported in London, New Delhi, Tokyo. Mortality exceeding 90 percent in some areas. North Korea reporting no infections.

@PastorJohn: #Medusa is God’s judgment on our wicked world! The fag marriages and the homos are to blame!


CHAPTER ELEVEN

When the end came for his seven-year-old Heather, the last surviving member of his family, Freddie Briggs was holding her hand, sitting on a cold metal chair next to her bed. As she slipped away, he made no attempt to hale a nurse or flag down a doctor or otherwise ignite the engine of modern medicine. Instead, he squeezed her hand and whispered in her ear, knowing from the countless explosions of grief that had rocked the intensive care unit throughout the day that no one was going to do anything, that no one could do anything. Everyone in the hospital was stumbling drunk through a surrealistic minefield, the landscape getting smokier with panic and misery with each passing hour.

In her last terrible moments, Heather seized briefly and then her body simply shut down. It was the quickest and least traumatic of the deaths of the three people Freddie loved more than anything in the world. She didn’t seem to be in any pain, but wasn’t that what they all said? How the hell did anyone know that anyway? She was lying perfectly still, her eyes closed, as they had been for the last six hours. Freddie folded her hands over her heart, brushed her hair, which had been matted down around her face with sweat, out of her eyes, and then sat back in his metal folding chair.

He became very aware of an itch on his neck and scratched it. The relief was huge, the sound of the fingernail scraping the dry patch of skin more soothing than seemed normal. He looked at his watch; it was six-fifteen. A perfectly ordinary time of day, with its own rituals and routines. Dinnertime. The early SportsCenter. Happy hour.

Freddie looked around the room that had become the Briggs family crypt and wondered what the hell good this private hospital room had done for his Susan and Caroline and Heather. Not a goddamn thing. As he thought about the last few days, he felt tears sliding down his cheek, and he wiped them away with the back of his hand.

By the time the ambulance had pulled away from the Briggs house, Susan and Caroline were both symptomatic. Susan had been the sicker of the two, worsening by the minute. Her chest was rising and falling quickly as her body struggled to draw in oxygen. Pale on her healthiest days, Susan’s skin had taken on an ashy tone and was stretched taut against her already thin frame, as though it had shrunk and no longer fit. One of the paramedics, the teacher, kept attaching and reattaching a blood-pressure cuff, seemingly unhappy with the results he was getting. As the ambulance rounded a corner, he felt Susan’s body heave, and she began coughing, an interminable spasm that didn’t subside until they’d made it to the hospital.

Freddie was thrilled they’d been assigned the last available room, and he tried not to think about the fact they’d been afforded that luxury because for the first time in his life, Freddie had used the “Don’t you know who I am?” card. As it turned out, the staffer in charge of room assignment had known who he was; she and her husband were huge Falcons fans, hopeful they could afford to get season tickets this year, but it would probably be next year. She had prattled on and on about football while working to check them in, apparently oblivious to the fact that things were going straight to hell, and Briggs had indulged her only because he had hoped it meant they’d get seen faster.

They probably had gotten seen faster, but in the end it hadn’t mattered. Susan died within an hour of checking into the room, despite an exhausted-looking doctor doing his best to keep her airway open. Freddie had begged him to tell him what was going on, how could so many have gotten so sick so fast, what the plan was to treat his family. The man hadn’t replied, and after he’d given up his resuscitation efforts, he simply said he was sorry and disappeared from the room. Caroline died two days after they checked in; Heather, the littlest one, fought the hardest, her body standing its ground for days, much longer than virtually anyone else in the unit, but eventually, she too, began to lose her battle.

As Heather deteriorated, Freddie began to realize the din, the frantic shouts of physicians’ orders and medications and codes, was nothing more than busy work, a desperate attempt to make it look like there was still order and structure in the hospital, because admitting that there was no order or structure would be like a boxer quitting on his stool in between rounds, throwing the blood- and snot-soaked towel into the middle of the ring. Brief sorties out of the room to get ice or juice or towels or just to see what the hell was going on had told him all he needed to know. So he just sat there with his beloved daughter, feeling oddly empty inside, as if the parts that had made Freddie Briggs Freddie Briggs had been scooped out with a shovel, and he was just the shell left behind.

Freddie sat back down in his chair and let out a long sigh. The machines in the room, a heart monitor and an IV cart, were silent. He hadn’t seen a nurse or doctor in about ten hours, not since Caroline had died in his arms earlier that morning, crying and coughing blood and writhing until she’d simply gone limp, a puppet with its strings cut. The doctor, ill himself with Medusa, had stood there, hugging them both, crying and apologizing. After it was over, the doctor had fled the room like it was on fire, shouting garbled nonsense. No one had made a pronouncement of death, no one had signed a death certificate, and no one had come to remove the body.

Her small body was wrapped with a bedsheet, tucked in the corner of their room because Freddie Briggs hadn’t had the first fucking clue what, precisely, he was supposed to do with the dead body of one daughter while watching the life drain out of the other.

The dead had been cast wherever there was open space, in some places two on a gurney. And they were the lucky ones. Many had been lined up on the bright, cold tile floors, under sheets and blankets, and they had simply died there, having never received a single second of treatment. The other rooms had been crammed full of patients, haphazardly triaged by the stage of infection. Adherence to universal precautions had long been abandoned; the intensive care unit was covered in blood and all manner of bodily fluids, but no one had bothered to clean it up.

He watched a fly (and there seemed to be a lot of flies buzzing around this evening) land on his daughter’s nose, and that was when it finally hit him. His sweet, gentle, serious Heather was gone, like her sister and their mother, leaving him all alone in a world disintegrating around him. Heather had loved her hamster and their two family cats, and since she’d been old enough to understand the concept of veterinary medicine, that’s what she’d wanted to do with her life. Never once had she wavered, never once had she talked about becoming a princess or a nurse or a professional soccer player. She bought books about animals by the armful and loved going to the zoo, even though she’d been torn on the whole concept of zoos and whether it was thoughtful conservation or just plain cruel to the animals, and just like that she was dead.

His family was dead.

“My wife is dead,” he said to the empty room. “My daughters are dead.”

The room remained silent.

He said it again.

“My family is dead.”

He turned on the television with the remote control.

Why had he done that?

He didn’t know.

The television was tuned to the NBC affiliate, but it was drawing the MSNBC feed for some reason. Onscreen, the words On the Phone: Lenox Bowman, Byron, MN, were superimposed over a graphic of a rotary telephone.

“…we’re just praying real hard, Megan,” a voice was saying, but Freddie tuned the voice out because he didn’t want to hear what Lenox Bowman from Byron, Minnesota had to say about anything, thank you very much.

At the top of the screen were the words NATION IN CRISIS. At the bottom was the ubiquitous crawl, the ticker relaying undoubtedly important information about wearing facemasks or eating chicken soup and staying in bed or whatever. And that wasn’t all. Somehow, the genius producer had managed to slap the number for the Centers for Disease Control on there as well, and it all swirled together in a miasma of nonsense until he changed the channel.

Modern Family was on.

Much better than Lenox Bowman from Byron, Minnesota!

He watched two episodes. One of them he’d seen before, but the second was new to him. Weird that he’d missed an episode of Modern Family! Susan used to DVR it for him, and they’d watch it together before bed. Susan.

He changed the channel again. A nature show talking about the blue-footed booby, and this seemed soothing in its own way, so he left it on. Then he sat back down in his metal chair because he really didn’t know what he was supposed to do now. He sat there for another ten minutes. Then he went over to the door and cracked it open, just a sliver, not wanting to draw any attention to himself. If he turned his head just right, he could make out the nurses’ station at the center of the floor. Everything was still chaotic, still madness, a giant sewage-like wave of horror washing across the cold tile floors, engulfing all in its path. A tall, skinny man, pacing back and forth in front of the nurses’ station, arguing with two nurses inexplicably still on duty. Few were still working, and Freddie didn’t know if that was because they’d fled the hospital or if they were now patients themselves. He wondered where his agent Richie was.

The man was shirtless, his chest speckled with blood and Lord knew what else. Freddie heard moaning in other rooms, and of course, the wet, ripping sound of that horrible cough that had become the background music to the disintegration of the hospital. On the far side of the nurses’ station, a middle-aged man wearing a perfectly nice Hawaiian shirt was arguing with a doctor about something or the other. He became increasingly animated, and then Freddie watched, stunned, as Hawaiian-Shirt Man plunged a white plastic knife into the doctor’s throat.

As blood began spurting from doctor’s wounded neck, Freddie slammed the door shut and slid down on his bottom. There just wasn’t enough room in his brain to deal with such insanity. He held his huge hands over his ears as the volume ramped up. A shout, then another, and then a gunshot. Freddie heard heavy footsteps race past his door, and that was when he started to wonder why he hadn’t come down with it, why he hadn’t started coughing up blood and burning with the terrible fever that had taken everything he had ever known and loved. Until now, he hadn’t had time to think about it, but now that he did, he felt fine, just fine, and he believed it had been because he had to be there for Susan and Caroline and Heather as they grew sicker and sicker, as they died, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to let them die alone.

But now they were gone, and he didn’t care about feeling fine. He didn’t care about feeling anything because feeling meant thinking about them and the fact that they were dead and gone. How could they be dead? Caroline was supposed to start the seventh grade in two weeks, Heather, the third grade. Susan was a kindergarten teacher and she was about to start getting her classroom ready, one of the things she enjoyed the most about a new school year. He found himself thinking about the glitter and glue sticks and pencil boxes and Back to School Night, which would make Susan so nervous she barely slept the night before, and the classroom’s guinea pig, which was now three years old. Or was it four?

Then the most ridiculous thought zoomed through Freddie’s head as he sat there on the cold tile floor, in the company of his dead family.

Who was going to feed the guinea pig?

The guinea pig. The guinea pig. He kept thinking about the guinea pig, skittering around its cage in their family room, where Susan kept him during summer vacation. Freddie hadn’t spent more than thirty seconds of his life thinking about the goddamn guinea pig, and now it was all he could think about. Chewie the guinea pig, with his pink-rimmed eyes and the light brown spot on his back.

Who was going to feed the guinea pig?

He was crying again, big silent tears streaming down his face. The room seemed very small, as if the walls were closing in around him. He became aware of the smell, the sourness of his own body odor, the rich, gassy smell of decay in the room, and he saw the blood and vomit and the other byproducts of death to which he’d somehow remained oblivious for the past few days. But now it was all coming home, the true reality of what had happened, and he needed to get out of this room right now, right away. Part of him, the responsible family man part of him, told himself to stay right where he was because his place was by his family’s side, but its voice was growing weaker and fainter, and he needed to get out of this hospital right now.

He kissed his three girls on their foreheads, and then gently set Susan and Heather’s bodies next to Caroline’s. He wasn’t going to stay here in this house of death, and, he decided, neither was the rest of the Briggs clan. After covering their bodies with a sheet and locking the bedrails, he pushed the bed out of the room, nearly blinded by the tears, almost hoping someone would try and stop him.

No one did, no one even gave him a second look as he wheeled the bed down to the elevators at the far end of the hallway, moving slowly so as not to jostle his precious cargo. The elevator vestibule was dark, empty but for a dead woman and the now-lifeless body of Hawaiian Shirt Man. The floor under his body was shiny with blood.

Freddie wasn’t sure if the elevators were working, but the call button lit up like a solitary Christmas light when he pressed it. He considered his next move as the elevator hummed its way to the fourth floor. Home was his final destination; he was going to get his girls home where they belonged, and if that meant he was going to bury them in their backyard, then so be it. He’d be damned if he was going to let them rot here in this hellhole, in this dead place. If he had to carry them the four miles, then that’s what he would do.

The familiar bing broke him out of his trance, and he prepared to roll the bed into the elevator. As it opened, he changed his mind. Three plague victims were lying on the floor of the elevator, dead or very close to it. One appeared to be a doctor, his white lab coat streaked with blood. He was on his back, his eyes fixed on the ceiling, and he was moaning softly. He either did not notice Freddie’s presence or simply paid it no mind. And the smell was what Freddie really noticed, an overpowering stench of raw death that sent Freddie’s stomach into revolt. One whiff, and he was doubled over, dry heaving because, since he hadn’t eaten in more than a day, there was nothing to bring up. As Freddie struggled to catch his breath, the heaves stealing his ability to breathe, the dying doctor rolled over on his side and flung his arm out across the threshold of the elevator. When the door tried to slide home, it met the doctor’s arm and then bounced back open again.

The hell with this, Freddie thought, as his stomach began to settle down. He said a little prayer for his family, asked God for strength for what he was about to do, and then slung Susan’s body over his right shoulder, the girls’ bodies over his left. The stairwell was just beyond the elevators, and he carried them down the four flights like sacks of flour, taking special care not to bang their bodies against the rails or the walls. At each landing, he found more of the sick and the dead, bodies sprawled everywhere, and he stepped carefully so as not to trip. He was a little winded by the time he got to the first floor, but his legs were strong. He was thankful for the six months he’d spent running and weightlifting. It hadn’t been to make it back to the NFL, he now understood; it had been so he could be strong enough to take his family home one final time.

More chaos greeted him on the first floor of the hospital as he burst out of the stairwell, possibly even more than he’d left behind on the fourth floor. Bodies lined the corridor, stacked one on top of the other like firewood, double-wide in some places, leaving barely enough room for two people to pass each other in the hallway. Here and there, he’d see someone stumbling around, the look of someone who was lost, eyes open but far away. It was warm down here, the air stale and thick with an oppressive stench Freddie couldn’t identify, that he didn’t particularly want to identify. He spotted one of his neighbors, a pleasant stay-at-home mom named Meg Tinsley, sitting on the floor, weeping. She didn’t appear to have seen him, and so he kept on walking, unsure of what the hell he would even say to her.

No one paid him any mind as he staggered through the white corridors, through the emergency department, past the curtained areas and the gurneys. Any semblance of order in the hospital had crumbled like a cookie in a child’s hand. The unit was drenched with moans and howls, a terrible soundtrack to this constantly evolving and endless horror show. The main entrance was blocked by an ambulance that had crashed through the doors.

He kept moving, past the ER and into another series of corridors. Panic chewed at his insides like a rat as each of the corridors began to look more and more alike. At a large intersection, where he saw signs directing visitors to cardiology and radiology and physical therapy and other perfectly ordinary hospital destinations, he saw two dead doctors sitting on the floor, backs to the wall; their hands were laced together, dried blood caked on their faces and lab coats. One of the doctors even had a chart set on her lap, God bless her little heart. As he gazed down on these two, he wondered if he would have the courage to stay and treat the sick if he’d found themselves in their shoes. He began to cry because he wouldn’t have stayed if he were one of these doctors. He would have fled, he knew it as deeply and as surely as he’d ever known anything in his life.

As he turned left at a bank of elevators, he finally spotted the reassuring red glow of an Exit sign, and his heart soared. It was bad in here, much worse than he’d ever imagined, and he wanted to get out of here more than he’d ever wanted anything in his life. Part of him couldn’t believe how widespread this thing was, but he pushed those thoughts out of his head as he continued his funereal procession. There would be time for that later; right now, his focus was on getting his family home. And besides, what difference did it make how far the disease had spread? His own universe had imploded, taking with it all the galaxies and stars of his soul.

He turned a corner and saw the main foyer ahead of him, but it looked nothing like the one he’d seen when they’d checked into three days ago. It was a dead place, crowded with the bodies of plague victims who had died waiting to be seen. The Exit sign glowed ominously, a deep warning shade of red. A makeshift wall of sandbags bisected the foyer, and a pair of unmanned machine gun batteries had been mounted there, the turrets pointed in opposite directions. Freddie puzzled over the scene for a moment, trying to ascertain what had happened here, but his head began to swim with confusion. Nothing he’d seen in the last seventy-two hours had made a lick of sense.

The foyer was silent but for the heavy breathing of a National Guardsman curled up in the corner, where the sandbags met the glass wall. At first, Freddie couldn’t tell if the man was conscious; then the soldier looked up at him, his M4 rifle pointed squarely at Freddie’s chest. He was a young guy, a thin wisp of mustache coloring his upper lip. His name patch identified him as Barousse.

“Not supposed to leave the hospital,” Barousse eked out.

“Please leave me alone,” Freddie said.

“Quarantine,” he said. “The quarantine broke.”

“What the fuck is going on out there?” Freddie asked. “What happened?”

“No one-” A spasm of coughing interrupted, and thin, ropy splatters of blood sprayed the soldier’s pant legs. Private Barousse wiped his mouth with the back of his gloved hand and examined the residue of his spittle.

“What a Charlie Foxtrot this turned out to be,” Barousse said.

“A what?”

“Cluster fuck.”

“What happened?” Freddie asked again.

“Not really sure,” Barousse said. “Things just fucked up.”

He sighed deeply.

“Hey man, do you have a cigarette? I’m sleepy.”

He leaned his head back against the glass and closed his eyes. Freddie paused for a moment, sorry he didn’t have a cigarette, hoping the soldier didn’t intend to enforce the quarantine that no longer existed, and then swung his legs over the sandbag barrier, one at a time. The hospital’s main doors slid open, and Freddie stepped out into the bright August afternoon, the sun harsh and merciless. His eyes adjusted to the glare, but slowly, as if they didn’t believe what they were seeing, hesitant to report the images back to Freddie’s brain.

Two Georgia National Guard trucks were parked in the semi-circular drive at the main entrance; one of them was barely recognizable, its front end a smoldering husk, thin wisps of smoke still drifting from the engine block. The street fronting the hospital was barricaded at both ends by police cruisers, but Freddie couldn’t tell if anyone was manning the roadblocks. On the south side of the street was the hospital’s main parking lot, where a ring of police cars had set up shop around the perimeter. The parking lot itself was not particularly crowded with cars, as only about half the spots were occupied. The driving lanes, however, were lined with rows of cylindrically shaped objects of varying sizes, shrouded in white. Freddie stared at it for a moment and then froze, his eyes locked on the rows, knowing what he was seeing, but not wanting to accept it. He forced himself to break eye contact and headed north along the street, the image of the shrouds strong and bright in his memory, like marquees on Broadway.

The parking lot had become a mass grave.


INTERLUDE

FROM NATIONAL SECURITY AGENCY LISTENING POST 0451029



August 16

0345 Greenwich Mean Time

Bekaa Valley, Lebanon

Unsub: Unknown Subject

AAN: Ahmad Abu-Nidal, Second-in-Command of Dawn of God

Translated from Arabic

TRANSMISSION BEGINS

Unsub: What the hell is going on?

AAN: I do not know. An evil eye is watching down on us. [COUGHING]

Unsub: No way this happened naturally.

AAN: Regardless of how it is happening, it is happening. [WHEEZING, COUGHING]

Unsub: They are going to blame us. You know that, yes?

AAN: Yes, but I do not think it matters.

Unsub: How could it not matter? They will scorch the earth looking for us. Do you know how many have died in America alone?

AAN: Do you know where I am right now? [COUGHING]

Unsub: Don’t you dare!

AAN: I am just north of Ain Hirshey. Have you heard of it?

Unsub: No. My God, they’ll be on you in a day.

AAN: It’s a little village in the mountains. Barely a village, really.

Unsub: And I care about this why?

AAN: Because every single person in this town is dead. The last village, dead. The village before that one. Dead.

Unsub: How does that impact us?

AAN: You fool. This sickness is everywhere. There won’t be anyone left to look for us. I’ve spoken to our comrades in China and Russia and South America, and there it is the same.

Unsub: God is great! The pigs will die.

AAN: [LAUGHTER, FOLLOWED BY COUGHING]

Unsub: What is so funny?

AAN: God might be great, but he is also pissed.

Unsub: God be with you.

AAN: Go to hell.

TRANSMISSION ENDS


FROM THE SUICIDE NOTE OF WILLIAM BRADY



Knoxville, TN

Undated

I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I thought this would be so much different. I used to think an apocalypse would be cool. I liked zombie movies and The Stand and those kinds of books and movies and I thought it would be cool to be a survivor. And here I am. I’m a survivor and I didn’t get sick and I watched my mom and my four sisters die in the last five days and it was the worst fucking thing you could imagine. And I think I might be the last person alive in this shithole city and I’m not exaggerating. I haven’t seen a single living person in I don’t know how long and we just went and fucked ourselves pretty good didn’t we. And it’s so QUIET so GODDAMN QUIET I can hear my fucking heart beating! The smell is getting worse because it’s been hot and humid this summer and it gets worse after it rains, oh, Jesus, it gets so much worse. I don’t know why I’m writing this at all because no one is ever going to read it but I had some things I wanted to say before I did it. I’m so sorry. I’m so afraid & I don’t want to be afraid anymore.

If anyone reads this and wants to know, well, let me just tell you, it was so bad, so bad at the end. Everything just went to hell it was like we were animals worse than animals. Sorry, God. We must’ve really pissed you off.

fuck you.


CHAPTER TWELVE

It was August 24.

That was according to Adam’s watch, which he found himself looking at with increasing frequency. He wore it all the time now, even when he slept, something he’d never done before. He kept the band tight, to the point that it was chafing his skin, but he wanted to feel it close to his body. It was very important to know what time it was, all the time. He would check it and be a little amused to find that time had continued to tick by as it always had, second by second, minute by minute, Medusa victim by Medusa victim. Time was decidedly unconcerned with the affairs of men. Time didn’t care. What, was his watch going to stop ticking because the human race had offed itself?

Then he found himself thinking about the Doomsday Clock, that delicious bit of geopolitical commentary in which a bunch of old farts got together each year and passed judgment on how well the human race had behaved itself, their decision reflected in the minute hand of a giant analog clock set to a few minutes before midnight. The closer humanity got to midnight, the story went, the closer it was to extinction. The last time he’d read about it in Time or the Huffington Post or what-have-you, the clock had been moved forward three minutes, all the way to 11:57 p.m., thanks to a whole shitload of new problems humanity had created for itself. He wondered what time they’d set the Doomsday Clock to now. Probably two-thirty in the morning. They might even make a little note in their little Diary, if there was such a thing, that not only was it way, way past midnight, but that humanity was stumbling around drunk, vomit on its shirt, looking for a late-night slice of greasy pizza.

Adam was on the couch, his television tuned to ESPN, a bottle of Jack Daniels nestled between his legs. The electricity was still on, and that was one of the few pieces of good news, but he wondered when that bit of luck would run out. Currently, the television cameras were broadcasting from the Bristol, Connecticut studio where they taped SportsCenter – used to tape SportsCenter, a little voice squeaked from within – but the place looked abandoned. Someone had left the cameras on and, not surprisingly, no one had been back to turn them off. The camera was still pointed at the unmanned anchor desk. Off camera, from somewhere deep in the studios, Adam could hear someone coughing, nearly retching. Adam couldn’t bear to change the channel. He didn’t want the person in the studio to be alone. Maybe if he kept watching, that poor bastard, dying alone inside the headquarters of the Worldwide Leader, wouldn’t be so alone. It didn’t make a whole lot of sense, but it wasn’t like there was anything else to do anyway.

He took another nip of the amber-colored whisky. The liquor burned his throat like drain cleaner as it sloshed its way to his stomach. He considered the last week of his life, which in many ways had been the final week of his life, his old life, before he had been birthed through the blood and viscera of a dying mother into this new world on the other side of history.

He got up from the couch and wandered over to the big bay windows looking south onto Floyd Avenue. It was evening, still light out, but long purple shadows had just begun to creep across the street and up the sidewalks, the beginnings of a blanket of twilight on the city. Night filled him with dread now, as it had when he was a boy. A random memory from his childhood began playing in his head, like a song from his iPod set to shuffle. He’d been seven or eight years old, unable to sleep thanks to the shadows cast by a pair of saplings outside his bedroom window, shadows that shimmied in the wind like the bony arms of the undead, plotting and just waiting for little Adam to fall asleep so they could sneak in his window and cut his throat. Adam crawled down the hall, seeking comfort from his father, who had called him a pussy, smacked him across the side of the head and sent him back to bed.

For the first few days he’d been back in Richmond, he was certain he had to be dreaming. There was simply no way that what was happening was actually happening. Even when he’d reported to the hospital for a marathon three-day shift beginning on the fourteenth, during which he’d made two hundred and fifty-six pronouncements of death, and would have made hundreds more if they’d continued keeping track of them, it had to be a dream. When he told them he was on suspension, and the acting chief of medicine had said he wouldn’t have cared if Adam had been a rabid raccoon, it had to be a dream. He watched his patients die, then he watched the nurses and doctors die, and by the time he left on the afternoon of the seventeenth, he was one of only a handful of people still alive.

But he had to be dreaming. Soon he would see goats wearing reading glasses or transparent hot-air balloons filled with marshmallow crème and that would be it for this nightmare. Goodbye, crazy-ass subconscious, hello six a.m. and the morning news on the NBC affiliate, Channel 12, with the pretty anchor talking about another homicide down in Gilpin Court or a dog attack on a petite widow out for a stroll with her Bichon frise puppy. The smell of coffee brewing in his coffeemaker. The hiss of the machine followed by the reassuring trickle into the carafe, the pungent aroma of coffee spreading through the house.

But the dream hadn’t ended, it had kept right on keeping on, and he sat there, cocooned by the silence, its big brawny embrace squeezing him until he could barely breathe. Then he tried to force the dream’s hand, thinking maybe he could declare a jihad against it. At noon on the twenty-first, he wandered out onto his porch wearing nothing but black dress socks and running shoes. Everything about it seemed wrong, and that was what he wanted, standing there with his wang and balls hanging free, he wanted it all to feel wrong because that was what usually pierced the heart of a dream. But there he was, in the big empty summer day, naked as the day he was born. When that didn’t work, he jogged down the steps and headed east on Floyd Avenue. As he ran, he heard nothing but the sounds of his ragged, shallow breathing, the thrum of blood whooshing in his ears. On he ran, sweat slicking his body, and he began to cry, his sobs echoing off the houses of his dead neighbors. He ran faster and cried harder, and when he finished the loop around the block, he’d sat on his porch and cried like a baby. He went inside and hadn’t been back out since.

Since then, he’d spent much of his time on the couch with his laptop, drinking, eating peanut butter, watching Internet access grow spottier and spottier, the news channels go off the air one by one. One of the last news reports he’d seen was of a nuclear power station in Michigan melting down when the staff had failed to execute the plant’s emergency shutdown procedures properly. It was like watching your favorite team get its ass kicked on national television. Except this time, the team was mankind.

Now he had a burning desire to be outside while there was still light. He cracked the front door, just a sliver, and when he was convinced it was safe, he stepped out onto the small concrete porch, his hand gripping the neck of the whisky bottle like a weapon. The air was thick and heavy, the feeling of wearing a sweatshirt on an unexpectedly warm fall day. He lit a cigarette right away, mainly because it made him feel tougher, because it made him feel like he had a grasp on things. You walk down a street and see a guy on his porch smoking a cigarette and drinking Jack from the bottle in the middle of the mother-fucking apocalypse, that is a guy you do not want to mess with, right?

The sounds of summer were huge and everywhere, the cicadas buzzing, the birds chirping. In the distance, he could hear a dog barking. The hum of the overhead power lines in there somewhere. But underneath that was a huge void of silence.

A flicker of movement to his left caught his eye, and he looked over to see a cloud of flies buzzing around a body in his neighbor’s yard. It was Jeannette, the poet, lying dead on her perfectly manicured lawn, the grass still a bright, resplendent green. Adam stared at her blankly, the way he might have looked at a painting he didn’t quite understand. She was dressed in pajama pants but nothing else; her hair was a tangled mess, and her face was bloated, caked with blood and mucus. He wondered how she’d ended up in her yard, how long she had been out here. Had she crawled outside, sensing the end was near, unwilling to lie for all eternity in a hundred-year-old brownstone?

The scope of what happened crashed down on Adam like a rogue wave and stole his breath away. It was always there, lapping at the shores of his mind, but it was these big waves eroding his sanity like an unprotected sand dune. Had he not lived through it himself, he wouldn’t have believed such a catastrophe was even possible, and he was a doctor, a full-fledged, card-carrying man of science. The speed at which the virus overwhelmed everything had been dizzying; it was as if the battle to contain the outbreak had been lost before it had even begun. It was a thousand, no, a million times worse than anything he’d ever imagined. And here he was, standing at the end of history.

A breeze rustled the trees, full and thick with summer foliage, the leaves whispering amid the dying light of the day. Thunder rumbled in the distance, a low guttural drum. Adam looked west and saw a line of black clouds moving in, flashes of lightning laced into them like strobe lighting. It had been dry in Richmond for days; he’d heard faraway thunder each of the past few nights, but the storms had swept around the city, doing their duty elsewhere. The approaching tempest riveted him for a bit, like the passage of time had, because a summer storm right now was exquisite and ordinary all at the same time.

A series of electronic chimes from behind him broke him from his trance, and at first, he thought he’d imagined it. Broken out of a daydream by another daydream. A sure sign of insanity. But a few moments later, he heard the chimes again; it was his iPhone, the sound drifting through the screen door. His goddamn iPhone was chirping inside the house. An e-mail. A text message. Someone had tried to contact him. Rachel. He flung the screen door open, his eyes desperately scanning the house as the door clacked shut behind him.

Where was it? Where was it? He closed his eyes and, a moment later, he remembered he’d dropped it in the basket on the little end table by the front door after one of his many efforts to reach her. He had tried calling, emailing, texting, he had sent her messages through Facebook and Twitter, but he didn’t know if anything was getting out.

He brought up the home screen (noticing with some alarm that he had less than a twenty percent charge) and saw the numeral 1 stamped over the telephone icon. After plugging the phone in to charge, he tapped the icon to enter the voicemail module, where he found a single message waiting for him.

Rachel’s Cell

August 22

9:42 p.m.

August 22? That had been two days ago. But the message had just landed in his inbox, leading him to the conclusion that it had been hung up in the ether somewhere, and had just managed to make it through the once-impossibly clogged communications lines. Maybe they weren’t clogged anymore because there wasn’t anyone left to use them.

He tapped the screen again, activating the playback function. Outside, the wind freshened as the storm drew closer. A burst of static, and then:

“Dad?”

Her voice was an atomic blast of light in his darkening world.

“I got your messages,” she continued. “All of them showed up on my phone at the same time. I’ve tried calling you like fifty times.”

Adam felt his heart break, an almost palpable sensation of his chest caving in. His daughter needed him, and he hadn’t been there. Every decision he’d made in his life since the day Rachel had been born had been just flat out wrong, because they’d added up to put him here, clear across the country from his daughter, where he couldn’t do shit for her in her darkest hour of need.

Father of the Year!

“Jesus, I hope you get this,” she said. “Mom’s dead. Everyone’s dead.”

Her voice cracked and then she sobbed for a moment. Then she took two deep breaths before continuing. Adam didn’t dare move a muscle, didn’t even take a breath, lest he somehow fuck up and delete her message.

“It’s the 22nd,” she continued. “I think. I’m headed up to my stepdad’s condo at Tahoe while I try to figure out what to do,” she continued. “I’m not sick. I don’t think I’m going to catch it. I don’t know how. I was hoping it was hereditary. No, that doesn’t make sense. Because Mom died. But maybe the immunity passed through you. I still feel fine. Is it bad there? I haven’t seen any news in a couple days. But it’s so bad here. So fucking bad. Sorry for the F bomb. Everyone is dead.”

She was rambling now, and Adam could hear the panic in her voice. She broke down again, but it was softer this time, more measured, more controlled.

“God,” she said, her voice trailing away. “I don’t even know if you’re alive. Please, if you get this, please, please call,” she begged. “The power is out here, but I guess the cell towers are still running somehow because I’m still getting a strong signal. I’ll leave the phone on as much as I can, charge it with a car adapter. I’ll do that until the cell towers go down.”

Adam heard the tinkling of glass breaking in the background of the call, and he froze. He waited for her to come back on the line.

But she didn’t.

“End of messages,” a mechanical female voice said.

Adam played the message again, tears streaming down his face as he listened to her voice a second time. He checked his watch, his trusty Casio, faithfully marking the passing time. If she was still symptom-free two days ago, that meant she’d almost certainly survived multiple exposures to the virus. As best as he could tell, the disease was winding down by then, certainly in any decent-sized population centers. He called her back immediately, but the line wouldn’t connect.

Did she share his resistance to the disease? Was it hereditary somehow? Some recessive gene buried deep in the Fisher DNA that had protected them? He told himself to calm down, to look at it clinically, to not get his hopes up. Anything could’ve happened in the last two days. This set off a huge debate in his subconscious, one that he decided to ignore for the time being. Up front, he set himself to gathering more information, more data, more evidence as to what might have become of her.

He played the message a third time, scouring it for any clues that Rachel might have left about her experience. The power was out in California, not surprising given the energy problems the state had had even before all this. She sounded alone, a single flickering light in a dark and dying world. Heading for Tahoe wasn’t the worst idea in the world. Safer than staying in a metro area, but the idea of her by herself out there made his throat tighten with panic.

He had to get to her. Nothing else mattered.

A boom of thunder shook the house, sending Adam’s balls into his chest. He slammed the door behind him, locking it, and moved deeper into the house, away from the windows. He ran upstairs as the skies opened up and unleashed a monstrous deluge of rain on the city. The rain was deafening, louder than any storm he’d ever heard before, its sounds amplified, as if Mother Nature was sporting a bullhorn, making sure whomever was left was listening very carefully.
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As the storm raged outside, he spread a large map of the continental United States out on his bed and plotted his course. Richmond was a bit of a gateway town, the nexus of three major interstates – I-95, I-64 and I-85. Whereas I-95 hugged the coastline from Maine to the tip of Florida, and I-85 plunged south into Dixie, I-64 meandered away from the ocean, toward the plains. Interstate 85 was his best bet. Away from the mountains, but digging deep into the heartland before an eventual westward turn on I-40.

He packed slowly, taking his time, carefully going through each room in the house. He filled an emergency kit with medicine, bottled water, canned goods, matches, a rain poncho. Then he packed clothes, toiletries, flashlights, even the photograph of Rachel he kept by his nightstand. From the closet in his bedroom, he retrieved a handgun, a nine-millimeter Glock he’d owned for years, since medical school, when he’d lived in the slums near downtown. It was wrapped in a white hand towel. He thought back to his close call up the street with the man who’d tried to shoot him. The very thought of shooting a gun again made his heart throb, as if his chest were too small to contain it. He’d taken the Glock to the range a few times, but it had been a while. He made a note to fire off a few practice rounds when he was out on the road.

The basement he saved for last, where he got to work dusting off old, rarely used camping gear. The place was dim and dank, and he was glad he’d tucked a flashlight into his pocket. The bulb sizzled and popped when he flicked the switch, and so he worked by the light of the hall corridor upstairs, using the flashlight for pinpoint work. As he picked through the detritus littering his basement, he thought about the origin of his gear, a byproduct of the thing with Stephanie, the outdoorsy one.

She was a third-grade teacher at St. Catherine’s School, a friend of a friend. She was nice enough, and they had some good times, but they’d never really clicked, not in the way that said forever. They’d hiked along the Appalachian Trail a few times, and she knew what she was doing, whereas he did not. He ended up buying a thousand bucks worth of camping gear and then decided he needed to break it off. She hadn’t seemed all that upset about it. There hadn’t been any tears or long talks or anything like that. He saw her out with another guy a few weeks later, and he briefly debated approaching the guy and offering to sell him the tent and the backpack and the GPS tracking device because when was he going to use any of that shit?

And then it hit him that Stephanie was probably dead, and this felt tremendously unfair to Adam, that he was standing here, preparing for the camping trip of a lifetime, and it was only because of Stephanie that he was properly equipped to take it on.

He lugged the tent and the backpack up to the main floor, trying and failing to envision the days and weeks ahead of him. There was no frame of reference for this. For as much as he knew about the world in its new form, he might as well have been dropped on the surface of Mars. But what choice did he have? He had to get to California, to Rachel, because finding her meant he was doing something. Because finding her meant he had some purpose left.

He thought about Patient A, for the first time in days, and it occurred to him that his case before the Board of Medicine had been continued, postponed indefinitely, postponed forever. Patient A was still dead, but, he supposed, so were the nine members of the Board of Medicine. He would never get to tell the story about what happened, clear his name, and then he felt guilty because how could he think about Something Like That in the face of All This.

The thoughts just kept whizzing by as he inventoried his supplies, and he couldn’t stop them, like he was watching train after runaway train race by from a deserted subway platform. Patient A and Natalie, the office receptionist who, inexplicably, had hated Adam from the day he’d joined the practice and basketball practice and his high school basketball coach who had skipped town in the middle of his junior year of high school and losing his virginity to Dena Chamberlain while his dad was passed out on the sofa and his dad, Jack Fisher, his giant prick of a dad who’d gotten off easy, preceding the rest of the world in death by several years, lost in a sailing accident at sea. Little League and the free soda they got at the end of each game. The way they’d fill the cup with a little of each kind of soda, a suicide they’d called it. Going to birthday parties at Chuck E. Cheese’s and the feel of warm video game tokens in his hand.

The tears sluiced down his cheeks to the corners of his mouth, and he tasted salt. He wiped his eyes and his face, ran his hands through his hair, and then laughed at himself a little because just who the hell was he cleaning himself up for? He hadn’t seen a living soul in days, and he wasn’t entirely sure he hadn’t hallucinated that little incident. He was looking out his window on the morning of the twenty-second when a man in full cycling gear had ridden by on Floyd, up out of the saddle, hunched over the handlebars like he was leading the peloton at the Tour de France. He raced by, never looking up at Adam, never slowing down as he zoomed west.

Another crash of thunder, this one rattling the windows, and the power died, the residue of the light hanging in the air like a ghostly apparition before it, too, faded away. The basement was plunged into blackness, a darkness so extreme that Adam couldn’t see his hand in front of his face. In the black silence, he could feel the blood rushing in his ears, the way the ocean sounded on a dark night.

You just need your eyes to adjust, just give it a minute.

But his eyes didn’t adjust, and it remained pitch black, a photo negative, the inverse of light. It felt ten degrees hotter in the room, like someone had started preheating an oven; a drop of sweat traced its way down Adam’s flank. He began seeing shadows rippling against the wall, even though he knew he was imagining it, twisted shadows of evil men whispering to each other and rubbing their bony hands in anticipation of a sleepy little boy drifting off, like the ones he had seen through his bedroom window as a child. A bug of panic crawled up his legs.

He bolted for the steps, crashing over a half-filled laundry basket on the way, and raced up the stairs as if he had escaped a portal from some hellish dimension. By the time he burst into the corridor on the first floor, he could barely breathe, the fear lassoing his airway like a cowboy roping a steer. He tried to collect his thoughts, to remind himself what he still needed to pack, but his box had ruptured like the bulkheads on Titanic, and now terror was flooding the hull of the H.M.S. Adam. He’d kept it in for two weeks, but that was over now; every strand of his DNA had sounded the alarm, the one you did not ignore.

He felt his way down the hallway from memory, and mercifully, his keys and phone were still in the basket where he’d left them. As he grabbed his keys, it hit him. His SUV wasn’t here. It was still down at Holden Beach. He had no car. He giggled. He couldn’t stop himself, and the giggles bloomed into full-blown hysterics. His laughs echoed in the evening gloom, bouncing through the ether, sounding huge and insane. Tears streamed down his cheeks.

Insane. You’re going insane, he thought as the giggles faded away.

He grabbed a flashlight and went next door to Jeanette’s, the rain soaking his clothes. Her Honda remained parked at the curb, and her body was still lying in the yard, just another scene from the apocalypse, dontcha know? Her body had been picked over some by the animals, which really must have been sporting giant woodies with the vast selection of carrion that had suddenly been bestowed upon them. Adam avoided looking at her as he went up to the front door and let himself inside.

The house was a wreck. Clothes, food, the sour stench of something turned over. He stepped gingerly to the kitchen, where he knew she kept her car keys, hoping they were still there. He found them on the counter and then he rushed back outside, down the porch steps, and back to his house before the hot spike of guilt overwhelmed him.

It’s OK, he thought. It’s an emergency.

He loaded the car as quickly as he could, oblivious to the storm raging around him. When he was done, he ran back inside to change out of his wet clothes. He had to go, go, go! But as he did so, standing there in his wet shorts dripping on his floor, the absurdity of his impatience struck him. Where was he going at this hour, a terrible thunderstorm buffeting the city, the power out? He suspected the going would be tough enough in broad daylight, but to try it now would be just asking for trouble. In the morning, he decided. He would set off in the morning.

By nine o’clock, the storm had pushed off to the east, leaving behind a clear, moonless night. Adam stepped outside to smoke a cigarette. The darkness was total and complete, the city sealed tight in black ink. Sure, Richmond had had its share of storm-related power outages, but those were usually brief, nothing like the immense blackness he now faced, as though the entire city had been shoved inside a body bag and forgotten. No generators hummed, no candles warmed the windows. That was the difference. Blackouts had once been communal affairs, bringing people onto their porches with their Pinot and gin and tonics, their cigarettes and their pipes, laughter peppering the evening air, their jam-packed schedules paused, if only for a little while. This, though, was something else. Unseen back rooms of impromptu parties, where the roaches and spiders and rats scurried about, where evil men lured small children and young women and left forever scars no one could see.

He spent the night on his couch, the gun perched on his chest.
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Part II
Void

How lonely it is going to be now on the Yellow Brick Road.

-Ray Bolger, The Scarecrow


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Dawn.

The sun spread its virgin light across the plains, covering up the darkness like a fresh coat of paint. Miles Chadwick was up early, as he usually was, sipping coffee and looking out across the eight-hundred-acre Citadel compound. He kept his office in his living quarters, on the second floor of the main building. Floor-to-wall windows looked west toward the growing fields, which would provide sustenance for their new world, the proverbial bottle for the infant society. It had been a good summer for the crops, and the land was alive, breathing, pulsing. The summer harvest was in full swing, tomatoes, cucumbers, peppers, squash, zucchini coming into the kitchens by the truckload. A pair of tractors was already out, chugging along, preparing the ground for the fall planting season.

He still found it hard to believe they’d made it. They’d executed the plan to perfection. As he did every day, he thought about the first time he’d met Leon Gruber, the German billionaire who’d made all this possible. Gruber was the majority stakeholder in the Penumbra Corporation, a multinational conglomerate with nearly 100,000 employees worldwide. Penumbra had its fingers in a number of pies, most notably transportation, energy, weapons, technology, agriculture, and pharmaceuticals. Starting when he was twenty, Gruber had built the company from the ground up and held more than ninety percent of its shares.

When Gruber approached him, Chadwick had been in Special Pathogens at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, passed over for promotion yet again. Gruber approached him at a Wendy’s near the CDC and invited him to head up his private lab, dedicated to the study of exotic pathogens. The lab was off the books, with no government oversight to interfere with their work. As he sat there, chewing his spicy chicken sandwich, Chadwick relished the idea of telling his bosses in Special Pathogens to go fuck themselves.

The facility was top notch, the security better than he’d seen at the Centers for Disease Control. He’d never asked where or how Gruber had assembled the Citadel’s stock of pathogens, the viruses and bacteria that could lay waste to millions of people; he wasn’t sure he wanted to know the answer. He worked there for six months before Gruber told him what he really wanted Chadwick to do.

It had been a good six months, the most productive in Chadwick’s career. He was having dinner at Gruber’s home on the lake in the northwest corner of the compound, briefing the elderly man on his work. Chadwick believed he was close to developing a vaccine for Ebola Sudan; it wasn’t the deadliest of the Ebola strains, but a vaccine would constitute one of modern medicine’s great achievements and would be worth billions for Gruber and Chadwick. A huge victory against the tropical viruses that kept health officials around the world awake at night and wondering when one would mutate just right, bust loose like the cartoon Tasmanian devil, and take humanity down with it.

At first, Chadwick thought it had been a hypothetical question.

Could he fashion a virus deadly enough and communicable enough to wipe out the human race?

Enjoying the academic nature of the conversation, Chadwick talked about the challenges inherent in such an endeavor. Balancing virulence with communicability, both of which would have to be at a level unseen in human history. Engineering it so that it wouldn’t discriminate against this ethnic group or that age group. Possibly a virus that was constantly mutating so that the human immune system eventually gave out. It would be tough, Chadwick had said, but not impossible.

“So will you do it?” Gruber had asked.

At first, Miles had nearly choked on his meat, laughing. But as he wiped his lips with his napkin, he looked at Gruber and knew the man was most certainly not joking. He didn’t know how he knew. He just knew.

In that moment, as the proposal hung there, pure, virginal, a Schrodinger’s cat of an idea that had neither been accepted nor rejected, he expected to be filled with horror. But he hadn’t been. Saying yes, joining the greatest conspiracy the world had ever known, had seemed so easy, as though he had been meant to do it.

“Yes,” Chadwick had said.

“I realize what I’m asking you to do,” Gruber said. “But don’t think of it as me asking if you to end the world.

“Think of it as my asking you to end climate change.

“Hunger.

“Racism.

“War.

“And for Zoe,” Chadwick had said softly, almost unaware that he’d said it. He was almost in a trance, picturing a world that he could control, a world stripped clean of all the evil that had cut its purity like cheap heroin.

“And all the Zoes,” Gruber had said, placing his hand on Chadwick’s shoulder. He hadn’t even realized Gruber had gotten out of his chair, now looming above him. “It’s time for the world to evolve, Miles.”

Chadwick drank his scotch.

“You knew I’d say yes, didn’t you?” he said to Gruber, unable to look the man in the eye.

“I couldn’t afford not to know,” Gruber said.

And so he had gone all in with Gruber.

Zoe.

Chadwick tried not to think about her because it had been better, less painful, to pack it away deep, rather than think about the meth-addled mugger who had shot his new bride Zoe, six months pregnant, right there at the ATM machine in Atlanta for the forty dollars she had just withdrawn. Twenty-eight years old, a brilliant career ahead of him, and just like that, his life had been turned into a smoking crater. Her killer had never been caught, and Miles took some small measure of comfort in the thought that the virus had almost certainly exacted justice for him and Zoe and their unborn baby. When you got right down to it, the virus had been for him.

So he’d worked and worked, creating iteration after iteration, each virus coming up a bit short until finally, he’d developed Medusa (although it hadn’t been his name for the virus, he thought it was terribly apropos). Then the gathering of the test subjects, the runaways, the vagrants, the homeless, the ones who had already slipped through the cracks and wouldn’t be missed. That last clinical trial was unlike anything he’d ever seen. Aerosol infection of Patient Zero, then exposing her to Patient One for less than fifteen seconds, then One to Two, a chain of exposures, and so on through Patient Forty-Four, the virus airborne and moving even before the host developed symptoms. The virus infected every single test subject, and within thirty-six hours of exposure, every single test subject was dead.

But left unchecked, the virus would be the villain of the story Gruber wanted to tell. No, their story needed a hero. And that was where James Rogers, a specialist in nanomedicine from one of Penumbra’s subsidiaries, had come in. He used cutting-edge nanotechnology to build the vaccine, the yin to the virus’ yang, the light to its dark. They’d been prouder of the vaccine than the virus, using technology to assert dominion over nature, these microscopic machines coded specifically to target and destroy the Medusa virus.

Telling Gruber about each project milestone, recruiting the team to the Citadel, planning the August release, which they had code-named Zero Day, it had all gone off without a hitch. Then about a year before Zero Day, Chadwick received word that Gruber, who was rarely at the compound, had died at the age of eighty-four. Penumbra’s general counsel, a man named Dave Buckley, had shown up at the compound bearing the news. He told Chadwick that Gruber’s will had bequeathed his privately held fortune to the Citadel entity and left specific instructions that the project was to continue unabated with Chadwick at the helm.

Keens in Manhattan, the night they’d released the virus at Yankee Stadium. After Miles had received the telephone call from Patrick Riccards, his director of security, he’d kept on drinking, the alcohol serving as a restrictor plate for his panic. He’d polished off most of the bottle of Dalwhinnie and woke up the next morning with an exquisite hangover. That afternoon, he caught a flight to Omaha, where he’d left a car, and drove three hours to the Citadel compound. The place had been his home for more than a decade, and he had worked hard to integrate himself with the nearby town of Beatrice, Nebraska, about twenty miles to the east. He was generous with his time and his money, he appeared in town frequently. He was a big believer in the hide-in-plain-sight theory. There was never any local curiosity as to what went on in the compound because people just liked him so damn much. He threw parties, organized toy drives. There was even an annual 5K race for charity. Well, there had been, at least.

He’d waited out the plague at the compound, even dropping into town once the virus popped up in that section of the state. He saw patients in the local emergency room in the first week of the outbreak, before things had just totally collapsed. Even he had been stunned by the pathogen’s virulence; he felt close to madness as the dead piled up, in the hospital and urgent care clinic near the center of town, in the churches and houses, from the trailer parks in the southern part of town to the aging Victorian mansions in the east. Although he’d heard about the massive traffic jams in some of the big cities, that hadn’t happened in Beatrice because these people had had nowhere else to go. Many of them had never crossed the town limits in their entire lives, rooted to their birthplaces by poverty, family, lack of education, lack of opportunity.

There were one hundred of them at the Citadel now, the chosen ones, handpicked by Chadwick himself. It had been a long, careful process, one that had taken years. None of the men were older than forty-five; the oldest woman was thirty-six. His and Rogers’ first recruit had been Charlie Gale, a psychiatrist who’d worked with NASA in screening candidates for a manned mission to Mars. Then the government had all but scrapped the space program, a decision that, as it turned out, had been one of the nails in humanity’s coffin. A checkpoint on the highway to extinction. Chadwick had little use for a society that elected to stop learning, to stop exploring. The vast universe beyond the Earth’s troposphere, a rich, undiscovered bed of mysteries, and mankind had said, Nope, we’re good! Together, Rogers, Chadwick and Gale had developed the criteria for membership in the Citadel so they could identify those that would thrive in the new world they were creating. There was no room for error, none whatsoever. Each recruit had to be perfect.

Fifty men. Fifty women. They were doctors, engineers, scientists, botanists, agronomists, survivalists. Single and never married. No children. Rigorous physical examinations. No religious background or participation because the last thing he needed was for humanity’s saviors to wipe each other out in a holy war six months later. Even more rigorous psychological evaluations, because these people had to hold up once they executed the plan.

And he didn’t even put them through the Citadel screening process until he himself had performed his own thorough background check on each of them. He’d followed each of them for months, studied their habits, their trash, their comings and goings, read their Twitter feeds, subscribed to their public Facebook postings.

There had been hiccups, of course. One bright doctor, an epidemiologist who had looked terrific on paper, quickly figured out what the Citadel was up to. That was as close as the project had come to being exposed, and that was when Chadwick realized how lucky he was to have Patrick Riccards as his head of security. Riccards was ex-CIA, a former covert operative who’d served in Afghanistan. Riccards had sensed a vibe from the kid, nothing more than a hunch. But he’d sniffed him out.

The coffee contained a healthy splash of Bailey’s, a little habit he’d picked during the first week of the epidemic, as they’d watched their dark dream come to life. As they watched global news coverage delivered via the satellite linkup, as they’d stayed in contact with their field operatives, his heart was constantly racing, racing, and he found the morning cocktail helped throttle things down a bit. He didn’t know why he was so on edge, why he’d been snapping at his senior advisers, even after it became clear they’d executed the plan flawlessly, that the virus had exceeded their wildest expectations. Based on some of the field reports, mortality from Medusa had exceeded ninety-eight percent in many areas.

And the nanovaccine had worked perfectly. This had been their greatest fear. That the vaccine would fail at the critical moment, that someone would break with the virus. But no one did. Three people had developed non-specific symptoms in the first week of the outbreak, incidents that had launched their collective testicles into their collective throats, but they hadn’t become ill. One person had experienced a mild heart attack during the epidemic, revealing a previously undiagnosed heart condition, but he had recovered and was on medication.

It was all but over now, and it was time to look ahead. Time to begin the work that would carry him through the rest of his life. A quiet world, a blank canvas on which to paint his masterpiece. A new society in which the population was carefully controlled, in which the planet was given time to heal the scars inflicted upon it by the weighty load of seven billion people. But a world in which they’d have all the freedom they could ever want. A society free of crime, of fear, of hate, of partisanship, of ideology, of extremism, of wants, of hunger. They could recreate society in their image, in his image.

He was still considering his options regarding the unvaccinated survivors of the plague, the ones beyond these walls, the ones who, whether they knew it or not, whether they intended it or not, constituted the biggest threat to his grand vision. Chadwick estimated there were approximately five to seven million survivors in the United States alone. Not today, not next month, probably not even next year. But eventually, they could undo everything they had worked so hard to build. He’d put it off long enough. He had to spend some time coming up with a solution.

Five million survivors.

Taken out of context, the number was huge, overwhelming, the size of the Chinese Army, at least until about two weeks ago, but in truth, the number alone meant nothing. These survivors were scattered all over the place, virtually none of them would know each other, and many of those would go through another weeding out in the coming year, people who were in no position to survive the harsh reality without the modern conveniences they’d all come to depend on. As many as twenty-five percent of the survivors were under the age of eighteen. At least a million, possibly two million, wouldn’t make it through the winter. And the North American landmass was enormous. Even before the epidemic, large swaths of the continent were unpopulated. These survivors were just pinpoints scattered across a blank canvas.

The rest of them, though, the ones Professor Darwin would be really impressed with, would become battle-hardened with time. They would adjust, evolve, possibly assemble into a threat, especially if they ever found out the truth about the Citadel. That was their greatest secret, the one that had to be guarded at all costs.

He drained his coffee and looked at his calendar. Chadwick had meetings this morning, meetings all day. There was so much to do, so much to keep track of. First up was Dr. James Rogers, who had been running tests on Citadel women in preparation for the project’s second critical phase. Chadwick checked his watch and sighed. It was ten after six. He was already behind schedule. Rogers was due at six, and he was normally early to their meetings. As he waited, the day breaking clear and hot, he poured another cup of coffee, passing on the Bailey’s this time.

Rogers knocked on the slightly ajar door just as Chadwick finished stirring in his sugar.

“Come!”

Rogers stepped in the room. The physician was pale, bleary-eyed, his clothes rumpled and disheveled. Highly unusual for the fastidious medical director of the Citadel. It was obvious he hadn’t slept. Chadwick went in for a sip of his coffee, his eyes locked on Rogers’ face, and ended up with a hefty gulp of the steaming liquid. He felt it scorch his tongue, and wasn’t that just a hell of a way to kick off the day? All because he thought he’d seen something in Rogers’ face.

“What is it?”

“You’re going to want to sit down,” Rogers said. He was a tall man, lean, his skin pale from years in the lab. He kept his fine blond hair short, close to the scalp. He was a brilliant pathologist and a pill popper who’d had his license to practice medicine indefinitely suspended.

Chadwick noticed that Rogers had not apologized for his tardiness, which just made Miles even more nervous. He felt the ligaments in his knees loosen, and he nonchalantly grabbed the edge of his desk, lest he collapse from nerves in front of one of his closest advisers.

“What? Is it the virus? Is someone sick?”

“No,” Rogers said. “No, it’s not that.”

He was silent for a moment, picking at his lower lip. He didn’t make eye contact with Chadwick, focusing instead on something on Chadwick’s desk. Miles followed his gaze to the commemorative baseball on the corner. It had been signed by each member of the St. Louis Cardinals team that had won the 2006 World Series. Looking at the ball twisted something inside him, and he remembered how much he would miss baseball.

“The test results are back,” Rogers said. “We’ve discovered an anomaly.”

“What anomaly?”

“In the female subjects,” Rogers said.

Annoyance tickled Chadwick like a feather; he hated it when scientists spoke so robotically. Maybe if they’d been a little more approachable, a little more human, maybe none of this would have been necessary. Shortly before the outbreak, Chadwick had read that sixty-one percent of the American population didn’t “believe” in evolution. As though it were something you had to believe in. It was like saying you didn’t believe that two plus two equaled four. He often wondered who was to blame for such a travesty. Had scientists done their jobs right, maybe the world wouldn’t have needed this reboot, this reformatting of its hard drive.

“Jesus, what anomaly? Stop beating around the fucking bush.”

Rogers folded his hands together and tapped the fist against his lips, like he didn’t want to verbalize his next thought, lined up like a reluctant airplane waiting for takeoff.

Now Chadwick was pissed and scared; a ripple of heat shot up his back.

“We ran anti-mullerian hormone testing on all fifty females,” Rogers said. He was still looking at the baseball. “This test checks ovarian reserve.”

“I know what it does,” Chadwick said sharply.

Rogers ignored him.

“The results were disconcerting.”

Chadwick spread out his hands in front of him, as if to say, “And?”

“In each of them, the AMH levels were virtually zero,” Rogers said, finally looking up at his boss. “We ran additional tests, FSH in particular, and the results were the same. Complete ovarian failure.”

Chadwick sat down and scratched an itch on his palm. That had meant something once, that money was headed your way, right? Good fortune? Well, that was a load of shit because Dr. James Rogers had just dropped an atom bomb in the middle of the Citadel. He felt a big, idiotic grin spreading across his face, and he felt his breath coming in ragged gasps.

“Ovarian failure,” Chadwick said softly.

He thought about all the work they had done, the years of sacrifice, the careful, precise planning, and the idea that it had all been for nothing made his stomach flip.

And then, quite unnecessarily, Rogers added: “Miles, all of the women in the Citadel are infertile.”

“How is that possible?” Chadwick asked. The question was partially rhetorical, as he already knew the answer. There were only two options.

Either the virus had sterilized the women.

Or the vaccine had.
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Fifteen minutes later, Chadwick was in the main conference room with Rogers and his other three top advisers. Rogers and Patrick Riccards, the Citadel’s director of security, were engaged in a heated discussion, on their feet, their faces red, like two baboons getting ready to tussle.

Margaret Baker, the director of operations, was in tears, something Chadwick immediately took note of. He wondered if he should cut her some slack. She was thirty-five and hoping to give birth to one of the first Citadel babies, and he could understand her despair. But could he trust such an emotional hair trigger of a woman? He’d never seen the slightest hint of emotion from her, not even a wisp of regret or empathy as Medusa had incinerated the human race. You just never knew with some people.

If the virus was to blame, and every surviving woman on the planet was now infertile, then none of this mattered. This was all window dressing, a really shitty after-party, and they were just the epilogue. Another few decades, and the sun would set on the human race permanently. The Earth would go back to doing whatever it was doing before Homo sapiens became the dominant life form, and Chadwick didn’t think mother Earth would miss them all that much.

He preferred this scenario because then it meant it wasn’t the other scenario. If it wasn’t the virus (and he really didn’t think it was), that meant it was the vaccine that had done this. Their vaccine. He’d almost been prouder of the vaccine than he’d been of the virus. It had been the ultimate exercise of dominion. In Medusa, he’d created the ultimate weapon, a mechanism to alter all things. But in the vaccine, they’d created something even greater.

If Medusa was the devil, Miles Chadwick had been its God.

And all things served God. Even His fallen angels.

Or so he’d thought.

“Quiet,” he said. “Everyone sit down.”

He waited while they each found their seats. He was pleased and a little relieved that they responded so quickly. They sat like obedient schoolchildren, their faces open and scared and hopeful all at the same time.

“Up until now, everything has gone to plan,” he said. “Better than we imagined. But now we’ve got our first crisis. Our first real crisis.”

He thought of something else to say, but he wasn’t sure how it would play. His pulse slowed, like a racecar throttling down, and he thought it ironic that it had taken the end of everything to make him feel like he was in control.

“And, quite possibly, our last crisis,” he said casually.

He saw smiles on their faces, even a chuckle from Rogers. The tension seeped out of the room like a deflating balloon. It worked. They wanted leadership, and he was giving it to them. He was in charge.

“We need to find out if the infertility is a side effect of the vaccine,” Chadwick said. “We need to bring in an unvaccinated female survivor. And we need one yesterday.”

He looked at Patrick, who was already nodding his head, taking notes.

“I’ve got a team in mind already,” he said. “We’ll move out in the morning.”

“What if it’s not a side effect of the vaccine?” Margaret Baker asked stupidly.

Chadwick sniffed, and then let out a slow breath. He reminded himself she wasn’t a physician. Rogers, who had been sitting quietly, his head down, focused on his hands, spoke first.

“Then we’re all fucked,” he said.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

For months, Sarah Wells had been promising her father that she would come back to Raleigh for a visit, if she could just find the time. On the twenty-sixth of August, she fulfilled that vow. She parked the motorcycle on Eastwood Drive, there next to the mailbox, and secured the helmet on the handlebars, but she didn’t dismount the chopper. She stared at the little Cape Cod she’d grown up in. All she had to see was the long grass, rippling in the light afternoon breeze, to know that her father was dead. He’d been religious about cutting the grass, twice a week in the summer, Sundays and Wednesdays, once a week during the winter.

It never crossed her mind that he’d fled when things started going south because that wasn’t whom Ernie Wells had been. No, he was in there, no doubt about it, dead now like his wife, like his neighbors, like everyone else she knew. He had stayed and helped and checked on people until he got sick and died. She looked up and down the desolate street, this twisted, nightmarish version of the neighborhood she’d grown up in. Somewhere along the street, a loose shutter clocked against siding, the sound huge in the morning quiet. Next door, over at the Tiricos’ house, a cat slinked along the front porch railing.

Sarah swung her left leg over the seat, slung her M4 over her shoulder and walked up to the front door; it was cracked open, and a terrible mustiness tickled her nose. She poked the door open with the muzzle of her rifle, revealing in full color what she knew to be true. There he lay in his recliner, wearing his dungarees as he called them, a white t-shirt (and she ignored the dried blood spatter) and, of course, those suspenders because he’d been a slight man, thin his whole life from his career as a mailman. A blue blanket was bunched up at his feet. On the end table, cold and flu medicines, a half-empty glass of 7-Up. She knew it was 7-Up and not water because there were few ills that Ernie Wells had believed a glass of cold 7-Up could not fix, and she felt the hot tears, stinging her lips as she thought about him sitting here at the end, alone, thinking that maybe one more glass of 7-Up would fix him up.

A horrible feeling swept over her; relief that he was dead. Relieved that her own father was dead. And not just because he would be spared a life in this terrible new world or possibly reunited with his wife, dead two decades now. But because Sarah wouldn’t have to face her father and tell him what she had done that terrible day on the Third Avenue Bridge. That she had “followed orders” and massacred civilians, that she had hurt the ones she had sworn to protect. And for what? A quarantine that was obsolete the moment it had been ordered.

It hadn’t taken her long to see the folly of the mission. Across the river in a canoe, through the dead streets of Manhattan, block after disease-ravaged block. Everything outside her Q zone had been just as fucked up as it was inside their little cocoon. Her quarantine, and her God-blessed attempt to hold it, had been nothing more than window dressing, something for the bigwigs, for the deciders, to do to make them feel like they were doing something, even as everything spun out of control.

She covered her father with the blanket and went around the house, tidying up. He had been a fastidious man, and she had no idea what she was supposed to do with his body, but she could at least put the house back the way he liked it. Orderly. She cleaned for the rest of the day, until the daylight started to go, until the small of her back ached, and her hands became stiff.

For dinner, she ate some beef stew she found in the pantry, straight from the can. It wasn’t great cold, but she’d had worse on her tours of duty.

When she was done, she sat back down on the couch and dug the bottle of tetrabenazine out of her pack. She rolled the amber-colored cylinder between her hands, turning her head just so, the moonlight glinting off the bottle. There were a dozen pills left, her first go around with the medication that would merely manage the disease that would ultimately kill her.

She was such a coward.

She hadn’t even been able to tell him about the diagnosis; how had she ever thought she would tell him about what had happened in the Bronx? Four years she’d been living with it, four years since she’d sat in that doctor’s office in Olympia, Washington and he’d told her the bad news from behind his desk with his stupid horn-rimmed glasses, that she carried the gene for Huntington’s disease. It had killed her mother, and so there was already a fifty percent chance she would get it, and wouldn’t you know it, things hadn’t broken her way. So here she was, staring death in the face, probably before she turned forty.

Then the plague had come, and she had prayed for death via Medusa, because that killed you quick, and she wouldn’t have to suffer for years on end the way her mother had. Two days of fever and internal bleeding and coughing? That was nothing compared to what Karen Wells had endured in the last three years of her life.

But because the universe was a real bitch, I mean, a real Grade-A megabitch, she’d survived the epidemic and she wouldn’t be getting an early exit after all, and Huntington’s would be waiting for her like it had been all along. She’d been to Iraq and Afghanistan four times; each time, she’d made it home very little physically worse for the wear. The worst injury she’d suffered was a nick in her arm from an IED that had killed six of her fellow soldiers.

Because of course.

And back up in the Bronx, the rest of her platoon had died. She had stayed with them after the thing with the bridge, and she had watched them die, one at a time, punishment for her sins at the bridge. Then she received that bizarre final order from HQ, and when she was done here, she would carry out that order.

Because of course.

She unscrewed the cap and popped the chalky pill into her mouth, where she let it sit for a moment. She could feel it dissolving, the chalky bitterness spreading on her tongue, hitting her gums, and for a moment, she considered spitting it out, and being done with it. No more treatment, no more delaying the inevitable.

But she threw her head back, washing it down with her father’s flat 7-Up. It slid down her throat just as smooth as good wine, and she cried.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

It seemed a little strange to Freddie Briggs that he was even bothering with breakfast, given what he had planned for this morning, but there you go. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d skipped his morning meal, and he wasn’t going to start now. His mother wouldn’t have approved, and he figured he’d better do something she’d have been happy with before the day was out.

And so Freddie Briggs sat on the curb in front of the Cave Spring branch of the Rome Public Library in northwest Georgia, chewing robotically on a Pop-Tart as the day warmed and then blistered before him. He grimaced at the sickly sweet taste, wondering why they hadn’t improved their formula in the last two decades. They tasted the same today as they did when he’d first started eating them as a freshman linebacker at LSU, back when he couldn’t consume enough calories to keep the weight from falling off.

Well, guess what guys, you’ve lost your chance!

The library bordered a small park to the east. The smell of wet grass tickled Freddie’s nose, and he was back at LSU again, back in the locker room after his very first practice. He closed his eyes as he chewed. Beyond the sweet earthiness of the practice field after a mow, the sour stench of dried sweat hung in his nostrils. The prank the seniors had played on him after that first practice, the heat so immense it felt like you were wrapped in insulation. How gullible he’d been.

“Coach wants a word,” the defensive captain, an onyx-skinned cornerback, had told him.

“Really?” Briggs replied. “Coach Hyatt?”

“No, dumbass. Coach Bush. Grad assistant. Said bring your playbook.”

“Playbook?”

“Did I fucking stutter?”

Freddie’s tongue went numb.

Playbook?

So Freddie had gone looking for Coach Bush, the graduate assistant coach, who, quite frankly, Freddie couldn’t even remember meeting, but that didn’t mean anything to him. College football was so much bigger and faster than high school had been. He was fast and big, sure, but so was everyone. More coaches, more equipment, more plays, more everything.

And he’d met with Coach Bush, whose office was nothing more than a tiny supply closet (gotta start somewhere, Bush had said), and then he told Freddie he’d been cut, that they’d seen everything they needed to see about him in that first sweltering practice, that he might have been a superstar back in Smyrna, but this was Loozy-anna State, goddammit, and his game just wasn’t gonna cut it in the ESS-EEE-CEE. Freddie hadn’t argued with him because he worried that if he had, he’d break down in tears, and he couldn’t have that.

Freddie trudged back to his locker, stepping ever so gingerly, the way a man might when he’s been kicked in the nuts. He could feel the stares and he wondered if there were other freshmen meeting with other nameless, faceless graduate assistants in tiny supply closets and learning of a similar fate. They stared at him as he emptied out his locker, which still smelled like the air freshener mounted on the back, so brief had his membership on the squad been.

He made his way for the door, his gear stuffed this way and that in his equipment bag, and had his hand on the handle, the metal cold and sharp, when they burst out laughing at him. He stood there frozen, looking for the will to march out that door with his head high because they could kiss his ass, until he felt the tap on his shoulder. When he turned around, he saw “graduate assistant Coach Bush,” who in reality was third-string wide receiver Ricky Bush, a senior who had never seen a single minute of action, had never even dressed for a game, and boy they had gotten him good.

Freddie lifted Bush like he was a sack of potatoes and slammed him against the wall, extinguishing the laughter like he’d yanked a plug from the wall, and he could see the sudden fear in his eyes, and that was when Briggs had known he was stronger and faster than everyone in the room.

And then he’d kissed Bush on the cheek, a loud, juicy one, and the team had roared its approval. That was the last prank he was the target of, but he’d been the engineer of many over the course of the next four years.

Goddamn, those had been some good times.

He wished he could keep his eyes closed forever and live it all over again, from that first game to the national championship the Tigers had won his sophomore year to the defensive player of the year award he’d won his senior year. Instead, he supposed, Coach Billy Hyatt, the AP Coach of the Year, and Ricky Bush, and all the rest were now dead.

His eyes opened, and he was back at the library again.

Ten days on the road. Ten days since he’d buried his girls, three abreast in the backyard, in Susan’s flower garden, which she had loved so much. He’d tamped down the last of the dirt on Heather’s grave and left Smyrna forever. He would never go home again. It was a dead place. Even Chewie, the guinea pig, had died, probably of thirst.

He had a general sense he was moving west-by-northwest, tracking the sun’s path as it crossed the sky. It seemed larger and larger with each passing day, the sunsets growing ever more spectacular, exploding across the sky with oranges and reds. Maybe it was because the air was clearer now, devoid of the exhaust and smoke and pollution of a hundred million cars and smokestacks belching their byproducts into the air. Or maybe it was because of how small and alone he felt in this giant emptiness, which felt bigger with each passing minute.

At first, he’d hoped this walk he’d been on would somehow make it more bearable. That it would somehow drain away the awful reality of what had come to pass. But the pain and the grief continued to stab at him every hour, every minute, every second, like twisting, crippling arthritis.

The decision had been easier than he expected. It had left him skittish with anticipation, which, he decided, was a good sign that he’d made peace with his choice. Wherever his girls were, they were together now. And in just a few minutes, he’d be joining them. He hoped.

He finished his breakfast and, instead of leaving it on the steps, tossed the wrapper in the metal trashcan at the base of the steps. His daughter Heather would have liked that very much. He stood up and dusted off his pants. With a fifty-foot garden hose, tightly spooled, hanging from his beefy shoulder, he crossed the tarmac toward the pickup truck that would be the instrument of his plan. The truck, a shiny red Ford F-150 he’d found abandoned near the library, was parked in a spot by the front door, its keys dangling from the ignition. He opened the door and slid in. He took a deep breath and turned the key over; the pickup’s engine roared to life. In the quiet, it sounded like a jet engine.

It was a warm day, but not terribly humid, one of the nicer ones Freddie had seen since he’d left Smyrna. The sky burned a fierce blue, the sky so clear he could see the edge of it blur into the outer ridges of the troposphere. So fragile, this shell separating us from the cold vastness of space, he thought. And how fragile the world had been, far more delicate than any of them had ever thought. The shell separating them from order and chaos, life and death, creation and destruction, had been far thinner than any of them had ever imagined.

He looked up at the sky until his neck began to ache and then returned his attention to the task at hand. One end of the hose went into the Ford’s tailpipe, as far as it would go, until he felt resistance. Then he sealed off the gaps in the exhaust pipe with a length of duct tape. The other end of the hose he ran along the side of the truck, through the window, and into the driver’s seat. Then he sealed up the gap left by the cracked window with more tape. A quick tug on the hose to confirm that it was well-seated in the pipe, fitted to funnel as much carbon monoxide into the truck as possible.

He felt his excitement growing, like a healthy plant getting the requisite amount of sunshine and water, fed by the fertile thoughts of extinguishing his crippling pain, of leaving behind this terrible world, of maybe, just maybe, being reunited with Susan, Caroline and Heather.

He thought he would be more afraid. But it was being here, in this world, that frightened him and chewed away at his sanity. It was a living nightmare, a twenty-four-hour-a-day hellscape that had begun the moment he’d received that first call from his daughter telling him that Susan was sick. Each successive link in the chain of events had been worse than the previous one. The panic had left him constantly shivering, as though he could never warm up.

The idea had been nagging at him, a splinter in his brain. Try as he might, he couldn’t dislodge the splinter, namely because he liked the way it felt. Yeah. That was the fucked-up thing.

He liked the way it felt.

Just another fucked-up thing in a fucked-up world.

He had prayed for God to deliver him wisdom. For an answer. For a plan.

But God hadn’t been there to answer. God had abandoned him in this world of the dead.

But then he had seen something that had opened that drawer in his mind, the one housing the soul’s self-destruct button. He didn’t think he had it in him. Oh, but he did. It was just a matter of the mind receiving the proper authentication codes, the way a submarine commander would wait for an order to launch his ICBMs. It was just a matter of God showing him what he needed to see.

Two nights ago, he’d stopped to make camp at an abandoned peach orchard in west-central Georgia, just near the state line. The sun had been low over the Great Smoky Mountains to the northwest, its rays colliding with the ever-present blue haze circling the peaks like a trendy silk scarf. As his Spaghettios heated up on the small fire, he had scoured the perimeter. Darkness was falling as he finished his sweep, a little faster than he’d expected, a reminder that he was on the back end of summer now. On the east side of the farm, he’d come across a shallow trench, muddy and sloppy on the edges. That little voice in his head had told him to turn tail and scamper back to camp. But he hadn’t. He’d shone the trembling flashlight at the center of the pit.

And he so wished he hadn’t.

Staring back at him in the full darkness were the lifeless eyes and pasty faces of dozens of plague victims, maybe a hundred total, all of them children. Against the harsh white light of the MagLite, the faces of the lost children floated in time and space, their paleness made ever starker by the dried blood around their noses and mouths. Babies and toddlers and school-aged kids packed together, their bodies lined up neatly. The thing that had haunted him since was that each had been lovingly set down in this mass grave, the only burial they would ever get, with some beloved childhood item tucked under an arm. A tattered Elmo doll here. A Barbie doll there. An over-sized stuffed dog, one possibly won at the county fair, curled up next to the body of an angelic-looking little girl about five years old.

He’d stumbled backwards, tripping over his own feet, dropping the flashlight. His body racked with sobs, he had fled the orchard, leaving behind his tent, his supplies, his dinner still cooking over the little fire. All night he had run as if Satan himself had crawled out of that trench. He finally had slept in a city park, with no tent and no dinner, and dreamt all night about dead children.

When he’d woken up the next morning, his body covered in dew, his mind felt sour, rotten, turned, like curdled milk. There was no sense of relief that the dream was just a dream because he knew there were shallow graves holding the bodies of dead children just like there were houses and churches and hospitals and morgues full of dead children and women and men, young and old.

That was when the idea had first came to him.

No, he wasn’t afraid. This thing he was planning, that was the ticket out of all this. He didn’t know or care why he’d been spared, for all the good it had done him. Susan and the girls, they’d been given a gift. Called home to God together. The punishment hadn’t been dying of the plague. It had been surviving it. Left behind to make his way in this dead world, that was the punishment.

A terrifying thought gripped him.

What if God had forsaken him?

What if God had looked into Freddie’s heart and decided that he wasn’t worthy, and he thought back to all those times he didn’t want to go to church, and, in the Great Faith Ledger of Freddie Briggs’ life, he had ended up just a bit in the red.

Stop it. God forgives all. He’ll forgive your sorry ass for this.

He waited as the muffler pumped the deadly gas into the car. He wanted the colorless gas to be freely flowing in the cab, filling the passenger compartment, before he got in; it would decrease the likelihood he’d chicken out before it had a chance to carry him away. As the engine purred, he tugged on the hose to make sure it was secure.

He strolled around to the passenger side and sat down on the curb to wait. As good a time as any to pray. The church of his youth, the Smyrna Baptist Church, seemed so far away, in time and space, but it was there he looked for comfort and solace and a reminder that although what he was about to do was a sin, God would forgive him. Truth be told, he didn’t think God would be all that surprised to see him.

He found himself wondering if this whole thing had been God’s judgment upon man. If so, it had been a hell of a tough one. Guess we really let you down there, eh, big fella?

So this was it. He’d thought about death often, particularly during those last few minutes in the locker room on Sunday afternoons, when he’d wonder if he’d be the first NFL player to die during a game, whether he’d draw the short stick and suffer some catastrophic spinal injury and just die there on the field in front of Susan and Heather and Caroline and millions of Americans watching on television, drinking their Bud Lights and eating spicy chicken wings.

Well, football hadn’t been the death of him, and neither had Medusa.

He stood up, his heart pounding, and opened the passenger-side door. The cabin exhaled a puff of warm air, the whisper of a dangerous lover. He had to act quickly, before the carbon monoxide drifted free of its enclosure and dissipated in the morning air. He stepped up on the running board, planted one foot on the floor mat and dropped his girth into the leather seat. As he leaned over to swing the door shut, entombing himself in this metal coffin for all time, he heard a noise.

This froze him. He sat there, his hand on the handle, wondering if he’d imagined it or if he was just wishing he’d imagined it.

Again — a muted, wailing sound, coming from everywhere and nowhere at the same time. A child or a woman. The sound was mournful and pathetic and beautiful at the same time, and he hated it. He wanted it to stop, he wanted it to be erased from his memory banks so he could get back to the business at hand.

Then, a voice to go with the wailing.

“Is someone there?”

Definitely a woman, the voice bearing a timbre of maturity absent from a child’s. He tried to pinpoint the location of the voice, but the way acoustics had changed in the last two weeks, it could have been coming from anywhere.

“I’m hurt,” the voice said. “Please. I can hear you out there.”

“Dammit,” he whispered, slamming a massive fist into his thigh. He held the handle tight, fully intent on slamming the door shut on that pathetic voice and this pathetic life and getting on with dying in peace. His brain had its orders, its mandate to constrict the muscles in his massive right arm authenticated. But the treasonous arm refused to budge. It would not close the door.

“Please,” she said. “My name’s Caroline.”

Hearing his late daughter’s name aloud launched him from the car like an ejector seat. Behind him, the car continued to idle, and the pent-up carbon monoxide dissipated into the atmosphere. He felt his knees go weak beneath him, and he crumpled to the ground in a puddle. The shakes were back and he felt cold, so cold.

“Where are you?” he called out, his voice booming in the morning air.

“Behind a little restaurant,” Caroline called back. Her voice was everywhere, echoing against buildings, across fields and down narrow streets. “I can’t move. I think my leg’s broken.”

“I’ll find you,” he said. “Just keep talking.”


#




It took twenty minutes, but Freddie finally found the woman sitting on the stoop behind Pastrami Dan’s, tucked away from the sun under a large black awning. A dozen bottles of water lay strewn at the bottom of the stairs. Her eyes were glassy, and she looked exhausted. Her long red hair was tied back in a ponytail, revealing the fatigue in her ivory face, virtually irradiated with sunburn.

She looked about forty years old. Her light-colored blouse was matted against her torso. Her lower left leg was swollen, a dusky shade of yellow and purple. Freddie had broken enough bones in his day to know her leg was fractured. The good news was that it looked to be a simple fracture. Anything worse, she’d already be dead. But the thing that drew nearly all of Freddie’s focus was the noticeable swell in the woman’s belly.

Pregnant.

“Please tell me you’re real,” she said. “Please.”

“I’m Freddie,” he said, as gently as he could, unable to pull his eyes away from her very large abdomen. A pregnant woman. Until this moment, it had not occurred to him that life would, of course, at least try to go on.

“Caroline Braddock,” she said. “Would you mind handing me one of those bottles?”

Freddie grabbed two, warm from the sun, and climbed the steps to the porch, where he handed them to the injured woman. She twisted off the cap and drank down the first in one swoop. After draining it, she sighed contentedly.

“Thank you,” she said, the effects of the water replenishment immediately evident on her face.

“What happened?” he asked.

She nodded toward the back door of the deli.

“Found this place a couple days ago,” she said, leaning her head back against the railing and twisting the cap loose from the second bottle. “It smells horrible, but there’s a ton of bottled water inside. I was pretty pleased with myself, right up until the moment I tripped down these stairs here.”

“Did you say this happened a couple days ago?”

She nodded. “Yeah, I’ve seen two sunrises.”

Freddie whistled softly, trying not to think about the dark places Caroline Braddock must have gone as she sat here, crippled, unable to move, forsaken.

“I spent the first day down where you are,” she continued, “but it got so hot, I pulled myself up the steps to get some shade. It’s a little cooler, but not by much. I was able to carry two bottles of water up with me. That ran out last night.”

She patted her belly gently. “This little guy, he’s a thirsty one. Anyway, I guess I’d been asleep, and I heard your car start up or something. My lucky day, I guess.”

Freddie felt shame coloring his cheeks. Here he’d been, ready to cash it all in, and this woman was fighting and clawing to stay alive. He couldn’t imagine the pain she’d felt crawling up those steps, dragging her shattered leg behind her. He suddenly realized that his girls would have been profoundly disappointed in him if he’d sidled up next to them in the afterlife, not by way of the virus, but by his own hand. He felt as stupid as he’d ever felt in his entire life.

“Relax,” she said, patting her belly. “I’m not having this baby today.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “It just never occurred to me…”

“Well, here we are,” she replied.

“When are you due?”

“About a month,” she said. “Maybe less. I’ve kind of lost track.”

“So how’s that leg?”

She looked down at it.

“Fine, as long as I don’t move it,” she replied. “I scraped it up good coming down the steps, but I think it’s healing.”

“Where were you headed?” Freddie asked.

She laughed out loud.

“Headed?” she repeated. “I’m not headed anywhere. I live about ten miles from here.”

“I’ve got a truck up the road a piece,” he said. “If you’d like a ride.”

Freddie felt her studying him, her green eyes cutting into him like lasers. He had a pretty good idea what she was thinking about. That it had come down to this. To putting her life in the hands of a very large man she did not know versus taking her chances here on the back stoop of Pastrami Dan’s. Her whole life turned on this decision. He could see her working it out in her mind, deciding that anything would be better than dying here of thirst or starvation, or perhaps by way of a hungry animal that was getting used to the idea of the places full of rotting food, the people mysteriously absent.

At that moment, he realized how badly he wanted her to say yes, that she did want a ride. He wanted to break down in front of her and tell her that she’d be saving his life, that she already had saved his life, that he was the one owing her the gigantic favor and not the other way around.

“Where are you headed?” she asked finally.

“Honestly?” he said. He ran a hand across his scalp. “I don’t know. I just want to keep moving. I need to keep moving. Maybe we can find other survivors. Maybe we can find you a doctor.”

A faint smile crept across her face.

“I wish I had something better for you.”

“I think I’d be more worried if you had a plan,” she said.

“No,” he said, thinking about the garden hose snaking its way from the tailpipe into the cabin. Oh, he’d had a plan all right. And not just any plan, but one that would almost certainly have signed Caroline’s death warrant.

“I’ll go get the car.”

He turned to head back up the drive.

“Don’t forget about me,” she said, her voice quiet. There was a sharp undercurrent of fear just below the surface of her words.

He turned back and looked her squarely in the eyes.

“No,” he said as firmly as he could. “I won’t forget you.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Adam woke up early on the morning of the thirtieth, the day dawning hot and steamy. Last night, exhausted, he had pitched his tent in the middle of the Duke University football field in Durham, North Carolina. He liked its clear lines of sight, which reduced the chance that someone could sneak up on him. Plus, the acoustics made for a lot of echoes, another good early-warning system. The Bermuda grass was starting to go, a little bit shaggier than you’d expect to see on a college football field, but that was true of just about everything these days.

This would be his sixth day on the road; in that time, he had only traveled about two hundred miles, far fewer than he had been hoping to log by now. But this was turning out to be no ordinary road trip, and he’d badly underestimated the impact that the world in its new state would have on him. After that last night on his couch in Richmond, he had started early on the morning of the twenty-fifth, proud of himself for his clarity of thinking. Only a fool would’ve started such a huge undertaking in the dark, in the middle of a storm.

As he’d driven his neighbor Jeanette’s little Honda toward I-195, the local bypass feeding onto the interstate, he’d slalomed around abandoned vehicles and pileups littering the neighborhood roads. At the corner of Belmont and Main, Adam had come across the body of the cyclist he’d seen screaming past his house a few days earlier, lying face-up in the street, his ruined head propped up on the curb, as though he were using it for a pillow. His bicycle was wrapped around a telephone pole, which the cyclist apparently had struck in a last-second attempt to avoid a spilled motorcycle. The curb had cleaved the man’s head open after he’d flown over the handlebars, and that had been that.

At Hamilton Street, Adam turned north and found the charred wreckage of an Army truck blocking the on-ramp to I-195, the best interstate access point for miles. Two soldiers lay dead on the ground near the truck. Adam nervously took one of their machine guns and threw it in the trunk. He had no idea how to use it, and holding it terrified him, but having it in the back of the trunk made him feel better. There was no plug of traffic here, which didn’t make any sense, but he’d long since given up trying to make sense of anything. He gave up on the interstates, figuring he’d have to follow the city streets on his way out of town.

He motored west along Grove Avenue, past quaint Cape Cods and boutique shops and trendy restaurants. The streets, littered with branches and leaves felled by the previous night’s storm, were silent. No bodies here. No nothing. Then he swung north onto Granite Avenue toward a house he knew well, unable to resist the temptation; he knew he shouldn’t check on his med school roommate, Mark Zalewski, and his family, but he was going to anyway. Zalewski, an oncologist, lived in a brick colonial with his wife Ashley and their three kids, two girls and a boy. Adam parked at the curb and left the engine running.

“Mark!” he called out, running up the walk. The houses around him were silent and dark, their blinds pulled tight.

The front door was open, the air rank with the hint of something sour.

“Ashley!”

He was in the foyer now, his breathing shallow and ragged. Nothing moved.

They’re dead, you know they’re dead.

But he went upstairs anyway. The boy, Parker, was at the top of the steps. He was nine years old and he lay dead in his Spider-Man pajamas. He found the girls, Scarlet and Casey, with their mother in the king-sized bed she’d shared with Mark; Ashley’s arms were wrapped around her daughters, as though they’d settled in to watch a movie. Seeing them entwined in death shattered him. Mark was nowhere to be found. Knowing him, he’d gone to help at the hospital and died there. Before leaving, he carried Parker into his parents’ bedroom, laid him next to his family, and covered the four of them with the comforter. Then he went back to his car and cried.

At Libbie and Grove, he saw spires of thick black smoke swirling in the early morning sky to the northwest. It reminded him of those awful images from the morning of the 9/11 terror attacks. The stink of burning char filled his nostrils; in the massive quiet, he could hear flames crackling and snapping. It looked like the fire was burning farther west, over toward the hospital. There were a few gas stations in that direction, and it wouldn’t have surprised him to discover that one had gone up in flames. It was unnerving to think that this fire would burn, and it would burn, and it would burn, and no one would be coming to put it out.

The further he edged away from home, the more real it became. Everything was gone. He felt tiny, nothing more than a speck of dust fluttering through this gigantic nothingness. Nothing could’ve prepared him for the staggering shock of mile after mile of emptiness. Roads that were normally bustling with shoppers and delivery drivers and salespeople and stay-at-home moms were eerily quiet that Wednesday morning, August 25. Even the chaos he’d encountered coming home from Holden Beach, when mankind was still fighting, still scratching, still clawing to stay alive, was better than this.

After crossing the James River, he followed U.S. 60 east for a while, past shopping malls and car dealerships and chain restaurants and self-storage facilities. Images of a life lived here popped in his head like camera flashes. The animal shelter from which he’d adopted a lab mix puppy, dead from cancer five years now. The Korean barbecue restaurant he came to with his buddies every once in a while. Then he looped south on to Route 10 and followed it until he finally found an access point onto Interstate 85. That too, had been a difficult row to hoe, the highway peppered with traffic accidents, lanes blocked by military checkpoints in places that made no sense at all, as though the soldiers had been riding along and decided what the hell, this was as good a place as any for a checkpoint. It made Adam feel bad, that humanity hadn’t been able to answer the bell, that for all its spirit, it hadn’t been enough, and it was left to roll up checkpoints in rural Dinwiddie County. He averaged about forty miles a day, sleeping in his car, living off the rations he’d packed. He took frequent breaks, stopping every afternoon at two o’clock to call Rachel (unsuccessfully so far), and just trying to get his goddamn bearings. The nights were horrible, his sleep fractured by nightmares, photo negatives of all the bad dreams he’d ever had, the terror now grounded not in the fear that the dream was real but that it wasn’t because nothing his dream machine had been able to conjure up had matched the broken world waiting for him each morning.

And that was how it had gone until he made it to Durham on the afternoon of the twenty-ninth, when the traffic had become overwhelming, and he’d had to abandon the vehicle at the interchange joining I-85 and U.S. 70. He packed what he could into the backpack, making sure he had Rachel’s picture, and began walking. He made it to the Durham city limits as the sun began to drop, and he capped that night with a can of cold ravioli, too freaked out to even start a campfire.

He stepped out of his tent into the morning glare, needing to pee and hungry. He took care of the former need in the corner of the field, behind the end zone, and was about to address the latter when the fox struck. It snuck up on him just as he was digging through his bag for a Pop-Tart. It was a red fox, not full grown, little more than a blur that morning. Its razor sharp teeth clamped down on his wrist before he even got a clear look at it. A huge gasp of pain and shock boomed from him, and he instinctively jerked his arm around, flinging the animal loose as he scampered to his feet. It landed on its back a few feet away and then rolled back upright. Its head twitched once, twice, and then a third time. A stagger to the left before launching another attack on Adam. This time, he danced to his right, narrowly avoiding another full bite, but its teeth scraped against his leg.

Another howl of pain.

He pirouetted around to find himself looking at the fox’s backside; the animal was twitching again and staring off toward the stands, as though it had forgotten what it was doing. Adam reared back and delivered a swift kick to the animal’s haunches, and its rear leg snapped like a dry twig. The fox hissed and hobbled toward the sideline on three legs, keeping an eye on Adam. Then it lunged again, stumbling as it did so, its two front paws tangling together before it crashed back down. As it struggled back to its feet, Adam kicked it in the head, cracking its skull. It whimpered and went down hard. He stomped its head a second time, turning the fox’s small head into a bag of broken pottery.

It was over. His legs turned to jelly, and he dropped back onto his butt. He checked his wounds; there were three raised welts on the calf of his leg where the fox’s teeth had scratched him, but the skin was intact. The arm, however, was a different story. Blood seeped from the puncture wounds in his wrist and had smeared his forearm.

But the wounds themselves were the least of his concerns.

The way the fox had attacked. The bizarre twitching of its head. And how it had resumed its assault even after its leg had been broken. He clambered to his feet, dizzy. His mouth watered, but not in a good way, not in a way that suggested he was smelling a couple of ribeyes on the grill. He felt hot, very hot, like he’d spiked a fever. His dinner from the night before, meager as it was, came up all at once, in a rush; he bent over, his hands on his knees, swaying in the morning humidity. The sound of his heaves echoed off the bleachers.

His rational mind made the connection that his primal self already had.

Rabies. Rabies.

He’d just been bitten by a rabid fox.

He needed a vaccine, and he needed one now.
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He visited hospitals and urgent care clinics and pharmacies for three days but could not find any vaccine at all. Why that was, he did not know. Maybe in the last days of the plague, people had begun injecting themselves with anything they could find in a desperate, futile attempt to fight off Medusa. He didn’t sleep, stumbling here and there looking for the only thing between him and certain awful death. At dark on the third day, he broke into a little bungalow in a quiet neighborhood on the north side of Durham. The bodies of an elderly couple were in the master bedroom, but otherwise, the house was clear, dark but for the shine of his flashlight. He found a bathroom and washed out the wound with soap and a bottle of water from the dead refrigerator.

When he was done, he sat down on the living room couch, amid the photo albums and unfinished crochet and piles of newspapers. The fear inside him was huge, even worse than when he’d been stuck with the HIV-contaminated needle. Statistically speaking, the risk from the needle stick had been extremely low, especially after the prophylactic treatment. But this. This was Medusa fear. What it must have felt like to come down with it, what it must have been to wait for the inevitable, bloody, painful end.

Now that the rabies virus was almost certainly inside him, the disease could present at any time. And once symptoms appeared, that would be it. He would die. His wrist throbbed, and he could almost hear the virus coursing through his veins. The bleeding had stopped and the wound was healing nicely, but without the vaccine, it wouldn’t matter. Without the shots, sometime in the next week or next month or next year, he’d develop a cough, some numbness at the wound site, and then his brain would begin to swell and he’d develop a fear of water and then he would die a horrible, horrible death.

This was what it was like.

This is what it had been like for the rest of the world. As if death had wanted him all along. There was no escaping destiny, after all. That’s what destiny was.

Right on, old chap. Missed you with Medusa. Will be coming back ‘round with something else for you soon.

He was too scared to sleep.

He stayed up all night flipping through the dead couple’s photo albums. He didn’t know why they were out from their slot on the bookshelf; perhaps the couple had been walking down memory lane when Medusa had found this little house. They were pictures of a lifetime together, black and white wedding photographs, color pictures with that weird yellowish hue, then sweeping through the last three decades of weddings and graduations and Christmas parties and dogs and cats and fish and hamsters. Mr. Whatever-his-name-was checking out a dog on an examining table. He looked at more pictures, more and more, until he dozed and dreamed about this family and their life clicking by like a slide show, a frame at a time. As he slept, a realization flared inside his brain, exploding like a mushroom cloud, shooting him out of slumber.

The man had been a veterinarian.

Rabies.

He raced through the house, rummaging through papers and files until he found in an antique desk a business card emblazoned with the logo of the Phillips Veterinary Clinic. Mosrie Drive in Durham. He strapped on his backpack and sprinted through the dead neighborhood, following the streets out to a main artery. As dawn broke over the city, he stopped at a gas station for a map and found Mosrie Drive not a mile away.

The morning air was steamy and hot; on display around him were more scenes from the last days. Adam saw the body of a young soldier, his hands holding his rotted intestines, chewed free of his body by some heavy-caliber weapon. A black crow was perched on the man’s thigh, chewing on his entrails. A turn of his head, this way or that, uncovered more visual horrors. An attractive young woman with a crowbar thrust through her neck. The head and upper torso of a middle-aged man, notably separated from his legs a few yards away. Abandoned police cruisers. A North Carolina National Guard personnel carrier. A Channel 11 news van, its satellite dish still telescoping into the sky like an alien paw. Quiet. Quiet.

The veterinary clinic was housed in a small brick building next to a Hardee’s. Adam stood astride the bike, breathing hard, waiting for his heart to slow down. The terror was moon-sized now, orbiting him, threatening to fracture him. He pulled the gun from his backpack and approached the door slowly. A handwritten note on the door read CLOSED UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE. He double-checked his flashlight and his gun. The clip was full, and he had one in the chamber.

He went inside, and the door swung shut behind him.

Weak sunbeams streamed through the large windows into the reception area, catching dust and other particulate matter floating in the ether. His heart slammed against his ribcage as though it wanted out of not just Adam’s body but out of this dead place entirely. He pictured a cartoon heart scampering down the hallway, using its ventricles like legs. Maybe the rabies was already driving him insane.

He found the medication cabinet in the back, near the kennels, which were full of dead cats and dogs. He checked each kennel, one at a time, hoping that maybe there was one industrious pooch who’d hung on and could join Adam on the road. But there wasn’t; there was just more death. He hoped the animals hadn’t died of Medusa; it was hard to imagine a world without dogs. He rifled through bottles and vials, antibiotics and emetics and pain pills, chicken- flavored this or that, and then he found it on a shelf. A five-dose package of human rabies vaccine. A dose of immune globulin and four doses of the vaccine itself. He grabbed it along with some syringes and hustled back outside, thanking his lucky stars. It had been illegal for a vet to house or administer human rabies vaccine.

Tears filled his eyes as he read the instructions inside the shrink-wrap. He was supposed to have taken the first dose on the day of the bite, but there was nothing that could be done about that now. He injected the globulin and first dose of vaccine and prayed that he’d done it in time. The other three doses would follow in three, seven and fourteen days. All he could do was hope and pray. Pray that he wasn’t left to die of perhaps the one disease even deadlier than Medusa.

The tears burst forth, and he cried, sitting there on the curb outside the Phillips Veterinary Clinic.

“Are you okay?”

The voice startled him so badly he gasped. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d heard a human voice. He opened his eyes and saw an attractive young black woman wearing an urban camouflage uniform and holding a gun on him.

He stared at her, debating whether she was really there or if he was hallucinating.

“You gonna freak out on me here?” she asked.

He felt his jaw moving, but no words would come out.

“I’m going to count to ten,” she said, “and then I’m going to head on down the road.”

Then more quietly: “Jesus, can I not catch a break?”

“No,” Adam said. “I’m fine.”

“What’s with the needles?” she asked. “No hospitals if you O.D.”

Adam glanced down at the paraphernalia around him and smiled.

“Oh, no. It’s not that. I got bitten by a rabid fox a few days ago,” he said, pointing to the bite marks on his arm. “I finally found some vaccine for it.”

He watched her watch him, staring at him with her fierce green eyes, as though she was trying to decide whether to believe him.

“My name is Adam.”
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The day brightened around him, the morning cloud cover pushing off to the east. As they stood there in the parking lot, he felt very small, very alone.

“Adam Fisher,” he said again, extending his hand.

Her eyes narrowed as she considered his offer of goodwill. His outstretched hand hung there in the void, suspended, frozen in time.

“Relax, you can’t catch rabies from me.”

It was just the right thing at the right time, and a smile broke across her face. It lassoed them together, keeping the quickly widening gulf between them from getting any bigger. She took his hand and returned the shake.

“Captain Sarah Wells,” she replied. “U.S. Army.”

They fell into a brief silence.

“Sounds silly, doesn’t it?” she asked.

“What’s that?”

“Captain Sarah Wells,” she said again, this time in a mocking tone. “I don’t even know why I said that.”

“You’re not going to kill me, are you?” he said.

“For now.”

Adam allowed a hint of a smile to trace its way across his face.

“That’s good,” he said. “Comic relief. We could use some of that.”

She smiled back, but it was all wrong. A beautiful rock with creepy-crawlies underneath when you lifted it up.

“So we’re in a hell of a bad way here, huh?” she said.

She hitched her rifle onto her shoulder and leaned against a pickup truck in the parking lot of the clinic.

“Yeah,” Adam said.

“Lately, I’ll forget what’s happened,” she said. “I’ll be doing something, eating dinner, whatever, and it’ll seem like it’s something I’ve been doing forever. Then I’ll see something. A body. A pileup. And it all comes back. You know what I’m saying?”

Adam nodded.

“Anyway, I’m headed to St. Louis,” she said.

“What’s in St. Louis?”

She removed a pack of cigarettes from her breast pocket and lit one. She took a long drag; twin plumes of smoke streamed from her nostrils. “Smoke?”

“No thanks.”

She tucked the pack away.

“I was in New York when it went down,” she said. “The Bronx. Couple of days before everything collapsed, we got an order from on high. Said the CDC had set up a testing facility in St. Louis and that anyone still healthy should head there for testing.”

“Why St. Louis?”

“Beats the hell out of me. Anyway, I didn’t realize how bad it was until I got out of New York. I was kind of hoping it was burning itself out the farther from ground zero it got.”

“It’s everywhere.”

She flicked a peg of ash onto the ground.

“Yeah, that’s what I’m figuring out. God damn.”

He expected her to tear up then, but she didn’t. She smoked the cigarette in silence, down to the nub, and then she crushed it under her boot.

“Is the St. Louis thing for real?”

“No idea. But I’ve got to find out for myself. This might be the last thing I do as Captain Sarah Wells, U.S. Army, so I plan to see it through to the end. Probably a wild-goose chase. But I’ve got to do it.”

St. Louis.

“Anyway, what about you?”

“Got my own wild-goose chase.”

“Care to share?”

He was struck by how forward she was and found himself a bit reluctant to talk about Rachel. He was afraid that if he verbalized it, it would sound far crazier than when it was just him thinking about it. Part of what kept him going was that it didn’t seem crazy to think she was still out there, still alive.

“Got a message from my daughter in California,” he said. “About a week ago.”

Sarah scrunched up her face and tilted her face to the sky as she worked out the timing in her head.

“And she was still alive?”

“Said she was headed to her stepdad’s condo in Lake Tahoe.”

The conversation petered out, and they stood there in the August sunshine, an awkward silence pushing a wedge between them. Adam didn’t know what to say. He really just wanted to get back on the road.

“Can I make a suggestion?” she asked.

“Sure.”

“Let’s team up,” she said. “Head west together until we get to St. Louis.”

Adam scratched his face as he considered her proposal.

“Look,” she said, “someone needed to say it. It’s goddamn dangerous out here. People are gonna have to start working together.”

Adam tried to analyze the dilemma rationally. But as he did so, he felt his eyes droop, and it made him realize how hard it had been by himself. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d gotten a decent night’s sleep, which had made getting by in this world that much tougher. But was this the right person to team up with? Would it jeopardize his own quest? There was no way to know when or if their interests would diverge, and how they would handle such a development. And then he thought about the fox and how it had snuck up on him with no warning and how next time it might be someone slicing his throat while he slept because there was no one to stop that from happening anymore.

“OK.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

At first, Erin Thompson had been relieved when they’d found her wandering across I-235, about sixty miles west of her home in Des Moines. Her fair skin had burned in the merciless Iowa sun, healed and then burned again, leaving behind a ragged quilt of newborn pink skin against sun-scorched ivory. She was starving and dehydrated, but she’d barely noticed, having devolved into a borderline catatonic state in the wake of the plague.

Erin and her husband, a pastor named William Thompson, had been living with their twin four-year-old boys in the small two-bedroom ranch subsidized by the First Presbyterian Church in Des Moines when the plague had hit. Jason, her youngest by eight minutes, had succumbed first, on August 13; his brother Billy had followed on August 14. By then, the pastor himself was gravely ill, and Erin had been absolutely out of her mind with grief. Willie had tried to soothe her, even when he’d been in Medusa’s death grip, assuring her that it was all part of God’s plan, that He was bringing them all home.

And when they were all dead, all laid up in their beds because she didn’t know what to do with them, and they’d long since stopped responding to emergency calls, she sat there with Willie’s body, cursing him for leaving her here, unsaved, while the three people she’d loved best, whom she’d given her life for, were rollicking with Jesus. And when she didn’t get sick, she hated God, she hated Willie, she hated everyone and everything and she believed she had been forsaken. Apparently it hadn’t been enough to be a doting mother and loving wife, giving up her career as a schoolteacher to do her duty as a Christian homemaker, even going through marriage counseling with Willie after she’d found those e-mails he’d exchanged with their nineteen-year-old neighbor, who, along with her three brothers, mother and abusive stepfather, were now dead, like everyone else she’d ever known.

She stayed in the house for another week, barely eating or sleeping, consuming just enough to stay alive. She drank from the tap, neither knowing nor caring whether the water was safe to drink. One day, she wandered the three blocks to their church, where she found it full of the dead. People who had come seeking salvation, relief, cure, something and received nothing but a nice hot cup of Fuck Off. The hours slipped by in a foggy haze as sounds and screams from only God knew where peppered the night and the day. The power didn’t go out in her neighborhood until August 22, and so as long as she kept the doors closed, the smell didn’t get too bad. Not that you could really escape it anyway. She’d cracked the windows one morning to circulate some fresh air, but then the smell hit her, the thick, rich, dead smell barreling through like an invisible and angry presence. Then the power had gone out and the smell was everywhere.

With barely a thought in her head, she packed Willie’s backpack with clean underwear, her Bible, and some beef jerky and hit the road on the morning of August 24. Like many other survivors, she left her home because she simply couldn’t stay there any longer. She didn’t know where she was going, or what she would do with the rest of her days. She was only thirty years old, and the prospect of another five decades in this dead world loomed larger with each passing day.

Her plan had been to take Willie’s ancient Camry, but she abandoned that idea after she put the car in drive rather than reverse and placed the front end squarely into their garage door. Embarrassment and shame flooded through her as she climbed out, fully expecting to see her neighbors poking their heads out of their front doors to see what the hell all the racket was. But there was no sound other than the ticking of the engine and the hiss of the cracked radiator. She stared at the crumpled garage door, behind which was the accumulated detritus of eight years of marriage, the garage Willie had been talking about cleaning the same weekend he’d gotten sick.

So she’d left the car there, buried in the garage of a house she would never see again, and walked east. A week on the road, with no destination in mind, no plan, no nothing at all, had driven her close to madness. Outside Windsor City, she’d been approached by two middle-aged women who’d asked her to join them. “Strength in numbers,” they’d said, but she hadn’t even acknowledged them, she’d barely even looked at them, and now that she thought about it, they’d made hay pretty quickly away from her.

But she hadn’t gone with them, and so she was by herself when the black Suburban had pulled up alongside her along I-235 right about the time the sun was at its highest, roasting and broiling. Until the door had swung open and she’d felt the chilly air spill out of the passenger compartment, she didn’t really care whether she lived or died. But it felt so good, even with the furnace of the Iowa sun beating down her neck, and she wanted more of it.

The tinted window slid down, revealing the face of … an angel? Maybe she was dying, Erin had thought, somewhat hopefully, and this was how God was sending for her. A black SUV. A fresh face there in the window, young, her thick brown curls tied back in a ponytail, studying her, perhaps even pitying her.

“Oh, sweetie,” the woman had said, clapping a hand to her mouth as though she couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing. This poor wretch.

The woman disappeared from view for a moment, and behind her, Erin saw a man at the wheel, facing forward, smoking a cigarette. When the woman re-appeared she had a bottle of water in her hand, the condensation glistening in the afternoon sun. Erin stared at it the way a pyromaniac might stare at fire.

“You thirsty?”

She held the bottle out for Erin, who approached the car like a frightened puppy being offered a treat. Erin took the bottle and drank it down in one fell swoop, unaware of how severely dehydrated she was.

“I’m sorry, but do you have some more?” she croaked out, the words slurred and muffled behind cracked, sunburned lips.

“Sure,” the woman said. “Why don’t you come with us? You look like you need a break.”

Erin found herself nodding without the slightest reservation. They had cold water. What other treasures might they have?

The doors unlocked with a decisive ker-chunk, and she climbed in. A delicious chill rippled across her body as she settled into the cool leather backseat.

“What’s your name, honey?”

“Erin.”

She yawned.

“You just rest,” the woman had said.

She fell asleep almost immediately, the promise of cold water, endless bottles of cold water lulling her to the deepest sleep she’d had in days. How easy it had been to lure her in, no different than a gullible child lured by promises of delicious candy and lost puppies.

And maybe, she thought to herself two days later, strapped to this examining table, it would have occurred to her that she could’ve found plenty of water on her own, that she hadn’t had to let it devolve to such a state. If any of these things had occurred to her during her self-imposed death march, she might still be out there, pulling herself together.

Or maybe they’d been her only hope.

She just didn’t know. No one spoke to her or explained to her what she was doing here. At first, she had thought that these had been government health officials rounding up healthy people for testing. But when they’d etched the inside of her wrist with that strange tattoo, she quickly realized that this was something else entirely. No one wore protective suits, and there was none of that urgency she saw in those last terrible days, on the street, in the hospitals, on the news.

They were in a brightly lit antiseptic room, which resembled one of the examination rooms in the urgent care clinic she’d once frequented with the boys, as they’d negotiated the rough-and-tumble world of ear infections and croup and impetigo. The long counter was stocked with bottles of hand sanitizer, cotton balls and the various and sundry items one might expect to find in a doctor’s office. But the walls were bare, bearing none of the full-colored glossies with an artistic rendering of the human heart or the inner ear canal. She wore a paper-thin hospital gown and nothing else. It was itchy and barely reached all the way around her waist. Her feet were in stirrups, restrained, leaving her exposed and about as modest as a porn star waiting for the cameras to roll.

Footsteps clicking along the tile floor drew her attention. She looked over to see the woman from the SUV approaching her, but with far less mirth on her face. A small medical kit was tucked under her arm, which she set down on the metal tray mounted to her hospital bed.

Erin smiled at her, but she did not get one in reply.

“So what’s this all about?” she asked in as brave a voice as she could muster.

Still the woman didn’t speak. She tied a tourniquet around Erin’s arm and promptly drew three vials of blood. The vials were labeled and went into a plastic tube rack. Then the woman snapped on a pair of latex gloves, retrieved a speculum from the bag and set up shop between Erin’s legs. Instinctively, Erin tried snapping her legs shut, but to no avail; the restraints held them fast.

“Hey, what the hell is going on here?” Erin barked. “Don’t you touch me!”

Her pleas fell on deaf ears, and she felt a strong pinch as the speculum opened her up. She looked at the ceiling and bit down hard on her lip, hard enough that she tasted blood. She tried telling herself this was no different than her routine visit to her OB/GYN, with the super-friendly Dr. Brady, a young doctor who’d been about the same age as Erin. Her daughter had been about the same age as Erin’s twins.

(ALL DEAD NOW ALL DEAD NOW)

But she couldn’t. This felt bad, very bad, and she felt shame for letting herself be hoodwinked by the promise of fresh water and food and a nice place to lay her head. She squirmed and twisted; hot tears ran down her cheeks. The long cotton swab entered her, scraping at her insides, and she felt her breath coming in ragged gasps.

She closed her eyes and thought about her sons, her sweet, sweet boys who had loved Thomas the Tank Engine and Lightning McQueen and now lay dead in their bedrooms. Jesus God, why hadn’t she buried them? Did she think they were going to bury themselves? And it all came to her, all at once, that her little boys were dead and gone and she would never again see them in this lifetime. The sobs exploded from her, so ferociously that the woman examining her scampered backward half a dozen steps. As she lay there, weeping, all she could hope was that one day they would be reunited in heaven.

Then a terrible thought broke loose in her mind, a runaway meteor breaking free of its asteroid field, and turned her veins to ice; the horror of it was so deep, so profound, that she began to shiver.

What if she were dead and this was hell?

The sobs evolved into howls now, as though the woman were murdering her.

“We’re all done here,” she said.

She packed away the swab sample and the vials of blood and fled the room like it was possessed by all the demons of hell.

Erin continued wailing as the idea took deeper root in her mind and continued to flower. The more she thought about it, the less far-fetched it seemed. What was more likely, that she had somehow miraculously survived a global plague, the mother-loving apocalypse, that she had really hailed from the very deepest end of the gene pool? Or that she was now facing the thing that she had feared above all else?

Damnation.

A lesson from a college class came roaring back to her. Her freshman year at Iowa State, she had taken philosophy, during which they had studied the principle of Occam’s Razor, which posited that all things being equal, the simplest explanation was usually the correct one. No, she thought, that couldn’t be. Hell was a place of fire and brimstone and eternal pain.

Fire and brimstone. Fire and brimstone?

What had been more fiery than the Medusa virus, burning its way through humanity like a candle left near a musty old curtain? And what judgment could have been worse than watching your sons, the very lights of your life, die before your eyes within hours of each other, with no way to help them, with no one there to help them? Rattled with fear, bleeding from every orifice, screaming for their mommy, who could do nothing for them but watch them die. And now left here with no one and nothing but her thoughts, free to replay the last two weeks until she died or went insane.

Her mind went blank, as though a circuit breaker had flipped. Her gown was rucked up to her hips, leaving her naked from the waist down, but she didn’t care. When the man came back for her, she didn’t care when he eyed her leeringly, she wouldn’t have cared if he’d climbed up on top of her and had his way with her.

He yanked her gown back down and took her back to the dorms.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

After joining forces, Adam and Sarah commandeered an old Acura, but Durham’s westbound points of egress, including Interstate 40, Route 147 and Route 70, had been blocked either by traffic or military vehicles. They had burned the rest of that day trying to find another way out, to no avail. By the time they realized that they’d need to walk or bike out of town, the day was shot, so they spent the evening gathering supplies. That night, they slept in adjoining rooms of a Holiday Inn, and the next morning brought with it two choices: hoof it or bikes. Sarah had offered up her chopper, with Adam riding pillion, but he’d declined.

“Two types of motorcycle riders,” he’d said. “Those who’ve crashed and those who will crash.”

Sarah didn’t push the issue.

They’d broken into a large sporting goods store in Durham, where they geared up for a long bike ride. Adam had needed to start from scratch, having left much of his gear behind during his desperate search for the rabies vaccine. So when they left the store two hours later, both were outfitted with backpacks, tents, sleeping bags, water bottles, energy bars, ponchos, waterproof matches, compasses, hunting knives, a GPS transmitter/receiver, and flashlights. They also stopped in a drug store and stocked up on toiletries. It was surreal for Adam. Simply taking the stuff had felt so foreign; he kept waiting for the police to swoop in and arrest them for shoplifting. But, of course, none did, and they pedaled out of Durham around noon on August 31.

Adam was hopeful that they’d be able to trade up to something with an internal combustion engine a little ways up the road, but they never found more than a few miles of highway that wasn’t blocked those first couple of days in September. So they stayed on their bikes. The slow pace was maddening, but there was nothing Adam could do about it. Moreover, it limited the stock of supplies that they could carry at any given time, necessitating more frequent stops.

As they rode, Adam tracked the landscape passing by; he realized he was looking for some sign that the world had changed, that things looked fundamentally different. But the truth was that it all looked about the same. A grain silo rose up before him, growing larger as they drew closer, and then receding behind them until it was gone from view. A Target distribution center. A salvage yard. These things looked exactly the same. They saw no one, the countryside hauntingly empty.

The early afternoon of September 3 brought them to Kernersville, North Carolina, about seventy miles west of Durham. They ate lunch on the playground of the Kernersville Elementary School. There had been little chit-chat between them since their union, only what was necessary to keep the expedition moving westward. This, Adam supposed, was shock. Didn’t matter who you were, what you’d done before, you didn’t watch the world die without a little piece of you going with it.

After lunch, Sarah studied their map while Adam administered the second dose of his rabies vaccine. So far, so good in that department. The bites themselves had nearly healed and he’d seen no evidence of any strange new symptoms. The fear was still there, as though hermetically sealed, ensuring it would never decay or yellow or soften at the edges. He wasn’t sure he wanted it to fade away. It was important he remember what happened. That he remember how far off the reservation they were.

He got up and walked around, the late summer heat pressing down on him. The trees full and green, a few leaves on the branch tips just starting to turn. The incessant buzz of cicadas. He touched each piece of playground equipment, feeling the heat absorbed deep in the wood, and it made him sad to think how there were no children here. Behind him, Sarah lit a cigarette, and while she smoked, he checked his iPhone for messages. The dreaded No Service icon flashed in the top left corner of the screen. It had been days since he’d pulled a signal; he figured the cell towers had finally gone down.

Sarah was crushing the cigarette under her boot when he made his way back to her.

“There aren’t a lot of population centers west of here,” she said. “It might be worth trying to snag a car this afternoon.”

This perked Adam’s spirits. He couldn’t believe how little progress he’d made since leaving Richmond, and this was welcome news indeed. He needed a win, badly. The vehicles left in the parking lot were their first target, but they were all locked or missing their keys. They rode into the center of town and stumbled across a Jeep dealership. A few minutes of trial and error finally resulted in a hit – the keys to a new Jeep Grand Cherokee, just a few miles on the odometer and fully gassed. As they loaded their gear into the cargo area, Sarah tapped him on the shoulder. When he looked up, she tipped her head toward the main road. He looked up to see a car quietly approaching from the north. Behind him, he could hear Sarah readying her M4. His heart pounded.

A rotund middle-aged man jumped out of the car and sprinted toward them, his arms flailing about his head. He was wearing a nice pair of dress pants, but he was shirtless and in bare feet; his shoulders and face were badly sunburned. Adam did not think the man was much in his right mind.

“They’re here!” he yelled as he drew toward them. “They’re here!”

“Whoa, whoa!” Sarah said, stepping out from behind Adam, making sure her machine gun was visible to all. “Take it easy, big guy!”

“They’re here!” he said again. “They’re here now!”

The man was becoming hysterical, his face cycling through about eight different shades of red. A bubble of mucus inflated from his left nostril as he repeated his warning again and again.

“They’re here!” he yelled again, dancing in place, almost as if he had to go to the bathroom.

Adam glanced at Sarah, who just shrugged her shoulders.

“They’re here,” he said again, sinking to the ground. “They’re here to kill us all.”

Then he was curled up into the fetal position, bawling, howling, as though Adam and Sarah were ritualistically disemboweling him rather than simply watching him. Adam knelt down next to him.

“You OK, buddy? Who’s here?”

He continued to howl.

“Let’s calm down a little,” Adam said. “You’re safe.”

Howls. Screeches.

Adam tried consoling the man for another fifteen minutes, but he simply could not reach him. He patted him on the shoulder. Nothing. He asked him for his name. Nothing. Every minute or so, he’d call out his warning and then retreat back into his catatonic state.

“Adam,” Sarah said.

“What?”

“We need to get moving.”

Adam dropped his chin.

“I know.”

“Hey buddy,” Adam said to the man. “We’re gonna hit the road. You’re welcome to join us.”

“Here,” the man said. “Here now.”

“I can’t leave him here,” Adam said. “He needs help. Help me lift him in the car. He just needs some rest.”

“You sure?” Sarah asked.

“We’ll keep an eye on him. Grab his legs.”

Adam slid his arms underneath the man’s underarms while Sarah hooked hers around his legs. As they lifted him off the ground, the man bucked like a bronco. A runaway fist clocked Adam’s ribcage, and the man was up and running and flailing about again.

“They’re here!”

He ran back to his car and climbed onto the hood, where he continued his sermon, this time in earnest.

“THEY’RE HERE!”

Adam’s head hurt.

“Let’s go,” he said to Sarah.

Sarah took the first shift and guided them back toward the interstate, the shouter’s pleas booming in the giant stillness.

“They’re here!”

They were two miles up the road before the man’s voice faded away. Adam wondered what would become of him and those like him. How many people were out there right now, falling apart, unable to cope with the enormity of what had happened these last few weeks?

In the ordinary quiet of the car, things seemed almost normal. The air conditioning worked. An album by a band called the Tattered Remnants spun in the compact disc player. Just another road trip along a forgotten stretch of highway. Again, chit-chat was kept to a minimum, the experience at the dealership unnerving them both.

Fortunately, as Sarah had predicted, the roads northwest of Kernersville were clear. They drove deep into the wilds of North Carolina, toward the mountains. Adam’s unease grew as evening approached, the sun tracing its eternal route through the sky, inching its way toward the horizon. He was still having a hard time at night, when the panic would rush through him as darkness spread across the landscape. It was almost palpable; watching the sun dip toward the horizon was like having his head pushed underwater, unable to breach the surface. He’d find himself clinging to the last bit of light as it leaked from the sky, almost willing it to freeze in place. This new world was crappy enough in the late-summer sunshine. Nighttime in a world of the lost was almost more than he could bear.

“Storm’s coming,” Sarah said.

Adam glanced up at a ridge of purplish clouds stretching toward the horizon. A storm. He’d loved thunderstorms once upon a time, but now it was just another thing to worry about.

“We may want to think about finding real shelter tonight,” she said.

Adam’s pulse quickened as Sarah pulled onto the shoulder. Finding shelter was something new. Something different. And anything different in this new world could be bad. Deadly, even. Adam looked down at his lap as Sarah studied the map from the glove compartment.

“This next town looks like our best bet for tonight. We can stock up on supplies.”

“Oh, shit, we forgot to get them in Kernersville,” Adam said.

“I know,” Sarah said. “That scene with that guy just freaked me out.”

They curled off the interstate and passed an empty park to their left, the susurration of the tall grasses audible in the giant emptiness. Just beyond, a large sign welcomed them to Walkertown.

“There’s a little market up ahead,” Sarah said.

Sarah pulled into the parking lot of Hall’s Grocery and shut off the engine, which ticked and hissed as it cooled, the sound huge, almost embarrassingly so.

“You wait here,” she said. “I’ll get us something to eat.”

“You shouldn’t go alone,” he said. “It may not be safe.”

She patted her M4 rifle. “I won’t be alone. Besides, you can keep a lookout.”

She got out of the car, stretched, and went inside.

While she gathered their dinner, Adam fiddled with the vehicle’s satellite radio hookup, edging his way across the spectrum, earning nothing but mild static for his efforts. He’d subscribed to the service himself, passing the time behind the wheel with the Bob Dylan channel, the ‘90s channel, Howard Stern.

Was Howard Stern dead?

That was a weird thought to have.

He took big, shallow gulps of air, sweet evening air, and he had to laugh at himself. He was still giggling a little when Sarah emerged from the store, a sack of groceries tucked under her arm.

“Something funny?” she asked.

“Just laughing at our little predicament here,” he said. “Because this is some crazy shit we are dealing with.”

This earned him a thin smile, but nothing more. As she stood there, smiling her thin smile, shockingly unfazed by the disaster, a bolt of anger swept through him.

“How are you so calm?” he snapped.

“What are you talking about?”

“We’re standing in a worldwide graveyard, and you don’t seem the least bit put out. How is that?”

The smile disappeared.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.

“Everyone you and I have ever known is dead! You get that? Dead!”

A sneer of disgust curled up on her face.

“Oh, I get it all right,” she snapped back. “More than you’ll ever know.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“None of your goddamned business. Do you want to eat or not?”

The fight went right out of him, a balloon floating away from a child’s hand.

“What the hell.”

She sat down on the curb as the day’s last light ebbed out of the sky. Adam switched on the headlights, bathing the storefront with a harsh white glow. Inelegant, perhaps, but better than the dark. Way better than that. He sat down next to her, quiet, as she picked through the paper bag, emblazoned with the Hall’s Grocery logo. She handed him a can of spaghetti, a kid-sized cup of applesauce, a pack of Oreos and a lukewarm bottle of beer. He studied the label, AMB Pale Ale, a brand he didn’t recognize.

“Sorry the beer’s not cold,” she said.

“Drank my share of warm beer,” he said.

He twisted the cap off, priming his ears for the hiss of carbonation as the seal was broken. They clinked bottles, and he took a long pull. It was shit beer, truly wretched stuff only a college freshman could love, but it was still beer.

Sarah belched, loudly, and set the bottle down next to her.

“You’ll forgive the lady.”

“Sure.”

He rolled the can of spaghetti between his hands, taking comfort in the weight. Sarah popped open her can and dug in with a plastic spoon. The tangy aroma of the tomato sauce tickled his nose, but not in a particularly good way, and he decided to pass on the pasta course.

“You need to eat,” she said. “Keep your strength up.”

“Think I’ll pass tonight,” he said, patting his midsection. “Watching my weight.”

The joke fell flat, and she continued to eat her spaghetti.

Eventually, he ate the applesauce and the Oreos and then washed it down with the rest of his beer. When he was done, he got up and began stuffing the remains of his dinner into the trashcan posted at the front door. Then he stopped, his hand holding the heavy plastic flap open.

“God dammit, I’m such an idiot,” he muttered.

“What?”

He wasn’t even listening now, as he stewed in his juices, marinating in the annoyance of his cleaving to the old ways, dumping his trash as though the county sanitation department would be along in the morning to empty the cans out.

“This fucking shit!” He tipped the can over, sending it clattering onto the concrete walkway in front of the store. The lid came loose, and a coil of hot, stinking garbage oozed out, waiting for a garbage truck that would never come. Adam picked up the lid and flung it into the door, shattering it into a million pieces. The tinkling of fracturing glass echoed through the parking lot, and he stood there, watching the shards rain down onto the sidewalk in front of the store.

“Feel better?” she asked.

He stood there, his hands on his hips, his breath coming in ragged gasps. He felt his legs buckle, and he dropped to his knees, shivering, sweating. His heart thrummed, and his breath was catching in his midsection. His stomach hurt. Maybe he needed to go to the bathroom. Hell, maybe he was finally dying of Medusa.

He felt Sarah’s hand on his back.

“Hey,” she said softly. “Hey. It’s going to be OK.”

He rolled back onto his seat and pulled his knees to his chest. Hot jets of shame flooded through him, falling apart like this in front of this woman. Come on, Fisher. Come on.

He looked into her eyes. They were clear, calm, flat hunter-green pools. No hint of panic, no indication she was unable to handle this pitch the universe had uncorked at them. That’s what it was about her. A preternatural calm. Where did it come from?

“I’m gonna run inside the store for a minute,” Adam said. “Want anything?”

She shook her head.

Adam stepped inside the store. It was dark and humid. He shone the flashlight across the aisles, across the rack of postcards, the dead cooler full of soft drinks, the weekly newspaper stacked at the front so out of date that the headline read Early Start to Flu Season. He opened his wallet and withdrew all the cash inside, some sixty dollars. He left it on the counter and weighted it down with the collection jar. He didn’t know why he did it. It was a horribly futile gesture, he knew that, but it made him feel better all the same. Maybe he’d eventually get used to the fact that everything, everywhere was simply there for the taking. But it still seemed wrong.

“Want to talk about it?” she asked when he got back outside.

He looked back and saw her watching him, maybe studying him.

“I don’t even know what to say,” he said. “I mean, I want to say something, I feel like I should say something, but nothing comes out.

“I mean, what the hell is this?” he said, spreading his arms wide, feeling it all pour out of him, like his sanity had been inside a cup that had tipped over. The scale of it, the everything-ness of it, had pushed and pushed and pushed down on him, the pressure growing like air in a balloon.

She got up and brushed her hands on her pants.

“What’s the first thing that comes to mind?” he asked.

She looked up at the sky and let out a long sigh.

“I guess I can’t help but wonder what the hell happened.”

“Fair enough,” he said. “If it makes you feel better, I’m a doctor, and I don’t have the first damn clue.”

“A doctor? Not sure if that makes me feel better or worse.”

He supposed he could understand; if a doctor couldn’t explain what happened, that was a pretty sorry state of affairs.

“Can I ask you a question?” Adam said.

“Sure.”

“Did you ever feel sick? Did you ever experience any symptoms of Medusa?”

Her eyebrows popped up.

“Now that you mention it, no, I didn’t,” she said. “I kept imagining it, that I was coming down with it, but I never did.”

“Me either,” Adam replied. “Now it’s possible that we did experience symptoms but that they were so minor that we didn’t notice them.”

“Is that important?”

“At this point, probably not,” he said. “I’m not a virologist or infectious disease specialist, so this isn’t really my area of expertise. But I’d love to know why we survived.”

“I came through Philly, Baltimore, and D.C. before I made it to Raleigh,” she said. “Barely saw a living soul. Heard folks. Voices carrying on the wind and whatnot. You were the first person I’d talked to in a week.”

The image of the crowded northeast corridor emptied out made Adam’s head spin. The virus would’ve spread fast, so fast, there.

“What kind of doctor are you?”

“OB/GYN.”

“Babies.”

“Yep.”

She became silent, eyeing Adam, more looking through him than she was at him.

“Will babies get it?”

It was an important question, possibly the most important question of all, and he was disgusted with himself for not considering it. Pregnant women out there in the big empty. There was no way to know whether a fetus would survive its mother’s exposure to the virus. And if the baby did survive to delivery, there was no way to know if she’d survive outside the womb. Adam just didn’t know enough about how Medusa worked.

“Will they?” she asked again.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I really don’t know.”

“Aren’t you the big party pooper?”

“I guess,” he said. “I feel stupid that it hadn’t crossed my mind.”

“Maybe you didn’t want it to cross your mind.”

“Maybe.”

“Well, Doctor, here’s another question.”

“Shoot.”

“Why are we still here? Why were we spared?”

“Luck. Genetics. No virus is one hundred percent fatal. Well, maybe rabies is.”

“What about God?”

This took him by surprise. It was the first time he’d even considered the theological implications of what had happened. He didn’t like the fact that he was being sloppy and careless in his thinking.

“What do you mean?”

“What if this was God’s judgment?”

He stood there, unsure of how to answer.

“You believe in God?”

When he didn’t answer, she smiled.

“Look, I know that’s probably getting a little personal, but I think we can do away with societal niceties for now, don’t you?”

She was right.

“Some doctors can reconcile their faith with science,” he said. “I never could. I’ve read the Bible. I minored in comparative religion in college. It never took. I’m sorry.”

“Why’re you sorry?”

He laughed softly.

“I don’t even know. It feels like I should be sorry about something. What about you?”

“I used to believe in God,” she said. “Once upon a time. I don’t know anymore.”

“Well, if there is a God, He spared you, right?”

“Maybe we weren’t the ones who were spared.”

He hadn’t thought of it that way. The idea she’d been left behind by her God must have been a terrifying one indeed. It was a hard thing to process, even if it was a concept he didn’t buy into himself. He didn’t think the Bible was anything more than a fairy tale, written and massaged through the centuries by history’s winners. And she had a point. Maybe they had drawn the short straw.

“Why don’t we change the subject,” she said once the silence had begun to metastasize into awkwardness.

“Good idea.”

“How far is it to St. Louis?”

She studied her map for a moment, chewing her lower lip as she did so. He watched her, and he found himself staring into her green eyes again. As he did so, his breathing slowed, and his heart decelerated.

“About six hundred more miles.”

“Jesus. It’s taken us three days just to get this far.”

“Well, we have to stop thinking like we used to,” she said. “We can’t assume we’ll always be able to drive every mile from here to St. Louis.”

“I guess you’re right,” Adam said.

“You sure you don’t want me to teach you to ride a chopper?”

“I’m sure.”

They were quiet a moment.

“You really think there’s anything in St. Louis?”

Her face darkened.

“No, probably not,” she said, her eyes cutting away from his. “But I gotta do it. Who knows? Maybe we’ll get lucky. Maybe they have roast turkey and mashed potatoes.”

“Chocolate milk?”

“Chocolate milk for you,” she said. “Icy cold chocolate milk.”

It was full dark now. Adam got up and stepped clear of the headlights’ glow, into the inky darkness of the night. As he gazed across the undulating hills, the blackness stretched on forever. He tilted his head skyward and saw a blanket of stars twinkling in the night, a handful of diamonds tossed against black velvet.

He was glad to be alive. He was glad they’d teamed up (those eyes, those green eyes!). Standing here, watching the world continue to spin on, the way it always had, made it a little easier to believe that Rachel was still alive out there, maybe looking up at the same sky. He pretended it wasn’t three hours earlier in California, where sunset was still hours away, and imagined she was looking at these same stars. Maybe she’d met up with other survivors, maybe she wasn’t alone, questioning her sanity, wondering what the hell had been the point of surviving.

An hour later, they were camped out in the gymnasium of a local elementary school, listening to the hard rain thrum the roof, deep, throaty booms of thunder rolling through the ether. He tried not to think about Sarah, over there in her own sleeping bag, about her eyes, about her calm. But he thought about her until he fell asleep.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

God, he was thirsty.

Yesterday, the thirst had started as a little gumminess of the lips, a little stickiness in the mouth, that realization that it was already afternoon and you hadn’t had a glass of water all day. Easily fixed in the old days. You just plopped your glass under the tap, and voila, thirst quenched. But it wasn’t the old days. Now Freddie’s mouth was dry, an old cotton ball. His eyes itched like hell, and his piss smelled metallic.

They’d run out of water two days ago, and they hadn’t been able to find any since. They were in the kitchen of a Taco Bell on the morning of September 6, just outside Murfreesboro, Tennessee, testing yet another kitchen faucet, befuddled by the lack of running water. This was the fourth different faucet they’d tried that day, and so far, all the taps had withheld their bounty.

Freddie held his breath as Caroline, leaning on her crutch, opened the spigot.

Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat.

The deathly rattle of dry pipes.

She shut the faucet and looked up at Freddie.

His stomach clenched with frustration.

“Dammit,” he said. “Maybe it’s because the power is out everywhere.”

“No,” Caroline said. “The electric pumps just move the water from the source to the treatment plants and then into the reservoir. But from there, it’s mostly gravity pushing the water from the tower through the pipes. So the water should be running as long as there’s water in the tower.”

“Maybe the tower is empty,” Freddie said.

Caroline rubbed a finger along a dry lip.

“Maybe,” she said. “If we could just find some bottled water.”

They’d been on their way to St. Louis when the water issue popped up, angling northwest through the Tennessee Valley, placing all their hopes into the government flier they’d found flipping through the deserted streets of Chattanooga. Caroline had latched onto the idea like a talisman. As her due date drew closer on the horizon, she was becoming increasingly desperate to see a doctor. Freddie hadn’t been crazy about St. Louis, which, at best, would be a chaotic, confusing mess, and at worst, a hot, stinking graveyard like every other town they’d passed through.

But he went along with the plan because it gave them a goal to shoot for – even if this journey wasn’t draining the emotional abscess that had formed in the wake of the plague. And besides, he thought they’d be safe because an NFL linebacker, even one who couldn’t make a roster this year, was still a terrifying physical specimen for the average person. If nothing else, any troublemakers or ne’er-do-wells would probably not want to chance it, move onto someone they could rob or murder without too much effort. Not even post-apocalyptic highwaymen wanted to deal with hassle. But he would do it for her. Besides, he didn’t relish the idea of delivering Caroline’s baby by himself.

They were still traveling in the pickup truck that Freddie had intended to die in. Occasionally, they’d hit an unplayable lie, a stretch of highway that was just too clogged with dead traffic, and they have to backtrack and find another way. But there was no choice – her broken leg didn’t leave them any other options. And the truth was, it was safer this way. As the days passed, Freddie had become increasingly conscious of the fact that while it had killed a lot of people, Medusa hadn’t killed everyone. A few days earlier, they’d come across a dead backpacker along I-24, his throat slit from ear to ear. A harsh reminder that he and Caroline weren’t alone in this shitty new world.

After striking out in the Taco Bell, they went back outside and set off again, bouncing from home to business to restaurant, looking for any water at all. In one law office, they found the office water cooler about one-eighth full, but a thin layer of algae had formed along the surface. They hit two grocery stores that day, but the shelves had been stripped clean of bottled water, soda, and juice.

Then they had turned their attention back toward the homes, ignoring the taps, the thirst deepening, digging down into their minds. Freddie’s panic began roiling like a pot of water forgotten on a hot stove. Caroline was right, he thought. They’d find a stash of bottled water soon enough. But a search of two dozen homes had turned up nothing. Plenty of food stocked away, enough canned goods to keep them fed for months, if not years.

But the water.

It made sense, he supposed. Once the distribution networks collapsed, there would’ve been no more deliveries here; whatever bottled water was still on the shelves probably would’ve been snapped up in a hurry. In fact, people might have drunk the bottled water even when the taps were still running.

They found a twelve pack of Mountain Dew at one house, which they’d drunk greedily, but that was just robbing Peter to pay Paul. The soda provided a brief respite from the dry mouth, but the thirst returned within a couple of hours and in greater force. The sugar would dehydrate them even faster than before, putting the discovery of water at even more of a premium.

“How is this possible?” Freddie had blurted out as day began to soften into twilight, his anxiety rising. He was annoyed with himself. They should’ve abandoned Murfreesboro and pressed ahead; certainly they would’ve found water a little farther up the road. But now they were committed. He was exhausted, and his mind was cloudy from dehydration. Wouldn’t that be something, he thought. To die of thirst in a land obsessed with bottled water.

At dusk on September 8, they came across a gated community in the western suburbs of town. Freddie inched his way into the neighborhood, guiding the pickup around a de facto roadblock of luxury sedans and sport utility vehicles. Perhaps the residents’ last-ditch attempt to quarantine themselves from the world disintegrating around them.

He didn’t relish the idea of conducting a house-to-house search in the dark, but he couldn’t wait. Caroline was badly dehydrated, and the truck was nearly out of gas. He didn’t know how long it would take to find the keys for another gassed-up vehicle, and he wasn’t sure they had the time to spare.

A wide road bisected the subdivision, which was not unlike Wyndham, where Freddie had lived with his girls. God, he missed them terribly. If only there were an antibiotic to snuff out grief. His sleep came in fits and starts, and the same dream tormented him nightly, over and over, his daughter’s last moments in that stinking, sweat-stained, blood-soaked hospital bed.

Large colonials lined the avenue, huge sprawling homes on at least half an acre each. The once well-manicured lawns had started to unravel, reverting to their natural state. For all the time and effort and money pumped into landscaping, the average American lawn was in a goddamn big hurry to let itself go.

He stopped at the first house on his right, dark and foreboding. The moon was full tonight, thank God for that, spreading out a luminous silver blanket across the land.

“Where are we?” Caroline said, startling him. He thought she’d been asleep.

“Gonna try and find some water,” he replied. “Wait here.”

“Can’t this wait until morning?”

Her eyes were sunken and dry, which was all the answer he needed. He was unsure if she was the one who was afraid, or if she could smell the fear on him and was trying to spare him. He did want to wait until morning, he was goddamn sure about that.

“You need water,” he said. “It can’t wait any longer.”

A full-body shiver rippled through her, despite the late-evening heat.

“Wait here,” he said again. “If you need help, honk the horn.”

“OK,” she replied softly.

He smiled at her in the dark and stepped out of the car.
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The windows were dark, the blinds shut tight. At the top of the porch steps, he paused and held his breath, listening for something, anything. Nothing. The doorknob held fast when he jiggled it, so he used the flashlight to break the decorative window flanking the side of the door. After clearing the stubborn shards of glass clinging to the window frame, he reached inside the gaping darkness and unlocked the door.

The house was warm, stifling, and a sour smell permeated the air. Before penetrating deeper into the house, he propped the door open to let in some fresh air. He swept the flashlight in a semi-circle around him, the white cylinder of light washing across the relics of a life once lived here.

His breath caught as the beam landed on a figure lying prone on a settee, an antique, high-backed thing in the formal living room. The figure, a woman, did not move as he drew closer. Just another plague victim. The body was bloated, her face swollen and clotted with dried blood. Freddie muttered a small prayer for this poor woman, who’d died on this couch, this really uncomfortable looking couch, and kept moving.

Two more bodies in the family room – an adult male in a recliner, a teenaged girl on the sofa. The man was still holding the remote control in his hand. Onto the kitchen, where Freddie found himself mesmerized by the family corkboard, mounted on the expensive stainless steel refrigerator. A reminder card for Steven’s dentist appointment on September 14. Two tickets to the Titans-Steelers game the last Sunday in September. A picture of the family with a puppy; the photo had been date-stamped July 28, shortly before the virus had introduced itself to everyone. Freddie found himself priming his ears for the sounds or whimpers of a hungry puppy, but he heard nothing. Tears welled up in Freddie’s eyes; somehow, these vestiges of the old world were harder to look at than the bodies dotting the wasted American landscape. This was what they had lost. The different threads of every different human fiber, from every race and ethnicity and creed that wove together to make the American quilt.

He opened the refrigerator, which expelled a warm puff of sour air, the breath of a ghost. Rotten vegetables and moldy cheese. Stale bread. A half-drunk bottle of wine, missing its cork. But no water. There was a staircase at the edge of the house. As he made his way downstairs, the flashlight slipped in his hands, and he caught it, just barely. He paused to wipe his sweaty palms on his pants. All of a sudden, he could feel his heart pounding in his ribs, the blood rushing in his ears. He was terrified of everything, all at once, of the dark, of not finding any water, of Caroline dying on his watch, of wandering the God-forsaken hellscape America had become for months or years with each second ticking by like an eternity.

He carefully negotiated the basement, spotlighting each step he took. The cone of light bounced across a water heater, a high-efficiency washer and dryer, a foosball table, items that would never be used again. The place was a wreck, looked like a bomb had gone off. A sweep of the flashlight revealed blood spatter everywhere. Filthy clothes reeking of human waste sat in haphazard piles.

Then: victory. Atop a workbench, a case of bottled water. He burst into tears upon seeing it, weeping as he brushed his fingers against the still-intact shrink wrap. The plastic crackled under his thumb. He hoisted the case onto his shoulder and made his way back to the stairs.

He was halfway up the steps when he heard the truck’s horn blow.

No, not just blow.

Blast.

He raced up the stairs and burst out into the dark front yard without a plan or a thought in his head other than a singular focus on protecting Caroline. A puddle of shattered glass pooled on the asphalt. The passenger door of their truck hung open limply like the broken wing of a bird; the car’s interior light glowed with a sickly yellow hue, revealing its terrible secret.

Caroline was gone.
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Freddie stood unmoving, not breathing, trying to process the scene in front of him. A sound to his right. A scritch-scratch sound, perhaps of something being dragged, and he recognized it as Caroline’s pack on the ground, a sound he’d learned in their time on the road together. Her leg was still weeks from healing. Someone was carrying her into the night, her pack dragging behind her.

He set the case of water on the front seat and eased into the darkness, cursing it and thankful for it at the same time, nimbly carrying his massive bulk down the street, the way that had been praised and watched slack-jawed during all those Sundays on the gridiron. His eyes darted from point to point, target to target, looking for any clue as to Caroline’s whereabouts. Whoever had snatched her couldn’t have gotten more than a thirty-second head start and now bore the burden of carrying an injured prisoner.

Stay calm, he told himself. Stay calm.

The roar of an engine shattered the silence, and ahead, maybe thirty yards, he saw a large vehicle, lit up like a Christmas tree, its headlights shining brightly in Freddie’s face. Silhouetted against the stark white cylinders of light was a figure, stumbling along, the outline of a body slung over his shoulder. Freddie could just make out Caroline’s pack dragging along the street.

If they got to the car, he’d lose her. He broke into a run, a full-throated sprint, chewing up the distance between him and his target like a lion closing in on an injured zebra. But it wasn’t exactly like that, not really. The kidnapper held all the cards. And as if Caroline’s captor had read his mind, he stopped and slowly swung around to face a rapidly closing Freddie.

“Take another step, and I’ll kill her,” the man called out. He said it matter-of-factly, without a hint of emotion or bravado, with a coolness that told Freddie that he would do exactly as he promised.

Freddie stopped on a dime, his knee aching. He was drenched in sweat, and his shirt clinging to him uncomfortably in the Tennessee night. Standing in the harsh blast of the car’s high beams, how terribly exposed he was.

“She’s hurt,” Freddie said. “She’ll just slow you down. And she’s pregnant.”

From the corner of his eye, just over the man’s shoulder, he saw movement in the car. Time lost all meaning as he stared down his adversary, wondering if the sudden report of gunfire would be the last thing he’d hear in this world.

Why hadn’t they fired?

The man shifted his weight from one foot to the other, and Freddie realized he was tiring from carrying Caroline over his shoulder. She hadn’t made a sound, and Freddie wondered if she was still conscious. A few moments later, the man crouched down and lowered Caroline to the ground; instinctively, Freddie crouched with him. It seemed terribly important to mirror his opponent’s maneuvers. She curled up in the fetal position, one arm protecting her abdomen, the second shielding her head.

A hiss from the car. It sounded like the second person was trying to communicate with his confederate.

“Huh?”

“MOVE!”

It hit Freddie like a bolt of lightning. The shooter hadn’t fired because Caroline’s captor was in his line of sight. As the man tried to process the order, Freddie made a break for them, hoping that he’d get there in time. A second later, a second too late, the man ducked out of the way, clearing the way for a barrage.

The shotgun roared, its tongue of flame bright and red in the darkness behind the sweep of the headlights. The round missed badly. As Freddie drew closer, the man pivoted just so in a vain attempt to escape Freddie’s assault. Just ahead, Freddie heard the shooter fumbling with the shotgun, the clack of the barrel as he hurried to reload.

Body on body. The heavy, violent thwack of flesh on flesh, and Freddie was reminded of the big sacks, the big tackles, the terrifying and dizzying collisions of a sporting life gone by. He wrapped his big arms around his target and drove him into the blacktop with every ounce of his 265 pounds. Freddie felt the man’s ribs break, a sensation that hit him in all the right places, lighting up his dopamine receptors.

It felt good.

The man whimpered underneath him, his body wrecked, but Freddie wasn’t done. He felt alive, free, ready to act after weeks of reacting to the ladles of shit the world had been serving. He grabbed the man’s ears, lifted his head off the asphalt and smashed it back down against the ground. The man’s skull caved in like a watermelon, and he lay still.

But Freddie wasn’t done.

No, not by a long shot.

Not at all.

These men had debts to pay now, debts owed to a society gone away, to see that even if the world lay dead in the gutter, justice would live on.

The shooter continued to struggle with the shotgun; Freddie could hear him whimpering as he seemed to grasp the collapse of their plan, wondering how things could have gotten away from them so quickly.

“Nnnnnh,” the guy was muttering.

Freddie wasn’t even rushing anymore. He felt strong, easy, fluid. Six more steps brought him to the window, where he found his erstwhile assassin, still unable to load the shotgun. He was young, perhaps in his mid-twenties, his face still bearing the scars of recently healed acne. His hair was long, tied back in a sloppy ponytail. Tendrils of hair bounced loosely like broken springs.

He looked up at Freddie with wide, terrified eyes, Freddie’s bulk and mass before him a monster from a child’s bedtime story. Freddie simply stared back at him, unfeeling and uncaring. The man’s fear had no more effect on him than a fly landing on his arm. He pulled him clear of the vehicle by the ponytail; the shotgun clattered to the ground, and his prisoner flailed his arms about as his body crashed to the ground in a heap. Freddie ripped the man’s ponytail from his head, pulling it free in a messy clump. The man howled. Freddie retrieved the shotgun and loaded in its recalcitrant shells. When he was done, he placed the barrel of the gun under the bandit’s chin.

“Please! I’m so sorry,” the guy pleaded. His breaths came in shallow, ragged gasps.

“I’m sure you are,” he said.

It wasn’t anger or fear or even hate bubbling inside Freddie just then, as he eyed the skinny waste of space before him. It was disgust. The way one might look at a clump of dogshit on a well-manicured lawn. And what did you do with dogshit? You didn’t leave it there to spoil the lawn, did you, to infect it with its parasites and bacteria? No, you got yourself a shovel and a bag and you cleaned it right up.

“Freddie.”

The voice startled him. He looked back to see Caroline, who’d pushed herself up into a seated position. She’d propped herself on one arm, the other covering her abdomen.

“You OK?” he asked.

“I’ll be fine. You?”

He didn’t reply, because he knew damn well she wasn’t asking about his physical well-being.

“Why don’t we get going?” she said. It wasn’t a question as much as an order.

The guy’s eyes swung sharply toward Caroline, so hard they could have rocketed out the side of his head, as he sensed that perhaps he had a savior.

“And let him pull this stunt on someone else?”

“I think he’s learned his lesson. Didn’t you?”

He nodded vigorously, as if to underscore the fact he had most certainly learned his lesson, that he was a very, very good student who had paid very, very close attention to the teacher.

But Freddie wasn’t even listening. He looked deep into the man’s eyes, unsure of what he was looking for, not even aware if he would recognize it if it were there. Everything, Caroline, his grief, the stickiness of the late-summer night, fell away around him, as he zeroed in on the warmth of the shotgun’s barrel in his left palm, the stiffness of the trigger under his index finger as he flexed it just so. It had felt good, killing the other guy, a scratch scratched, one that had been nagging him for so long.

“Freddie,” she said again, this time with a little more heft in her voice.

“It’s a shitty world out there.”

The sound of his voice startled him.

“This will just make it shittier,” she said.

He pulled the trigger.


CHAPTER TWENTY

They made good time after Walkertown, first cutting along Highway 66 and then continuing along Route 52 through the heart of northwest North Carolina. These roads, undoubtedly just as clear after the plague as they’d been before, made things seem almost normal. They passed through Mt. Airy, the sign at the town limits touting its heritage as the birthplace of Andy Griffith. Then they were in Virginia again, the extreme southwest tip that he had never visited. Adam couldn’t help but laugh a little, that after all that time on the road, he was back in Virginia. A bit farther north, they looped onto I-77, and that was when they really started chewing up the miles.

Interstate 77 took them past Hillsville, Austinville, and Max Meadows, all lovely little towns, each as quiet and empty as the others. In Hillsville, they’d stopped and looked around, but they saw no one and heard nothing but the birds. A pack of dogs, looking mighty thin and hungry, had rolled up on them there on Main Street, sending them scurrying for the safety of the car. Then they were in the Jefferson National Forest, and it was here, for the first time since the plague had swept the globe, that Adam felt that his heart rate had dipped back below a hundred beats per minute.

He felt his ears pop a little as the Jeep climbed into the pass. Around them rose up every conceivable species of tree, pines and oaks and maples, thick green fingers reaching up into the sky. Adam rolled down his window, taking in the fresh air. He pulled onto one of the scenic overlooks carved out of the highway and got out of the car. To the north was a spectacular vista, a shimmering lake and a copse of enormous trees that appeared to have taken the passing of mankind in stride.

“Been a while since the world smelled this good,” he said.

They spent the night there, opting to sleep in the car because Adam knew that black bears and bobcats roamed these woods. Adam slept deeply, as soundly as he’d slept since it all went down. The quiet was almost otherworldly, as though even the forest itself was paying mankind its last respects.

“How are we on gas?” she asked as they prepared to set off that morning, a warm fog lining the edges of the road.

“Not bad,” Adam said. “I think we’ve got enough to make it to Lexington.”

She laughed. “You’re dreaming.”

“Oh, really?” Adam said. “Care to make it interesting?”

“Fifty bucks says we don’t make it to Lexington.”

Another eight hours on the road left them running on fumes on the late afternoon of September 5. The Jeep ran dry on the outskirts of Lexington, Kentucky, hitching once, then twice, before quitting for good.

“You owe me fifty bucks,” Sarah said as they began unloading their gear from the back of the Jeep. Most of the food and all the water was gone, a victim of the long trek through the wilderness of North Carolina and Virginia.

“No way,” Adam said. “The bet was that we had enough gas to make it to Lexington. We are in Lexington.”

“Oh, I beg to differ,” she said. “We haven’t reached the city limits. We may be near Lexington, but we are most certainly not in Lexington. And this Jeep is out of gas.”

“Whoa, we never said anything about the city limits.”

“You welching on a bet, Fisher?”

He dropped his jaw in mock horror. “I never welch on a bet. But I’m a little short on cash. You think you can give me until next Friday?”

“Have it tomorrow,” she said. “Or I’ll have your legs broken.”

Adam laughed at the absurdity of it all, at the way the world was now, the way that fifty dollars in cash would be better used as kindling for a campfire. He was still laughing as they made their way into town on foot.

It was becoming routine now; as they approached a new town or city, they tied bandannas around their mouths and noses to block the smell, even if just a little bit. The smell was what reminded them how deeply and how widely Medusa had cut them. It was what reminded them that in all those houses and apartment complexes and hospitals and nursing homes were the rotting bodies of countless millions, tens of millions, hundreds of millions of Americans. Someone’s daughter or boyfriend or Nana. Now just a smell.

It was this thought occupying his mind as they trekked west along Interstate 64 into the city proper. There was a decent amount of stalled traffic in the eastbound lanes, headed out of the city, but the inbound lanes were mostly empty. That didn’t surprise him, since there wasn’t a whole hell of a lot behind them. They followed the exit off I-64 down to the main artery through town.

There was a new shopping development at the edge of town, anchored by a series of big box stores. A Kroger, a Home Depot and a Target, all lined up like sentries. The parking lot was mostly deserted, but there were a few cars scattered about like a giant’s forgotten toys.

“Hopefully this place hasn’t been too badly picked over,” Sarah said. “I’m hungry.”

She checked her clip as they approached the entrance of the grocery store, always vigilant, as was her wont. Nothing escaped her, Adam had learned, and nothing rattled her. Either that or she had one hell of a poker face.

The doors had been shattered, leaving a puddle of glass bits on the sidewalk. A pungent smell wafted from inside, but it was different than the stench of human decay they’d become so used to. It was chokingly humid, pressing down on them like molten lead. He followed Sarah inside; it was a big store, and there was no way to know if anyone else was inside. They went aisle by aisle, starting in the produce section. The sight of hundreds of pounds of fruits and vegetables decaying in the bright and cheery produce bins was nearly as repulsive as any rotting corpse they’d seen on the road. Rancid juices from the burst skins had puddled on the floor and dried to a sticky residue. Adam had to stifle his gag reflex as they continued through the store.

They saw no one in the first eight aisles. On the ninth aisle, Chips/Peanuts/Snacks, Sarah held up a fist and motioned around a rack of potato chips, stopping Adam in his tracks. He peeked around the end cap and saw a boy, maybe thirteen or fourteen years old, sitting cross-legged in the middle of the aisle, eating from a bag of Cheetos. He either hadn’t heard them or didn’t care that he had visitors. His hands and face were caked in orange dust. He was shirtless, wearing mesh shorts and flip-flops. His chest and arms were pockmarked with mosquito bites.

“Hi,” Sarah said.

The boy glanced up at them. Then he went back to eating his Cheetos.

“You OK?” Adam asked, worried that they were about to repeat the scene from the Jeep dealership back in Kernersville.

The boy looked up at them again. Then he started crying. As Adam knelt next to him, the boy threw his arms around Adam’s shoulders and hugged him tightly. He cried for fifteen minutes, never stopping, not once, never letting go while Adam soothed him. Finally, the crying began to subside, replaced by a series of long, deep breaths.

“What’s your name?” Adam asked.

“Max,” the boy said. “Max Gilmartin.”

The boy’s story was his own but not terribly dissimilar to theirs. Tales of surviving the plague were like snowflakes - no two exactly the same, but take just a step back, and they all looked identical: the news stories from the East Coast, and the virus crashing into Lexington like a runaway freight train, then the scenes from your average Saturday afternoon disaster flick playing out ad nauseam. He told his tale in one fell swoop, there in the chip aisle, his hand clamped around Adam’s elbow as though afraid they might leave him there.

Max and his mom, who’d cleaned rooms at a local motel, had been living in a crumbling apartment complex on the south side of town when the outbreak began. Things had gone downhill in a hurry in Lexington’s lower income areas, where people were packed together like rats, where it was hard enough to get medical treatment in summer, when cold and flu season had bottomed out for the year. His mom had died on August 20, and he had no other family nearby, leaving Max to fend for himself for the last two weeks. Since then, he’d been wandering about town, raiding grocery stores and residences for food, sleeping here and there, wondering what the hell he was supposed to do.

When Adam asked him if he wanted to join them, he started crying again.

“Can I bring my Cheetos?” he asked.

Adam smiled.

“Of course,” Adam said.

He looked to Sarah for her approval.

She nodded.

“I like Cheetos, too,” she said. “But you know what I really like?”

Max shook his head.

“Bubble gum,” she said. “You grab the Cheetos, and I’ll grab the gum.”
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It took them four days and a trying combination of walking and driving, but the trio finally hit the outskirts of St. Louis shortly after noon on September 9. They’d managed the last hundred miles in an Explorer, similar to the one Adam had left back in Holden Beach. The city’s skyscrapers were foreboding monoliths, silent giants in the noonday glare. Quilts of middle-class neighborhoods stretched away to the north and south, looking perfectly ordinary on this September day.

They’d been on the road since first light, all of them anxious, perhaps even a little hopeful that the rally point was really there. There had been traffic, even a few pileups to negotiate, but each time, they’d been able to work their way around them. Karma, baby, Adam thought. But as they got closer to St. Louis, the absence of any human activity had him worried that they weren’t going to find anything here either.

He and Sarah exchanged glances, their eyebrows raised.

“What’s wrong?” Max asked breathlessly from the backseat. “Is something wrong?”

Adam took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He had to remind himself that the kid was lost, adrift, looking for meaning in every word, every look. It was important to him that Adam and Sarah know the score.

“No,” he said as gently as he could.

These empty lanes told him no one else was headed for the supposed rally point, that this centerpiece of the Midwest, the gateway to the western states, was as dead as everything they’d seen to the east. The city’s residents had tried to flee while they could, for all the good it had done them, and this was the residue left behind. Now Adam had all the information, all the pieces of the puzzle he needed to know that the disaster had been as complete as he had feared. Rachel’s report from the West Coast, combined with his own observations on his westward trek gave him the nationwide perspective he’d been simultaneously hoping for and dreading. He realized he’d been hoping that the virus had mutated along the way to a less virulent form, something to help it keep moving and sparing certain parts of the country. But, to steal an analogy from the now defunct world of sports, the Medusa virus had elected to run up the score.

Not very sportsmanlike.

“Where’s the rally point?” Adam asked.

“Supposed to be at Busch Stadium.”

“Any idea where that is?”

“Not really.”

“Think the GPS still works?” Max asked, pointing at the in-dash navigation screen.

“You know what? I bet it would.”

Since the GPS wouldn’t operate while the car was in motion, Adam drew to a stop in the breakdown lane and punched in the information into the touch screen. They sat silently as the computer processed the request, and when the female voice asked if she could program a route for them to Busch Stadium from their current location just as sweet and pleasant and unoffensive as could be, Sarah burst out laughing. Adam quickly followed, and before you knew it, the three of them were rolling.

“She seems chipper,” Sarah said.

“No skin off her back, I guess,” Adam said.

They laughed as they continued toward the city proper, through the slums in the east, once notorious in the magazines and Sunday newspaper features as one of the worst neighborhoods in the country but now on the same footing with all the rest. The buildings and cars looked small from this far away, like child’s toys left behind on a playground.

A quarter hour later, the Mississippi River came up on them, wide and glassy that afternoon, lazily snaking its way through the heart of America. Adam, who’d never seen it in person, tried focusing on the road, but the river pulled on his gaze time and again. Boats, resembling toys from this distance, rocked in the still waters downriver.

“I just had the most random thought,” Adam said.

“What?”

“Is there anyone on the International Space Station? What about a Navy ship or submarine out in the Atlantic? Or an oil rig down in the Gulf?”

“Jesus,” Sarah said. “I hadn’t thought about that.”

“I don’t understand,” Max said.

“There could be people in all those places,” Adam said. “People who weren’t exposed to the virus. They could still be healthy. They might be out there right now, wondering what to do.”

“What would happen to them if they came back?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I really don’t know. I don’t know if we’re carrying the virus inside our bodies. I don’t know if it’s lurking somewhere or if it burned off. Or if it’s mutated.”

His mind drifted to the world they’d be facing, and it was more than he could process. Traffic on the river itself would be nonexistent in the coming weeks and months, giving the river a chance to repair the environmental damage it had suffered in the last few centuries. Strange thoughts. Strange days.

“Look,” Max said, pointing ahead.

They were approaching an overpass, atop which Adam could make out two figures staring out down across the highway.

“Holy shit!” Max exclaimed. “He’s got a gun!”

Adam cocked his head for a better view and could just make out the glint of gunmetal in the sunshine. A round slammed into the concrete about twenty yards away, the report of the gun echoing off the automobile graveyard surrounding them.

“Jesus H. Christ!”

He yanked the wheel to the right.

“Stay calm,” Sarah barked. “How’s the road ahead look?”

Adam tore his gaze away from the overpass and peered down the highway. The dead traffic had thickened here like trans fats clogging an artery. He decelerated and slalomed his way around the abandoned vehicles. Another few seconds brought them directly under the overpass, just as the shooter prepared to fire.

“It’s getting a little crowded here,” he said, as a second shot shattered the windshield of an abandoned box truck in the eastbound lanes.

“He’s firing blind,” she said, a steely conviction in her voice. “He’s not a good shot. Just take the next exit and drop down into the city.”

Another shot exploded behind them, followed by a loud pop; the car shimmied underneath him and fishtailed.

“We blew a tire, we blew a tire!”

“Shows how much I know,” Sarah muttered.

He eased off the gas and steadied the steering wheel until the car rolled to a stop in the middle of the freeway, not far from the exit ramp.

Then another shotgun blast.

“We’re gonna have to run for it,” Adam said, hoping he was covering the panic he was feeling.

“Max, swing your door open, but stay in the car.”

“I don’t wanna get out of the car.”

He was ramrod still, his eyes shut tight, his hand clenched into little chubby fists.

“Max, it’ll be OK. We’re up against the jersey wall. We’re gonna stay low, and the door will shield us. Max. We can’t stay here. I’ll make sure you’re safe.

“Give me your hand,” Adam said, reaching toward the kid.

Max shook his head violently, like a child refusing his medicine.

“Max,” Adam said, his voice dropping in volume. “We’re going to do this together.”

Slowly, the boy slid his hand into Adam’s; it was cold and clammy.

“Now with your other hand, swing the door open.”

Max swung the door open. The edge caught the jersey wall, making a nails-on-chalkboard screech. Adam retrieved his gun from the console and nodded toward Sarah, who slipped out onto the shoulder with her M4 slung across her back. Max scurried over the center console and followed Sarah out the door. As Adam brought up the rear, a shell shattered the rear windshield. Max screamed.

“Stay low, stay low!” Sarah hissed. She squeezed off a burst at the overpass. The roar of the machine gun fractured the morning, its chatter making everything seem harder and more real. The shooter ducked below the railing, pushed back by the threat of Sarah’s heavy gun. Sarah kept the gun trained on his position, and when he reappeared, she took his head off with a short burst from the M4.

They hugged the wall as they scampered east; Adam crab-walked, keeping an eye on the road behind him, listening for footfalls, the click of more shells being chambered. He didn’t know if there was one potential killer or three or twenty.

He glanced up the road and saw the exit ramp fifty yards off. More gunfire peppered the afternoon air. Sarah waved Adam and Max past her. Then, using a shiny Lexus coupe for cover, she rose up and fired a burst from the M4 at the second shooter. Adam paused, Max’s hand sweaty and tight in his own. Then he shimmied up next to Sarah and drew his gun.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Helping,” he said, although it came out more as a question.

“You ever seen combat?”

“No,” he said.

“Get him the hell out of here,” she said, nodding toward Max. “I’ll meet you at the bottom of the next exit. Go!”

Adam pressed the butt of the gun to his forehead, his teeth clenched. Back toward the overpass, an angry voice bit into the air.

“Go!”

As he turned back toward Max, he spotted a figured closing in from the east, also sliding down along the jersey wall.

“Sarah!”

She swung her attention toward Adam as he gestured wildly to the east. Then she slipped around the front of the Lexus, staying low but leaving herself very exposed.

Adam fumbled with the gun, but it was slippery in his sweaty hands, which were moving in slow motion. The figure drew closer, but Adam still couldn’t make the gun work. He might as well have been trying to defend himself and Max with a jar of peanut butter.

Then a stitch of gunfire slammed the man against the wall, and he slid to the asphalt, quite dead. Blood smeared the wall where his body had impacted it. Sarah emerged from between two cars in that lane, her gun still trained on the man.

She slid his gun away from his body with her foot, and Adam exhaled.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

They made it unmolested to the bottom of the exit ramp and onto 4th Street, which ran north through the stadium area. Adam’s heart continued to race in the wake of the little skirmish at the overpass, and he was having a hard time concentrating. He’d known such a thing was possible, even likely, as the world drifted away from the shoreline of civilization, but it had been so harsh and vivid and sudden that he’d barely been able to react. Why had it happened? To what end? The more he thought about it, the more he worried he wouldn’t be long for a world like this. How Sarah had done it, he’d never know. She’d say it was her years of training that had kicked in, muscle memory, but it was more than that. It was something he didn’t think he had.

“Look at all the bodies,” Max whispered as they made their way north.

Max was right. There appeared to be an unusually high concentration of victims here.

“Adam,” Sarah said. “Look over to your left.”

Adam turned his head and saw Busch Stadium rising in the shimmering afternoon sun. Not twelve months earlier, this place had hosted the National League Championship Series, which the hometown Cardinals had lost in five games to the Washington Nationals. It was hard not to overlay his memories of baseball on top of the empty shell that lay before them.

They were on the stadium’s east side now, cutting in between the stadium and the Gateway Arch Park to their right. Adam didn’t know what they were supposed to be looking for, but it looked a lot like everything else they had seen. They passed a parking lot full of abandoned military vehicles. At the corner of 4th and Clarke, sandbags and a machine-gun battery.

“See anything?” he asked.

Sarah held her M4 tight.

“Let’s find the main entrance,” she said. “Stay close.”

Dread crawled up Adam’s back like a snake.

“There’s no one here,” Adam said. “We should get out of here.”

“I’ve got my orders.”

Adam held his tongue. There’d be no arguing with her. She had her orders.

They proceeded west on Clarke Street, moving slowly, their backs to one another to give them a 360-degree sweep of the area. As they fell into a rhythm, the silence engulfed them like a heavy blanket. They heard nothing and saw no one as they drew closer to the stadium’s main entrance. The stench was horrific, deeper and stronger than Adam had smelled yet. Weeks of immeasurable human decomposition was finally peaking.

Sawhorses lined the front entrance of the stadium, but there was no one guarding them. Bodies of soldiers, some wearing gas masks, littered the concourse. The trio passed under the black metal arches, gleaming in the afternoon sun, up the ramp and into the bowels of the stadium. Shuttered concession stands and a dark souvenir store greeted them as they moved along the outer concourse. There were hundreds of bodies in here. Adam felt Max press his body up against him.

Then they were in the bleachers, staring out across the empty field, this dead cathedral to America. Thousands of bodies were scattered through the stands, their empty, bloated faces staring at them, waiting for a game that would never begin. The outfield grass had grown long and rippled in the afternoon breeze, but the infield was still groomed, the white lines marking the baselines still pristine. Tents bearing the logo of the Federal Emergency Management Administration lined the warning track, but they, too, were abandoned, silent. A few crows and vultures here and there, pecking at the remains.

“I just had to be sure,” Sarah said, as they descended the steps.

“We should check the tents for supplies,” Adam said.

A burst of birdcall above them, and Adam looked up to see the sky darken with hundreds of blackbirds swirling about like a cloud. They flew lazily, in circles, as though the offerings of carrion were so vast, so varied, they didn’t know where to begin. A lifetime of dining on squirrels and field mice had been replaced with the greatest buffet line they’d ever seen.

As he watched the birds, his stomach swirled, the dead stadium a gut punch, more than he cared to admit. It had represented the last best chance that humanity still had a pulse, faint as it might have been, and seeing that it was gone left him dizzy. There was nothing. You expect something bad to happen, but there’s still that tiny sliver of hope, stuck in your mind like a splinter, that it might still go the other way. But then the bad thing happens, and you’re looking at it, and it’s just as bad as you feared and there’s nothing you can do. They stood there for a full ten minutes, long enough to feel the sun’s rays grow uncomfortably warm on their necks and arms.

“Max, you ever been on a major league field before?” Adam asked.

“Uh, no.”

“Follow me.”

“What are you doing?” Sarah asked.

“Just taking a little break,” Adam replied. “Ten, fifteen minutes.”

“We should probably get a move on,” Sarah said.

“I can’t right now,” Adam said. “I just need a break.”

They found bats and balls and gloves in the Cardinals dugout. Adam threw fat batting practice pitches to Max, who had a nice, natural swing and even put a couple into the outfield. Around them, the empty faces of the dead watched them play baseball. Maybe this wasn’t the wisest use of their time, Adam realized, but he didn’t care. Rachel, if she was even still alive, was two thousand miles away, and what the hell, he might as well throw a little batting practice.

As he reared back to fire another pitch in toward the plate, Adam froze suddenly. Just over Sarah’s shoulder, an enormous man was approaching them, carrying in his arms a wisp of a woman.

“Hey!” he barked. “This the testing center?”

Sarah turned to face the newcomers, her machine gun raised up and ready for business.

“Don’t move!” Sarah called out.

“She needs help,” the man said, dipping his chin toward his human cargo.

Then the man froze and took in the full scope of the scene before him. His head rotated from one side to the other.

Sarah looked over at Adam, who nodded toward her.

“It might be a trap.”

“No!” the woman called out. “I’m pregnant!”

The news galvanized Adam like a shot of adrenaline to the heart. Pregnant. He got a good look at her swollen belly. At least thirty-five weeks along, Adam surmised. Close to full term, close to finding out up close and personal and that pretty goddamn soon whether babies were immune to the Medusa virus.

“It’s OK,” Max called out, holding his hands up high. “He’s a doctor.”

“Oh, my God, are you for real?” she said, bursting into tears.

The man looked down at the woman and whispered something to her; she nodded and squeezed his shoulder. He took her down into the dugout and propped her up on the bench. A makeshift splint framed her right leg.

Images of babies dying of Medusa flooded Adam’s brain, and he didn’t want to be anywhere near this woman. He didn’t want them to know he was a doctor. He didn’t want to be the one who couldn’t do anything for her. What was he going to do, perform a C-section there in the dugout with some plastic cutlery?

They waited.

Finally, Adam followed them down the steps to the dugout and took a knee next to her. The floor was still sticky with tobacco dip and sunflower seed shells.

“You really a doctor?” she asked.

He chewed on his lower lip; he could just lie and say the kid had been making it up, and maybe Sarah would go along with him because she would understand he had some reason for doing so. But in the end, he couldn’t.

“Yes.”

He saw a big smile spread across the woman’s face, and she gently placed her hands on her abdomen.

“Don’t suppose you’re an OB?”

“I am in fact an OB.”

“Jesus. I guess this is my lucky day. Are you a good one?”

“Best in the city.”

She laughed and broke into tears simultaneously.

He was glad they’d shared the joke. Humor was humanity’s great glue, yoking people together for thousands of years. That was something, he thought, as he drew closer, keeping one eye on her massive companion.

“When are you due?” he asked.

A breeze rustled through the shadowy dugout, cooling them.

“September twenty-fifth.”

“How’s the pregnancy been?”

“Pretty uneventful,” she said.

“Baby been active?”

She nodded.

“Rome burned, and he kept right on kicking,” she said.

“It’s a boy?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, the kicking’s good,” Adam said. “Real good.”

He pointed at her belly and held up his hands. “Do you mind if I examine your stomach?”

“Go ahead.”

“You mind lifting up your shirt for me?” he asked, wanting her to be the one to expose her belly. “Just halfway so I can get a look at your stomach.”

He gently palpated her stomach, feeling for the head. A moment later, he felt the baby squirm and roll, twisting away from his manipulations.

“Any allergies?”

“No.”

“I’d feel more comfortable with an ultrasound machine, but things seem right on track. I’d say another couple weeks.”

Her face lit up, and her eyes were wet with tears.

“Thank God,” she said. “I haven’t seen a doctor since July.”

“Well, let’s hope your luck holds out.”

“Will you deliver the baby?”

There was no way around it. In this new paradigm, not doing his job would put her life in danger. Too many things could go wrong. People thought that delivering babies was a simple matter, and maybe in the grand scheme of things, across the giant sample size that had been humanity, it had been. Most babies and mothers survived their delivery. Most. But this woman would be playing against a stacked deck. It wasn’t going to be easy for her with that broken leg, even with another two weeks of healing.

“Of course,” he said. “I don’t know how many obstetricians are running around these days. I can’t promise you everything modern medicine could have delivered two months ago, but we’ll do our best.”

She reached out and squeezed his hand.

“Thank you,” she said, tears in her eyes. “It’s been a while since I’ve heard any good news.”

Her eyes narrowed, and her face turned to stone. He knew what was coming, and he began working on an answer before the words were out of her mouth.

“Will the baby catch it?”

“You don’t beat around the bush, do you?”

She gave him a wan smile.

“I’m not going to lie to you,” he said. “I really don’t know.”

He searched for something to say, but anything else would have been superfluous, the wilted lettuce lying alongside the entree.

The thin smile disappeared.

“At least you’re honest.”

“We’re probably past the point of lying to make each other feel better,” Adam said. “Let’s move on. How’s the leg feeling?”

“I guess it’s healing. Itches like hell.”

“That’s the bone stitching back together. Mind if I take a look?”

“Think we’re getting to know each other pretty well, Doctor…. Oh my God, I don’t even know your name.”

“It’s Dr. Fisher,” he said. “But you can call me Adam.”

“I think I’ll stick with Dr. Fisher,” she said. “At least until the baby comes.”

“Fair enough.”

“My name’s Caroline,” she said.

“Caroline, I’m sorry we’re meeting under these crappy circumstances.”

He examined the splint carefully, not wanting to jiggle the leg. There was a dull yellow bruise about the size of a silver dollar about midway between the kneecap and the ankle, and the flesh was slightly swollen.

“When did this happen?” he asked.

“About ten days ago.”

“How?”

“Fell down some stairs,” she said. “I guess I was lucky I didn’t fall on my stomach.”

“How’s the pain?” he asked.

“It comes and goes,” she said. “It seems to be getting better.”

“Well, given the circumstances, I think you’re doing pretty well. You let me know if he stops kicking.”

He gazed up at her companion, who’d been watching him like a hawk, and extended a hand. He was enormous, an amazing physical specimen. A purple and gold LSU t-shirt was drawn tight against his massive chest. His biceps were cut like diamonds.

“Adam Fisher.”

The man returned the shake, Adam’s hand virtually getting lost in his paw.

“Fred Briggs.”

Strangely, the name rang a bell for Adam, but he didn’t know why. Certainly, he’d remember having met a guy this big, this imposing.

“So there’s nothing here?” the man asked. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Sarah had joined them in the dugout; her M4 was still out, but much to Adam’s relief, she had lowered the muzzle.

Freddie looked over at her, wiped a hand over his scalp, which was shiny with sweat.

“No,” Adam replied. “Whatever was supposed to be here, it didn’t happen.”

A gunshot in the distance cracked the silence.

“We’re headed for California,” Adam said. “It’s safer out on the roads than in the big cities. At the very least, it doesn’t smell as bad.”

“Why there?” Freddie asked.

“My daughter might still be alive out there,” Adam said. “Had to give it a shot.”

“You think the immunity is hereditary?” Caroline asked, her voice spiced with hope.

Adam weighed his response carefully.

“I really don’t know,” he said. “If she’s still alive, it’s possible there’s a genetic component to it. I don’t know if there are any other cases where a parent and child both survived.”

“My kids weren’t immune,” Freddie said darkly. “They died just the same.”

“Oh, Freddie,” Caroline began, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean…”

He stomped up the dugout steps and toward the infield.

“What’s his story?” Adam asked when they were alone.

“God, I’ve been such a pain in the ass,” she said to Adam and Sarah. “I’ve been so worried about the baby and this damn leg that it never occurred to me to even ask about his family.”

“Don’t beat yourself up.” Sarah said. “I’ll talk to him.”

Adam watched her follow Freddie, who had drifted over toward the concourse.

“Is this guy OK?” Adam asked.

“I know he’s rough,” Caroline said. “But he saved my life. Twice. I can’t judge him.”

Adam didn’t know how to process that, so he let it slide for now.

“So what do you think about taking a little road trip?” he asked. “Free medical care the whole way. No co-pays.”

“That is pretty tempting,” she said, a smile spreading across her face. “I still can’t believe you’re a doctor.”

He held up an index finger.

“Hang on.”

He extracted his wallet from his back pocket.

“Still carrying your wallet?”

“Old habits die hard,” he replied as he thumbed through the Visa card, the driver’s license, the membership card from Sam’s Club. A wave of nostalgia, a strong one, swept through him, as he thought back to the last time he’d swiped his debit card for a Starbucks coffee, the last time he’d run into a grocery store to grab a few things.

“Here.”

He held out his Physician’s ID card issued to him by the Virginia Commonwealth University Hospital. She waved him off, but he kept the card out, pinched between the index and middle fingers of his right hand. Finally, she took it from him and gave it a once-over.

“So there it is,” she said.

“There it is.”

Caroline burst into tears; she held a hand over her mouth and took several deep breaths, but she couldn’t stop crying.

“It’ll be OK,” he said.

Even though he really didn’t know that.

Gunfire peppered the afternoon again, this burst closer than the first.

“We need to get on the road,” he said.

“OK,” she said. “I’ll come with you.”

“You think your friend will join us?”

“Yeah,” she said. “Yeah, I think he will. He’s been so good to me. I don’t know why. I’ve been shitty to him. Like I said, he saved me.”

She paused, and her eyes welled with tears.

“It’s been hard out there,” she said softly.

“I’m glad you’re coming with us,” he said. “I think there’s strength in numbers. Look, I don’t know if my daughter is still alive. Maybe it’s a pipe dream. But it gives me something to work towards.”

Freddie resisted at first, but when he saw there would be no changing Caroline’s mind, he dropped his objection to the two groups joining forces as a quintet. Adam still wasn’t sure about him. He was wound tight, like old nitroglycerin. But despite his own personal loss, he’d been looking out for this woman he hadn’t ever met before a month ago, putting aside any wishes or thoughts or wants or even needs for her benefit. That had to be worth something.

Freddie went to retrieve their vehicle while Sarah and Adam scoured the FEMA tents for supplies. It proved to be a bonanza. They found several cases of bottled water and dozens of MREs. Toilet paper. After loading the new supplies, they were off, winding their way back toward Interstate 64. By late afternoon, the city was behind them, the pickup truck chewing up highway as they headed west. In a couple of spots where the traffic was too snarled to negotiate, they had to double back and detour off the interstate, but there was a well-maintained access road paralleling the main highway.

Adam didn’t know what to think, what to feel. He rolled down the window and propped his elbow on the door as Freddie slalomed around the dead traffic. Finding Caroline and Freddie, that had to mean something, right? What were the odds this pregnant woman, a few weeks from delivery, stumbles across likely one of the few surviving obstetricians in the country?

He was glad they found her, as much for him as for her.

He was a good doctor, as his boss Joe McCann had said that day, the morning he’d suspended him. The Baby Wall had been a testament to that. He could see their faces, their beautiful, innocent faces and he couldn’t help but wonder if a single child from that wall was still alive. A flashback to the office, Joe mentioning offhand that he hadn’t been feeling well that morning. Jesus, he thought, his skin crawling. Had Joe already been sick with Medusa? He’d probably seen a dozen patients in the office, countless more at the hospital, before he’d become too sick to continue.

This made Adam’s insides clench with sadness, but at the same time, he was glad to be alive. He wasn’t ready to die. How glad he was that there was a good chance that Rachel was still alive. That Caroline and her baby wouldn’t have to do it alone.

He glanced back at Max, who had fallen asleep on Sarah’s shoulder. For the first time since they’d met, his young face looked its actual age. It was smooth and unlined, as though all the stress and panic bunched up on his face had drained away like heavy rains into a storm drain. Caroline napped too.

The sun was warm on his elbow as the St. Louis metro area shrank rapidly in the mirrors, the urban terrain morphing into the western suburbs and far western exurbs. Ahead, the road was wide and open and clear, the air fragrant with the smell of rain. Dark clouds to the west portended afternoon thunderstorms.

They were in a hell of a pickle, he knew that. Each and every safety net all of them had depended on for decades was gone forever. Things could get bad in a hurry, as the thunderheads up the road well proved. The lightning flashed and the thunder rumbled gutturally in the distance, and he hoped it wasn’t an omen of things to come.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

It was slow going west of St. Louis. Even when the roads had been clear, it was becoming increasingly uncomfortable for Caroline to travel, necessitating frequent breaks along the way. They used these breaks to scout for supplies, which required constant replenishment. Sarah took these opportunities to restock her chewing gum and Max’s supply of Cheetos, which he ate nonstop. They probably couldn’t let that go on forever, but for now, it seemed like it was OK. Caroline got in on the act as well, requesting ready-to-eat pepperoni. Adam loaded up on chocolate bars. Nothing for Freddie, though, which irritated Sarah to no end.

“Are you sure?” Sarah had asked, as she’d headed out on a supply run one afternoon. “Anything you want. My treat.”

“Nothing for me,” he’d said.

Jerk.

Approaching Kansas City on the morning of September 13, they’d encountered the worst traffic jam they’d seen since leaving St. Louis. Salina, about 180 miles to the west, had been their target that day, but the gridlock in Kansas City had forced them to abandon Freddie’s truck, which, in turn, had created the problem of transporting a still-immobile Caroline. They’d spent much of the day looking for a wheelchair for her, and by the time they’d found one in a small hospital on the north side of town, the day was shot. On the plus side, Adam had assembled a bag of medical supplies he’d need on hand for Caroline’s delivery.

So at dusk on the thirteenth, they’d set up shop near a heavy truck dealership just west of Kansas City. Beyond the dealership was a grassy plain stretching north to the horizon. Sarah and Adam checked the building, made sure it was clear. It was, and as an added bonus, it had running water and showers. The water was cold, ice cold, but that was fine with them. Sarah had stood under the water until she was shivering, until she’d scrubbed days of grime and grit from her body. She scrubbed until her skin was pink, until the smell of the soap seemed entwined with her DNA.

Freddie and Adam got to work making dinner while Sarah and Max conducted a sweep of the camp.

“How come we never stay in houses?” Max asked as they walked the perimeter.

“Well, Adam said it would be best if we stayed away from the cities and towns,” she said. “Things aren’t exactly very clean.”

“Because of all the bodies, right?”

“Yeah. Because of the bodies.”

“Can I tell you something?” Max asked.

“Sure, sweetie,” she said as her eyes swept the desolate plains before them.

“I used to think the apocalypse would be cool,” he said.

She smiled.

“It’s not what you thought, huh?”

“I always thought it would be zombies,” he said. Then, his voice softening: “Thought I’d be really good at killing zombies. I used to play this game called Dead Men Walking all the time. I feel so stupid. No, it hasn’t been what I thought. It’s been horrible.”

“Know what?” Sarah said, softly.

“What?”

“You weren’t the only person who thought like that,” she said. “I knew some grownups who thought it would be cool for the world to end. Even some soldiers.”

“Are any of them still alive?”

She smiled at him.

“No.”

“Why do people think like that? Did they think it would be fun to watch everyone they know die? Did they think it would be fun to not know if you’d have enough food and water?”

“I don’t know, sweetie,” she said. “I think some people who weren’t happy about-”

“Sarah!” he hissed, pointing toward something. “Look!”

Sarah followed the point of his finger toward a figure lying on the ground. The man was as dead as he could be, lying in a thick pool of rust-colored blood. Most of his head was missing, the result of its encounter with a large-caliber bullet. He was young, late teens, twenty at the most. He wore cargo shorts and a long-sleeve t-shirt, both were dark with blood stains.

Max screamed, the howl piercing the late-afternoon stillness, high-pitched, thin, a throwback to the pre-pubescent boy he’d been not too long ago. Sarah pulled Max close to her and clapped her left hand against his mouth. Then she unslung her M4 from her shoulder.

“Shhh.”

The scream died in his throat, and he pressed up against her. Sarah scanned the area, keeping her finger tight on the trigger, but she detected no movement. Her head continued rotating in the silence. The tendons in her neck strained and popped as she did so. She could feel Max’s hot tears plopping on her arm, his whole body quivering with fear.

The second body was about fifty feet distant, the clothes soaked in blood. And beyond that, a third body. And a fourth. All butchered.
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“They’re all men,” Sarah said after she’d conducted a quick search of the camp.

The wind had kicked up, the polyester skins of the tents flapping in the afternoon breeze. The tents had been arranged in a half-moon shape at the base of a hill, in the shade of a line of pines.

“So?” Freddie said.

“But there were at least two women with them.”

“How do you figure?” Adam asked.

She waved him over with her right hand and led him from tent to tent.

“Four bodies, but there are six sleeping bags.”

“How do you know there were women here?”

She cocked her head at him. Jesus, men could be so dense.

“Come here,” she said. “Poke your head in this tent and take a whiff.”

Adam complied with her request.

“You smell that?”

“What am I smelling for?”

“Jesus. Perfume.”

“Oh yeah, now I smell it.”

“Eternity,” she said. “Calvin Klein. I used to wear it.”

There were two backpacks in this tent, one containing women’s clothing and other female personal effects. A wallet, black, leather and worn good, was tucked inside the pack. The driver’s license inside had belonged to Patricia Williams, a resident of Indianapolis. The photograph hadn’t done her much justice, if there was any to be done. Her hair was stringy, and a leathery face made her look ten years older than she was. But she seemed like a nice enough woman, certainly better than those who had unleashed the carnage in her camp.

“What happened?” Max asked, still rattled by the gruesomeness of the scene.

Sarah chewed on her lip as she thought about how to respond. On the one hand, Max was still a boy, still negotiating that shaky rope bridge between adolescence and manhood. On the other hand, circumstances now dictated he was going to have to grow up a lot faster than he might have otherwise. Sugarcoating things might backfire, make him feel like the world was safer than it really was. And it could seem safe now, what with going a day or two without even sniffing another human being. The sooner he understood the way the world worked, the better.

“I think the women in this camp were taken,” she said.

“Taken?” Caroline repeated. “Taken where?”

Sarah shook her head, not wanting to give a voice to her darkest thoughts, about where these two women were right now, what they were enduring.

“Hey, look at this,” Caroline called out.

Sarah followed Caroline’s gaze, which was fixed on the side of a tent. A strange bit of graffiti had been spray-painted in black across the side of the tent. A silhouette of a large bird against an unidentifiable backdrop. Max thought the image looked like a set of sharp, pointy teeth, whereas Adam posited a roaring fire.

“Like a phoenix?” Freddie offered.

“Possibly.”

Sarah felt a chill ripple through her. Bad enough they were traipsing through a human wasteland, eating canned goods, no idea what the future held for any of them. The dirt on the grave of the world still fresh, and already they’re dealing with some kind of roaming death squad? This kind of thing was for shitty cable movies on Saturday afternoons.

She glanced at Adam, his arms crossed against his chest, his middle finger tapping against his bicep like a metronome. It was a pose she’d noticed him assume when he was deep in thought. The others had begun looking to him as the leader, even if Freddie had done so reluctantly. Guilt coursed through her, but that didn’t mean she was sorry to transfer the weight of leadership to someone else’s shoulders. It was the logical choice. Freddie was fixated on Caroline, who herself was busy with the business of healing and being pregnant. And she was a foot soldier. She took orders. Besides, who wanted to take orders from someone with a death wish? She glanced at Adam again.

Her conversation with Max replayed in her head. She hadn’t been entirely honest with the boy. Yes, she had known soldiers who’d wished for an apocalypse. But she’d left out the part that she’d been one of them. It was so goddamn unfair, to know you were already dying at the age of thirty. To hear others talk about the future, about families, about careers, about this or that, when she was staring a death sentence in the face, it was enough to make anyone a little cuckoo. But the universe had seemed hell-bent on making her face her destiny, even as it had wiped the world clean of all those she’d once envied, the ones who had justifiably thought they had decades ahead of them, long, fruitful, more-or-less happy lives, those that now lay dead like abandoned toys.
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They camped six miles up the road. Adam had hoped to get farther, but the group was exhausted, and Caroline had been complaining of severe back pain. It was an undeveloped parcel of land, clear-cut, easy to patrol. A pair of bulldozers sat at the edge of the property, waiting for drivers who would never be coming back to work. A large billboard reading 8 Acres Available NOW – Call Agent Bernice Sim! stood at the edge of the tract.

Dinner was eaten in silence. No one wanted to cook, so they settled on protein bars and Gatorade. The discovery of the bodies had drained away what little life their merry little band had. Caroline was asleep within minutes of dinner’s end, and Max joined her moments later. After dinner, Adam administered the last of the series of rabies shots. Well, he thought, as he depressed the plunger into his arm. That was that. The vaccine would either work or it wouldn’t.

“We’ll keep two on the perimeter all night,” Adam said with as much authority as he could muster. “We’ll stagger the shifts so that each of us can get a little sleep. Freddie, you stay here with these two.”

Freddie nodded, the look in his eye of someone who had no intention of sleeping, and Adam and Sarah set out on the first shift. She gave him some pointers about using the gun as they circled the camp, but eventually, the conversation drifted off into silence. They walked quietly for a while. In the shadow of what they’d found earlier, everything seemed petty right now.

“Ask you a question?” Sarah asked.

“Sure.”

“Let’s say we find your daughter.”

“Rachel.”

“Right, Rachel. Say we find her.”

“We’ll find her!”

“Okay. But what then?”

“What do you mean?”

“What next?” she asked. “How do you spend the rest of your days?”

“I guess we do what anyone else left will do. Join up with other survivors. Find a safe place to live. Clean water. Food. I don’t know. Maybe write a book.”

She laughed at that, a light, infectious laugh that danced across the space between them and for a moment made him forget all the problems surrounding them, a broken world shattered into a million pieces. He glanced over at her, and saw a wide smile on her face. She wasn’t looking at him, she wasn’t really looking at anything. She just seemed to be enjoying the fact that she was enjoying something.

She ran a hand through her hair, tugging on the end of her jet-black locks, and a flash of sadness flickered across her face. She flipped her ponytail behind her back with authority, as though she’d caught herself engaging in childish thoughts, and the time for that was over.

“What?” he asked.

She shrugged.

“This might be the way things are for a while. We’re gonna have to be extra careful.”

“I realize that,” he said.

“And, you know…” she said, her voice softening. “I just think it’s important to stay realistic about what we’re doing.”

She doesn’t think we’ll ever find her.

They stood perfectly still, their eyes locking in the late-summer night. The silence was overwhelming, crushing, almost suffocating. Humanity’s very existence had sported an ambient noise, a kind of radio static buzzing at the lowest threshold of one’s attention, but now, with mankind scrubbed away like a chalkboard at the end of the school day, it was gone.

The look on his face must have given him away, told her he was bruising for an argument about it, readying his catalog of reasons why she was still alive, because she fell silent and resumed their patrol around the camp. He bit his tongue because he didn’t want to make an impassioned argument totally devoid of objectivity only to realize a month from now that Sarah had been right all along, that Rachel was gone, vanished into the ether. Her surviving the plague was just one piece of the puzzle and that alone didn’t mean he’d ever find her. Even if he made it to Tahoe in the next couple weeks, that didn’t mean she would still be there. For all Rachel knew, he had died in the plague. And their link, the cell phones, was gone. Although he’d managed to charge his phone using a car adapter, it had been a week since he’d been able to draw any signal at all, rendering the device a useless brick.

These thoughts swirled about as Sarah continued her patrol, her head sweeping from side to side, using a flashlight to blow away the darkness. There was a hint of a chill in the air, nothing fierce really, but a coolness they hadn’t felt yet in their time on the road. He didn’t know much about this part of the country, particularly its late-summer weather patterns, and so he reminded himself they needed to start thinking about properly outfitting themselves for the elements.

He fell in step beside Sarah again.

“What do you think you’ll miss the most?” she asked. “From before, I mean. Something you took for granted.”

He thought about this for a moment, searching his memory banks for the things that had made the old world his own.

“There was a little barbecue place around the corner from where I lived,” he said. “Ralph’s, it was called. Made the best pulled pork sandwich I’ve ever had. They had this hot pepper vinegar. I probably ate there two, three times a week. Bring it home after work, sit on the couch. Slap your momma good.”

“Excuse me?”

“You never heard that? Something so good it makes you want to slap your own mother?”

“Can’t say that I have.”

He looked at her and saw her smiling wistfully at his anecdote. Stupid as it was, he could see himself, weary after a long day at work, carrying a bag of greasy food into his house, plopping down at his old coffee table, eating his dinner while watching episodes of Family Guy he’d saved on his DVR. Now that he thought about it, he couldn’t even remember the last time he had done it, and that pissed him off. Never had it been more apparent that he hadn’t enjoyed the little things than in the face of their total disappearance.

“You?” he asked.

“Christmas,” she said. “Christmas lights. I know people complained about how commercial everything had gotten, but it didn’t bother me. I loved the sweaters and the decorations and the smell of Christmas dinner. I think being on duty a lot at Christmas made it easier to really like it. They tried to go all out for us when we were overseas.”

“Well, I don’t think commercialism at Christmas is going to be a problem this year.”

“No. No, I guess not.”

Her eyes shone in the moonlight, and he became conscious of how close they were standing. She was almost as tall as he was, maybe an inch shorter, and it was easy to stand there looking into her eyes, watching her chew on the corner of her lower lip when she was thinking about something, as he’d seen her do several times.

“Yeah,” she said. “I think Christmas is the thing I will miss the most.”

Adam leaned in and kissed her gently. Her lips tasted like the peppermint gum she chewed constantly. Every nerve ending in his body lit up, the kiss feeling new and fresh and yet like something he’d done a million times before. She leaned in, sliding her hand around the back of his head, their bodies pressed against one another, full of racing heat in a cold world of the lost and the dead, but she suddenly pulled away.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t.”

“I, uh…” He started to say he was sorry, but that would have been a lie. He wasn’t sorry.

“I, um…” she began, brushing her lips with a fingertip. “Maybe we split up for the rest of the shift.”

He cleared his throat.

She looked down at her watch.

“Freddie’s due to come on in an hour,” she said. “I’m pretty wired, so you take the next break, and I’ll take the one after that.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah,” she said.

He circled the perimeter for another hour, savoring the taste of her lips on his own, feeling somewhat stupid. Good job, Adam.

Freddie was awake when he went back to camp, sitting in the cone of light spilled by the LED lantern. Caroline and Max slept just beyond the shadows.

“You get some rest?” he asked the big man.

He nodded slowly, barely making eye contact with Adam. Adam unrolled his sleeping bag and slid in, feeling that anticipation of a good night’s rest earned after a hard day.

“Are you OK?” he asked, propping himself up on his elbow.

“Fine,” Freddie replied. He stood up and dusted off his legs. “Gun?”

Adam paused ever so slightly at the request, not long enough that Freddie noticed, but long enough that Adam wondered why he had done it at all. He handed the gun over to Freddie, the barrel pointing toward the ground like Sarah had taught them.

A yawn escaped Adam as Freddie joined Sarah on the watch. The two chatted briefly and then took up opposite positions on the imaginary circle surrounding the camp. After they fell into their respective patrols, Adam lay on his back and looked skyward. The stars were bright, burning their ancient fire millions of light years away, totally indifferent to the cataclysm that had enveloped this blue-green rock.

This is it now, he thought. This is the way things are. His little house on Floyd Avenue was empty, surrounded by other empty houses. The sidewalks were quiet, the bars and restaurants dark and stuffy and hot. School wouldn’t be starting up this fall, no groan of yellow buses chugging through the neighborhoods. There would be no college football. No Halloween parties or pumpkin-spiced coffee or mall Christmas displays two months before anyone was ready to see them. It was all gone.

He was tired, but sleep wouldn’t come. As much as Sarah’s rejection had stung, it wasn’t her she was thinking of. Instead, he found his thoughts swirling around Freddie Briggs. He still hadn’t said much to anyone but Caroline; his devotion to her was nothing short of evangelical, the way a man might cleave to God after a miraculous experience. Adam didn’t know if it was powered by love, dominance, obsession, duty, or some combination of the four. He seemed like a decent man, but Adam had been hoping they’d have made a deeper connection by now. They’d been on the road for days, and Adam knew nothing about him other than his name and that Caroline trusted him.

He lay awake for hours, thinking about the way he’d paused when Freddie had asked for the gun.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

A few minutes before eight in the morning, Miles Chadwick entered the communal area of the de facto women’s dormitory in the northwest corner of the compound. Tucked under his arm were the dossiers on the twelve women his hunting parties had rounded up in the previous week. Several cups of coffee sloshed around his stomach, but they had done little for the gumminess in his eyes. Sleep had eluded him again, as it had since they’d confirmed that Citadel women were infertile. He probably needed to try a sleeping pill, as he could feel the cloudiness increasing in his thinking process, an approaching cold front in his mind. He needed to be sharp, to make sure these women understood what their new roles were.

Twelve women.

He’d been hoping for twice that number, but the Citadel was, in some ways, a victim of its own morbid success. It had taken a lot longer than he’d anticipated to round up these twelve, let alone the two dozen he was hoping for, and they’d had to range out much farther from the compound. It was just more evidence of the totality of Medusa’s work. Already, the hunting parties had drifted as far east as Illinois, north to Sioux Falls. Wichita to the south, west to the Nebraska/Colorado border. Some days, they wouldn’t see a single survivor.

His orders had been simple. Find women of childbearing age and bring them back. Kill everyone else. This served to begin thinning the ranks of potential threats to the Citadel, albeit slowly, but then again, Rome hadn’t been built in a day either. Ordering these executions pricked him with guilt, needling at him like a paper cut. Strange, really, given the fact he was guilty of murdering billions of people, but ordering the executions of Medusa survivors had seemed particularly barbaric to Chadwick. Simply by not succumbing to the virus, these folks had managed the nearly impossible, and here he was, having them murdered for the effort. Part of him wanted to bring them all in, part of the new regime building a new world from the ashes.

But he couldn’t do that.

Control.

Everything had to be carefully controlled, especially in these early months and years. The future would depend on what they did now, the steps they took now. And introducing too many variables too soon could threaten everything.

Plus, there was the matter of protecting the Citadel’s darkest secret.

He turned his thoughts back to their new captives.

The directive to capture women of child-bearing years had been, of course, open to some interpretation, and so the hunting parties had snared two young teenage girls in their patrols. Initially, Chadwick had not known what to do with them, but eventually, he’d had them blindfolded and dropped off a hundred miles away. So desperate for test subjects had he been that he had overlooked the potential benefit of bringing children into the Citadel fold. Maybe they’d start bringing in children in a few weeks. That it hadn’t been discussed in the planning sessions of the Citadel high command made him feel a little stupid, and it made him think worriedly about what else they might have forgotten.

Because, as it turned out, it had been the vaccine that had rendered the original fifty women of the Citadel infertile. These twelve women were fertile, although one had had a pre-plague hysterectomy, and thus was of no use to Chadwick. He was still trying to decide what to do with her.

They were holding the women in a converted warehouse, which they had retrofitted with cheap walls to give them each their own room. Security at the warehouse was high, and he’d sedated the women. It wasn’t the Waldorf-Astoria, but then again, these women were not guests here. It was important he reminded them of that, if only subtly. Quite frankly, these women were the Citadel’s most important asset, whether they knew it or not, whether they wanted to admit it or not. But that meant expanding their footprint sooner than they had anticipated.

It was these women that would help usher in a new generation.

For the most part, they hadn’t been too much trouble. Most were still in shock, either because of the cataclysm itself or by the manner in which they’d been taken. Some seemed happy to be here, enjoying the Citadel’s hospitality, not asking any questions. And a couple of the women worried him.

It was the first time he’d seen all his new recruits assembled together. Several were crying softly. Eight Caucasian, two blacks, one Asian, one Latino. A fairly representative cross-section of the American female population before the epidemic. Their average age was thirty-four. All but one was under the age of forty, which he was particularly happy about. All had at least six or seven good years of fertility ahead of them, and Chadwick intended to take full advantage of every one of those. Two had refused to identify themselves, which annoyed him, but he really couldn’t do anything about that. He needed them, and so they didn’t realize the power they wielded. Yet. He needed to make sure they never figured that out. He wondered if any of them had figured out he was the one responsible for the end of the world.

He thumbed through each of the folders, scanning the names.

Marilyn Tate, 27 years old. Denver, Colorado.

Julie Micco, 37. Sioux City, Iowa.

Unidentified Caucasian woman, Mid-20s.

Nadia Obeid, 34. Stillwater, Oklahoma. (hysterectomy)

Erin Thompson, 30. Des Moines, Iowa.

Robin Cobos, 33. Springfield, Missouri.

Patricia Williams, 44. Indianapolis, Indiana.

Sharee Hawkins, 34. Enid, Oklahoma.

Latasha Gilman, 28. Lincoln. Nebraska.

Kimberly Lockwood, 29. Sioux Falls, South Dakota.

Sasha Goodell, 34, St. Louis, Missouri.

Unidentified Chinese woman, Late 30s.

They were seated in a semi-circle in metal folding chairs, as though they were about to begin a group therapy session. Taking no chances, Chadwick had their ankles and wrists bound with zip ties, and two of his most trusted advisors patrolled the room with machine guns. He hadn’t sedated them this morning, as he wanted them awake and alert. None of the women spoke.

He sat down in the empty chair and crossed one leg over the other.

“Good morning,” he said, smiling broadly. “My name is Dr. Chadwick. I want to welcome you all to the Citadel.”

“Where are we?” moaned one of them, her voice caked in sobs.

“Patricia, is it?”

She nodded, wiping her freely running nose with her bound wrists.

“This is your new home.”

A stream of angry Chinese spewed from the Asian woman. She spoke no English, but tone was nothing if not universal. This triggered outbursts from the others, and Chadwick let them vent. Cutting them off would serve no purpose. Letting them get their say in would make them feel included, as though their opinion mattered. It didn’t, of course, but they didn’t need to know that.

The invective continued for another minute and then began to tail off.

“I’m happy to hear from each of you,” he said. “But let’s do this in a civilized manner. Ms. Williams, you were asking where we were.”

She nodded. Patricia Williams was a short, slightly overweight woman with brown hair. When they found her, she’d been traveling with four men and an older woman; the group had not put up much of a fight. It would have been easy to attribute her forward question to a streak of self-confidence, but Chadwick didn’t think that was the case. She struck him as impulsive, her mouth guided by sheer terror. She was a wonderful physical specimen for her age, her fertility tests belying a woman fifteen years younger.

“We’re in a safe place,” he said.

“What is this place?” asked Latasha Gilman.

“We’re a group of scientists and engineers and doctors,” he said. “This was a government installation. We’re trying to build a completely self-sufficient society, off the grid. At least, we were trying to, before the outbreak.”

“Why did you kill my friends?”

“My men felt like their lives were in danger.”

Someone let loose a sarcastic laugh.

“How can so many of you still be alive?”

He paused for a moment, to maximize the dramatic effect of his response to the question.

“We had a vaccine.”

Murmurs first, and then explosions, as he expected. A few broke down in tears.

“A vaccine?”

“You’ve gotta be kidding me!”

“They said there was no vaccine!”

He let them run for a bit and then used his hands to calm them down, a conductor in his finest performance. The room was silent but for the continued weeping, as the women imagined what might have been. Children, husbands, sisters, brothers, all cut down when a simple shot in the arm might have saved them.

“There was a vaccine,” he said. “Our government knew what this disease was.”

“Why didn’t they start mass vaccinations?” asked the unidentified white woman.

“They did,” he lied. “On the east coast. Vaccinations had begun in New York and Boston, but the virus moved too quickly. I don’t think they realized how quickly the disease would spread or how deadly it would be.”

“How did you have the vaccine?” she asked.

“We have a number of vaccines here,” Chadwick said, eyeing the woman carefully. “As I said, this installation was designed to be self-sufficient.”

“How did you know to use that particular vaccine?” she asked. She was a pretty girl, a little heavyset perhaps. She wore glasses and kept her long brown hair tied in a ponytail.

“We did get lucky in that respect,” he said, smiling at the question. “My medical director had some close friends at the Centers for Disease Control. They told him what was going on, that they knew they wouldn’t be able to vaccinate enough people in time. That was in the middle of the first week of the outbreak. We began vaccinating everyone immediately and we simply had to hope the vaccine would take. We’re in the middle of nowhere, no one coming in or out, so that bought us a little time. We circled the wagons, pulled up the drawbridge, and hoped for the best. Ten days later, our blood tests showed we all had antibodies to Medusa, and no one got sick. Just like you, the people here lost all their families, all their friends back home.”

“Lucky you,” the girl said, one eyebrow raised. Chadwick felt naked, exposed, as the girl looked at him, looked through him. He felt goosebumps erupt along his arms, but he held her gaze, intent on not being the first one to look away.

“No, my dear,” Chadwick replied after she broke her gaze. “Lucky you. All of you. Immune to the greatest scourge that mankind has ever seen. All of you are miracles of evolution. Nature chose you to represent our species going forward.”

“What do you want with us?” she asked, seemingly unimpressed with his praise of her DNA.

“Quite simply, we’re trying to rebuild,” he said. “This thing, it all but wiped us out. We’ve decided we need to start sooner than later if we don’t want mankind to just fade away. It means working together, joining forces. It’s a big world out there. If we leave it to chance, we may never get our old way of life back. People will start to forget that we were once a great society, a great country.”

“What if we want to leave?” Latasha Gilman asked.

“That’s not going to be an option right now,” he said as gently, as paternally, but as firmly as he could. There could be no misunderstanding about this. “Besides, you’re much safer here than you are in the outside world.”

The room fell silent for a moment. A chair creaked as one of the women shifted in her seat. He looked upon each woman in turn, holding each gaze like he was turning a key in a lock. Faces fell, jaws tightened, even more tears were shed, but this was quieter, more whimpering than weeping.

“Make no mistake, you will be cared for here,” he said. “You have no idea how important you are.”

He became acutely aware of the bespectacled girl eyeing him. Again, sweat trailed down the sides of his body. His voice began to crack.

“Thank you ladies. We’ll be seeing a lot more of each other very soon. In the meantime, please enjoy your stay.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Adam spotted the UPS truck by the side of the road shortly before noon on September 18. They’d been walking along I-70 for nearly five days, taking turns pushing Caroline in the wheelchair. Out in the plains, farther and farther from the concentrated population centers, finding motorized transportation was becoming increasingly difficult, and with Caroline in her condition, bicycles were no longer an option. But that morning, just west of Topeka, Kansas, they’d found a big Ford Expedition, the keys in the ignition but its gas gauge tickling E, and a long stretch of empty road ahead. Adam cursed their luck. This big honker, with its seven seats, could make for some easy sledding out here, if they could only find some goddamn gas. So when he saw the boxy brown truck on the side of the road, a spike of relief shot through him.

“We’ll siphon the gas out,” Freddie had said after they’d pulled up behind the UPS truck.

“With what?”

“I’ve got a hose,” he said.

And he hadn’t been lying. A tightly spooled green coil of garden hose in his pack. For what, Adam had no earthly idea. But he had it, and maybe they could siphon the gas out of this UPS truck, if there was any to be had. It wasn’t like they had any other options. If this didn’t work, the Expedition would run dry, and they’d be walking along I-70, this big, empty gorgeous stretch of road, with no wheels.

Water, water, everywhere, not a drop to drink.

As Adam stepped down to the pavement, he felt a cool breeze rustle his shirt. The rain they’d awoken to had pushed off, leaving behind a clear, sunsplashed afternoon. Fall. That first taste of it right at summer’s end. Just a little taste. It was hard to picture the seasons changing with so much of his subconscious still occupied by those hot, hellish, plague-ridden days of August. But ended they had, just like summer would. The world was going to keep right on spinning, with or without them.

Adam and Sarah scouted out the UPS truck, but all they found was the desiccated corpse of the driver in the front seat, still wearing the familiar brown uniform. Here was a case study in Medusa. Guy wakes up, feeling a little off, heads off to work anyway. Delivers packages and death. A few hours later, the virus ravaging him now, he pulls off the road for a quick nap. Closes his eyes and that was that.

“Clear,” Sarah called out, and Freddie got to work on the gasoline.

“How long has it been since the outbreak?” Sarah asked as she watched Freddie feed the tank of the SUV.

Adam checked his watch.

“Today’s September 18,” he said. “Five, six weeks.”

“So call it a month since everything broke down?”

“Sounds about right,” Adam said. “Why do you ask?”

“The gasoline. It’s going to go over soon.”

“What?” Freddie asked, looking back over his shoulder.

Adam blew out a noisy sigh.

“She’s right,” Adam said. “Gasoline goes bad. The stuff with ethanol, that’s got a shelf life of about three months or four months.”

“Jesus H. Christ,” Freddie said. “Ain’t we ever gonna catch a break?”

Adam rubbed his eyes and chuckled to himself.

“We’ll figure something out,” he said.

“Hey, check this out!” Max called out, his exuberance cutting through the sudden frost like hot steel.

Sarah followed Max’s voice to the back of the UPS truck, where she found the kid climbing into the open cargo bay. She peeked around him and saw dozens of packages still in the truck.

“It’s like Christmas!” Max shouted as he began digging through the boxes.

Although it seemed a bit morbid, Sarah couldn’t help but smile a little as the boy pawed through the packages.

“Go on and bring them out here,” Adam said. “We’ll load them up and go through them when we make camp tonight.”

Max jumped on his new assignment, quickly clearing the truck of sixty-five boxes and envelopes. He created three piles: small, medium and large.

“Can I open them now?” Max asked when he’d finished.

Adam checked his watch, his eyes narrowing. Sarah could tell he wanted to go, go, go, narrow the gap between him and his daughter.

“OK,” he said. “We’ll take an hour to go through them. It’s one-twenty now. I want to be back on the road by two-thirty.”

Max’s face lit up.

“You open,” Adam said, “and I’ll keep a list. Deal?”

Sarah felt her stomach flip with excitement as Max nodded.

They found a notepad and pen in the glove compartment, and Max set to work tearing open the packages and envelopes. Before opening each one, he read the name and address of the package’s intended recipient. It felt weird and awkward at the beginning, but after half a dozen or so, Sarah was glad Max was doing it. In some small way, it felt like a memorial service for these sixty-five people they’d never met, who almost certainly lay dead in a hospital or bedroom or in a shallow grave and would otherwise have been lost to history.

The names flowed through them like a dark, deep river, rich with hidden meaning and import, but rushing by too quickly to impart any truth.

“Natalie Sears. 543 Michigan Avenue. Yukon, Pennsylvania.”

A prom dress.

“Russell Yang. 3231 Godfrey Street. Salem, Oregon.”

A case of printer paper.

The unboxing revealed a dizzying array of treasures, from gourmet coffee to a real estate sales contract, a Polaroid camera to a purple vibrator (and hadn’t that been a fun one to explain to Max), a cashmere scarf to a collection of dog toys. Cans of Campbell soup and a traffic cone. A set of car keys attached to a University of Missouri keychain. A jar of gourmet peanuts. A portable video game system. A hardcover novel. A sheaf of multi-colored construction paper bearing finger-paints of little hands and glued-on pipe cleaners. X-rays. DVDs of old movies. Deeper they dug into the scores of dead letters and deeper ran the fissures in Sarah’s heart, until it was on the verge of breaking. America. This was America they were opening, one piece at a time, an America that had disappeared around them like a mirage.

It was well past two-thirty when they finally finished, but no one seemed to care that they’d missed their self-imposed deadline. As she wiped tears from her face, Sarah looked up to see Freddie doing the same thing. And after all that, only a handful of boxes contained anything worth taking. The soup. The garlic peanuts. A carton of cigarettes. A novel called The Poacher’s Son that Max wanted to take.

God damn, this was hard, she thought. God damn.

Maybe they’d needed this. Her last memories of the old world were of it sick, dying and panicky, caught in a humiliating pose. The looting and the riots and the fear. The Bronx. She combed her memory banks for something before the plague. An early outbreak of flu, she’d heard on the news.

Before that, though, Wells, before that. Something before that.

St. Croix, back in March. She and two of her girlfriends, Keri Williams and Dawn Vann, officers like she’d been, now dead like she wasn’t, had bugged out to St. Croix for three days, drank and flirted and she hooked up with one guy, an architect from San Diego, if she remembered right. A quickie in the hallway outside her room, and thank God she’d had a condom with her because she was going to bang him whether she’d had one or not. It had been a fun trip, the last fun thing she remembered doing because then she was working a lot, getting ready to ship out in September. She supposed she felt a little better and, as she looked around at the other faces, she suspected her friends might have been engaging in similar trips down memory lane.

They tossed the white elephants back in the truck and shut the cargo doors. As Sarah stepped on to the running board to slip behind the wheel of the Expedition, she caught movement in the corner of her eye. She turned toward it, toward the dead cornfields to the north, and saw a lone figure staggering toward them.

Sarah and Adam raised their weapons as the figure approached, but the straggler either didn’t see them or didn’t care, and collapsed at the edge of the cornfield. With Adam covering her, Sarah approached the figure, a woman, she could see now. She was olive-skinned, her eyes a fierce green color but clouded with confusion and fatigue. She was ranting, her words coming in a machine-gun spray of English and Arabic.

“My God,” Caroline said to no one.

She was filthy, barefoot and dressed in tattered blue coveralls. Her arms and feet had been scratched and scraped to hell, and she was woefully thin. Her cheeks were sunken in, and her eyes were glassy. When Adam knelt to examine her, she recoiled away from him, violently, and toward Sarah. He backed away from her, his hands up in surrender. She seemed to relax, if only a hair, as Sarah tried to soothe her.

“Hey there, you’re gonna be OK,” Sarah said. “You’re gonna be OK.”

She repeated it over and over.

“Get me some water for her,” Sarah ordered.

Max brought two bottles and a hunk of bread to Sarah, who handed them over to the woman. Even Max seemed to understand that Sarah would be this woman’s intermediary for the time being. She guzzled both bottles of water and ate the food so quickly that Adam worried she might choke on it.

When she was done, Sarah took the woman’s hand in her own.

“Sarah, look at her arm,” Adam said.

Sarah gently turned the woman’s wrist and gasped. Burned into the underside of her wrist was a tattoo. It was the same phoenix rising from the ashes they’d seen spray-painted on the tent earlier. The woman looked at her, the panic bubbling on her face like a pot of water left unattended.

“It’s okay,” Sarah said. “You’re safe now. We’re all together.”

The woman swung her head toward Adam and then back to Sarah, as though she were trying to decide whether to believe them.

“Sarah, a word?” Adam said.

They stepped away from the group.

“She’s been hurt bad,” he said to Sarah. “Possibly raped. Make sure she knows it’s her decision.”

“What if she says no?” Sarah replied. “I won’t leave her alone.”

“She won’t say no,” Adam said, although he really had no idea what the woman would do.

Sarah and Caroline went back and sat next to the woman on the ground; Adam motioned for the men, and the three of them drifted down the highway to give the women some privacy. They stood awkwardly, shifting their weight from foot to foot. Max, who was short for his age, looked up at them like a child caught between warring parents.

He watched Sarah console the woman, who’d burst into tears once she was with Caroline and Sarah. She buried her face into Sarah’s shoulder and wailed, the sound almost painful to hear. It was as though all the grief that had accumulated since the outbreak was flooding out in one fell swoop, as though she’d never had a chance to deal with what had happened. Sarah and Caroline sat with her, holding her hand as the woman slowly regained her bearings. Her voice softened, her herky-jerky movements slowed down. As they waited, he found himself hoping very much that the woman would come with them. Sure, he wanted the woman to be safe. If she could find comfort in their ragtag group, so be it. But that wasn’t the whole story. He stole glances at Sarah’s face, at the angled cheekbone, at the eyes that glimmered in the light. He liked the way her t-shirt fit her body, the slender sheath of muscle in each of her arms.

The kiss they’d shared hadn’t been far from his mind. There had been something there, he was sure of it. They hadn’t discussed it, but in the past week, he’d caught her staring at him the way she’d caught him eyeing her. But she had remained silent. And, he supposed, maybe there just wasn’t any room on their plate for that kind of nonsense right now.

“I hope your daughter is still alive,” Freddie said, jarring Adam from his daydream.

“Oh,” Adam replied. “Thanks. I’m not kidding myself. I know it’s a long shot.”

“I’ll be honest with you,” Freddie said, his voice dropping to a whisper. “I saw both my girls die, and I don’t know what’s worse. Knowing they’re gone forever or not knowing at all.”

Adam couldn’t imagine anything worse than knowing Rachel was dead, but in a perverse sort of way, he understood what Freddie meant. What if he were just setting himself up for crushing disappointment? What if he never found her? Wouldn’t that be worse than just knowing that she was dead? These questions spun through his head like a hamster on a wheel, haunting him as Sarah and Caroline counseled the woman. He tried to think of something else, anything else, but out here, in the big nowhere, there was nothing else to think about.

“I’m very sorry about your family,” Adam said.

“What can you do?” Freddie replied. “Some of us just draw the shitty hand.”

Adam didn’t know how to reply. He wasn’t sure if Freddie was just firing off platitudes or if that last comment had been a dig aimed at him.

“It’s a terrible thing,” Adam said.

An hour later, Sarah and Caroline approached Adam, Freddie, and Max, the newcomer hanging well behind them.

“Guys, this is Nadia,” Sarah said.

“Nadia, this is Adam, Freddie and Max.”

Adam and Freddie nodded.

“Hi,” Max said.

Nadia nodded toward Max, but she didn’t make eye contact with Freddie or Adam.

“Nadia has agreed to join us,” she said.

Nadia nodded again.

Caroline took Nadia’s hand in her own and squeezed it. Nadia placed her hand against Caroline’s swollen belly and smiled. They loaded up the Expedition, and ten minutes later, they were westbound again.

What if?

What if?

What if?


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

“Adam.”

He whimpered softly.

“Adam,” Freddie repeated again, this time shaking his shoulder. “Wake up, man.”

He didn’t want to. His head throbbed and, along with the dry, gummed-up mouth, foretold the hangover that awaited him. And being shaken awake wasn’t helping. Whatever it was would have to wait. But then Freddie said the one thing that made him forget about the hangover, about the headache, the one thing that terrified him above all else.

“Baby’s sick.”

Adam sat up like a shot, sending his systems into massive revolt. His head swam, conspiring with his stomach to magnify the nausea tenfold, and then there was nothing he could do to stop it. He scampered out of his sleeping bag as far as he could before his insides erupted. On his hands and knees, gripping the dirt for dear life, he waited as his body violently flushed out the remains of the previous day’s festivities, Freddie’s terrible message pinging away in his brain.

Freddie handed him a bottle of water, and Adam drank it down. It was lukewarm, but that was fine by him. Made it go down a little faster, without the threat of brain freeze. His desiccated body absorbed the water like a new sponge. He used a bit of the water to wash out his mouth, and then he wiped his lips clean with the back of his sleeve.

Baby’s sick.

The words were like bullets to the chest.

God dammit, why had he let himself get his hopes up?

After taking a deep breath, he staggered to his feet and followed Freddie toward Caroline’s tent. A light but steady rain was falling from low, gray clouds, which were nestled in the kind of sky that told you you’d be better off just staying in bed and watching movies. The rain rustled the leaves, spattering the shells of their polyester tents, steady, steady, steady. They were a few miles east of Salina, Kansas, where, on September 20, they’d set up their most permanent home to date, waiting for the baby to come. Adam hated to stop their progress, but the travel was starting to wear on Caroline. Plus, his last examination of her suggested the baby had dropped and would be coming any moment.

Caroline had gone into labor early on the morning of September 26. By the early afternoon, her contractions were four minutes apart, and she couldn’t wait any longer. With Sarah and Freddie working as de facto nurses, Adam set about the familiar work of bringing new life to the world, even if it was into a world with which he was decidedly unfamiliar. It had been a smooth delivery, given the circumstances. Caroline had told him her original birth plan had been to deliver without pain medication (and Adam couldn’t help but smile, virtually all of them said that, and then virtually all of them accepted the epidural after one or two good contractions). In this case, however, Caroline had gotten her wish. Oh, she had most certainly gotten her wish.

And six hours after she started pushing, right about the time he’d started thinking about an emergency C-section, out came a healthy, howling baby boy, out the way they had come for the entire history of the human race, his skin as fair as his mother’s, his head topped with a fine layer of red fuzz. He maxed out the 1-minute and 5-minute Apgar scores, pinking up and screaming his little head off. It was the most beautiful thing Adam had ever seen, and in that moment, as he handed the infant to his exhausted mother, all their problems just fell away. She named him Stephen, in honor of his father, who had succumbed in the second week of the epidemic. Their good luck continued several hours after his birth, when he began nursing like a seasoned professional.

They passed the baby around like a good joint, each taking a hit of that baby smell, and even Freddie seemed happy. He made ga-ga faces and changed diapers so Caroline could sleep in between feedings. Thirty-six hours in, Adam had started to relax, enjoying a cigar and a scotch while the others passed around a bottle of champagne Sarah had snagged during a supply run. The baby was feeding well, sleeping in two to three-hour bursts. He’d even found his thumb and was happy and alert.

One scotch became four, and on no sleep since Caroline had gone into labor, the alcohol had hit him hard and fast, precipitating the hangover he was feeling as he hurried into Caroline’s tent. He found her tucked in her sleeping bag, holding the baby close to her body.

Stephen was coughing, those tiny hacks, and immediately, Adam tried to attribute it to anything but what he feared it would be. Allergies. Drool. Milk going down the wrong pipe. He always thought it funny that doctors did the same thing as their patients, their minds working the same way, to explain away the thing that you feared the most.

“When did this start?” Adam said, kneeling by her.

She looked exhausted, and the glow that had been there after Stephen’s arrival had faded badly, like a once shiny penny that had been put through its paces.

“About two hours ago,” she said. “And I think he’s running a fever.”

A soft hand to Stephen’s fragile forehead confirmed Caroline’s diagnosis. The tiny little boy, a wrinkly, squirmy pile of pink, was wearing nothing but a diaper, but he was still warm, very warm. Adam wrapped his hands around the boy’s toothpick legs and found those uncomfortably warm as well.

Adam fought to maintain as straight a face as he could. In normal circumstances, a fever in an infant under twelve weeks of age was deadly serious, warranting immediate medical intervention. Hearing it now made him weak, dizzy, and if he hadn’t had one knee firmly planted in the ground, he might have tumbled over.

“I don’t want to jump to any conclusions,” Adam began, “but I’m not going to lie to you. This is not what I was hoping to see.”

Her jaw clenched tight, and he saw the panic bubbling there like a forgotten pot of soup, her eyes bouncing from Adam to Freddie and back again. She stared at him, and he could feel it in her stare.

“Do something!” Freddie barked.

A cough, a deeper one, exploded from Stephen’s little chest, and Caroline continued to rock him as she began to cry.

“Jesus!” Freddie snapped. He pointed at Adam. “You. Outside.”

Adam recoiled as a spike of fear coursed through him.

“Be right back,” Freddie said, but Caroline wasn’t listening. She rocked Stephen gently in her arms as the men ducked through the flaps of the tent.

Outside, the rain had intensified. Sarah and Max were lingering by the tent, anxious to hold the baby, anxious to kiss the baby, anxious to just be in the same goddamn room with the baby. They were like addicts waiting for their dealer to dish out a little more of that sweet, sweet horse.

“God dammit, ain’t there anything you can do?” Freddie asked.

“What’s wrong?” Sarah asked.

“Stephen’s sick.”

“Aw, shit.”

“No, no, no!” Max said, bursting into tears.

“Is there anything you can try?” Sarah asked.

“I don’t know what I can do,” Adam said. “Not if he’s got it.”

“What the hell kind of doctor are you?” Freddie snapped. His cheeks flushed, his left eyebrow twitching.

“A realistic one,” Adam said. “I don’t want to get her hopes up.”

“There’s got to be something.”

“You’ve seen what it does,” Adam said.

Max fled back to his tent, leaving the three of them standing there in the rain. Freddie closed his eyes, his breathing shallow and ragged. He placed his massive hand on Adam’s chest.

“Please,” he said, his eyes closed now. “Can you just try?”

“How about we leave the doctor stuff to me? How about that?”

Freddie’s face drained of color, Adam’s emasculation reaching him at his very core. Adam hadn’t set out to embarrass the man, but he had to take control of the situation. If his expertise, the one thing he brought to the table, was going to mean anything, he had to plant his flag now.

Freddie stormed back inside the tent. Just like that, Adam and Sarah were alone again.

“You really think he’s got it?”

Adam looked down at his shoes.

“Maybe it’s just a cold or something,” Sarah said.

”I don’t think so.”

“These aren’t exactly ideal conditions,” she said. “Maybe he picked up something on the road. I just don’t want to assume all is lost.”

They stood in silence, and he watched her watching him, wondering if she now regretted hitching her wagon to his, wondering if he wasn’t the man she had thought he was.

“I can try an antiviral,” he said finally. “I heard some chatter it was distantly related to the influenza virus, but I have no idea if that’s accurate. It’s not usually indicated for infants this young, but there isn’t really any other option. Maybe a combination of the medicine and any antibodies he inherited from her will make a difference.”

“OK. An antiviral. Can we find it in a pharmacy?”

“Yes. Assuming there are any supplies left. Remember, I’m sure everyone and their brother tried it during the outbreak.”

“You always this glass-is-half-empty?”

“Can you blame me?”

“No, I guess not.”

She turned toward the tent’s opening, and he grabbed her gently by the wrist.

“Seriously,” he said as she turned back to face him. “Please don’t get her hopes up. I’m telling you this as a doctor. This is a Hail Mary pass.”
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They powered west all morning, hitting half a dozen pharmacies, unable to find antivirals, unable to find virtually any medicine at all. At noon, they reached the outskirts of Salina, smack in the dead center of Kansas. Salina had been at the hub of the state’s wheat industry, once a pleasant city of about fifty thousand souls. In the eastern suburbs, where Adam and Sarah had found a Walgreen’s drug store, cookie cutter development had been in full swing when the plague had hit, giving them a sense of the familiar they’d seen in almost every town and city they’d passed through on their trek west.

The box-shaped building was at the south end of a strip mall, bordering a new residential neighborhood. The moisture barriers for half-completed homes flapped in the rain, the skeletal shells of the unfinished homes beginning to bear the scars of inattention. New saplings dotted the area, but the once-manicured common areas were starting to go to seed. An Applebee’s restaurant anchored the shopping center, the words IMMEDIATE SEATING AVAILABLE still flashing in the window, a gaudy, neon red. This gave Adam the willies almost more than anything they’d seen on the road.

“Power’s on here,” he said, pointing toward the restaurant.

“Strange,” she said.

“Backup generators?”

“I suppose.”

Sarah glassed the area with a pair or binoculars, shaking her head after a moment.

“I don’t know about this one,” Adam said. “Maybe we should keep looking.”

“Didn’t you say time is of the essence?”

“Yes,” he said. “Every minute counts with an antiviral. The longer we wait, the less effective it will be.”

“Then we go in here. You got your piece?”

He nodded.

“You sure you’re ready to use it?”

He nodded firmly, hoping it masked his terror.

He cleared the chamber and made sure the pistol was ready to fire as Sarah swung the doors open.

“Ready?”

He nodded, his face oily with sweat. It was cool out, still drizzling, but his cheeks were hot, and perspiration matted his shirt to his skin.

“Stay behind me,” she said.

Adam’s heart was pounding as they crossed the threshold into the store, which was silent but for the buzz of the overhead lights. Sarah motioned skyward toward a closed-circuit television mounted near the ceiling, still functioning. The picture cycled from one angle of the store to the next, giving clear views of each aisle. The store appeared empty, but Sarah maintained her position, crouched over, her hands gripped tight around her weapon.

“Stay alert,” she whispered, her face taut, her jaw set like stone.

Using the long shelves for cover, they moved from aisle to aisle, poking their heads around ransacked displays of sunscreen, disposable cameras and corn chips. After they finished their sweep, Sarah led him back to the middle of the store, and they moved in tandem down the center aisle, back to back. The place was a mess, the shelves stripped bare, disheveled, toys and tchotchkes littering the linoleum floor. An issue of People lay face up on the floor, a pair of married celebrities adorning the cover. The headline read, More Kids for Hollywood’s Power Couple? It was dated August 6, a harsh reminder of how quickly the world had ended. As they moved deeper into the store, Adam began to lose hope, as the place had been picked over pretty well.

The pharmacy, which was at the back of the store, was dark, the overhead lights shattered. Bits of glass littered the floor, crunching under their feet as Adam checked the shelves. There wasn’t much left. Bulk containers holding pills to treat high blood pressure, high cholesterol, and erectile dysfunction lined the shelves, but the antibiotics and narcotics were gone. He was about to give up hope when two stray bottles on a nearly bare shelf caught his eye.

Please, please, he thought.

He grabbed one of the bottles and studied the label.

Oseltamivir phosphate.

The antiviral.

It was the generic form, with nothing on the label to indicate that it was an antiviral. It was in capsule form, so they’d have to crush the contents into a bottle of formula for him. He still didn’t think it was going to work, but at least they were doing something. And he owed that to Caroline. To let her know he had done all he could.

“I’ve got it,” he called out.

When Sarah didn’t reply, he froze. He leaned back, staying in shadow, and peeked out toward the store proper. From his vantage point, he could just make out Sarah’s profile. Behind her, a slender arm, holding a gun to the back of her head.

He looked around and saw a closed-circuit monitor mounted on the counter. The black-and-white picture flickered through two shots of the store before snapping over to the pharmacy area. In the three seconds the shot remained on screen, Adam picked out two bandits, a skinny man and a heavier-set woman, both young.

“Come out with your hands up,” a gruff voice called out. “Gonna count to three. Then the bitch gets it.”

Bitch.

Well, he thought, at least that told him what kind of folks he was dealing with here.

“You hear me?” the man barked, his voice screeching now.

Adam chewed on his lip, the edges of a plan taking shape in his mind. He pulled the gun from his waistband and considered his options. He stared at the gun like it was an alien artifact, beyond the powers of his puny human comprehension. One versus two. And Sarah was being held hostage. In his untrained hands, the gun would be about as useful as a ball of yarn.

“I’m coming out!” he said, setting the gun and the antiviral down. He scanned the shelves and grabbed two more bottles.

Oh, Adam, what the hell are you doing, buddy?

He eased his way around the counter and out into the aisle fronting the pharmacy, his hands sky high, the pill bottles visible in his partially clenched fist. Sarah was about six feet away, a girl close in behind her, the gun pressed firmly against her temple. The girl’s face was blank, betraying not a single emotion. She was heavier set, her hair cut short. The second gunman, whose wide face and even wider-set eyes reminded Adam of an owl, stood just off their shoulder, brandishing a shotgun. Sarah’s M4 hung from his shoulder. He aimed the shotgun directly at Adam’s face. The twin bores, black and empty, stared at Adam like a dead-eyed monster.

“What’s in your hand?” the owl said, his words marinated with a thick Southern accent.

“Medicine.”

“What for?”

“You promise to let us go if I tell you?” Adam asked.

“How about you give it to me ‘fore I kill you?” Owl snapped.

“If you kill me, you won’t know how to use it.”

“What’s it for?”

The temperature seemed to be climbing with each passing moment. Adam felt rivulets of sweat channeling down his sides, and he tried to steady his breathing.

“It.”

An audible gasp.

“You mean Snake?” the girl said.

Snake. Medusa. So many names. Adam nodded as gravely as he could.

“That shit’s gone,” the girl snapped, her words clipped and desperate. “Everyone left’s ‘mune.”

“Lucy, he’s just bullshitting you,” the owl said.

“Yeah, we thought everyone was immune, too,” Adam said, gently lowering his hands to his head. It was a calculated risk, but he thought if he kept his hands over his head, they wouldn’t notice. Especially given the bomb he was about to drop on them. His arms were starting to burn; it was time to play his hand. He held his final card, holding, holding, as he watched their jaws tighten, their eyes widen with fear.

“Until she came down with it yesterday,” he said, jutting his chin directly toward Sarah.

Lucy’s deep-seated instinct to survive kicked in, and she shoved Sarah away from her hard, stumbling backwards as she did so. Sarah lost her own footing, crashing into Adam and sending them both to the ground. Owl was on the retreat now too, holding his hand up, as if that might stop the spread of the phantom illness. Lucy was wiping her hands down on her jeans, pulling her shirt collar up over her lips and nose.

“No, no,” Owl said. He raised the gun back up and covered his mouth with his sleeve.

“No, wait!” Adam said. “If you shoot her, you’ll spray blood everywhere. Then you’ll definitely be exposed. There’s still time. She hasn’t coughed or sneezed since we came inside the store!”

“What?” Lucy said.

“I’m a doctor, trust me!” Adam said. “Medusa spreads like the common cold. You have to be exposed to droplets of the virus. You can’t get it otherwise.”

“You’re shitting me!” Owl said.

“No, I was with a CDC team in Kansas City during the outbreak,” Adam lied. “We figured out that the disease spreads easily, but not that easily. But you gotta get out of here now!”

The owl stood there, shifting his weight from foot to foot.

“Jack, let’s go!” cried Lucy. “I fucking touched her!”

“Go on now,” Adam said as grimly as he could. “Before it’s too late. She’s been coughing and sneezing a lot. I can’t believe she hasn’t yet in the store.”

“What about you?” Jack asked.

Adam shook his head.

Jack’s finger slipped in and out of the trigger guard as he swung from one choice to the other. Murder or flight.

“Please, hurry,” Adam yelled. “Please, I don’t want you all to get sick!”

“What about the medicine?” Owl asked. “It won’t work. If it worked, everyone would still be alive.”

“This medicine works,” Adam said. “They just didn’t have enough of it. I found some hidden in the back. This is the last of it.”

“Give it to me!” he said.

Adam gingerly handed the bottles to the man, as though the very act of it pained him. As Jack took the bottles, Sarah’s M4 slid off his shoulder and clattered to the tile floor. But Jack left it there and fled down the aisle.

“Jackie, wait!” shouted Lucy, pursuing her companion.

“Stay away from me!” he called out, his panic-filled voice echoing through the nearly empty drugstore. “Don’t you come near me!”

Their howls continued out the door into the parking lot; eventually they drifted away, leaving Adam and Sarah alone in the store. Adam placed his hands on his knees and took some deep breaths; he felt dizzy and hot.

“Jesus Christ,” he said. “I thought we were dead.”

“Wow,” Sarah said, retrieving her M4. “Where did you come up with that?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I knew I had no chance with the gun. Then it occurred to me that if there’s one thing everyone’s still afraid of, it’s Medusa. Wait here.”

“Where are you going?”

“I gave him blood pressure medication. The antiviral is still in the back.”

Sarah laughed out loud.

Adam retrieved the bottles from the pharmacy, and they left the store. The rain had stopped, but it was still cloudy and misty. He threw the truck into drive and screeched out of the parking lot.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

They buried baby Stephen in the shade of a large pine tree on the edge of the camp.

Deep down, he’d known there was nothing they’d be able to do, that the trip he’d taken with Sarah had been nothing more than a lark and frolic, one that had nearly gotten them killed. They’d fought the good fight, administering as much medicine as they could, as often as they could. It had given Caroline a small measure of comfort, there at the end, as Stephen drew his last few breaths. But in the end, it hadn’t done any good. His fever continued climbing, the cough worsening and deepening. And, as Adam expected, Medusa did to Stephen what it had done to everyone else, and he had died on the morning of September 30.

“Thank you for trying,” she’d said to Adam, holding Stephen close to her, quiet and free of his suffering.

Freddie spent the afternoon digging a tiny grave for Stephen. He took great care in doing so, excavating a small but virtually perfect rectangle that faced east. Caroline liked that it looked back across the empty country toward Georgia, where, in another life, another universe, another dimension, little Stephen would have grown up.

The women stood at the foot of the grave; Caroline wept silently, her left arm linked in Sarah’s, her right in Nadia’s. Max stood next to Adam, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, silent, miserable. At Caroline’s request, Adam held Stephen and would be the one to hand him over to Freddie for his final interment.

“Can I touch him one more time?” Caroline asked, looking over at Adam.

He didn’t know why she thought she had to ask, but he looked into her pleading eyes, flowing with tears, and it seemed important to her that he bless her request.

He nodded.

Stephen’s body was wrapped in a light blue baby blanket, peppered with all manner of airplanes and helicopters and spaceships, which Caroline had been carrying with her for weeks. It had become a talisman in the last days of her pregnancy, but now, instead of naptimes and comfort, this blanket would serve as his shroud. She took him into her arms, held him close and kissed him on the head. Adam wondered if she would uncover his face, and he hoped she wouldn’t. See, in her mind, she was picturing the face she’d seen upon his birth, the face she’d imagined a million times as an expectant mommy. To look at his face now, in the aftermath of its terrible war with Medusa, would destroy that and remind her of all that was awful and dark and evil.

But she did.

She unwrapped the blanket and kissed his forehead and his cheeks, and she began to wail. Adam closed his eyes and waited for it to be over.

“It’s time to say goodbye,” he heard Sarah say.

He opened his eyes and saw Sarah holding Caroline’s face, red and gaunt, in her hands. He thought she did this to discourage her from kissing the baby again.

“It’s time to say goodbye,” Sarah said again.

Caroline nodded and passed the baby to Freddie, who lay Stephen down on the black dirt, so tiny and small, given back to the world that hadn’t given him anything, not even a chance. The big man knelt down and picked a few stray bits of dirt off the blanket, an act of kindness that Adam found almost incomprehensibly sad.

“Adam?” Caroline asked, her face still in Sarah’s hands.

He looked at her.

“Would you say something?” she asked. “For Stephen.”

She looked at him again, with that expectant face, the one that had once looked upon him with hope and promise and belief that it was all going to work out, because seriously, what were the odds that she’d find an obstetrician after ALL THIS?

“Of course,” he said, his words barely a whisper.

He cleared his throat and searched for something to say, anything to give this poor woman comfort. Any of them, really. He looked down at the small figure, free of all the horrors this world had seen fit to share with them.

“Dear Lord, we gather here today to say goodbye to a very brave, very beautiful little boy.”

Caroline began to sob.

“This world we live in now, it’s a new world for all of us.”

He paused, the words not coming easily. He didn’t know if he was coming across as sincere. He didn’t know if this was comforting Caroline or torturing her. They were just words. What good could these stupid words do? No matter how beautifully or eloquently he spoke, Stephen would still be dead. The world would still be a graveyard. But he pressed onward, aware of his voice, his posture, everything feeling wrong, wrong, wrong.

“And I don’t know why You chose to take him back so soon after he got here. But, I suppose, that may not be for us to know. So, all we can ask is that You welcome baby Stephen into Your loving arms. That You look after him now and always. That You bring his mother comfort and solace for the difficult days ahead. That You protect us and give us the guidance and wisdom we will need going forward.

“Amen.”

A ripple of Amens from the others.

They all looked at Caroline, who continued staring down into her son’s grave.

“Thank you, Adam,” she said. “That was very nice.”

She said it flatly, without emotion. Adam felt like she was just going through the paces, saying the things she thought people would expect her to say.

Each of them carefully poured a shovelful of dirt into the grave, Caroline going last. She sprinkled the dirt gently over her son and handed the shovel back to Freddie. As Freddie refilled the hole with the loose dirt, Caroline drifted away from the group, away to deal with her grief however she planned to deal with it. Adam, Sarah, Nadia, and Max watched as the dirt piled up, up, up until the hole was full.
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The scotch tasted different.

What had been warm and inviting on the day Stephen had been born, like a roaring fire on a cold New England night, now tasted swampy and hot. It reminded Adam of all those houses under gunmetal skies in all those towns and cities they’d passed through, the air conditioning long dead, full of roasting corpses.

But Adam drank it just the same. He tipped the bottle to his mouth, feeling it scorch its way down like gasoline, and nestled the bottle between his thighs. He was seated on the floor of his tent, at the foot of his sleeping bag, exhausted but awake. It was late, after midnight. Fast-moving clouds zipped along overhead, giving a slight strobe effect to the night.

As a clinical matter, he knew he was drunk. If he’d been out driving and had been pulled over by an observant state trooper (and what he wouldn’t have given to see a cruiser blow by on a busy highway, its blue lights oscillating, pulsing with tremendous urgency and importance), he’d blow right past the limit just as simple as you please. But he didn’t feel drunk. He didn’t feel anything. Whatever the opposite of feeling was, that’s what it was. He suspected it might have been within shouting distance of what Caroline was feeling.

Sure, the world had ended, had come undone around him like a sandcastle at high tide, but even then he’d felt something. Terror. Panic. Confusion. Those were all full-blooded feelings. And then he’d heard the message from Rachel, and that had been another feeling. Joy. Relief. So there, the gamut of human emotion was still there, even at the end of all things.

But this. This was something else.

An absence of emotion. Numbness. The way your lips feel after the Novocaine.

How easy it had been to say the words at Stephen’s memorial, to make them sound good. He’d never enjoyed laying down words of comfort when a patient had lost a pregnancy or the Pap smear had come back abnormal, but they seemed to work. And so he had done it, without believing the words he was saying, the way he hadn’t believed the words he was uttering at Stephen’s funeral.

After the memorial, each of them had retreated from the gravesite into his or her own tent, forsaking the group dinner. No one felt like eating anyway. As night had fallen, the camp had grown quieter and quieter; even Caroline’s sobs had petered out to silence, a once-rushing river drying up in a salt flat. The next morning, no one had emerged from their tent, and they’d spent the day grieving for Stephen, for Caroline, for all of those lost, for all they still had to lose.

He heard a rustling outside his tent.

“Adam?”

“In here,” he said.

The tent flap drew back and Sarah eased inside. Even by the weak light of the lantern, he could see the sadness etched on her lovely face.

“Have a seat,” Adam said, motioning toward the ground.

Sarah took a seat, cross-legged, directly across from Adam.

“Drink?” he said, tilting the bottle toward her.

She shook her head.

“Suit yourself.”

He tilted the bottle back and took a drink. The slug went down the wrong way, and he began hacking and coughing, the alcohol burning his nostrils and throat, until he was able to clear his airway.

“You OK?”

He nodded, turning his head and spitting in the corner of the tent. Then he screwed the cap back on the bottle and tossed it near his pillow.

“Sorry.”

“I’ve seen worse.”

“You’re not here to tell me that I did everything I could, right?”

“Nope. Any idea how he caught it?”

“From his mother, I suppose,” he said. “If I had to guess, her antibodies protected him in utero, but after he was born, he was on his own.”

“That doesn’t bode well for us,” Sarah said.

“No, it doesn’t.”

He reached into his bag and took out two chocolate bars.

“Want one?”

“No, thank you.”

“You’re really turning down a lot of southern hospitality here.”

He opened the first bar, snapped off a quarter of it, and popped it in his mouth. He chewed slowly, trying to enjoy the taste, but with the residue of the scotch lingering on his tongue, it tasted bitter and hot.

“You need something?” he asked.

“No need to get nasty.”

He rubbed his eyes with the thumb and index finger of his left hand.

“You’re right. I’m sorry.”

“I thought we needed to talk,” she said.

Great, he thought. A big, heaping spoonful of humiliation on top of the shit sundae.

“Nothing to talk about,” he said. “I’m a big boy.”

“No, I know. You don’t understand.”

He was too tired to argue, so he sat silently as Sarah struggled to organize her thoughts. He took another bite of the candy bar. This piece tasted a little better.

“It’s just that…”

Chew, chew, chew.

He honestly had no clue where she was headed, and he figured he could only make things worse by saying anything, so he continued eating the candy bar. When he finished it, he unwrapped the second one.

This seemed to derail her, and she pointed at the chocolate in his hand.

“Really throwing caution to the wind, huh?”

“All that time, worrying about what I ate,” he said. “I could be dead tomorrow. Not in the abstract sense, like people used to say. For real. Any of us could be dead tomorrow. After that thing with the fox, I’m lucky I’m not already dead. So I’m going to have two candy bars tonight. And if I’m still alive tomorrow night, I’ll have two more.”

Then he nodded his head at her, forcefully, demonstrably.

And that was when she started laughing. Her whole body shook, and she clapped her hand over her mouth, presumably to keep herself from making too much noise, but she couldn’t stop; the giggles overwhelmed her. Tears streamed down her cheeks, but these weren’t tears of sadness. Her eyes sparkled in the dim light, and for a moment, even Adam’s chocolate bar tasted good.

The laughter subsided after a few seconds, and then they were back in the moment. She took a few deep breaths to settle herself down.

“The way you nodded your head at me,” she said. She pressed the tip of her thumb against her teeth and closed her eyes tight. “That was just too much.

“If you’re willing to share,” she said, “I think I will take you up on a little of that chocolate.”

He snapped off the piece he’d bitten from and handed her the rest. She took a bite and smiled, perhaps tasting the chocolate the way it was supposed to taste, the cocoa hitting her dopamine receptors. He winked at her as he chewed, and she winked back.

“So,” Adam said, crumpling up the wrapper and tucking it into his duffel bag. “What was it you wanted to talk about?”

She held the remaining chocolate up.

“You know what?”

He raised his eyebrows.

“I think it can-”

A deep, primal howl exploded through the camp, shattering the night calm. Sarah dropped the candy bar as she scampered to her feet. She pulled the flap of the tent back just enough to peek out toward the center of the camp. Her heart thudded crazily, and she was relieved she’d made it a rule to not go anywhere without her M4. She glanced over at Adam, who’d retrieved his own gun and had taken post opposite her.

Ten seconds.

That’s how close she’d come to telling him. Another ten seconds, and she’d have told him about the Huntington’s.

Yeah, she thought. Focus on that right now. The camp could be crawling with killers right now, but your near tell-all to the handsome doctor, that’s what’s important. Idiot.

She primed her ears and listened for the telltale sounds of intruders in the camp, but she heard nothing. She looked over at Adam, who was craning his head this way and that, trying to make out what was going on, but he shrugged his shoulders upon returning her gaze.

Years of embedded training took over. Yet another drill drilled, another scenario planned for, repeated ad nauseam until she could execute it in her sleep. In Iraq and Afghanistan, they gamed it, a terrorist or supposedly friendly local sneaking into camp at night and looking to massacre U.S. soldiers. She ducked out into the darkness, her weapon up and ready, sweeping it from side to side. She scurried along the edge of the tents, trying to stay invisible.

“Help! Somebody help!”

Freddie.

Freddie’s tent was across the way, but his voice seemed to be coming from this side of the camp, where Caroline had pitched hers. She pulled back the flap of Caroline’s tent and ducked inside. The smell was what she noticed first, a thick slap of sourness hanging in the air, as though someone had been sick recently. A lantern glowed in the corner, casting the interior in a ghastly yellow light, the color of sickness and infection and jaundice. Freddie was on his knees in the corner, near Caroline’s bedroll, his massive frame blocking Sarah’s view of Caroline.

“No, no, no,” Freddie was pleading.

“What’s wrong?” Adam barked.

“I think she’s dead,” Freddie said softly, his words coming out in barely a whisper, more like a sigh.

A touch on Sarah’s shoulder startled her, and she looked back to see Adam’s face, tight and drawn, staring back at her. He had the look of a man who’d seen about all he could take and she glanced away so she wouldn’t have to look into that fallen face, that face devoid of anything.

“Let me see,” Adam said, curling around Sarah like smoke.

He knelt next to Freddie and felt for a pulse, first in Caroline’s wrist and then in her neck. His shoulders sagged, and he rocked back on his haunches, his arms draped over his knees.

“She’s dead,” Adam said.

Freddie stood up, his head in his hands, grimacing like he was experiencing the world’s worst migraine; he paced around the tent, muttering to himself over and over.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

Sarah edged toward Adam for a closer look and saw Caroline’s face. Her eyes were open, blank. Her mouth hung open, a thin film on her lips.

“What happened?” Adam asked.

“Couldn’t sleep,” Freddie said. “Saw her lantern was on so I came over to check on her. Found her lying here.”

Adam began scouring Caroline’s sleeping area while Freddie resumed his pacing.

“God dammit,” Adam muttered a moment later.

“What?” Sarah asked.

He held up a small pill bottle; its amber color glinted in the light of the lantern.

“This is oxycodone,” Adam said. “Did anyone know she had these?”

“Oh, no,” Freddie said.

“What?”

“She said her leg was bothering her this afternoon and asked me for something,” Freddie said.

“Where did you get these?”

“Before we hooked up with you guys. On the road.”

“And you didn’t think to check with me before prescribing these, Doctor?” Adam snapped.

Freddie stood silently, towering over Sarah and Adam, who looked like a toy action figure next to the big man’s mass. Sarah didn’t like where this was going at all.

“At least I thought to check on her,” Freddie said.

“I’d given her a sleeping pill,” Adam said. “I’m her doctor. Not you!”

Freddie’s head rocked backward, like a championship boxer taking an unexpected right cross from a lightly regarded challenger. Sarah herself felt her insides drop when she heard this.

“Maybe it was an accident,” Sarah offered.

“I specifically told her not to take any other painkillers for this very reason,” Adam said.

He stood in the center of the tent with his hands on his hips, shaking his head. Sarah exhaled, sadness rushing in to replace the fear and terror that had gripped her when she’d first heard the scream. She slung her rifle over her shoulder and stared at the sweet woman who now lay dead before her. It had been a shitty couple of months for everyone, but Caroline’s surviving Medusa only to watch her first-born perish had seemed particularly cruel.

Death. Death. Death.

It had been a routine part of her adult life, swirling around her like fog. From the first time she’d seen a fellow soldier die in battle, to her first confirmed kill, an insurgent hiding in a house who’d gotten the drop on her only to see his rifle jam, and then blooming into many fellow soldiers and many confirmed kills. She’d expected to die somewhere along the line, not because she was cloaked with an extra-strength dose of bravery in volunteering for the most dangerous missions but because how much better it would have been to die in battle than to be slowly squeezed by Huntington’s.

Suicide had never been an option. She could never abandon her troops. As long as she could serve, she couldn’t bear the thought of one of her soldiers dying because she hadn’t been there for him or her. Even if that meant denying herself an early exit from the scourge that awaited her, the Grim Reaper, his bony arms crossed against his skeletal chest, tapping his foot impatiently. She’d always thought suicide the coward’s way out, and even here, she found herself thinking that a little bit about the late Caroline Braddock; she felt bad about thinking it, but that didn’t mean she didn’t think it.

“I think she left a note,” Adam said, derailing Sarah’s train of thought.

“It’s got your name on it,” he said.

Sarah took the page, which had been folded neatly into a square. Sarah’s name was etched in big block letters on the outside. She unfolded it and read silently.

 

Dear Sarah,

I’m sorry for what I’ve done.

But this world fucking sucks. I don’t want any part of it. I don’t want to live without Stephen. I don’t and I won’t.

Good luck.

Love,

Caroline

 

“What did she say?” Freddie asked.

She tucked the note into her pocket and glanced at Freddie. His eyes were wide with anticipation, and she could see how much it mattered to him to know he’d helped Caroline. She looked at Adam and saw something different, his face blank, his eyes looking somewhere else.

“She said she was sorry. And thank you.”

Adam covered Caroline’s body with a blanket and extinguished the lantern.

“We can bury her in the morning,” he said softly. “It’s too dark to do anything now.”

They wrapped her body in a blanket, and at first light, Freddie dug a second grave next to Stephen’s. Sarah, Nadia and Max watched as Freddie and Adam lowered Caroline into it. They refilled the hole in silence. Sarah was thankful for this; she didn’t think she had it in her to hear a rote recitation of platitudes. She’d heard enough eulogies to last ten lifetimes, and at the end of the day, dead was still dead. She had a terrible fear that someone would suggest exhuming Stephen’s body so they could bury him with his mother, but mercifully, no one did.

When it was over, they all began packing. No one had to say anything; everyone just seemed to understand it was time to hit the road. They’d been here for nearly two weeks, the longest any of them had spent in one place since the epidemic, but what had once borne the stirrings of home now felt dead and cold. Sarah packed quickly and then helped Max with his things. The baby’s death had rattled him badly, and he was morose.

They consulted their maps before pushing out.

“We should head south out of Salina,” Adam said, tapping a finger in the center of Kansas. “If we stay on I-70, we could hit snow in the Rockies. We can pick up I-40 in Oklahoma City and turn west there. That will take us south of the mountains.”

Sarah found herself nodding in agreement. She sensed a decisiveness in Adam’s voice, one that hadn’t been there before. She sensed the same thing in the commanding officers she’d looked up to in her career, the ones who’d earned their ranks.

They hit the road in a cool drizzle, and wasn’t that the most symbolic thing ever, she thought as the wipers squeaked back and forth across the thick glass. They took I-135 south out of Salina and set a course for Wichita, where they could slingshot around the city onto I-35 and chart a westerly course.

No one spoke.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

It was the hardest stretch on the road yet. Ninety miles from Salina to Wichita and they’d be walking nearly all of it through an astonishing automobile graveyard. It seemed that as the world had come tumbling down, the residents of each of those cities had concluded that the grass was much greener and healthier in the other. And so into their cars they’d climbed, sick, blind with panic, and in their cars they had died, along that stretch of interstate highway.

A few miles of clear road and then nothing but gridlock. Worse, the traffic jam appeared to be as wide as it was long, spreading off-road into the plains, into the grasslands, creating a sea of steel. Hundreds of thousands of vehicles glinted in the morning light, the shimmer of windshields stretching away to all horizons. They’d tried going around the jam, taking advantage of the big SUV’s four-wheel drive, but after a few miles bouncing through thick grasses with no end in sight, they’d abandoned the truck on October 1. But for a short dogleg about halfway between the two cities, the highway ran straight as an arrow. And it was along that long ribbon of asphalt that Adam and the others trekked for those ten days in October.

They averaged eight to ten miles a day through the Big Jam, as they’d taken to calling it. The cars were jammed together like sardines, leaving the narrowest of openings to negotiate. In some places, they’d had to walk topside, skittering from trunk to roof to hood and then back to trunk. And in almost every car, a sad story. A body or three or six. Families. Children. Mommies and Daddies and Nanas and Papas, entombed for all eternity. The bodies dried up and brown.

They made camp early on the seventh day, agreeing that they could use some extra rest, some extra time just doing nothing. As had been their habit, they scoured the vehicles for supplies first and then pitched their tents wherever they could find enough room. The cars were treasure troves of supplies. People had packed well for their final road trips - protein bars and bottled water and medicines, as though any of that could’ve stopped Medusa’s relentless march across the globe.

When they were settled in, Freddie walked the perimeter while the others sat around the campfire. It would be a chilly night, and Adam made a note they’d need to stop for more cold-weather gear when they made it to Wichita. God knew how long they’d be walking. Just a few feet clear of the fire’s reach and the night cold gripped hard. Amazing, he thought, the logistics involved in this trek. How their forefathers had done it, without SUVs and Gore-Tex and reliable guns, he’d never know. Just cut from different cloth, he suspected. Tougher cloth.

Max sat across from Adam, the boy’s face blank as he scarfed down his dinner. Adam smiled as he watched the boy eat; Max was possessed of a teenage appetite that would not be denied, apocalypse or not. Throw in the long hike they were on, and his stomach was basically a bottomless pit. He was doing reasonably well, Adam thought, given the circumstances. He’d taken a shine to Freddie, that was for sure. Freddie was big, larger than life. Adam still didn’t know what the man had done for a living, but it no longer seemed appropriate to ask. That was all in the Time Before, when things like that might have mattered. But now they were all the same.

Sarah was making decent progress with Nadia. She was originally from Stillwater and had just turned forty-one a few weeks before the outbreak. Her husband and three teenaged sons had died on four consecutive days in August. That was as far as they’d gotten, but Adam was still impressed. Nadia slept close to Sarah, almost like a frightened child curled up with her mother, and she rarely, if ever, let her out of her sight.

But tonight, she’d had a bit of a breakthrough.

When Adam had served her the canned spaghetti, warmed over the fire, she smiled demurely and said thank you. Those were the first words she had spoken to anyone other than Sarah. It was a small victory, almost nothing, but it had made Adam feel good, an emotion in increasingly short supply. Man, he was beat. It was getting to the point he couldn’t remember a world before the epidemic, a world in which he wasn’t on this westward quest, his own personal manifest destiny. Sometimes he felt like he’d been on this journey his whole life, that it had no beginning, that it would have no end. A hamster on a wheel.

He reached into his pack for the photograph of Rachel he’d snatched from his bedside stand before leaving Richmond. At first, he’d felt silly taking it. But he was glad he did; he looked at it every night before retiring and every morning before setting off to remind him what was at stake, to keep his eyes on the prize. She was out there somewhere. She had to be. She had to be. He traced the outline of her face with his finger, then along the thick mane of her perpetually messy brown hair. Her eyes were deep brown, like pools of dark chocolate.

He looked up and saw Nadia staring at him, another smile on her face.

“Your family?” she asked. Her voice had a hint of a Texas twang, buried just under the still pronounced Middle Eastern accent.

“I’m sorry?” he said.

“The photograph,” she said, nodding toward the picture in Adam’s hand.

“Oh,” he said. “Yes. My daughter. It’s possible she survived.”

Nadia’s eyes widened at this.

“Really? That would be very unusual, no?”

“Yes. Very. And I’m not one hundred percent certain she’s alive. But I have to be sure.”

“Of course,” Nadia said. “May I?”

Adam proudly handed over the photograph of his daughter, excited to introduce her to someone else. It was times like these he wished he hadn’t missed so much of Rachel’s childhood, missed the chance to brag about her.

Nadia looked at the photograph and gasped, her hand clapping hard against her mouth. She mumbled something unintelligible, possibly in Arabic. Sarah, who’d been reading by the campfire, looked up, alarm evident on her face.

“Nadia, what’s wrong?”

“Ya Allah, ya Allah, ya Allah,” she said over and over, staring at the photograph, as though she’d seen a ghost.

“What did you say?” Sarah barked at Adam.

“Nothing! She asked to look at the picture.”

“Nadia, what is it?” Sarah said, grabbing Nadia’s chin with her hand. Nadia reared back and looked up at Adam, her eyes boring directly into his.

“I know her,” Nadia said, pointing at the photograph.

Adam felt his insides drop.

“What do you mean you know her?” Sarah asked.

“She was there. She was there. Rachel.”

“Yes, yes!” Adam shouted. “Her name is Rachel.”

Adam got up and stumbled around the camp, feeling light-headed, dizzy, almost drunk.

“She’s alive?” he said to no one, his hands clasped together behind his head.

Nadia nodded and shifted away from Adam. Maybe he’d freaked her out a little. But Adam didn’t care. Tears stung his eyes.

Rachel was alive. Rachel was alive. His daughter was alive.

“YEAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHH!” he howled, his bellow echoing across the empty plains like a sonic wave.
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Part III
Evergreen

We always pay dearly for chasing after what is cheap.

-Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Stupidity.

Sheer, unvarnished, in-the-raw stupidity. Free-range, organic stupidity.

That’s what had gotten her in this mess.

Rattled by the horror that had unfolded before her, she had made decisions she never would have made in ordinary circumstances, and that’s what really pissed her off - with her back against the wall, she’d failed to make the right decisions at the moments they’d mattered most. You’d never have busted Rachel Fisher for something asinine like going to the grocery store on an empty stomach, but, no, no, when the apocalypse hits, she’d run around like a goddamn fool. She’d done what other people did, people who let their emotions get the best of them, heat-of-passion decisions. Perhaps it could be excused, and maybe someone else would’ve been quicker to forgive herself.

But not Rachel Fisher.

And now here she was, stirring her bubbling pot of regret like a thick soup in winter.

Now that she was here, she was trying to keep her wits about her. Focus. Study. Learn. The others were panicky, weepy. But Rachel didn’t want to be like the others. She wanted to know more about this place, find out what the hell was going on. They’d started to look to her, these women that were ten or fifteen years her senior, looking to her for answers, for reassurance, for help. She didn’t know why. She’d never been particularly good at making friends, and she really hadn’t had many in her life. It wasn’t that she didn’t want friends, it was just that she seemed to be missing some key piece of equipment that let people connect with one another in some meaningful way.

She was lying on her side, dressed in the sky-blue jumpsuit that was their standard uniform. She studied her arm, the small π etched on the inside of her left wrist. It was weird to look at the tat now, this thing she’d carried with her from the old world; in fact, it was the only thing she had left from before. Never had she thought she’d have a tattoo, but it was math, and she was a programmer, and that made it seem okay. On the opposite wrist, of course, was the tattoo these monsters had tagged her with, but she didn’t bother looking at that one anymore.

The room was small and getting smaller each day, a noose tightening around her, threatening to choke off her sanity. A cot. A small banker’s box, in which she kept her three jumpsuits and the few personal effects the captives were allowed. She got up and crossed over to the window, a perk of the room for which she was ever grateful. The prairie stretched on interminably, stark and endless. She thought they were in Kansas or Nebraska, but she wasn’t entirely sure about that. The last few days had been relatively uneventful. No testing, no speeches or ridiculous orientation sessions. Just three relatively square meals and an hour of free time in the yard with her fellow captives.

Rachel didn’t know who these people were, but there was something very off about them. Granted, she’d been a loner most of her life, happiest in the soft glow of a computer screen or with a problem set. She wasn’t good at small talk, and she was even worse at big talk, and so as she’d gotten older, she’d become more and more comfortable with herself and less comfortable with the world outside her door. But when she thought about the dead world around her, the panic would rise up like a rapidly inflating balloon, taking her breath away. These people, however, seemed to have taken the end of the world in stride.

Just because she didn’t play nicely with others didn’t mean she’d welcomed mankind’s extermination, and she would think about math and programming and remind herself that unchecked emotion wasn’t going to help anything, certainly not how to solve the mess she was in. And now she thought back to her life, and how she’d spent most of her years avoiding other people. One evening, a couple of weeks before the outbreak, she’d been at a Starbucks with her laptop; a nice guy wearing those tight jeans had started chatting with her, and she had just ignored him, trying to disappear into the glow of her MacBook. Why did she do things like that? And now, she supposed, that nice guy was almost certainly dead.

Jesus, what a cluster-fuck the end of the world had turned out to be.

She’d been getting ready to head back to CalTech when the virus hit Southern California like a meteor. By August 15, commercial air travel had been shut down, the buses and trains had stopped running, hell, all interstate travel had been banned, and it hadn’t made a lick of difference. Medusa still got in, the most uninvited guest of all time, and burned through the population like a brushfire.

Her stepdad Jerry had gone totally ape-shit when things started to get bad. He’d barricaded them in the house, filled the tub with water, rationed out the food. She’d argued with him, telling him he was blowing things out of proportion (and if she was being honest with herself now, she was worried he’d mess up her upcoming move back to Pasadena). He didn’t sleep, spent every waking minute in front of the television, his iPad and iPhone close by, Twitter feeds monitored. Internet access became spotty around August 15, but by then, it was spitting out the same old shit hour after hour after hour.

None of them got sick until the sixteenth, when her mom woke up with it, crying. Jerry had quarantined her in her bedroom, leaving food and water at the door, and that hadn’t gone over particularly well, especially after Jerry came down with it. At first, and she was ashamed to admit it to herself, even now, two months after it had happened, she’d been fascinated by the outbreak, to be alive for such a paradigm shift. But then her mom had died on August 17, and Jerry was dead by the eighteenth. Although she hadn’t been that close to her mom and Jerry was kind of an idiot, watching them die had been pretty goddamn horrible because she saw how she would die. But then a day would go by, then another, and then another, and it began to dawn on her that she wasn’t going to catch it.

Then the urge to see another living person, any living person, became overwhelming, and she finally was ready to chance going outside. On the afternoon of the nineteenth, she tiptoed down the brick walk with a kitchen knife in hand, the sun shining the sky crystal clear blue, so blue it made your head hurt. And far away, she’d hear a wayward gunshot or a mournful scream, like she was hearing a television in another room. House by house in their tony subdivision she had gone, knocking on doors, looking for someone, anyone who was still alive, and every door remained pulled tight. Six doors down, her knocks had been greeted by a series of painful moans, which had scared her back down the porch steps and fleeing for the safety of her bedroom, her bladder letting go on the way back. Still wearing her soiled clothes, she hid under the bed the rest of that day and all that night, like Macauley Culkin in Home Alone.

By August 20, when the sirens and helicopters buzzing overhead were gone and the power was out and the silence encased the city in a thick crust, she decided it was time to take action. With her mom and Jerry lying dead in their bedroom, because she didn’t know what the hell to do with their bodies, she sat at their expensive antique dining table and made a list of Things to Do. It was a project, one she nicknamed Shawshank, a little homage to her mom’s favorite movie, the one with Tim Robbins spending two decades in a Maine prison for a double murder he didn’t commit. It was not unlike the programming projects or computer hacks she’d undertaken. You start with a goal, and you just worked backward from the end result you wanted and then figured out the pieces you absolutely had to have to get to that outcome.

Tahoe had been a bust. She’d made it to the outskirts of town on August 28, only to find it had burned to the ground, nothing left but smoldering ruins, thick tendrils of smoke still reaching for the sky. With that gone and done with, she decided to head east, holding out hope her dad was still alive. It sounded like he’d survived deep into the second week, and well, it wasn’t like she had many other options. The idea that he was still alive was grist for the mill, enough to keep her moving each day, especially as the scope of the disaster became apparent. So she had headed east, back toward the place she’d been born, for the first time since her mom had moved her out to California nearly two decades earlier.

By mid-September, she’d made it east of the Rockies, past Denver, feeling pretty good about herself. And then she’d gone and gotten herself caught by these yahoos.

At precisely seven a.m., the jiggle of the door, which, of course, only locked from the outside. She leapt out of bed to greet her guard, Ned. He was a tall, nervous fellow with a narrow face that he was constantly touching with his slender fingers. As captors went, he was about as good as one could hope for. He was almost apologetic about it. He rarely spoke and refused to make eye contact, as though he was embarrassed to be part of this.

“Good morning, Ned,” she said, as warmly and cheerily as she could. The greeting had become part of their daily dance, and per their usual agreement, Ned replied with an almost imperceptible nod.

“You just don’t seem like the kind of guy to get caught up in all this,” she said.

Each day, she’d dug a little deeper, a little at a time. She didn’t know where any of this was going, but it was a project that might one day bear fruit. An experiment you stuck in the corner of the lab and maybe it paid dividends down the road.

He let out a small sigh, one he may not have intended, and he caught himself midstream. He looked at her for a moment, scrunching up his lips as though he were deep in thought. Even though they were alone in the room, he glanced over his shoulder.

“What’s it really like out there?” he whispered.

Her eyes went wide.

“Don’t you know?”

“Management keeps things kind of close to the vest.”

“It was bad, Ned.”

She let that set for a moment before continuing.

“Every city and town in America is a rotting, stinking graveyard. It killed almost everybody.”

She paused for dramatic effect and then repeated the last word slowly, emphasizing each syllable.

“Now I want to ask you a question,” she said, moving in while his guard was down, while he was processing her report from the field. “What am I doing here?”

His eyes, which had been drifting, snapped into focus.

“We shouldn’t be talking about this,” he whispered.

Rachel’s heart leapt into her throat. Not a shut up, but the more conspiratorial we shouldn’t.

“Bad enough what your bosses are doing,” she said. Important to start separating him from the monsters at the top. “It has to stop.”

“Stop it,” he snapped at her.

Enough, she told herself. That was enough for today. But the plant was starting to bear fruit, if only a small bud. A healthy bud, perhaps, but still a small bud. Too much attention now could strangle it.

They ate breakfast together every morning, to the extent it could be called breakfast. They ate protein bars and MREs. Vitamins. Water. Coffee, but shit coffee, like someone had re-brewed it through a used diaper. Part of her was surprised that they let the women commingle like sorority sisters at brunch, but she gathered it was important to their captors that they enjoy a semblance of normalcy.

After breakfast was their hour in the yard. A six-foot-high fence had been strung around their building, leaving them just a little patch of hardpack to get all the fresh air they were going to get for the day. Rachel chose to walk the perimeter, ever mindful of the guards with their automatic weapons. The complex was unlike any place she’d ever seen. Fortress like. Off in the distance, to her west and north, high walls enclosed the compound.

Sounds of activity elsewhere in the compound filled the air. Generators, trucks, tractors, revving to life on this cool but not cold morning. Life was moving on here, and for the thousandth time, she wished she knew more about this place. So many questions.

Who were these people?

What were they doing here?

Had anyone died of the plague here?

Had they really just ridden it out?

And most importantly: What was in store for her and the other women?

She’d made a full loop of the perimeter when she noticed a handful of women had gathered at the center of the yard.

This was the crying group, the ones committed to telling their sad stories of the plague over and over, in new and horrifying ways. And they were at it again this morning. Stories of how this child or that spouse had died, when they had died, what they had done after the person had died. Why relive it? She tried to listen and understand it from their point of view. Maybe the simple act of telling it flushed it out, leached the poison from their systems. The fact that all of them had experienced the same kinds of losses, she supposed, didn’t make each person’s individual loss any less profound. She had to remember that. Her mom had died, but she’d known lots of people who’d lost a parent and it hadn’t been the end of the world (except in her case, it had been, ha-ha, will this gallows humor ever STOP?), and her dad might even still be alive, so who was she to judge them and their terrible fate?

Was it because she was still single and childless?

Was she just a sociopath?

Erin Thompson was telling her tale now, the tears flowing, her shoulders heaving. Rachel looked at her, she really looked at her. She was a pretty woman, down there deep, underneath the grief, underneath the hard shell that had formed in the years she had spent constructing her appropriate middle-class life. It no longer mattered whether it had made her happy or whether she had mortgaged her dreams to become a stay-at-home mom because all of it, from the endless parade of birthday parties to her husband’s somewhat lackadaisical attitude toward marriage and fatherhood and family in general, was better than this hellscape in which they’d been abandoned.

“All my life, I prayed to God to protect my family,” she said. Then: “God can go fuck Himself!”

A few of the other women gasped, and two crossed themselves. Undone. These women were coming undone, a little bit at a time.

She glanced around the faces that grew more familiar every day. One of the faces that had been there in the early days was still missing. The Middle Eastern woman, Nadia. A sweet lady. This would be the third or fourth day that Rachel hadn’t seen her. Maybe she’d escaped. She was probably dead.

So easy, that word. Dead. Once spoken in hushed tones, never around children unless it was spelled out, and always with eternal respect, lest it be your lot sooner than later, now it was just a word. A market flooded with it, its value cheapened.

But that was the thing. While dead might have become valueless currency, life was now the gold standard. Simply by being alive, Nadia had earned some measure of respect. Undoubtedly, her very existence had been important to these people.

But why?

As sex slaves?

Given the number of female faces she’d seen, many of them quite attractive, that didn’t quite add up. Dozens of beautiful women here, lean, athletic, vibrant, intelligent. And Rachel’s group of twelve was, on the surface, very ordinary. She herself didn’t hold a candle to most of the women here. This wasn’t low self-esteem talking; it was just who she was. After a classmate’s messy death from anorexia in high school, Rachel had long since made her peace with her slightly pear-shaped build.

And just like that, the hour was up, and Ned and the other guard herded them back inside. Rachel took in a lungful of fresh air, fixating on its cool sweetness, something to remember as she spent the next twenty-three hours indoors. Ned escorted her again, his face looking long and drawn. He kept looking at her, long enough for her to catch him, and then he would cut his eyes away. She wondered if she could trade what she knew about the outside for more information about what was happening here.

As they made their way down the narrow corridor back to her room, the last one on the end, she considered faking a sexual interest in him, but she dismissed the idea just as quickly. For one thing, she’d never tried anything like that before, and she didn’t think she was a good enough actor to pull it off. But the most important reason was that she sensed she had the upper hand in the relationship. As a woman, she’d been a relative rarity in her chosen field. Something like ninety percent of engineers and programmers had been men, and she’d drawn her share of interest at CalTech and during her two summer internships. Even from the gross professors, who’d had years to perfect their game with the undergraduates, but still pathetic with their clumsy, one-beat-too-long invites for a programming session and “hey let’s order some Chinese food and I’ve got this bottle of wine someone left in my office,” like they were reading from a script of a romantic comedy making fun of dirty old computer geeks.

“You lose anyone?” she asked as they arrived at her room. All the other women were secured in their rooms.

“No,” he said harshly.

He shoved her into her room. As he stepped back out into the hallway, he paused and looked back over his shoulder.

“My sister and her family,” he whispered. “They lived outside Chicago. I don’t know what happened to them.”

“I’m sorry,” she said.

He scraped a flake of dried paint from the doorjamb.

“Sometimes things are different in practice than in theory,” he said.

“What?”

“Nothing. I’ll be back at dinner,” he said.

He walked away without another word.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

A stomach bug swept through the group in the second week of October, and Adam called for a good long break from the road to let them recover and figure out their next step. Although the trip had been extremely difficult, especially in the wake of the deaths of Stephen and Caroline, and had taken its toll, Nadia’s bombshell about Rachel energized the group’s spirits as they recovered.

They took up residence in a dilapidated travel motel called the Cadillac Inn in South Haven, about fifty miles south of Wichita. It was the kind of place that had fallen on hard times long before Medusa, where the cheap electronic marquee always blinked VACANCY and made fancy promises of free cable and clean rooms. It sat on the access road paralleling I-35, a sad little island in the middle of nowhere. Adam couldn’t imagine it had been much busier before the plague than it was now.

In the last room, Adam had found a family of five, dead long enough that the smell had either faded or they were all becoming way too used to it. He pulled the door together as quickly as he could and retreated to the other side of the motel, where the rest of the group had started establishing camp. Adam took a room with Max. Nadia had agreed to share a room with Sarah, and Freddie moved into a room at the far end of the corridor, which was fine with Adam. The less he saw of the man, the better.

Adam had taken a chance that one of the two vehicles still in the parking lot, a red Subaru Outback with nearly a full tank of gas, had belonged to the deceased family in the last room, and it had. It seemed terribly morbid, returning to ransack their room for the keys, but it was necessary. Adam didn’t know whether to be happy or depressed about understanding the necessity of these things. But they’d walked nearly 130 miles in the last two weeks, and they were exhausted. Worse, having to walk limited the stock of supplies they could carry, making them more dependent on what they could find out here. The further they got away from the metropolitan areas, the harder it was to find your Walmarts and your big grocery stores. Sure, the supply of goods was far exceeding demand these days, but if you weren’t able to find those goods, they didn’t do you a hell of a lot of good.

And the truth was that he was having a hard time thinking about all these variables. Ever since Nadia had recognized Rachel’s photograph, Adam had forgotten everything and everyone. The stolen kiss, his concern about Freddie, all these issues had evaporated under the bright light of the news of Rachel’s whereabouts. But all he knew so far was that Nadia had known Rachel, that they had been held captive together, and about a week before they’d found her, Nadia had escaped. He’d bitten his tongue when he considered asking her if it would have been too much trouble to take Rachel with her, and that was probably a wise move. Even without that bit of commentary, he’d come on too strong, way too strong, peppering her with questions about who she was, where she’d been, what she’d been doing there. Within seconds of unleashing his fusillade, Nadia had closed up tight like a turtle drawing up in its shell. This had just made Adam even more desperate, his questions becoming ever sharper and more pointed, the way a fly trapped in a spider-web made things worse simply by struggling harder.

Eventually, Sarah had stepped in, draping a comforting arm around Nadia and shooting Adam an icy stare that would haunt him, and that had been that. That had been days ago, and Nadia hadn’t spoken since, not even to Sarah. In the meantime, Adam and Max had ranged out in every direction gathering supplies. In addition to the basics, they each found their special treat – Nadia’s tea now added to the list. Freddie, in all his stubbornness, still refused to ask for anything. Adam desperately wanted to begin a focused search for Rachel, but without help from Nadia, he knew he would be wasting his time and energy.

They started taking their meals together in the motel’s reception area. Afterwards, they’d play cards or just sit around and talk. Freddie rarely joined them, choosing instead to eat in his room, which bothered Adam immensely. The more he tried to include the man in the group, the more he pulled away. He had taken Caroline’s death incredibly hard; in his mind, he was oh-for-two in the protection business.

On their fourth day at the Cadillac Inn, Adam was propped up in bed, reading an old John Grisham book, when a knock on his door interrupted him. A steady rain was falling, the patter of raindrops on the rooftop comforting, as it always had been. Max napped on the other bed. Adam opened the door to find Sarah there, Nadia standing just off her left shoulder.

“Got a minute?” Sarah asked.

“Of course,” he said, backing away from the door to give Nadia her space. He invited them in and then propped the door open with the table in the room. It might make her feel more comfortable, knowing the door was open.

“Nadia wants to talk.”

“Great,” he said, his heart racing, his body flush with shame. He held his hands out toward the two cheap chairs. “Please, have a seat.”

His formality struck him as a bit ridiculous, but he was desperate not to mess this up. He couldn’t have done a worse job handling Nadia’s revelation about Rachel had he sat down and planned it. As they took their seats, he sat on the edge of the bed facing them, his left leg crossed over his right one, his hands laced around the knee.

God, please let this be the least offensive, least aggressive pose possible.

Jesus, his career had put him between women’s thighs on a daily basis for more than a decade, and he’d become a pro at neutralizing the uncomfortable, keeping it cool, professional, as clinical and un-unsavory as possible. He kept his mouth zipped tight, waiting for Nadia to kick things off.

“Go ahead,” Sarah said. “Tell him what you told me.”

Nadia was sitting ramrod straight, her hands stacked neatly on her lap. She eyed him warily, the look of a child after a severe beating at the hands of an angry father.

“I met your daughter at the camp,” she said. She paused, as though she were trying to figure out which way to go with the narrative.

Adam desperately wanted to unload a barrage of questions, but he bit his lip, sinking his teeth into his lower lip until his eyes welled with tears from the pain.

“There were a lot of people there. Dozens.”

Even these vague descriptions set off explosions in his mind.

“After, uh…” She stopped and gently tapped her lips with a clenched fist. She cleared her throat, shoving aside the emotional roadblock, and continued. “After my family was gone, I left Stillwater. It was very scary at night, and the smell…”

Sarah placed a well-timed hand on the woman’s knee, and Nadia looked over at her, nodding her head.

Yeah, I think we’re all pretty goddamn familiar with the smell, Adam thought, and he felt shitty for thinking it. He hated the way such thoughts just crashed through like an unwanted party guest.

“I hated to leave my family there,” she said, spreading her arms wide, “but what could I do? What could I do?”

Sarah took Nadia’s small hand in between hers, enveloping it, protecting it.

“I walked for many days. It was so hot, and I felt crazy. Dead bodies everywhere. Sometimes I would hear a dog barking, and it sounded so close, but then I would walk ten miles and it sounded exactly the same.”

Adam felt like he was about to burst, but he kept quiet, knowing she had to do this, that she had to unload it. It was poison cargo, and if she didn’t get rid of it, slough it off like the dead skin it was, she’d have no chance to heal the terrible wound that had been inflicted on her soul.

“I ended up with a small group of people. Two men and an older woman. We were headed west. I’m not even sure why we were headed that way.”

Her olive skin colored red, as though her act of self-preservation had been something to be ashamed of.

“They came for us at night,” she said, her voice softening. “I woke up to the sound of screaming, horrible screaming, and then I was being pulled out of my tent. I remember the moon was very bright, and I could see them, there were four of them, so clearly even though it was the middle of the night. They marched us out to the road and they shot the men. Just shot them like they were dogs.

“Then they asked us how old we were,” her voice barely a whisper, and Adam had to lean forward to hear Nadia’s tale. “The other woman, she said she was fifty-one, and they shot her right in the head. So I lied and said I was thirty-four but this is a lie. I am really forty-one. And I thought they would shoot me, but they didn’t. They just shoved me inside this truck and drove me to this big place where they kept us in a building.”

Adam uncrossed his legs and leaned forward, his elbows propped on his knees. His mind was spinning, questions sprouting like mushrooms on a dark, damp forest floor. What was this place? Who were these people? How could there be so many still alive? They probably hadn’t seen a hundred people total since leaving Richmond, let alone that many in one place. Did they have a vaccine?

“They did tests on us,” she said, her voice cracking now. “They, uh…”

She jerked her hand clear of Sarah’s, as if she’d touched a hot stove, and her chin dropped to her chest. They were losing her. She was headed for a dark place, one she obviously had no desire to navigate right now, and he had to steer her away from it.

“And you met Rachel?” he asked, as gently as he could.

“Yes,” she said with a sigh, lifting her chin up. She seemed relieved that Adam had changed the subject, as though she’d lost control of her own narrative, a jetliner spiraling toward earth, its pilot frozen and unable to pull up.

“I met her the day after I got there,” she said. “At breakfast. She’s a very sweet girl.”

Adam’s heart thumped crazily, and he was certain they could all hear it.

“And she’s OK?”

“Yes, I think so,” she said.

“How did you get away?” Sarah asked.

She turned to Sarah.

Her face darkened again.

“One morning, they drove me away from the camp. Two of them. Out near the woods. They were going to kill me. So as soon as they stopped, I got out and ran as fast as I could into the trees. It was raining so hard, and the forest, it was very thick, so I think they didn’t look for me for very long. I ran and ran and ran. I didn’t stop until it was dark.”

It occurred to Adam that this mysterious camp was likely no more than a day or two’s drive from where he now sat.

“I was by myself until I found you,” she said, her voice going stiff and flat, the tone of a woman who was wrapping things up.

The trio fell silent. Adam massaged his temples with the points of his index fingers, trying to decide what to say next.

“Can I ask you a couple of questions?” he asked.

Nadia looked at Sarah, who nodded.

“Okay.”

“Do you remember anything about where this place was?”

“No, I really don’t,” she said, her face dour. “They wouldn’t say.”

“This place, was it like a city or a town?”

“No,” she said. “It was like a … castle. But not really. There were walls around it. There was a farm and they had electricity. They seemed very prepared for all this.”

“After you left, were you on foot the whole time?”

“Yes.”

“Which way were you walking?”

“I’m not really sure exactly. Mostly east, so the sun wouldn’t be in my face in the afternoon. But I can’t say it was due east.”

“How many days before we picked you up did you escape?”

“A week,” she said. “Maybe ten days. I’m sorry. I wish I could be more helpful.”

He resisted the almost overwhelming urge to express his disappointment. After all, this woman was his sole link to Rachel. If they hadn’t found her, he probably would have never seen Rachel again.

He smiled his best smile.

“Please. You’ve given me the best news I could have hoped for.”

A thin smile appeared on Nadia’s lips.

“I think I’d like to rest,” she said.

Sarah escorted Nadia back to her room. While she was gone, he wrote down as much as he could remember on a notepad he found in the drawer of the end table by the bed.

“What do you think?” Sarah asked when she returned.

“Hard to believe,” he said. “But she did know Rachel’s name.”

“Yeah,” Sarah said. “What now?”

Adam sighed.

“We were near Topeka when we picked her up,” he said. “She said she’d been on the road a week, maybe ten days?”

“More or less.”

“Say she walked ten, fifteen miles a day. She probably made it a hundred miles or so on foot. So this camp she’s talking about is probably within a hundred and fifty miles of here. Let’s round up to two hundred miles. Hell, we may have driven by it already.”

“Sounds about right, but that’s a huge search radius. And that’s assuming she’s remembering things correctly. She had a pretty rough go.”

“I don’t know what other choice I have,” Adam said. “I’ll get some maps, lay out some search grids and start looking.”

“It could take months to find this place. If you ever do.”

“Months I’ve got,” he said. “Years I’ve got.”

A strange look crossed Sarah’s face. And then it hit him.

“You guys don’t have to stay,” he said.

Sarah chewed on a fingernail, her eyes focused on something behind him.

“I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done,” he said.

More silence.

“I know this is a shithole in the middle of nowhere, but I have to stay and look for her.”

Sarah nodded and went back outside. She stood under the overhang and smoked a cigarette as the rain continued to fall. Adam watched her for a moment through the door and then joined her.

“I’ll stay,” she said, not looking at him. She held out a hand and let rainwater collect in her palm.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“It’s just sort of hitting me now,” she said, shaking the water from her hand. “There’s nothing out there. On the road for two months, and there’s just nothing. It was easy not to think about it while we were headed west. You know? Then St. Louis was a bust, and Caroline died, and now we’re here. You’ve found what you were looking for. Not exactly, but you know what I mean. It’s like the rest of us have been supporting characters in the story of Adam.”

“I didn’t mean-”

“I know,” she said. “I know. And that came out wrong. I was happy to be part of your story. It meant I didn’t have to think about what came next. But now, next is here.”

They stood silently as the rain intensified.

“You remember that night I asked you about God?”

“Yeah.”

“I think I was still in shock,” she said. “Like we were watching this terrible thing that had happened to all these other people. And it was a thing to talk about, like we were in some college seminar. But now, it hurts so bad. To be left here all alone. And being with you, with the others, it made it hurt a little less.

“So, I’ll stay. Nadia will do whatever I do. Max will stay. And we’ll just keep going like before.”

She walked away.


CHAPTER THIRTY

He always checked the mailbox first.

No specific reason. It just seemed like the right thing to do.

Dr. James Rogers flipped open the mailbox’s small metal door, which squeaked on rusty hinges, and pulled out a stack of mail, probably two or three days’ worth. A greeting card postmarked August 10, right around the time everything started going to hell. A credit card solicitation. An L.L. Bean catalog. The mail was mostly intact, but the catalog was damp and swollen, the ink having run and smeared. He gently closed the box and made his way up the driveway to the front door of the small ranch house, snaking around the silver minivan still parked in the driveway. Plastic toys littered the front yard, which was choked with knee-high weeds. Dead leaves and branches clogged the streets and storm drains, leaving a thick soup sloshing along the curbside.

“I’ll meet you inside,” he called back toward Ned.

Ned nodded and collected the gear from the car, the cleaning supplies, water jugs, mops, the garbage bags. Rogers briefly wondered if anyone had noticed his and Ned’s absence from the Citadel, but even if they had, he wasn’t sure he cared all that much. The first time he’d done this, about three weeks ago, he’d been terrified. But he hadn’t been able to stop himself from taking a pickup truck and making the twenty-minute drive here to Beatrice, Nebraska. In the weeks since Medusa had finished its terrible work, he hadn’t been sleeping, he hadn’t been eating. He’d lie down at night and picture the house he’d grown up in, a little rancher in Lansing, Michigan, not very different than this one he now stood before. Eventually, it was all he thought about. It began to eat away at him, a little bit at a time, knowing that the bodies of his brother Jeff (who’d bought out Rogers’ share in the house in Lansing after their parents had died), his wife Shannon, and their three kids were almost certainly in there, rotting away, that they would lie there for all eternity, until the bones were dust.

Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust.

This was his sixth trip to Beatrice, and it was the only thing that brought him any joy anymore. Well, joy might have been too strong a word. Relief. Peace. They were entering a period of terrible danger, and for them to be effective, they would need peace. There were five others, and each had already accompanied Rogers on an excursion. It had become their sacred pilgrimage. Today, it was Ned’s turn.

The front door was locked, but a swift kick at the lock took care of that. The door swung hard inward, slamming against the interior wall before bouncing back toward him. The house was a mess, as the others had been. Clothes and blankets and spoiled food lay everywhere. The stench of death had largely faded, leaving behind just a hint of mustiness and decay. The living room was dimly lit, the curtains drawn.

After setting the mail down, he did a quick loop through the house; in a back bedroom, the body of a small child lay on the floor, tucked under a pathetic-looking blue blanket. On the bed was a female body still dressed in a thin nightgown, the corpse gray, the skin drawn tight. He sat down on the bed. He always sat with the bodies.

You did this.

He cried.

The tears came harder with each successive trip he made here.

How had he let this happen?

Congratulations, Jimmy, you’re gonna go down in history as the man with the worst case of regret, ever!

When the tears finally stopped flowing (a minute, an hour, he didn’t know…), he got up and got to work. They started in the living room, cleaning up the trash and the junk that had piled up as this woman and her son had succumbed to Medusa. He dusted and fluffed pillows and washed dishes and scrubbed the little gas stove. He made the beds and scoured the toilet and the bathtub and stacked mail and magazines. He shined the counters and swept the floors. He carried out two trash bags and set them in the can on the side of the house.

Then they carried the bodies of the woman and her child outside and buried them in their tiny backyard. It took them the rest of the afternoon, but eventually, they were both in the ground. When he topped off the makeshift graves with the last bit of dirt, he felt better. It would be short-lived, of course, because dead was dead, and they were dead because of him, because he had been too much of a coward to stop it and there were tens of millions of other houses just like this one, and what the hell difference did it make whether he cleaned these poor people’s houses anyway?

Dead was dead.

This was probably going to be the last time he did this, he realized.

He was due to leave the Citadel in a week. To leave forever.

They were waiting for him.

It had all been part of the plan, you see.

But then the plan had changed. And no one knew it but him.

When he and Ned were done, they sat on the back steps and smoked stale cigarettes. Rogers was up to a pack a day, and he prayed he would develop lung cancer. At least emphysema or COPD. He deserved it. Suicide was too good for him, he knew that. He needed to suffer. He would smoke three packs a day if that’s what it took. They sat in silence for a few minutes. In the distance, a coyote howled its mournful cry.

He was scared, so scared.

“How are you feeling?” Rogers asked.

“I don’t know,” Ned said, his voice cracking. “A little better, I guess.”

“We can’t undo what has been done,” Rogers said.

“I know,” Ned said, his shoulders sagging.

He’d recruited Ned last. Ned’s last few psychological evaluations had revealed markers of guilt and remorse about what they had done. He was growing erratic, his work performance was suffering. He’d originally been brought on for his survivalist skills, one of these apocalypse junkies, but when the shit had hit the fan, he hadn’t been able to handle it. Their stupid psych evals. As if they really would have been able to tell how people would react after they murdered seven billion people. When Rogers had finally broached the subject with him, Ned had seemed almost relieved.

Ned dropped his cigarette to the brick step.

They drove back to the Citadel in silence. It was raining when Rogers made it back to his quarters on the eastern side of the compound. He fixed himself a cup of tea and sat down with the file that had brought him to this point, the file that had finally pushed him over the edge.

Rogers had debated telling the others what he had found, but he hadn’t been able to form the words. Not that it mattered, really. But he should tell them. They had a right to know that they’d been lied to. Lied to from the beginning. He could barely wrap his head around it. He thought he’d known all there was to know about the project. But then they’d captured her.

He ran the tip of his finger over the name hastily written on the tab.

Rachel – Last Name Unknown

It was supposed to be a routine physical. Gynecological examination, fertility testing, blood, urine, the whole nine yards. The results of her tests, however, had been anything but routine. There, clear as day, flowing through her veins, was the nanovaccine. Not the one that he’d administered to Chadwick and the ninety-eight other residents of the Citadel.

It had all been part of the plan, you see.

The sterility hadn’t been an unintended side effect. Rogers had programmed it into the nanotech under Gruber’s orders. Miles Chadwick didn’t know what the Citadel really was. Compartmentalization and all that. Gruber had desperately wanted Chadwick to succeed, but it was never guaranteed that he would. And if things had gone south, Gruber had wanted to make sure that there was no link back to him. Everything had been carefully constructed to make sure that the trail ended with Chadwick. Cut the loose thread.

Rogers thought he had known everything. But he hadn’t, and he really shouldn’t have been surprised. He’d made a deal with the devil, after all.

But who was this girl?

How had she gotten the vaccine?

Did Gruber know about her?

Did she know about Gruber?

He was too afraid to ask her.

When he saw the nanovaccine coursing through her blood, that’s when he knew that it was all doomed to fail. It was too big. A crack here. A fissure there. It would all come apart. Nebraska. Colorado.

Colorado.

Chadwick had changed the game by bringing in these women. It was something Rogers hadn’t counted on, and looking back, it was pretty goddamn stupid of them. Chadwick was brilliant. Of course he’d want to use survivors as surrogates. It made sense. It was a good idea. And the truth was Rogers was a bit curious about whether it would work. But then he’d think about Jeff and Shannon and Mikey and Jessica and the little one, the cute butterball whose name he always forgot, and he’d hate himself all over again.

Why?

Why had he agreed to it?

Had he let Gruber brainwash him?

All those years working at NanoMed, one of Penumbra’s many subsidiaries, Rogers had always looked up to the man, even saw him as a bit of a father figure, where his own had been an abusive, alcoholic plumber who couldn’t hold a job. And there’s your Freudian link, Jimmy! Good job.

What a goddamn mess.

He closed the file and set it on his lap. The tea had cooled enough to drink, and he took a swallow. He couldn’t do undo what had been done. But he could help these women. And then he would disappear.

It was almost time.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

By the evening of October 23, Adam had spent fifty-four hours looking for Nadia’s camp and had nothing to show for it.

They’d been on the road since first light. Riding shotgun while Sarah drove, sipping three-day-old coffee, he studied his maps, a Sharpie in hand. A chilly rain was falling. They were still holed up in the Cadillac Inn, trying to ignore the fact the days had gotten progressively cooler and the nights were much, much colder. They’d taken to stripping the empty rooms of their bedding and loading up with blankets and quilts and towels to stay warm at night.

That would do for now, but they were approaching a come-to-Jesus moment in a couple of areas. A few more weeks, and freezing to death would become a legitimate possibility. If they didn’t find Rachel by November the first, they’d probably have to pull up and head south for the winter, like a flock of Canadian geese. Second, motorized transportation was becoming increasingly hit-or-miss; a bad load of gasoline had grounded the Outback, and since then, they’d resorted to peeling vehicles off the Big Jam like fruit from an automotive tree. Some ran; others didn’t.

He spent as much time as he could searching for the camp. Some days he had company; others he traveled alone. Today, Sarah had come along, and for that he was glad. As they banged around the back roads of the empty Midwest, sometimes they talked, mostly about the world gone by, and sometimes they said nothing. This afternoon, he’d been quiet, feeling particularly morose about their quest. Now darkness was setting in, earlier and earlier with each passing day. He checked his watch; it was a hair before seven o’clock. As he shaded in a map section they’d searched that afternoon, he felt the vehicle decelerate sharply.

“What is it?” he asked, looking over at Sarah.

“That light,” Sarah said, slowing to a stop on the shoulder. They were up in the panhandle of Oklahoma, a couple hundred miles from their little home base in South Haven.

He followed her gaze toward a soft glow to the northwest, at his ten o’clock. The rain had pushed off to the east late in the afternoon, taking the cloud cover with it and leaving behind a dark, moonless night, very dark. This effervescence was a lighthouse in an ocean of darkness. Adam’s pulse quickened.

“What do you think it is?” she asked.

“Hopefully a steakhouse.”

She laughed.

“That would be good.”

“We should check it out,” he said. “While we can use the light as a beacon. If we wait until daylight, we might not be able to find it again.”

“Agreed.”

She went to shift into gear and then paused.

“Look,” she said, touching Adam on the arm.

A small herd of deer crossed the road in front of them, emerging ghostlike from the tall prairie grasses at the side of the road. A large doe paused and turned her head toward the windshield, her eyes glinting in the shine of the headlights. Her head, a creamy light brown and speckled with white spots as though she were a careless painter, twitched once, and then she followed her herdmates into the prairie on the other side.

“Hunting season would be coming up soon,” she said.

“Probably going to be a good one for the deer.”

She laughed as she guided the truck back on the road, the glow in the distance their only guide.

“Be interesting to see what nature does without us in the way,” she said.

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Adam said. “The virus didn’t seem to have much impact on animals, at least that I’ve seen. But nature is going to roar back in a hurry, I can promise you that. Think how fast grass and weeds grew even when we were staying right on top of it. The wild animal population, the ones usually culled by hunting, will probably explode, until the food chain stabilizes again. Oceans and rivers will start to cleanse themselves. I suppose overfishing will be a thing of the past, at least for the next few centuries.”

“Think our society will ever re-form?”

“Hard to say,” Adam said. “We’ve probably seen the last of the good ol’ U.S. of A., much as it pains me to say. I could see a bunch of little communities popping up all over the place, particularly in the south, in the rural areas, where the temperatures are warmer and where there probably aren’t as many bodies to deal with. Assuming that some of the babies survive, and the communities begin to sustain themselves with food, water, shelter, they’ll begin to interact. Possibly violently at first.”

“Violently.”

“I hope not, but that’s what I’m afraid of. Some of these communities, they may be headed by dictatorial types. Remember, the people who survived – they weren’t selected for their ability to survive in a post-apocalyptic wasteland. They were selected for their ability to survive exposure to the Medusa virus. And that’s it. All over the world, there were infants and quadriplegics and Alzheimer’s patients who were immune but died within a few days because there was no one there to care for them. So you’re going to have people who won the genetic lottery but who have no idea how to survive on their own. They may be more than happy to let someone else run the show. And those are the kinds of people who scare me. There’s going to be a huge push to get the power turned back on, or at least some facsimile of it. People are going to start stockpiling things like weapons. In fact, we should be doing that ourselves. Even if we don’t need them right away.”

He paused and considered all the challenges that lay ahead and it began to make his head spin.

“And if the babies aren’t immune?” Sarah asked.

“Then we turn the lights out before we leave.”

The mood in the car soured. His back ached, and he wanted nothing more than to climb into his big king bed back home, in a world where none of this had happened, where he could sit in front of the TV with some old DVDs, slurping down spicy chicken tortilla soup.

“How are we on gas?” he asked, deciding to change the subject.

“Not great,” she said after checking the gauge. “We can either keep going and possibly run out of gas before we find this place, or turn back and possibly run out before we get home.”

“Super.”

He chewed on a fingernail, trying to push emotion aside and focus on the logical choice.

“I’m up for it if you are,” she said. “You’re right. It may be hard to find again.”

“It’s risky,” he said. “I want to find Rachel more than anyone, but I don’t want you to do something you don’t need to do.”

“Fuck it,” she said. “What was it the kids were saying before the virus hit? YOLO?”

“Yolo?”

“You only live once.”

“Oh, YOLO.”

“The kids, Doctor. The kids.”

They spent the next ninety minutes zipping along back roads, cutting through fields and then back onto state highways, the ever-present glow drawing closer on the northwest horizon. Sarah forded an overgrown farm, the bodies of half a dozen horses dotting the landscape in the sweep of the headlights, dead of thirst, if Adam had to guess. At the farm’s gated entrance, Sarah turned west onto Route 815, the glow dead ahead. Just then, the truck sputtered and hitched, the final warning that they were riding on fumes.

“Kill the headlights,” he said.

Sarah flicked the lights off, leaving them cocooned in darkness.

“You think this is her camp?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t see any walls.”

“Well, either way, we’re committed now.”

He was sort of glad there was no turning back. The glow was hypnotic, drawing him in. Something different about this place. Why it felt different than the others, he didn’t know. Maybe this was a destination rather than a way station. He thought often of Sarah’s query about what he would do after he found Rachel. There would have to be something to make life worth living; otherwise, they could all be headed for a dark place indeed.

The problems were piling up quickly. His feelings for Sarah at the top of the pyramid, not because it was the most pressing, but it was the most familiar type of problem. Unrequited love, that was a road he’d been down before. Beneath that, Freddie’s state of mind. OK, not your everyday problem, but still in the range of human experience. He was still worried about the guy. Of course, Rachel.

And the last one, of course, the foundation of all the other problems they were facing, the one that vexed him, had been baby Stephen’s death. Of course, it looked like he had died of Medusa, but had his body put up any fight at all? Had he inherited any resistance from his mother? If Medusa resistance required a complete copy of the gene, meaning a baby needed to be born to two immune parents, or worse, if it wasn’t hereditary at all, then they were all in a lot of trouble indeed. Even if it was hereditary, the survivors were so scattered he didn’t know how enough of them would re-connect to rebuild the species. Conceivably, not enough women would become pregnant, and going forward, each successive generation would be smaller than the last, until it was too late, until the population dipped below the point of no return, and that would be that.

The engine finally quit, and the SUV rolled to a stop as Sarah guided it to the shoulder. They slipped out of the truck, grabbed their guns, and zipped up their jackets against the night’s chill. A cold wind blew in off the prairie, frosting the back of Adam’s neck.

They walked for another ninety minutes along Route 815, a two-lane groove slicing through the flatlands. About five miles west of where they abandoned the SUV, a sign rose up from the darkness. It read Welcome to Evergreen, America’s Greenest City!

Just beyond the sign, the city of Evergreen rose up like the pages inside a child’s pop-up book. Bright and sprawling, slapped down in the middle of the wide, empty prairie. As they drew closer, the soft white glow sharpened into the thousands of twinkling lights illuminating the town. Adam felt dizzy, sort of the way he’d felt the day he’d gone for that fateful run along the oceanfront at Holden Beach, when he’d found the beach empty and deserted. Outside normal limits.

Nothing moved.

They crept along the sidewalk at city’s edge, keeping close, their weapons at the ready. A low-slung white brick building, the name NorthStar stenciled along the side, fronted this block. Across the street, a post office and an ice cream shop called Ericka’s.

“How can all the lights still be on?”

Adam shook his head.

He checked his watch; it was nearly eleven p.m. They were hours overdue, but there wasn’t anything they could do about that. He hated to think about them worrying, knowing there was nothing they could do but sit and wait and wonder how long they should wait before deciding Adam and Sarah weren’t coming back.

They moved street by street, block by block. The streets were virginal, as though they’d just been poured. Bright streetlights poured warm, inviting light across the town square. At one intersection, which bracketed the west side of the town square, they found a park starting to go to seed. At its center was a lake, its surface shimmery and still and dark. It had been a lovely park, ringed by young saplings, their leaves in full Technicolor now. Shiny late-model cars and small SUVs dotted the town.

“Notice anything about the cars?” Adam asked. Something about the place had been nagging him as they’d made their way into the town proper, and it had finally clicked.

Sarah shrugged.

“They’re all electric.”

A flicker of movement ahead of them, on the east side of the park. A small figure, perhaps a child or teenager, waving frantically at them.

“Help!” the figure called out. “We need help!”

“Let’s go!” Sarah hissed, breaking into a run.

“Wait!”

Adam bolted across the park after her, his gun up at the ready. His legs swished against the tall grass as he knifed toward her. But she was fast, quickly widening the distance between them as she zeroed in on her target. Just ahead, just as Sarah had started to gain on her quarry, the figure slipped through the park gate, across the street toward a residential area, and around a corner.

“This way!”

“Sarah!” he yelled. He had no idea what she was thinking, what would possess her to take such a risk. He barreled through the gate and across the street (pausing to look both ways because some habits were damn hard to break) and around the same corner.

As he cleared the turn onto a narrow dead-end side street, finding an array of guns trained on Sarah, he realized how big a mistake they’d made.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

If there was one lesson Adam was learning in this post-apocalyptic wasteland, one nugget of knowledge he was really taking to heart, it was that everyone had a gun. And people thought it had been easy to get a gun before the plague!

Ba-dum, crash-cymbals!

He was staring at the business end of four firearms. A tightly grouped bunch, two women and two men, their faces tight and drawn, plus the rail-thin teenaged girl that had initially drawn their attention. Sarah had her gun up as well, and wasn’t this just a hell of a scene?

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” he yelled out casually, like he were warning a driver about to back into a shopping cart.

“Step back, Adam,” Sarah hissed.

“Everybody calm down,” he said as calmly as he could, holding up his palms.

“Put your guns down!” a voice squeaked. Adam cut his eyes toward the sound and saw its owner, a heavier-set bespectacled man of about fifty.

“Look, let’s all be real careful here,” Adam said. He hoped his voice sounded calm. “If we put our guns down, will you promise not to shoot us?”

As a show of good faith, Adam slowly rotated his gun in his hand, taking it by the barrel, and laid it on the ground.

“Put it down, and we’ll see what’s what,” the teenaged girl said. She had a husky voice, coated with the smoke of illicit cigarettes. She was older than Adam had initially thought, probably closer to eighteen or nineteen.

“Sarah,” Adam said. “Put the gun down.”

She gave him a stare that might as well have been lined with battery acid, but she relented. Holding one palm up, she lowered the heavy gun and dropped it on the ground. It clattered ominously on the asphalt, and just like that, both of them were unarmed.

“See,” Adam said, “we’re not here to hurt you.”

“Who are you people?” the man asked.

“We saw the lights.”

“Are you with them? Are you?”

“With who?”

“Don’t lie to me!”

“We’re not with anyone, I swear! My name is Adam. This is Sarah.”

“Let’s just shoot them!” one of the women said.

“I don’t want to shoot anyone,” the man said, his shoulders sagging. His eyes were baggy with exhaustion. “We don’t even know if they’re with them. They haven’t been back in weeks. Let’s take them down to the cells. We’ll let the mayor sort this out.”

“Jeff, we don’t even know if mayor is-”

“Shut up!”

The group fell silent, and their captors marched them down the main drag, named Main Street, back the way Sarah and Adam had come. They passed a diner, a law office, a dry cleaner, and a few other staples of a downtown area. There was a small-town feel to it, sure, but there was something about the place Adam couldn’t quite put his finger on. One thing he was sure of: this was not Nadia’s mysterious camp.

The town hall, back near the lake, was a modern looking brick building with a wide, utilitarian staircase. Adam and Sarah followed inside, where they felt the warmth of the heat blowing through the vents, which felt indescribably good. Jeff led them downstairs to a trio of jail cells. After confiscating their personal items, they put Adam in the cell on the far end and Sarah into the one closest to the door, leaving the middle one empty. Jeff had started sliding the cell door shut when the frantic footsteps of someone descending the stairs filled the air.

“Jeff!” a woman called out.

Adam craned his neck for a better view; a middle-aged woman emerged from the shadows. Her forehead was shiny with sweat and she looked to be in tears.

“What is it?” Jeff asked.

“Gwen just had a seizure!”

Adam shivered with dread. Medusa?

“Hey, I’m a doctor,” Adam said. “Let me help.”

Jeff and the woman looked up at Adam.

“I swear!” Adam said. “There’s ID in my wallet.”

Jeff didn’t seem to be interested in the identification.

“Are you really a doctor?”

“Yes, I was an OB/GYN.”

“All the doctors and nurses here died or left town,” the woman said. “Will you look at Gwen?”

“If you agree to let us out.”

Jeff grunted, a noise suggesting he’d known this ultimatum was coming.

“Jeff, come on, we can’t let her die.”

“She might die anyway,” he said.

“Please, Jeff.”

He sighed.

“Fine.”

He opened up the cells and said, “Follow me. If you try to run, I will shoot you.”

“Any idea what’s wrong with her?”

“Lemme think. Today’s Saturday. Friday morning, we were at breakfast. Anyway, she complained she was tired and dizzy. And hot! She said she was hot, tired and dizzy. Then she fainted.”

Adam set his mind to work, running a differential diagnosis as best he could, drawing on all his medical knowledge, from medical school textbooks, through the continuing education courses, through every random ailment his patients had experienced in his sixteen years in practice.

“Go on,” he said. “Every detail matters, no matter how minor you may think it is.”

They went up a stairwell to the second floor, Jeff narrating the entire way. Trailing behind was the young woman they’d initially spotted coming into Evergreen. Her name was Charlotte Spencer.

“We had to wake her up for dinner that night,” Charlotte said, cutting in. “She ate a little, but she was still out of it. Kind of a mess, actually.”

“Fever?”

“Not that I could tell.”

They moved into a large room at the end of the corridor, where they found Gwen Townsend on a couch, wrapped in blankets, sleeping. It was an ornate office, one wall lined with bookshelves. Another wall consisted entirely of glass and looked out toward the center of town. A middle-aged woman was sitting with her. The mayor was sweating, her hair matted to her face, but her forehead was cool to the touch. Her pulse was flying.

“Does she have any health problems?”

“I don’t know,” Jeff said. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry,” he said. “Not your job to know. This is her private office, right?”

“Yes.

“Does she have any medicines she keeps here?”

“I’m not really sure. Maybe her desk.”

He pointed to a large antique-looking desk on the far side of the room. Adam hurried over to the desk and began pawing through the drawers. In the third one down on the left, he found a black pouch containing several vials of liquid glucagon. Behind that, several sealed syringes and hypodermic needles. He studied the label of the glucagon and was relieved to discover it was one of the newer formulas, the ones that didn’t require reconstitution before use. Glucagon was notoriously unstable in solution, but the drug companies had started to figure out how to stabilize it, which allowed for quicker injection.

“She’s diabetic!” he called out.

He measured out a dose quickly, tapping the syringe to clear the air bubble, and then rushed back to the mayor’s side.

“Jeff,” he said. “Help me get these blankets off her.”

Together, they unrolled the blankets and hoisted Mayor Townsend to a seated position. He jabbed her thigh with the needle and depressed the plunger.

“Will this work?”

“Assuming she hasn’t suffered any irreversible damage, it should work quickly.”

Adam held his breath as he waited for the woman’s blood glucose levels to recover.

Please, he thought. Please.
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Patient A’s name was Kelly Stoddard. She was a thirty-year-old architect expecting her first child, a boy. She’d spent every free second reading every book and pamphlet she could about pregnancy, delivery, and motherhood. She cut out all coffee and soda, even after Adam had assured her that a little caffeine posed no risk to the baby. Hell, even a glass of wine a night probably wouldn’t harm the fetus, but Adam would never dare tell an expectant mother that.

Kelly’s pregnancy had been unremarkable in every way until her thirty-eight week checkup had revealed a slightly elevated blood pressure reading. Adam reminded Kelly to notify him at once if she noticed any unusual symptoms. The next evening, she called and reported she was feeling a bit lightheaded at dinner, and he told her he’d meet her at the hospital.

He was pretty sure he would go ahead and induce labor at that point. The baby was full-term, measuring more than eight pounds, and there was no reason to keep him in there any longer. Adam couldn’t point to any specific reason why he’d made that decision. It wasn’t the result of any quantifiable analysis he’d done. It was just a decision constructed with the raw materials of ten thousand other choices he’d made in his career as an obstetrician.

The labor and delivery ward was quiet when he’d arrived at 11:21 p.m., about five minutes before Kelly and her husband Hank. It was a slow night, devoid of even a sliver of the moon or thunderstorm or anything that might have triggered a mass wave of labor across the area, which made what happened later that night all the more maddening. There was nothing else Adam could point to, no distractions, no complicated deliveries or emergency c-sections that might have explained, if not necessarily excused, whatever had constituted the first link in the chain of events that had ended with Kelly and her baby both dead long before their time. To this day, he still didn’t know the moment that had constituted the point of no return, the subtle change in her condition that sent things over the cliff, irretrievably so.

Her blood pressure was normal, but her pulse was a bit elevated. The baby’s heartbeat was normal. Cervix was dilated to four centimeters, the contractions intermittent and irregular. Adam administered the oxytocin, the synthetic hormone designed to induce labor, at 12:34 a.m. on November 14. Another patient, at thirty-two weeks, came in at 12:57 a.m. with what turned out to be false labor, and she spent the night resting as her contractions faded. At 1:34 a.m., Kelly, who was then dilated to eight centimeters, suddenly began complaining of a severe headache. At 1:47 a.m., her blood pressure skyrocketed to 165 over 120, sending her cart alarm into conniptions.

Adam rushed her into the operating room for a C-section and made the first incision at 1:59 a.m. The surgery proceeded normally, but Kelly’s headache continued to worsen, and her blood pressure began climbing again. A neurologist scrubbed in and began monitoring Kelly’s neurological condition. Her husband, who’d been friendly and chatty through his wife’s pregnancy, grew quieter as he began to notice that something was amiss.

At 2:10 a.m., just as Adam had successfully opened the uterus, Kelly suffered a massive seizure. A nurse escorted Kelly’s husband into the cold off-white corridor outside the operating room, where he watched his own personal apocalypse unfold through the tiny window cutout in the door.

As Adam extracted the baby from the uterus, Kelly went into full cardiac arrest. Despite extensive attempts at resuscitation, Kelly was declared dead at 2:34 a.m. The baby was alive but minimally responsive; instead of pinking up, his skin remained the color of a light bruise, and instead of crying, he gasped for air like a fish out of water. His heart rate was dangerously low. The neonatal intensive care staff rushed the baby into an incubator and placed him on 100 percent oxygen, but inexplicably, the infant passed away at 2:44 a.m., exactly seventy minutes after Adam’s patient had first complained of a headache. Adam grimly carried out both pronouncements of death.

Adam could not remember specific details of the discussions with his surgical team, but when it was over, and the machines had been turned off, he remembered bellowing “WHAT THE FUCK JUST HAPPENED?”

It was a rhetorical question, and he didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, he slowly made his way to the corridor to talk to the husband, whose face had gone as pale and ashen as the cinderblock walls. Adam could barely stand to look at him, having failed him so egregiously, and so he kept his surgical mask draped across his face, hoping that it hid the shame and bewilderment he was feeling. The man crumpled to the floor, his face in his hands.

“I’m very sorry, Mr. Stoddard,” Adam said. “Your wife and baby experienced significant complications during the surgery. Despite all our efforts, they did not survive.”

He left it at that, namely because he didn’t know what else he could say. Oh, they’d experienced complications all right, on par with a perfectly maintained jetliner plummeting into a field on a clear windless day.

“Nooooooooo!” the man bawled, his sobs mixing with his howls of grief.

Adam stood there, towering over the puddle of a man like an unforgiving god whose answer to a penitent’s prayer had been not only no, but fuck no, his mind a mess of regret and shame, reminding himself not to say a word that might be construed as an admission of guilt and then hating himself for remembering to remind himself.

He waited with the husband for one of the hospital’s grief counselors, and when she arrived to counsel the bereaved, Adam slithered away, feeling very much like a cockroach exposed to bright light. In the meantime, a staffer from the morgue came to collect the bodies, where they would await autopsies.

Adam worked the rest of his shift, and when he got home, he went for a long walk, replaying the episode in his head. He’d had one patient die in childbirth before, but she had had severe underlying health conditions that had put her at extreme risk for complications. Never before had a delivery unspooled so quickly and so unexpectedly.

An autopsy classified the manner of Kelly Stoddard’s death as natural and the cause of death as sudden cardiac arrest. The baby had died of hypoxia. At the morbidity & mortality conference two months later, Adam sat ashamed while his colleagues armchaired his decision-making. It did not make him feel better that, but for a few minor details, the other physicians would have followed the same course of action that Adam had followed that fateful night.

A hospital investigation into the matter concluded that Adam had done nothing wrong, but in January, Kelly Stoddard’s widower filed a complaint with the Virginia Board of Medicine and retained a well-known medical malpractice lawyer. The Board’s investigation and the lawsuit hummed quietly in the background of Adam’s life for the next seven months, up until the day he’d received the letter from the Board summoning him to appear before it.

The day, as it turned out, he’d first seen the Medusa virus in action.
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Gwen Townsend’s eyelids fluttered and flew open a few minutes later.

“She’s awake!” Charlotte said, rushing in and taking the mayor’s hand in her own. Adam eased behind her, out of the way of the reunion.

Townsend turned her head slowly toward the sound, her lips curling up in a smile when she saw Charlotte at her side.

“Hiya, sweetheart,” she said.

“This doctor saved you,” Charlotte said, leaning in and kissing the mayor on the cheek.

Mayor Townsend’s eyes roamed around the room until she found the stranger’s face.

“Ms. Mayor, how are you feeling?” Adam asked.

“Better,” she said. “Please, call me Gwen.”

“My name is Adam. And you still need to rest,” he said. “And you’re going to have to carefully monitor your diet and insulin levels.”

She blew out a soft sigh.

“I know. We’ve just had a tough couple of weeks. I let it get away from me.”

“That stops now.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, winking at him.

Adam asked Charlotte to gather some diabetic-friendly foods for the mayor. The others approached one at a time and gave the mayor a warm embrace.

“Can I stand up?”

“Let’s wait on that,” he said.

“So what’s your story?” she asked after the room had emptied out and it was just him, Sarah, and Jeff.

He told her. He told her about Rachel’s six-week-old voice-mail message, about their westward trek across America, about Caroline, and about Nadia and the mysterious camp. He told her the whole story, the words rushing out of him like a swollen river after a storm.

He didn’t know why he felt the urge to unload his emotional cargo on this woman he’d never met, but he felt like he’d been carrying it for weeks, and, after all, she was a captive audience. There was no motivation to lie or shade or hold back. Out came the truth as best as he could remember it. Maybe the fact he didn’t know her made it easier to tell it like it was. Maybe it was because he’d gotten a chance to do a little doctoring here, even if it had been nothing more than administering a simple injection.

He thought about his next move and decided that bluntness would be the best approach. There could be no sugarcoating it. Winter was on its way. Rachel was out there. And he was well on his way to becoming convinced that they all faced a dangerous enemy out there in the never-ending darkness.

“Well, I guess it’s my lucky day you showed up here,” Gwen said.

“What is this place?” Adam asked.

“What do you mean?” the mayor replied.

“How is all the power still on?”

“Haven’t you ever heard of Evergreen, Oklahoma? America’s greenest city?”

He shook his head. Sarah did the same.

“The town generates its own power,” Gwen said. “Wind turbines and solar panels. It’s not on the electrical grid.”

“I didn’t think that was possible on such a big scale,” Adam said.

“The town was owned by NorthStar Corporation. Ever heard of them?”

“Sure,” Adam said. NorthStar had been one of the nation’s largest power companies, supplying electricity to much of the plains states.

“The plant is about a mile away from here. I don’t know all the science behind it, but NorthStar figured out a way to make wind and solar power work on a bigger scale.”

“And NorthStar owns the town?”

“They own every bit of the land and every building on it,” she said. “Or they used to, at least.”

“How long will the power stay on?” Sarah asked.

“They said indefinitely, as long as the plant was properly maintained,” Gwen said. “Even if the nation’s power grid went down.”

“Who lived here?”

“Only NorthStar employees and family.”

“And you all are the only ones left?”

“We think about a hundred and fifty survived the plague. About a month ago, a group of folks from down the road tried to take the town. Things got ugly. We lost another dozen or so that day. I couldn’t believe how folks just turned on each other. We fought them off.”

Adam glanced at Sarah, who nodded.

“Would you think about taking me and my friends in here?” Adam asked.

“You don’t beat around the bush, do you?” Gwen replied.

“No, I guess not.”

“You gonna be the town doc?”

“I think that would be a fair trade,” Adam said. “And we can help defend the town again if need be.”

She sighed, and her shoulders sagged. It seemed like what little fight she’d had in her just sluiced away.

“It’s been a rough couple of months,” she said. “I know it looks like we’ve got it made in the shade, but people are on edge with winter coming and no doctor. We got some disabled folks, I’m not sure what to do about them. One of them’s a sex offender. Believe that? Luckily, he’s got Alzheimer’s, so he doesn’t seem to remember he’s a goddamned pervert.”

“What’s he doing here?”

“His son Jim was a big NorthStar executive. He got kicked out of his last residential facility, so his son arranged for him to come live here about a month before the outbreaks. Jim neglected to tell the Housing Commission about Dad’s proclivities. And of course, the dirty old man survives but I watch a thousand children die in the span of a week.”

“It was an equal opportunity virus.”

“When I woke up here a few minutes ago,” she began, “I was sort of hoping I’d dreamed the whole thing and I was back in my own bed. You know that feeling when you wake up from a nightmare and it takes you a second to realize it was just a bad dream?”

He nodded.

“That’s what it was like,” she said. “I kept waiting for that realization, but it never came.”

Her eyes spilled over with tears.

“Goddammit, look at me.” She wiped her cheeks with the heel of her hand. “I’m sixty-seven years old. What good can I do, I can’t keep up with my insulin? Why did this goddamn thing spare me?”

“The virus didn’t spare you,” Adam said. “It did what viruses do.”

She waved him off with a guffaw.

Then she covered her mouth with her hands and wept.

“How many of you are there?” she asked.

“Four adults, one teenager.”

“How long you been out there?”

“Two months. I started in Virginia. Sarah came from New York City.”

“What’s it like out there? I mean, what’s it really like? I haven’t left town since it happened.”

“Quiet,” Adam said. “You can go days without seeing another person. But there’s this constant feeling of dread, death just a blink of an eye away. It just hits you more and more each day that we’re all on our own. No one coming to help.”

“I can relate to that.”

Something else came to mind, and it felt weird. It wasn’t something he’d given a lot of thought to, but there it was, all the same.

“On the other hand…”

“What?”

He scraped a fingernail against his chin.

“With all the noise of the world gone, it can be quite peaceful. When everything else is stripped away, when it’s just you and the land out there…”

Shame flooded through him like the ocean intent on capsizing a boat.

“Jesus, I can’t believe I’m saying this out loud.”

“No, I think I understand.”

“It almost sounds like I’m glad it happened.”

“Whether you’re glad or not,” Gwen said, taking his hand in her own, “the fact of the matter is that it happened. How we deal with it, that’s going to determine whether we make it or not. That’ll be true for each of us. I will admit, I probably had it easier than most in this thing. I’ve been divorced thirty years. Never re-married, never had kids. Parents dead a decade. I had me a stepbrother in Minneapolis, but we weren’t close. I tried calling him when things started getting bad, but I never heard back.

“But I’m getting off track here. The point I’m trying to make is that this is the world we’ve been left with. A world with its danger and this quiet beauty you talk about. You’re a young man. Hell, even I’ve got another fifteen years coming to me according to the actuarial tables. Assuming I can remember my damn insulin, that is. And if we can’t find something worth living for, if we can’t find some joy in something simple, if we can’t be the tiniest bit grateful we’re still alive, then we might as well have died with the others.”

The room was silent.

“True.”

“I’ll tell you all something I haven’t told a soul,” she said, pointing a bony, frail finger at him and Sarah.

“When it started to occur to me I wasn’t going to catch it, I was overjoyed. I didn’t want to die. I was so scared I could barely see straight. I can’t even imagine what it must have been like to be that scared and sick to boot. I didn’t think about what kind of world I’d be facing or that I’d be one of a handful of survivors or what have you. All I could think about was surviving. And each day I didn’t come down with it, I was just glad to be alive, even as the world came crashing down around us. Know what I mean?”

He nodded.

“God forgive me, I know it’s a terrible thing to have felt, to have been so happy as the world ended, but I was. I wanted to live.”

Now Adam was the one crying. He’d thought all these things, and he’d felt guilty for thinking them. It had felt so wrong, goddamn near immoral, to have been glad to have survived. He suspected that most survivors were torn between these conflicting feelings - happy to be alive but sad to have survived such a terrible thing; it seemed like a distinction without a difference, but there was a real if not faint line there.

“So are you waiting for an invitation?” she asked.

He smiled with embarrassment.

“Maybe.”

She blew out an exasperated sigh.

“So Doctor, you think you and your friends like to stay here in Evergreen?”

“Yes,” he said. He felt a lightness in his chest, the sense that he’d accomplished something. There was more to be done, of course. Rachel was still out there. But finding a permanent home had also been on the to-do list, a place where they could be safe from the world beyond. It was a dangerous world out there, of that, there was no question. For so many reasons, making Evergreen home seemed like the right thing at the right time.

“Yes, I think we’d like that very much.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Rachel had been watching Erin Thompson for the better part of their hour in the yard. Erin had spent most of her time in the corner, her fingers interlocked with the chain link fencing, looking west toward the wall. Despite a chill in the air, Erin had come outside wearing her short-sleeved orange jumpsuit, imprinted with the words South Nebraska Women’s Regional Jail, but nothing else. She wore no coat. She was trembling in the cold, Rachel could see that from where she stood, but Erin did not seem to care. It was a change in the routine, and that alone made it interesting for Rachel.

Erin was normally the chattiest of the bunch, the center of the largest clique of Rachel’s fellow captives. She liked to talk to everyone, to get to know everyone, as though the very act of socialization would make things easier to deal with or perhaps forget that they’d happened at all. Rachel liked her because she was good to the other women, the women still in shock from everything that had happened.

But today was different. A few of the others, Julie and Latasha and Robin, had approached her, tried talking to her, but Erin had acted like they weren’t even there. After a while, they’d given up and retreated back into their clique, forgetting, for the moment, their suddenly quiet friend.

Maybe it had all been an act, Rachel thought. Maybe Erin’s good samaritan was nothing more than a quick coat of paint over a devastated landscape. Maybe the wreckage that was Erin’s personal horror story was seeping back through that simple covering. It was possible that Erin’s shock was finally wearing off and she was now seeing the world the way it really was.

Rachel glanced at the guards, Ned and Jeremy; they were smoking cigarettes by the door, their machine guns slung casually over their shoulders. Then she drifted slowly toward Erin, walking casually, moving toward the fence. She didn’t want to come on too strong, make the woman feel like she was invading her space; she wanted it to seem natural, that she, too, saw the truth, that they were bonded. Erin needed someone now to look after her, the way she had looked after the others. And no one else was doing it.

Rachel feigned interest in the hardpack of the yard, crouching down and plucking small stones from the ground. She flung two over the fence, keeping her eye on Erin as she felt the dirt and grit embed her nails. Then she saw it. A flash, a shimmer in Erin’s left hand. Rachel glanced back toward the guards, who were deep in their conversation, not paying much attention. She wondered if Ned was feeding Jeremy the info she’d given him, about what things were like outside the walls.

She cocked her head to the left, hoping to secure a better view of the object in Erin’s hand. Erin’s head was turned to the right, away from Rachel, but back toward the guards. Rachel stood back up and moved a little closer to Erin, a tiny alarm sounding in her head that something bad was about to happen. Erin turned away from the fence toward the yard, her eyes locked in now on Jeremy and Ned. And now Rachel had a clear line of sight toward the object in Erin’s hand. It was some kind of homemade shank.

Oh, no.

Rachel picked up the pace; she was about twenty yards away from Erin. She had to get there before the guards realized that something was amiss, or Erin would be dead. She picked up the pace, as fast as she could go without running because that was something the guards would notice. Behind her, the other women continued to chatter, oblivious to the fact that death was now in the yard with them, waiting to see what would happen.

Ten yards. Then five. Then a foot. Then she clamped her hand on Erin’s elbow. Erin swung her head toward Rachel, a look of total mania enveloping her face. It was a look of someone who’d somehow managed to lose something even after all was already lost. She ripped her elbow free of Rachel’s grip and started to shove her aside. They tussled for a second as Rachel struggled to grab Erin’s arm again. Anything to interrupt her suicide mission.

“Don’t.” Rachel said as firmly she could.

This stopped Erin cold. Her face loosened, her jaw sagging as though some great burden had been lifted from her.

“Put it in your pocket,” Rachel hissed. “Do it now. Quickly.”

Erin’s breath was coming in ragged gasps, and her eye was twitching.

“But you don’t know what they’ve done. I have to.”

“Did they hurt you?” Rachel asked. Part of her dreaded the answer because if they had, she wasn’t sure she could begrudge Erin her wish to exact some sort of justice on these assholes. Hell, maybe she would join in, go all Thelma & Louise on these yahoos. They overpower these two, get the guns. Then anything would be possible.

“No,” Erin said. “Yes. No. I don’t know.”

Erin’s legs buckled underneath her, and she dropped to the ground, sobbing. Rachel glanced over her shoulder; this had drawn the guards’ notice, but they didn’t seem inclined to intervene.

“What’s wrong?” Rachel asked, taking a knee next to the hysterical woman.

She looked up at Rachel, her eyes red, her grimy cheeks glassy with tears.

“I’m pregnant.”

The words were like a knife to the heart.

“What?”

“I think that’s what we’re here for,” Erin said robotically, without a hint of emotion.

Her words chilled Rachel to the core. They chilled her because she knew that Erin was right. That’s what all the testing was for. Prenatal testing. And she knew that Erin hadn’t been raped, at least not in the traditional sense of some young thug crawling through an old lady’s window at three in the morning and forcing himself on her. But it was still a violation of the highest order, done with syringes and petri dishes and blood draws. It was clean and dirty all at the same time.

She stole a glance at the guards, chatting, laughing, smoking their stupid cigarettes like they were at a post-softball-game keg party, and she hated them. Never had she thought it possible to hate something with such breadth and depth. It radiated from her core, replicating like the virus that had overcome the world, braiding itself to the thing that had once been Rachel Fisher. She understood now what it meant to give oneself over to something completely and totally, the way a late-blooming evangelical found God late in adulthood, the way a jihadist was willing to sacrifice his own life in furtherance of his cause. Her cheeks felt warm with it. If it was the last thing she did, these monsters were going to wish they’d never captured her.

She thought these things, and she came to one conclusion.

There could be no other outcome.

Miles Chadwick had to die.
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She was silent as Ned escorted her back to her room, chewing on the news that Erin was pregnant, trying to read the tea leaves. Why was this happening? Who were these people? What was the endgame? But it just made her head throb. Trying to unravel the mystery of this place was beyond her powers of comprehension. She had no reference point, nothing to start from. It was like trying to solve a thorny programming issue in a language you didn’t even know. She wondered how the others would react to Erin’s pregnancy. Nearly all of them had been mothers, which meant that nearly all of them had experienced the singular misery of outliving their children. This could destabilize the group’s tenuous calm.

Before she knew it, she was back at her door.

Ned removed the zip ties and she went inside her room. As she stood there in the center of the cell, she became aware of a presence behind her. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Ned still standing there, like a bellman waiting for a tip. He had a goofy grin on his face.

“What?” she asked. She was in no mood for him right now.

He took one step inside the room.

“Thank you for stopping her,” Ned said. “That could’ve been ugly.”

The comment caught her off guard, and she didn’t know how to respond; she stood there dully, watching Ned watch her.

“Be ready,” he said. Then he disappeared down the corridor.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

It was closing in on dark on the last day of October.

At dusk, Evergreen’s streetlights kicked on, bathing the town in a soft, warm glow, leaving it an illuminated oasis in a world gone dark. It was Adam’s favorite time of day. The lights made things seem almost normal, the indigo sky softening the edges of their harsh world. Adam had been busy all day with his preparations, which had been complicated by the secrecy of his plans. At five-thirty, he conducted a final inventory of his supplies. When he was finished, he threw on a jacket, loaded everything into a large wheeled suitcase and headed out of his small apartment on the north end of town.

He found it hard to believe they’d been here a week. Harder still that their group had remained intact. Getting Freddie to agree to come here had been nothing short of a miracle. When he and Sarah made it back to the Cadillac Inn the morning after they’d found Evergreen, courtesy of one of Evergreen’s electric cars, Max and Nadia were beside themselves with worry, and Freddie was on the warpath, packing his bags, ready to hit the road without them. And Adam would have been happy to let him go but for the fact that Max wanted to go with him. The argument had been terribly bitter.

“This could be a place we can call home,” Adam had said. “I think it’s the best move.”

“Best for us? Or best for you?” Freddie said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You act like you care about what happens to the rest of us,” he said. “But you don’t give a shit. All you care about is finding Rachel.”

“Haven’t I taken care of the group?” Adam shot back. “Haven’t I made sure we’ve stayed safe and healthy?”

“What have you done for us?” Freddie bellowed, his voice booming across the parking lot and out into the emptiness. “Stephen’s dead. Caroline’s dead. Just our luck, hooking up with the shittiest doctor in America.”

Adam pointed at the desolate road fronting the motel, trying not to show how much that last barb had stung.

“Well, there’s the road, big guy,” he said. “There’s the road.”

Freddie stood there, frozen.

“Well?”

“No, please!” Max begged. “I want him to stay.”

Freddie stomped off, Max trailing behind him.

“Please, Freddie, can I come with you?”

The combatants retired to their rooms. An hour went by, then two, and then finally, Freddie emerged from his room. He agreed to travel to Evergreen and check things out, but he wouldn’t commit to anything until he’d seen it with his own eyes.

“Fair enough,” Adam had said. “For what it’s worth, I think we should stay together. I think we’re better off together than we are out on our own. We’ve all seen how dangerous it can be. If we’re going to stay, I think we should all agree on it.”

Freddie’s barbs had stung, as much as Adam hated to admit it. He was only doing what he thought best, and yeah, that probably meant thinking about himself and finding Rachel. But if the shoe had been on the other foot, if it were Freddie’s daughter out there, he wanted to believe he’d be there for the big man, that he’d be the sidekick in the story of Freddie.

The truth was that nothing was keeping them together but the promise of human companionship and the possibility of a happy ending in a world woefully short on them. Then again, although it may not have seemed like it on the surface, in this empty world, that was pretty strong glue. He’d watched Freddie stare out across the open road, wondering what, if anything else, was out there. What was the old saying? The devil you know?

And so they’d made the hour-long trek back to Evergreen, where Adam and Sarah had introduced them to the residents of the town. Freddie spent hours exploring the town, drilling the mayor about the power, about the residents, about who would be responsible for watching after the kids, about where their supplies would come from, about mounting a defense against future raids, about immigration (he’d actually called it that). They took a tour of Evergreen’s mystical power facility. Finally, that evening, he’d cast his vote in favor of staying. Max, of course, voted to stay, and Nadia went along with whatever Sarah wanted.

So on his first full morning as a resident of Evergreen, Adam had gone to the town library at the north end of town to do a little research. The musty aroma of old books and dust hung in the air. He found a large map of the plains states, rolled up tight, in the reference room, and he spread it out on a long oak table. The corners insisted on curling up, so he weighed them down with encyclopedias from a dusty, forgotten shelf. In the absence of the Internet, the day of the book had returned. No more movies, no more Facebook or Twitter, no YouTube videos. What they needed was an army of librarians who could shepherd this new world through the mountain of information they’d need, information that would only be available in books.

He spent hours studying the map. Using a black Sharpie, he enclosed Evergreen in a thick square and divided the rest of the map into searchable grids, about five miles by five miles square. It had taken him all day, processing all the variables, their current location, where they had found Nadia, her own reports of her time on the road, but he wanted to do this right. He wanted to make sure he didn’t spend the next month walking in circles, especially as cold weather set in.

The next day, he and Sarah had set out on their first expedition.

They were gone one night, making slow progress through the search grid. They saw nothing resembling Nadia’s description of a walled compound in the middle of the plains, and that first night, as he lay in his tent in the cold, wrapped up in Gore-Tex and long johns and gloves and hat, the needle-in-a-haystack-ness of it all swirled around him. He dreamed he was wandering the plains, his hands gnarled with arthritis, unable to remember what he was looking for. He woke up, afraid he’d yelled out in his sleep.

And so it had gone since then, six trips into the empty wilds of the American plains with nothing to show for it. It was a hell of an expedition, that was for certain. They passed through empty town after empty town, south to Amarillo, north into Kansas, through border towns, all silent and still but for the trash and debris swirling through the streets. He spotted elk and antelope loping about the grasslands, venturing closer to the highways and back roads that they had long avoided as the balloon of humanity had swelled around them. At night, the sky rippled with starlight. He stayed up late watching them, the billions and billions of stars shining their ancient light on this little blue-green rock. It made him sad to think there was no longer anything down here worth shining a light on. If there was intelligent life out there, and he’d believed there was because it made scientific sense to believe it, they’d no longer have any interest in them. Unless they needed a move-in ready planet.

As for Sarah, there was no revisiting the kiss weeks earlier, but Adam still wondered about it, even as time clouded the details of the memory. It seemed like a lifetime ago. He didn’t know why she had pulled away from him; he had sensed her interest, he had known it was there, but there was no answer to these things sometimes. His second year in medical school, before he’d met Rachel’s mother, a girlfriend had ended things after a year-long relationship, after they’d been talking seriously about marriage and a future and children. Just like that, she’d said she didn’t love him anymore. Just like that.

So they searched and searched, but those excursions had turned up nothing but the big black X through one of Adam’s sixty search grids.

But today, he was putting all that aside. It was time to think about someone besides himself. These were good people he’d found here, and they deserved whatever he could give them. They had welcomed him and the others without question, and on the condition that they help out, to start transitioning to a life worth living rather than one spent looking back at what could not be undone.

He needed a break from the increasingly maddening search, the frustration of chewing up mile after mile with nothing to show for it. A break from the little voice in his mind that sometimes drowned out all the other ones and shouted at the top of its lungs that it would all be for nothing, he could search for the rest of his life, and he would never see his daughter again.

He continued wheeling the suitcase down Evergreen Boulevard, the wheels thrumming over the pristine asphalt as he made his way toward the town hall. It was a chilly, cloudy night, and the low sky threatened rain. Another few weeks, and this kind of sky might be bringing a load of the white stuff. He hated snow and pushed that out of his mind for now. He wasn’t quite ready to deal with that.

When he got to the town hall, the others were already there waiting, buzzing with anticipation. Dozens of Evergreeners were present, and it looked like all the kids, about fifteen of them in total, were there. He didn’t know if any of the children had an inkling of what he had planned, but he doubted it. As hard as it was for the adults to keep track of the days, the calendar had ceased to have any meaning for these kids. Probably be a long time before the day of the week mattered again.

“What’s in the suitcase?” asked one child, a little girl named Madeleine. She was a precocious brunette who had attached herself to Sarah.

“That’s for me to know and you to find out.”

The children giggled and squealed.

“Mayor Townsend,” he said turning toward Gwen, “can you take these kids inside and wait with them in the first office on the right?”

“Of course. Come along, kids.”

She herded them inside like sheep. The curiosity was killing them, their little heads turning back to watch Adam even as she shuffled them inside the thick oak doors.

When they were inside and out of sight, he called the adults around and unzipped the suitcase. He showed them the dozen Halloween costumes and candy he’d been collecting during the past couple of days. The calendar on his watch had reminded him Halloween was approaching, and unless they did something about it, these kids were never going to have another Halloween or any other holiday again. He glanced up at the others and saw their eyes moisten, their lips curled upwards in sad smiles.

“They’re going to love this,” Nadia said.

“Where did you find this stuff?” Sarah asked.

“I’ve got my little secrets,” he said.

He handed them each a bag of goodies and dispatched them to the various rooms of the town hall, where the excited trick-or-treaters would visit them. Then he stepped inside the office, where the kids were impatiently waiting.

“Does anyone know what day it is?” Adam asked after he was able to quiet the kids down to something resembling a dull roar.

The kids looked at each other blankly and shook their heads.

“Are you sure? Maybe this will help.”

When he removed the first costume, a Spider-Man mask, the kids lost their minds. An Iron Man and a ninja costume followed, and eventually, they sorted it out. Madeleine went with the doctor’s lab coat. After a few minutes, all the kids were appropriately decked out, each holding a plastic orange bag. Mayor Townsend bear-hugged Adam and planted a kiss right on his mouth.

The kids spent the next hour trick-or-treating, making loop after loop through the building until their bags bulged. Even Max got in on the fun, after watching it from the sidelines for a bit, insisting he was too old for Halloween. He dug through Adam’s bag and found a werewolf mask; he pulled it on and chased the children through the building. At first, Adam thought the scare might be more than the kids could handle, but they loved it, exploding with squeals and screeches of joy as Max lumbered after them with a throaty deep growl.

When they were done, the group gathered in the mayor’s office and enjoyed the spoils of war. Adam ate a bag of corn chips and drank a lukewarm fruit punch while he watched the kids absolutely ruin their dinner with junk food. Sarah gently teased Madeleine by hiding her bag of goodies from her, feigning ignorance when the little girl found her bag tucked behind Sarah’s back. He caught the mayor staring at him. When their eyes met, she placed her hand across her heart and mouthed the words thank you.

He nodded, feeling his throat tighten, his eyes water. It had gone off just as he’d hoped. These kids were incredibly important, the most important thing this world had. Each of the adults here had a responsibility to them beyond simply housing and feeding them. If the world at large was going to have any chance at some peaceful future, these kids were going to be a big part of it. They would be the last generation to remember the old world, and for the younger ones like Madeleine, that memory would fade soon enough. They would be the last ones to teach any future generations about the good that had been present in the world and warn them about the bad.

He smiled at the mayor and hoped they would be up to the job.
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Sarah toed the welcome mat at Adam’s front door, her heart pounding in her chest. She’d known for a while that she was in love with him, but for whatever reason, it had taken his little Halloween stunt to drive it home like a nail into a two-by-four. It had been an amazing thing to watch, people forming their first truly good memories since the cataclysm had befallen the world. The children, who had developed a heaviness about them, seemed light and carefree, and it had been all due to Adam.

Another memory, that of their disastrous kiss, loomed large in her mind, a thing she had to fix, a chore she kept pushing off and finding ways to avoid. She’d been in love before, but it had ended because he’d been a civilian and he’d never quite understood what it meant for her to wear the uniform. That had been before the diagnosis, when there was still a chance things would go her way and there was still the prospect of finding someone she might grow old with. Then she’d gotten the bad news, and she made a point not to get too close to anyone because even if it were meant to be, it was meant to end badly, and the thought of the stupid disease being the thing that broke it up was more than she could deal with.

But then the world had gone off and ended and left her behind in what had to be the biggest cosmic joke ever. She wondered about others like her and it came close to driving her mad. The poor quadriplegic, unable to do a single goddamn thing for himself, perfectly Medusa-free and abandoned. She pictured him (and in her mind, it was always some young guy with shaggy brown hair who’d been injured in a snowboarding accident) slowing dying of thirst, terrified, his lips cracking, his mouth drying like a desert.

The door opened before she knocked, startling her, making her feel exposed, like she’d been snooping, a Peeping Tom. Adam was wearing a Crosby for President sweatshirt and blue jeans. An ambient hiss in the background, from one of those efficient space heaters they’d all agreed to use to reduce the load on the town’s power supply, kicked off, leaving the apartment deathly quiet, as though waiting for someone to fill the void of silence.

“Howdy,” he said.

“Can I come in?” she asked.

“Please,” he replied, stepping out of her way.

They sat on the sofa, Sarah in the pool of light spilling from the lamp on the end table, Adam on the other end, shrouded in darkness. On the coffee table in front of her was a book about farming. It was a project he was working on. The center of his personal solar system might have been his search for Rachel, but he was starting to fill in the orbit with other things. She didn’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

Adam sat with one leg crossed over the other, his left arm draped across the back of the couch, and she almost called him on it, the way he was going out of his way to look casual, but she decided against it. She stared at the empty cushion between them and found herself wishing they were sitting closer together. Jesus, she hadn’t been this lovesick since high school.

She tented her hands at her lips and lightly tapped her fingers together, cursing herself for not knowing what to say. Finally, she thought of something.

“That was a hell of a thing you did,” she said. “It meant a whole lot to those kids.”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

Just throw yourself at him. He’s a guy. He hasn’t had any action other than his hand in months (neither have you, I might add), He’s not going to resist.

“It really worked out.”

“I love you,” she said.

Blerrrrrggghhhhh.

What the fuck was THAT?

She didn’t even recall forming the words before they just blew out of her mouth like they’d stolen something.

He sat there looking at her, and for a moment, she hoped she’d just imagined herself saying it, because seriously, no one could be that stupid. Right?

“But?”

“But what?” she replied, confused.

He smiled at her and slid over one cushion, into that void between them, for which she was grateful.

“You love me but…”

She couldn’t hold his stare, and her eyes wandered off, looking for something else to fix on. She landed on a bookcase in the corner, lined with paperback books, the familiar names on the spines facing her. Bond. Clancy. Grisham.

“Look, I’m a pretty smart guy. I went to college for like twelve years.”

Just pretend you’re talking to the bookcase, she thought. Easier than looking him in the eye, right?

“I’m dying,” she said finally.

“What?”

It took all she had, but she swung her head around and stared him directly in the face. Let him see this stupid woman, this dumb chick who’d just told him she loved him and would be dead in the next five years, if she was lucky enough to live that long.

“Huntington’s.”

She said it like she was lobbing a grenade, and she expected to see on his face the look one might express when seeing one roll up by your feet. But he just stared at her. His face didn’t sink or shatter; his eyes didn’t well up, and his lower lip did not begin to quiver. He simply looked at her.

“My mom had it,” she said. “She died when she was forty. I had the testing done when I turned thirty. I carry the gene for it. You’re a doctor, you know what that means.”

“Yes, I know what that means.”

“So there it is.”

“There it is. I love you anyway,” he said.

“You do?”

He’d moved closer to her, his arm still draped casually over the back, but their knees were touching now. She felt his hand on the back of her neck, stroking it softly; then he was drawing her toward him, and it felt warm and safe, like she was sliding into a bath, like they had done it a million times before. Their lips met, and she tasted fruit punch from the Halloween party. A light kiss at first, and then her hands were on him, peeling off his sweatshirt; she felt her shirt come up over her head, and she was wrenching her jeans off because she couldn’t wait any longer. The air in the apartment was cool on her skin, but she felt heat everywhere else as his hands roamed across her body, finding her breasts, slipping between her thighs, and she pushed hard into his touch.

Their clothes shed in a pile on the floor, she pulled him down on top of her, and then he was inside her, and she was happy.

Fuck Huntington’s, fuck this stupid graveyard world, she thought, as their bodies rocked together, her hands holding his face.

As she climaxed, her body quivering, she thought of the life stolen from her, the one only made possible by seven billion deaths, one where she and Adam might have grown old together in a clean, empty world. She thought of the hysterectomy, which she’d undergone when the test had come back positive because there was no way she would chance conceiving a baby into a world where there was a fifty percent chance it would contract Huntington’s.

When it was over, he led her to the bedroom, where they made love again. After, she curled up alongside him, draping an arm across his bare chest, and lay there in the dark. He kissed the top of her head and fell asleep. She lay awake, staring at the cheap plaster ceiling in the blackness of the night, wishing that so many things could be different.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Rough hands shook her awake, and Rachel felt her throat close up with fear. This was it, she thought, the idea clear, even as her mind was foggy with sleep.

They’re coming to kill me.

Or worse.

“Rachel, wake up,” a voice hissed at her. “We need to go right now.”

She sat up quickly, so quickly that the rush of blood to her head left her dizzy. Two figures stood at the foot of her bed, the room dark but for the ambient light. Their faces remained veiled.

“Quick, get this on and meet us outside,” the second voice said. A woman.

A bundle of fabric hit her in the face, and it gave her a start. As quickly as she could, she slipped on the heavy coat they’d brought her and her shoes and then she followed her visitors into the corridor. In the dim light of the hallway, she saw Jeremy, one of the guards from the yard, and a woman she didn’t recognize waiting for her.

“Hands,” the woman said.

Rachel held her wrists out, and Jeremy slapped the zip ties on her, but only loosely. She looked up at him, and he winked at her, a slow, deliberate wink of conspiracy. Nothing lascivious about it. Her heart was beating so quickly it felt like a purring motor; she could barely distinguish one beat from the next.

The trio moved quickly down the corridor, Rachel in the middle. Icy sweat exploded on her skin. It was late, a moonless night greeting them outside. A car was idling in the access road, its exhaust gleaming in the red taillights like an ominous fog.

“Get in the back,” the woman snapped when they reached the car’s rear bumper.

Jeremy followed her into the backseat, and the woman rode shotgun. Rachel was barely in her seat before the car sped off like a sprinter breaking from the blocks. The driver’s identity remained a mystery as they careened through the outer part of the grounds, paralleling the long perimeter fence surrounding the Citadel complex. Not a word was spoken as they approached the main gate.

After a minute, the car slowed to a stop, and the woman got out. She sprinted for the gate and accessed a control box at the base of the fence. The driver – her buddy Ned, she now saw – looked back at Jeremy, whose eyebrows went up. A tense moment passed; then the gate began to slide open. The woman bolted back to the car and they were moving again even before she’d had a chance to sling the door closed.

Rachel glanced at the dashboard clock as they rocketed through the gate.

It was 3:47 a.m.
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They ran southeast for a while, the world zipping by Rachel’s window. It was the first time she’d been outside the gates since her capture, although she wasn’t sure how long it had been. Even cloaked in darkness, the land overwhelmed her senses. She saw farms and billboards and feed stores. Here and there, a corpse or two.

Fifteen minutes later, Jeremy pulled into the parking lot of a warehouse on the outskirts of Beatrice, Nebraska. The quartet exited the vehicle and climbed the stairs to the office door, where a dim orange light glowed in the window. Ned rapped on the door in a series of coded knocks. The door opened, and they filed inside.

Three people were inside in the dimly lit room, seated on metal folding chairs, smoking cigarettes, their faces drawn tight with panic and fear.

“Let’s get started,” the man said after everyone had sat down. Rachel took the last empty seat, the one at the center of the seven, the keystone, and it made her feel very uncomfortable.

She recognized the man next to her as James Rogers, Chadwick’s second in command. Jeremy and Ned sat to her left. The remaining three members of the group were women.

“Rachel, my name is Dr. Rogers.”

“Yes, I know who you are.”

“Do you know what the Citadel really is?”

She looked around the room and saw six faces looking back at her with longing there. As if they wanted her to forgive them for something they had done.

“No,” she said.

The others exchanged nervous glances; their chairs creaked as they shifted in their seats. Rogers looked down at his lap, plucked a piece of lint from his pants and flicked it away.

“We created the Medusa virus,” he said, his eyes still cast downward.

“You what?”

He didn’t reply. He just sat there as Rachel processed his words, her stomach churning. She felt dizzy.

We created the Medusa virus.

She tried standing up, but her knees buckled underneath her, dropping her back into her uncomfortable seat.

“No.”

No.

Not because she didn’t believe him. But because it was too much to comprehend. The room seemed to shift off its axis before snapping into place again. The epidemic replayed in her mind, those terrible images of watching her mom drown on her own blood, of Jerry, curled up on the kitchen floor, naked, crying, covered in his own waste. The human race wiped out, and here she was chatting with the people who had done it. Her body felt soft, like it was filled with jam, and she was glad to be sitting down. She looked around the small office they were gathered in, still bearing the relics of a lost civilization. A wall calendar with a photograph of a monster truck, stuck on August, when the world had stopped. Grave Digger, indeed. She zeroed in on an ashtray on the corner of the desk with its pile of cigarette butts.

“Jesus Christ, why?”

He laughed, a high-pitched giggle, laced with manic.

“Miss, is there really any answer I can give you that would make you feel better?”

A good point.

“No, I suppose not.”

She closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. How the hell was she supposed to deal with what they’d just told her?

She opened her eyes and looked at these six ordinary looking people sitting there with her. Crazy. So goddamn crazy. And then she started laughing. Because what else could she do? It started small, a few giggles. But then it got away from her like a housefire. She laughed harder than she ever had in her life. They waited as she laughed, waited until she laughed so hard her sides hurt.

“The reason we’ve brought you here is simple,” he said, lighting a cigarette. “Although we cannot undo what has been done, we can put a stop to any future atrocities. You know we had a vaccine against the virus.”

“Well, hell, of course you did!” she snapped, and the giggles started to make a comeback. “How else would you survive the great plague! It really wouldn’t do if you all ended up like my family now, right?”

Dead silence. She eyed each of them, one at a time, but none could hold her gaze.

“Well, the vaccine had a side effect that we failed to detect during testing,” Rogers said. “It rendered all the women who received it infertile.”

Rachel shook her head.

“But not us,” she said, the final piece falling into place.

“Correct.”

“You need concubines, right?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

“Jesus fucking Christ.”

“Rest assured, we are all deserving of every ounce of scorn and contempt that you feel for us,” Rogers said. “But that will not help us right now.”

“What do you need me for?”

“We’ve now captured thirty-four women since the epidemic ended. We want to end the project and destroy the Citadel.”

“Why? I mean, why now? Isn’t it too late for your little attempt at redemption?”

“Not for your fellow captives.”

Rachel leaned forward in her seat, her head spinning. She rested her elbows on her knees to regain some balance.

“Why not just kill Chadwick and let the women go?”

“Aren’t you the bloodthirsty one all of a sudden?”

“Fuck you.”

“Sorry,” Rogers said, holding up his hands in surrender. “You’re right. It’s a reasonable question. I haven’t seen Chadwick in a week. We communicate by walkie-talkie now. I don’t know where he is half the time.”

“No way to run a railroad,” Rachel said.

“Dr. Chadwick has been growing increasingly unstable,” Rogers said. “He won’t meet with anyone directly. Has bodyguards with him all the time. They’ll do anything for him. Anything. And they’re not the only ones. The others, as best as we can tell, are in for the long haul. We’re too scared to approach anyone else.”

“Not much of a rebellion.”

“It’s all we’ve got. And the time to strike is now.”

“You got me out tonight,” she said. “You could just let us all go.”

“We can’t take that chance,” Rogers said. “We’re making our move tonight when we get back to the compound. You need to be ready for our signal.”

“But I still don’t understand what you want me for.”

“When the time comes, we want you to help them get out. They look up to you.”

“That’s bullshit. I’m barely old enough to vote.”

“And they’re scared and weak. They admire you.”

“Why did we have to do this out here? You could’ve told me all this back at h…”

She’d started to say ‘home’, but she stopped herself. She ran her hands through her hair, feeling a wave of nausea ripple through her. This was crazy. She should have been in her dorm room at CalTech, studying materials science or linear engineering, possibly passing around a joint with her friends. Instead, she was here, being recruited into this bizarre amalgam of mass killers. And then it hit her.

She had started to feel sorry for these six people, these rogue lines of code that had diverged from the mainframe’s original programming. She had started to identify with them. The enemy-of-my-enemy-is-my-friend. Transitive property. If-then. She gave her head a hard shake and reminded herself of the women back at the compound, their numbers growing bit by bit. That’s why she would do this. For them.

“There’s something else,” Rogers said. “Something I haven’t told the others.”

He looked around at his confederates, who were looking at him with confused stares.

“I’m sorry,” he continued. “I should’ve told you all from the beginning.”

He lowered his head and scratched his chin. Then the door to the warehouse office exploded off its hinges like an overcooked turkey leg ripped from its joint. A flurry of bodies rushed into the room like locusts, and then she heard the heavy thwack of metal and wood on flesh. Black-clad figures overwhelmed the group, which barely had time to blink, let alone raise any kind of serious defense. A few screams and grunts, and it was over.

Rachel scurried for a corner in the room, where she huddled and watched her six co-conspirators beaten and pinned facedown to the ground. Zip ties cinched around their wrists and ankles, and one by one, the rebels were carted out of the warehouse like sides of beef.

“You,” the last one in the room said, pointing at Rachel. He was aiming a large handgun at her face. “Let’s go.”

Rachel crawled out of her sad little hiding spot and went outside, the last commando falling in line behind her. She followed the queue to the far end of the warehouse parking lot, where two black Suburbans and a Lincoln Police SWAT truck sat idling. The black-clad figures tossed Rogers and the others into the back of the SWAT truck and latched the door shut.

When she saw Miles Chadwick standing there in the glow of the truck’s headlights, wearing a black duster, his hair rippling in the cold wind, her blood turned to ice.


#




Rachel rode in the backseat of the lead Suburban, her head leaning against the frosty glass of the window. Chadwick was seated next to her, stone cold silent. The rage radiated from him like heat from a charcoal grill. She was wearing zip ties now, tightly fastened, pinching and chafing her no matter how much she tried to adjust them.

“You’ll forgive the restraints,” Chadwick said coolly, not looking at her. “But we’re in a state of emergency right now. I am very sorry you had to be part of that. I didn’t realize how brazen they’d gotten.

“My mistake. It won’t happen again,” he said, almost apologetically and more to himself than to anyone else.

She dropped her hands into her lap and remained silent. She tilted her head just so and could make out the panel truck carrying Chadwick’s new captives in the Suburban’s sideview mirror. The truck’s lightbar oscillated, throwing pulsing blue shadows across the dark landscape.

She couldn’t imagine the fate awaiting them. Rogers had tried to undo it, all of it. Yeah, if she were Chadwick, she’d be pretty pissed too. The very thought of his brand of justice made her shiver.

By the time they reached the main gates, a bit of pre-dawn light had begun to leak into the night sky. The caravan slowed, turned onto the main access road, and then followed the road around toward the amphitheater at the north end of the compound. Rachel was surprised to see dozens of people waiting for them, sipping coffee and milling about. Rachel had seen folks out here playing catch or spreading blankets out for a picnic when the weather had been warmer.

The vehicles jerked to a stop, and a flurry of activity commenced. While Rachel, Chadwick and their driver stayed put, the others poured out of the SWAT vehicle. After a minute or two, someone rapped twice firmly on Chadwick’s window and opened the door.

“It’s time.”

As he got out, another person opened Rachel’s door and guided her by the elbow over to Chadwick. The morning was brightening fast, the sunshine gilding the field like golden paint. Everyone was here. The whole gang, she thought, shielding her eyes from the sun as it slid skyward from its invisible nest just beyond the horizon.

“Take her over with the others,” Chadwick said.

The woman nodded and led Rachel to the other women, who stood deathly quiet.

“What’s going on?” Latasha asked her when they were alone. “Where the hell were you? We thought you were dead.”

Rachel shook her head. She wanted to say something, but she stood there, empty, frozen, unable to keep a single thought in her head save one. They had done it. They had destroyed the world.

The stage, looking south toward the growing fields, was bare but for a square wooden table and a cone-shaped object set at the center of the stage. Chadwick headed in that direction, trailed by one of his lackeys, and then hoisted himself up onto the platform. From where she stood, he looked silly and small to Rachel, like he was a little boy playing an imaginary game with his little friends.

As he strode across the stage, his heels clicking on the wood and echoing into the morning air, the crowd fell silent. He inspected the table, pressing down on the center, checking its stability. When he was done, he picked up the cone - a megaphone - and turned to face the crowd, which had drawn in tight, like a hive ready to listen to its queen.

“My friends, today is a dark day for our fledgling nation,” he said. His voice sounded tinny and mechanical. “Perhaps the darkest we have faced.

“But, I believe that it is always darkest before the dawn. Much like the world we left behind, which was truly a wretched and dark place before the birth of this new paradise.”

Heads began to nod. A few yeses and mm-hmms fluttering about like birds.

“Now,” he continued, his voice starting to ramp up, “before we can see that dawn, before we can see that glorious sunrise over this new world, we have to excise the darkness. Because will the darkness fade away on its own?”

“No,” the crowd murmured.

“I ask you again, will the darkness fade away on its own?” Now he was getting worked up, his voice starting to crackle and thunder.

“No!” the crowd boomed.

“Hell no!”

“Hell no!” they repeated.

“The darkness is like a cancer, and you don’t sit around waiting for the cancer to shuffle off with its tail between its legs. You go in there and you cut it out.”

More yes-sirs and mm-hmms, getting louder now, and Rachel began to be afraid, more so than any time since all this insanity had begun. She looked at her fellow captives; their jaws were set, their lips tight.

“You cut it out,” he said again, his voice softening, his demeanor calming, a tempest dissipating.

“Bring forth the accused,” he said.

A commotion from near the caravan as Rogers and the others were removed from the paddy wagon and lined up single file. Armed men marched the group toward the wing of the stage, where a large cinderblock served as a step. The six prisoners shuffled heavily along the platform, their heads down, looking defeated. Their legs were cuffed together, their hands bound behind their backs. Someone had tossed black hoods over the heads.

“James Rogers. Martha Koontz. Ned Gartner. Jeremy Daniels. Maria McCleary. Margaret Baker. Each of you stands charged with the crime of treason against the Citadel,” Chadwick called out. “I hereby find each of you guilty of treason and sentence you to die.”

Rachel felt a little gasp escape her lips.

Two of Chadwick’s foot soldiers took Rogers by the arms and dragged him, his heels scraping the wood, toward the low-slung wooden table at the front edge of the stage. He did not make a sound, and he did not resist, but he did not assist them either. They swept his legs out from underneath, sending him to his knees. His covered face smacked soundly against the heavy wood of the table, and one of Chadwick’s goons secured his head to the table with a strap of leather.

A metal skrink pierced the silence, and Rachel saw a black-hooded figure approaching from the edge of the stage. He carried an enormous broadsword, slick with morning dew, its blade glinting in the morning light.

“Oh, Jesus, oh, Jesus,” she whispered, her breath catching in her throat. Little gasps from her fellow captives.

“James Rogers,” Chadwick said, “do you have anything you wish to say before your sentence is carried out?”

“You have no idea what you’re up against,” Rogers said.

“Wonderful,” Chadwick replied. “Anything else?”

“Yeah. How about you go fuck yourself,” Rogers spat.

Chadwick stepped back and nodded to the executioner. He reared back with the sword, raising it high above his head, and Rachel found herself praying it was the sharpest goddamn blade in North America, that it would come down through his neck in one stroke, please God, don’t let us have to watch him hack through it like he’s chopping firewood. Her eyes were full of tears and her stomach began to heave.

The blade rang true, stopping only when it bit into the wood of the table. Rogers grunted once, just once, when the sword’s edge found flesh, and then it was over. The crowd gasped, but almost guardedly so, as if no one wanted to attract too much attention to their visceral reaction to the beheading. Rogers’ body slumped down to the ground; the head lolled to the side, rolling toward the edge but stopping just before tumbling off. Arterial blood, still pumping from a heart unaware that its owner was dead, sprayed crudely across the front edge like a dye pack had exploded, before slowing to a steady gush. The grass darkened as the field greedily drank the blood cascading off the stage.

Not a sound from the crowd. Nary a cough or clearing of throat. At the back of the stage, the five condemned prisoners remained quiet.

Chadwick approached the blood-soaked table and examined the head, as casually as a man studying the produce bin at the supermarket. He lifted it by Rogers’ ponytail and held it up high for the crowd to see.

“This is the price of treason!” he bellowed. The draining blood ran down his palms, down his wrists, but he did not seem to care. His eyes were manic now, nearly bugging out as he held the head high.

One at a time, the other rebels took their turn at the table, either unaware of or too traumatized by what had happened to put up any resistance. Each seemed to jerk when their faces came in contact with the blood pooling on the table, but by then, the blade was already in flight, and the doomed prisoner joined those who had preceded him in death. To his credit, and to the benefit of the condemned, the executioner was a skilled swordsman, brutally and efficiently doing his assigned duty.

When it was over, Rachel felt like she was floating. She remembered thinking that she should cover her face so she wouldn’t have to witness the slaughter, but she hadn’t. As she looked around the faces of the crowd, she saw no one else had either. She stood there, her ability to react somehow stripped away. Perhaps it was a function of having seen the things she’d seen, that they’d all seen when the world was in the grip of the epidemic. Had she been so deadened that the executions of six people would have such little impact on her?

That they were dead meant nothing to her.

But she wanted to feel something. She wanted to feel horrified and angry and repulsed.

But all she could muster was a terrible sense of sadness, radiating out from her core and spreading like a sickness.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Freddie Briggs liked to run in the mornings.

Every day since they’d moved here, he was up just as the morning bled its first hints of purple across the black sky. He would pull on a pair of shorts and a t-shirt, lace on his shoes and head out into the ever-colder morning air. He didn’t wear a watch anymore, as he didn’t really give a shit what time it was. He had mapped out a nice loop, about five or six miles long, first along Route 815 away from Evergreen, then cutting through dead farms, sheep and horse and cattle, along a long riverbed and back to 815 and home again.

As he pounded the pavement that mid-November morning, he admitted he had been dishonest with himself about a few things. The first two were the hardest ones to admit, but didn’t they say to deal with the hard stuff first or you might never get around to it?

Anyway.

Point 1.

He didn’t care whether Adam ever found his daughter again. It wasn’t that he wished she were dead, although he could understand how someone might see it that way. But truly, whether they had their reunion was of no consequence to Freddie Briggs. The world did not revolve around the good doctor and his sad, almost certainly futile quest. The thing Adam did not seem to understand was that just because there were fewer people around did not mean that some larger proportion of that subset would necessarily care about his problems. They didn’t. He didn’t.

He focused on the route ahead. Into the trees, stutter-stepping over thick, exposed roots, watching his balance on the layer of dead leaves blanketing the ground. The last thing he needed out here was to break an ankle.

Point 2.

He wished he’d gotten in that stupid truck and ignored Caroline’s pleas for help. He would have drifted off into that great beyond, quietly, peacefully, and he might be with the girls again. There. He’d admitted it to himself. And yes, Caroline probably would have died at that sandwich shop, but guess what? She had died anyway. But she’d had to watch her son die first. So instead of saving her, Freddie had merely condemned her to a fate worse than death. She got to see what he’d seen back in Smyrna. She got to see her baby, the light of her life, liquefy from the inside out. Oh, one might argue that at least she got to hold her son, if only for a little while.

Bullshit. Watching his girls die had been a far worse proposition than never having gotten to hold them at all.

His mind quiet again, he sprinted across a horse pasture, climbed over the retaining fence to add a little excitement, and then zipped back out to Route 815 toward Evergreen. He picked a line down the middle of the highway, which he found liberating after years of running along the shoulder, constantly checking for the inattentive driver who would hip-check him into roadkill. A cold rain had begun falling, slicking his arms and stinging his face. Steam billowed from his overheated skin; despite the low temperatures, down in the forties, he could feel sweat pouring from his body. He must have been really pushing himself.

Point 3.

This one was sort of tied to the second point. The urge to take his own life had passed. He didn’t know why, as he wasn’t feeling all puppy-dogs-and-rainbows, but maybe his original plan had been an emergency response, an overreaction to what had happened. He wanted to see his girls again, but not that way. Even if he lived another fifty years in this mortal coil, barely the blink of an eye for his family, wrapped in the warm blanket of eternity.

Point 4.

He did not like Adam Fisher.

At all.

Part of it was envy. After all, this was the Hour of Honesty with your host, Freddie Briggs, right? For one, it seemed brutally unfair that Adam’s daughter was still alive. Oh, sure, she was being held captive, maybe, at that compound Nadia had allegedly escaped, but of course he’d find her, because that’s how things went for people like Adam Fisher. People like Freddie Briggs, they suffered catastrophic knee injuries in the prime of their careers and then they watched their families die, and if that was going to happen, then what the hell had been the point of any of it?

If there was one thing nearly all of them had in common, the unifying thread, it was that they’d all lost everything and everyone, and they would all be starting from scratch. A level playing field, if you will. But not Adam. Oh, no. He still had one foot planted firmly in the old world, and so what had he really lost? If you survived, and your family survived, then this empty new world really wasn’t all that bad. Sure, it came with its own inherent risks and dangers, and it would call for a new skill set, but it wasn’t all bad. This wasn’t the aftermath of a nuclear war or a zombie apocalypse. They had power here. Thousands of grocery stores and millions of homes across the country stocked with food. Those wouldn’t last forever, but the folks in Evergreen had been socking away seeds since late summer and would be ready to start planting in the spring.

And that wasn’t all. Fisher and that bitch (Honesty Hour!) Sarah were playing house now, all googly-eyed for each other. So to top everything off, the big fat cherry, Adam had a warm body to cuddle up with, polish his knob, make it all better in the off-chance they didn’t find Rachel.

He was sprinting now, his lungs burning, his quads vibrating into jelly.

Squish, squish, squish. He felt the cold rainwater seeping into his shoes, icing his toes, and it just propelled him faster, faster. If only those pathetic NFL scouts could have seen him now. He wondered if any other players had survived. Fifteen hundred of them, yeah, there were probably a few who’d made it.

Where was he going with all this?

He liked Evergreen, and he wanted to stay there. He liked the kids, and they would need a positive role model going forward. A role model for the new world, not for the way it had been. Who was going to fill that role? Adam? If it had been one of his daughters who’d survived rather than him, would he want Adam Fisher looking after her?

No. Hell no. He was selfish, that much was clear. And the kids were suffering for it. Just the other day, Max had had a huge meltdown when Freddie had tried to toughen him up a little while showing him a good time. Freddie had woken up that morning with the almost overwhelming urge to drive fast, way beyond what Evergreen’s sorry little fleet of electric cars was capable of. He checked the white pages in his apartment and found the listing for a dealership down in Guymon. Max, who’d been living with a group of older kids since their arrival, tagged along, always up for additional time with Freddie.

They took one of the town’s electric cars, its engine pathetic and flaccid. It was just depressing. And in Guymon, his spirits perked up when they saw the bright pennant flags lining the perimeter of the lot flapping bravely in the wind, the cars glinting in the morning sun. The small marquee at the front was still advertising 0% for 60 months on all new models. Dozens of cars lined the lot; they were dusty and grimy and speckled with bird droppings.

“How about that one?” Max asked, pointing to a cherry-red Mustang.

Freddie eyed it and smiled, pleased that Max was a boy after his own heart. Maybe there was hope for them yet.

“Absolutely, my good man,” Freddie had said. “Great choice.”

He made a note of the VIN number and then got to work. First, he broke the glass of the dealership with the muzzle of his gun, the sound of the tinkling huge and accusatory in the silence, like a lady screaming her pocketbook had been stolen. But it didn’t bother Freddie anymore because he was used to this unmooring from the old world. He could still see it in some of the others’ eyes. They were still nervous about taking canned goods from grocery stores, about breaking into people’s houses for water and supplies and so on. Even here in Evergreen, where they knew that their neighbors were dead and feeding the worms.

The air was musty inside the dealership, but there didn’t appear to be any bodies here. Freddie had figured out that a business’ relative importance in the old world revealed itself by how many bodies were still inside once the plague had burned itself off. No one had hung around Schaeffer Ford to die, that was for damn sure.

It was dim inside, but not dark. On one of the desks, he spotted a large rat, nosing in a box of crackers. He ignored it, and it ignored him. Rat’s gotta eat, he thought. They went behind the main desk and scanned the rows of keys until Max found the one matching the Mustang. As they made their way outside, he felt electricity buzzing through him, something that he hadn’t felt in a long time.

After checking the tires, Freddie unlocked the Mustang with the keyfob and climbed in. It roared, and Max squealed with glee. Freddie took a moment to feel the Mustang’s power, to really feel it, to know that there would be no more Mustangs for a hundred years, if ever. He felt life coursing through him like he hadn’t before, not even during his football days. He shifted into drive and raced out of the parking lot, out onto U.S. 64, a nice four-lane piece of road, stretching off to the north. They flew through a residential neighborhood, block after block of dead ranches and Cape Cods, skittering around abandoned cars. Faster he went, clearing the town limits, and still faster he went.

“This is awesome!” Max had screamed.

But Freddie barely heard him. Caroline’s face hovered there in the windshield, at first the way it looked when he’d found her on the back stoop of Pastrami Dan’s, under the black awning, relief and hope and answered prayers etched on her face like the happy slashes of a toddler’s fingerpaint. Back when baby Stephen’s fate had been unwritten, back when there’d still been a chance. But then that dissolved and bullying its way into place was her dead face, in the tent, the thin white film pasted on her lifeless lips and it had been his fault.

Ninety miles per hour.

“Yeaaahh!!!” Max shouted.

One hundred miles per hour.

One-ten, and the car still purred underneath him, as if to ask is that all you’ve got, you pussy?

By then, Max’s squeals had abated, and he’d grabbed the dashboard with both hands.

“This is pretty fast,” he’d said.

“You think that’s fast?”

Freddie pushed the pedal down a little farther and now the land rushed by in a blur. God, this was better than sex, he thought to himself, the needle now tickling one-thirty-five. And he was screaming now, his howls filling the car as he hurtled through the countryside like a bullet looking for a target.

“No, Freddie, please slow down!”

One-forty.

Max started to cry, pleading with him to slow down, but Freddie pushed the pedal to the floor, until the Mustang was a missile slicing through the Oklahoma sunshine. He blocked out Max’s pleas because this felt so goddamn good. It was an indescribable feeling, like Christmas morning combined with your first roller coaster, toss in your first kiss and that first stolen sip of beer, all rolled into this moment.

“PLEASE FREDDIE SLOW DOWN I’M SCARED!”

“It’s good for you!” Freddie yelled back. “Gotta toughen you up!”

“FREDDIE PLEAAAAAASSSE!”

Then Max had totally lost it, crying and kicking and flailing his arms, his face wet with tears and snot, until finally Freddie had eased up on the accelerator, disappointed in Max, disappointed in how soft they all really were. How were they going to survive in this world if Max, who would someday be looked upon to lead, was afraid of his own shadow? And he had news for these people. Things were only going to get tougher as the months and years went by.

“I wanna go home,” Max had said quietly.

“Fine,” Freddie had said. “Jesus.”

So they had taken the Mustang back to Guymon and driven the electric car home, the thirty-mile trip covered in silence. When Max had gotten out of the car at the apartment building he called home, his eyes were red and puffy from his pathetic little meltdown. He hadn’t seen much of Max since then; in fact, he’d been seeing the kid hanging more around Adam the last couple of days.

And Adam was blind to how weak they all really were. Everything was secondary to his quest to find Rachel. Freddie didn’t necessarily begrudge him that, but that didn’t mean he had to make it everyone else’s problem too. That focus on his own issue, his own story, meant he couldn’t be The Guy. Smart, fine. Organized, fine. But the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few, big guy. What happens if the town comes under attack, and you’re out wandering the plains like Moses? Or if someone gets sick?

The more he thought about it, the angrier he got.

Squishsquishsquish.

He was flying now, the town limit less than a half-mile away. He felt the rush, that runner’s high, buzzing through him, as though he were floating along the road. His body felt strong, his mind clear. He blew into town like a rocket re-entering Earth’s atmosphere, decelerating, dialing back on the throttle, until he had slowed to an easy jog.

After taking a few minutes to stretch his tired muscles, he went inside and sponged his body off. They had agreed to limit showers to two a week to conserve water, and he had gotten pretty good at this method anyway. When he was clean, he pulled on jeans and a sweatshirt, grabbed a granola bar and sat down at the small dining table in the corner of the living room.

For the next two hours, he made a list of things they needed to do. He would show them. They’d fallen in behind Adam because he was a doctor, an understandable knee-jerk reaction to the situation they were in. If Freddie acted now, while things were still fluid, he could make his mark. Being a leader was something he was familiar with. His second year in the league, his teammates had elected him the defensive captain, a title he held until the knee injury. He ran the defense as a seamless unit, getting his teammates to buy into his team-first theory, pounding it into their heads until the Falcons were a perennial top-five defense.

That could be done here, too. It was really no different. These scared, tired folks were his teammates now, and they could be molded into a seamless unit too. You just picked a philosophy and worked from there. The philosophy was easy enough. Safety and security for this new community. Water. Food. Shelter.

Defense. Law and order would also be a paramount concern in establishing a long-term community. There would be dirty work, and it would be the dirty work people would blow off. Other-guy syndrome. They couldn’t mean me, don’t they know what I’ve been through out there?

Immigration. There was plenty of room for more survivors, but they’d have to watch the influx carefully as well. Should they take in anyone who wandered in from the wilderness? At some level, it bothered him to think about excluding those in need. But it was a dog-eat-dog world now.

This was a soft bunch. The episode with Max and the Mustang had just driven it home for him. Things were working fine now, and that meant they’d become complacent. They’d just think that things would keep working fine. Human beings didn’t like change; now that these folks had lived through the biggest paradigm shift any of them would ever see, they’d assume that the winds of change had stopped blowing. That they could stick their heads in the sand here and watch old DVDs and drink scotch and paint landscapes, and the heat would keep blowing in the winter and the canned goods would last forever and they could just live that life as some kind of reward for having survived the plague.

How terribly wrong they were. If they weren’t careful, things would just get worse and the world would become more dangerous. The strong would survive, the weak would perish. He revised his earlier thought. These folks, these survivors, weren’t like his teammates. Not at all. From high school through college and especially in the NFL, his teammates had been driven to succeed. Sure, there were exceptions, those who skated by on talent alone, at least for a little while, when it finally caught up with them, but by and large, they were self-starters. No one had to tell them to study film, to hit the weights, to run the drills until they were as ingrained as breathing.

No, this would be different. These folks would have to be told what to do and how to do it. Probably wanted to be told. The what and the how, that was the hard part. A lot of the work ahead would be tedious and repetitive and mechanical. They would rally around the person who greased the skids, the one who made it as easy as possible. He suspected that for the most part, people wanted to pull their weight and do their fair share. Hell, maybe it was because people were fundamentally good. But Freddie suspected that it was because no one wanted to be looked at as a slacker. Shame could be a powerful motivator, especially in this new world, where you couldn’t hide among the masses and get by on the herd’s efforts. The herd just wasn’t big enough anymore.

He worked until his brain was mush and then lay down for a nap. As he drifted off to sleep, he recounted his work so far. He had the ideas. He had a plan. He just needed a way to implement them. When he woke up at around four in the afternoon, he felt good. Refreshed. And he knew what he needed to do.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

It took him two full days, but eventually, he tracked down nearly every citizen in Evergreen and told them he was calling a meeting on November 24. And hoo boy, had it ever become the talk of the town, to Freddie’s immense delight. As he strolled down Evergreen Boulevard on the evening of the meeting, he felt a lightness like he’d felt the day he’d driven the Mustang.

Everyone had responded positively, glad that Freddie was kicking them out of the stasis they’d seemed to settle into. People were ready to move onto the next phase of things, whatever it was that happened to be. And they were more than happy to let Freddie get that train moving out of the station. He even began to hear whispers that people were ready for a change at the top. He’d gotten a few people on his side. Bill Irwin, an engineer at the plant. Chuck Danley. Peter Salomon. Kate Crawford. They’d act as his proxies in the crowd, help him run the plan through before the town would know what hit it.

Just show us where to board, Mister Conductor!

It was bitterly cold out when Freddie arrived at the town hall a little after five-thirty. There were four chairs on the dais, the tables still marked with nameplates of the mayor and the now-dead members of the Evergreen’s governing council. Freddie threw them in the trashcan in the corner of the room.

Onward and upward!

He was furiously scribbling notes as the others arrived, streaming in from wherever they’d been dicking around while Freddie had been getting his ducks in a row. He felt good, ready, the way he felt after a solid week of practice and film study in his old life. When he called the meeting to order at precisely six, there were more than a hundred people present, standing room only, like it had been for the Falcons home games the year they’d finished 14-2 and nearly won it all.

The group took their seats, filling the hearing room to capacity, and he could sense their eyes on him sitting in the center chair. Good, he thought. He wanted them to take notice that there was a new sheriff in town. He saw them glance at Mayor Townsend, looking for some semblance of an objection, but she just seemed to accept it. Freddie had banked on her silence, that she’d be a little too intimidated to raise a stink about it.

He banged the gavel three times, and it stopped the incessant chatter dead.

“Let’s get started.”

He had considered opening with an invocation or the Pledge of Allegiance or something similar, something to remind everyone they were the same people they’d been not four months ago, but he had dispensed with the idea. He needed to bum rush the quarterback, for lack of a better analogy.

“Thank you all for coming,” he said. “We’ve got a lot of work to do if Evergreen is going to remain our home.”

Heads nodding, people exchanging surprised glances.

“Evergreen is a special place, I think we can all agree on that,” he continued. “But the power plant is not going to maintain itself. How many people worked at the plant before the plague?”

For a moment, no one spoke. Then a short, stout man in the front row stood up. His hands trembled, and he kept his eyes focused on his feet.

“Uh,” the man said. “My name’s Irwin. Bill Irwin.”

“You’re gonna have to speak up,” Freddie said. “We can barely hear you.”

“I was an engineer at the plant,” Irwin said. “We had about five hundred on any given shift.”

“How many are still alive?”

“Just me.”

“Just you? The plague got all the others?”

“No, two others survived. One died in the attack a few weeks ago. The other, uh, well, he sort of went crazy and took off.”

“Have you been out there?”

“Every day.”

Freddie leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin for a moment. He knew all of this. He’d been out to the plant several times with Irwin, who’d been flitting about the place, checking on things he knew how to check, replacing plugs and wire when needed. But they were living on borrowed time. Irwin, no fan of Townsend, hadn’t come right out and said it, but Freddie could read between the lines. Irwin couldn’t do it alone, he didn’t even know how. The plant was too complex, required too much specialized knowledge to maintain and troubleshoot its various systems, wisdom that largely had gone to the grave. Sooner or later, it would fail.

“Mayor Townsend?”

“Yes?”

“Isn’t it high time Mr. Irwin had some help out there at the plant?”

The sound of one hundred necks turning toward the mayor filled the room. Townsend shifted in her seat. Freddie had planned this next bit, where he’d just stare at the mayor until she said something, until she tried to say nothing by saying a lot, the way all politicians did.

“It’s just that, uh…”

Her words trailed off like a revving engine disappearing in the night.

Then he pounced.

“Gwen, I don’t think the good people of Evergreen are really interested in your excuses.”

He allowed himself a quick glance at the crowd. A hundred sets of eyes, boring in on the mayor like lasers. Jaws tightened. Heads nodded. He caught Adam’s eye and was pleased to see a look bordering on horror on the doctor’s face.

That’s right, Doc, Freddie thought, briefly holding Adam’s gaze before turning his attention to the mayor. God, that look was priceless. He wished he could have gotten it on camera.

“They expect leadership.”

He looked back down at his notes.

“What about the food and water supply?” he asked with a deliberate sigh, as though he expected to be disappointed in the answer. “We can’t rely on canned goods forever. We’re going to need to start making our own food.”

“There’s a reservoir not far from here,” Townsend said. “With our small population, we should be OK with water.”

“We won’t always have a small population though, will we?” Freddie asked.

“No, uh-uh,” a voice from the crowd call out. He thought it was Chuck Danley.

“What’s the purification process?” Sarah asked, shifting in her seat. Freddie thought she sounded nervous, as though she suspected something was afoot.

“We have a small treatment facility on the north end of town,” Townsend said. “It runs on wind and solar, but we did have a electrical backup in the event the other power sources failed for some reason. The backup failed when the power grids failed, but it’s still operating. I’d been checking it every day before my little episode.”

“And I assume it requires maintenance,” Freddie said.

“It’s been pretty reliable.”

“Everything requires maintenance,” he said. “If we don’t stay on top of it, it’ll fail when we need it the most.”

“I’m also concerned about defending ourselves,” Freddie said. “We’ve been lucky so far. Tell me more about this attack.”

An uncomfortable silence descended on the room. Chins dropped, eyes watered.

“They came at us one evening,” Charlotte said, breaking the silence. “By chance, I was with Jeff and a few others down in the police armory, taking inventory. There were only about ten of them, but they really got the jump on us. They were just shooting anyone they found. We came up behind them and killed most of them. Two escaped.”

“Where’s the armory?”

“In this building,” she said. “Basement.”

“It’s going to be important for all able-bodied adults and older teenagers to become proficient with weapons,” Freddie said.

“Is that really necessary?” someone asked.

“You tell me,” Freddie said. “How many did you lose in the attack?”

He let that sink in for a bit. As he looked out over the crowd, something occurred to him. This wasn’t your ordinary town. Many of the people who lived here were soft. Book smart, engineers and computer nerds. They’d run their power plant and the few supporting businesses. Probably had no idea how lucky they’d been to repel the first attack.

“We lost a dozen people!” Kate Crawford said.

“I grew up in rural Georgia,” Freddie said. “We teach kids about guns about as soon as they can hold one. So, yes, I think it’s necessary and smart. We’ve got to stop thinking like we used to. This isn’t the same world anymore. No one is coming to protect us. And there’s nothing to stop someone else from trying to take Evergreen.”

The crowd was quiet now, juiced with a healthy dose of fear. Then he struck.

“Mayor Townsend, may I speak freely?” Freddie asked.

“Please,” she said.

Everyone, already locked in silence, looked at him. What he was about to do was tricky on a number of levels and could backfire at any moment.

“I’m really worried by what I’ve heard here today,” he said. “I’ve come to love this place and the people in it. But I’m worried we’ve fallen asleep at the switch. I think we’re headed down a very dangerous road.”

He paused again.

“I propose that we elect a new mayor.”

Chatter erupted across the room, a wild mixture of gasps and whispers, cheers and a few boos, sweeping through the crowd like a wave. Freddie breathed a sigh of relief, having had no idea how this would play out and even less confidence it would work.

“Second!” a woman’s voice called out.

“Second!”

“Second.”

On and on the seconds came, little explosions. The mayor started at each one, like rabbit punches.

“Hey, wait a minute!” Adam called out. “Plague or not, she’s still the mayor of this town.”

But Freddie raised his voice. He might not have been as smart as Evergreen’s resident know-it-all, but he was sure as hell louder than the son of a bitch.

“Any opposed?”

“Nay,” a few voices rang out, but they were small and tinny in the meeting room.

“All those in favor of electing a new mayor, say ‘aye’.”

The room virtually exploded.

AYE!

“All opposed?”

A few nays skittered about the room like lost birds.

Freddie stood, rearing up to his full height, leaving no doubt as to who was in charge of the meeting. Then he leaned over and planted both hands on the table. He made a point to flex his forearms, popping the veins, his biceps straining the fabric of his polo shirt.

“Gwen, Evergreen thanks you for your service.”

Her eyes were red with tears. She scanned the crowd, as though looking for a friendly face, and Freddie was pleased to see no one making eye contact with her.

“You’re making a big mistake,” Adam said, standing up to face the crowd.

“Is that right?” Freddie said. “You know better than all these people?”

That shut Adam Fisher, M.D., right down.

“What do we do now?” someone called out.

“We elect a new mayor,” Freddie said.

“I nominate Freddie,” Chuck Danley said, pointing at Freddie. “Freddie, uh… I’m sorry, man, I just realized I don’t know your last name.”

Freddie smiled thinly. Even this part had been planned.

“It’s Briggs.”

“Briggs? The football player?”

Freddie felt himself blushing.

“Yes.”

“Freddie Briggs was one of the best defensive players of the last fifty years,” Chuck exclaimed to the group. “He played in the Super Bowl a couple years ago!”

This sent murmurs through the crowd. During his NFL career, Briggs had learned that Americans had always been more impressed by celebrity and athletic prowess than almost anything else. He didn’t think that had changed much yet in the wake of the plague. That wouldn’t always be the case, but for now, it was still packing the same punch.

“I second,” Robin Swanson said, and Freddie felt warm and icy cold at the same time.

“I nominate Dr. Fisher,” said a woman named Donna Tanner. She’d been married to a plant engineer and spoke with one of those precious Southern accents that reminded you of sweet tea and cucumber sandwiches and cotillions.

“I second,” said Jeff, the man who’d thrown Adam and Sarah in the jail cell.

“Gentlemen,” said Gwen, “do you accept the nomination as mayor?”

Fisher glanced at Sarah, who nodded, and in that moment, Freddie hated him. He knew Adam would get nominated, but he thought if the good doctor had any integrity at all, he would decline the nomination, seeing as how his focus wasn’t necessarily on the town.

“Yes,” Freddie said. “Yes, I do.”

“I accept,” Adam said.

Freddie’s core burned like an overheating furnace, his growing rage its coal. Didn’t they see that Adam and his search for Rachel was the way of the old world? The old world had brought nothing but plague and death and misery. It had been a weak world, run by weak men. And Adam wanted to take them down that road again. Didn’t they understand they needed to stop thinking old-world thoughts, stop pretending like everything was going to be OK? Even if Adam found Rachel, no, especially if he found her, then they would think that everyone was entitled to a happy ending. In Rachel, in the promise of Rachel, they saw their own families and loved ones who had been lost to the plague. It was this pathetic hope that left them soft, that blinded them to the way the world really was.

“Are there any other nominations for the mayor of Evergreen?”

No other names were put forward, and they closed the floor to nominations. Townsend, in her last official act as mayor, picked Charlotte, Pankaj Shere, and Michael Stills, the editor of the local paper, to serve as an ad hoc election committee.

“Now then,” Michael said. “I don’t see the point of a drawn-out campaign or anything like that. Let that be our first gift to this new world.”

Nervous laughter bubbled from the audience.

“I’d like to say a few words,” Adam said, standing up.

“The committee just said-” Freddie said.

“No, this is too important,” Adam snapped back. “If we’re going to start with a new mayor, the people have a right to hear what we’re all about.”

Dammit, Freddie thought.

The committee huddled together briefly.

“Three minutes each,” Charlotte said.

Adam stood, his hands clasped together.

“Everything Freddie said is right,” Adam began. “The truth is, we’ve all been in a state of flux the last few months, living off the forward momentum of the world as it used to be. And trust us, Evergreen seemed so magical when we got here, a place immune from the horrors of the outside world. But that may not last. As you said, we’re not the first group to find this place. We probably won’t be the last.

“But the truth is that I have hope. I have hope of a bright future for all of us. That we can find new happiness, new peace together. Even if that means saying goodbye to the old world. I’m ready for it. I’m ready to go forward with each of you. Thank you.”

Healthy applause filled the chamber as Freddie scrambled his thoughts together. A lesson from his father, dead a decade now, popped into his head. Keep it simple.

Fuck it, he thought. He’d done what he needed to do, said what he needed to say.

“Freddie,” Charlotte said. “Three minutes.”

“I think you all know my position,” he said. “Think about who’ll be here for you one hundred percent. Who won’t be distracted by other issues. That’s all I have. Thank you.”


#




Pankaj cut out makeshift ballot slips from Freddie’s notebook and passed them around. Adam, still reeling from the shock of what was happening, watched the others scratch out their selection. Football star Freddie Briggs. That was why his name had been so familiar to Adam when they’d met in St. Louis. A man accustomed to winning. A man accustomed to having things go his way. And Adam had been so blind to it. He felt like such an idiot!

How long had Freddie been planning this coup? There was no doubt he’d felt slighted by the deference the others had shown Adam during the last two months. Was this how he planned to rebuild his image? Did he really want to be mayor, or did he just like the idea of being mayor? He’d had some good ideas, he’d come to the meeting prepared. Maybe he should concede the election to Freddie.

Because Rachel was still out there.

Rachel.

Rachel.

The search was morphing into a desperate, pointless exercise. The search for Bigfoot. The pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. It was late November now, and they’d crossed off seven of the search grids. The odds he would find Rachel had always been slim and were now sliding toward none. It was maddening to know she was probably alive. The itch he couldn’t quite scratch, growing worse with each passing day.

If only Nadia could remember anything about where she’d been. A landmark, a billboard, even a description of the terrain, a river or peak. He didn’t feel bad about being mad at her because he kept it bottled up, locked away in his mind’s maximum security prison. No one needed to know he hated her for making Rachel seem so close and yet so far away. He didn’t even know if he was looking in the right place. He could look for the next fifty years and not come within a hundred miles of her.

Then Adam had a terrible thought, a sudden realization. It was his obsession with Rachel that had left him blind to what Freddie had been doing. Was Adam shorting these people because of it? These people were here now, and they needed someone to lead them. They needed someone to help care for them. He wasn’t sure if it made him feel better or worse, but the fact of the matter was that he had the ideal rèsumè, the skills, knowledge and experience for a post-plague world. Could he in good conscience keep putting his impossible quest ahead of the others?

He suddenly remembered Holden Beach. The place hadn’t crossed his mind since his desperate escape during those horrifying days in August. What did it look like now? How long before the ocean ate the beach away, before the homes began to crumble into the waves? Had sand blown across Ocean Boulevard and covered it like a blanket? If a hurricane blew ashore with no one there to see it, did it make a sound? What world did Rachel belong in? The Holden Beach he’d arrived in? Or the dying one he had escaped?

Holden Beach was two thousand miles and a lifetime away. Evergreen, this little corner of Oklahoma, was the here and now. The people in this room with him were the here and now. It went beyond simply being the right guy for the job due to his medical training. They needed to look out for each other because the very act of being alive now was so rare. And for all they knew, they were the final act in humanity’s long play. If that were the case, then they should protect what life was left at all costs, go out with some class.

And that’s when it hit him.

He shouldn’t concede the election to Freddie.

Because Rachel was still out there.

Freddie couldn’t become the mayor of Evergreen because Freddie had no Rachel.

Freddie had no hope. These people needed hope. Adam didn’t know what would become of the power plant or even the human race itself, but if they didn’t have a little bit of hope and love and friendship and the solidarity of breaking bread together, then what the hell were they living for? And he had hope. He believed it in his core that Rachel was still alive. And he’d keep looking for her until his dying day. It would be the fuel to power his work here. He could do it. He could give himself entirely to both missions, to lead these people while he looked for his daughter. He could do it.

He wrote his name on the sheet and handed it to Charlotte, who was collecting the ballots in her Oklahoma State baseball cap. How primitive this was, Adam thought. It was emblematic of how lost they all really were, this messy cleaving to the old ways. He didn’t have the first clue if they were being faithful to the rules of parliamentary procedure, but the fact was, he didn’t suspect it mattered all that much. It was the form, not the substance, guiding them along, making them feel like they were getting their lives back on track.

Then he reclaimed his seat in the second row, which, he noticed, was now empty. He glanced across the aisle and saw Freddie’s row had emptied out too. Freddie’s elbows were on his knees, and he was chewing a stubborn fingernail. He wanted this badly, Adam could tell, which in turn, made Adam want it badly as well. As important as he felt it was that he be elected, part of him felt it was equally important that Freddie not be.

“The committee members will, uh, move over to the mayor’s office to count the votes,” Charlotte said firmly. Her eyes swept across the audience, almost daring anyone to challenge her plan. She was a strong girl, very strong. As long as she was part of the town’s future, perhaps things would be OK, even if Freddie became mayor.

The crowd devolved into chatter as Charlotte and the others exited the room. Adam could feel his heart slamming against his ribcage, an angry animal struggling to escape; his right leg pistoned up and down, a throwback to his days at the office, when he’d grow bored and frustrated with the mountain of government-mandated paperwork he needed to fill out. He placed a hand on his knee to stop its manic pulsing. A deep breath, a good long one, and he glanced over his shoulder at his fellow Evergreeners.

The crowd, which had drifted to the back of the room, was deliberate in its avoidance of the two candidates. They had broken up into groups of four and five, whispering, casting curious looks at Adam and Freddie, talking about the future. Adam could divine several emotions from the tone of their voices. Fear. Excitement. Curiosity. A sort of wide-eyed, can’t-wait-to-see-how-THIS-turns-out-ness about it all.

Thirty minutes later, Charlotte, Pankaj and Michael returned, their faces blank and stony, the way a jury might look before sending a defendant to the gas chamber. They took their seats at the dais, Charlotte in the center chair. As they settled in, the others rushed to reclaim their seats.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Charlotte said. “We counted the votes three times. First, we counted and verified ninety-six votes were cast.” She looked at her fellow committee members. “Do the other committee members agree with this report?”

“Yes,” Pankaj said.

“Yes, agreed,” Michael said.

“We then placed the ballots for each candidate into two separate piles and counted them individually, again counting them three times.”

“Agreed,” both Pankaj and Michael said simultaneously.

“The results of the election are as follows,” she said, staring straight down the middle of the aisle, not making eye contact with either candidate. “Adam Fisher received fifty-one votes, and Freddie Briggs received forty-four votes. One ballot was cast blank. Adam Fisher has been elected mayor of Evergreen.”

As the crowd erupted in applause and catcalls with a few boos mixed in, Adam felt a huge surge of adrenaline rush through him, like he’d touched a live wire. Part of it was relief, stemming from his lifelong aversion to losing. Adam Fisher had done very little losing in his life, and he hadn’t wanted to start today. But laced in there was a tincture of regret, thrown in like a last-second spice. An hour ago, this hadn’t even been on his radar, and now here he was, the duly elected leader of this ragtag group of survivors. Even in his brief tenure as the nominee, it had been a theoretical thing, big picture. But now it was crashing down on him in a very real way. But, he decided, he wouldn’t have it any other way.

Someone had to do it.

And he didn’t trust anyone else.

A loud noise startled him, and he looked over in time to see Freddie storm from his seat, knocking over half a dozen chairs as he did so. His jaw was clenched so tightly, Adam thought his teeth might shatter.

Without a word, Freddie burst through the hearing room doors and into the night beyond.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Just once in his life, Adam wished he would follow his gut at a time his gut was telling him something valuable. It never seemed to go his way. Either he misjudged what his gut was saying, and the decision backfired on him, usually in spectacular fashion, or he’d ignore a hunch, that niggling feeling deep down that told you you were right and end up in the very same spot. For example, just this morning, he’d woken up feeling gloomy, cranky, out of sorts. He’d worked seven days straight learning the ropes as mayor, and he had planned to spend his off day searching for Rachel.

But when he’d peeked out his curtain, a sense of foreboding washed over him. The clouds were low. A coil of sickly gray fog had snaked its way into town overnight, clinging to the landscape like a thrush infection. It wasn’t a romantic fog. It was bad fog. Trouble fog. The kind that told you to climb back into bed and try again the next day. Maybe he could spend a little time organizing his field notes or studying the maps. But instead of listening to that voice, however, that little survival instinct working so hard to keep him alive, he’d gone ahead and resumed his patrol after breakfast. Chuck Danley had been itching to get out of Dodge for a bit, and he decided to accompany Adam for the trip.

And now, eight hours later, they were here, at a deserted bar, his gun locked and loaded and aimed at some random survivor whose path they’d crossed, while across the way there, just on the other side of the long oak bar running the length of the place, said survivor was holding a gun to Chuck’s head. One man lay dead on the floor, a victim of friendly fire when Chuck’s captor had inadvertently shot his companion in the back. It was the shootout in St. Louis all over again, and Adam was afraid they would keep doing this over and over, a horror movie stuck on repeat, until they finally finished each other off.

They were about an hour southwest of Evergreen, passing through Duncan, Oklahoma, an old oil town in the southern part of the state. Both men were exhausted after another futile search for Rachel’s camp, and Adam had suggested camping there for the night after rounding up some supplies to take back to Evergreen. Chuck suggested a drink, and Adam had thought it an excellent idea. The bar, called Branson’s, was near the center of town. A few cars were still in the parking lot, but they each sat on four flat tires. After Chuck parked, they took a minute to stretch their tired legs after hours cramped in the car, bouncing through the back roads of Oklahoma.

They stepped inside the chilly bar to a sudden hail of wild gunfire, no warning whatsoever. A scream, presumably from the guy shooting his buddy, and a loud thud. Adam slid into a booth and drew his gun; Chuck dove behind the bar, where he came face to face with his captor. He’d had no time to pull his weapon, which the man had confiscated.

Despite the chill in the bar, sweat was running into Adam’s eyes, and he resisted the urge to wipe his brow, lest it be construed as an offensive maneuver, or worse, give his mirror the opening he needed.

“It doesn’t have to be like this,” Adam said. “No one has to get hurt.”

“My friend’s dead ‘cause of you!” he barked.

“Let’s take it easy,” Adam said softly, electing not to dispute the matter with the man. His gun had been up for several minutes now, and his shoulder, which had been aching, was starting to burn. “No one else needs to get hurt.”

“Fuck you!”

“I swear I’m not gonna hurt you. Let my friend go, and we walk out of here.”

He had to fix this. He had to. This was just some scared son of a bitch, caught in the world’s biggest shitstorm. He looked lost. This man was no different than him or Chuck. Scared, panicky, the enormity of the disaster weighing heavily with each passing day.

Adam’s right arm began to shake with fatigue, so he carefully cradled it with his left, keeping the gun as level as he could. He hoped the other guy couldn’t see how badly he was trembling.

“What’s your name?”

The man’s face scrunched up in surprise, as though he couldn’t believe the question he was being asked.

“What?”

“Your name. What’s your name?”

“Mark. My name is Mark. No more questions!”

“Mark, I’m Adam.”

“I said no more questions!”

“I didn’t ask any questions. I just told you my name.”

Adam held his breath, hoping he hadn’t said the wrong thing. The moment stretched out like taffy, and he became aware of the sweat greasing his body despite the chill, of the way the gun seemed to be sliding in his hand, as though lightly oiled.

“OK,” Mark said. “OK. But I’ll ask the questions.”

Adam nodded slowly, deliberately.

“What are you doing out here?”

“Just looking for supplies.”

“Where you guys from?”

“We’re living in a town called Evergreen,” he said.

“What’s that? Where is that?”

“A ways up the road,” Adam said. “You’re welcome to come back with us.”

“You serious?”

“I am,” Adam said. “But you’ve got to put down the gun first. You’ve got to trust us.”

The barrel of his gun dipped down.

“But what then?”

“We just get through it,” Adam replied. “We keep getting up every day. There must have been some reason we survived. There must be something to look forward to.”

“What if there isn’t?”

Adam paused, trying to come up with some answer that would sound genuine.

“Because I wouldn’t be trying to talk you out of this otherwise.”

Mark blew out a noisy sigh when he heard this.

“Why are you even doing this?” Adam asked.

“Because as soon as I let him go, you’re going to kill me.”

“No. I promise.”

“Then put your gun down.”

A smile shot across Adam’s face, as though Mark had told him a moderately funny joke.

“Not sure I’m ready to do that yet, Mark.”

“OK, well, I’m not letting him go.”

“Guess we’re going to be here for a while then. I’m gonna take a seat.”

He crossed the room and climbed into a booth, where he could prop the gun on the seatback. Immediately, he felt the sweet relief of an arm unburdened by the weight of the gun. His shoulder popped deliciously.

“You had a family, didn’t you?” Adam said.

Chuck’s eyes went wide with disbelief, but he kept quiet. It was a risk, treading onto Mark’s hallowed ground, but maybe he needed a chance to unload it. Tell someone, not about the plague, but about the family he’d lost.

“My wife, Gloria,” Mark said. He chewed on his lower lip, like he was fighting back tears.

“She was a social worker. Child protective services. Fifteen years she did it. Each kid more screwed up than the next, but she went to it every day like it was the first day on the job. She cussed like a sailor.”

“I’m sorry.”

“My son,” Mark said, his face shiny with tears. “That was the worst. He was autistic. He was fifteen years old. His whole life, I never saw him scared of anything. Anything. And when the outbreak got really bad, I couldn’t get him off the computer. Even after his mom died. He was glued to the news coverage. The morning after his mom died, he came down for breakfast, and he looked scared. He’d just started showing symptoms. And that’s when I became really scared, when I thought he looked scared. Now maybe he wasn’t, and I was just imagining it, or maybe I was just going insane, but that’s when I really lost all hope. I didn’t see the look on his face again. He kept getting sicker and sicker and reporting the news to me. He died that night.”

Adam didn’t know what to say.

“So there it is,” Mark said. “The sad story of my wife and son, lying dead in our house.”

Adam sat there, the gun propped on the seatback, his trigger finger sweaty and itchy, not because he wanted to pull the trigger but because it was just itchy.

“Can I ask you a question?” Mark said.

“Sure.”

“Why did this happen?”

“Oh, man, I don’t know.”

“You believe in God?” Mark asked.

Adam thought back to when Sarah had asked him the same question.

“No.”

“I do,” Mark said. “Went to church every Sunday. Every Sunday. He fucked us but good though. Guess we weren’t up to snuff.”

“You think this was God’s judgment?”

“What else could it be?”

“Accident. Terrorism. Who knows?”

“However it happened. The Lord works in mysterious ways.”

“If you’re right, I doubt He’d want you to kill anyone.”

“And I didn’t want Him to kill my family, but I guess what I wanted didn’t matter.”

“I know, it’s not right.”

“You’d really take me back with you?”

“Of course,” he said. “We need good people. We need to start rebuilding.”

All the fight seemed to leak out of Mark just then, his shoulders sagging, his chin dropping. He gave Chuck a gentle shove, pushing him away, and just like that, it was over. He tossed the gun on the bar and began to sob, his hands covering his face. If Mark felt any twinge of shame in breaking down in front of two men he did not know, he didn’t show it. Adam sighed, the exhale coming shallow and ragged as his heart struggled to slow down. It felt like the standoff had gone on for hours, but Adam suspected they’d only been in the bar for a few minutes.

Adam climbed out of the booth and knelt by the man who’d been shot during the standoff. There was little chance he was still alive, and even if he was, he wouldn’t be for long. The man was lying on his stomach, his arms pinned underneath his body, which was soaked with blood. A quick pulse check told Adam all he needed to know.

Despite the loss of life, Adam felt good. The urge to stay alive deepened with each passing day, and he’d survived yet another test in this world. And this time, it hadn’t been dumb luck or chance or a lucky shot. No, this time, he’d done it on his own. He’d been the one to dial the situation back. He had talked Mark off the ledge. He looked down at the gun in his hand, really felt its weight.

Strange, this post-mortem he was conducting. It reminded him of the process he’d once utilized in his practice, after each delivery, after each c-section. He studied each chart, no matter how routine the case had been, looking for any tidbit, any nugget he could take and apply to the next case. Maybe that’s what had happened here. Maybe he’d been filing things away in this new world until he needed to call on them.

As he stood up, all ready to pat himself on the back, a single gunshot shattered the fragile calm that had descended on the room. Adam froze, his mind blank, as the gun’s report echoed through the bar, hanging over them like a tortured spirit. A soft thud drew Adam’s attention to the bar, where he saw Mark’s body slump across the bar top before sliding down onto the floor. His head hit the floor with a loud crack. Standing above him was Chuck, Mark’s gun in hand.

Adam stared at him, his mouth slightly open, as though he wanted to say something but couldn’t find the right words. Chuck stepped over Mark’s body and emerged from behind the bar.

“Ready?” Chuck asked, wedging the gun into the front waistband of his jeans, as casual as a man returning from a trip to the bathroom.

“What did you do?”

“Man had a gun to my head,” he replied. “By the way, that was a hell of a thing you did, getting him to put it down. You Jedi-mind-tricked the shit out of him, bro.”

“But he let you go,” Adam said, ignoring the compliment. “He let you go.”

“I took care of business.”

“You took care of business. Jesus.”

“I’m supposed to give him a hug because he’s losing his shit over the a-fucking-pocalypse? He was a fuckin’ menace. We let him walk, he pulls this shit with someone else. Fucking idiot shot his own friend. Natural selection at work here.”

The cold-bloodedness of it was what really scraped at Adam’s insides like sandpaper. Chuck talked about executing Mark the way he might have described flushing a nasty cockroach down the toilet.

“But you murdered him,” Adam said. “The threat was over, and you just murdered him.”

“You’re starting to get under my skin a little, Doc,” he said. “I don’t mind a philosophical discussion about life in a post-apocalyptic world, but you’re getting dangerously close to hurting my feelings.”

A new front opened up inside Adam’s soul, this one labeled helplessness. Short of yelling at Chuck, telling him how disappointed he was in him, there wasn’t a whole hell of a lot else Adam could do to him. And Chuck didn’t seem particularly concerned with what Adam thought of him. It had been one thing out in the wilderness, when they’d been on the road, to bear witness to the evil man could do. But this guy Mark had been harmless. And Chuck was supposed to be one of them. A valued member of their fledgling community. What was Adam supposed to do now? He couldn’t let this psychopath assume a leadership role. He couldn’t let the kids look up to him. He couldn’t let him be part of their new world.

Did Chuck think he was just going to get away with it?

“You’re not coming back with me,” Adam said, his voice steely and low.

“What?”

“You heard me.”

“The fuck I’m not,” Chuck said.

“You’re out,” Adam said. “No more of this shit. You do what you want, but you do it somewhere else.”

“What, are you gonna tattle on me? To your little bitch girlfriend?”

“They need to know.”

“My word against yours.”

Adam’s heart had started galloping again. Thump-thump, thump-thump, thumpthumpthumpthump. Not because he didn’t know what to do. But because he knew precisely what he had to do. Adam held Chuck’s gaze, never letting his eyes drop to the man’s waist, where he’d tucked the gun, but never letting it out of his peripheral vision. Chuck stood his ground, his hands by his sides, his fingertips twitching. This was an angry man, a dangerous man. Some itch in his psyche needed scratching, and killing Mark hadn’t done it. Adam replayed the last few moments of the standoff with Mark, trying to remember if he’d secured his weapon after it had ended.

He hadn’t. He was one hundred percent sure he hadn’t. He was ninety-five percent sure he hadn’t. Chuck’s arm twitched, and he knew that Chuck was going to try to kill him because Chuck did like Evergreen and he could come up with any story he damn well pleased, and they’d never know what happened here. They were ten feet apart, and it felt like his arm was encased in concrete, as slow as it was bringing the gun up to do its terrible work. Adam’s eyes zeroed in on Chuck’s waist, where it seemed his hands had arrived with blinding, graceful speed.

Too late, too late, and then both guns were out, and both were firing. As he emptied the clip, the guns breathing their terrible lead exhaust, Adam waited for the hot plug in his chest, the brief crackle in his forehead that would mean it was all over, that this new world had gotten the best of him, that he hadn’t been fast enough or smart enough or accurate enough.

He fired until the gun was dry, its empty clicks feeling hollow and impotent. Only then did he dare open his eyes. The air was thick with smoke and the sound of desperate gasping. Adam stole a look toward the ground, where he found Chuck writhing about, his hands at his ruined throat, blood bubbling and spilling between his fingers. He’d be dead in less than a minute.

Adam wanted to hate him for making him do this, but he couldn’t manage a single discrete emotion as he watched the man die on the bitterly cold floor. He felt no regret or sorrow; it was what had to be done. He hadn’t asked for this world any more than anyone else had. But as he’d been told, and as was coming into sharp, jagged relief, this was the world he’d been given. In that world, things would have to be done, things he might not like to do.

As Chuck Danley bled to death, Adam turned and left the bar without a word. He shoved his hands into his coat and walked the two blocks to where he’d left the car. The wind was blowing hard out of the west, and in the air, he could smell a hint of snow.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

“Marry me,” Adam said.

They were eating dinner in the apartment they now shared. It was early December, and a light snow was falling outside. But the juice was still on, and warm air blew up through the vents. They were the luckiest sons of bitches on the planet. For now.

“What?”

“You heard me,” he said.

“Are you serious?”

“Yes,” he said. “Can’t promise a big church wedding or honeymoon to Maui or anything like that, but I’m serious as I can be. I love you, Sarah. More than you’ll ever know.”

“But what about my little problem?”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Adam said. “Makes me think we need to do it sooner than later.”

She wiped her lips with her napkin and set it down next to her bowl. She leaned across the table and took his face in her hands.

“Adam, baby, we’re not going to grow old together,” she said. “This thing, it’s not a maybe-kinda thing. I’m going to die of Huntington’s.”

He felt the tears form at the corners of his eyes.

“Listen, one of the things I’ve learned from living through this thing is that there’s no time to waste. Think of all the millions, billions of dreams that died with everyone else. We were given a second chance, a chance to start over. But that second chance comes with a price. The price is that this is a really dangerous place now. That thing with Chuck. Sometimes I sit down and play with the numbers, try and estimate how many people survived the plague. Even if just two percent survived, that leaves more than six million people in this country alone. I’m not going to lie to you. I’m not a very optimistic person generally. I don’t trust a lot of folks. I think maybe that’s why I was drawn to obstetrics. I saw a lot of happiness and got to deliver a lot of good news. That’s not to say I didn’t treat some very sick women. Every doctor does. But it was kind of a way to self-medicate my general feeling about people.”

“You sure know how to charm a girl.”

“I guess what I’m saying is that for the first time in a long time, I know what makes me happy, and that it makes me happy for the right reason. And it might have been a cliché to say that life is precious, but it’s pretty goddamn true these days. There are precious few lives left, and if you’re lucky enough to be alive, every moment is precious. I’m telling you, I’m lucky to be alive right now. You don’t know how close Chuck came to killing me out there.”

Sarah nodded. She knew what had happened out there; Adam had told the others that Chuck had been shot and killed by bandits. He didn’t like lying, but he wasn’t sure how they’d react to the story that Chuck had been a cold-blooded killer. He knew Freddie was suspicious of the story.

“You know I can’t have children,” she said.

“I wouldn’t think-”

“No,” she cut him off, lest he misinterpret her meaning, think it was a ledge he could talk her down from. She could just picture him trying to stretch his “life is precious” argument to the next step, to a place where he’d want to get busy with the business of making little Fishers. “I mean I physically cannot have them. I had a hysterectomy.”

It didn’t surprise him, but he said nothing. Because there was nothing to say.

“I figured the best thing I could do is make sure that any child of mine wasn’t doomed to my fate. Even if that meant not having the child at all. And after watching what Caroline had to go through, I’m not sure I’d even want to chance it.”

“I’m not asking you to marry me because I’m clinging to some traditional notion of family,” he said. “I’m asking you to marry me because I want you to know what you mean to me. How much I love you. Thing is, this could be a transitional world for a while. Who knows how long before we figure our shit out, if we get a chance to figure it out at all. I want you to know that the way I feel about you isn’t transitional. It’s for keeps.”

The last walls inside her broke down, and she couldn’t say no. Nothing, not a goddamn thing was guaranteed for any of them. And that had been the sole basis for her resistance. She felt a smile break across her face, a lightness spread through her, as refreshing as the spray of ocean on a hot summer day.

“Yes,” she said, feeling her eyes well up with tears. She felt stupid crying, but then she saw tears in Adam’s eyes, and she forgave herself. She never in a million years believed she would let herself fall for anyone again, let alone follow a path as traditional as marriage, but here she was all the same. She embraced him, wrapping her arms around him tightly and covering his face in kisses.

“And how do you propose, forgive the pun, we do this? I’m not sure a marriage certificate is required anymore.”

“We’ll do it however we want to do it. We’ll ask Gwen to perform the ceremony.”

A question came to mind, and it embarrassed her to think about it, and so she asked it before she had a chance to change her mind.

“Do you want me to take your last name?”

He paused, and his lips pursed in the way that let her know he was really thinking this one through.

“What do you think?”

She clicked her tongue.

“I don’t know,” she said. “My name is important to me. And I get the feeling it’s going to be tough for women to maintain their identity.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re bigger, stronger, faster,” she said. “Women are going to have a tough time in this brave new world.”

“Then don’t,” Adam said. “We can rewrite the rules.”

“You sure?”

He laughed.

“Of course I’m sure.”

She smiled and kissed him.
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Two days later, Adam and Sarah stood at the center of the park, across from town hall, before Gwen Townsend and most of the residents of Evergreen. It was a chilly day, but warm in the sun.

“Good morning,” Townsend started, her hands clasped, “we gather here today to watch our two friends take their first step on a long and happy life together.”

Sarah squeezed Adam’s hand; the others did not know about her diagnosis. Someday, they would know, but for now, it was best to put it up on a dark shelf, out of sight, and out of mind.

“I’ve officiated many marriages in my day,” she said. “But this one is especially special to me. We’ve all seen so many terrible things in the last few months, and we’re liable to see many more. We’ve all experienced incomprehensible tragedy. The special Dateline episode about us would be a two-nighter for sure.”

Laughter rippled through the crowd.

“And the future is anything but certain,” she said, her voice darkening a shade. “I wish I could stand here and tell you that everything will be just fine. But I don’t know that. And I think we all heard enough lies during the epidemic that for me to stand here and sugarcoat things insults you and tramples on the thing we are doing here today.

“I don’t know what tomorrow holds, but I do know this: today, love has prevailed.”

Claps and hollers from the audience.

“Love has shined its bright light on this dark land. It shows us that there are still beautiful things in this world, things worth fighting for.”

More cheers, the sounds rolling across the plains.

“Tragedy is temporary. Pain fades away. But love endures. And as long as that is the case, we have a responsibility to keep fighting for a good and just world where love can continue to shine.”

She stopped, tears in her eyes, and hugged Adam and Sarah.

Behind them, Adam heard throats clearing and noses sniffle. She could certainly lay it on thick; he supposed that’s what politicians did. Still, he couldn’t help but smile as he held Sarah’s hands in his own, studied every line of her mocha-colored face. She wore jeans and a thick blue sweater; he was casually dressed as well, as they had agreed to dispense with the pomp and circumstance and focus on each other and their friends. Her hair was pulled back and curled up in a bun, revealing her slender neck. He could make out a vein just under the skin, pulsing rapidly. He stroked her hand gently and as he did so, he could see her pulse slow. That’s what he wanted to do for her, be a source of peace for her, be the safe harbor for her as she was for him.

He couldn’t make the world’s problems disappear any more than he could cure her Huntington’s. But they could love each other for as long as they could. And maybe that love could make the world around them a little better. It made sense in a weird sort of way. With so few of them left, their actions had greater impact on those around them. Each act, from good to wicked, would be amplified. Life was more precious, love more rare, evil more pernicious, every death more terrible. This, he decided, would be their legacy for the generations he hoped would one day follow.

He felt her hand squeeze his, and he broke free from his trance. Sarah and the mayor were staring at him.

“Not having second thoughts, are you, cowboy?” Sarah whispered.

“You wish,” he said.

She made a face, sticking her tongue out at him.

“Adam Fisher,” Gwen Townsend said, “do you promise to love and cherish Sarah for as long as you both shall live?”

“I sure do.”

“Sarah Wells, do you promise to love and cherish Adam for as long as you both shall live?”

“As long as I live.”

“Then I pronounce you husband and wife.”

As they leaned in to kiss, the crowd absolutely exploded with joy, their cheers and hoots rolling across the park, echoing through the quiet town, up and down the streets and alleys. For that briefest of moments, the pain and suffering of the previous four months faded away, like a blistering sunburn cooled by the tangy chill of aloe.
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They retired to the town hall for a small reception for Adam and Sarah. Two tables of snacks had been set up, courtesy of Charlotte and Donna Tanner. They’d even managed to find matching paper tablecloths peppered with the words Congratulations and Good Luck! Miriam apologized for not making a cake, but her large pyramid of sugar cookies looked lovely just the same.

A receiving line took shape, and Adam and Sarah visited with each guest, one at a time, thanking them for being there. Sarah tensed when they reached Freddie.

“Congratulations,” Freddie said, shaking Adam’s hand first and nodding toward Sarah.

“Thank you, Freddie,” Adam said.

Freddie didn’t say anything else, and a brief silence began to morph into an awkward one, so Sarah leaned in and hugged the big man. She even pecked him on the cheek for good measure, and she tried to ignore the tension in his jaw, the way his teeth were clenched together.

“Thank you, Freddie,” Sarah echoed. “And thank you for all you’ve done for us. You helped us all get here. Helped keep us safe.”

“I did what I could,” Freddie said, his voice barely a whisper.

“It was a lot,” Sarah said. She was starting to feel uncomfortable, so she placed her hand on Adam’s elbow and gave him a slight shove toward the next guest in the line. Caroline’s face hung in the silence among them like a large painting.

When the last guest had hugged the happy couple, Charlotte plugged in a boombox and music filled the autumn night. As the first song, a Fleetwood Mac tune, erupted from the speakers, the guests froze and stared at the music player as though it had come to life. In a way, it had. Sarah could see it in their eyes and in their sad smiles, the dead world that had birthed them into this new one. No one danced or spoke or even sang along; they stood there like mannequins as the song played through.

Charlotte played a slow song next, by the presumably late Alison Krauss. As Krauss’ slinky voice slipped out of the speakers, Sarah felt Adam taking her hand and leading her to the center of the room. It had been cleared of chairs, now a proper spot for a couple’s first dance as husband and wife. His arm snaked around her waist and she laced her hands at the back of his head. And they danced, in the center of a circle formed by their fellow citizens, their friends, these good people they hadn’t known a month ago and, in a better world, would never have met at all.

As the song wound down, she found it difficult to believe that she was married (to whatever extent marriage existed now), and she found herself wishing her father had been here to see it. He had always pushed her to live her life to the fullest; he would tell her that she was only getting one life, so she might as well take chances with it. Part of her had wanted to hate him and her late mother for having her at all, for taking such a terrible risk that they would have a Huntington’s baby. But she couldn’t hate them. And so she had done as her father had advised. But this, even this would have surprised her old man. She thought he would have been pleasantly surprised. She thought he would have liked Adam.

When it was over, she kissed Adam hard, and he lifted her off the ground. The guests whooped and hollered again, even more loudly than they had during the ceremony.

“Speech, speech!” someone called out, but the cheers and whistles continued.

Adam stepped forward and patted the air with his hands, trying to silence the crowd.

“How about we have ourselves a party?”

The crowd roared, and that was enough.

The party continued long into the night, stretching into the wee hours of the next morning. Adam danced with every lady; Sarah took the hand of every fellow. No one wanted to leave, and so no one did. They sang songs and got drunk on cheap beer and champagne. Someone led the motley crew in a series of ever more ribald rugby chants. As night crested and rounded the turn for daybreak, they got louder and sillier. Sarah saw at least two couples pair off for drunken make-out sessions in the corners.

At dawn, they poured out of town hall and into the chilly morning, their laughs and voices growing hoarse and strained. They streamed toward the center of the park, where they huddled together and watched the sun break over the rooftops, spilling its golden light into the town. Reddish clouds striated the morning sky.

“Pretty sky,” someone said.

“Red sky in morning, sailor’s warning,” another replied.

“That’s an old wives’ tale.”

“Could be. But eight years in the Navy, never wrong once.”

This hushed the crowd a bit, and together they looked at the red sky, the scalloped clouds, and although she’d heard the red sky admonition too, even Sarah wondered how such a lovely scene could be a harbinger of bad weather. She thought this even as she felt her right hand twitch.

It twitched a second time, spasming and locking in place for a moment as though it had a mind of its own; then the attack withered and her hand drooped back down. That was the second time in the past week she’d experienced the twitching in her hand.

Red sky at morning, sailor’s warning.

As Adam pulled her close and kissed the side of her head, she covered her right hand with her left, the way a family might hide the drug-addict uncle. This had been a long time coming, since she’d gotten the positive test while she’d been stationed at Fort Lewis near Tacoma. The genetic disease specialist had given her a thick sheaf of literature on Huntington’s, glossy, high production value, written in that corporate-speak that almost made it sound like she’d been granted membership in a super exclusive club. She went home and read it and cried for two days.

The Army had never known about her disease because she’d had the test done on her own dime; she didn’t want to chance getting discharged, especially since she could be years away from showing symptoms. They didn’t test for it on the annual physical, and so she’d served another seven years, good ones, too, during which she was awarded two Purple Hearts and the Silver Star. The Star was for a little episode in the Kandahar Province in Afghanistan, where, she well and truly hoped, that forsaken patch of useless ground, the rock formations like broken teeth jutting from a shattered jaw, was littered with the bodies of Medusa-ravaged Taliban thugs.

But now all that was in the past, really in the past, because if the plague had closed the chapter on her life as a soldier, the appearance of symptoms would serve to close the book on the life she’d once known, a life of strength and good health and not needing a damn soul for anything.

Because now, it was here. It was as if the Huntington’s had simply tapped the Medusa virus on the shoulder.

I got this.


CHAPTER FORTY

Freddie left the reception around one in the morning. He’d wanted to leave hours earlier, but he had to keep up appearances. He’d handled the loss to Adam badly, he knew that, and it was important to show the others there were no hard feelings. As he let himself into his apartment, he could hear the party still going strong. He lay on top of his comforter in the dark, a hand under his head, but sleep eluded him.

No matter.

Freddie himself had remained sober, nursing a beer all night so at least he wouldn’t look out of place. The weight of cumulative events were beginning to press down on him, choke him, so heavy that sometimes he found it hard to breathe. He got up at three-thirty and sat at his kitchen table.

He could just leave.

That was definitely an option.

He could pack his bags and hit the open road. He could go anywhere. South to the Gulf Coast or Florida or even Mexico. Anywhere he wouldn’t have to worry about cold weather. But while those destinations might work now, in December, he couldn’t imagine living that close to the equator in the summer months with no air conditioning. Summers in Baton Rouge had been bad enough, even with his little window unit rattling along. It would be an oven now. And the bodies. What had the last three months done to the millions of corpses dotting the landscape down there? How bad would it smell? Eventually, it might be an option, maybe a year from now, once there was nothing left but the bones. But now? Yeesh.

Perhaps to the northwest, Oregon or Washington? He’d liked both states when his football travels had taken him there. A lot of land for a man to get lost in. No more worries about backstabbing doctors or sad-sack pregnant women or whiny kids who would never know how truly lucky they were. Just Freddie and the land. Hundreds of well-stocked cabins, isolated, minimal body count, lakes rippling with fish, woods rustling with game.

Now that did sound good.

And maybe it would be good a month or so out of the year.

But it didn’t scratch his itch.

He couldn’t live the rest of his days by himself. He was thirty-three years old, and decades of isolation just wasn’t singing to him. He’d lived his life around people, in front of thousands of fans, in the trenches of sport with dozens of like-minded men. He could play crowds like a concert violinist; he led his teammates like a field general. As he went, so went the team.

In the end, Freddie decided to stay. Everything he wanted was here.

He left his apartment at mid-morning. He pedaled west along Route 815, not wanting to draw attention with the sound of his truck. The weather was cool, but not cold. Thin clouds ran west to east, and there was a slight breeze, as there always seemed to be. This part of Oklahoma had a far more temperate climate than he’d expected; according to the local almanac, the average daytime temperature, even in the dead of winter, climbed into the upper forties.

Evergreen was dead quiet, the citizens sleeping off what was sure to be wicked hangovers. They’d need the whole day to sleep off the effects of the piss-water beer and champagne that they’d used to fuel the wedding festivities. Duties would be shirked today, no doubt, heads under pillows, night tables stocked with bottled water and painkillers to combat the stinking headaches in their futures.

Beyond the Evergreen town limits, the land was absolutely desolate, flat and peppered with scrub brush erupting from the ground like boils. Farther west, Freddie could make out the outline of Oklahoma’s highest peak, the Black Mesa, the source of the winds that powered Evergreen’s turbines. He’d been meaning to check it out, but he hadn’t made the trip yet. The power plant lay a mile away.

The NorthStar Wind and Solar Plant sat on about two hundred acres of Oklahoma grassland, with about two-thirds of the land devoted to the wind turbines and the solar panel field occupying the rest. The solar field consisted of dozens of rectangular panels rippling brilliance in the morning sun, with a two-hundred-foot tower that concentrated the heat absorbed by the panels. Beyond the panels were two large salt tanks, which stored the heat, and the conduits that carried the heat into a series of generators that converted it into electricity. The wind farm was set back some, the turbines rising up majestically like a giant’s handheld fans. The blades of these three-hundred-foot-tall monoliths rotated slowly, filling the air with a strange but not entirely unpleasant hum.

He pedaled onward, a little more pep in his legs as he saw his destination. He wasn’t entirely sure what he wanted to do out here, but he’d decided to make the trip out here shortly after Adam and Sarah’s nuptials. Their marriage was a watershed event for the town. This plant was a watershed place. There was nothing more important to the town’s future than its power supply. It’s what made Evergreen special and had his traveling party talking about things like fate and destiny. It all linked together.

A long perimeter fence surrounded the complex, and he saw a single sentinel standing guard at the outer gate. This duty was rotated among the townsfolk, and today, the watch was in

the hands of John Ochoa and a woman named Felicia something-or-the-other. Ochoa was pacing around the fence line, smoking a cigarette, holding a rifle and looking generally clueless. A camper was parked at the top of the access road that led into the plant.

He coasted to a stop near the main entrance and dismounted from his bike.

“Ho, there, Freddie,” John said.

He greeted everyone with “ho there,” and it annoyed Freddie immensely.

“What brings you out this way? How was the big weddin’?” The way he said wedding, dropping the “g” like it was optional, annoyed him too. And the way he peppered you with questions like a five-year-old.

“It was a wedding,” Freddie replied. “Felicia in the camper?”

“Oh, you know her,” John said, miming the act of tipping a bottle to his lips. “Half in the bag. What brings you out this way?”

“Just thought I’d take a look around,” Freddie said, his eyes focused on the large plant

behind John. “I was talking to Adam, and you know he said he thought it’d be a good idea if we all started learning more about the plant.”

He thought back to the tour that Townsend had given him, Adam, and Sarah shortly after their arrival in Evergreen. It had been a superficial look at the plant, one suggesting that Townsend really didn’t understand the first thing about how it worked. She was able to give the brochure tour, the explanation that NorthStar had undoubtedly put in its investment materials, that explained at the very shallowest level why it had been the place for your hard-earned capital.

Ultimately, all he gleaned from her was that NorthStar had developed a process for extracting more power from lower levels of wind and sunshine. Wave of the future, she’d said. Evergreen was the pilot project, and before you knew it, towns and cities across America would be coming online and that would be the end of America’s dependence on fossil fuels.

“Oh, you know, I’m not sure about that, Freddie,” said John. “I didn’t hear anything about any visitors today from the mayor.”

“That right?”

The Adam’s apple in John’s neck bobbed visibly, and Freddie could tell the man was a bit frightened. John went to lick his lips, sending the forgotten cigarette that had been dangling from the corner of his mouth tumbling to the ground. It hissed when it hit the gravel road.

“It’s just that Mayor, I mean, Doctor Fisher said we really ought not to have you, I mean, anyone walking around inside unless there was reason for people to be here.”

The rifle that had been slung on his shoulder had come askew, looped around his elbow and scraping the ground. He seemed to be caught in that middle ground, unsure of whether he should sling it back on his shoulder or shoot Freddie with it.

“Me?”

“No, no!” he said, backpedaling now, still fumbling with the rifle.

“Did Fisher tell you to keep me away from the plant?”

“No,” John replied.

A metallic scraping noise drew his attention, and Freddie glanced over to see the rear door of the camper swing open on its rusted hinges. Felicia climbed out, bleary eyed and gin-blossomed. The stink of gin was evident even from where Freddie was standing. Jesus, what the hell did Adam think he was doing with this protection detail?

The best he could, a little voice squeaked out.

“What the hell is going on out here?” the woman croaked.

“Nothing,” John said, never taking his eye off Freddie. “Go back to sleep.”

She didn’t move, holding her ground at the camper’s rear bumper.

Freddie felt a bit of food stuck in his teeth, and he swirled his tongue around until he jostled it free. The image of his tongue poking around his cheek must have been intimidating because it precipitated another step backward from the good John Ochoa. The act relaxed him a bit, as he processed the news that Adam had given orders to bar him from entering the power plant. As if anyone in that shitburg town could stop Freddie Briggs from doing whatever the hell he wanted.

He could just picture Adam meeting with the security crew, taking them aside all conspiratorially and saying, “Hey, Freddie, he’s a bit upset about not becoming mayor, let’s all keep an eye on him, m‘kay?”

The rage hit him squarely in the gut, rippling around his sides in a wave of heat. Sweat beaded on his body and traced icy trails down his flanks.

That mother-fucker!

“Why don’t you head on back home?” John said, summoning what must have been every ounce of courage he had on reserve in that skinny, underdeveloped body of his.

“Do you even know how this plant operates?” Freddie asked.

“Not my job to know.”

“Not my job, he says,” Freddie repeated. “There’s a hundred fucking people living in that town, and you don’t think it’s your job to know how our most important asset works?”

“Uh.”

“We should have people out here every goddamn day,” he went on, “learning the ins and outs of this place. It’s nothing but a giant machine. And you know what happens to machines, don’t you?”

“I’m not sure what you’re asking, Freddie, but I think you should-”

“They break down,” Freddie said. “They break down, and then where would we be?”

“Time to go, Freddie.”

Freddie looked over and saw the woman leveling her gun at him. The firearm trembled in her hand, and he knew she would no more shoot him than she would break into show tunes.

“You gonna shoot me?”

“I want you to leave,” she said. “I don’t know what’s going on here, but this is my job.”

Freddie smiled, a real smile that curled his lips upward without any chicanery on his part.

“OK, you win,” Freddie said. “I just want to help the town. I want to be part of the crew that takes care of the plant. Looks like I’ve got some things to talk about with our good mayor.”

Felicia cut her eyes toward John, who nodded. She lowered her gun, and Freddie felt a sense of relief flood through him. He hadn’t handled this well at the outset, but he was getting things back under control. He was man enough, after all, to admit his mistakes, unlike a certain pig-headed doctor he knew.

With a tip of his hand, he turned to leave, and then stopped mid-turn.

“Hey, you guys want a bite to eat?” he asked, looking back over his shoulder. “I got some sandwiches in here.” He tapped his backpack.

“Sure,” John said without missing a beat. “Tired of the protein bars anyway.”

“How about you?” Freddie said to the woman.

“Yeah, sure.”

He knelt down and unzipped his pack. On top of the extra change of clothes lay his nine-millimeter pistol, which he’d picked up before they’d made it to Evergreen. It had good heft to it, felt good in his hand. He thought about the line he was about to cross, the one he could never uncross. He thought about Susan and Caroline and Heather lying in the Georgia soil, now part of the Earth, elemental, natural. This was the way things were, the way they had to be.

Well, he was either going to do it or not.

He came up firing.

The first two rounds hit John in the stomach, and his body curled up like a roly-poly before tumbling to the hardpan. Freddie turned the gun on Felicia, whose flight instinct had kicked in a hair too late. She’d been leaning against the side of the camper, which gave Freddie a huge target to aim at. He stepped into the shot and pulled the trigger three more times. The first two rounds missed, but the third found purchase in the hollow under her neck. The impact of the round slammed her against the chassis, and her body hung upright for a minute, as though it couldn’t quite believe what had happened, even as blood sprayed from her wound. Then, she collapsed to the ground, dead.

The sounds of moaning broke Freddie from his trance; he looked back toward the main gate to see John writhing around, his shaky hands fumbling with his rifle, which had landed underneath his body.

“You fucker,” John hissed, blood trickling from the corners of his mouth. “You fucker.”

Freddie knelt by the mortally wounded man, his mind on cruise control. It was as if the entire sequence had been pre-programmed. He really hadn’t had to do anything. John rolled onto his back and pressed his hands against his ravaged abdomen. The blood seeped through at an alarming rate.

“I think I will take a look around,” Freddie said.

“The next shift’s on their way,” John muttered between labored breaths.

Freddie smiled. “You know just as well as I do that you’re on until seven tonight.”

A wave of pain washed over John and his face contorted into a terrible grimace.

“Fuck, why?”

Freddie considered the question for a moment. Then he pressed the barrel of his gun against John’s temple and pulled the trigger.
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There.

It was done.

It had to be done.

Freddie sat in the driver’s seat of the camper, sipping Felicia’s gin, gazing at NorthStar’s crown jewel. The power plant was large, gleaming, new. A promise of a better tomorrow. It had kept its promise even after the plague. A starter kit for a new society. Around them, a land blanketed with darkness and cold, but this place was immune to all that. A sort of symbiotic relationship existed between it and the denizens of Evergreen. Without them, this place would have no purpose, no raison d’être. It would have dutifully continued churning out power with no one to use it until it decayed and rotted and crumbled.

He considered what he had done. There was no going back now. And he hadn’t killed Felicia and John, whose bodies were now tucked in the cargo area, for the simple sake of killing them. He wasn’t a psychopath. There was a reason, a justification for this act. It wasn’t because John, little shit that he’d been, had hurt his feelings. No, that would be juvenile. Immature. This was simply a link in a chain.

When you got right down to it, all their hopes and dreams were wrapped up in this place. These hopes and dreams flowed from the town through the buried cables, into this place, which converted them into gorgeous electricity and sent it back to them. But not for Freddie. What were his hopes and dreams now?

The girls. His girls. Susan and Heather and Caroline.

It was a wound that wouldn’t heal. The thinnest filament of scar tissue would form and then it would split open like it hadn’t been there at all. How these folks had simply moved on astonished him. They had their meetings and their dinners and Kumbaya. It was like their loved ones hadn’t existed at all, and they’d been dead less than four months! Didn’t these people have souls, hearts? Why would he want to lead these people anyway?

They didn’t deserve Evergreen.

And there it was.

They didn’t deserve this bounty they’d been granted, whether by fate, karma, divinity or just plain dumb luck. The callousness, the total disrespect for the world gone by was horrifying.

Chewie.

The guinea pig, may he rest in peace, had had more sense than these people. Yes, Freddie thought. The guinea pig, and all of a sudden, Freddie wished he’d buried Chewie with his girls because they had loved him so much. Instead, he’d condemned him to an eternity rotting in his sad little cage in the family room. Freddie should have stayed back in Smyrna with them. He’d left because he was selfish. He’d been too much of a coward to stay where he belonged, to be the man of the house at the most critical juncture of their lives. It was all coming clear now.

Even Caroline Braddock.

Her death had been a warning, designed to teach him a lesson.

The lesson had been a painful one, but he had learned it now. Clinging to the old world would spell doom for all of them, the way it had for Caroline. Adam had gotten her hopes up with old-world thinking. If the baby had been doomed from the start, he would’ve handled it better than Dr. Doolittle. That’s what these people needed. A swift kick in the ass about the way things really were, the way they were going to be.

This power plant wasn’t going to last, that’s what these people didn’t understand; it was an illusion, a beautiful one perhaps, but still just an illusion. Like a crust of ice over a lake, shimmery and glinting, but underneath was cold, cold death. None of them knew how to maintain it, let alone fix it. It was already deteriorating, from the inside out. He could feel it, he could almost hear it.

It was their last link to the old world. He understood its allure, its siren call, but he also understood that it was already fading away, like a sailboat drifting over the horizon, out of sight. That’s what the others needed to see.

And sooner than later.

He was doing it for them.

They would thank him later.

The Israelites may have been afraid to leave Egypt, may not have even wanted to, and so it had fallen to Moses to take the reins and lead them to the Promised Land. That would be his job. A world beholden to this power plant, that was the threat, that was the real danger to all of them. Once they were free of the shackles of this place, of the inevitably doomed quest to keep the lights on, only then could they find salvation and truly become part of this new world.

He unlocked the gates with John’s keys, got back in the camper and followed the access road running around the perimeter of the facility. The windmills churned on silently; the place hummed, a deep penetrating buzz that drilled down to the very core of his mind. As he completed the circuit, he stumbled across a few bodies here and there, shift workers who hadn’t made it out before succumbing to Medusa.

He opened the door, which was unlocked, and went inside, feeling the metallic chill of the building envelop him. Inside, the buzzing was even louder. The place was cavernous, much bigger than he had thought based on his views from the outside. The walls were outfitted with switches and levers and dials and touchscreens, more than he could even count. Somewhere, a compressor hissed intermittently, like a metronome.

A handful of darkened offices ringed the interior, centering on a large control booth in the middle. More bodies here, a pretty significant concentration of them. Given the chill inside the building, they hadn’t deteriorated much. Freddie took the metal steps to the control room at the middle two at a time, his heavy footsteps echoing through the dead plant. The door to the control room was locked. The mummified bodies of two workers stared back at him from their chairs inside the room.

He began anticipating the imminent silence, the way a hungry dad looked forward to his porterhouse on Father’s Day. It felt so good to know that the hum would soon be gone. He could scarcely contain himself. He went back out to the truck and began scouring it for ideas.

The smell of stale grease and cigarette smoke hung limply in the air of the camper’s small kitchenette. As he scratched his chin, it hit him. Grease didn’t smell like that unless it had been cooked. That meant there was a cooking source on-board. After a few moments of searching, he found the small propane tank under the counter, a hose snaking upward to the stovetop.

He loosened the valve, hearing the welcome hiss of gas being piped to the burner. He shut it quickly and opened his pack, looking for a lighter but coming up short. Then he remembered John had been smoking upon his arrival. A quick search of the dead man’s clothes revealed a cheap lighter. Freddie snapped the metal wheel and smiled when the tiny flame erupted from its plastic depths. He held it as long as he could, releasing the button only when it began to burn his thumb.

He lugged the propane tank into the control room and then surrounded it with anything flammable he could find. Papers, manuals, clothes of the deceased shift workers, anything that would burn. Then he strung the trail of kindling toward the door, which would buy him a little time before the propane ignited. He opened the safety valve. The pressurized gas rushed out in a whoosh.

He backed away from the tank, this soon-to-become ground zero of all that Evergreen had been or would ever be. Every few feet, he paused and touched the flame from the lighter to the kindling. Clothes and papers that had been indoors for months had seasoned and went up immediately. Tongues of flame danced across the fabric, looking for more fuel to consume.

The fire moved faster than he anticipated, and he turned to run. Even as he hit the threshold of the doorway, he could feel the heat thickening behind him; he pictured one of those cartoon thermometers, the red bubble of mercury expanding comically. As he burst through the door, into the freshness of the outside air, he began to shiver uncontrollably, the sense that he was surrounded by forces he could no longer control. The camper was dead ahead, and he was flying now, the muscles of his legs rippling as he chewed up the ground between the plant and his getaway vehicle.

As he climbed into the driver’s seat, he planted a hand on the roof and glanced back toward the open doorway, which was now rippling with a red-orange corona, a throat of fire. Something twisted and broken inside him, a ruined clockspring, kept him rooted there for a long moment, but he finally forced himself to the wheel, and he backed the big camper away from the security fence. The tires spun briefly, throwing up a spray of dust and gravel, before catching. He turned the wheel hard to the right, and the camper fishtailed; for a moment, he thought the whole thing would tip over, and that would be that.

Serve you right, a tiny voice screamed out.

But the camper won its battle with the forces intent on pulling it over, and he shifted into gear just as he heard the THWOOMP of the propane tank exploding. He pushed the accelerator to the floor, achieving his escape velocity from the rapidly maturing holocaust behind him. In his rearview mirror, he saw a thick finger of flame erupting through the doorway, reaching out as if to tap him on the shoulder. Then it retreated back inside, and that was when the roof exploded.

When he was about a hundred yards clear, he stopped and climbed out onto the camper’s running board for a better view. He could hear the fire popping, crackling, almost talking to him. A small part of him, the vestigial part that still thought old-world thoughts, fully expected to hear the screams of fire engines racing to the scene, but, of course, there was nothing.

Even from this distance, he could make out a shimmery halo hovering around the building, spreading like a fog as the fire made its way deeper into the plant, feeding off all the oxygen it would want or ever need. There was nothing to stop it now.

He slipped back behind the wheel and drove east.

There was one more thing he needed to do.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

A loud but quick pop, followed by a hiss, was the only warning Adam received that everything in Evergreen was about to change forever. He was sitting on his stoop on that unseasonably warm afternoon, a stack of binders at his feet, one lying open in his lap. Together they constituted the operations manual for the NorthStar plant, and he was doing his best to educate himself about the town’s most important asset.

Solar Array, Salt Tanks, Maintenance, and so on.

The reading was dry, terrible, but absolutely necessary. He’d been reading for hours each day, deciding it would be better to construct a foundation first before poking his head into the technological lion’s den that was the plant’s nerve center. Crawling before walking and all that. It was how he learned. He didn’t consider himself an intellectual giant by any stretch of the imagination, but he’d been blessed with an uncanny memory and an ability to make connections when none seemed apparent. That talent had helped him breeze through medical school and his clinicals. And this, he hoped, would be no different.

He’d been reading since early that morning, when he’d awoken to a smidge of a post-reception headache. Sarah slept until eleven, a rarity for her, and then set off for a meeting with the farming committee at the town hall. They had partied long enough, she’d decided, and it was time to buckle down and make this place work. He’d wanted to consummate the marriage a third time (“just to be sure,” he’d told her), but she’d smacked his bottom playfully and promised there would be time for that later.

As it turned out, there wouldn’t be. Not that day.

The odd noise broke his concentration for the first time in an hour, so he got up out of the chair, placed his hands in the small of his back, and stretched. His back cracked deliciously, and he sighed. As he stood there, satisfied, another pop, this one even louder, echoed across the quiet townscape. This made the hairs on his neck stand up. He ran inside to change and noticed the digital clock on the end table in the living room had winked out. He quickly laced on a pair of heavy hiking boots, his thoughts zeroing quickly on his new bride, a pit forming in his stomach. It had been a long time since he’d had someone in close proximity to worry about, and it frightened him a little.

By the time he stepped out onto the street, he could just make out the fist of black smoke rising in the west. His stomach turned to water. Fire was one of his biggest fears. The town did have a fire station, but its sole truck had been dispatched to a nearby town at the beginning of the outbreak, and it had not returned. On a wing and a prayer, Townsend had said. They were living on borrowed time. He’d known it all along.

And the bill was coming due.
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He ran west along Evergreen Boulevard, yelling “Fire!” as he went, a regular Paul Revere. Despite the warmth of the day, he felt cold, icy sweat frosting his body. A few others were already moving in the same direction, having seen the smoke curling its way skyward on that December afternoon. They paused a block west of the town hall, near Evergreen High School’s baseball field. He saw a figure running toward them; it was Derek Harris, a lanky man who’d taught in the elementary school.

“It’s the plant!” Harris called out. “The plant’s on fire!”

As Adam bent over breathing hard, his hands on his knees, suddenly aware of what had happened, not wanting to believe it. Someone noticed him pulling up.

“Come on, Adam! We’ve got to go!”

They piled into Derek’s electric car and headed south along the ribbon of asphalt poking out from the edge of town, rising and falling over the undulating plains. Adam sat stone still, catching bits and pieces of the conversation peppering the car, but unable to focus on it for long. Then a huge explosion boomed across the plains.

“Who’s out there today?”

“John and … I can’t remember the other.”

“Felicia. She’s out there.”

“Probably passed out.” This one said in a hushed tone.

Think, dammit, think.

He could see it in their faces, the panic, the fright, and he thought he might have known what all of them had looked like when the world was in the grip of the epidemic. It was a look he had never wanted to see again, but there it was all the same. And just like before, there was nothing they could do. He knew the town was lost as soon as he saw the thick bubble of smoke. Their hopes and dreams had literally gone up in it.

Sarah.

Where was she?

She was smart, she was strong, and he told himself not to worry too much right now. She’d be making sure the townsfolk were remaining calm, looking after the kids. Derek pulled to a stop in the middle of the road about a quarter mile shy of the plant, Adam’s view clear across the empty grasslands.

A huge corona of fire blazed before him, gobbling the power plant like it was a warm hors d’oeuvre. Even from this distance, he had to shield his eyes from the intensity of the flames, a rippling orange and red, nearly hypnotic. The fire swirled about like a demon breaking through a doorway from another dimension. The entire plant was engulfed now. The glass in the panels of the solar array was shattering with a harmonic tinkling. Tongues of flame lapped at the base of the windmills. At first, he didn’t understand how the fire was reaching the wind turbines, but then he realized the blaze was creeping through the underground tunnels and corridors, along the very conduits that carried the power created by the monolithic generators.

How had this happened?

Sarah, Sarah, Sarah.

The image of her face kept flickering in his head, the way pop-up ads had once appeared on a website you were trying to concentrate on. Maybe he kept seeing her because it was just easier to think about her than about the ruin that now lay before them. Although it seemed like they’d just barely gotten here, it really was over now. The lights, the heat, the clean water, everything that made Evergreen special, everything that made it seem like they’d found an oasis in this post-plague hell. Gone. It had been a nice ride, a little respite from the way the world really was. But gone nonetheless.

Another explosion rocked the plant, this one yellow and harsh, like a miniature sun hovering just above the plains. The tang of burning salt reached his nose, and everyone began coughing. It smelled like overcooked meat. Tears in their eyes, people began pulling their collars up over their noses, which made them look like a collection of sad highway bandits.

“Head back to town,” Adam said. “There’s nothing we can do here. Anyone seen Sarah this morning?”

Shakes of the head in reply, their eyes still focused on the destruction of the plant.

“What, honeymoon over already?” Derek asked. There was some levity in the tone, but the attempt to lacquer the disappointment with some joy fell short.

Adam laughed softly.

“I’m going to go track her down, give her the bad news.”

“I’ll give you a ride,” Derek said.

As they raced back to town, he had the sudden but certain feeling that bad news was going to be waiting for him when he found her.
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A crowd had formed at the western edge of the baseball stadium, clustered in the outfield, looking out over the short fence toward the blaze. The faces he saw as they cruised past were long indeed, their gazes fixed on the horizon, where the thick black smoke continued billowing skyward, pushed eastward by the very winds they’d relied on to bring them the electricity.

The place already seemed quieter with the power now gone, taken from them a second time. As they passed the park, he was reminded of that awful, terrible quiet in the days after the plague had burned away, when he was adrift, unsure what the hell he was supposed to do, terribly afraid that he was the last man on Earth.

Yesterday, the park had looked good. They’d been using a push mower to keep the grass trimmed, a task that had been sloughed off onto the younger teenagers. Physically, it looked exactly the same this afternoon, but it felt dead, ominous. Derek let Adam off in front of his building. Adam got out and then leaned back in the window.

“What are we gonna do now, chief?” Derek asked.

Adam ran his thumb across the edge of the door.

“I’ve got to take care of something.”

He tapped the roof of the car and stepped back. Derek drove off.

The apartment was empty. He hadn’t expected to find her here, but he wanted to be sure, dot all the i’s and cross all the t’s. He was pretty sure he knew where she was, he was pretty sure he knew who was responsible for the fire, but stopping here had given him a chance to collect his thoughts, delay the inevitable, if only for a few moments. His next stop, he strongly suspected, wasn’t going to be this idyllic.

Time to go, Adam.

Fright washed over him like a salt bath, leaving him dry and bitter. He could taste metal in his mouth.

Before leaving the apartment, he took the gun they’d kept in the drawer of the nightstand.
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The town hall was just beyond the southeast corner of the park. Its windows glinted in the early afternoon sun like wide, glassy eyes. The throng from the baseball stadium had retreated to the park, chatting, pointing, unsure what to do. The air was sharp with smoke.

For a moment, the thought that Sarah was dead gripped him so tightly it took his breath away. And there was no way to know that she wasn’t. He’d have to press onward. He felt very strongly that whatever the truth was, whatever the future held, lay behind the doors of this building. Glinting and sparkling at him with terrible glee.

He crept up the stairs, staying clear of the door’s line of sight. The heavy door had been propped open, and he leaned his body up against it. As he curled around the edge for a peek, he drew the gun and released the safety. The cold steel felt heavy and reassuring in his hand, buttressing his emotional reserve.

Freddie.

He’d seen it coming all along, the roots buried deep in the soil of their initial meeting, the way they’d clashed about virtually every decision, every step they’d taken along their westward trek. He had hoped to the end that the chill would eventually thaw, that Freddie would see how important he would be in Evergreen, how much he would have to offer. But he’d grown angrier and testier with each passing day. In some ways, their assimilation into Evergreen had made things worse than they’d been out on the road.

Adam slid down the corridor, keeping his back to the wall. Just ahead, on the left, was the public hearing room, the site of Freddie’s electoral embarrassment. That was where Sarah’s meeting with the committee had been scheduled to take place. Sitting halfway down the corridor, between Adam and the room, was Mike Stills. His breathing was shallow, and his right arm, the one closest to Adam, was soaked with blood.

Shit.

Mike turned his head and saw Adam, who nodded at him. Mike returned the nod.

“What happened?” Adam whispered.

Mike mouthed the answer, but the reply was clear enough.

Briggs.

Adam edged closer, closer, until he was at Mike’s flank. He dropped to a knee and began examining Mike’s right arm.

“Tell me,” Adam said.

“Shot me,” he said, grimacing with pain. “Gwen’s dead. Jeff, too. He’s in there with Sarah and Charlotte.” He paused and pressed a hand to his wound. “It’s not as bad as it looks. The bleeding’s stopped. He just nicked me.”

“What the hell does he want?”

“He wants you, actually. Sent me to find you.”

“Meaning?”

“He wants you dead. Palace coup and all. He said he’ll trade them for you.”

“You believe that?”

“No,” Mike said. “He wants you all dead. He wants to run the show.”

Adam massaged his forehead with the heel of his hand. Panic was swelling in him like a balloon. A coup, indeed.

“Did he really do it?” Mike asked. “The power plant?”

Adam nodded slowly.

“Yeah,” Adam said. “He torched it.”

“Fuck,” Mike said. “I was kind of hoping he was bluffing. Going on and on about cutting all ties to the old world.”

“He wasn’t. It’s burning like hell out there. It catches that wind, the whole town might go up. Let’s get you away from the door.”

Mike slung his arm around Adam’s shoulder and climbed to his feet.

“Whatever you’ve got planned, count me in. He’s gotta fucking pay for this.”

“I know.”

So there it was. He had to stop Freddie, even if it killed him. Even if it meant sacrificing his quest to find Rachel. Something had broken inside Freddie. Perhaps it had started as a fissure, a fault line, one that might have remained stable under perfect conditions. But these weren’t perfect conditions now, were they? Maybe the fault had ruptured long ago, when Caroline had died. Maybe it was broken before that, maybe since his family had perished, and the last couple months had been nothing more than lipstick on a pig. Adam couldn’t even fault him for having those feelings.

But that wasn’t the whole picture, the whole ball of wax. Freddie Briggs didn’t get to choose how this new world worked for everyone else. If he wanted to go savage, pretend like the old world had never existed, well, there was a hell of a lot of open ground out there for him to lay a claim to. And today he’d crossed an uncrossable line. He’d made his decision. He was going to have to deal with the consequences.

Adam could feel the anger welling up inside him, but he tamped it down, put a lid on it as best he could so he could focus on the problem at hand. Sarah and Charlotte were in terrible danger. The whole colony was in danger.

“What’s it like in there?”

“I think they’re holed up behind the dais. Townsend’s lying by the podium. Can’t remember where Jeff was when he got hit. Sorry.”

“He doesn’t know I’m here, does he?”

“No,” he said.

“How does he plan to get out?”

“I’m not sure he does. I’m not sure he cares.”

Adam’s stomach flipped, and he felt cold. If what Mike said was true, the chances they all survived this standoff were virtually zero. There had to be a way, he thought. There had to be a way. As he stood there, the edges of a plan began to form in his mind. He had to take the wind out of Freddie’s sails. He had to make Freddie think that he’d won.

“Tell him some folks are back from fighting the fire, and that I went missing trying to put it out. Tell him I was seen running into the control room right before a big explosion.”

“What for?”

“We’ve got to do something to release the pressure,” Adam said. “I really never thought he’d go this far. But he wants to tear everything down.”

“You got that right.”

Three loud booms interrupted them; Freddie was pounding on the door.

“Stills! You out there?”

Adam nodded.

“Yeah, I’m here,” Stills replied. “I needed to rest.”

“Any sign of Fisher?”

Adam nodded and drifted back toward the front door. He hated to leave his friends behind, but he didn’t see another option if he wanted to save them.

“Not yet,” Stills said. “I’m going to go look for him now. I’ll be back when I can.”

As he backed out of the door onto the town hall’s ornate front porch, Adam pantomimed stretching out the discussion to Mike, who returned a thumbs up.

“Wait! Some folks are back from the plant, saying he’s missing!”

“Whaddaya mean missing?”

Adam scanned the town square for the best vantage point while he continued to eavesdrop on the discussion. Across Main Street was the diner, its mirrored plate-glass windows reflecting the town hall. Next door to that was a dry cleaner with a large counter that Adam could hide behind.

“Trying to put out the fire! I don’t know what happened. They can’t find him!”

Freddie went silent.

Adam couldn’t afford to wait any longer. His entire plan, rudimentary as it was, depended solely on Freddie believing that he had perished in the blaze. If he could pull that over on him, maybe he’d let the hostages go. Adam didn’t think he wanted them dead. He wanted them to suffer by being alive. He wanted them all to see the world as he saw it, without their precious power plant, without their late-night board games, without the heat blowing up through the vents. He wanted a world that matched his soul.

That much, Adam was certain of.

But if he so much got a whiff that he was being played, that would be it for Sarah and Charlotte. Adam hustled across the street, the acrid tickle of smoke stronger in his nostrils. The wind was blowing east, all right, escorting that fire right toward them. He wondered if there was enough gas out there, enough grass and scrub, to keep the fire alive long enough to make it to their doorstep, to the good eating. All through the town, he could hear shouts and screams of Evergreeners skittering about, running around like chickens who’d been relieved of the burden of their heads.

He ducked inside the dry cleaner and took position behind the counter. From his vantage point, he could see clear across the street to the town hall’s front door.

He settled in and began to wait.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Adam was missing.

Adam was missing.

Adam was missing.

This tiny factoid ran on a loop in her head like a Vegas billboard, those three little words, and her heart shattered over and over. It was happening again, you see. Yet again, she’d been spared, and yet again, someone she cared about had been taken.

She and Charlotte were sitting back-to-back on the floor of the public hearing room, their legs crossed, their arms bound together with shoelaces. She shed no tears, not because she didn’t want to, but because she didn’t want to give Freddie the satisfaction of witnessing her grief. He did not get to see that. Not one single millisecond of it. That would be in her own time.

Her mind was working, looking for a way to get out of here, but she discarded plan after plan after plan. There was no way she would risk an escape attempt, because she knew what would happen. She’d survive (again), and Charlotte would die, probably in her arms. No goddamn way was she going to let that happen.

Freddie was still pacing the room, but his movements had become smoother, more graceful, less panicked. Like a spooked horse starting to calm down, its heart rate decelerating. Was that a smirk on his face? She wondered. A smile? Was he starting to realize that he’d gotten just what he’d wanted? She’d give anything to smack the smile off that overgrown Neanderthal.

The air in the room had grown stale in the last two hours, and it was becoming uncomfortably humid.

“You got what you wanted,” she said, seasoning her words with as much self-defeat as she could. “Adam’s dead.”

“I didn’t hear anyone say he was dead,” Freddie snapped.

“He went inside that building,” Sarah said. “The one you set on fire.”

“Trust me, you’ll all be better off without it,” Freddie said. “That plant was going to cause you more misery than you’d know what to do with. It was like a Band-Aid over a cut that wasn’t ever going to heal. That cut, it couldn’t get enough air, it stayed warm and damp, and kept re-opening, over and over. Consider this my ripping off the bandage in one fell swoop.”

“I guess we’ll never know now, will we?”

He laughed, a guffaw that sounded all the more terrible because it sounded genuine.

“No, I guess we won’t. You’re right. You’ll just have to trust me on this one.”

“Now what?”

“Now we begin our lives,” Freddie said. “For real this time. We begin anew without the chains of the old world weighing us down.”

Sarah shivered. Her right hand spasmed. Her symptoms were worsening. She rushed to cover her hand, but Freddie had seen.

“What’s wrong with your arm?”

“Nothing.”

Another spasm, this one more sustained, her arm flailing about like it had a mind of its own.

“Don’t tell me nothing’s wrong.”

“It’s nothing,” she said, “just a muscle spasm.” Even as she said it, her arm locked up, and she was unable to lower it. She didn’t want to tell him. She’d rather die than tell him. This was her private grief, the thing she would share with no one but Adam until she had to.

“Tell me what’s wrong with you.”

“None of your business.”

He raised the gun and aimed it squarely at Charlotte’s head.

“Tell me, or Charlotte dies.”

Charlotte’s eyes widened with fright. She didn’t say anything, but Sarah could just hear a tiny whimper from her, the kind of sound a puppy might make when smacked with a newspaper.

So she told him.

And he smiled.

The son of a bitch actually smiled.
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Adam snacked on a jar of cashews he’d found under the counter of the dry cleaner. As he ate, he felt his mind sharpen and his body stabilize. He felt almost calm. Not because he was confident of prevailing over Freddie, because he sure as hell wasn’t, but because the die was now cast. He knew that he was ready to lay down his life to protect Sarah and these others. In a way, he had Freddie to thank for this little bit of self-discovery; it had been the man’s unraveling that had sussed it out of Adam. He had forced Adam to become the man he needed to be in this new world.

He hated him for it.

Adam did not want to die. He wanted to survive in this new world. He wanted to keep these people as safe as he could. He wanted to live long enough to find Rachel, no matter how long it took. But Freddie had nothing to keep him going. He’d kept part of himself in the old world, and as the gulf widened between that world and this one, it had ripped him apart. The tragedy of it all was that Freddie could see what a new world might look like, what it would take to survive it. He just hadn’t been able to practice what he preached. For that, Adam was truly sorry. Freddie wasn’t a bad man. He was a good man who’d been overwhelmed by the new world washing over them, even as he’d been the first to understand it.

This was all his fault.

He never should have run for mayor. He knew that now. He’d done it not because he was the one with hope. He’d done it because he’d lost hope. Because he could hide from the truth he feared. He could stay here and play doctor and pass laws and he could fill his head with the rote work of rebuilding society and he wouldn’t have to think about the fact that the search had been a failure. He had even started to believe his own press clippings, that his search and his leadership of the town would fuel each other.

Bullshit.

It couldn’t be both because doing both meant cheating both. Rachel deserved better. Evergreen deserved better.

Hot shame flooded through him.

It ended today.

Adam had waited for nearly ninety minutes, with nary a sign of life from the town hall building. A handful of residents were scurrying about, occasionally huddling together like a clump of cells, talking, planning, pointing, and then disassembling once more. No one seemed to know what to do.

At about three o’clock, Charlotte appeared in the open doorframe of the town hall, her hands on her head. Adam’s breath caught in his throat. She cleared the door and continued down the steps. Behind her followed Sarah, her hands also on her head; both looked unhurt. Freddie brought up the rear, his gun pressed to the back of Sarah’s head. Mike was nowhere to be seen, and Adam hoped he’d had the good sense to hide once Freddie had emerged from the hearing room.

He said something to Charlotte, but Adam couldn’t hear what it was through the glass. The girl nodded and then fled down the steps like she was on a mission. Adam was well hidden, but if he emerged from behind the counter, he would be right in Freddie’s line of sight. He couldn’t chance a rescue attempt here. He also couldn’t chance Sarah seeing him either; knowing her, she might well sacrifice herself to give Adam a clear shot at Freddie.

Dammit!

He’d just have to wait.

And for another thirty minutes he waited, as the smoke thickened, giving the sky a grayish, washed-out pallor. As the minutes ticked by, the residents drifted in toward the town hall, presumably rounded up by Charlotte. Eventually, it looked like the majority of the town had assembled at the base of the steps, their necks craned upward at Sarah and Freddie, who looked like a man not entirely in touch with reality. He began to speak, his voice booming across the town, loud enough that Adam could hear him clearly.

“My fellow citizens!” he bellowed. “The fire at the plant was no accident!”

Murmurs from the crowd.

“Sarah set the fire! With your mayor’s help!”

Adam’s blood ran cold.

Wait. Everyone knew Freddie had set the fire.

Didn’t they?

He thought about the chain of events that had unfolded since this morning. He met some others on the way. Surely they had discussed it. Surely everyone knew that Freddie had been on a slow boat to Crazytown. But as he lay hidden, crouched, behind the counter, he wasn’t so sure.

“I know it’s hard to believe,” he continued. “But Sarah’s not in her right mind. She’s very sick.”

Oh, no, Adam thought. He knew about Sarah’s illness.

“That’s not true!” Sarah screamed. “He killed Gwen!”

“She’s terminal, and she’s very angry about it,” he said.

The crowd began to simmer, heads bobbing, people looking at each other, like a pan of oil starting to sizzle. They were buying it. And why wouldn’t they? Who wrote the history books, if not the victors? And Freddie was writing it. He was in charge. Already, public opinion would be hardening into something resembling truth, if not necessarily fact.

Dammit, Charlotte, say something!

But in looking at her, Adam knew she wouldn’t. She was frozen with fear, her eyes fixed out at some point beyond the crowd, across the park, in the direction of the burning plant.

“Fire!”

Dozens of heads turned, following the point of Charlotte’s finger; everyone looked, including Sarah and Freddie, leaving Adam unexposed, if only for a moment. He scampered from behind the counter and through the door, taking cover behind a brick pillar.

Now Adam could see what the crowd was looking at.

The wind had quickened and whistled between the buildings. The entire western side of town fronted a giant wall of flame. The bubbling crowd boiled over, and several Evergreeners began to run.

Now. He had to act now.

After making sure the safety on his gun was off, he broke from his hiding spot at a full sprint, quietly, assimilating himself into the angry, frightened crowd, never taking his eyes off Freddie. As he drew near the stairs, he saw that Freddie had made a tactical error. During his speech, he’d drifted closer to the top step, letting Sarah slip just behind his right shoulder.

If he could just get there, he might get a clear shot at him.

If he could just get there.

Fifty feet. Then twenty-five. Then ten.

That was when Freddie must have picked Adam up in his peripheral vision, because he swung his arm around, and he was already firing. The first bullet missed Adam but struck an onlooker behind him. The shooting precipitated a chorus of screams as the crowd devolved into a stinking, terrified mob.

As Freddie prepared to fire again, Sarah delivered a roundhouse kick to Freddie’s left flank. Her explosive pirouette wasn’t enough to bring the big man down, but it knocked him off balance. He staggered to the edge of the step and just barely caught himself.

He and Adam were less than ten feet apart; Adam wasn’t going to get a better shot. He steadied his hand as best he could and squeezed the trigger twice at the ample target Freddie provided. The first bullet struck him in the upper thigh, the second in the stomach. He toppled forward like a fallen sequoia.

“It was Freddie!” Charlotte screamed. “It was Freddie! He killed the mayor. He killed Jeff! He set the fire!”

Adam carefully approached Freddie, who lay unmoving. His arms were splayed out above his head, his right leg twisted at a strange angle. Adam bent down and checked for a pulse; Freddie was still alive, but only just so. His heart was beating erratically, and he was barely conscious. Adam put the gun to Freddie’s head, his finger sweating on the trigger, but he couldn’t do it. Even if it might have been the humane thing to do, he couldn’t do it. He waited by Freddie’s side, waited as the man’s pulse grew fainter and fainter until it was gone completely.

Freddie Briggs was dead.

He could feel their eyes on him, the others who’d heard Charlotte’s plea. They closed in around him slowly, tentatively, as though they were worried that Adam might shoot them for almost believing Freddie. He returned their nods, accepted their pats on the shoulder, the squeezes of the elbow.

Adam continued up the steps to the porch, where he and Sarah embraced like soldiers after a terrible battle. As he held her tight, he reached his hand out for Charlotte, who was sobbing.

“I’m sorry,” she said between heaves of tears. “I should’ve said something. I thought he was going to kill me.”

“Take my hand,” Adam said.

She gingerly grasped his outstretched hand, which Adam squeezed reassuringly.

“It’s OK,” Adam said. “You have nothing to be sorry for.”

“Thank God you’re OK,” Sarah said, brushing his face with the back of her hand. “I thought you were dead.”

“I thought you were.”

“If we don’t get moving,” Charlotte interrupted, “we might all be dead.”

Adam released Sarah and looked west. The fire was feeding off that part of town like a hungry demon, taking its time now after its quick rush across the tasty grasses of the open plains.

“Listen up!” Adam called out. “We need to get out of town! Grab what you can, meet at the town limits on 815, headed east!”

His command galvanized the troops, and they began scattering across the town, plundering and scavenging what they could.

Then he remembered someone had been shot behind him, and he hurried down the steps.

Oh, no, he thought.

Donna Tanner lay dead in the street, missing most of the top of her head.

He ran his hands through his hair and wept.
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Forty of them hit the road that afternoon in a caravan of six cars, the burning remains of the town at their back. They had salvaged what they could while the fire chewed across town. Not everyone was accounted for, and Adam didn’t know if they’d scattered to the other points of the compass or if they’d fallen victim to the flames. Either way, he never saw many of the Evergreeners again. Derek and Jeff and Lisa and so many more.

They drove east across desolate scrubland. When it was full dark, and their backs ached and the children were in full meltdown, they stopped to make camp along the highway. Mike Stills built a fire, and they cooked what little they had, barely enough for a few spoonfuls per person. Adam worried that a fight would break out, but no one seemed to have the energy. People ate. They yawned. Then they slept in a tight cluster of bodies near the fire, relying on body heat to stave off the deepening chill. Adam and Sarah were tending to the fire with a stick when Mike Stills sat down beside them. He lit a cigarette.

“You know, I never smoked before the plague,” he said, eyeing the orange filter. “Never. So I was in a 7-Eleven getting breakfast one morning after it was all over. I was still having a hard time dealing with what had happened. And I thought to myself, ‘I bet this is the kind of thing cigarettes were made for.’ So I took a pack. Looks like nicotine and me are just two peas in a pod.”

Adam liked Mike.

“Want the old standby lecture?”

“Not really.”

“Mind if I bum one then?”

As Mike lit Adam’s cigarette with the tip of his own, he asked, “so what do we do now, Mr. Mayor?”

“We try and get some sleep,” Adam said. “No big decisions tonight. Today was a hell of a day, and I can barely make sense of it.”

They sat quietly for a while, smoking their cigarettes. Adam rubbed the back of his neck, the stress of the day settling deep inside him, in every cell, in his marrow, until he could almost taste it. Evergreen was gone. He had no idea where Rachel was. Never had the world felt so dead and buried as it did that night.

“I should’ve known,” Adam said. He rubbed his icy nose between his finger and thumb. It was cold, but not terribly so. The sky was clear, the stars bright, like diamond dust on black velvet.

“Known what?” Sarah replied. “That he was going to go completely fucking bonkers? You’re not the one at fault here, sweetie. There was nothing you could do to stop him.”

“There’s nothing I can do to stop anyone anymore.”

The words fell out of his mouth like hot, angry coals from an overturned grill.

“Sort of a pessimistic attitude,” she said.

“Just the way it is,” he said.

“I think most people are good at their core,” she said. “It’s the one thing that gives me hope that this won’t be a terrible world to live in.”

“Very Anne-Frank-ish of you,” he said.

They were quiet a moment. She took his hand in hers as he considered her take on the world and balanced it against his own. Theirs now was a world without rules, without consequences. You could rape and murder and pillage to your little heart’s content. Were there enough people left who were good, who’d leave the dollar in the honor bucket when taking a cold pop from the unattended cooler? If there were now, would they stay that way? Would they continue that downward slide, realize how much easier it would be to simply take what they needed?

A race to the bottom.

All in the name of survival.

He glanced at Sarah.

How close he’d come to losing her today.

Just the thought made him seize up with panic, and despite the fact they’d survived, that they were still here, he still couldn’t help but think how easily it could’ve gone the other way. How quickly it had all unfolded, an entire universe of actions and reactions packed into just a few seconds, decisions that he’d barely been conscious of making. How close he himself had come to dying. He wondered how many chances he’d used up to get just this far.

He couldn’t let these people rely on him anymore because his fate did not lie with them right now. They had their own way to go, their own trail to blaze, and he had his.

How right Freddie had been, after all that.
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Part IV
Citadel

When bad men combine, the good must associate; else they will fall, one by one, an unpitied sacrifice in a contemptible struggle.

-Edmund Burke


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

In the end, it was the dreams that told her what to do.

She’d wake up in the middle of the night, sweating, and it would take her a moment, sometimes a long moment, to realize that the world in the dream was the imaginary one. It would hold its shape long enough to leave her straddling both worlds, unsure of where she was, before it collapsed and she’d wonder if she’d screamed as loudly as she thought she had. But she would look over at Adam, his breathing deep and even, his sleep undisturbed.

There wasn’t anything mystical about her dreams. She’d obsess about a problem, and her mind would work on it the way a jeweler might polish a stone, over and over and over, until she breathed it and perspired it, until it invaded her subconscious mind and revealed itself in her dreams. Sometimes, she found the way through in the dream world, and sometimes, the roadblocks that she’d encountered while awake would find her while she slept.

She dreamed about Rachel.

Each time, the dream was the same.

Early morning. Sitting in the cafeteria of some antiseptic building, a hospital or a lab, maybe one where she’d gone for treatment of her Huntington’s. A large cloth napkin was tucked in her collar. In her left hand, she held a knife, in her right, a fork. She sat alone at a two-top as the cafeteria bustled around her, dozens of people, all wearing white lab coats, eating their breakfast, chatting, laughing, all sitting together in groups of four. She stared at the empty seat opposite her, unsure if she was waiting for someone, and she would become conscious of the fact that she was sitting alone, and then she would think wasn’t she a little bit old for that kind of nonsense, and then there she was. Sarah didn’t know how she knew it was Rachel. It was a dream, after all, and she just knew.

Rachel wore a biohazard suit, a shimmery silver color that caught the lights in the cafeteria. In her hands was a tray of food, which she set down in front of Sarah. When Rachel reared back up to her full height, Sarah saw that everyone now lay dead on the floor, their noses and lips smeared with the blood of Medusa. Part of the breakfast varied every day. Sometimes, she’d get a plate of eggs and bacon, two triangular slices of wheat toast. Other days, it was waffles. Pancakes. A frittata. But with every breakfast, Rachel delivered her a bowl containing half a ruby red grapefruit. The fruit’s flesh was a deep crimson, the color of fresh blood, and Sarah could not take her eyes off it. Every time, she’d will herself to look at Rachel, talk to her, because she never said a word, but she couldn’t do it. Her gaze would be transfixed on that red iris, a bloodshot eye forever fixed open, its white center a dead pupil.

“And that’s it,” she said, finally telling Adam about it one morning as they ate breakfast. She hated telling people about her dreams because she never quite understood the point. Oh, you had a crazy dream? How novel. It was like telling someone you’d had a really good poop.

It had been a week since the fire. They’d found a huge abandoned horse ranch in northern Kansas and had decided to make a go of it there for the winter. No power, of course, but after the disaster in Evergreen, no one seemed in any particular hurry to deal with electricity anytime soon. The Caballero Ranch sat on hundreds of acres of Kansas scrubland, ringed by a long perimeter fence. At the center of the tract was the main house. A number of smaller houses dotted the landscape.

“Sweetie, it’s just a dream,” he said.

“I know it’s just a dream,” she snapped, and he recoiled.

He smiled thinly.

“We have to try and help these women,” Sarah said. “I’ll keep going until I can’t anymore. And I know you. You may not think I do yet, but I do. You’ll keep looking until you know for sure. Even after I’m gone.”

Hearing her talk about her own mortality made his jaw clench. With each passing day since the Evergreen fire, her illness had become more and more a real thing. Their love may have surrounded them with its strength, but reality was pushing at the walls. Barbarians at the gate. He wondered what she would have thought of him if she knew the truth, that he’d been ready to give it up.

“Anyway, I have a plan,” Sarah said. “It’s crazy. It almost certainly won’t work. And if you have a better idea, I’m all ears.”

“Well?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“I can’t believe I’m even going to suggest this.”

“Well?”

“Hang on, hang on. If this is going to work, we’re going to need some help.”

“OK. So what’s the plan?”

She told him. And she was right. It was an insane plan.
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If he was going to ask them to do this brave thing, Adam would need to do it face-to-face. He would be placing himself in harm’s way, too, of course, but he had the most to gain from the gambit.

He packed a lunch for the two women and one man who, along with him, would make up his team, and they walked out to a rock formation near the eastern border of Caballero. It was a cloudy day and a humid breeze was blowing across the prairie. A small herd of antelope was grazing upwind from them, and they could smell the pungent tang of their hide.

“I have a favor to ask of you all,” he said.

“I’ll do it,” Mike Still said.

Adam laughed nervously.

“Haven’t even said what it was,” he said.

“Don’t care,” Mike said. “It’s a big deal to you, obviously, else you wouldn’t have brought us out here.”

“It could be dangerous,” he said. “Strike that. It will be dangerous.”

“Count me in, then,” Charlotte said.

Adam felt his throat tighten. These people, he was about to ask them to go into harm’s way for him, for his little girl, and they hadn’t even blinked an eye.

“You all mind if I tell you what it is?”

Silence. The looks on their faces were blank, steely, almost as if they couldn’t wait to hear it.

“As you know, my search for Rachel has not gone well. I’ve been picking through a gigantic haystack, looking for one tiny needle. It’s been hard to keep hope alive. And my search may have blinded me to the threat we all faced from Freddie. For that, I apologize.”

“That’s bullshit,” Mike said. “If it wasn’t for you, he’d have taken over. You should’ve seen him in that hearing room that day. He was going to clean house.”

This made Adam shudder, but he tried to block it out of his mind as he pressed onward.

“But Rachel’s not the only one there,” he continued. “According to Nadia, there are at least a dozen women being held prisoner. Possibly more.

“Anyway, there are two parts to this plan,” he said. “First, Sarah and Charlotte will travel together. Alone. Mike and I will be shadowing you with a GPS tracking device. You’re going to make a lot of noise, you’re going to build fires at night. You’re going to look helpless. You’re going to lay a trap. You’re going to get captured by Nadia’s group. And they’re going to lead us to Rachel and the other women. Part two. We’ll launch an assault on this camp and free everyone.”

The group was silent as they considered it.

“You think this will work?” Charlotte asked.

“No idea,” Sarah said. “But it’s all we’ve got.”

“What about everyone here?” Mike asked.

“I can’t lead as long as I keep thinking about Rachel,” Adam said. “It’s not fair to them. These are good people here and they deserve better than me.”

The others exchanged glances and nods, all of them coming to an agreement.

“I’m still in,” Charlotte said.

“Ditto,” Mike said.

“Then let’s do it.”
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After Adam resigned as mayor, the group elected Diane Williams, who’d been the cook in the Evergreen diner, as their new leader. Years at the helm of busy kitchens had left her well suited to lead the ragtag group of refugees. Adam liked her well enough, even as she all but came out and told him that his search for Rachel was nothing but a wild goose chase. But it didn’t bother him anymore, even if what she said was true.

“I wish you all the luck in the world,” she’d told him one afternoon. “When you’re ready to come home, you know where to find us.”

He hoped they made it back. He knew they probably wouldn’t.
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“The key to this whole thing is this GPS tracking device,” Adam said during their first planning session, holding up the small device, about the size of a flash drive. There was a hasp and clip on the end of it. “A few years back, I dated this real outdoorsy girl, wanted to go camping all the time.”

“Is that right?” Sarah cut in.

“That is right, ma’am,” Adam said. “You’d be surprised how in demand a handsome doctor like me was in the old world.”

“Oh, here we go,” she replied, rolling her eyes.

Laughter rippled through the room, and for a moment, Adam forgot about the dangerous mission that lay ahead.

“Anyway,” he said, “I was trying to keep up with her, and so I bought all this stuff I never used until the outbreak. The ladies will keep this on them at all times.”

He wagged a finger at each of them.

“At all times,” he said again. “I really mean that.”

“We got it, chief.”

“I can follow the signal with this receiver,” he said, holding up a slightly larger device, about the size of a deck of cards. “Fortunately, it’s battery-operated, and if there’s one thing we can find a lot of, it’s batteries.

“Does the GPS still work?” Charlotte asked.

“The GPS in the car navigation systems are still functioning, maybe not as good as they used to without someone to keep the satellites in line, but close enough for our needs. I think as time goes by, the GPS will become less and less reliable, without anyone to herd them back into place when they drift out of their orbit, but if we haven’t found the camp by then, we probably never will.”

“Guns,” Mike said. “We’ll need guns.”

“Tents,” Charlotte jumped in. “The best we can find. We may be out there for a long time.”

“I have a question,” Sarah asked. “What if we’re attacked by someone else? Some other group that’s not connected to Rachel?”

“We’ll be close enough that we won’t let anything happen.”

“Basically, you’re saying you have no idea.”

“Sort of,” he said.

Nervous laughter.

“I’m playing the odds here. I really believe we’re within fifty to a hundred miles of the camp. I think if you make a big enough scene, they will find you. Which is why, again, I’m going to ask you, all of you, if you’re sure you want to do this.”

“Adam,” Mike said. “Listen to me now. I think I speak for all of us here. I’m not doing this for shits and giggles. Believe me, I’m in no hurry to die. I’d just as soon stay here at the farm, learn how to raise chickens and sheep and drink lukewarm scotch for the rest of my life. But I wouldn’t be able to look at myself in the mirror, knowing there was someone, a lot of someones maybe, who I could’ve helped and didn’t.”

Adam looked around the table and saw steely eyes staring back at him, heads nodding. He saw the resolve in their faces, and he vowed never to ask them again if they were sure about wanting to help him.

“If you’re right, and they’re that close, who’s to say they don’t find this place first?”

“They might,” Adam said. “All the more reason to put an end to this.”

He hoped he sounded more convincing than he felt.

“You can’t beat yourself up,” Mike said, reading him as though Adam were projecting his thoughts right up against the wall like a PowerPoint presentation. “This is the hand we’ve all been dealt.”

“You’re right,” he said.

They moved on.

As Adam and the others prepared to ship out, the farm bustled with activity. Body removal, consolidation of canned goods, sorties to nearby farms to scavenge what they could. Adam hoped they made it back someday. This was a good group, one that he wouldn’t mind sailing to the great unknown tomorrow with.

On his last day at the ranch, he helped clear the last of the dead. They stacked the bodies, which had decomposed badly in the humid Kansas air, in a large pile at the ranch’s main gate and set the remains ablaze. Adam stood as close as he could to the fire, until he felt the invisible heat billowing against his face, never wanting to forget what had happened to these people, to their world. It was becoming harder to remember that the world hadn’t always been this way, blank pages inserted at the end of a novel.
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After a series of supply runs to nearby farmhouses and a dozen meetings, the team was ready to ship out. It was December 13, and although the weather had stayed mild, it had been raining almost nonstop for the past three days.

They’d followed Sarah’s lead in outfitting themselves, the way she would have done it on their long-range patrols in Afghanistan or Iraq. Each carried a full pack, complete with sleeping bag, nested pots and pans, water purification tablets, a compass, a hunting knife, MREs, personal hydration system, first-aid kit, several changes of clothes, cigarettes, energy bars and handwarmers. They went light on water, counting on the abundance of supplies that were still lying around out there in the dozens of tiny towns they’d pass through. The GPS was working splendidly, accurate to within fifty feet. Adam had wanted to give them walkie-talkies, but Sarah had disavowed him of that idea. She didn’t want to take the chance that their communications were picked up.

The plan was simple enough; they would trek eastward by mountain bike for three miles and then begin moving in ever-widening circles out from the point of origin. Adam and Mike would lag behind, but never following too directly, in the event the bad guys were watching them too.

Sarah and Charlotte were leaving first, just after sunrise, so that they could open up a little cushion. They’d said their goodbyes to the others the night before, and the farm was quiet but for the patter of light rain. The rain, the gloomy sky, all of it reminded Sarah of the day the Bronx quarantine had broken, the day the Apache helicopters had blown the Third Avenue bridge. It seemed like a long time ago.

There was little chit-chat, just the nervous energy of a group on a journey whose ending was unknown. Sarah felt good, though, she felt alive. Her symptoms had subsided in the past week, a development for which she was eternally grateful. They’d be back, of course, but for now, she felt strong and full of purpose.

Adam and Sarah stood by the main gate now; Charlotte and Mike had drifted east a little to give the couple some privacy. Mike checked the GPS device, making sure for the hundredth time that it was working properly.

“So this is it,” Adam said. His voice was caked with anxiety.

“What you’ve been waiting for,” she said, taking his hand in her own. “We’re going to find her.”

“You think so?”

“Yes,” she said.

He smiled, and she kissed him.

“I’ll see you soon,” she said.

She leaned in and wrapped her arms around him, and they stood there, entwined in each other’s arms. It was one thing to realize that they might all be living on borrowed time. It was a much different thing to know for certain that she was, that their marriage was, that his heart was. But whatever happened out there, it was far better than staying here and waiting to die. At least this way, she could thank him for giving her the life she’d always wished she could have, if only for a little while.

She was the first one to break the embrace.

“Gotta go,” she said. “Stop being such a pansy. We’ll see each other soon. I promise.”

After one last kiss, she hoisted her pack onto her shoulders and jogged down the road. She paused to exchange a few words with Mike as he made his way back toward Adam and then joined Charlotte.
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Adam and Mike watched as the women’s profiles drew smaller along the horizon, until they were out of view. The die was now cast. If things went according to plan, he wouldn’t see her again until she was being held captive. The whole thing made his head swim. The rain intensified some, leaving him cold and feeling alone.

“What I wouldn’t give for a weather report,” Adam said.

“What, you want this to be easy?” Mike replied, clapping Adam on the shoulder and laughing.

Adam couldn’t help but laugh. He was glad Mike was coming along. He exuded calmness, he never seemed to get rattled. Part of it stemmed from his work as a photographer for the Associated Press before coming to run the Evergreen newspaper. He’d seen some crazy shit overseas, he’d told them, from North Korean prison camps to genocide in Darfur. He’d made it back to the States less than a week before the outbreak began. He was divorced and had no children (that he knew of, he liked to joke).

“You ready to roll out?” Adam asked.

“You bet,” Mike said.
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They hit the road an hour later, cycling east, two tiny specks of dust in a big, empty world.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

For sixteen days, Adam and Mike trailed the women like loyal shadows, trusting the GPS signal to keep tabs on Sarah and Charlotte when they drifted beyond the reach of the field glasses. The women quickly established a routine, traveling from about nine in the morning, making camp an hour before dark, giving them just enough time to set up camp before the sun dipped below the horizon. They made large, smoky fires and played loud music from an old battery-operated boombox. Adam and Mike mirrored them, traveling when they traveled, breaking when they broke.

It was maddening for Adam to be able to see Sarah from a distance but unable to talk to her. He missed her desperately, and being able to lay eyes on her made things worse. It was as if she were already dead, and he was just watching a recording of an event gone by.

Their search field grew with each passing day, pulling them farther and farther away from the ranch he doubted he would ever see again. He missed the people there, and he hoped he’d get a chance to make up his absence to them. It was lonely out here, empty. The land was flat and desolate, miles of grassland stretching away in all directions, broken up here and there by the black asphalt veins criss-crossing the plains. It was like standing on a different world. They saw elk and antelope loping across the landscape. Flocks of birds darkened the skies. Deer were abundant, but they couldn’t risk building a fire, and so a potential venison feast remained just that – potential.

The one thing they did not see was other people. It had only been four months since the fall of man, and already it felt like the natural world was wresting control back after humanity’s reign had ended. It wasn’t dramatic, no palace coup, more of a subtle shift that they noticed as they continued their daily patrols. On this, their seventeenth day on the road, they passed through a border town in northern Kansas called Mahaska, where kudzu had wasted little time in launching a full offensive. The vines had invaded the small Main Street corridor and were stretching their green tendrils into every doorway and window. The sign at the town limits, reading Mahaska, Population 83, was sporting a very serious kudzu infection, the long, loose vine already curling up the signposts.

“Holy Jesus,” Mike said, under his breath. They’d paused in front of a general store, the one with a stoop and rocking chair out front, carpeted with the green plant.

“We come back through here a year from now,” Adam said, “this town’ll be gone.”

“Kind of makes you wonder what kind of future we’ve all got.”

“Makes me realize we can’t fail,” Adam replied. “These people that are holding Rachel, I doubt they have anybody’s interest but their own in mind. If we’re to have any chance, we need to start rebuilding things sooner than later. Us. The right way. Or these monsters will do it for us. The rest of us will just vanish into the shrubbery.”

“I hear you.”

They resumed their trek through town, stopping in the general store for supplies. As Mike wandered the aisles, Adam found himself transfixed by the sight of mushrooms sprouting from the popcorn ceiling. Dark and humid in here for months, and why wouldn’t there be mushrooms growing here?

Adam found himself glancing over his shoulder as they put Mahaska behind them, as though the kudzu might reach out and grab them, pull them down into its tangled network of vines. Adam’s shirt was damp with sweat and his head hurt. Neither spoke much, focusing instead all their energies on the trek. By late afternoon, they were twenty-five miles east of Mahaska.

The women stopped for the day a little after five-thirty, right near the Kansas-Nebraska border. Adam and Mike dropped their packs and lay on the ground, too wrung out from the day’s travels to do much else. In the distance, the whine of a motorcycle engine revved, but it was impossible to tell how far away it was in a world absent noise pollution.

After a quick meal of cold beans, Adam took the first shift on watch while Mike slept. It was a cloudy night, and the coldest they’d had on the road. The wind blew in from the west, cutting through them. Flurries danced in the sky. Adam watched Charlotte and Sarah with his binoculars, huddled around their fire, wishing he were there with Sarah, holding her.

The girls’ campfire dwindled as the hour grew late, and Adam switched to the night-vision goggles. At two a.m., he tried rousing Mike for his shift, but the man was dead to the world. Adam decided to let him be, even as his own eyelids sagged with fatigue. Desperate times called for desperate measures, he thought. He checked his bag for a little pick-me-up and settled on a handful of coffee beans from their stash.

As he chewed the beans, a few at a time, he paced the edge of their tiny little camp, the image of the women’s tent appearing in sharp relief in his goggles. An hour went by, then two. A light rain began to fall. He felt himself falling asleep on his feet, the fatigue pulling him down like concrete blocks chained to a river-bound Mafia snitch. Each blink of the eyes became a short nap.

Then he saw it.

A flicker of movement in the corner of his goggles, just at the edge of the periphery. At first, he thought it was a wolf or fox, but then the blur took shape. Four figures, approaching the camp, each carrying a weapon. His eyes bounced back to the camp, which remained still. His heart was pushing on his throat now, he could feel it almost sealing off his airways. In the planning stages of this mission, he had understood the fact that these women would be risking their lives for him, for Rachel, for all the women they had never met. But seeing it in action was an entirely different matter. A single misstep, by any of them, could mean the end.

He violently shook Mike awake. Of course it would happen tonight, he thought to himself. Freezing rain, the worst possible conditions. Of course it would. Mike seemed to sense the urgency in Adam’s touch, and he was awake within seconds.

“It’s happening,” he hissed.

As they tended to do, things began happening quickly. Mike checked the GPS receiver, which was receiving Sarah’s signal beautifully, while Adam broke down their little camp. Meanwhile, the intruders surrounded the women and hustled them to their feet. The group was on the move less than a minute after the attackers first appeared. Mike and Adam could only hope the assailants had been so focused on their prey that they hadn’t been spotted, and they waited until the group’s backs were to them before beginning their pursuit.

“The GPS, it’s working fine,” Mike said. “I’ve got’em.”

As they edged away from the camp, the rain changed to sleet and picked up in intensity, showering the frozen grass with a creepy, rattling sound. The conditions were awful, but, Adam realized, in their favor. The bad weather helped mask their presence, and besides, Adam was betting these silent kidnappers had no more desire to be out in the elements than anyone else did. They’d be focused on getting their prey back to home base, not worrying about some one-in-a-million-chance plan unfolding behind them.

After a few minutes of cycling, Adam saw two vehicles looming in the distance, parked on the shoulder, maybe a quarter mile away. It was almost time. He held up a clenched fist, signaling Mike to stop. There was no need to draw any closer and risk being spotted. As they crouched down, among the tall grasses, Adam watched the group board the vehicles, Charlotte in the second vehicle, Sarah in the lead. It looked like their wrists were bound.

“Jesus Christ,” he said. “What have I done?”

His dark vision had come alive. His reckless, stupid, suicidal, homicidal, and insane plan was underway. The two sport utility vehicles roared to life, the sound of the engines echoing in the still night air, and Adam wondered how he could’ve missed their approach. With their lights twinkling in the endless darkness that stretched around them, the vehicles looked like interstellar cruisers in the cold vastness of deep space. A moment later, the trucks shoved off into the frigid night. Above them, a sickly orange sky spit down sleet on them.
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They ran as hard as they could. Sarah and the others had long disappeared into the night, swallowed by the darkness like it was some ancient, mystical creature feeding on unsuspecting innocents. They could only hope that the kidnappers wouldn’t find the transmitter before Adam and Mike found the compound. They followed the GPS signal as the crow flew, across the plains, through farmland, through barren tree lines.

Eventually, they tired out, and the pair took a break on a long stretch of road fronting two adjoining horse ranches. Around them, the crackle of sleet filled the dead night with sound, as though the storm was alive.

“You all right?” Adam asked.

“I’ll be fine,” he said.

Adam handed him a bottle of Gatorade.

“One good thing about this shitty weather?” he said.

“What’s that?”

“At least it’s cold,” he said. “Warm Gatorade tastes like piss.”

Adam laughed and brushed icy pellets from his clothes.

“Goddamn right about that. You ready to push off?”

“Let me check their position.”

He tucked the bottle under his elbow and studied the receiver’s small display screen.

“Son of a bitch.”

“What?” Adam asked, a chill running through him. “What?”

“They’ve stopped. About sixteen miles northeast of here.”

“You’re sure?”

“Positive,” Mike replied. “Well, I’m positive the transmitter has stopped moving.”

“It’s possible that they found it and threw it out of the car. Or worse.”

Their eyes met for a moment, but Mike couldn’t hold Adam’s gaze.

“Yes, that’s possible,” he said.

“Only one way to find out.”

“Wait,” Mike said. “They’re moving again, but much more slowly. Now they’ve stopped again.”

“Let’s go.”

They pushed off again. It was still bitterly cold, and the thin sheen of ice coating the land crunched under their tires. As they moved north, Adam’s mind wandered. Who were these people they were following? Survivalists? Doomsday fanatics whose wet dreams of a world blasted by cataclysm had come true? One of those places featured on that stupid Doomsday Preppers show? Adam tried to picture it in his mind. These people live here for God knows how long before their dark dream comes to life. They pull up the drawbridge, isolate themselves as they watch their horrific fantasy play out on television. Did they enjoy it? Did they take satisfaction in knowing they’d been right all along, especially since the world had mocked them for their bizarre obsession?

How had they survived?

They’re cut off from the rest of the world, able to avoid exposure to the virus. As devastating as Medusa had been, you couldn’t catch it unless you were exposed to it, right? It was still a virus, subject to the same laws of virology as all the others. When it ran out of hosts, that would have been that. Right?

But baby Stephen had died, and he hadn’t been exposed to the virus at all. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. He had been exposed, just like his mother had been, during the epidemic. And perhaps he had inherited some resistance from her, but not enough. Because even a mild case of Medusa was like a bullet to the head. Plus, there was always the possibility that Medusa had mutated into a less severe illness, doing whatever it could to stay alive (to the extent a virus was, in fact, alive), after exterminating its hosts. He then had the terrifying thought, zooming through his mind, that Medusa could mutate into a deadlier strain, one to which he and the others weren’t immune. He wished there had been some way to know what, in fact, had killed Stephen.

But back to these survivalists. They wait until it’s all over, and then what? They chance sending someone out into the world, risk them getting infected without knowing if the virus was still percolating? Maybe desperation had driven them beyond the safety of the wall. Maybe their food supply had failed. Maybe they were experiencing their own little custom-made apocalypse.

As they trudged northward, picking their way across the ice-crusted plains, Adam began noticing a dark outline in the distance. At first, he thought he was just imagining it, but it loomed ever larger and sharper against the horizon, tinted green by his night-vision goggles. It was dark, monolithic, devoid of the visual spectacle they’d encountered upon first spotting Evergreen. He and Mike exchanged a glance. It was exactly as Nadia had described it. A walled compound, a fortress, a citadel smack in the middle of nowhere.

He took stock of their location, there in the middle of the Nebraska plains, not far from the town of Beatrice. A light snow was falling now, which wasn’t great, but better than sleet. There was a highway off to the east, identified by the outline of the utility poles lining the shoulder like sentries. The land was flat, endless, but the grasses here were tall, which might give them some cover as they approached whatever lay ahead. They hunkered down in a relative dead zone, a place that didn’t seem likely to draw any interest from anyone.

Adam told Mike to catch a little shuteye while he kept the watch. Adam was too amped to worry about nodding off. As dawn approached, the compound began to come into focus, like a vision, a dream finally coming true. Was he really here? Was Rachel in there?

Take it easy, cowboy. Take it easy. You didn’t come this far to just bust through the doors and get yourself killed like a sci-fi movie redshirt.

Dawn began breaking in the east, spreading its light across the land, enveloping their position and then continuing west toward the compound, which had held its dark, monolithic nature as it came into full view. It was still a ways off, probably two miles distant. A long wall, roughly eight feet in height, ran the length of the compound’s perimeter. There was a heavy gate at its east entrance. From their slightly elevated position, he could make out beyond the wall a number of buildings scattered about the interior.

“Holy shit, this place is enormous,” Mike exclaimed.

Adam was chewing the nail of his left thumb as he watched the place come into full view. Mike was right. It was huge. The perimeter fence ran at least a quarter mile in either direction before cutting at a right angle and running south, away from their position.

His heart beat faster with each passing moment.

They had arrived.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Only when his fingers scraped the oily bottom did Miles Chadwick realize that he had eaten the entire bag of barbecue potato chips. They were his weakness, the comfort food he turned to in times of stress. He extracted his fingers and licked them one at a time, savoring the salty tang of the faux barbecue, not afraid to admit, to himself at least, that he wanted another bag.

There were no other bags for now, and so he stood at his large bay window, looking west toward the fields. They were bare now, stripped. Depending on how you looked at them, you might say they were a dead place. Or you might say they were unspoiled, ready for the coming growing season. It was late December now, and they were living on the fruits of their summer labor, literally, the storehouse stocked floor to ceiling with food. Winter had finally come to these plains; a light snow had begun to fall on this, the third-to-last day of this momentous year.

Erin Thompson was twenty-one weeks along now. Last week’s ultrasound had confirmed that she was carrying a boy, which delighted Chadwick to no end. The baby was his, of course, as the Citadel’s first baby should be. A girl would have been fine, he supposed, but it seemed right, it seemed just, that the Citadel’s first baby would be a boy.

Maybe they’d name him Adam.

Things were coming full circle now.

Fatherhood. Chadwick should have been a father in another life, decades and worlds before. But that had been taken away from him in an instant, in a moment that had become the keystone for the balance of Miles Chadwick’s life. He thought back to that terrible day, that terrible phone call at work that changed everything.

This unborn son deserved a world like the one awaiting him. A carefully ordered and controlled world, where life and death wouldn’t be subject to the whims of chance, subject to the evil that had stolen his family from him. Impossible, some might say. But did not the world that now lay before them speak as a testament to what man could do, what man could control? Miles Chadwick had directed the fate of the human race! He had not merely changed history, he had ended it! And now he could bring a child into a world where the strongest survived, where the gene pool wasn’t diluted by those who’d depended on modern convenience to stay alive, suckling at the teat of society and never offering anything in return.

Sure, there would be complications. Like the one he now faced. But he could control it. He could control all these things now.

Outside, the snow had changed back over to sleet, and he found himself enjoying the reassuring tinkle of frozen rain against the windows. He loved nighttime storms; they comforted him, providing another buffer from the outside. It helped him forget that there was anyone else in the world.

He thought back to the night he’d signed onto the project. What if he’d said no? Gruber probably would have had him killed. No, not probably. He’d be dead. Perhaps there were other worlds, other universes in which Miles Chadwick had heard Gruber’s pitch under clear skies and recoiled in horror and run screaming from the compound.

But he hadn’t said no.

Because the world was ready to go.

That’s what it all came down to.

The world had been sick, not just sick, but terminally ill, and Chadwick had done it a favor. You had your racists and your religious extremists and your corporate greed, and your never-ending war, a battle for money and power dressed up as a fight for democracy. You had overfished oceans and climate change that you ignored even though the facts, the goddamn facts had been there in front of your fat, pre-diabetic faces. You had a population no more enlightened about science than their ancestors had been two centuries earlier; somehow, the more scientists had discovered about the natural world, the less inclined the world had been to believe them. You had more than a billion people who didn’t even have access to clean water.

And you had your family-slaying drug addicts.

Yes, the world had been very, very sick.

You didn’t let a sick dog that you loved suffer, did you?

No, you made him a big juicy rare steak, you let him sleep one last time on his favorite pillow, or maybe on your bed, before you packed him up into the back of the station wagon and drove on down to the vet’s office for the last time. You tried not to think about the basket of stuffed toys and the half-full bag of dog food still in the pantry. And when you got home, you ignored the puddle of water by the bowl that he’d splashed in getting his final, sloppy laps.

Despite the progress they’d made, despite exposing the rebellion before any damage was done, Chadwick felt uneasy, like the control was starting to slip away. The executions continued to loom large in his mind. There was no second-guessing, no regret in having dealt with the traitors in the manner he had. He had ninety-three other people to deal with, not even counting the captive women, and he couldn’t let them think, not for a millisecond, that such treachery would be tolerated.

He was unable to sleep. He poured a scotch, which strangely didn’t taste all that out of place with the residue of the barbecue chips in his mouth, and pulled a chair up near the wall-length window of his quarters.

The rebellion had been a bit of a surprise; he’d had his suspicions, of course, that nagging feeling in his mind that told you something just wasn’t right, but he hadn’t wanted to believe them. So he’d managed to place a mole inside Rogers’ group, a young survivalist who was skilled but impressionable. If Rogers had formed a breakaway group, Chadwick thought he might try to recruit the kid. He had, and the kid performed beautifully. He was a big, simple, effective machine that you simply had to know how to program.

Now, Miles couldn’t help but wonder if the roots of the rebellion were still in place, lurking just beneath the surface, but ready to grow back, stronger than before. What if it were a bigger group next time? What if he’d simply made martyrs out of Rogers and the others? What if this burst of conscience was as contagious as the Medusa virus had been? It could be out there right now, spreading from person to person, one at a time. Incubating. Waiting to burst forth.

He went back into his private office, where he kept the Citadel’s personnel files locked in a safe. He grabbed a handful at random, began leafing through them, reading through the psychological profiles, wondering if in these pages lay some hint of trouble, some harbinger of betrayal. As he scanned the documents, doubt about many of the recruits crept into his mind like a thief in the night. He moved from one to the next, unsure of what he was looking for. He paused at one, a red folder containing the dossier on one of his earlier recruits.

Eldon Washington. A thirty-seven-year-old agronomist from Idaho. A foster child who’d never found a permanent home, he held a Ph.D. in agricultural science and was one of the key players in the development of the Citadel’s food supply. He was brilliant, but troubled. Six years before the Medusa outbreak, he’d been Colin Barton, a professor at the University of Idaho. Then his wife had left him, and he had turned to booze for solace. One night, after downing half a bottle of tequila, he had gotten behind the wheel of his F-150 pickup and plowed into a family of three on their way home, killing the mother and the couple’s infant daughter. Chadwick found Barton while he was out on bond and offered him the deal of a lifetime. A new identity and a life free of the Idaho Department of Corrections, in exchange for his absolute loyalty to the project. They faked the death of Colin Barton, and Eldon Washington was born.

This was the kind of man Chadwick needed. Someone who owed Chadwick his very life. How many like those were in these files? Certainly not ninety-three. A thought took root in his mind and began to grow. Like so many businesses that had failed in the old world, he’d overcapitalized, grown too quickly. What did he have, really? Loyal, committed soldiers? Or a large, complex system that was the thing he feared above all else – impossible to control? After all, the more moving pieces a machine had, the more likely it was that it would break down.

And it wasn’t just the original group he had to worry about. They’d captured more than two dozen women. All carried antibodies to Medusa, which was good, but had he needed so goddamn many? A decision was made, right there. There would be no more captives this winter; the roads would be treacherous, and the survivors would be taking up shelter indoors, which would make it all that much harder to find them. The first big cut was coming; a million could perish out there as winter tightened its grip on the land.

A pruning.

The Citadel had gotten too big, too quickly. A lot of dead weight now. No, not dead weight. Dangerous weight. The kind of weight that could destabilize the entire community, upset the apple cart he’d spent so many years constructing. No, no, no, it just wouldn’t do.

The edges of a plan began to form in his mind.

He made a list of his twelve most loyal lieutenants, all male, all men who owed Chadwick everything. Men like Eldon Washington. Men like Lewis Hoover, the mole he’d placed inside Rogers’ group of traitors. The list came together quickly. It was like he’d known all along the ones he could trust.

Each would select one of the women from the group of captives. He didn’t care. They were to be a means to an end. Either way, they’d have to be broken.

The rest would be purged.

It was time to evolve.
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Early the next morning, Chadwick nursed another scotch, which had chased down a pain pill, while he waited for the men to arrive. There weren’t enough seats for everyone, and so his shock troops lined the walls like kindergartners waiting for direction from their teacher. Chadwick scanned the faces of these good, loyal men and felt good about what he saw. It reminded him of a lean fighter after months spent in a hole-in-the-wall gym, stripped of the accoutrements of fame and wealth and pomp and circumstance. A fighter built in the crucible of hard work and sweat and blood. The rest of the Citadel, the women, they were nothing but fat that needed to be trimmed. And you trimmed it by being relentless, merciless.

Chadwick’s quarters were on the top floor of the main building, near the center of the compound, just west of the lab and the clinic. Beyond that lay the east housing units, separated from the wall by a thick copse of pine trees. The three other barracks were scattered to the other points of the compass.

The men had taken the news in stride. There had been no gasps, no nervous glances at one another, no sense they were wondering whether the old man had simply lost it. They stood silent, ramrod straight, as Chadwick had explained the plan to them. Charlie Gale stepped forward and approached Chadwick’s desk. He was a big, strapping man, Nordic, his hair platinum, his eyes blue like glacial ice. He took the heavy bottle of scotch and poured a finger’s worth into each of the two tumblers on the desk.

After a moment of silence, he took his place back in line and raised the tumbler skyward.

“To Dr. Miles Chadwick!” Gale called out, his voice firm but proud.

“To Dr. Miles Chadwick!” the other eleven echoed in unison.

Warmth spread from Chadwick’s core to his extremities. He felt lightheaded, almost dizzy with joy. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt this good. It seemed that the entire project had been snakebitten since Rogers had sat down with him and told him that the women were infertile.

His stomach dropped; he held the smile on his face, as he wanted to know how much he truly appreciated the men’s loyalty. Because he did, well and truly so. But he didn’t want them to see the sudden panic on his face, even as the room filled with the stench of his flop sweat.

Since Rogers had told him the women were infertile.

Rogers had been the one to tell him. Had Chadwick ever verified Rogers’ report that the women were, in fact, infertile?

He must have. Certainly, Rogers must have shown him charts, lab reports, something that documented his testing and findings. Chadwick felt the rage swell up inside him, and he knew that he was doing the right thing. At this point, it didn’t even matter. Rogers was dead. They were taking fertile women, the kind who’d trigger positives on home pregnancy tests simply by walking by them in the store. He packed away his rage as best as he could and focused on the moment at hand. He joined Gale in raising his glass.

“To you, my warrior poets,” he said gravely. “To all of us. To a new beginning.”

He put away the scotch with one pull and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Let’s get to work,” he said. “We have much to do, and not much time to do it. But by this time tomorrow night, the Citadel’s future will be secure.”

The twelve scattered to the winds, each bearing his own task, each holding his own unique piece of the puzzle.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Rachel picked at her breakfast, moving the food around her plate like a government bureaucrat intent on showing that she’d done something productive with her day. Again, she hadn’t slept well.

The atmosphere reminded her of the CalTech student cafeteria on the rare occasion she’d managed to make it there for a meal. She’d normally been so busy that she often took her meals at her desk, a protein bar here, a slice of cold pizza there. The old tape in her mind unwound. It made her sad to think about the empty hallways and graveyard campus. She’d spent most of the summer there, having gone home for a two-week break just before the outbreak had begun. Had her friends, her teachers, her advisors died there? Were their bodies still dotting the campus, the quad, the dorms? Guilt spiked through her like a burst of static electricity.

She forced herself to eat, focusing on function rather than form, chewing the peanut-butter-smeared English muffin a little bit at a time. She wished she had something hot to drink. It was cloudy and the dorm was dank and cold. She despised cold weather, the way it got into you, how it was almost impossible to snuff out once it had set into your bones. Growing up in San Diego had ruined her on cold weather, just ruined her. To stay warm now, she wore her heaviest sweatshirt, a gray Dallas Cowboys hoodie she’d found on the grounds.

Now she was thinking about home again, about how her stepdad Jerry had dragged her to dozens, no thousands, of Padres games over the years. How she complained about it during the thirty-five-minute drive there and how he would threaten, no, promise her that he was never taking her to another game. And then she’d get there and have a corn dog and an ice cream cone, and she’d be happy. What she wouldn’t give to be at a Padres game in the middle of May when the city absolutely exploded with its sharp lines downtown and its green parks and, of course, the shimmery silver of the Pacific.

The exhaustion was wrapped around every fiber of her being, down to the roots of her hair. A mental exhaustion, the byproduct of the strain from being trapped in this hellhole. They were nothing more than slaves, concubines. She hadn’t been inseminated yet, but she suspected it was only a matter of time. A few of the girls had been raped, she knew that, but so far, she’d been spared that atrocity. At least three were now pregnant. They were being incredibly careful with the program, taking their time, not rushing, making sure that each pregnancy was viable. Their blood was tested weekly for Medusa, and she could see in the way they skittered around the lab that she and the other women scared them, as though there was something mystical about their genetic makeup.

A commotion at the table drew her attention. A rumor was sweeping among the women that a couple of new girls had come in overnight and were currently being processed in the lab, undergoing the humiliating medical tests that bonded them together, creating a sisterhood.

“You stole my biscuit!” It was Julie, a heavier set woman with thin black hair.

“Why would I steal your goddamn biscuit?” replied a fiery Erin Thompson, now halfway through her pregnancy and dealing with a hell of a case of heartburn.

Rachel watched for a moment, embarrassed to admit she was fascinated by the conflagration because it was a break in their awful routine. It was something that fired up the synapses, and all of a sudden she understood the psychology of prison riots.

“Because you’re pregnant and all you can think about is your stupid baby!”

Erin exploded into sobs; Julie reached across the table and plucked the allegedly purloined biscuit from Erin’s plate. Then she shoved it into her mouth all at once.

“You disgusting cow!” yelled Patricia, who was sitting next to Erin. They’d become close friends, probably as close as any of the women in the group.

They were all getting a bit flaky. Fuses were getting short. Despair was growing long. It wouldn’t be too much longer before Chadwick and his band of psychopaths would have exactly what they wanted – a group of broken women, capable of reproducing and little else.

“Hey, knock that shit off!” Rachel bellowed, surprised by the power of her voice. The other women fell silent.

“Don’t you let them do this to us,” she went on. “Don’t you let them!”

Patricia burst into tears.

“Can’t you see they just want to break us?” Rachel said, looking squarely at Patricia. “They want us to give up. They want us to quit.”

She glanced over her shoulder and saw one of Chadwick’s lackeys approaching their table.

“You bitches shut the hell up.”

Patricia helped Erin out of her seat and escorted her away from the dining area. Rachel lost interest in her muffin like it was a boring book that she had to read for school. She set it back down on her plate and gave up. The fight concluded, the remaining women at the table began chattering away again, their voices on edge, probably not far from another eruption.

She wondered if it would be possible to see San Diego again.

She wondered if there was a way for all of them to escape.

She wondered whether she would be willing to die trying.

She thought that she would be.
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The morning passed by in a haze, Rachel stretched out on her bunk, her mind singularly focused on the idea of escape. She lay on top of the itchy woolen blanket these assholes provided, the one that barely covered her toes at night but that she dreaded losing. Now that she knew the lay of the land and had absorbed the routines and the rhythms, she knew she could get out of the compound on her own.

But that wouldn’t do. If she left the others behind, Chadwick’s retribution would be swift and terrible. He’d kill the others like he was throwing out a batch of burned brownies and start again. She’d done the math; even if the epidemic had been as bad as she feared, there were still a couple of million women out there, hundreds of thousands that would meet his needs. He’d slaughter her fellow captives.

No, if this were to work, she had to get them all out. No matter how much it ratcheted up the danger. It had to be this way or not at all.

At noon, a knock on her door. There was no need to get up, as it was a courtesy knock, and the door swung open a second later.

“Get up.”

She swung her legs over the side of the bed and sat up to greet her visitor. It was one of Chadwick’s men, one of the inner circle that she frequently saw by his side. A kind of caste system had come into play since the executions. Some had better access to Chadwick than others, and some seemed to barely be in the mix at all.

“Pack your things,” the man said, tossing a pair of plastic grocery bags at her feet.

“Why? We going on vacation?”

The retort earned her a hard smack to the side of the head, enough to fill her field of vision with a flash of white light.

“Get your stuff,” he snapped. “Don’t make me ask again. You’ve got thirty seconds.”

She packed quickly, sticking to the essentials as she stuffed the plastic bags, scolding herself for the pointless, illogical decision to give this guy lip. This was something a child would do, or someone capable of only child-like thinking. If she was going to lead these women out of here, she was going to have to start thinking like a grownup. No, she would have to think like a machine, a thing incapable of making irrational decisions, incapable of saying stupid things because they felt good to say.

She would have to inoculate herself against being human.

Outside, the sky was gray, the air cold and damp. The chill stung her nose, and she thought it might snow soon. Since Chadwick had cut their outdoor excursions, this was her first time outdoors in days, and she couldn’t even manage to draw a little sunshine. She climbed in the idling SUV, which zipped away before she even had a chance to buckle her seatbelt. The driver rambled east, away from the lake and toward the road that bisected the compound into two rectangles. Then he turned south toward the group’s nerve center.

A short drive brought them to a cluster of buildings just east of the road; the driver let Rachel and her escort out in front of a boxy building, slate gray. Nerves pulsed through her like lightning bolts. She twirled the plastic bags containing her meager belongings; the way they spun in her hands and unspooled again gave her a measure of comfort.

“Follow me,” he said.

He paused to punch a code into a keypad at the door, which unlocked with a satisfying click. He held the door open and motioned her through it. They were in a narrow foyer now, empty and hollow. She half-expected to see one of those directories mounted on the wall identifying the occupants of an office building, telling you which floor the accountant was on, where you’d find the physical therapist. She followed him through a door on the left side of the corridor to a stairwell, gray and metal. Again, he yielded her the right of way and trailed up the stairs behind her. They came to a heavy metal door on the second floor, which he knocked on.

Her heart was throbbing now, so fiercely that it took her breath away.

The door opened.

Miles Chadwick stood before her.

He had a wild grin on his face, the look of a man who’d just heard a very funny joke.

“Rachel,” he said. “Welcome to your new home.”
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Chadwick and his man spoke briefly while Rachel scanned Chadwick’s living quarters. It was spartan, to say the least. She counted at least three rooms – a large living room, a small kitchen, and two smaller rooms, just off the main corridor. There was a cheap-looking bookcase in the corner, stuffed to the gills with all manner of tomes. She was too far away to make out the titles.

Until now, she had not known where Chadwick lived. Truth be told, she had not recognized him as a person who needed a place to live, to sleep, to take a well and good shit in the morning. He was the boogeyman, a phantom, a monster who transformed into some terrible winged creature and flew back to his cave at the end of each day. But no, he was a man like any other. He ate and drank and had bad dreams and checked the stove before going to bed at night.

A man had rendered this terrible fate on the world.

A man.

A single, solitary man.

Behind her, the door opened and then clicked shut again. They were alone now.

“My dearest Rachel,” he said.

She noticed that he still wore that terrible smile, like the Joker from the Batman comic books. A cosmetic procedure gone terribly wrong.

“I suppose you’re wondering what’s going on,” he said.

She shifted her weight from one foot to the other and stared at the floor. She did it deliberately and slowly, because she wanted him to think that she was frightened. A scared little lamb. It wasn’t that she didn’t think he was dangerous. Oh no. Miles Chadwick was probably the most dangerous man who had ever lived. A million Adolf Hitlers rolled into one. It was just that she had forgotten that he was still just a man.

A man who could be killed.

“You’re very special,” he said. “Very special indeed.”

“Thank you,” she said demurely. She wanted him to feel in charge. Now was not the time to show aggression. It was time to play a little bit possum, a little bit geisha.

“Well, you’re all special,” he said. “You and your friends.”

As he spoke, he drew closer to her.

“But I must confess,” he said. Now he was uncomfortably close, and the metallic stink of his body odor hit her in the face. It must have been days since he’d bathed.

“I find you a little more special than the others.”

Her eyes watered from the stench, and it took every ounce of willpower not to gag right there in front of him. He reached out and brushed a tear from the corner of her eye with a thumb.

“No need to cry, my darling,” he said. “You’re safe now.”

She looked up at him and smiled her biggest smile.

He gestured toward the couch, inviting her to sit down.

“May I pour you a drink?”

“Sure,” she said.

He went to the bar and fixed two scotches. As he made the drinks, she took a seat on the far edge of the couch and took in more of the residence. There was a small kitchenette opposite her, and she wondered how many knives he might have tucked away in its cheap prefabricated drawers. A portrait of a strange-looking older man hung over a gas fireplace. His wiry gray hair seemed to explode from his head, and his narrow features made him look like a wild-eyed bird; his cold blue eyes were empty of life. A small brass plate mounted at the base of the portrait read Leon Gruber, Father of The Citadel.

She tugged her eyes away from the portrait as Chadwick came up on her. He handed her the tumbler and sat down next to her. She took a long drink of the scotch, an alcohol she’d never tasted. It felt hot, like drain cleaner, and it scorched its way down her throat. Her gaze kept drifting back to the portrait, which seemed to be staring at her.

“I’ve brought you here because I’ve been so terribly rude to you,” he said.

Another soft smile as she looked away. The shy little schoolgirl.

“I don’t feel like you’ve been rude.”

He flashed his own smile.

“You’re too kind,” he said. “But having you over there with the others, packed in like cattle. It’s unacceptable, and for that I apologize.”

“We have a warm place to sleep,” she replied. “We have food, fresh water. Things could be worse. A lot worse.”

“Again, you flatter me,” he said. “And that might be fine for the others. But not for you.”

A shiver ran up her spine, as though Chadwick had run a shard of ice along the bare skin, along each one of her vertebrae.

“The others, you see, they’re just a means to an end.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“You, on the other hand.”

“What about me?”

“You’re part of the Citadel’s future. Part of my future.”

She paused, processing what he was telling her. She didn’t like where this was headed at all. Bunking in with the ladies might not have been ideal, but it sure beat the hell out of this debutante role he seemed to have in mind for her.

“It’s a big empty country out there,” he said. “And it’s waiting for us. We’re not going to be inside these walls forever. If we’re going to rebuild this world, we’re going to have to spread our wings. A new world. With you as its queen.”

Her head rocked back at this. She was growing more uncomfortable by the minute, but she had to hold it together. She had to make him think that she was broken. Because that was the point of all this, right? To break them?

“I want you to take your place at my side,” he said. “Together, we can make the Citadel everything that the old world never was. A perfect world.”

Jesus.

“You really think that’s possible?”

“I do,” he said. “I really do.”

“Is that why this all happened in the first place?” she asked. She bit her lip and waited for an eruption.

“My dear, this happened because it was meant to be.”

“It was?”

“I know that’s hard to understand,” he said. “Do you believe in God?”

She had, once upon a time. When they first moved to San Diego, her mom had taken her to church every Sunday, when it was just the two of them, before Jerry. They went to a nice little Methodist church where things didn’t seem as religious as she thought they would, and for a while she considered herself one of the faithful. But then she started learning about science and math and evolution. And she couldn’t reconcile one with the other, and so when it had come down to it, she had chosen the one that could be proven empirically. Then the plague had hit, and it seemed biblical in nature, a terrible judgment for man, if you believed in that. But she didn’t. And she was right. This wasn’t God’s judgment. This was the work of man. As evil as anything that man had wrought, by his own free will.

“No.”

“That’s good,” he said. “I appreciate your honesty. It’s very rare. Very rare indeed.”

He took a long drink from his scotch.

“We lived in an evil world, Rachel. I hesitate to even call it a sinful world, because I think that sugarcoats it too much. Sin. It’s such a pathetic little word. Thou shalt not steal? Well, you pop a grape in your mouth at the supermarket before paying for it, that’s sin right there. And the idea you could just repent at the end, and it would all be okay, well that didn’t seem right to me. You could blow up a commuter bus or molest little children or, uh, murder a young wife at an ATM machine and all would be forgiven if you just accepted Jesus Christ as your Lord and savior? Does that seem right to you?”

She shook her head. “No, I suppose not.”

“Of course not,” he said, swirling the tumbler of scotch now. “It was a story we told ourselves to minimize the impact that these terrible acts had on us. To protect us from the idea that there was true evil in the world, evil that no God could ever stop. The truth is that we are the gods of our own existence. We can control what happens. Which is why the plague had to happen.”

“But won’t you have evil in this new world? People will still do bad things.”

“We’re going to do it correctly this time.”

“What about the people out there? Beyond the walls?”

He smiled and placed his hand on her knee. She wanted to chop his fingers off. For a moment, she considered shattering her tumbler and stabbing him in the neck with a shard of glass, but she dismissed the idea as quickly as it had occurred to her.

“All in good time,” he said. “All in good time.”

You’re goddamn right about that, she thought.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

It took every bit of willpower Adam had, but he was finally able to convince himself of the old adage that time spent on reconnaissance was never wasted. They needed to watch the place, study the activity, look for patterns, get a sense of its rhythms. Nadia’s tale of this place was proof enough that caution should be their watchword.

And so that was what they had done. They retreated from their position, back across the highway, and surveilled the compound with their field glasses. In the first day on watch, Adam worried the place would remain a cipher, a mystery, that it would never disclose any of its secrets, and they would have to launch a blind assault on the place, the type of frontal attack that would almost certainly end in disaster. But eventually, a bit of useful intelligence revealed itself. At nine a.m. on the second day, the gate opened, and a dark red pickup truck emerged from the interior. It rolled along the access road and then turned west along the main highway. The windows were dark, but not completely tinted, and Adam could make out two figures inside the cab. The bed of the pickup looked empty. As the truck zoomed out of sight, Adam made a note of the time and resumed watching the compound.

At ten o’clock, they split a meager breakfast. Then Adam dozed while Mike kept the watch. He didn’t think he’d be able to fall asleep, but sure enough, he’d been out as soon as he closed his eyes. When he woke, it was nearly noon. He was cold but refreshed, and he had to pee. He crept deeper into the grasses for some privacy, away from the compound. As he began to relieve himself, he heard Mike hissing for him.

“Adam! The truck’s back!”

Of course.

Mid-stream, and something important happens. As he prepared to zip up and leave himself with a half-empty bladder, he primed his ears and sliced through the aural clutter, focusing on the sound of an engine. He did hear it, a throaty whine, and he reminded himself that sounds carried a lot farther than they used to, and he told himself to finish. He couldn’t panic about every little thing. If he wanted his body to perform at its peak, he needed to let it do what it needed to do. He waited until his bladder was empty, and then he zipped up and resumed his post with a clear mind. A small but important sign he was evolving.

He glassed the horizon and spotted the pickup on its inbound trip. When it was within about two hundred yards, he lowered the binoculars. The truck slowed as it neared the intersection with the access road, and then it turned north toward the gate. Adam checked his watch as the gate slid open and the truck disappeared inside the compound. It was noon on the nose. It paused long enough for Adam to note that it was carrying cargo. The tarp was stretched out across the top of the pick-up bed, the load secured with bungee cords.

Out at nine. Back at noon.

The tedium of the stakeout built through the early afternoon. He looked for signs of activity near the wall but saw none. At three o’clock, again, squarely at the top of the hour, the pickup truck headed back out for another sortie. Again, it was gone three hours, returning at six o’clock. Again, there was cargo in the bed area, tucked away under the beige-colored tarp, its corner flapping in the wind.

The pattern repeated itself the next day, and by the third day, the outline of a plan had formed in Adam’s mind. There would be a very small window of time in which to execute the plan, almost impossibly small, but there really weren’t any other options. They had to get inside the compound, and the main gate seemed like the only way in.

It was a dank day, chilly. The clouds hung low in the sky, a thick, gray blanket over the world. Around five-thirty, about ten minutes before launch, it began to rain heavily, in sheets, relentless and pounding. With the world so quiet, with nothing to absorb the sound, the rain roared across the plains, washing across the roadway in waves, as though the world was trying to clean itself of some hidden shame.

At twenty to six, they made their move. They stayed low, knifing through the grasses like jungle cats. Their packs were light, relieved of all their contents but the bare essentials. The closer they got to the wall, the tighter Adam’s throat felt, as though the place had a psychic grip on his windpipe.

It took ten minutes to cover the two hundred yards, but they made it with a little time to spare. They took cover in the grasses about ten yards from the main gate. At three minutes past six, the tardiness owing perhaps to the terrible weather conditions, the pickup truck made the turn for home. A creepy gray darkness had fallen, and the truck’s headlights shined like UFOs floating in the ether.

“This isn’t going to work,” Mike said. “We can’t both do it. We’ll be spotted.”

Adam grunted through clenched teeth, pained to admit that Mike was correct. The entire operation was dancing on a razor’s edge as it was. Getting one of them inside the gates, at least the way they’d mapped it out, was going to be hard enough; completing the feat in duplicate would be expecting to win the lottery two weeks in a row. It was a terrible tactical blunder.

“Yeah,” he said. “You’re right.”

“I’ve got an idea,” Mike said. “Stay low.”

“Wait, what?”

Before Adam could blink, Mike burst out of the grasses, his arms waving over his head like a driver stranded by the side of the road.

Goddammit!

Panic flooded Adam’s insides like water overcoming a sinking boat, and he froze, wondering what the fuck had possessed Mike to reveal himself like this. The truck rolled to a stop as the driver waited for the gate to slide open. As it idled there, the rain plinked the truck’s rooftop, adding a strange hollow twang to the deluge. Mike approached the driver and banged on the window.

“How ya doing?” he yelled out over the rain, loud enough for Adam to hear. To Adam’s right, the gate began to open, sliding from left to right, revealing the interior of the compound like some game-show door prize.

Muffled voices from the cab.

“I’m lost, can you guys help me?”

From his vantage point, Adam saw Mike blanch and turn his body away, but it wasn’t fast enough. The gunshot roared over the rain, and Mike collapsed to the ground. The men emerged from the vehicle and tossed Mike’s lifeless body under the tarp; then they climbed back in the cab.

The man’s sacrifice galvanized Adam; he stayed low, shuffling from the cover of the grasses onto the roadway, praying the driver’s blind spot was big enough to hide him long enough to do what he had to do. He stayed low, right at the muffler, the stench of the exhaust blistering his nostrils, even in the rain. The truck continued to idle, and there was no indication he’d been spotted. Yet.

The timing would have to be perfect.

The gate thudded home as it finished sliding into its groove. Adam remained crouched, his muscles burning as he kept them coiled, ready to pounce. When the truck shifted back into gear, Adam leapt, grabbing the edge of the tailgate, and rolling over its edge as the truck began moving. He could only hope that Mike’s diversion and the truck’s acceleration had masked the subtle shift in the payload, surreptitiously increased by about one hundred and seventy pounds. He eased himself down into the truck bed and covered himself with the tarp.
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Shockwaves of grief rippled through Adam as the truck motored its way inside the compound. Adam wanted to smack Mike’s blank face for his stupid, selfless act.

Later, he thought.

There would be time to grieve later.

Don’t piss away what Mike just did for you.

Behind him, Adam could hear the gate grinding along its track again, slamming home with a hollow thud. The truck continued to roll; he had to move now, before the truck picked up too much speed.

He poked his head out from under the tarp and quickly scanned the area as the truck turned right onto a narrow access road. A drainage ditch ran parallel to the road and a line of pine trees just beyond. No other signs of life, vehicular or otherwise. The rain was easing up but changing over to snow.

Now, he told himself.

It had to be now.

He touched Mike’s cheek one last time. Then he grabbed the lip of the truck bed and pulled himself up from the cover of the tarp. Without taking a breath, he pitched his weight toward the back edge of the liftgate and waited for it to happen. For a moment, he felt weightless, like a feather caught on a breeze, and then the ground came up on him all at once. His left flank hit first, the impact with the ground stealing his breath away, and then he was rolling, rolling, rolling.

His ankle became caught up underneath his spinning body, and he felt it wrench in the wrong direction. The pain shot from foot to waist, but there was nothing he could do but wait until his body came to rest.

A body in motion…

Finally, friction and gravity won out, and he lay in a heap at the side of the road. The truck trundled along, blissfully ignorant of its now-unloaded stowaway. He remained still as the truck’s taillights faded into the snow, curling out of view as the road turned north. He wasn’t far from the ditch, and so he crawled to its edge and rolled down into it. From his hiding spot, he scanned his new surroundings.

The place seemed even bigger from the inside than it had from beyond the wall. To the northwest, maybe a hundred yards clear of the opposite shoulder, Adam saw a large tract of undeveloped land, marked off by wire fencing; it was barren, but it bore a certain kind of symmetry. He swung his gaze northeast, where he saw the faint glimmer of light. But for the hoot of a snow owl, the place was silent.

He could scarcely believe it. He’d made it.

That stupid bastard Mike had pushed him over the goal line, giving all he had to give, just so Adam would have a chance to find Rachel. His bravery, his total lack of hesitation was almost more than Adam could believe. The mission was all but doomed, that much was clear, so he had done the only thing he could do, no matter the price.

Despite the fact that Adam was in more peril than ever, or perhaps because of it, it seemed important to acknowledge how far he’d come. He thought about all they’d seen and lived through in their nearly five months on the road. All to bring him to this point. Just to give him a chance to rescue his daughter. He thought about something Sarah had said, not long after they’d met. That she’d be doing something and forget that the world hadn’t always been this way. But as the days had cascaded along like tumbleweed, stretching into weeks and months, that seemed less and less apropos.

A strange sense of the familiar had begun to pervade his life. From the constant scavenging for supplies to ensuring the water was safe to drink to burying his own waste, it had all become routine. This was neither a good thing nor a bad thing. It simply just was. Perhaps the key to all this had been simply finding a way through, a way that, after a while, simply became the new normal. The less time spent looking slack-jawed at yet another urban ghost town, stopping to look at each cluster of corpses that dotted the landscape, reliving the past, the better. And it had become clear that he wasn’t trying to find Rachel because she was his past. He was trying to find her because she was his future.

He was stiff and sore from his truck dive, but it appeared he’d pulled through without too much damage. The ankle he’d been certain was broken was mildly sprained and would likely loosen up with continued work. After the systems check, he slithered out of the back of the ditch and disappeared into the trees. Fortunately, these were evergreens, full with needles, like a green wall. The air was thick with the scent of pine, and he was reminded of the smell of Christmas tree lots.

He trekked eastward through the trees, toward the lights, slowly, slowly, as though each step might find a land mine. A thick layer of pine needles muted his footsteps. It was cold, but his Gore-Tex jacket was doing what it was supposed to be doing, keeping him dry and warm enough that he wasn’t excessively worried about how cold it was. It took forty minutes to reach the eastern edge of the compound, each one soaked in fear of stumbling across a late-night patrol sweeping the grounds or setting off some invisible alarm. After a quarter mile, the tree cover began to thin, and so he was left to slink along in the shadows, almost trying to melt into the wall.

He paused for a short break at the wall and ate a protein bar. As he snacked, he glassed the terrain ahead. A cluster of development awaited him to the north, starting with a row of nondescript buildings, shadowy monoliths in the night. This chilled him and made him hot with rage all at the same time, this human presence, the people holding Rachel captive. He gave himself five minutes to rest and then set off again, mentally cataloging each landmark he came across. A long rectangular building fronting on a cut-through access road. Across the way, a fenced-off generator field, the machines lined up like silent soldiers. A low hum filled his ears.

Beyond that, he spotted two more nondescript buildings, also inside the fence line. He studied each carefully, but he was unable to identify either structure’s purpose. That was when he heard the rustle of activity just around the bend, possibly coming from the intersecting road just north of his position. He froze as the conspiratorial whispers of men on a mission drew closer, scanning their surroundings. A row of bushes lined the road, perhaps ornamental by design, but lifesaving by function. He ducked down behind the hedges as a group of three men came by. They walked briskly and with purpose.

They continued past his position, and as the gulf between them grew, he felt his heart rate decelerate. They hadn’t seen him. He maintained a northerly course, torn between competing desires to tread carefully and to finish his sweep as quickly as possible. As he continued, the development seemed to thin out, and he began to hear a strange sound, coupled with the tickle in his nose of an earthy, fecund smell. Not mechanical, but not human, either. The sound of livestock. The grunts and braying emanating from the animal pens pushed him along. He had no desire to find out if these animals served some early-warning function, alerting their masters that an intruder was present.

As he ventured farther north, the odor intensified, and the snorts and chortles grew clearer. A pig here. A chicken there. In the ever-faint ambient light, Adam could just make out the edge of a barn. Again, he found himself wondering who these people really were. This kind of installation would have required an astonishing amount of capital. Some eccentric billionaire? Perhaps a secret government project?

And how had they survived?

The flash of approaching headlights derailed his train of thought, sent his testicles up into his stomach. There was very little cover along the wall, so he had drifted to the inside shoulder, toward the middle of the complex. Ahead, there was a copse of bare tree trunks, toward which he bolted, hopefully covering him before the oncoming vehicle lit him up like a Christmas tree. He slipped between the trees, like a flea burrowing into a dog’s thick coat.

The treeline was shallower than he expected, and a moment later, he burst through the other side. The terrain dropped away sharply, and Adam went tumbling downward like a runaway snowball. He waited for the white-hot pain of a snapped leg or torn knee ligament to light up his body, but he came to rest in an unscathed heap on a damp patch of ground. His mind went immediately to the gun, which had come off his shoulder as he barreled to the bottom of the hill. His hands scoured the immediate area around him, scraping and clawing against damp, cold earth, and he nearly let out a sigh of relief when his fingers clamped around the cold steel of the barrel.

He primed his ears and listened for the sounds of pursuit, of a car door slamming shut, of footsteps closing in, and waited to be discovered or not. Seconds ticked by, then minutes, then fifteen minutes, and no one came through the tree line behind him. When he was confident that he’d avoided detection again, he took a moment to run a quick systems check.

He rose to a crouch and was surprised to see a large lake shimmering before him, the night babbling and gurgling, the plink of fish splashing about the rippling surface. The sight of the large body of water stopped him cold; discounting the quick traverse of the Mississippi River in St. Louis, it was the first he’d seen since his terrifying exit from Holden Beach so many months ago.

Seeing the lake scared him; it reminded him how little he knew about this place, and how powerful a foe he was dealing with. He took a deep breath and let it out, enjoying for a brief moment the cold, briny tang of the lake in his nasal passages. He got up and brushed the grit from his pants. He staked out a position just under the lip of the rise and lifted the glasses to his eyes again, back toward the lake.

To his right, a large plot of land, and Adam recognized the long, even rows of a crop field. Several acres’ worth. Scarred, barren columns of earth for now, but, he suspected, part of this place’s lifeblood. It would be up and running sooner than later. To his left, more of the development he’d seen during his northern passage along the east wall.

Frustration lacquered his mind. He felt almost as lost as he’d been before they’d found the place. It seemed as though he’d seen too much of this strange place to keep it all straight but not enough to make any informed decisions about how to proceed next. And fatigue was starting to become a problem. His thinking was becoming soft, disjointed. How long before he made a fatal misstep because his mind was too cloudy to function?

He checked his watch; it was already after four in the morning. The sun would be up soon, meaning he’d have to be safely out of sight by then. Perhaps tucked into the deep woods he’d seen just inside the main gate. With a deep sigh, he abandoned his post and trekked west along another access road, back toward the main road that seemed to encircle the compound. There was a thick cluster of trees across the way and just a hair south, which he set as his target for the night.

He scampered across the highway like an errant possum and dove back into the trees. Thick evergreens here, swallowing him whole. When he looked back, he couldn’t even see the roadway, and the darkness was almost total. There was just enough light by which he could make out the outline of his hand.

It was unnerving, being this deep in the most unknowable spot of an already mysterious land. But he had no choice. And on the plus side, the trees were so thick here, the needle-laden branches so overgrown and interlaced that very little precipitation was making it to the forest floor. Adam set out his bedroll and covered it with a layer of pine needles.

As he slid into the sleeping bag, he was certain that he’d be too consumed with the knowledge that Rachel was right here, so close by, to sleep, but within seconds, he was asleep deep in the bowels of the Citadel.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

Something was happening, Rachel thought. Something fundamental had changed.

Wearing a black dress that Chadwick had selected for her, she looked out across the darkened grounds of the Citadel, her eyes bouncing from landmark to landmark. The fields. The amphitheater. Barely in her line of sight, the lake, near the women’s dormitory. The sun had dipped low over the plains and was close to dropping out of sight for the last time this year.

It was New Year’s Eve. Nearly six o’clock. And Rachel Fisher had her dancing shoes on, which was a somewhat remarkable development for her. In the handful of years that she’d been old enough to go out on New Year’s Eve, she never had. She had never wanted to. She liked to stay in with her few friends and eat Chinese food and watch Will Ferrell movies. She wasn’t one of these types that had bragged about not going out on New Year’s Eve, as though doing nothing had become the cool, hipster thing to do. And she wasn’t one of these types that fell asleep at ten o’clock, either, because she rarely went to bed before one or two in the morning anyway. And if the world had continued along its track rather than derailing, its cars piling up on one another, that’s probably what she would be doing right now.

But now she stood here at a window in the middle of the great empty nowhere, wearing a cocktail dress and waiting on her date for the evening.

It had been a weird few days. She had planned to kill Chadwick that first night. She had fully expected him to take her into his bed, have his way with her. In fact, she was counting on it, and she was going to let him do it, so help her God, praise Jesus, Hallelujah, she was going to let him do whatever he wanted, because when he was done, when he was sleeping the sleep of a man with empty balls, she was going to take the knife she had hidden under the mattress and turn that genocidal son of a bitch into shish kabob.

But he hadn’t done anything she had expected.

Any fears that she’d have to submit to his sexual desires had been totally unfounded. Not only had he not touched her, he had barely even looked at her, so preoccupied he’d been with his work. The first night, she’d stayed up until nearly four in the morning, certain that he’d be back for his prize. He was a man, after all. But eventually, her eyes had drooped shut, and when they’d opened again, sunlight was streaming into Chadwick’s sparsely furnished bedroom, and she was still alone.

Yesterday morning, Chadwick had brought a stack of files home with him. She’d gotten the briefest of peeks at them when he’d stepped inside the bathroom and he’d left them on the table. There were two files, each bearing a woman’s name written in thick black marker. Rachel didn’t recognize the names – Sarah and Charlotte – which seemed to confirm the rumor that there were two newcomers to the women’s camp. But before she’d been able to dig into them at all, he’d rushed out of the bathroom and snatched the files off the table before heading out again. He didn’t seem to care whether she’d seen them or not.

At noon today, he’d returned with the dress and told her to get ready for a very special party. A New Year’s Eve party. He was in the bathroom now, primping for tonight’s event. She’d debated trying to take him in the bathroom, naked, his face dusted with baby powder, but she froze. She didn’t know if she would really go through with it. Could she kill a man, even a monster like Miles Chadwick, in cold blood? What if she hesitated? What if she screwed it up? He would skin her alive. And if she did manage to pull it off, would that bring about the desired result? Or would it accelerate her demise and that of the other women? And Rachel cared for these women, so much so that she couldn’t bear to put their lives at risk.

But what if it did work? What if she stabbed him in the neck, what if she exacted justice for the dead world around her, what if he was the proverbial head of the snake, that without which the Citadel could not survive? They would be free.

Free to pursue whatever life they could cobble together in this new world.

She became aware of a presence behind her, but she acted as if she hadn’t noticed him.

“Is the lady ready?” he said.

“I am,” she replied, finally turning to face him. He was wearing a tuxedo, his skin pink and fresh from a decent scrubbing. His first one in a couple of days, if her nose was serving her well. The sweet stinging scent of Old Spice tickled her nose, and it reminded her of her father, when she used to give him the courtesy hug at the end of their semi-annual visits, wrapping her arms around him just long enough for it to qualify as a hug, and she could smell it on his clothes. She tried to recall the last time she’d seen him, and she tried to remember the length of the hug.

She didn’t think about him much anymore. Not as much as she used to. And she thought that there’d been a chance when she’d finally gotten through to his voicemail. But day after day, the cell phone signal had sluiced away, like a slow drip from a faucet, until it was gone completely, and that had been that.

He was as dead to her as the world gone by.


#




Cocktail hour started promptly at six.

They had walked to the party in almost total silence. As they’d exited the apartment, he had complimented her on her appearance, but it seemed forced, as though he were working through a checklist for a night on the town. She thanked him, and they remained quiet until they arrived at the party. Others were streaming in as they arrived, beautiful men and women dressed to the nines in what was likely the only New Year’s Eve party on the face of the Earth. Before she could stop herself, her mind conjured up images of empty hotel ballrooms across the country, from sea to shining sea, and it made her sad.

Everyone was there, of course. This was a landmark moment for the Citadel, she supposed, closing the book on what had been a most eventful year for them. She imagined there would be speeches and glad-handing, and a lot of patting themselves on the back for a job well done this year. Oh, sure, the executions had been a messy affair, but all new businesses had challenges to face in their first year.

Look how far we’ve come. Look how many people we killed! Cross last year’s resolution off the list because that mission had been mother-fucking accomplished. In Jesus’ name, amen!

People seemed eager to interact with Chadwick, lining up two and three at a time for a chance to speak to the great man, issue good tidings, tell him how proud they were to be part of the Citadel, blah, blah, blah. She remained quiet, nodding a greeting when she was acknowledged by the others. As she glided through the party, she looked for other captives, but there were none. Chadwick was keeping her close, his arm clamped around her waist, making her feel very much the captive she’d been for these past few months.

He chatted with the others, but it was all surface work, one canned statement after another. Doing great, really pleased with how things have gone, you’ve done terrific work. It sounded like the words of a losing politician comforting his staff after he’d made the concessionary telephone call to his opponent. Complete with the fake smile, twin rows of pearly whites flashing every few seconds. He was charming, effusive, and terrifying.

Traffic at the bar was light. A few guests nursed strong drinks, but most stayed away. No one wanted to be falling-down drunk in front of the boss, she supposed. There was chit-chat, but it was muted. From the bits and pieces of conversation Rachel was able to distill from the other attendees, this was the first many of them had seen of Chadwick in some time.

At precisely seven o’clock, a bell tinkled, and the groups began to dissolve as everyone made their way to their seats. The room was set up for a formal dinner, but it was a very utilitarian design, lacking any levity or manufactured glee, the feel of a party thrown together at the last second. She had a seat on the dais, and she could feel the scorn, the heat from her captors who must have been wondering where exactly she fit in the pecking order, now that she was shacking up with the big kahuna.

There were twelve seats on the dais, six on each side of the podium. Two new faces joined her, replacing the pair of now-headless traitors from Chadwick’s high command. She thought often of the sad little rebellion, wishing it had gone a different way, if only to buy her enough time to get herself and the other women out of here. She still wondered what secret Rogers had been preparing to divulge before Chadwick’s men had stormed the warehouse.

Chadwick popped down to the bar and brought back two drinks, one for each of them. This seemed to open the floodgates, and before she could blink, the line at the bar was ten deep.

She accepted the scotch, neat, a double. She took a long drink, and it made her head swim, but it helped calm her nerves. He sat next to her, and they drank together for a few minutes in silence.

“Look at these people,” he said, so softly, she wasn’t sure she’d heard him correctly.

“What about them?” she asked.

“Never mind,” he said. He lifted his glass, and his smile was back. This one seemed genuine, the grin of a man who was truly pleased with things.

“Where were you from?” he asked.

“I grew up in San Diego. Born in Richmond, Virginia.”

“Ahh, the capital of the Confederacy,” he said. “I’ll drink to that. And your family?”

“They’re dead, remember?”

He scrunched up his mouth, and his cheeks flushed. At first, she thought it was from rage, and that he might simply kill her there on the spot, but he simply looked away from her and down at his drink.

“That was insensitive of me,” he said. “I apologize.”

She looked back over the crowd, many of them armed now with their own tumblers of liquid courage.

“Well, I suppose it’s time to address the troops.”

He polished off his scotch and wiped his lips with his fingers. Before he got up, he reached under the table, just over her lap, and for a moment, her breath caught, as she feared that he might simply cop a feel right here in front of everyone, let her know that she was simply his property, that he could do with her as he pleased, whenever he goddamn well felt like it. She vowed that if he touched her she would plunge the butter knife lying next to her plate into some vital organ, an eye, his neck, whatever, the consequences of it all be damned. At least she would die knowing she’d gone down fighting.

She tensed as his hand rooted around under the table. It could only have been a few seconds, but the moment stretched out interminably as she waited for his cold, sweaty hand on her thigh or worse.

But again, he didn’t touch her. He fiddled with something under the table, directly underneath her plate, before stepping over to the podium. She let out a quick sigh, her heart galloping, slamming against her rib cage as he approached the podium, her body icy with sweat. She trembled, and her breath came in shallow, ragged gasps.

She wondered what was under the table.

He tapped the microphone and immediately, the buzz of conversation died away. At a table near the front, Rachel could hear the crackle of ice cubes in a tumbler, sweaty as though with anticipation. A light clearing of the throat from somewhere in the back.

“Good evening, my fellow citizens,” Chadwick said.

A long pause, long enough that the partygoers began exchanging glances. The moment drifted past oddity and into awkwardness, until even Rachel found herself shifting in her seat.

“What a year it has been,” he said.

Chadwick began to clap, slowly, methodically, the pop of his hands echoing through the dining room like a metronome. A few moments later, the others on the dais joined in, and the applause spread across the room like the virus that had brought them all to this point in their lives. It was robust yet reserved. The way you might clap when hearing the name of the colostomy bag salesman of the year. Applause wearing its Sunday best.

He began to speak, issuing a series of platitudes. As he spoke, her curiosity got the better of her, and her hands drifted under the table. Her fingers danced along the grain of the cheap particle wood until she felt it. A bulky plastic bag, taped to the underside of the table. Whatever was inside the bag was irregularly shaped, about the size of a football. It was hard, smooth in the middle, with two protrusions on either side. She was careful not to dislodge it or make any sudden movements as Chadwick spoke.

She glanced up at him as he plowed through his speech, but he either hadn’t noticed or didn’t care about her exploratory mission. Her hands returned to her lap, but her thoughts remained fixated on the mysterious object under the table. She glanced to her left, toward the four other men on her side of the table. They, too, either hadn’t noticed what she was doing or were uninterested in her reconnaissance. She wondered if there were plastic bags taped under their place settings as well.

Chadwick kept speaking, and she re-focused her attention on his speech, the way she might have watched the President deliver the State of the Union address in the old days. Paying attention at first, ooh, a bag of microwave popcorn sounds good, think I’ll check my e-mail, and then coming back to the speech, and it sounding more or less the same than when she had tuned out.

“Now then,” Chadwick was saying, “perhaps the blame lies with me.”

A low murmur from the crowd now.

“Perhaps I didn’t do this the right way.”

He paused, and she stole a glance at him. A tear had broken loose from the corner of his eye, and he wiped it away with a finger before it had a chance to stream down his cheek. Rachel was on full alert now, the pit in her stomach growing deeper as the seconds ticked by.

“And that’s why tonight, we begin anew.”

He lifted a hand to his forehead and delivered a bizarre half-salute.

Then everything began to happen very fast.

Rachel detected movement from the corner of her eye. Four of the guests had gotten up from their seats, each streaming to a different corner of the room, where decorative pieces had been set up, topped with some kind of ornate covering. In one fluid, almost choreographed maneuver, the men yanked the covers clear like magicians and reached around to the back of the pieces.

Then Rachel realized what the item taped under her table was.

“Rachel!” Chadwick barked. “Under the table. Put it on right now!”

The room filled with a loud hissing noise, as though someone had dropped in a crateful of snakes, and when she blinked again, each of the men was wearing a gas mask. Her hands dove under the table, and she wrenched the bag free. The room erupted into screams as people realized what was happening.

Ohshit, ohshit, ohshit!

She fumbled with the mask as the hissing continued. She fitted the straps around the back of her head and tugged the faceplate down around her nose and mouth. She reminded herself to breathe normally, that the filter was taking care of whatever poison that Chadwick had just unleashed on his people.

Once it was on, she froze, unsure of what to do. She glanced over at Chadwick, now sporting his own mask, his hands clenched tight on the sides of the podium. The lower half of his face was a cipher, virtually blank. No smile, no frown. She briefly considered attacking him with the knife, but she dismissed the idea, as she couldn’t risk the mask being knocked from her face. So she simply watched the scene before her unfold. To her right, the others on the dais also were wearing masks, a police lineup of futuristic-looking bugs sitting calmly at their seats as the scene unfolded before them. They sat there, watching.

A cloud of gas filled the room as the terrified guests leapt from their seats. Plates slid off tables, shattering on the floor with symphonic crashes. A group at the back sprinted for the back door, which was locked. A man desperately rattled the door handles, and for a moment, it looked like his adrenaline might give him the edge he needed to rip it open. But then the mob was upon him, dozens of people attacking the door. Too many chefs in the kitchen. Just a mass of weight against a door that opened toward them rather than away.

Rachel’s eyes swung toward one of the corners, where a canister continued unloading its poisonous cargo. Half a dozen people lay writhing on the floor, overcome by the gas, their hands clawing at their necks and faces. One of them, a woman that Rachel recognized, had a smart idea to try and deactivate the canister, but she’d come up short and she lay still at its base, her hand slapping gently at the metal.

Back at the door, screams and yelps of pain and panic amid the mass of writhing, desperate bodies, as the gas continued to do its work. Some gave up and staggered back toward the center of the room, trying something, anything to escape. One covered his face with a cloth napkin, but it only bought him a few moments, nothing more. Gripped by a terrible coughing fit, he dropped first to a knee, then to both knees, and then lay down and curled up into a fetal position.

A gunshot rang out, its roar inside the room deafening. Rachel dove to the floor as a squeal of pain erupted near her.

“Shoot them! Shoot them!” she heard someone call out.

She stayed low on the ground, between the podium and the dais, which gave her a tiny sliver of a view toward the mob at the door. One of the doomed guests had come to the party armed, and was doing his level best to take revenge on his would-be executioners. He was down on a knee, firing blindly, his face buried in the crook of his arm.

“Kill them all!” another voice screeched. Sounded like Chadwick, his voice coated with panic.

The air filled with the staccato whisper of machine-gun fire. Two men who’d been stationed at the corners drew toward the pulsing mass of humanity and raked the mob with their machine pistols. The screams ramped up in intensity as the shooters continued the slaughter, cutting down every last person trying to escape.

Rachel shut her eyes tight and tried to block out the screams of the dying; it was like watching the plague’s march through humanity concentrated into a few seconds. Eventually, the guns fell silent, and her sobs were the only sound in the room.

“Stand up,” Chadwick said.

She was on her hands and knees, her face toward the ground. She couldn’t bear to look at him.

“Fuck you,” she croaked.

He kicked her in her side, not hard enough to do damage, but sharply enough to sting, and she dissolved back into the floor. After taking a moment to catch her breath, she climbed to her feet, afraid his next reaction would be to strip the mask from her face.

“You’re going to treat me with some goddamn respect,” Chadwick hissed at her. “Or I’ll make you suffer like you’ve never known.”

Her shoulders sagged. She felt broken, finally, as though Chadwick had reached inside her and snapped her will to fight clean in half. If he was willing to do this to his own people, his own kind, what did he have in store for her? For the others? And, of course, his inattention toward her in the past few days now made perfect sense.

She felt the presence of the other survivors around her. A hand at her back, and she fell in line with the others as they made their way off the dais. She kept her eyes down, in no rush to view the carnage before her. She heard a moan to her left, which was greeted by a quick burst of gunfire that silenced it forever.

She stood by Chadwick’s side as his soldiers cleared the doorway of the bodies. It was as bad as anything she’d seen during the plague. The heavy-caliber bullets had done so much damage that it was difficult to tell where one body ended and another began. They worked silently and quickly, some of them slipping in the pools of blood, then getting right back up and dragging the victims out of their way. By the time they were done, they were shiny with it, their clothes sticky and glistening.

They lined up in front of their leader like a group of butcher’s apprentices.

“Let’s go,” he said. “It’s time for phase two.”


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Adam Fisher spied on the building from a distance, trying to wrap his head around the formally dressed partiers arriving for what, unbeknownst to him and them, would be their very last meal, their very last anything. He’d been inside the walls for more than twenty-four hours now. He’d spent most of the evening slinking in between and around the buildings like fog, concluding that he was going to have to start taking bigger chances if he wanted to get anywhere. Otherwise, he ran the risk of running out of supplies, out of water, or just stumbling into a patrol and getting himself captured or killed before he accomplished anything. At dark, he’d made his move toward the developed sections of the compound.

No pain, no gain, as his father had used to say. His father had had a lot of sayings, most of them angry bullshit, but that one Adam had agreed with.

No pain. No gain.

He was in the east-central section of the compound again, near the security fencing ringing the array of generators that powered the Citadel. It was dark, the night gripping him tight with its chill as the snow continued to fall. He had deduced that there weren’t that many people who lived here. Oh, he was vastly outnumbered, of course; of that he had no doubt. But based on the ambient noise, the number of patrols, the general aura of the place, he thought the population numbered in the dozens, a couple of hundred at the most.

He wasn’t sure if this helped him or not. The larger the population, the better the odds would have been that he could simply blend in with the citizenry at large. But the smaller population made it more likely he’d be identified as an intruder.

As evening had leached the last weak light from the sky, he’d spotted a man and woman approaching his position behind an empty storage shed that he’d found the night before. They walked casually. The man wore a tuxedo, the woman a long blue dress.

He prepared to follow them, but just as they passed his hiding spot, he’d noticed a slightly larger group approaching from the same direction. They, too, were dressed to the nines, and Adam felt his heart begin to race. He didn’t know why he was getting excited; just the idea that he might be witnessing something important unfolding was fuel enough for his flagging engine of hope.

Over the course of the next quarter hour, he counted no less than fifty people, all migrating west toward the center of the complex. When the coast had finally cleared, he fell in behind them, marking their progress as he slipped down alleyways and through clusters of trees. About a quarter mile west, the smaller groups began clumping together into a larger mass in front of a low-slung building near the intersection with the road that cut through the middle of the complex. They filed inside, their chatter growing in intensity as it did when crowds began to gather, and a thought took hold in his mind. He checked his watch again, looking at the date rather than the time.

31 DEC

New Year’s Eve.

A New Year’s Eve party.

A wave of rage swept through him. Killers and kidnappers and God knew what else, and they were going to put on their Sunday best and dance the night away. The last five months had been a post-apocalyptic wet dream for these psychopaths, their dark fantasies fulfilled beyond anything they could have hoped for.

He kept his eyes peeled, but he didn’t expect to see his companions. He tried not to let them dominate his thoughts, but he couldn’t help but wonder if Rachel and Sarah had met. What would they think of each other? How would Rachel react to the news that he was still alive, that he had used Sarah and Charlotte as bait? Did they regret coming on this mission? Had it seemed a much better idea in theory, from the safety of their camp?

Adam had a nice line of sight toward the main door. He didn’t know what he would learn by maintaining this stakeout, but at least he’d gotten a sense of their overall numbers. Maybe he’d wait until they were all good and sloshed, walk in and party along with them.

Maybe they’d just tell him where the women were being held!

This wishful thinking buoyed him as he bobbed slowly along the river of time, every second and minute stretching out into an eternity. It was cold, perhaps the coldest night he’d experienced yet this season, and as he huddled between the drum and the exterior wall, the chill burrowed into his bones until he couldn’t feel anything, pushing his outerwear to their limits. A cold wind was blowing in from the west, and the snow continued to pile up. Another night of precipitation, and he’d probably die of exposure.

A few minutes past seven, the howl of the wind spiked in intensity, but, oddly, it wasn’t blowing any harder. He primed his ears, cupping his hands around them. It wasn’t wind. The howls were coming from inside the building. Screams.

Terror gripped him like a vise, the fear of not knowing what the hell was going on. Perhaps they’d brought in the captives from another entrance and were executing them as part of the festivities. What if Rachel was in there, dying right now?

Then gunfire. Multiple shots, one after the other. That was followed by the steady chatter of automatic weapon fire. It was over before Adam could crack the shell of terror that had hardened around him. The screams died away, as though someone had pulled the plug on the speakers during a horror movie, and Adam was left with the ghostly echoes of the howls.

He was afraid.

He was afraid of whatever had happened inside that building, he was afraid of what had happened to the world, of what the world would become. He was afraid that the world had already become a dead place inhabited by dead souls. People immune to the virus but susceptible to the horrors man was capable of without the watchful eye of civilization. The thing that had inoculated mankind from the evil inherent in itself.

That’s what civilization was, really.

Mankind’s immune system, creating antibodies that protected the people. Law. Order. Community. The thing that let kids grow up and play with trucks and dolls and have first dates and go to movies and become interior designers or bus drivers or surgeons or soccer players. The thing that let them devote their leisure time not to primitive survival but to strengthening the body and the mind. And now that membrane of protection was gone, erased, ironically enough, by a plague, leaving the patient sick and vulnerable.

Few subjects had fascinated Adam in his life more than the human immune system. The idea that the human body could adapt, on its own or with the assistance of vaccinations, to virtually any pathogen had been nothing short of revelatory, a single point of focus that had hustled him along a path toward a life in medicine. What really took his breath away, the thing that made his mind spin like a top, was that the body protected itself against microscopic invaders with a version of the invader itself. Much like civilization. Controlled chaos, in an organized world where there were rules and freedoms alike, where people were even free to kill one another as long as they were willing to pay the price, kept the civilization healthy. That’s what immunity was, really. Controlled chaos. And when you had a Hitler or Osama bin Laden, the immune system kicked in, strafing the malignancy until it was destroyed.

That’s what these doomsday nuts didn’t understand. They probably envisioned some perfect society that they controlled, where thoughts and actions were homogenous. But it didn’t work that way. To stay healthy, the human body required exposure to a variety of pathogens, both naturally and via vaccination. Civilization needed the same. You’d always have your sexual predators and suicide bombers. It kept civilization strong, on its toes.

But without civilization, you had children slaughtered with impunity and Freddie Briggs destroying an entire future with no way to undo it. And he was afraid that it would continue this way, that they’d all toddle along until there was no way back. And these last few months, struggling to survive, his desperate search for Rachel, would be nothing more than epilogue. That’s why he couldn’t fail here. He had to find Rachel and whomever else was here. As stupid as it sounded, the good guys had to win.

The door to the building swung open, pushing Adam deeper into the shadows of the storage shed. A small group emerged, about a dozen in total. All, or nearly all, were men. There were a few shorter people at the center of the throng. He looked for Rachel, but it was too dark to make out faces. Adam closed his eyes and primed his ears to pick up on the discussion that was underway. The chatter was heavy and animated, the tone of people who’d just experienced something dramatic. As the seconds ticked by, the noise softened and a single voice rose up over the others.

“You, take five with you to the dorm,” a voice said. “Bring the ones we talked about to the lab. Kill the rest.”

Adam’s brain lit up like a pinball machine.

“You mean to do the procedures tonight?” a voice asked.

“Yes,” the leader said. “Tonight. The time is right for our re-birth. After all, it is a new year, and there’s no New Year’s show on ABC tonight.”

A small ripple of laughs.

The group split like a mitotic cell; about half staked a westward course, the rest, including the leader, followed a pathway behind the building, back toward the generator field. That must have been where the lab was. Adam had no choice; he had to follow the group en route to the dorm, where many women faced certain slaughter, including, very possibly, the women he loved best in the world.

His hands shook as he checked his weapon; Sarah’s M4 was locked and loaded, and the spare magazines were secure in the inside pocket of his coat. Again, he was dancing on a razor’s edge. His only decent card was the element of surprise. He couldn’t act too soon, lest he blow his chance to find where the women were being held. But the longer he waited, the closer to doom the dial of fate would spin.

Adam emerged from the cover of the shed and followed the dorm-bound killers.
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He kept a safe distance as they moved north across the compound, his heart beating so fiercely he felt like the main character from the Edgar Allan Poe story. They made no effort to travel silently, and so the sounds of their passage easily swallowed up his own. For the most part. About a quarter mile into the trip, Adam stepped on a large branch hidden under a layer of snow, which snapped with a sharp crack. The man at the back, trailing just behind the main group, paused for a minute, and Adam froze, silently cursing his stupidity, his dumb luck, what he hoped was not his destiny. To come so close to his goal and to die just before the end.

But after a quick glance over his shoulder, the man resumed his trek and jogged to catch up with the others. Adam let out an inaudible sigh, tears of relief welling in his eyes. As he continued the pursuit, his eyes bounced from ground to group, carefully scanning for any wayward tree branches or piles of leaves.

A sense of familiarity began edging its way into him, like a tide just coming in and darkening the hot sands. The hours he’d spent combing the compound had been worth it, he realized. A tree. A curvature of the land. He was becoming familiar with it the way you got to know the city you’d just moved to for that new job. You got out there in it and wandered around and got lost and found your way home again. You found the little Chinese restaurant with the good cashew chicken and the place that did your laundry just right.

Half a mile up the road, the group angled to the northwest, back toward where Adam remembered spotting the lake. They were on a path ringing the lake now, looping around the southwestern edge of the shore. There was a building up ahead, one he hadn’t seen during his previous incursion in the lake’s vicinity. It was as forgettable a structure as he’d ever laid eyes on, very little else besides four walls and a roof. The building was protected by a square of industrial chain-link fencing. A portable spotlight, powered by a buzzing generator, kept the building illuminated. One of the men unlocked the gate and the group streamed inside, leaving the gate open behind them.

“Bring them out here,” one said grimly. It was very quiet on this side of the compound and their voices carried a long way in the darkness. “We’ll do this outside. Less mess to clean up.”

Adam’s stomach churned.

Five of the men went in the building, leaving one behind. Adam weighed his options; if he struck now, he could eliminate one of the threats against him, but if it went bad, then he may hasten the women’s demise. He decided to wait.

He crept closer toward the gate, but held his ground near a row of bushes just beyond the fencing. It was as close as he could get and remain hidden. He was about twenty yards from the entrance of the building. Close, but he’d have to move very quickly to maintain the element of surprise when the time came to strike. He crouched down and kept his eyes fixed on the lone guard, passing the time by imagining what it would feel like to kill the man.

He didn’t have to wait long. Not ten minutes later, the door to the building opened, and women began streaming outside, their hands on their heads. His heart was in overdrive now, as he desperately scanned their faces, looking for the ones he’d begun to fear he’d never see again. Out they came, one after another, some bearing fresh injuries, their eyes hollow with shock and fear.

After another half dozen or so, Sarah.

His breath caught in his throat. In the harsh bone-white luminosity of the spotlight, he could see the swollen cheek, the spot of blood above her right eyebrow.

She was working, he could tell, surveying the scene, eyes sliding from side to side. By now, he supposed, she’d given up hope that he’d be coming for her. As was her wont, she was going to take matters into her own hands. Part of that came from her awareness of her own mortality. And that frightened him. But she looked okay. She didn’t look like she was too badly hurt. Her eyes sat hard in her head, like two bits of steel.

Charlotte came out two behind Sarah, her head down, her gait slow and tentative, and Adam wanted to die for letting her put herself at risk like this. He turned his attention back to the door, waiting for the thing that would have made their risk worth it. After all, he’d asked them to give their lives for her. And Mike already had. For him. True, they’d volunteered, but he could have rejected their offer. Had Rachel’s one life been worth their three?

He thought about this as he waited for Rachel to emerge.

But no one followed Charlotte out.

Maybe a group of stragglers was still on its way.

Thirty seconds passed. Then sixty.

No Rachel.

Dread wormed its way through his insides like a colony of termites chewing their way through hidden floor joists.

Had he been wrong all along?

Was Rachel not here?

Focus, he told himself. Focus. Sarah was here. Charlotte was here.

And if he didn’t do something soon, they’d all be dead.

One of the men barked at the women, and although Adam couldn’t quite make out the words, the meaning was clear enough. His admonition drew whimpers and screams from several of them. The other men grabbed the women by their elbows and shoved them toward the wall of the building.

A captive turned and fled; she made it a few steps before her feet got tangled underneath her, and she tumbled to the ground in a heap. She lay there weeping. A man walked up behind her and fired a single bullet into her head. Then he fired another round into the air.

“Shut the fuck up!”

The remaining women fell silent as they stood at the wall. Some of them had dropped their heads, paralyzed by fear. There were dozens of them, upwards of fifty in all. The men lined them up ten across; it reminded Adam of the old Miss America pageants, fifty young women lined up, bearing satin sashes emblazoned with the name of the state they so proudly represented. But there was no talent show, no swimsuit competition here. One of the men stepped forward and, after some preliminary instructions, called out six names. The six women stepped forward and were led like sheep to the edge of the yard. They huddled together, hugging, whispering, some of them crying. One of the men watched them like a hawk, his machine gun up and twitchy.

Then each of the men took his turn, roaming through the lines, examining each captive before making a selection. Adam found he could barely breathe as he watched this bizarre recruitment unfold. He noticed that the chosen women tended to be younger, fitter, more attractive. As it always had been with men and women.

Three women were selected, including Charlotte, leaving three men to choose. The first was a tall, thin man, his face angular, his hair cropped close to the head. He took his time, studying each one closely before shaking his head and moving on. Adam’s jaw clenched tight when he reached Sarah. He rubbed her face with the back of his hand, a sign of affection that earned him a vicious fist to the chest and a trip to the ground.

The other men laughed, and Adam was certain Sarah had just signed her death warrant. But the man got up and dusted himself off. He took Sarah by the elbow and yanked her out of line. He looked over his shoulder and said something to the others, but Adam could not hear what it was.

Sarah joined the other women who’d been selected by the gate. They held hands, forming a chain of women who stood in solidarity with one another. The draft continued, like children selecting kickball teams at recess, until each of the men had selected a captive. But that still left nearly forty women, and Adam had a pretty good idea what was about to happen to them.

He couldn’t wait any longer.

Adam burst from the cover of the bushes and rushed the shooters at an angle. He came in low, which he hoped would buy him a few seconds before they spotted him. He raised the M4 but held his fire until he had a clear shot at the men. It had been a while since Sarah had taught him to use it, and he had to remind himself to account for the recoil. It didn’t help that his hands were shaking badly. Sarah’s handgun was tucked safely into his waistband; he just hoped he’d be able to get it to her so he could even the odds.

A singular, terrible thought zoomed through his mind as he kept his finger on the trigger.

Haphazardly firing this gun was the only chance these women had.

He fired at the two shooters nearest him, who fell as the bullets sliced into their flanks; screams erupted as things began to happen very quickly.


CHAPTER FIFTY

Sarah closed her eyes and prepared to die.

She squeezed Alison Willis’ hand twice, to make sure the woman understood. They looked at each other, and Alison nodded. Alison repeated the signal down the line, and one by one, the women nodded, ever so slightly. They had come to the end, and here, in the dark, in the cold, at the end of the world, they would make their stand. She wasn’t going to let these men slaughter forty innocent women. Not without a fight. She would almost certainly die, but death here was better than what awaited her. And she would finally win her sweet release.

I win, Huntington’s. I win.

She felt sick to her stomach; Adam would never know how close he’d come to finding his daughter. To her great regret, she hadn’t met Rachel. But the other women spoke about her like a beloved friend who’d moved out of the neighborhood. About her strength and courage, about her quiet manner. She’d tended to the sick ones, she’d kept their spirits up when they descended into despair. But all Sarah knew of her whereabouts was that the group’s leader had taken a liking to her, and perhaps had moved her to his quarters. Somewhere deep in the compound.

She’d known all along that this was a suicide mission. She was glad she’d done it, though. It had been a pretty good idea to use them as bait, she had to admit to herself, and she’d been right. But there had been too many unknowns beyond that to believe that this was anything other than a one-way trip.

The other women being held here, they’d really been something. They’d taken her and Charlotte in as one of their own; they were thrilled to learn that Nadia was still alive. And now, they stood here, watching these men finish up their impromptu draft. It had been worth it, though. Just knowing what Rachel had done for these women had made it all worthwhile. She wished desperately there was some way that Adam would know about her work here.

The leader of the group called for the other men to join him and they spread out, lining up in a firing formation, not ten feet from the terrified women. Would they just stand there as the men prepared to fire, she wondered. Would they try to run? Were they so paralyzed by fear that the fight-flight connection had been severed like a power line in a storm?

Now.

It had to be now.

She let out a primal scream, deep from the depths of her soul and together, she and the others launched their suicidal attack on their would-be killers. They were a swarm, a single entity, a whole greater than the sum of its parts. E pluribus unum and all that. She hoped they could take out a couple of them before they were overwhelmed by the guns. As they ran, hand in hand, chewing up the ground between herself and the shooters, she heard the staccato burst of small-arms fire, that familiar rat-tat-tat that clicked in her brain like a key sliding home into its lock. It was an M4A1, and not just any; it was her M4A1.

Adam was here.

Across the way, she saw him running toward the group, the tongue of flame from the M4 bright like a meteor in the night sky. Two of the shooters went down before they realized what was happening; the other four turned their focus toward this unexpected assailant and ignored the doomed women.

“Adam!” she screamed.

He flung something toward her, and she watched it arc, end over end, through the night sky. It glinted in the harsh sodium light illuminating the cold steel. She reached up as it descended toward her, a runaway satellite that might save them all. It hit her hand awkwardly, the buzz of pain shooting up the length of her arm, and toppled to the ground. She dropped down and retrieved the gun.

When she came back up, ready to fire, the scene had dissolved into chaos, reagents swirling together to form some new unknown solution. She found a target, dead ahead, one of the bastards firing indiscriminately at a group of women running for the edge of the building. She fired once; the bullet slammed into the man’s back and he seized up like he’d touched a live wire. His gun clattered to the ground, and his lifeless body followed a moment later.

Sarah scampered for the dead man’s gun, her body buzzing. A chance. That’s all she’d wanted. A chance. No guarantees. No promises. Just a chance. She scooped up the rifle and found cover behind the southwest corner of the building. From there, she fired a burst, dropping another shooter with a shot to the head.

The air was metallic as the surviving killers began exterminating the women, many of whom were pinned near the building. Screams of pain and horror filled the night. From the other side of the building, she heard the M4 firing again, and she was hopeful they had the shooters pinned in.

“Run!” she screamed. “Run, girls, run!”

She paused again to wipe sweat from her eyes. After clearing her vision, she took stock of the scene. One of the shooters remained upright and had retreated away from the building; she cut him down with a burst from the M4. Some of the women began streaming indoors, drawing pursuit from two more surviving shooters.

She hugged the wall and picked her way toward the door.

Movement. Across the way. She looked over and saw Adam approaching the building. His gun was up, but his eyes were focused on the ground, which was littered with bodies. At least a dozen women lay dead, including Alison. She looked at them and reminded herself that these women were doomed from the start. They’d never have been able to save them all.

But there were still more they could save.

Adam nodded toward the building; she responded with her own nod. She wanted to grab him, hold him tightly. He looked exhausted, gaunt, his eyes shiny.

“You OK?” he asked.

“Fine.”

They kissed lightly and continued inside. Two short bursts of gunfire echoed through the building. The barracks were wide open; there would be no place for the women to hide. It would be easy pickings. But then she cleared the short foyer and saw something amazing. Both shooters were on the ground, dead. Pools of blood spread out from their heads. Erin Thompson held one of the guns, the barrel still smoking. The look in her eyes was one of rage. Justice for these women, for all the women that lay dead outside. Another woman, whose name Sarah did not know, held the other gun propped on her shoulder.

Erin looked at Sarah and smiled. But the smile disappeared a moment later, and the gun was now pointed directly at her.

“Whoa, whoa!” she said.

“Behind you,” Erin said, the words like smoking coals.

She glanced up and realized that Adam was just off her shoulder.

“No!” she said. “This is Rachel’s father.”

Erin’s face fell, and a ripple of gasps echoed through the room.

“Her father?”

Adam nodded.

Charlotte broke loose of the pack and threw her arms around Adam. She didn’t say anything; she didn’t shed a tear. She simply held him tight for a moment.

“Do you know where she is?” he asked.

Erin burst into tears, and Adam expected to get the news he’d been dreading.

“I don’t,” she said. “They came and took her two days ago. We haven’t seen her since.”

Sarah turned and hugged Adam tightly. He wrapped his arms around her, and for a moment, for just a brief moment, equilibrium had returned to her life. It was fleeting, the way a broken wall clock could give the correct time twice a day, but for that moment, everything felt right.

When they released the embrace, she saw the women had filled in around them in a semi-circle, two and three deep. They murmured their thanks, but they appeared to be in shock from their ordeal, from the long captivity to the sudden spasm of violence that had set them free.

“How many of them are there?” Adam asked.

“We’re not sure,” Erin said. “Somewhere between a hundred and one fifty. My name’s Erin by the way.”

“Adam,” he replied.

“Rachel’s father,” she marveled.

“First let’s check the others,” Adam said. “There may be some wounded out there.”

“What if the others come?”

“I don’t think that’s going to happen,” Adam said, flashing back to the sounds of pain and dying inside the building he’d scouted earlier.

Adam led them back through the foyer and outside, where they found a killing field. Bodies were scattered across the hardscrabble, blood soaking the snow like a cherry snowcone, the work of a sick impressionistic painter. They spread out in twos and threes, looking for signs of life, for anyone that might be within the scope of saving. But the killers’ weapons had been too powerful, too devastating. The heavy-caliber bullets had ground their victims into slabs of meat.

His eyes fixed on one of the dead women. She lay on her back, her eyes open wide but empty of life. She’d caught a burst in the upper chest, the bullets stitching their way along the right side of her neck, shredding her carotid artery and destroying her jaw. If she’d suffered, it hadn’t been for very long. He took her hand in his own and stroked it gently. This brave woman had deserved far better than she’d gotten. All of them had. It hadn’t been enough for them to watch the world disintegrate, to watch their families die horrible deaths in front of them; no, they’d had to end up here.

He felt Sarah’s hand on his shoulder. He glanced up as she took a knee next to him.

“You sure you’re OK?” he asked.

“Fine,” she said. “Truth be told, it was pretty uneventful until tonight. They drew some blood, that kind of thing. Where’s Mike?”

Adam shook his head.

“Damn,” Sarah whispered.

“So what is this place?”

Sarah shook her head and looked away. The look on her face scared him.

“What? Did they do something to you?”

“No,” she said. “Like I said, pretty routine stuff.”

“Then what?”

“Something one of the women said,” Sarah said. “Rachel told her.”

“Rachel told her what?”

She opened her mouth to speak and then closed it again, delivering instead a sad, wan smile. She cocked her head to the side as she searched for the words.

“That they started it.”

Adam heard the words as they tumbled from her mouth. He felt his knees buckle, and he eased backwards down to his bottom. He felt dizzy and hot, despite the cold that was socked in around them.

“It,” he repeated.

Sarah nodded and Adam was up on his feet.

It.

The plague. The mother-fucking plague. The end of all things. The mommies and daddies and babies and poets and Thanksgiving and pizza delivery guys and accountants and interpreters and jazz music and whomever had invented French fries and 200,000 years of human progress from the discovery of fire through putting a man in goddamned outer space, all wiped out in the blink of an eye. The empty houses and restaurants and schools and churches, riddled with the wasted bodies of the dead in every city and town and village in the world. It hadn’t been a bad evolutionary break, an eff-you from Mother Nature for digging too deep into some tropical jungle in the pursuit of more land for a new resort. It had been a war against humanity, one declared and waged and won before they’d even had the first chance to defend themselves.

He felt dizzy again and he bent over, placed his hands on his knees.

“Is that possible?” she asked. “That someone did this on purpose?”

“I never thought it would be possible on such a big scale,” he said in between deep breaths. “But I just don’t know.”

He scanned the bodies for one of the shooters and stalked across the field toward the dead man; then he reared back and kicked it as hard as he could. He kicked it again, and again, and again. The rage coursed through his veins like hot lead as the magnitude of what Sarah had told him settled in on him. It all came rushing back, from the moment that Kate Sanders from Annapolis had knocked on his door at Holden Beach through his surreal bike ride through the city streets to his anger at the goddamned good guys for not catching them before it was too late.

All those years we’d spent worried about little bottles of shampoo and taking our shoes off in the security line, Adam thought, and here, in secret, these guys had been as busy as bees, building their dark dream.

“Did Rachel ever say how she knew?”

“A few weeks ago, there was some kind of uprising,” Sarah said. “A breakaway group tried to recruit Rachel, and they confessed to her. But this Chadwick guy, he sniffed it out, executed everyone but Rachel. He seemed to have taken a shine to her.”

Adam felt a chill ripple through his sweat-soaked body. A thought began to scratch at him like a puppy pawing at a door.

“Did she spend a lot of time with him?” he asked.

“That’s what the other women said,” she replied. “They think he took her to his quarters.”

The thought broke through, the puppy clearing the fence and running free, and all of a sudden, he knew where he had to go.

“I know where they are.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

Eighteen women, including Sarah and Charlotte, had survived the massacre at the barracks. Sixteen had died. No matter how many times he reminded himself that they would all have died without his rescue attempt, he felt like he’d made a terrible mistake, and their deaths haunted Adam Fisher for the rest of his days. But as the surviving women gathered together, he saw no blame in their worn, weathered faces.

“Do you mind if I say something?” one of the women asked. She was a short, stout woman, sturdy through and through. She looked so tired.

Adam shook his head.

“Ladies,” she said. “We’ve become a family these last few months. And our family has suffered a terrible loss. But I want to tell you something. When we rushed the shooters, I was ready to die. I was fucking terrified, but it would’ve been worth it to try. To get these SOB’s and rip their balls off.”

Muted laughter.

“So we mourn our fallen friends,” she said. “But know that they died fighting. They died on their feet. They died for the rest of us. But we’re still inside these shitty walls. So we owe it to them to keep fighting until we’re free.”

A chorus of savage cheers went up with the force of fireworks.

“I need to find Rachel,” Adam said as the cheers died out. “The rest of you need to go, get out of here. There’s a group of us on a farm. There’s room there for all of you. We’re trying to rebuild. I can’t promise a lot of amenities, but it’s safe. Or as safe as anything is these days.”

“You know I’m with you,” Sarah said.

“Like Chewbacca and Han Solo,” he said.

“Who’s Chewbacca in this little scenario?” she asked.

“Well, obviously, I’m Han,” Adam said, for which he earned a stiff punch in the shoulder.

“I’m in, too,” Charlotte said.

“No,” Adam said. “You’ve done enough. I’ve already asked too much of you.”

“But-”

“No buts,” Adam said. “Besides, I want you to lead everyone back to the farm. We’ll meet up with you after we get Rachel.”

“But-”

He waved Charlotte to the side for a private discussion. She followed, her arms crossed, a look of pain on her face. Sarah joined them.

“I need you to go back to the farm,” Adam said. “This thing Sarah and I are doing, we have do it alone. By all rights, you should probably be dead by now. It would’ve been my fault. And the world is going to need you in it. You’re going to have to lead.”

She looked at Sarah, her eyes wide with longing.

“No, sweetie,” Sarah said. “He’s right. Adam is right. You’re too important.”

Charlotte’s eyes filled with tears as the finality of the decision slammed home.

“W-what if I never see you again?”

Adam and Sarah glanced at each other, but they had no response to her question.

“Promise me you’ll make it back,” she said.

Sarah again didn’t reply, instead wrapping the girl up in a fierce hug. They both cried silent tears, and Adam felt his own throat catch.

“I know,” Charlotte said, her words thick with grief and tears, “that’s a dumb thing to say. I can’t make you promise.”

“Go on now,” Adam said. “Load up these trucks and get the hell out of here. You know the way back to the farm?”

She nodded, wiping her face clear with her hands.

Fifteen minutes later, the women had loaded into three of the Suburbans parked near the barracks. It took a while to find the keys, which had been scattered among their would-be killers’ bodies, but they had finally tracked them down. The women were packed in tight, like a crowded city bus, but they didn’t seem to mind. Not a bit. There were a few laughs, and the nervous chatter of a group on an exciting new journey. The engines roared to life and the trucks pulled away one by one, following Adam’s directions to get back to the main gate. With any luck, they’d be at the farm before midnight.

Adam and Sarah watched the taillights wink out of view. As the trailing vehicle disappeared around the bend, Sarah took his hand in hers. A few moments later, the sound of the engines faded away, leaving them alone in the dark graveyard that the Citadel had become. He looked down at her, his jaw set tight.

“Let’s finish this goddamn thing,” she said.

He squeezed her hand.


#




They trekked east-southeast, cutting across the north-south road and behind the generator field. It hummed along, powering a community coming apart at the seams. There was a wide dirt pathway running alongside the fence line, well worn with tire tracks. At the end of the fencing, they passed a locked gate, which seemed to be the primary maintenance access to the generator field. It looked like the fence surrounding Evergreen’s power plant. He realized with some sadness that it would be a long time before the world could rely on electricity again.

Electricity had been a feature of a technologically advanced society, which they no longer were. In many ways, society had regressed to infancy. And that meant re-learning everything. Starting over. It had been folly to think that they could just continue on the way they had simply by dint of finding Evergreen. Food and water, shelter, everything would have to be done anew. They’d have to adapt. It made him sad, but it was good to be free of the false promise of a fallen world.

“How are you feeling?” he whispered as they drew closer to their destination.

“It’s fine,” she said, but her answer lacked conviction.

He didn’t have to inquire any further. Her disease had begun to make itself known. Well, he thought. That was just another thing they would adapt to.

“Where are we headed?”

“I saw two groups tonight,” Adam said. “The one that came to you, and another smaller group that went inside a building near this development. I think Rachel was in that group.”

“Any idea what they were up to?”

“No. But I think that something very bad happened. Some kind of slaughter.”

“Maybe they turned on each other,” she said.

“Maybe.”

They curled around the eastern edge of the generator array and moved south, toward the road that led back to his storage shed. Their eyes swept the landscape for threats, but nothing was moving but the swirl and dance of snowflakes, peppering their eyelashes and stinging their cheeks with icy kisses. No words were exchanged, as there was no telling how far their voices would carry across the snowpack.

They reached the shed unmolested and paused to survey the scene. There were two sets of sloppy tracks in the thin layer of snow. Sarah pointed at them, and Adam nodded. She checked her weapon and started to move across the street; Adam grabbed her by the elbow and turned her toward him. He held her face in between his gloved hands.

“Wait,” he whispered.

“What?”

“Happy new year.”

She leaned in and kissed him hard.

“Never forget how much I love you,” she said.

She didn’t wait for a reply; she turned back and scampered across the silent, windswept road. Adam fell in behind her as she tracked the messy footprints cutting north between the building from which the group had emerged and another building just to its west.

Their pace slowed as they moved deeper into the shadows, approaching a boxy, one-story building that Adam hadn’t seen before. A single sentry was posted at the door, clumsily smoking a cigarette through heavily gloved hands. He was armed, but his rifle was slung over his shoulder. They watched for a quarter of an hour as he maintained his lonely watch. No one else entered or exited the building.

“I have an idea,” she whispered into his ear. “Stick your gun in my back and follow my lead.”

She bounced out of the shadows, her hands on her head, overcome with a bout of sad tears. Adam understood and followed, pushing the barrel of the rifle into her back.

“Who’s there?” the sentry called out.

“This one’s being a bit difficult,” Adam said, hoping his voice wasn’t as shaky as it felt.

“Where are the others?” he asked.

With each snippet of conversation, Adam and Sarah drew closer to their prey.

“They’re coming,” Adam replied. “This one caused quite the ruckus.”

“Nothing’s ever eas- hey, who the hell are you?”

The guard’s eyes went wide and his hands clambered for the rifle, but the gloves made for difficult work. Sarah was on him like a tiger. She crippled him with a devastating kick to the knee, buckling it in a direction it wasn’t meant to turn. He dropped to the ground, where Sarah snapped his neck with a vicious corkscrew twist. His body twitched, once, and fell to the ground.

Together, they pulled his body away from the door and deposited him on the side of the building, out of view. Sarah searched his pockets and removed his walkie-talkie. After combing through the channels, hearing nothing but static, she pocketed it. The gun she threw into the snow. Keeping their backs to the wall, they slinked back around toward the front door.

“Inside?” she asked.

Adam toyed with the idea of waiting for the group to come back out, but there was no telling what might happen to Rachel if they didn’t attempt a rescue now. They would soon know that something had gone terribly wrong with the executions, and then all bets would be off. He pointed firmly at the door, and Sarah nodded her assent.

Adam reached out for the door, wondering what they would do if they found it locked. But the knob turned easily, as though the building couldn’t wait for them to enter. He opened it slowly, an inch at a time. The door opened onto a darkened corridor, silent and dim.

The air was redolent with the clean, sharp smell of disinfectant. Some kind of medical facility, perhaps their famous clinic. There was something disquieting about the place, knowing that Rachel was in here, now, under cover of night. Something that whispered suffering or experimentation. They continued down the hallway, Adam’s heart slamming against his ribs like a jackhammer, his mouth dry.

They passed by a few small offices, all of them dark and locked. The building was larger than it looked outside; the structure must have stretched up to the southern edge of the generator field. Ahead of them, the darkness abated a bit. They came to the end of the corridor, the mouth of which opened onto a large control room, also quiet and abandoned. There were three rows of individual workstations, and large monitors hung on the walls of the rectangular room.

Here, a dark voice in his mind whispered.

It happened here.

The apocalypse had been midwifed into the world in this building.

He felt Sarah’s hand tapping him on the shoulder, directing his chin upward to the near wall. The front pages of a dozen newspapers had been mounted behind glass, a bizarre, twisted museum-like display. They bore the familiar headlines, their oversized fonts virtually screaming the terrible events of the previous August.

CDC: “NO PROGRESS” ON CURE



REPORT: CHINA LAUNCHES SURPRISE NUKE ATTACK ON IRAN, RUSSIA



MASS BURIALS UNDERWAY



And so on. Adam felt sick to his stomach and looked away; he couldn’t bear to read another headline from the world in its death throes.

In the dim light, Adam could just make out splotches of water, leading toward the far edge of the room. Sarah followed his gaze and picked up the trail there. The puddles led to a small door, nestled just under the darkened screen. Adam crossed the room, his gun up and ready. Sarah trailed close behind, keeping an eye on the rear flank.

The door was stark white and bore the universal symbol for biohazard, three connected rings superimposed over the center of a fourth. Underneath that, the following words were stenciled: Biosafety Levels 0, 1, 2, 3, 4. An alphanumeric keypad was mounted on the wall, its red lamp shining red.

“What’s that mean?” Sarah asked.

“More labs,” he replied. “Where they handle infectious agents. Four is the most dangerous.”

“Is it safe in there?”

“Probably,” he said. “I assume they’ve got the various levels compartmentalized. If they created Medusa, they had to be very careful in handling it.”

“You think they’ve got her in there?”

He scrunched up his mouth as he considered the question.

“I don’t know. You guard the door while I check the rest of this area. If they’re down there, we may have to wait them out. Assuming they follow standard protocols, this will be the only way in or out.”

Sarah kept her gun trained on the door as Adam scouted the rest of the floor. There were no other offices, no keycodes, no keys anywhere, and he rejoined his bride by the door. Thirty minutes went by, then sixty, and he began to worry that they’d missed something. That Rachel’s captors had slipped past them somehow.

But after eighty minutes, a noise, the first of any kind they’d heard. The keypad on the wall beeped, and the light toggled to green. Adam studied the door briefly and was thrilled to see the hinges on their side; the door would open into the room, giving them a place to hide. They crouched low against the wall as the door swung open toward them.

Two men emerged, both armed. Adam and Sarah slipped in behind them and disappeared behind the door. As the door swung closed, Adam could just make out the men marching down the corridor. They’d find the sentry missing in a minute at the most. They were just about out of time.

The door clicked shut behind them, and he heard the magnetic lock engage with a ominous thud. They were in a stairwell now, on the top landing. Opposite them was another door, marked with the numeral 0. Adam peered down the middle of the staircase, which swirled down out of sight. Level 4, he presumed, would be at the bottom. The end of the line. The entire lab appeared to be buried in the earth.

A quick check revealed that the 0 door was unlocked. Adam cracked it open just a sliver and heard voices. His vantage point didn’t give him much of a view, but it was a hospital-like setting, a number of beds lining the walls, similar to a hospital’s emergency department. If Rachel were in this building, she’d have to be on this floor. There would be no rational reason for her captors to take her to the other levels, unless they planned to use her as some kind of guinea pig. And that didn’t necessarily comport with the previous reports, that this man had taken a liking to her.

He paused there, the door cracked ever so slightly open by the barrel of his rifle, and he realized he was waiting for something. The right time, perhaps? He felt a gentle squeeze on his shoulder, and it was as if Sarah could read his mind.

“Now.”

He opened the door and slipped inside Level 0.

The floor was dark but for a small corner at the far end of the corridor. There was a bed there, two men standing beside it, their backs to them. They appeared to be tending to someone in the bed.

Could it be her?

He pushed those thoughts aside as he crossed the linoleum floor, slinking along in the dark. Thirty feet away. Then twenty. Then a sudden clang behind him. He turned his head in time to see Sarah draw her arm tight against her body. She must have bumped into something. The sound drew the attention of the men, who began rotating toward them. As they did so, a gap opened up between them, giving Adam a clear look at the person in the bed.

Rachel.


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

Shit.

A goddamned tremor had wrested her arm from her control, slamming it into the metal rail of one of the empty beds just as they passed it. Another second, and she would have been clear. A lesson from one of her sergeants, way back during Officer Candidate School, snapped into focus.

“You cannot change the past,” he’d said. “You can only deal with the consequences.”

She grabbed Adam and yanked him down between two of the beds as the men opened fire on them. They took cover behind a telemetry machine that was pushed up against the wall.

“That’s Rachel!” he gushed. “It’s her!”

“Okay,” she said as calmly as she could. “Let’s keep our heads. If we fire now, we might hit her.”

He nodded, his face lit up and panic-stricken. He was in shock, or something akin to it, and she had to bring him back to the reality of the situation. The room filled with the staccato pulse of gunfire. They needed a plan, or they’d be dead within seconds, and this whole trip would’ve been for nothing.

She had to draw them away from Rachel’s bedside. Across the aisle was another row of beds, a dozen or so. If she could create a diversion, she might be able to give Adam an opening to slide in and grab his daughter.

“Listen to me,” she said. “I’m going to buy you a few seconds to slide across the aisle and hide. On three.”

“Two.”

“One.”

She pointed her gun skyward and squeezed off three short bursts; the ceiling above the men crumbled, showering them with dust and pulverized drywall and briefly distracting them.

“Go, go, go!”

Adam scampered across the open floor, and her heart stopped until he had resumed cover behind a bed. Behind her, the door to the stairwell opened, revealing the silhouette of another armed soldier. She turned and fired at him, a clip of bullets stitching the wall but missing her target. The fusillade was enough to push him back toward safer pastures, though, and the door swung closed again.

Now they had two fronts open on them. Ahead, the two shooters crept toward them, using the beds for cover. Adam was pinned against the wall, drawing heavy fire. Goddamn it, she’d forgotten how fast combat could spin out of control, especially this kind of close-quarters fighting like she’d experienced overseas. She scanned the room for inspiration, looking for anything that might help their cause.

She unplugged the telemetry machine and gave it a light shove; it rolled smoothly on its wheels, but it had real heft to it. She ran the same test on the bed behind her. Compared to the telemetry machine, it was as light as a feather.

She crouched down close behind the machine and started pushing it across the floor, picking up speed as she did so. The machine crashed into one bed, then another, then a third, and the room became a disco floor of spinning hospital beds. When she felt like she’d accelerated enough, she let go and dropped to the ground in a prone firing position. The shooters popped up to avoid the runaway machine, exposing themselves just long enough for Sarah. From less than ten feet, she fired two more bursts from the gun, striking both men in the upper legs.

They went down in a heap, dropping their weapons and writhing in pain on the ground. Sarah moved in and shot each of them in the head. With those two out of the way, she turned her attention back to the door. It was propped open, ever so slightly, a strip of light from the stairwell cutting an angle across the floor. A black barrel was poking through, a cold, steel snake looking for prey. She fired again, but it was just a diversion. There was no other escape route; they could simply wait them out. She turned back toward Rachel, who had climbed out of the bed and was hunkered down between it and the wall. The look on her face appeared to be one of disbelief.

“Adam, grab her and let’s go!”

She hunkered down and prayed they’d be able to find a way out.

That’s what it had come down to.

Prayer.


#




Adam stepped gingerly toward his daughter, who looked at him like he was a ghost. He wanted to scoop her up and hold her tight, the way he had the first time he’d laid eyes on her, the day she was born. Much like he’d been unable to fathom ever seeing her while Nina had been pregnant with her, it had been almost impossible these last few months to visualize an actual reunion with her. He thought about it, he dreamed about it, but it seemed nothing more than idle fantasy.

“Dad?”

“Hey, chicken wing.”

She smiled and clambered to her feet. They hugged, a quick, fierce embrace. He never wanted to let her go, but he knew he had to. The road out of here was going to be harder than the one in. In fact, this rescue attempt may have done nothing but significantly shorten all their life expectancies.

“How the hell did you find me?” she asked.

“It’s a long story,” he said. “We gotta get you out of here.”

“There are others,” she said. “Other women-”

“I know,” Adam said. “We saved as many as we could. But we have to go now. Sarah!”

“We’ve got a problem,” Sarah said. “They’ve got the door blocked.”

“Shit.”

“How you doing on ammo?”

He checked.

“Half a clip, one spare.”

“Drop your weapons!” called out a stern voice.

Adam turned to find three men standing there. All wore tuxes, all splattered with blood, and all were armed. The man in the center appeared to be the leader. He was a big man, broad in chest, silver-haired. One of the other men spoke into a headset.

A moment later, the door to the stairwell opened, and two more armed men entered the room. Sarah seemed to understand that the battle was over, and although she kept her weapon trained on the new arrivals, the ones she’d tried desperately to pin down, she did not fire.

She screamed, a deep, plaintive howl that told Adam that their goose was all but cooked.

Adam expected a smile, perhaps an evil smirk from the man. The look of a man who knew he’d won. The master villain, his devious plan preserved. But instead, he began the discussion with an introduction and a crude question, one that suggested he was totally befuddled by this bizarre turn of events.

“My name is Miles Chadwick,” the man said. “Who the fuck are you?”

Adam considered the query for a moment and then replied with the only answer he could think of.

“It doesn’t matter,” Adam said.

“It does to me,” Chadwick said.

Adam didn’t care anymore. If they were dead, so be it. He’d done it. He’d found his little girl. Rachel knew he’d never given up on her. Maybe it wasn’t going to finish with the happy ending, but that was OK. Just seeing her, even if it was just for a few minutes, had been better than years of stumbling around a plague-scarred world, wondering what had become of her, replaying her last voicemail to him over and over again, even long after he’d forgotten the details.

“So it really was you,” Adam said.

“What was me?”

Adam glared at him.

“Yes. It was me.”

“Jesus fucking Christ, why?”

The two newcomers filled in behind them, the proverbial noose tightening around their necks.

“I don’t think I need to explain myself to a trespasser.”

“Fine,” he said. “I guess it doesn’t even matter.”

“I must say, though, I’m terribly intrigued by you,” Chadwick said.

“I’m an intriguing kind of guy.”

“Oh, you’re a cowboy type,” Chadwick said. “Mouthing off. Disrespectful when the only thing that might save you is some goddamned respect. See, the world is already better off without your kind. Again, I have to ask, who are you?”

Adam held Chadwick’s gaze, careful not to look at Rachel.

“Were you here for her?” he said, nodding toward Rachel. “Do you know her?”

“No,” Adam said. “Just looking for a place to stay warm for the winter.”

“Really,” Chadwick said. “Well, I would very much like to believe you, my friend, but I’m unfortunately cursed with this obscenely high IQ. It prevents me from buying bullshit stories like this one you’re selling.”

“Sorry you feel that way,” he said.

Keep the conversation going, Adam thought.

“What was it like?”

“What was what like?”

“Killing everyone.”

“You think I enjoyed it?” he asked, his voice cutting now, as though he’d run it across a knife sharpener.

A nerve. He’d touched a nerve.

“You didn’t?”

“I’m not saying the outcome wasn’t what we’d planned.”

“Again, to what end?”

Chadwick ignored him, instead turning to one of his confederates.

“Bring me the girls,” he said.

The man to his right, to Adam’s left, stepped forward and grabbed Rachel by the elbow. As he did so, Sarah made her move. Taking advantage of this odd intermission, she turned and cut down the two soldiers behind her with a final burst from her machine pistol. Rachel howled and wrenched her arm free from the other man, who began scrambling for his own weapon. Rachel lost her balance, spinning around to her left, crashing into Chadwick’s midsection, and the pair crashed to the ground.

Adam fired a burst, but the fusillade flew wild, burying into the wall beyond. He fired again, but the clip had run dry, and the trigger snapped impotently against the guard. The surviving guard was moving now, faster than Adam could decide what to do in light of his empty weapon. The man squeezed a burst from his gun, which missed. He held the barrel like a baseball bat and swung it at the shooter’s head. The stock clocked solidly against the man’s temple, the sickening sound of his skull cracking making Adam’s skin crawl. He crumpled to the ground in a heap.

“Take another step, and she dies!”

This froze the room.

From the corner of his eye, Adam saw Chadwick’s arm securely under Rachel’s neck, the Uzi against her skull. He stumbled backwards, his hands up in surrender.

“Guns on the floor,” Chadwick said. “Slide them toward me.”

Adam looked at Sarah, whose gun was still up.

“You hurt one hair on her head,” Sarah said, “and I’ll splatter your fucking brains all over this room.”

“Yes, that does appear to be the case, doesn’t it? Except…”

“Except what?” Sarah asked.

“I doubt dear old dad wants it to come to that,” Chadwick said, nodding toward Adam.

Adam’s jaw clenched; he could feel his teeth squeezing together.

“It just hit me,” Chadwick said. “The resemblance, I must say, is remarkable.”

Again, Adam said nothing, his eyes locked on Rachel’s.

“And both of you, immune to the virus,” he continued. “Incredible. You’re the first blood relatives I’ve encountered who survived.”

Adam had been curious about this. So it had just been dumb luck that had brought them to this point. If he had succumbed to the plague, Rachel would have simply disappeared into this new world, subject to the whims of this madman for however long her life lasted. And if she had died, or if he’d never gotten her message, he’d have wandered aimlessly about the empty world. He never would have met Sarah.

That was the nature of the world. Events, lives, civilizations, turning on random chance. A guy forgets to set his alarm and misses the plane that crashes into the Atlantic Ocean. They stop to loot a UPS truck and they cross paths with Nadia. Roll the dice on humanity a hundred times, and Chadwick never brings the Medusa virus to market on ninety-nine of those rolls. But this one time, it had hit. And in this empty world, where connections were simultaneously fragile and profound, you’d need to be able to deal with the randomness of events. Who lived. Who died. Who suffered. Who thrived. Even bad guys had to deal with it. After all, random chance had brought this monster to the brink of ruin.

And when you accepted that, you realized there was nothing to be afraid of.

He lifted his gun back up.

“I’ll kill her,” Chadwick said.

“I don’t think you will,” Adam said.

Chadwick backed away from them, edging closer toward the door to the stairwell. Adam and Sarah followed as the situation reached a certain kind of stasis. There was an endgame here, Adam was certain of it. There was no way Chadwick would get out of this alive. But he wouldn’t want anyone else to escape either. And they were in the one place where he could make sure that happened.

It all seemed choreographed now, the four of them moving in tandem, Chadwick’s head bobbing from side to side as he continued using Rachel as a human shield. There was no way to draw a clear shot on Chadwick, so Adam stayed focused on his daughter. Her face was like stone, her eyes sharp. She had to be afraid; hell, he was. He hated that there was nothing he could do about it. He hated that he’d been the one to put her in this predicament, noble as his motivation might have been.

Random rolls of the dice.

They were in the stairwell now, descending into the bowels of the Citadel. Down past Level 1, the stairs echoing with their footfalls but nothing else. No one spoke. There was nothing either Adam or Sarah could do but follow, wait until Chadwick had delivered them to the last stop on this crazy ride.

Another minute brought them to Biosafety Level 2, where things began to get interesting. Here you had your influenza, your Lyme disease, your antibiotic-resistant bacteria. The descent was adding fuel to his already overheated heart, the steps carrying them down into a pathologic hellhole. Downward to Level 3. Yellow fever, SARS, tuberculosis. Scary stuff.

Then Level 4.

The big boys.

The major leagues.

Ebola. Marburg. Lassa. Smallpox. Hemorrhagic fever.

And their spiritual leader.

Medusa.

Adam was the last one on the platform, the big red 4 painted on the door virtually screaming at him. This was Medusa’s dark birthplace. He could almost feel its presence, its shadow over them. This might as well have been the gate of hell, because hell was what had spewed forth from that door.

“It’s not every day you get to witness something so momentous,” Chadwick said. “What did you do before?”

“I was a doctor,” Adam said, his eyes locked on Rachel.

“A man of science. Splendid! Specialty?”

“OB/GYN.”

“How appropriate,” Chadwick said.

“How do you figure?”

“You shepherded life into the old world. I shepherded the new world into existence. We’re like mirror images of each other. Two sides of the same coin.”

Adam was dumbfounded.

“Are you really giving me the ‘we’re not so different, you and me’ speech?”

Chadwick laughed a little.

“Yes, that does seem a bit clichéd. But then again, how does a cliché become a cliché?”

Adam ignored him, his attention now focused on the door separating them from Level 4.

“Rachel, be a dear and type in the following code for me,” Chadwick said.

“Go to hell,” she said.

“Type the numbers I say, or I will shoot you.”

“Then you’ll die too, you piece of shit,” Rachel said.

“Do what he says, Rachel!” Adam snapped.

Rachel sighed and dropped her head as Chadwick ticked off the code.

“Five. Nine. One. Six. One. Seven. Two. Four. Four. Three.”

Rachel mouthed I’m sorry to her father and then typed in the code. The locks disengaged with a muffled thump, and the door slid open.

“Do come in, won’t you?” Chadwick asked, with the verve of a proud dinner host.


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

Adam followed them inside Level 4, Sarah trailing close behind. He heard her curse under her breath. He knew she was thinking the same thing he was. If they could just get a clean shot at him, this could all be over. But Chadwick was being careful with his positioning. The risk was too great. They’d have to continue this stalemate until an opportunity presented itself.

Level 4’s anteroom was unremarkable in every way; there was nothing to suggest that death itself resided here, that there was no more dangerous place on the planet. There were two lockers, a bench and a sink. They followed through to the next room, the door sticking a little thanks to the negative air pressure, which drew air into the room. You always wanted air flowing into a Level 4 hot zone, not the other way around.

Blue light swirled about the room; this was ultraviolet light, a defensive measure that killed any viruses escaping from the lab, shattering them at a subatomic level. A second door stood on the other side of the small foyer. The room contained a decontamination shower, a bar of soap, a bottle of shampoo. Deeper into the lab Chadwick drew them, into the third room, the last safe room before entering the lab itself. Adam and Sarah followed, their guns up and ready, but Chadwick was still using Rachel as a shield.

The third room was the staging area. There was a desk and a computer mounted on the wall near the curved door on the far side of the room. That would be the airlock, the last checkpoint before death by organ liquefaction or hemorrhaging. There, men like Chadwick could dream up things like Medusa. There, mankind had destroyed itself.

“So this is where you built it,” Adam said.

“Indeed,” Chadwick replied.

“How did you get away with it?” Adam asked. “How did you never get caught?”

“You want me to explain my evil plan? Really?”

“Have you taken a good look out there?” Adam snapped. “I think it’s a bit late to foil your plot.”

“Fair enough,” he said. “The truth is very simple. How did you get anything done in the old world?”

Adam considered the question for a moment.

“Money, I’m guessing.”

“Precisely. The very thing that would have no use in this world was the very thing that helped bring it about. This was all made possible by money. The lab, the equipment, recruitment of the staff, the safety protocols.”

“Dangerous work. And you were willing to die for it?” he said.

“Any good pathologist, any good scientist, really, must be willing to pay the ultimate price.”

“Don’t suppose you thought about using all your intellect and your resources for the greater good, did you? The CDC probably could’ve used a guy like you.”

“Where the hell do you think I started my career?”

Adam blew a noisy sigh through his lips. He wanted to keep asking questions, both to delay the inevitable and to satisfy his own curiosity. For a moment, he couldn’t think of anything to ask, and then one question roared to the forefront.

“You must have had a couple of close calls,” Adam said. “You ever come close to getting busted?”

Chadwick laughed softly.

“A couple of times, actually,” he said.

That was hard for Adam to hear. To hear that there’d been a chance to stop Chadwick’s nightmarish vision from coming to life. To know that opportunities had been missed. To know that the clock could not be unwound, no matter how close they’d come to stopping him. The die was cast. This was the world now, forever and ever, amen.

“Once, I nearly had to activate the fail-safe.”

He said it with the verve of a man at a barbecue recounting an old fishing trip.

“Fail-safe?”

“This lab is sitting on top of a thermobaric bomb,” he said.

“Jesus,” Sarah said, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, as though she were afraid she might detonate it.

“What’s a thermobaric bomb?” Adam asked.

“It’s the most powerful non-nuclear bomb in the U.S. military,” she said, looking at Adam. “It would vaporize ten city blocks. It burns at four thousand degrees. But I don’t understand something. It’s an air-burst bomb. It won’t work if it’s buried underground.”

“Very good,” Chadwick said. “We had some modifications made. It’s a one-of-a-kind piece. Amazing what you can accomplish when you’re a military contractor.”

“And it would’ve vaporized any evidence of what went on here.”

“Exactly,” he said.

“And how would one detonate this bomb?” Adam asked.

“I think our conversation is over,” Chadwick said. “But I have enjoyed this little discussion.”

It was worth a shot, Adam thought. He’d gotten the man rolling a little bit. Worth a shot.

“What do you think you’re going to do now?” Adam asked. “There’s nowhere else to go. We’ve got you.”

Chadwick grinned.

“You know what they call the guy who graduates last in his med school class?” Chadwick asked.

It was an old joke, a good one, and Adam knew the answer, but he didn’t want to engage in this banter. So he remained silent.

“What?” Sarah asked.

“Doctor,” Adam said quickly, not wanting to give Chadwick the pleasure of delivering the punchline.

Chadwick laughed.

“What’s your point?”

“Your doctor friend here hasn’t thought this through,” Chadwick said. “You think you’ve got me pinned down. My back to the wall. But it’s not like that. It’s not like that at all.”

Adam was numb. At the moment he needed to be at his sharpest, he found himself dull and slow. All he could think of was Chadwick sending Rachel into a fog of disease as some kind of revenge for having his plans derailed. The man continued to hold his gun to Rachel’s back.

Adam had seen enough; he took a step forward with killing on his mind. But as he prepared to make his move, he felt Sarah’s hand on his elbow, giving him a squeeze. She squeezed it again, this time for a long second, and he realized she was trying to tell him something. Dread poured into Adam’s heart like fresh concrete. Chadwick drifted over to the far side of the airlock, pulling Rachel along, where a touch-screen computer was mounted, and typed a series of commands into the monitor.

“What the hell are you doing?” Adam asked.

“Tying off all my loose ends,” Chadwick replied.

He racked his brain for a solution that saved the three of them until it finally dawned on him. There wasn’t one. All he could do was destroy the pathogen. They would have to be humanity’s immune system, the antibody, the killer T-cell that finally rose up and snuffed out this terrible infection.

The airlock door whooshed open, revealing the small cylinder inside, the purgatory between the heaven of this safe room and the hell of the hot lab beyond.

“Inside,” he barked at Rachel.

Her eyes widened in terror, and she began squirming like a chicken headed to slaughter.

“Don’t worry,” he hissed, tightening the crook of his elbow around her throat. “All the goodies are locked up in the biosafety cabinets. Just don’t break anything.”

Together, they backed into the airlock. The door whooshed shut, sealing them off. A moment later, the far door slid open, and Chadwick and Rachel stepped into the Level 4 lab.

“What the hell is he doing?” Sarah asked when they were alone.

“He knows we’ll follow them all the way,” Adam said. “All the way.”

The safety glass distorted their figures, giving the appearance of two apparitions floating about the lab. Chadwick puttered around the lab for a minute, checking a few items, before settling in at a computer workstation on the back wall. He continued to hold the gun on Rachel, but she looked frozen, too terrified to move or breathe.

“He’s not trying to escape, is he?” Sarah asked.

“No,” Adam said. “I don’t think so. He knows it’s over for him. We have to stop him from setting off the bomb.”

“Into the breach, then,” she said.

“Into the breach.”

Adam pressed the button that unlocked the airlock and stepped inside, Sarah trailing close behind. The door sealed shut behind them. The room was very tight; he held Sarah close, and he breathed her in, knowing that it was probably for the last time. Her body felt warm against his. He could smell the cold in her hair, the hint of vanilla that always seemed present. It was over for them, but holding Sarah, being there with Rachel, managed to take the sting away a little. If they could stop Chadwick, he’d be okay with dying. He’d lived a lifetime in the past five months, and he was tired. So tired.

The airlock door opened with a hiss. The lab shimmered in a soft blue light, reflected in the glass from the UV room. Adam stepped in, his gun up. Chadwick turned to face them, but didn’t seem fazed by the gun aimed at his head. He wasn’t even holding one anymore.

Adam steadied the gun, but he couldn’t find the resolve to pull the trigger inside the lab.

“Too scared to pull the trigger?” Chadwick asked. “I would be too, with all these scary vials in here. It doesn’t matter anyway. You’re too late. I’ve already triggered the shutdown of the generators. When the power goes, the security protocols will go. And one of us will become a new Patient Zero.”

Adam’s head swam with confusion.

“What are you talking about?”

“We didn’t know for sure that Medusa would work. So we had a Plan B.”

Rage swelled inside Adam; he sensed that time was of the essence, and here he was dealing in riddles and vague threats.

“What was Plan B?” Sarah snapped.

“Look around you!” Chadwick snapped back. “This lab houses the deadliest airborne pathogens known to man. Weaponized viruses and bacteria. When the power goes, the biosafety cabinets will be compromised. They’ll disperse out of the lab, into the ventilation system, out into the air beyond. They’ll infect wildlife, birds, other survivors. Who knows what’ll happen then?”

“Shut it down,” Adam barked at him.

“I can’t!”

“Goddammit,” Adam whispered. “God dammit.”

“Oh, he did,” Chadwick said. “God did damn us.”

“Why do this?” Adam screamed, his voice tinged with panic now. “You’ve gotten everything you wanted. What possible good would come from starting another plague? Let the world have a chance.”

“The world doesn’t deserve a chance,” Chadwick said with a terrifying finality in his voice. “Don’t you get it? The world was a shitty place before the plague, and it’s a shitty world now.”

“Then you should’ve just eaten a bullet like any other psycho fed up with the world,” Adam said, his rage pushing his needle into the red.

“And not make my mark on history? I couldn’t have that. I simply could not have that.”

“How much longer?” Adam asked. “How much longer till the viruses are released?”

“Twelve minutes,” Chadwick said, looking at the monitor. “And then they’ll spread for miles, infecting every living organism. You might be immune to Medusa, but you won’t be immune to all of them.”

Rachel, who’d backed up toward them, took Adam’s hand in hers. Despite everything, Adam couldn’t help but feel good about having found her. If nothing else, he’d kept his promise to her. That insane promise he’d made on his porch, drunk on Jack Daniels, listening to her desperate voice-mail message. He’d found her. He could die in peace.

That was when Chadwick went for his gun.

“No!” Sarah screamed, diving in front of Rachel and Adam just as the gun roared. The round struck her in the shoulder, and she tumbled to the ground in a heap.

“You son of a bitch!” Adam bellowed. As Chadwick prepared to fire again, Adam rushed him like a bull, slamming into him like an open-field tackler. The collision lifted the men off their feet, and they crashed to the ground. Chadwick grunted hard as his back hit the ground, absorbing much of the impact. He delivered a hard right hand to Adam’s head; Adam’s field of vision exploded into whiteness, and he rolled off the big man’s chest.

“That’s for ruining my plan,” Chadwick snapped.

His head swimming, Adam launched himself at Chadwick, and how strange it was that this was now being resolved via a glorified bar fight. The greatest crime in human history, perhaps humanity’s extinction, and justice was being delivered via fisticuffs.

Maybe we never did learn.

He delivered a swift shot to Chadwick’s kidneys, then another, and then another. Chadwick responded with another swooping fist, and that one connected purely with Adam’s ribcage, stealing his breath like a thief. He dropped to a knee, and he gasped for air, a grouper flopping about the deck of a fishing charter. This was it; Chadwick had the upper hand.

He tried to get up, but Chadwick stunned him with a knee to the chin; Adam’s teeth clicked together, his jaw snapping shut before he could get his tongue out of the way. A burst of blood filled his mouth, and he toppled backwards onto his seat. His consciousness began to fade and the world began to recede from view, made opaque by a dark curtain.

Chadwick had the gun again, and he pressed it to Adam’s forehead.

Sorry, world, he thought. I tried.

The gun roared, but Adam felt nothing. He wasn’t sure if he would feel pain or if the lights would simply go out on him, but he was still there, staring at a red stain blooming on Chadwick’s stomach. Adam gingerly turned his head to the left, a punch-drunk boxer on his stool looking for a loved one in the stands, and saw Rachel. And a gun in her hand. Chadwick dropped to one knee, then to both. He grasped at his midsection; blood seeped through his shirt, coating his hands, spilling onto the ground.

Adam slapped the gun out of Chadwick’s hands and brought a fist down on the back of Chadwick’s neck as hard as he could. The impact of the blow sent Chadwick flat on the ground. Adam reared back for a second blow, but before he could, Chadwick delivered a heavy elbow to Adam’s midsection. Adam rolled away, gasping for air, his lungs burning.

Now. It had to be now. They were running out of time.

The men struggled to get off the ground; Adam focused his whole existence, every microgram of energy on beating Chadwick to his feet. He dialed back through his personal hard drive through every mile he’d run, every weight he’d lifted, every sit-up he’d done. Every power song, the anthem from the Rocky movies, anything that might get his ass off the ground before this monster.

“Dad, move!” Rachel screamed. “I can shoot him!”

“No!” Adam called out as he struggled to win this most elemental battle. His voice sounded thick and muffled. “We need to know how to stop the viruses! Check on Sarah!”

“I’m fine,” she called out weakly. “The bullet grazed me.”

And then he was up. As Chadwick began pushing up off his knee, Adam reared back and drove his foot square into the killer’s chest. The crunch of rib bones was audible, and Chadwick flew backwards, back to the ground, emitting a desperate screech of pain that Adam worried might shatter the safety cabinets. Adam was on him like a hyena, grabbing him by the collar and pulling his head off the ground.

“Tell me how to stop it!” Adam pleaded. “There has to be a way.”

Despite the stomach wound, despite the shattered ribs, Chadwick managed to smile. As he did so, a trickle of blood bubbled from his lips. “They’re in final shutdown mode now.”

“I know that!” Adam said. “Tell me how to stop it.”

“There’s only one way to stop it,” Chadwick said.

“How?”

“The bomb.”

Adam’s heart fluttered.

“Shit!”

Chadwick giggled like a toddler who’d found a cookie.

“And you’re running out of time,” Chadwick added. “No more than eight minutes now.”

“Tell me how to detonate it,” Adam said.

“No,” he said. “You can go fuck yourself.”

Adam hesitated for a moment, just a split second, and then he pressed down hard on Chadwick’s bullet wound. The screams of pain echoed through the lab. Adam looked into Chadwick’s eyes as he tortured the man, and he realized he didn’t feel bad about it. Not one bit. This wasn’t a man he was dealing with here. This was hell personified. Satan’s imp. God’s fallen angel. Sent to earth to destroy all things.

But then he did the most human thing possible.

“Oh, GAWWWWWD!” Chadwick howled. “STAWWWWWPP!!”

Adam released the pressure. His hand was damp and sticky with Chadwick’s blood.

“The biometric sensor,” Chadwick gasped. “It will read my right thumbprint and open the program that controls the security protocols. Look for an icon called Fail-Safe.”

He paused, grimacing as another wave of pain washed over him.

“The detonation will be instantaneous.”

He closed his eyes.

Adam had heard all he needed to hear, and he rushed back to Sarah’s side.

“Rachel, keep an eye on him.”

“I got him,” Rachel said.

“Let me see it,” he said to Sarah.

Her face was pale, and her eyes a bit cloudy. He pulled up the side of her shirt, which was thick and cold with blood.

“Aw, fuck,” he said.

“You sugarcoat bad news like that with all your patients?” she asked.

“Shit, I’m a terrible liar.”

Rachel stepped toward Chadwick and delivered a wicked boot to his groin; he could never be certain, but Adam thought he heard the man’s testicles rupture. A final layer of pain over the walls of his mortal wounds. Chadwick moaned, his hands covering his battered genitals.

“That’s for all the women who died here, you asshole.”

A few seconds later, the moans faded away, and Miles Chadwick died on the floor of his laboratory, amid the ethereal afterbirth of his soulless creation.

“You need to get out of here now,” Sarah said.

“We’ll never make it,” Adam said. “The viruses will spread in every direction.”

“The bomb,” Sarah said. “I’ll do it.”

“No,” Adam said, and he felt silly saying it. It was a knee-jerk reaction, the ideal, the easy way out. Of course she wouldn’t stay to detonate the bomb. They’d figure a way out, and all of them would survive.

Jesus, the human mind was an optimistic little shit sometimes.

“Someone has to stay and detonate the bomb,” she said softly.

“Look, it may not be that bad,” Adam said, looking for a way, any way, out. “If there’s no one left to infect, the viruses will die off.”

“But you and Rachel will be exposed.”

This Adam had no response to.

“Sweetie, there’s no other way. And you’re running out of time.”

Adam shut his eyes tightly and tried to silence the clinician that was always inside him. She’s right, the voice was saying. Either she dies, or we all die. And she’s going to die anyway. His stomach churned as he thought it, and he felt his mouth water. It was not unlike the sensation he’d experienced the day the fox had bitten him.

“The bomb will destroy everything, right?” she asked.

“If it’s as powerful as you say it is, the heat will vaporize everything.”

“Then someone has to stay.”

Adam had to remind himself to breathe; the only thing he was aware of was a ripping sensation in his chest, as though someone had reached in and torn his heart straight out.

“You kept me going when I’d given up,” Adam said behind a curtain of tears. “And now I’m supposed to leave you here to die?”

She took his face in her hands.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s exactly what you’re going to do. This way, I don’t have to die of Huntington’s, and I can save you and Rachel. You won’t have to watch me fall apart a little bit at a time. You won’t have to watch me suffer. And I know you wouldn’t do what had to be done.”

“I would, I would, I promise.”

“No, sweetie, you wouldn’t,” she said. “And I wouldn’t want you to.”

He held a clenched fist to his lips as Sarah turned to Rachel. For a brief, terrible moment, he found himself wishing he’d died in the plague, thinking about detonating the bomb himself so he wouldn’t have to feel the pain of losing Sarah. But that wouldn’t be right. It wouldn’t be fair to Rachel.

“You get your dad out of here now, okay?” Sarah said.

Rachel nodded.

“Dad, he kept a truck parked in the back of this building,” Rachel said. “He always kept a spare key in a little box in the wheel well.”

Rachel stepped forward and hugged Sarah hard.

“I’m sorry we won’t get to know each other,” Sarah said. “I think I would’ve liked that.”

“Me too,” Rachel said, her words coming on a canvas of light sobs.

“Let’s get his body over to the computer,” Adam said.

Adam slid his arms under Chadwick’s armpits and slid him across the room. There was nothing graceful about it; he dragged him like a side of beef. All he cared about was getting his thumb near the sensor. He’d bite the asshole’s thumb off if he had to. It took about a minute, leaving them precious few.

Sarah tottered over, a bit more alert now, her hand holding her shoulder. Adam pressed Chadwick’s stiff finger against the sensor, and the computer beeped loudly. A screen titled Security Protocols popped up, sporting a series of icons. The icon in the bottom lower screen was tagged Fail-Safe.

“You’d better go,” Sarah said.

“God, I fucking hate this,” Adam said. “I love you so much.”

“I know. Now go.”

“Dad.”

Adam looked up toward the sound of the forceful summons, a bit amazed it had come from his little girl. From his chicken wing. He’d missed so much of her life. He vowed he would spend the rest of his days making sure he didn’t miss anymore of it. He owed that to her. And to Sarah.

He turned back to Sarah and wrapped her tightly in his arms. He kissed her hard.

“Remember how much I love you,” she said. “Now get the hell out of here. You’ve got five minutes.”

“Dad. It’s time to go,” Rachel said. Tears streamed down her cheeks, but her face was hard and full of resolve. She’d accepted Sarah’s gift, and she’d be damned if she was going to blow it.

“I love you,” Adam said as he felt Rachel’s hand take his. Then she was pulling him, back through the anteroom of Level 4 and into the stairwell. Simply being outside that horrible place galvanized him, and now they were both hauling ass up the stairs. Their footfalls echoed through the silent stairwell.

The Citadel was a dead place now.

Up four flights of stairs and then through the empty control room. Tears blurred his vision as he thought about Sarah, Sarah, Sarah, down there, with that red fail-safe trigger, the holocaust that would consume her and bring a storm of fire and ash on this place, this terrible place. And after that storm had passed, Sarah Wells would be gone from this earth forever, an earth that might be a bit better because of what she had done.

They ran and ran, back down the corridor, past the encased newspapers of a world that no longer existed, down the hall and out into the cold New Year’s morning. Being out there now, that’s what drove it home that Sarah was gone now, and he froze there in the doorway.

“Dad!” Rachel screamed. “We have to go. Or it was all for nothing!”

They snaked their way around the building, where they found the Suburban waiting for them. The keys were right where Rachel promised.

“I’ll drive,” Rachel barked.

She climbed into the driver’s seat and started the car. Adam got in the passenger seat, and they drove away.

“Thank you for coming after me.”

“Thank Sarah and Charlotte.”
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So, Sarah thought.

This is what it’s like to die.

She stood at the terminal, her finger hovering over the icon, watching the clock wind down toward zero. She wanted to give Adam and Rachel as much time as she could.

1:03

It would be like no death that she had ever envisioned.

Since her diagnosis, death had consumed her every waking thought, the obsession itself a virus that had infected her. And when she’d survived the plague, she couldn’t think of a crueler fate to have befallen her. To be left alone in a world of the dead while her Huntington’s took its goddamn sweet time. That was, at least, until she met Adam. For a short time, at least, he had protected her from her own darkest thoughts. He had inoculated her with love.

0:48

She wasn’t afraid of dying. You think about something often enough, and it becomes familiar. It becomes the cranky neighbor next door that freaked you out at first, but that you eventually got used to, even when he stumbled in to your living room drunk and naked and claiming he thought he was in his own house. She wasn’t looking forward to it exactly, any more than you looked forward to the drunk neighbor’s antics. But she wasn’t afraid. She wished she’d had more time with Adam. She wished she’d had time to get to know Rachel. And Adam had been right. There was a certain demented beauty to this post-plague world, where you’d been able to think clearly for one goddamned second without worrying about e-mail or Facebook or this new political scandal or that potential carcinogen in your pantry.

OK, she told herself. Enough pontificating.

Time to go.

:10

She held her breath and pressed the Fail-Safe icon, waiting for the flash of light, the boom, whatever it was that would be her last sensation in this mortal coil. But nothing happened.

A single window popped up on the dark screen.

ERROR



Oh no.

:07

She tapped the X in the corner of the window, which returned her to the screen of icons.

Now she was pissed, a bolt of anger spiking through her. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. They were entitled to this happy ending, as shitty as it was. She tapped the icon again.

:03

This had better work. This had better work. This had better goddamn-

A bright, terrible light filled the room.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

Adam told her to turn east at the main highway. She drove a mile, and then stopped at a forty-five degree angle in the middle of the lonely road. Her father sat in the back seat, looking west toward the Citadel, awaiting the fiery holocaust that would mean the end of this brave woman. He’d barely said a word since they’d pulled away from the lab. But he was here. That was something she was still trying to wrap her head around. It seemed to be an improbability of the highest order.

She looked at the outline of the walls, distant and shadowy now, the residue of a bad dream. How often had she dreamed about being clear of them? It was the oddest sensation. Being outside the walls was making her jittery, as though she’d downed one too many cups of coffee. She’d become used to them over the long weeks and months; it had become a shell from the world beyond, a way not to deal with the thing that had happened. But now she was here, outside, free of the Citadel forever. Snow continued to fall on this virgin morning of the new year, jaundiced in the harsh glow of the Suburban’s headlights.

“How did you find me?” she asked. The question popped loose like a fart, but the truth was, she had to know. She didn’t like uncertainties, loose ends. She liked closed systems, where everything matched up.

“Nadia,” he said, shifting slightly in his seat. “We met her on the road. She saw a picture I had of you.”

“How is she?”

“She’s safe,” Adam said.

“You had my picture?”

“Yeah.”

He had my picture.

She wondered what their relationship would have been like if the plague had never happened. If she were being honest with herself, and what the hell was the point of lying to yourself anymore, their relationship hadn’t been going anywhere fast. She wasn’t quite at the stage where she addressed her father by his first name, but on the continuum from Dad to Adam, she figured she’d been closer to the latter. They were always pleasant, to a fault, splashing around in the shallow end of the relationship pool, where no real damage could be done. She’d felt no real connection to him, and only when the world was literally ending around them had she thought to call him. Absence had not made the heart grow fonder. Absence wiped away connection like a pencil eraser, leaving nothing but a faint residue behind.

“I’m sorry,” Adam said.

“What?”

“I blew it. From the moment your mom and I split up, I blew it. I should’ve been there for you. I should’ve been where you were. You ended up here, in this place, because of stupid, selfish decisions I made twenty years ago. If I’d been nearby, like any good father with a lick of sense, you wouldn’t have had to go through that.”

“But then you would’ve missed out on your exciting cross-country adventure.”

He laughed at that. A definite chuckle.

“And I wouldn’t have met the women I met,” she said. “And Chadwick would’ve gotten away with his little plan.”

It was hard to argue with her logic. They’d have survived, and Chadwick would be here, building his empire a little bit at a time.

“When did they take you?” he asked.

“Mid-September, I think,” she said. “I was headed toward St. Louis.”

“You heard about that too?”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t feel bad. There was nothing there.”

“I couldn’t get your message out of my head,” she said. “I kept thinking there was a chance you were still alive. And until I knew one way or the other, there was no reason to stop. It wasn’t like I had anything else to do.”

“On your own for a month,” Adam said, mostly to himself. “Hey, I’m sorry about your mom and Jerry.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Hey, thanks for the flowers.”

“What?”

“You sent me flowers.”

“I forgot all about that.”

“I got them the day I first heard the news about the flu outbreak back east.”

Silence descended on the passenger cabin once more. One way or another, whatever time they had left was running out. Because if Sarah couldn’t detonate the bomb, another bomb was ready to take its place. An invisible bomb that could take them all down. The waiting became a rapidly expanding balloon, the stress fracturing the thin membrane keeping them sane.

They didn’t have to wait much longer.

A pinprick of light told them it was happening. Like a supernova, the tiny dot of crimson inflated exponentially into a star of fire, followed by the sonic boom of the explosion. No words were exchanged, but they both got out of the car at the same time. Rachel shielded her eyes; even from this distance, the explosion had hastened an early if temporary dawn. Despite the deep chill, the blast wave blew its warm breath across the plains as it turned the Citadel into a memory. Maybe they should come back here one day and put up a sign, she thought. To remind the world what could happen in secret labs when no one was paying attention.

The fireball continued through its lifecycle, narrowing at the throat, expanding at the top into the familiar mushroom cloud shape. It lit up the night, the air filled with the strange sound of snowflakes hissing as they were extinguished by the gigantic blaze. They watched until the fire began to recede, having gorged itself on its fuel supply and now quickly running out of gas.

Rachel glanced over at her father, his face illuminated by the orange glow of the blaze. Tears cut through the grime caked on his face.
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Fifteen minutes later, they were back in the truck, making their way east toward the farm. Adam was driving, puttering along at less than fifteen miles an hour. Snow had begun to sweep across the blacktop, making it difficult to distinguish between highway and the rough terrain of the plains. The sparse road signs and billboards served as lane markers, but even then, he drifted onto the shoulder a couple of times and then had to pray the four-wheel drive had the oomph to get them back on the road. The whole drive, he was consumed by the image of the fireball erupting in the snow-laden sky.

She had done it.

Part of him was glad for her. Nothing had scared her more than the prospect of a slow death by Huntington’s. And the idea that he would watch her die, a process that could’ve taken months or years, was too horrible to contemplate. Especially in a world where access to modern medicine was limited at best. That was the mature part of him, and it had been a small one at that. No, the selfish side of him, the greedy chief executive officer of Adam Fisher, Incorporated, was sick with grief because the woman he’d searched for his whole life had been delivered to him tied in a bow of cataclysm and then taken away from him just as cruelly.

What had been the point of all this then?

What had been the point of heaping pain upon pain, sorrow upon sorrow?

He felt Rachel take his hand in her own.

“Dad, I’m sorry about your friend.”

He squeezed her hand.

“You would’ve liked her, I think.”

He chewed on that for a moment.

“Or not. Hell, maybe you would’ve fought like cats and dogs. But I would’ve been okay with that. Because it would’ve meant that I had both of you around.”

“How did you meet her?”

Adam told her, starting with the fox, continuing through Freddie and Caroline to meeting Nadia in Kansas to Evergreen and Freddie’s betrayal, and finally through Sarah’s sacrificial plan to find the camp. He told her about Sarah’s confession about Huntington’s and he saved the best part of the story, their wedding, for the end. His words came in a flood, the discussion with his daughter watering a part of him that had been left dry long ago. It began filling a hole inside him, one that he’d barely been aware was there, one that may have remained empty if the plague had never happened.

That was a hell of a thing to wrap his mind around.

These great and pure things that had filled his life in the past few months. This reunion with Rachel, his relationship with Sarah. They’d only been possible in the face of humanity’s near-extinction.

When he was done, he felt a little better.

They made it to the farm a little after four in the morning. Adam carefully navigated the narrow road servicing the main house, his heart in his throat as he scanned the scene for the vehicles carrying Charlotte and the other women. Then he saw it. Lanterns bobbing about in the dark. As he got closer, the outlines of the other survivors began to take shape in the dim light cast by the lanterns.

“They made it,” Rachel said excitedly. “They made it.”

A smile stole across Adam’s face.

“Welcome home, Rachel.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

Spring.

Adam stepped outside the guesthouse he shared with three other men, his back aching but otherwise not feeling too bad. It had been one thing to be a forty-two-year old man in the world before the plague; it was another thing entirely for that man to be thrust into a pre-Industrial Revolution world. They’d spent the day before sowing the fields with the early-season vegetables, the seeds harvested from the stores of farms around the area. A check of the local almanacs had given them the data on when to plant what, and they were following the intelligence they’d uncovered to the letter. None of the survivors were farmers, and so it was a lot of trial and error. But it was something they had to get right if they had any hope of establishing a permanent settlement here in northern Kansas.

Adam sat on the old weather-beaten rocking chair and looked out over the farm. It was early, the sun just poking over the horizon. The air was sticky with humidity, promising the first real warm day that year. The feel of the thick air on his skin reminded him of those terrible days when Medusa had carved its initials into the world. It was Sunday, and the farm was quiet, the sole day off from working in the fields that the group had agreed upon.

He missed Sarah terribly. Once the rush of finding Rachel had passed, her death had hit him hard. Someone organized a memorial service for all those who had died at the Citadel, including Mike Stills, whose crazy-ass sacrifice had proven perhaps more important than anything Adam himself had done. The service was nice, those lost memorialized by wooden crosses at a sunny end of the farm.

The winter had been long and harsh. Temperatures struggled to climb out of the thirties for most of January and February, and each thick, gray front that moved in brought with it the threat of heavy snow. Most of the time, the clouds brought with them flurries or no moisture at all, but a few times, they found themselves socked in with a heavy snowfall. It was during this time that everyone wished they’d never spoken a bad word about meteorologists in the pre-plague world because a somewhat accurate forecast, it turned out, was far better than no forecast at all.

The cold-weather months had been spent living day to day, foraging for food and clean water. There was no shortage of cold-weather gear or woodstoves, so the low temperatures had not been much of a problem. Two residents, both on the north side of sixty, had died during the winter. One succumbed to a massive heart attack, or at least, that had been Adam’s guess. A second had developed pneumonia and had not responded to treatment.

With the addition of the Citadel refugees, the population of their collective rose to seventy-three souls. Twenty-four men, thirty-five women and fourteen children. There weren’t enough beds at this farm to accommodate everyone, and so they’d spread out to five neighboring farms. Each farm elected its own representative, and together, the representatives formed a governing body of sorts. The women from the Citadel had clung together, occupying the farm closest to the central compound and selecting Rachel Fisher as their representative. Diane Williams, the chef who’d stepped up in Adam’s absence, was elected to serve a four-year term as mayor of the collective. The group had decided that a single leader was necessary, but the five-member board carried an override power to ensure that no single person amassed too much power.

Fresh water was a priority. Each of the farms sported its own well, which had been a good start, and they taught themselves the basics of well maintenance with books from the library in a nearby town. To be extra safe, Adam directed that all water used for drinking and cooking be filtered through charcoal, sand and gravel and then boiled for two minutes. That had seemed to do the trick, as no one became ill from drinking water.

There was no shortage of things to worry about. Security of the farm was never far from his mind. They hadn’t seen many others, which didn’t surprise Adam given the remoteness of the farm. But, he suspected, that wouldn’t last forever. He worried about bandits and warlords and rapists and folks who’d been bad guys in the old world, now living in a world without any filters at all. And it wasn’t just bad guys they’d have to worry about. At some point, they’d have to interact with other people for trade or for the far more basic need of pairing people off for procreation.

Adam’s greatest concern was for the welfare of one Erin Thompson. She wasn’t the only pregnant woman in the collective, but she was the first one due to give birth. The baby’s fate might well be all theirs. There was no way to know whether all babies born to immune mothers would die, or whether baby Stephen had just drawn a shitty hand. There was no way to know what fate awaited Erin’s baby, the progeny of a naturally immune mother and a vaccinated father. Adam hated Miles Chadwick, but he found himself praying on a daily basis that the monster’s vaccine was as good as advertised. He had a recurring nightmare in which he was the only one left on the planet.

He was so lost in thought he didn’t notice Max toddling up the steps.

“Hi, Doc,” he said.

“Hey, Maxie,” Adam replied. “Have a seat.”

Max sat in the other chair, and they rocked in silence for a while. He seemed like he wanted to say something, but Adam didn’t force the issue, lest he scare the boy off like a frightened puppy. He had shot up over the past few months, looking less like the scared boy they’d found in the chip aisle of that grocery store so many months ago. His resilience had surprised Adam; these were heady times he was living through, and a sudden change might knock him on his ass for a bit, but he was always back up on his feet in no time. Maybe it was because kids weren’t as set in their ways as adults; they were more malleable, more adaptable to change.

“Can I ask you a question?” Max finally said.

“Shoot.”

“Why did he do it?”

Adam’s chair stopped rocking. Max was asking about Freddie. Freddie, who Max had worshipped. Freddie, who had destroyed so much.

“Well,” he began, and then he paused.

He thought about Freddie and Caroline and Sarah. He thought about how much Freddie had lost when so much had already been taken from him. He had died because he had no hope, much like Caroline had. Sarah, on the other hand, had died for precisely the opposite reason.

“I’m not entirely sure about this,” Adam said gently, “but I think it was because he didn’t think things would ever be good again.”

“What do you think?” Max asked. “Do you think they will be?”

Adam considered the question for a long moment.

“I do.”
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Erin Thompson went into labor on the fourth day of June. She toddled up to his house as the sun was going down, just as he’d sat down to enjoy his evening whisky and cigarette. He allowed himself one of each every day, but no more. There were no other nurses or doctors in residence at the farm, and so Adam had to be on call twenty-four hours a day. Rachel and Max had expressed interest in learning medicine, and so Adam was doing his level best to teach what he knew. How inadequate it all seemed compared to his own medical training, but what choice did they have? No more medical schools meant doing it this way or not at all.

“How far apart are the contractions?” he said.

“About five to six minutes,” she said.

On the porch with him was Harry Maynard, another refugee from Evergreen.

“Harry, run and find Rachel and Max for me, please.”

Harry was a big man, but he bolted off the porch like a cheetah. Adam saw the terror in his eyes. Everyone had been anxiously awaiting the baby’s arrival, as they all wanted to know the same thing as Adam.

Would the baby live or die?

He escorted Erin over to the makeshift clinic he’d set up on the first floor of one of the guest houses, where he’d cobbled together instruments and supplies as best as he could. No one had needed major surgery yet, but their luck would run out at some point. He could only do what he could do, he told himself over and over. Frontier medicine would be all they had. Part of him wondered if they should try and relocate to one of the smaller cities, where they’d have access to a hospital, but then he would think about the avalanche of corpses or roving gangs and the fact that a hospital with no electricity was no better than the clinic he’d set up here.

Rachel and Max were already at the clinic when he and Erin arrived. They were busy setting up the gurney and the stirrups and all the supplies for what would hopefully be a routine delivery. Based on his weekly check-ups, they should be in good shape, but he didn’t have to wander too far down his mental corridors to find that dark room marked Patient A.

After Erin was settled in the bed, Adam pulled on a pair of latex gloves, fresh with powder, and palpated her abdomen. A test he’d done a thousand times, ten thousand times, so often that it was like breathing. His stomach flipped when he realized that the baby had turned breech since he’d last examined her a few days earlier. Naturally, he thought. Nothing was going to be easy. Erin was in a fair amount of pain, but holding up well. She needed to know what was going on, but he didn’t want her to panic.

“Erin,” he said, using his most doctorly voice. “The baby’s flipped, but it’s going to be okay.”

Huge droplets of sweat had beaded on her head, and she paled at the news.

“Breech? It’s breech?”

“Yes, but I know what to do.” He was terrified, but he kept his voice calm. So much was riding on this baby, and that bet wouldn’t even kick in unless he got it out of her womb and into this world.

“Anything,” she said. “Do anything you have to do to get the baby out.”

Adam couldn’t help but smile a little; he was reminded of the Crusading Mom-to-Be he’d occasionally encounter in his practice, the ones hell-bent on executing a specific birth plan, cleaving to it like it was some religion. He worried about these women, those who lost sight of the big picture, the only picture that mattered – getting the baby out safely. That was all that mattered. Not whether the baby was born in a loud hospital or underwater or with a doula or on the back of a circus elephant. He was thrilled to see that Erin was on board.

“I’m going to manipulate the baby a little,” he said. “That can often work. He may just need a little encouragement to flip back around.”

“OK,” she said, her voice small and quiet.

It was all on him now; Erin had done all she could do. Now was the time that he earned that honorary at the end of his name, the respect accorded him since the day he’d been able to call himself Dr. Fisher.

He began a procedure called the external cephalic version, carefully moving his hands around her swollen belly, poking and prodding the little one along. It was painstaking and risky work, especially without an ultrasound machine, ensuring that he was putting the right amount of pressure here, easing up there. But he didn’t want to do a C-section unless it was absolutely necessary. His mind had cleared out all the clutter that he’d once allowed to distract his thinking. Then he let an image of the hidden fetus fill his brain, and he could see in his mind’s eye the baby rolling, rolling, rolling. He didn’t let himself think about the happy outcome he was hoping for or the devastating outcome he feared. He worked solely in each moment, in each centimeter that he moved the baby’s head downward.

He paused and wiped his brow with his forearm, and then went back to work. Everything had fallen away around him. Rachel and Max, even Erin herself seemed very far away. This was Adam and the baby, Adam and the future of their little community, perhaps the world beyond.

Then it was done.

He checked again and felt the baby’s head oriented in the proper position. He exhaled loudly; if it hadn’t worked, he would have had no choice but to perform an emergency C-section.

Then he let the world back in; he found Erin eyeing him like a hawk, trying to read his face for any nugget she could interpret and obsess over as he conducted his work.

“It’s going to be OK,” he said. “His head is in the right position now.”

She cupped a hand at her lips and began to weep.
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Eight hours later, and the time was drawing near.

“One more big push,” Adam said. “Wait for the next contraction and then really bear down.”

“I can’t,” Erin Thompson said. She was red-faced and sweaty. Her hair was matted down on her face. She was at the end of her rope. Thoughts that she wasn’t going to make it began to creep around the edges of his mind, and plans were being made for a C-section. They were equipped for it. Sort of. Adam had performed a few hundred of them, but it wouldn’t be the relative piece of cake it had used to be. Without proper equipment and infection control protocols, so many things could go wrong. And yes, the day would come where he’d have to perform one. He just didn’t want it to be today.

“Yes, you can, Erin,” he said. Gentle but firm. “You lived through the last year. You can damn well make it through this.”

“No! Please. I want to rest.”

Rachel, who’d been at the bedside, watching, learning, leaned over and whispered into Erin’s ear. Erin listened, rapt, her eyes wide and unblinking. As Rachel spoke, Erin nodded a few times. Adam couldn’t say under oath that she’d smiled, but a look of peace came over her face. He didn’t know what Rachel had told her, and he didn’t much care, because the patient was back in the game now. They were getting to the end now; they’d survived the final crisis.

“You ready, Erin?”

“Hell yes,” she said. “Let’s get this baby out.”

He heard her taking some deep breaths as he kept his eyes on her baby’s head, now crowning. One more push, and the baby would be out, and the clock would start all over again. He’d been dreading this day as much as he’d been looking forward to it. Again and again, his mind returned to the variables at play here. A naturally immune mother, a vaccinated father. Would the baby’s blood carry the necessary antibodies to fend off Medusa? Miles Chadwick had seemed to think so. Then Erin gave one mighty push, and all modesty was lost. A deep, manic howl of pain and effort, a small bowel movement, and then the shoulders were clear.

“One more!”

Another push, and out came baby Thompson, shining, glistening with viscera, and a little bit blue. Adam guided the little boy into the cleanest towel they had, one they’d been holding for this very moment; as he cleaned the baby off and checked his mouth and nostrils for any obstructions, he began marking the seconds on his watch, his old friend, the watch that now marked the way forward. At eight seconds, the baby whimpered once and then screamed. The blue skin tinge began to fade as the pink hue of health began seeping in like a morning sunrise. At one minute, he ran through the Apgar testing. Heart rate and breathing were good. Arms and legs flailing about. At five minutes, he repeated the testing, and the baby passed with flying colors.

“Great job, mom,” he said to Erin. Rachel was leaned over, hugging the new mother. Both were crying. Max was looking down at his feet, his hand shielding his eyes. Even Adam felt a few tears well up.

Erin Thompson held her swaddled baby close to her chest, and nuzzled the little boy’s forehead with the tip of her nose.

“Thank you,” she said. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”


#




It was after midnight. A full moon hung in the sky, fat and happy and bright. Adam was far too jazzed up to sleep, and so he sat outside the clinic, smoking a cigar. He’d spent the last two hours monitoring Erin and her baby, but she seemed to be recovering quickly. Max and Rachel were tending to Erin now.

The others were celebrating the news of the birth. It was a bit of a hollow celebration, given that they’d be on pins and needles for the next week to see if the baby would come down with Medusa. You didn’t need a medical degree to know which way the wind was blowing. But until then, they would have themselves a party. Someone had built a bonfire out in one of the fields, and they drank warm beer and toasted to the group’s good fortune. Several had come to congratulate Adam and invite him to the party, but he declined. He wanted to be near Erin.

He heard the door behind him, and Rachel stepped outside the clinic and onto the porch with him.

“How is it in there?” he asked.

“Both asleep,” she said. “She tried nursing, but he didn’t seem terribly hungry.”

“At this point, it’s more important that she goes through the motions, establishes a routine,” Adam said. “Babies usually aren’t super hungry the day they’re born. By tomorrow or the next day, that’s when he’ll start chowing down.”

“Oh,” Rachel said. “And if the baby doesn’t nurse?”

“We’ll go with formula.”

“And, uh, if the baby gets sick?”

“Then we’ll deal with that, too.”

Rachel began to weep.

“I don’t want that baby to die,” she said behind a curtain of tears.

Adam plugged the cigar into the ashtray and got up from his chair. Rachel threw her arms around her father and buried her face into his shoulder. He held her tightly, letting her cry it out. He tried to remember the last time he’d held his daughter to console her, but he could not. He wasn’t sure he had ever done it.

“There’s no way to know what’s going to happen,” Adam said.

“I just wish there was something we could do,” she said.

“I know,” Adam replied. “Me too. But all we can really do is wait. How about you wait with me?”

Rachel nodded and sat down in one of the chairs. Adam reclaimed his cigar and sat down as well. The air was warm and redolent with the smells of summer. The cicadas chirped loudly and the fireflies pinged the farm with their warm yellow light.

Together, they began to wait.

 

###
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The Living


DEDICATION

For my kids



Food on the table



All the stars in the sky
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PROLOGUE

San Diego, California

 

Nina Kershaw nibbled on a thumbnail while they waited, pulling and tugging at the sliver of keratin, anxious to be rid of it. Then she yanked a bit too hard, and she winced as the ragged nail came off with a tiny ribbon of skin. A bead of blood formed at the nail bed, which began throbbing like it had its own little heartbeat. Penance for flying too close to the nail-biting sun, she supposed, rather than leaving well enough alone until she could get her hands on some clippers. She sighed, tamping the blood with her index finger.

Just one more thing.

Her iPhone buzzed sharply. Another sigh, as the phone would undoubtedly be bearing bad news.

A text message from her boss Eduardo. Eduardo, who had told her during the interview not to worry, he understood that family came first, but who gave her grief every time she had to take time off to deal with her daughter or with the car breaking down or even the time the dishwasher in her little house had blown a hose and flooded the kitchen.

Where are you? Call me ASAP.

She glanced at the clock on her phone. Nine-thirty. All her efforts this morning, setting two alarms, leaving the house by six to get ahead of San Diego’s morning rush, eating half-frozen waffles in the car, to make it here thirty minutes before they even unlocked the doors had been for naught.

No, having things go her way would be simple, and simple was not part of Nina Kershaw’s life calculus. It was going to piss off Eduardo something fierce, but what could she do? Such was the life of a single mother. Although wouldn’t you know it, she wasn’t going to be a single mother much longer. After four years, Jerry had finally proposed. The wedding would take place the following spring. Okay, so maybe he didn’t knock her socks off, not like Adam Fisher, her daughter’s father, once had, but she was getting too old for that kind of nonsense. She needed some stability in her life, a little bit of goddamn peace. Besides, Jerry was ten times the father Adam was. Jerry treated her only child like she was his own, not an afterthought to be mollified by hundred-dollar checks tucked inside fancy Hallmark cards a few times per year.

Nina and said child were sitting on an uncomfortable sofa in the pediatrician’s office, waiting outside the lab for yet another round of immunizations after a quickie visit with Dr. Whatever-Her-Name-Was or maybe it had been a nurse practitioner this time. She couldn’t keep up with the carousel of medical professionals spinning around each visit here. Then there was the prickle of Internet-fueled anxiety about all these vaccines, fears she often kept at bay with thoughts of Adam, even all these years later. Adam, a doctor himself, loved studying the history of vaccines and immunity, and few things drove him battier than the anti-vaccine loons on the Internet. Whenever she gave him an update on their daughter’s well-being, he always asked if she was all up on her shots.

The faint lemony smell of hand sanitizer hung in the air. Around her, nurses flitted to and fro like bees, escorting patients here, carrying medical charts there. The movie Toy Story played on a flat-screen television above her head. Across from her, twin boys, about three years old, sat with their mother and watched the movie enraptured. They were fidgety but quiet, their faces flush with fever, their noses runny. She peeked up at the TV, smiling as Buzz and Woody argued at the gas station.

Nina glanced over at her own daughter, Rachel, fourteen years old now, getting ready to start high school. The bespectacled girl was engrossed in a book, as she often was. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail, her one concession in their ongoing grooming battle. Hard to believe, and yeah, it was a thing people said too often, but it really was hard to believe that her sweet little thing was a ninth grader now. It was a cliché, no doubt about that, but where DID the time go? She had just been born, like yesterday, right? Just yesterday, the sun had risen and set on Mommy, but it wasn’t quite like that anymore. From the day her daughter had set foot in middle school, something had changed.

“Mom?” the girl asked, breaking Nina out of her daydream.

“What?” Nina said, her finger throbbing.

“How much longer?”

“I don’t know.”

“Can you find out?” the girl asked, never looking up from her book. “I’m late for school.”

Nina bristled with annoyance.

“You’re not the only one who’s late.”

Her daughter rolled her eyes so hard they nearly popped out of the side of her head.

A few minutes later, a nurse popped up behind the counter separating the lab and the waiting area. She was young and pretty and wore her blond hair short. Nina was not surprised to see the ID badge clipped to her breast pocket identified her as Katie. Of course it was Katie.

“Rachel Fisher?” she called out.

“Here.”

“Follow me, sweetie.”

Nina and Rachel followed Katie to a corner of the lab, where the nurse directed Rachel to a stool. There were three needles lying on the nearby counter, accompanied by three cotton balls and three bandages bearing little dinosaurs.

“Three shots today,” Katie said.

“Three?” Nina said. “I thought it was two.”

“Oh?”

Katie glanced at her iPad.

“Oh, I see what happened,” Katie said. “There’s been an update. This third one was added last week.”

“What are they for?”

“Let’s see. Meningitis and Hep A.”

“Yeah, I knew about those. The other one?”

Katie’s lips pursed in puzzlement.

“It’s only identified by the code,” she replied. “If you want, I can look it up.”

Nina looked at the time again. Nine forty.

“No,” she said. “Let’s get it over with. I’m really late for work.”

Rachel sat quietly, lost in her book while Katie cleaned her arm with an alcohol wipe. The nurse, who four days earlier had been paid ten thousand dollars in unmarked bills by a man she had never met to not only administer this third injection but to make Nina wait long enough that she wouldn’t ask too many questions, then vaccinated Rachel Fisher against meningitis, hepatitis A, and a third disease that a few years down the road would kill Nina, Katie the nurse, and nearly everyone else on Earth.
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The boy studied the Monopoly board carefully, the tip of his index finger jammed between his teeth even though his mother had told him a thousand times to keep his hands out of his mouth. Germs, she’d say, and then she’d laugh about it a little because they had washed their hands and lacquered themselves with hand sanitizer, and in the end, it hadn’t made a lick of difference. Besides, Will had been chewing that fingertip for his entire life, and he wasn’t any worse for it. She didn’t bother telling him anymore because he wasn’t doing it on purpose; she’d check on him while he slept and there it would be, wedged right at the corner of his mouth.

“I’m gonna put hotels on it,” he said, looking up at her with those eyes, wide and blue and endless like the ocean.

Rachel Fisher sighed softly. Either her son didn’t know, or he had conveniently forgotten he needed to build four houses on each property first. Or maybe he knew all too well, and he was trying to pull one over on his mother, who was too tired and knew too much about how things were, how they really were, to say anything. She didn’t always let him win, and he was probably too old for his mother to be letting him win in the first place, but sometimes she did because so many things had not gone the boy’s way in his eleven years on Earth.

“OK.”

He thumbed the stacks of ragged bills, tucked under the edge of the board, the purple and red and gold slips of paper that were worth about as much as the real currency that had once powered the engines of the world’s economy. She didn’t see paper money often anymore, but every now and again, a greenback would rear up in a house they’d scavenged or flutter along a desolate street, and she’d instinctively grab it even though it had been thirteen years since Medusa had rendered all of that quite pointless, thank you very much, forever and ever, Amen.

Will plucked eight hundred dollars from his stash and placed them in the bank. Then he carefully planted a hotel, the red fading with each passing year, on each stripe of blue, equally faded, there on Boardwalk and Park Place, turning both plots into very pricey real estate, yet another anachronism of the world gone by. All the real estate anyone could ever want, almost anywhere on God’s not-so-green-anymore Earth, all you had to do was move in.

As her son lined up the hotels, Rachel pulled her blanket tightly around her and glanced out the window of the trailer they shared with Eddie Callahan, Will’s father. The woodstove at the center of the trailer bled its heat into the room as best it could, but even still, she always felt chilly. That was the thing about the cold; once it got in you, it was damn hard to shake, no matter how many layers of long johns or blankets or cups of hot water flavored with anise seed. It set in your bones, became part of you until you couldn’t remember not feeling cold anymore.

They were deep into autumn now, the trees bare, the few remaining grasses dormant. It was late in the year, probably early December, but they weren’t exactly sure because somewhere along the line they had lost the thread of the calendar and once it had been lost, there had been no way to pick it up again. Another thing lost among so many things lost. Instead, they marked the time by the seasons and the phases of the moon and the movement of the stars and that would have to be good enough.

“Mommy!”

She started at the sweet, tinny sound of his voice. He pointed at the board.

“Sorry,” she said. “Just daydreaming.”

She rolled the dice and it came up double sixes, boxcars, and wasn’t that just her luck because that dropped her right on Boardwalk and its unwarranted hotel.

Will clapped and threw his head back with glee.

“Yes, yes, yes!”

Sportsmanship was something else they needed to work on. Maybe that was a good reason to let him win, so she could teach him to be graceful in both victory and defeat. Theirs was a world long short on grace.

Wasn’t rationalization the best?

She counted out her remaining funds and saw she wouldn’t have enough to cover her debt to him.

“Looks like I’m out,” she said.

“I win!”

He leapt to his feet and did a funny little dance in their tiny living room.

“I win, I win,” he repeated in a sing-songy voice, and there she saw in full the little boy he still was.

She climbed to her feet, pins and needles, and shook out the sandy tingling in her right foot. Then it looked like they were both dancing and what she wouldn’t have given for a camera to capture this moment so she could have it forever.

The screen door screeched open behind her, cutting their dance party short.

Super.

The man of the house had returned. Eddie came in and staggered toward the bedroom, swatting her on the bottom as he passed by, leaving a moonshine-drenched vapor trail in his wake.

“Hey, Dad,” Will said, his sweet little voice spiced with hope.

Eddie treated his son to an imperceptible nod of the head and continued toward the bedroom.

“Can you come to dinner with us?” Will asked.

“Not tonight, pal,” he said, not breaking stride.

“Eddie,” she said firmly.

He paused and turned to face his family.

“What?”

Rage bubbled up inside her; it didn’t take much to set her off anymore, a constant simmer ready to boil over.

“Will, go wait outside,” she said, keeping her gaze fixed on this man she had once loved so fiercely.

Will was familiar with this tone of his mother’s voice; he wordlessly slipped outside, closing the door behind him. She waited until the screen door clattered shut again, ensuring Will was out of earshot before speaking.

“Jesus, Eddie, he’s your son,” Rachel said, her cheeks hot. “You get that, right? The only one we’re gonna have, I might add.”

“Don’t remind me,” he said.

Rachel massaged her temples. It was important for Will to have his father in his life, right? He didn’t run around with other women. He didn’t beat them. He just wasn’t around a lot. It wasn’t all that different from the way her father had been. And her dad was a hero around here!

But standing here now, it all seemed utterly ridiculous. No woman in her right mind would put up with this nonsense. She had to be the stupidest woman alive. And you didn’t have to hit someone to hurt them. What Eddie did was hit them on the inside, where no one could see. It didn’t leave bruises or cuts or physical scars. But it hurt all the same.

Eddie Callahan was thirty-four years old, give or take, about three years older than Rachel. He’d been with the group almost since the beginning, hooking up with them a few months after they’d taken the compound, which they called Evergreen, an homage to the former home of roughly half of their community, a little town in Oklahoma that had burned to the ground years earlier. That was when the group was still blissfully unaware how much trouble they were all in.

A spotter had seen him staggering toward the outer perimeter, where he collapsed. At first, they thought it was Medusa, back to finish them off, which had set off a tremendous panic. He was feverish, barely coherent. But then they saw the jagged shard of bone poking out of his forearm, up near the elbow. Said he’d been living alone on a farm about thirty miles west of Evergreen, out on a supply run on his bicycle when he’d gotten hurt. Hit a pothole, went headfirst over the handlebars.

It would have been easy to turn their backs on someone who wasn’t injured. But Edie had been delirious, his skin a ghastly grayish color. Turning him out would’ve been cruel, worse than killing him straight out. They took him to Adam Fisher, who got to work immediately. It had been one of Adam’s proudest moments, yanking Eddie back from the precipice of death. He’d carefully reset the arm, closed the wound, flooded Eddie with antibiotics. It had been touch and go for a few days, but eventually, Eddie had turned the corner. His arm was never quite the same after that, sporting a permanent crook, but the fact he still had a pulse let alone his arm was nothing short of a miracle.

After he recovered, no one could bear to put him out. He kept to himself, pitched in, never complained. Hard work was valuable currency in their world, and after a while he was one of them. Their relationship blossomed slowly, over the course of a few months. Working the same shift at the warehouse, thinking nothing of it at first and then finding herself looking forward to the days they were on together, slightly annoyed when they weren’t. Then one night at dinner, it had been the three of them, she and Erin Thompson and Eddie, and when he’d made a joke and Erin had laughed, she had laughed and placed her hand on his arm all familiar, and the jealousy stabbed her like a knife. Right then and there, her goose had been cooked. Was it love? Who knew? What did that even mean? Rachel didn’t even know if Erin was interested in Eddie, but she wasn’t going to wait to find out.

She kissed him first, one morning not long after the moment with Erin, after they’d come off duty and they had walked home in the dawn. They were tired and sweaty and she pulled him inside the front door and a few weeks later, she was pregnant with Will.

“This whole thing doesn’t make any sense,” Eddie said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she snapped.

Girl, you’re brewing for a fight, aintcha?

“I don’t know what happened to you,” she said. “I mean, it’s fine. We’ll be fine without you. I don’t know why you checked out the way you did. Remember what it was like when he was first born?”

He stood at the window with his back to her, scraping the windowsill with a thumbnail. She looked at the outline of his back, his thick arms straining against his work shirt, the pieces of him she’d once loved with all her heart.

“I remember,” he said. “It’s just that…”

A long pause.

“I thought there would be others.”

Her head dropped.

“Well, that is just great.”

He turned back toward her, his face silhouetted in the dark.

“I don’t understand how this is even possible,” he said. “How he is even possible.”

“And that’s why he needs more of you, not less,” she said. “He’s starting to ask questions.”

Eddie’s eyes were fixed on the floor.

“What do you tell him?”

“That there are other kids.”

“You lie.”

“I lie.”

Silence again.

“It’s scary, you know,” he said.

“What is?”

“You. Your dad. Will.”

She stood there, not knowing what to say, not sure there was anything to say.

Eddie followed Will outside, headed for wherever it was he went when he wanted to pout.

It was all clear now. All this time, stupidly thinking that Eddie was simply a shitty father like all the other shitty fathers that had preceded him. Producing shitty fathers, that had sort of been mankind’s thing. And it had been easy to lump Eddie in with all the others, her father too. It had even been understandable on a Psychology 101 level. Adam had been an absentee father when she was growing up, before the plague, so it made sense she had ended up with an absentee father for her own son. But now she saw that it something else entirely.

Scary, he’d said.

As if Rachel didn’t know how scary it was. As if it were somehow lost on her that Will had been the last baby born in their community to live to his first birthday. As though it had slipped her mind that for all anyone knew to the contrary, William Fisher Callahan had been the last person to live to his first birthday anywhere.
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Rachel tended to the low fire in the woodstove and then went outside, locking the door behind her as she went. Will waited at the fence behind their trailer, gazing west, his little fingers curled around the chain links. They had a clear view of the western horizon, of the sunsets that helped them bid farewell to another day on their lonely planet. A sharp tang in the air burned her nostrils, a swirl of woodsmoke and cold reminding you winter was on its way. The air stank of rain yet to fall. The sun, veiled by vaporous clouds, was setting like a balloon drifting to earth, looking for its nest beyond the Rockies a thousand miles to the west. It was a weak sun, barely breaking through the cloud cover perpetually blanketing the Midwest sky.

They walked north toward the employee cafeteria, past the main complex housing their food supply, a two-million-square-foot monolith, roughly the size of two city blocks. Will kicked a faded Pepsi can as they strolled across the dusty roadway, his path meandering as he followed the can’s unpredictable bounces and skips. The Warehouse, as it was known, was made up of three interconnected buildings forming an S shape, and seemed to go on forever. It took a full thirty minutes to walk its perimeter. Inside was the community’s lifeblood, the canned goods and non-perishable packaged foods that had sustained them through the years. It still amazed her that the food had remained viable for this long, so many years since the end. But as her father reminded her, if the cans remained intact, the cold, tasteless food inside could last indefinitely.

The cafeteria was housed in a low-slung rectangular building west of the Warehouse. Linoleum floors, the blue-and-white checkerboard tiles cracked and peeling. Years of water damage had stained the ceiling with yellowish-brown blooms that looked like dying flowers. Inside, away from the chill, the smell of cooking vegetables wafting from the kitchen made Rachel’s mouth water. These were canned veggies, the kind she’d turned her nose up to before Medusa but that now literally kept them alive.

The crowd thickened as they neared the cafeteria. Familiar faces, the same people day in and day out, like waves on a beach. Never the same face, not exactly, as the days, the months, the years did their work, hardening and etching the faces with wear. The faces were changing, growing longer, bearing new wrinkles, the eyes a bit dimmer. Muted chit-chat after a day’s hard labor, patrolling the grounds, shoring up the perimeter, doing inventory, disposing of garbage and waste. Later, those who were off duty would gather at the bar and drink their rotgut booze until the memory of another day was wiped away.

They were always supposed to eat together, here, in this place. That was one of their unspoken rules, breaking bread together so the bonds of brotherhood and fellowship might remain strong in a world noticeably absent of both. That was the theory at least. Pleasantries were exchanged, heads nodded. And yet, it felt like another day of them becoming strangers to one another.

They were drifting apart, the bonds that had once connected them dissolving slowly. The graveyard shift, someone had called it. All of them, on the graveyard shift. Literally. One day, they would all punch out, and that would be it. A new day would dawn on planet Earth: Population, Zero. Maybe it was better this way. Maybe it was better to adapt to this kind of isolation now because things were only going to get worse. Not in a get-worse-before-they-get-better kind of way. No, in a get-worse-before-they-get-even-worse-and-then-worse-still kind of way.

Will grabbed their trays as they approached the buffet line. A handwritten sign taped to the sneeze guard announced tonight’s offering. Vienna sausages, canned broccoli, and some flatbread they had learned to make over the years. It was a bit dry, but if you soaked it in the runoff from the meal, it was tolerable. A protein, a vegetable and a starch. There were no other options, unless you counted going hungry an option.

She and Will went down the line, collecting their dinner, waiting as their names were checked off the list because there was always a list. Food was distributed based on a formula Adam had developed many years earlier. Rachel rated eleven hundred calories per day; Will got more to meet the needs of his growing body. Even so, it wasn’t enough. Sometimes at night while they sat and read or played with toys, the rumble of his stomach would tell her it wasn’t enough, or when they were at the cafeteria and he would vacuum his dinner and then look longingly at his mother’s plate and think she hadn’t seen him look. And then she would pretend she hadn’t seen him look because after all, she was hungry too, there was always room for a little more, always a little deficit that made things a bit uncomfortable. She was down a good thirty pounds from her pre-plague weight, the terrible irony that she finally fit in the clothes she never really cared about, except for the tiniest sliver.

Around them, the dining room bubbled to life with the sounds of clanking silverware and chit-chat. Despite all the problems they faced, she still liked seeing the group together, even if it was no longer the slightly optimistic bunch they’d been a decade ago. It made her feel like there was still a little hope left, that things would work out somehow. She didn’t know how they would work out exactly, but that was hope for you. Blind and dumb and hopped up mainlining optimism. A chewy bit of faith at the center of it.

No one joined them at their table, but that was par for the course, and she had gotten used to it. She understood. Besides, this gave her the opportunity to talk with him, about things he’d seen, things he’d learned, things he’d read.

“How come Dad didn’t come?” he said, his eyes flitting around the cafeteria for his father. She watched him do it, she watched those blue eyes scan the room, a constantly shifting brew of hope and wariness.

“He had some things to do, sweetie. He’s a busy guy, your old man,” she said, the lie eating at her like corrosive acid.

Always making excuses for him.

Will pushed his plate away.

“I’m not hungry,” he said, his voice cracking. He stared down at the worn tabletop.

“You know the rules, mister.”

It was one of Rachel Fisher’s non-negotiable edicts. You cleaned the plate in front of you, no matter what (and truth be told, Vienna sausage tasted a little like a melted meat Popsicle). There was too much uncertainty, too many unknown variables at play to be skipping a meal simply because you were pouting, no matter how justified the pouting was. Every meal, every bite of food was sacred now, never to be taken for granted. Ever. The next meal was never guaranteed, and that was why you always ate this meal.

“But I’m not-”

“Eat your dinner,” she snapped, a bit louder than she had intended, and suddenly it was quiet in the dining room and she could feel the others staring, watching her and judging. A stab of heat coursed up her back, and she felt guilty and angry and alone all at once. The moment passed, and the chit-chat resumed. But Rachel felt the prickly heat of being watched; she glanced up and saw her friend Erin Thompson, the next table over, still watching her. Erin was a few years older than Rachel, a petite but hard woman with hair that had gone gray before she turned thirty. They’d met about a month after the pandemic, while they were held captive by a man named Miles Chadwick. Once she’d been Rachel’s closest friend, now rapidly becoming another stranger. Twelve years earlier, her infant son, the first born in their community, had died of Medusa.

“What?” Rachel asked Erin.

“I guess everyone has their own parenting style,” Erin said, her fingers tented in front of her face.

Across from her, Will looked down at his plate and began eating, painfully aware of his place in the community.

“Why don’t you mind your own goddamn business?” Rachel said.

The dining room went quiet again as the others’ ears perked up, ready for a little dinner theater. Erin stood up and collected her plate. Rachel’s skin flushed with anger, the red splotch creeping up her chest. Her cheeks felt hot.

“I guess some people don’t know how good they have it.”

She stormed away to dispose of her dinnerware, leaving Rachel seething. The crowd resumed its chatter a second time, and Rachel watched Will eat, turning over the events of the last few minutes in her head.

Will picked at his food, each bite swallowed under protest, and now he was mad at her to boot, like she had committed some terrible crime in making sure he had food in his belly. Because that was parenting. Snipping the correct wire and the bomb blowing up anyway. Eventually, the plate was empty, because he was a growing boy, after all, and he’d been hungry.

They got up wordlessly and left.

The trailer was empty when they made it back. Behind them, the last bit of daylight had evaporated and darkness sank across the land, as though some bored deity had tired of his game and extinguished the light in his room. Will flopped down on the ratty old sofa and reached for a Spider-Man comic book.

“Not so fast, buddy,” she said. “Time for bed.”

“When’s Dad coming back?” he asked.

Again, the question twisted in her gut like a knife.

“I don’t know, sweetie,” she answered. “After you’re asleep probably.”

He moped through his bedtime ritual, the brushing of his teeth, the changing into his pajamas. It probably took him thirty minutes to accomplish the task that should have taken three. Finally, he was done, and she tucked him into his bed, a twin mattress lying on the floor, and kissed his forehead.

The room was small, a typical boy’s room, peppered with toys and gadgets he’d accumulated over the years. Transition, there was always a transition in progress, from these toys to those, from these clothes to those, from this book to that. His current favorite was his G.I. Joe collection, requisitioned from a Toys R Us up in Omaha. He had dozens of the action figures, all the vehicles and playsets, because, after all, there had to be perks that came along with being born after the apocalypse.

“Good night, Spoon.”

“Night.”

After Will was in bed, Rachel sat on the couch in the small pool of light spilling from the lantern with an old Stephen King novel, Under the Dome, in her lap. Tonight, the book held little interest for her. She went out to the front stoop for a cigarette. It tasted old and hot and dry. The glowing orange tip bobbed in the darkness, a lonely craft in an ocean of blackness. Eddie hated it when she smoked, which made her enjoy it even more. The next morning, he’d make some comment about it, about how it made her smell like an ashtray in a New York City cab, and it would give her a secret little thrill.

Around her the complex was dark. Good metaphor for her life. For all their lives. You could only see what was right there in front of you, no more. The years since the plague had shrunk the world down, leaving her in this small cocoon.

She pitched the half-smoked butt and went back inside.


3

Rachel sat on the edge of the sofa, lacing up her heavy work boots, shaking the thin sleep out of her eyes. It was a little past six and the trailer was quiet. Will was asleep, having stayed up late the night before reading the first Harry Potter novel. She had picked it up at a library in an unincorporated community a mile outside the town limits. He had never heard of the boy wizard, of course, his world devoid of even the slightest glimmer of pop culture. Wizards and Quidditch and butterbeer and dragons. All good things for a boy of eleven.

Eddie snored in their bedroom; at least the son of a bitch was here, hadn’t left her deciding whether she should leave Will sleeping alone. She had done it, God forgive her, she had left him alone and asleep on the nights Eddie hadn’t made it home on time and there had been no one else to ask.

She carried the lantern to the kitchen, where she opened an energy gel pack and sucked out the viscous concoction. She winced at the chemical flavor that had been injected into the package more than a decade ago. Blueberry, my ass. Probably tasted the same the day it had been sealed shut, unaware of its fate as one of the last of its kind. Because there were no more blueberry-flavored energy gels rolling off assembly lines in Milwaukee or Joliet or Texarkana or wherever this packet had been born.

One day, someone would eat the very last one, and that would be it. Extinct. She was lucky they had food at all, but that old sensation of not wanting anything here, atavistic, ancient, welled up inside her. What she wouldn’t have given for some orange chicken from China Dragon right then and there, what she wouldn’t have given. Even now, barely six in the morning, her mouth watered at the thought of the crisp battered chicken, its tanginess filling her mouth and look at her daydream take over there and run away like the dish with the spoon.

Rachel grabbed her gun, the M4 rifle her dad had given to her many years ago. It had once belonged to Sarah Wells, the late love of her father’s life, brought together by chance or fate or karma in the unhinged days immediately after the plague. Using a book she found in an Omaha library, she taught herself how to care for it, maintain it, clean it, so it would always be that loyal friend she needed in this brave not-so-new-anymore world. She practiced with it religiously, and it had saved her life on more than one occasion. They all did. Weapons training was gospel around here.

After loading her pack and pulling on her coat and gloves, she locked the door and headed out into the morning mist. She hadn’t always locked the door when she left, and she didn’t quite remember when she had started doing it again, but it put her mind at ease. It couldn’t have been a good sign that she was reverting to the old ways of distrust and suspicion. Walls were going up among them. Perhaps the others had started locking their doors and had been locking them all along and she hadn’t known it, any more than the others would know she was locking hers now.

It was chilly outside, her exhalations drifting away in vaporous clouds in the pre-dawn gloom. She followed the familiar path to the warehouse. How many times had she made this trip? God might know; she did not. She liked leaving early for the morning shift - it gave her time to think, to clear her head, before embarking on the important but dull work of defending and maintaining the warehouse.

Her father lived alone in the next trailer over. Next to him lived Erin and her common-law husband Harry Maynard, a refugee from the original town of Evergreen and their community’s constable. A little bit farther up, light glowed softly in Max Gilmartin’s trailer as she drifted by, and she could see his silhouette moving to and fro inside. Max. It was weird to think of him as an adult now, as she still remembered the gangly, pimple-pocked teenager she’d met long ago. Her father had found him in a grocery store in the aftermath of the plague, a terrified teenager, and he had been with him as Adam crossed America looking for Rachel. He was huge now, well over six feet tall and two-hundred and forty pounds. TWO-FORTY! as he enjoyed yelling when he’d had a bit too much to drink. Now that was a guy they had a hard time feeding.

Their trailer sat in the northwest corner of this distribution warehouse complex, a few miles southwest of Omaha, Nebraska. The trailer wasn’t much, a corrugated aluminum singlewide, once an office for some long-dead middle manager, now split into three rooms, one for Will, one for her and Eddie, and the tiny sitting room where they had played their game. They’d lived here for more than ten years now, ever since they had abandoned the Caballero Ranch after the crop failures and migrated north to Omaha. Making the best of a bad situation, that’s what Adam had called it. They’d been unbelievably lucky to find this place, luckier still to have taken it with minimal losses. Three of them had died in the battle to take it, and tragic as those losses had been, they had not been in vain.

Now had it been three or four?

She couldn’t remember exactly, but that’s the way it was. People died all the time now. Death was part of life, really part of it, not like in the old days when people said it but really they meant, oh, did you hear about Bob in Finance, he had a heart attack or a guy blowing through a stop sign and hitting a minivan carrying Andrea and three kids, you know, the one from the PTA. Sure those things had happened, but not that often, which was what had made them so remarkable, their relative rarity. Nowadays, people died young and violently and that’s just the way it was.

Her row with Erin was still chewing on her a bit; they hadn’t spoken since. It was tough to let it go, no matter how much she empathized with the woman, no matter how often she told herself it was Erin’s misery talking. Grief knew no timetable. She missed her son. Didn’t matter that he had perished like countless billions. He was still dead, and she was still his mother. But sometimes Rachel wanted to snap back, yell it from the rooftops that it wasn’t exactly sunshine and puppy breath, this thing she was going through. Mothering the only child known to have survived infancy since the plague was not an easy crown to wear. But she could never say a thing like that because it would sound ungrateful. It would sound like she didn’t know how good she had it.

Beyond the fence was the inner perimeter, a long row of sandbags roughly twelve feet distant. Each corner of the compound was protected by a pair of .50-caliber machine guns, spoils of a long-ago raid on a National Guard armory north of Omaha. Beyond that, another wall of stone and brick, patched together over the years. Razor wire lined the tops like a deadly Mohawk.

Dozens of dead tractor-trailers jutted out from the loading docks on the east side; they looked like extinct parasites that fed on the retail blood of this giant host before detaching and carrying newly acquired loads to faraway destinations. They were ghosts now, relics of what had once been. Sometimes Rachel would climb up into a cab and sit behind the wheel; she would think about where these trucks had been scheduled to go all those years ago before Medusa had cast her terrible judgment on the world. Cleveland or Des Moines or Detroit. She would think about those other cities, empty and decaying, and it would make her sad all over again, but it was important she become sad sometimes because otherwise it would mean forgetting about the old world. That didn’t seem right.

Several loose shipping containers had been converted to living quarters. Lined with thick insulation and supplemented by heated rocks, these containers fought off the winter chill as good as anything else. Some of their occupants had been rather creative in decorating them; Romaine had turned hers into a shrine to Hello Kitty. It was a bit weird, but, hey, whatever floated your boat.

There were thirty-six of them living here now, getting down to the bare minimum they needed to run the operation and protect the facility from the next attack. Because there would always be another attack. They were the housefly, and out there many flyswatters. One day, one of those flyswatters would come down hard on them. One day, they’d lose the warehouse. Tomorrow. Next month. Next year. It was going to happen. But what else could they do but plan and prepare and when the time came, fight. Fight as long as they could, as hard as they could until they could fight no longer.

Rachel couldn’t believe they’d managed to hold the warehouse as long as they had. Six times they’d come under attack, and six times, they had been able to repel the threat. Under Harry Maynard’s eye, the Defense Committee worked nonstop shoring up the perimeter, fortifying their defenses, training, and stockpiling weapons and ammunition.

A gust of wind blew across the campus, whistling in the corridors between the shipping containers, a ghostly howl that made everything seem quieter than it really was. A lone sentry patrolled the outer perimeter; maybe Oscar, but he was shrouded in the morning gloom. In the distance, beyond the perimeter fencing, she could just make out Interstate 80, still pocked with the dilapidated hulls of long-abandoned Corollas and Explorers and F-150 pickups. She took one last deep breath before the twelve-hour shift ahead, filling her lungs with fresh clean air, and then went inside.

It was blessedly warmer inside, the building still holding the heat of an unexpected Indian summer the previous week, now largely faded. Sounds of a shift ending echoed through the warehouse’s cavernous corridors - a loud yawn, a violent stitch of laughter, folks happy to be headed home after a hard night’s work. Rachel was scheduled for perimeter duty today, so she would spend most of her time outside, alone, and that was fine with her. She’d largely kept to herself lately, the thing with Eddie draining her reserves of patience with people generally. Simply being was physically exhausting. Being Will’s mom. Being Adam’s daughter. Being with Eddie. Even when they weren’t fighting, weren’t arguing, his presence in her life was the hill at the end of the daily marathon.

Despite the warmth, she kept her coat on as she made her way to the large office in the northeast corner of the warehouse. It was a long walk, taking her past the veggie aisle, the canned meats, past the access panel that led to the network of tunnels under the warehouse. Through the window, she could see Adam Fisher at the desk, working on something or another. He waved her in, his eyes down on his paperwork. As it always did, her heart twisted when she saw him. He was the great optical illusion in her life, looking like one thing while being something very different.

“Come in if you’re coming,” he said.

“Good morning,” she said, taking a seat in the threadbare modular chair across from Adam. He looked tired. A few lines in his face she hadn’t noticed before. A bit more gray in his hair. They were all getting older, fast. He’d be fifty-four now. Maybe fifty-five.

He continued with the paperwork as she sat there, content with letting her direct the conversation. She wondered if he found their interactions as awkward as she did. All these years living side by side had pushed them farther apart like two magnetic filings.

“How was the night shift?”

“Uneventful,” he said. “That’s my favorite word, you know. Uneventful.”

“Good, good.”

They sat in silence a bit longer, long enough for it to become awkward. All at once, she became aware how superficial their relationship was. Talk about the warehouse, about the night shift, about the day shift, about inventory and supply runs. Talk about anything but their relationship.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Shoot,” he said, exhaling with what sounded like relief she had broken the silence.

“You ever wonder about it?”

“About what?”

“You. Me. Will.”

She held her breath. It was a question she had never asked before, but Erin’s comment, a week old now, had eaten at her. She did have it good; what she didn’t understand was why she had it good. In all the years since the plague, no one in their community had ever met two surviving generations from a single family, let alone three. It nagged at them, gnawed at them, the itch eternally out of reach. It was discussed late at night, over drinks, in bed after sex, whispered at the cafeteria. The answer was right there and not, like they were chasing nothing but shadows.

They all wondered about the Fisher family tree’s resistance to the Medusa virus, they wondered if the key to the lock was right here, walking among them buried somewhere deep in their DNA. If they could just figure it out. It drove them all a bit batty, of that much she was aware. It was an extra burden to bear, the very act of knowing Will was possible in a world where it otherwise seemed impossible, where Medusa continued to be the horrible gift that kept on giving.

Erin’s baby had been the first one born in Evergreen, about five months after Rachel, Erin and some of the other women had had escaped from Miles Chadwick, the man who had started the plague. The future, wide open. Nothing settled. She remembered sitting with her dad, sipping whiskey with him in the hours after the baby’s birth, and it was the last time she had been truly happy. It was the last time any of them had been, she supposed.

Cole Thompson began showing symptoms of Medusa thirty-six hours after he was born. The fever came first, followed by the coughing and the internal hemorrhaging, and topped off with a symphony of the telltale seizures that accompanied end-stage Medusa infection. Little Cole died fifty-two hours after he was born, and the impact of his death on their infant society had been nothing short of cataclysmic. Then Max Gilmartin told the others about Caroline, another survivor, whose baby had perished shortly after his birth and who had taken her own life in the wake of losing her baby.

It proved to be a very dark chapter in their lives. The next three babies born in the community succumbed to Medusa as well, and just like that, any hope of a bright future had gone up in smoke. Then a year later, she’d become pregnant, the result of a drunken dalliance with Eddie Callahan, that snake charmer. She couldn’t really write it off to a simple dalliance, though, much as she would have liked to. She had loved him, he revved her engine in ways she hadn’t thought possible, and she kept it secret as long as she could, hell-bent on seeing it through, unwilling to accept that it would be for nothing. Four babies weren’t a big enough sample size to reach any conclusions, right? But her pregnancy turned into a deathwatch all the same.

People avoided her because they didn’t want to get too close, get their hopes up. How many times do you try for the cheese on the electrified plate before you finally learn your lesson? They weren’t going through it again with Rachel and her baby. She’d gone into labor virtually alone on a raw, rainy October morning. With Max helping, Adam had delivered the baby, and they began to wait. She held him nonstop, waiting for him to develop the fever, the terrible cough, waiting for Medusa to make its appearance. As she held him and fed him in those terrible minutes and hours, she fell for him in a way that didn’t seem humanly possible, a flash burn of endless love scarring her forever, and she waited for him to die.

But he didn’t.

A week went by.

No Medusa.

A month.

No Medusa.

A year.

No Medusa.

And how they rejoiced.

The curse was broken. Bad luck, that’s all it had been.

On Will’s first birthday, they threw him a party. Harry drove to a party supply store in Omaha and got paper plates and napkins and cups with little airplanes and trains and cars. Charlotte made him a cake that actually tasted pretty good. They built a big bonfire and stayed up all night drinking warm beer and eating stale potato chips. They sang a simple song Sophie had written, a tune that sounded great in front of three chords.

It had been a long time since they had sung the song, and most of the lyrics had faded from Rachel’s memory. All she could remember was a swatch of it, a little piece of a picture that had once been beautiful.

Slide away darkness,



Slide away now…



Three more women were pregnant by the turn of the year, the third New Year’s Day since the plague, and they faced the year with new hope, new dreams. Little Ella was born in June, Victoria in July and Lenore came in October. Ella died a few minutes after birth. Victoria and Lenore, both born in the morning, were gone before the sun set on their first day of life.

And that had been that.

There would be a pregnancy every year or so, because people still did the thing they were biologically programmed to do. Human DNA didn’t know or care what would become of those babies. Life, eventually, would find a way. Right? It had to.

But it didn’t.

In all the years since his birth, William Fisher Callahan was the only post-plague baby to see his first birthday, to see any birthdays. And instead of becoming a symbol of the future and the promise it held, Will had become nothing but a cruel taunt.

Adam leaned back in his chair and blew out a noisy sigh.

“Sometimes,” he said. “Not as much as I used to, to be perfectly honest.”

She didn’t think he was being perfectly honest with her, but at least she’d gotten him talking. Will’s survival had perplexed him as much as the deaths of the other children. He had drawn blood from Rachel, from Will, even from himself, comparing it to the samples he’d drawn from the other women who’d lost their post-plague babies to Medusa. But with no electricity, with no viable gasoline to power the generators, the technology hadn’t been there to help him identify the anomaly that had protected three generations of his family from the greatest killer the world had ever known.

“I wish I knew why,” she said.

“Luck,” he snapped, smacking the desk with the flat of his hand. “Genetic chance. Believe me, Will is not the only child to have survived since the plague. Where there is one, there are others. It’s how life works.”

“I don’t know,” she said. She wondered if he believed what he was saying or if he was trying to maintain a positive outlook for all their sakes. “No one else has seen-”

“Have you ever heard of the Toba super-eruption?” he asked, interrupting her.

“No.”

“No? The original apocalypse?”

She shook her head.

Adam put his reading glasses back on, which added significantly to his professorial air.

“About seventy thousand years ago, the Toba volcano in Indonesia erupted and plunged Earth into a volcanic winter. You think we’ve had it tough? Our little plague was nothing compared to that. Anyway, years of nuclear winter, blah, blah, blah. Way worse than what we’ve had to deal with.”

Rachel glanced out the window behind Adam’s head, more reflexively than intentionally, at the gloomy skies and shivered, thinking they’d had it pretty damn bad, when you got right down to it. Some said it was because of the nukes that had been launched during civilization’s death throes. In those terrible final days, China had vaporized Moscow and much of Eastern Europe, Israel had hit Iran, and those were only the ones she had heard about before the news reports stopped. Others claimed it was due to the environment having to process seven billion human corpses in the span of a few weeks.

The cause was irrelevant. The real problem was the effect. In the years since Medusa, the global climate had undergone a massive paradigm shift. The winters were longer and harsher. The summers, shorter and cooler. It was cloudy more often than sunny and it rained constantly. And the effect on agriculture had been catastrophic.

The crop failures started that first spring at the ranch, around the time Cole Thompson had died. The early vegetables, the lettuces and green onions and early peas did well, but the summer harvest was terrible. Rachel walked the growing fields in July, bucket in hand, and studied with alarm the anemic plants that should’ve been bursting with tomatoes and squash and cucumbers and eggplant and peppers but were thin and pale like terminally ill patients. Above her, the weak sun had shimmered upon their little corner of the world, just enough to pump the summertime temperatures into the mid-sixties. And those were the good days. Even in the dead of summer, they were occasionally greeted with chilly days better suited for jackets and visits to a pumpkin patch.

The next year was worse. One crop failure after another, so complete and total they hadn’t even bothered with the fall planting. The time, it was decided, would be better spent scavenging for the food supplies that were out there. They couldn’t wait, because the other survivors would soon be doing the same if they weren’t already. That fall, the group abandoned the farm and moved north toward Omaha, where they found the warehouse that would become their home.

“Some scholars,” Adam went on, “believed the total human population dropped to a few thousand people. At most. That there were only a few dozen women of childbearing age left on the planet. We got through that. We’ll get through this.”

He was wide-eyed, a bit manic; it seemed very important to him that she agree with him, that she see things his way. But she couldn’t share his optimism, dim as it already was. For years, they had been on alert, looking and listening for news of another child somewhere. But there hadn’t been. Not once. Not one time.

She looked up at the clock over his head. It was the silhouette of a black cat, the timepiece set in the center of its stomach, its oversized eyes shifting from side to side with each tick, its tail oscillating in time with the beat. It was one minute to seven.

“But you haven’t seen any little ones,” she said. “Even when you went back to Richmond.”

Several years earlier, Adam had made a long trip back to Richmond, Virginia, where he had lived before the pandemic. The purpose of the journey had been to get the lay of the land, find out how the world was faring a decade after the plague, figure out what people were doing to survive. Find out if there were other children.

“That doesn’t mean they weren’t there,” Adam said. “We don’t advertise Will’s presence either. They may not hide the women anymore, but I bet they hide the children.”

“Maybe,” Rachel said, but not really believing it.

“I’d better get on it, then,” she said, wiping her hands on her pants.

“I’ll swing by and see Will later-”

A sound caught her ear, the staccato burst of small-arms fire in the distance.

She froze. Her father’s face turned to stone a second later, the slight delay owing possibly to ears two decades older than hers.

“What was that?” she whispered rhetorically, even while knowing damn well what it was.

Then an enormous blast rocked the building, shaking to her very core, and bits of plaster and dust rained down upon them like snowflakes. She heard a grunt (maybe from herself, who knew). It was the loudest sound she had heard since the bomb that had destroyed the Citadel, the place Adam had rescued her from years earlier, the place where the plague had been born. That had been different though, watching from a distance, waiting for it, hoping for it and dreading it, the conflagration that would be their absolution.

Today, the calculus was much simpler.

They were under attack.
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Rachel unslung the M4 rifle as Adam drew his Glock 19 pistol from his shoulder holster and grabbed a set of binoculars from the desk drawer. In tandem, they moved toward the door of the office, Rachel checking the pockets of her barn jacket for spare magazines. Her fingers ticked off four, two in each pocket. Her hands were steady, but it was difficult to breathe. It never got easier. Never.

Her thoughts zeroed in on Will and Eddie, hoping beyond hope they would stick to their emergency plan, the one they had drilled over and over. The tunnels. They would hide him in the tunnels, under the kitchen, until it was over. Right now, they should be on their way, covering the fifty meters to the cafeteria, around the back to the kitchen, down through the hatch that led to the tunnels.

Would he know what was happening? Would he be afraid? Would he die today?

She and Adam moved down the dark aisle, making their way to the closest exit, about fifty yards away, on the east side in this section of the warehouse. The shelves were barren here now, the canned goods moved, rotated, and consolidated as the years had drifted by. Eventually, all the shelves would be empty, she knew that, they all did, and they would have to deal with that. They had even identified their last meal, cans of chili and beef barley soup, southwestern corn, delicacies in a universe of blandness. But right here and now, they had a couple years’ worth of food left, and that was worth fighting for, worth dying for.

In the gloom, shouts and orders barked. There would be eight of them inside right now, another eight on the perimeter. The others, those not on duty, would respond to the klaxon alarm sounding. Her body buzzed with fear, but her training would see her through. Once a month, they walked through a simulated attack on the warehouse, using paintball guns. They ran every permutation they could think of - a single attacker, a pair, a dozen. Everyone had a job, everyone had a position to hold. The drills were useful, if only to remind them of the danger surrounding them.

Outside, small-arms fire peppered the complex. Over that, she could hear the booming staccato of their .50-cals, raking the barren grasslands any would-be attackers would have to traverse. The complex was well fortified, difficult to approach. They were well armed, well stocked. She told herself these things so she wouldn’t wet herself. Fear wrapped its hands around the deepest part of her soul, her innermost thoughts, choking them with dread.

Another boom shook the warehouse, knocking Rachel off her axis. Adam grabbed her waist and pulled her to the ground; her knees banged hard against the floor, sending shock waves of pain reverberating through her legs. To the west, a terrific rumble and clatter as part of the roof caved in. Bits of concrete and sheetrock rained down on the warehouse floor.

“RPGs,” he said. “Missiles.” His voice was calm and steady. She hoped his steely resolve bubbled from a deep reservoir of strength; she worried it came from somewhere else entirely. That he was resigned to their fate, that sooner or later it would all go bad, so there was no point in worrying about it.

They climbed back to their feet and sprinted the last fifty feet to the exit doors. Rachel got there first, panting, sweating yet cold at the same time. Her hair fell into her eyes; she took a second to tie it off into a ponytail with a hairband she found in her pocket. Stupid hairband might save her life.

“Ready?” she asked her father.

He nodded.

A large shipping container sat nestled in the tall weeds about twenty yards from the door; it would give them some cover as they approached the maelstrom. Still, she was cautious as she pressed the door’s release bar, opening it slowly, an inch at a time, staying low. She wriggled her way through the narrowest of openings and made a beeline for cover. It took no more than ten seconds, but it felt like an eternity, like she would never get there, like she would be cut to ribbons right there, and she would die without having done a thing to protect their home, to protect Will.

She made it unscathed, gasping, her back pressed against the container’s cold metal skin. Adam scooted in behind her and took up a position at the other end of the container. Crouching low, she risked a peek around the side, looking toward the perimeter fence. The staccato susurration of gunfire was inside her head, inside her skin.

The land here sloped downward slightly, just enough to give them a tactical advantage over any assailants. Through the M4’s scope, Rachel saw a flurry of activity in the distance, about a quarter mile off. Clouds of dust swirling into the morning sky. A lot of activity. The biggest attack they’d faced in years. This day had always been coming, no doubt about that. Did it matter whether it was today or six months or a year from now?

“See anything?” she asked her father.

“Here,” he said, tossing the field glasses toward her.

A scan of the scene turned her stomach to liquid. A dozen vehicles, Hummers and pickups mostly, skittering across the barren landscape. Where were they getting the fuel for such an assault? The gasoline and diesel pooled under the nation’s countless gas stations had long since gone stale. Some enterprising survivors had fashioned a biofuel that was not nearly as efficient as standard gasoline, but it worked, and it was more valuable than virtually anything on the market. That told Rachel this was a very serious threat.

“It’s a big one,” she said.

“Let’s not panic,” he said. “They want the warehouse intact. They have to be careful with how strong a move they make.”

Always clinical, always thinking, her old man. She’d been like that once, back before Will. Motherhood had injected an X factor into the equation, the variable you could always predict and never predict at the same time. Now she raced to the worst-case scenario, Do Not Pass Go, Do Not Collect $200. They were outnumbered, outgunned, they would all be marched out into the plains and executed one at a time. They would burn the warehouse to the ground. They would roast Will on a spit and eat him for dinner because meat was hard to come by these days. An itch to sprint for the trailer and run for the hills with her son crawled up her back like a bug.

She looked east and west, the land clear to each horizon. The vanguard appeared to be concentrating its forces to the north. This had its pros and cons. They needed to check their rear, make sure they weren’t trying to run a bait and switch, a smaller contingent sneaking up their ass. A frontal assault could mean the attackers didn’t know what they were doing tactically. And it would be easier to defend. Just hold them off. Eventually, they could wear them out.

Her ears perked up at a new sound in the distance. A grinding groan. She peered around the corner of the container again, staying low. The advance team had stopped firing; in fact, they had retreated a little. But the groan grew louder. She scanned the horizon beyond the trucks and picked up a cloud of dust on the horizon.

She spun the small focus wheel, bringing the cloud into sharp relief. It looked more and more like a living, breathing thing as it drew closer. Her skin tightened and gooseflesh popped up along her arms. A tempest, a dark menacing thing here to swallow them whole. Then the grinding stopped, and the cloud dissipated, revealing the threat in all its steel horror.

“Oh my God,” she whispered, lowering the binoculars from her face.

“What do you see?”

“It’s a tank.”
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One at a time, the others retreated, joining them behind the relative safety of the container. Out on the plains, the attackers remained still and silent, perhaps reveling in this sudden shift in the balance of power. The tank was about two hundred yards away.

“We need the other .50-cals,” Adam said. “And the RPGs, where are the goddamn RPGs?”

“Over there,” a voice called out.

Rachel glanced to her left and saw two men kneeling near the fence, the missile launchers propped up against their legs. They looked so pathetic, like oversized dart guns.

“Dad, it’s over,” Rachel said. “We have no chance against that thing.”

“The tank is a bluff,” Harry said. “They can’t use it if they want to take the warehouse.”

“He’s right, honey,” Adam said, and immediately her jaw clenched with annoyance.

Harry dispatched three teams to retrieve their heaviest weapons, her warnings falling on deaf ears. They would make their stand here whether she liked it or not.

“Listen to me,” Rachel snapped. “That tank will cut through us like we’re not even here. It’s not worth it.”

“Not now, sweetie,” Harry replied.

Her body bristled with rage. They were talking to her like she didn’t have a brain. Like she was a child. Talking down to her, in that way men talked to women when they didn’t want their input. Because she wasn’t a man, she couldn’t assess the situation and see they were one hundred percent screwed? One thing the apocalypse hadn’t changed, blatant sexism for sure.

“We’ll set them up behind the sandbags,” Adam said.

“Let’s stack them higher,” Harry replied. “Build a blind for each gun.”

“Good idea,” Adam said. “Ready?”

She watched them discuss it like they were out duck hunting. It was madness, pure madness. Their guns, their precious rocket launchers would be worthless against the tank. If they wanted to go down this rabbit hole, they could do it without her.

“This is suicide,” Rachel said. “I’m going to get Will.”

“The hell you are,” Harry said in a low but firm voice.

She turned back toward him and found his pistol in her face.

“No deserters today,” Harry said.

“Put that thing down,” Adam said.

“Shut the hell up, Fisher. You know the rules.”

Adam looked at his daughter.

“He’ll be fine,” Adam said.

She stared down the barrel of Harry’s gun, wondering if he would do it. And then she saw Erin’s face there, floating in the black O of the muzzle, and she could hear the thousand conversations she’d never heard, poison in Harry’s ear about how terrible a mother Rachel was, and how she could do a better job raising that boy. She squeezed the barrel of her M4, its muzzle pointed toward the ground. She’d never get it up in time and there was no doubt he would shoot her, cut her down where she stood. She glanced around at the others; no one made eye contact.

“Put it away,” she said finally, her shoulders sagging. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“I won’t hesitate,” Harry said.

“Enough,” Adam said. “We’ve got work to do.”

Rachel steeled herself and ran on Harry’s signal, not really giving it any thought, following orders now. They would die today, she was sure of it, and maybe it wouldn’t have mattered whether she stayed here or went after Will. As she sprinted for the perimeter fence, she waited for that sound, the throaty boom signifying another launch of the tank’s hellish spawn that would bring this all to an end.

“There, there, and there,” Harry said, pointing, directing traffic.

They shifted sandbags, passing them from one set of hands to another, as they modified the wall to accommodate the guns. As they worked, the first two teams returned, straining under the weight of the guns.

A burst of static interrupted the discussion.

“Good morning,” a woman’s voice said, her voice booming across the flatlands. “My name is Nora. We want the boy.”

Rachel’s stomach flipped. She took to the binoculars again. Poking out of the tank’s hatch was a middle-aged woman, probably in her mid-forties, holding up a megaphone. She had a lean build, and her hair was cropped close, sprinkled with a little gray. A pair of tortoise-shell glasses framed her narrow face, making her look more like an accountant than a post-apocalyptic bandit.

They wanted Will.

They knew about Will.

But how? And what did this woman want with him?

“What boy?”

“The child,” she said. “The one born after the plague.”

“There are no children here.”

“You’re lying.”

“Hey, how about you kiss my ass,” Harry called out, his deep, booming voice holding its own against Nora’s, even without a megaphone.

“You have three minutes to surrender,” Nora said, ignoring him. “If you give him up, walk away, no one has to get hurt. If you don’t, we will kill every last one of you.”

She said it matter-of-factly, without a trace of emotion, as though it were a speech she had given a dozen times before. Perhaps she had. As she spoke, her confederates took up positions around her, using their trucks as cover.

“Maybe you didn’t hear me,” Harry shouted. “I believe I said, ‘kiss my ass.’”

Three minutes. Time enough to make a break for it, save her son, get the hell out of here. Take her chances. Another minute or two, Harry wouldn’t have time to deal with her desertion. She could feel that ancient maternal pull drawing her toward her son.

“We’re not surrendering,” Adam said.

“Amen to that,” Harry added.

She exhaled a sigh of relief. At least they weren’t so far gone they’d sacrifice one of their own.

The six guns arrived, and they began setting them up outside the perimeter, three across. They adjusted the sandbag walls, leaving gaps through which they could open fire. As she watched them position the guns, a profound understanding washed over her. There could be no surrender. This warehouse was everything to them, even with its dwindling food supply. It had sustained them for nearly a decade, with its mushy vegetables and bland beans and energy drinks, its paper plates and toilet paper. They would die to defend it because without it, they were as good as dead anyway. Where would they even go, she and Will, if Harry had let her go?

The seconds ticked away, her mind filling the empty moments with flashes of the past, the years they’d spent here, from the brutal battle to take it through all the work to protect the warehouse. The long hours walking the perimeter, the sandbags, the razor wire, the weapons training. The total abandonment of any other pursuit in this post-Medusa world. Maybe that had been a mistake, looking back, but again, it was hard to second-guess defending the warehouse above all else.

“One minute,” called out Nora.

“You. My ass,” replied Harry.

They would be in the tunnels by now. She wondered if she would see him again. Probably not. Dammit, Eddie, you’ve got to step up and take care of him now. You don’t have to be the goddamn father of the year. Just be there more than not.

“Time’s up,” Nora said.

The tank roared back to life, hitching once and belching a plume of bluish exhaust from its innards before beginning its slow roll. Then the M256 120mm gun fired once, sending its sabot round screaming across the empty plains. A second later, the projectile slammed into the north wall of the building, which exploded in a cloud of dust and smoke and rubble. Three pickups followed in the tank’s wake, using the steel beast for cover. Each was equipped with a machine gun mounted in its bed, the gunners at work.

“Kill the trucks,” Harry barked, the panic in his voice evident. “Kill them now. Then we focus on the tank.”

“No,” Adam interrupted. “If we don’t kill the tank now, the trucks won’t matter. Concentrate all your fire on the tank.”

The whistle of a rocket-propelled grenade filled the air. It hit the face of the tank and exploded, but the tank burst through the resulting curtain of smoke and kept rolling. Another RPG let loose, this one missing the tank but obliterating one of the pickups. Joe, Rob, and Hung were at the guns, trading uncertain looks as the ammunition boxes ran dangerously low.

“That’s an order!” Harry yelled. “Fire!”

The air swelled with the clipped sound of the guns unleashing their ordnance. But the third gun, manned by Joe, remained silent. He looked to Adam and then to Harry and then back again.

“What do I do, what do I do?”

Rachel shoved Joe aside and took control of the gun.

“Ready?” she yelled over the din.

Hung nodded, threading a belt of ammunition into the heavy gun. As she waited, she sighted their targets, focusing on the front windshield of the tank.

“Now!”

She pulled the trigger, eyeing her target through the rifle’s scope. She’d never fired the .50-cal before; the powerful recoil ripped through her like an earthquake. Her teeth tingled, her bones vibrated, her eardrums trembled as the gun chewed through its ammunition belt.

She tensed every muscle of her body as she readied to fire the fully automatic gun again. On either side of her, the guns blazed away, the rounds ticking away like a meth-fueled metronome. The bigger men were having a bit of an easier time with the M2’s recoil. But still the tank came, mercilessly chewing up the distance between them, the guns having had no effect.

“Aim for the treads,” Adam called out.

She re-sighted the weapon and fired again, over and over until she couldn’t feel it anymore, until her muscles burned, until her fingers were numb. Sweat flowed down her forehead, stinging her eyes, but there was nothing she could do about it. The gun required every ounce of strength, every little bit of fight in her.

But still the tank came.

The surviving pickups had spread wide, leaving behind the cover of the tank. Their flanks were terribly exposed now. Behind her, a flurry of activity, orders shouted, chess pieces moved into position.

One truck moved in close, no more than twenty yards from the fence, turning at a ninety-degree angle before coming to a stop. Harry and Adam emerged from the cover of the shipping container, laying down cover for the big gunners. But the pickup had come in close, too close for comfort. A burst from the pickup’s gun caught Joe in the legs, dropping him to the ground. Screams of agony filled the air as blood pooled underneath him.

They were at a tipping point now, Rachel could sense it. A charge in the air, everything going sideways all at once. She pushed Joe’s cries out of her head and zeroed in on the tank, which was now no more than fifty yards away. Another few shots. The satisfying twang of several rounds hitting the chassis of the tank, for all the good it did. She might as well have been shooting it with a water gun.

The tank fired again, a bloom of flame erupting from its huge muzzle, and its round opened another gaping wound in the building’s façade. They had to fall back. Staying here was suicide.

“Fall back!” she called out. “Fall back!”

She tried taking the gun with her, but the weapon was too much for her wasted arms, rendered into jelly. Leaving the gun behind her, she risked a peek over her shoulder as they scampered toward the building. The tank rolled through the outer perimeter like it was tissue paper, turning sandbags into dust, the metal fencing folding in over itself. Then it rolled over Joe, still lying there; she looked away before the inevitable horror that followed.

Like ants fleeing an angry boot, the group of about twenty streamed back through the door. Inside, the group scattered, taking up defensive positions behind shelving deep in the building. Pulses of fear ripped through her. Her breath came in ragged, labored gasps. Breathing had become a chore, how had she ever breathed without reminding herself to do it every two seconds?

It had all come down to this. Here. Here they would make their stand. They would fight here in the aisles of this oversized Costco, fight to the death, and to the victor would go the creamed corn.

Despite everything, she liked their chances. These dark corridors were old friends, from the drafty vents to the squeaky shelves to the spot in the roof that leaked no matter how many times they patched it up. Hours and hours she had spent patrolling them, counting individual cans of food until her brain was mush. And now they would use that knowledge, hard-earned, to protect their home, to protect her son, to make sure he was safe. Their attackers would have to get out of their precious tank and come in here, come into this foreign land, in the dark, and here they would die. They would die, and word would get out that the people here in this place called Evergreen would give no quarter, never, so you bring your tanks and your rocket-propelled grenades and you’ll go back in pieces.

Then the tank crashed through the wall.
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The wall crumbled like a cookie, the sunshine streaming in, tiny particulates of concrete dust hanging in the beams of daylight. The tank paused, there in the terrible gash it had left in the warehouse wall, reminding Rachel of a creature resting in the sun. Then it roared back to life and continued burrowing inside, a tick that had found a good place to feed.

God help them.

The others stood frozen as the tank pushed deeper into the warehouse.

“Fall back!” someone finally yelled.

Rachel backpedaled from her position, never taking her eyes off the steel monster. The driver tilted to his left, taking aim at a well-stocked line of shelves. The scaffolding tipped over, and hundreds of cans of food fell under the tank’s treads as it pushed deeper inside. A deep thumping sound echoed through the warehouse.

The cans were popping open like overripe fruit, pumping a strangely sweet aroma of vacuum-sealed vegetables into the air. The rich earthy smell of asparagus and cannellini beans mixed with the stink of her sweat and the industrial smokiness of the building coming down around them.

The tank continued rolling south, toppling fifty-foot-high shelving that crashed to the floor with a deafening clatter. There was nothing they could do to stop it, this mechanical bull in their china shop. The noise was deafening, the groan of the tank, the shelves collapsing, the ineffective small-arms fire her comrades began unleashing at it. The gunfire started slowly, a pop here and there before blooming into a steady chatter. At that moment, it reminded Rachel of microwave popcorn, of her mom, of watching movies on the couch on a Saturday night. She wished she and Will lived in a world with televisions and DVD players and Chinese food. How cruel it had been to be born when Will had been born.

The warehouse was lost.

They had to get out of here.

She moved toward the hole in the wall, her focus now shifting toward her son. The battle here had been lost, as she had long feared. It was time to abandon ship. She had go-bags packed for each of them, a secret stash she had told no one about. Medicine, a week’s worth of food, bottled water.

Paul ran ahead of her, apparently reaching the same conclusion. As he ducked through the jagged opening in the wall, he was immediately cut down by a curtain of gunfire. His body spun around like a centrifuge as a heavy fusillade turned him into human rubble. Sheep to the slaughter. The bastards would exterminate them as they tried to escape.

Then she felt a hand grip her shoulder; a scream raced up from the depths of her soul, but it was blocked by a hand on her mouth.

“Shh, it’s Dad,” Adam whispered into her ear.

Relief washed through her.

“Follow me,” he said. “Basement.”

Her father took the point and she followed, away from the tank, which had now obliterated the south wing of the compound. Along the way, they collected a handful of their fellow citizens, pinned down, unsure of where to go.

Again the hero, the sentiment flashed in her mind, and she hated herself for it. Even now, their lives all but forfeit, and these were the thoughts percolating in Rachel Fisher’s mind. A twang of metal near her head shook her back to reality and she refocused on the task at hand.

They reached the access panel a few moments later, as the tank turned and began heading their way. Harry and Adam pulled up the heavy plate and threw it clear. Beneath them beckoned the dark maw of the metal staircase, down into the bowels of the tunnels.

She turned and took stock of their motley crew of refugees. A quick count revealed ten of them here; if there were others still in the warehouse, they would have to find their own way. One by one, they disappeared into the darkness, the metal steps clanging under their desperate feet.

Rachel was sixth into the stairwell, the darkness taking hold within a few feet of the last step. The light from above faded, plunging them into total blackness. No one spoke; it was silent but for the ragged gasps of fear. It was tight down here. She could touch both walls of the corridor at the same time. The walls were cool and damp with moisture. It was humid and chilly at the same time.

“Everybody stop,” a voice hissed. Sounded like her father, but she couldn’t be sure. The acoustics were hell.

The human caravan paused. Rachel bumped squarely into a man’s back, her mouth and nose pressing up against his sweat-soaked shirt. The sour stink of fear and exertion filled her nostrils.

“It’s about two hundred yards to the farthest stairwell,” Adam said. “That’s the one we should go for. It’ll take us to the cafeteria.”

“What about the warehouse?” someone, someone very stupid, Rachel decided, asked.

“We’ll deal with that later.”

They began their march through the tunnel’s inky void. Above her head, the tank continued along its path of destruction, and Rachel hoped the floor could support its gargantuan weight. With every step, she braced herself for the shudder and collapse of the floor above her. Would she feel anything, in that last terrible moment as the tank fell on her, crushing her like an egg? She hoped it would be instantaneous.

She wasn’t afraid of dying, not anymore. What she was afraid of was suffering, of being trapped in a netherworld of pain and misery, death on a distant shore, where she would be forced to swim to it, denied the release of her suffering for as long as possible. Death was coming for all of them, never had that been more apparent than in this plague-blasted world of theirs. It might come slowly or it might come quickly, but invariably, it came.

In the tunnels, she felt like she was dead already. Only the sounds of the others shuffling through this black coil with her reminded her she was still alive. It was impossible to tell how long they had been down here. She kept a hand pressed to the tunnel wall, which gave her some reassurance she wasn’t lost in time and space, that she really was still here.

She stifled a scream as she passed through a large cobweb, its silky strands twirled around her arm, gluing themselves to her face. She didn’t want to be the one to cause a ruckus down here. Spiders, man, spiders, those were bad enough when she saw one in broad daylight, peacefully spinning their webs like Charlotte from the children’s book. But she could picture it now, trapped in her hair, burrowing deeper until it found her neck. She slapped at her neck as a shiver rippled through her.

That part of her brain storing the most terrifying images she’d ever seen in movies got to work, the giant spider from the Harry Potter movie, the one from It, the one that cocooned Frodo in the third Lord of the Rings book. Movies she hadn’t thought about in a decade or more, and here they were flickering through her mind like she’d seen all three at the San Diego drive-in she had gone to with her mom and stepdad. Around her, the chitter of rodents surprised by the influx of visitors peppered the air.

“How much longer?” a voice thick with fear asked.

“Shut up,” another responded. “We’ll get there when we get there.”

“I gotta get out of here.” The first voice again, so choked with fear and terror and tears she couldn’t tell if it was female or male. “I gotta get out of here. I can’t be down here anymore.”

There was a sudden ruckus ahead, a wave of elbows and flailing. Rachel pressed her body to the wall as she felt the quick and sharp breeze of someone running past her, back toward the stairs.

“Let him go!”

Then whoever it was had disappeared, like a bubble that had floated up from the depths of a lake and then vanished once again. They kept moving as the sounds of the footfalls receded behind them. A second later, perhaps ten minutes later, there was no way to know down here where time and space had stopped and mated and birthed this anti-creation of nothingness, she became aware of a faint glow. Her heart soared; they were close now, it had been longer than she had guessed. They were near the exit. They were almost there. Will. She had to get to Will. He was all that mattered now. She pushed herself up off the ground and backed away from the din.

The others kept pace behind her. The darkness had stopped being an issue, something she’d become used to. If anything, it might have been helping keep them alive. Bring on the cobwebs, the rats, the bats, anything down here if it kept their attackers at bay.

A few minutes later, they reached a T-junction. She looked left and then right, but she might as well have been looking with her eyes closed. Each branch was as dark and inscrutable as the other. She had no idea which way to go. A damp hand clamped down on her shoulder, and she gasped.

“Which way is the kitchen?”

“Go. Right.” The voice was pained, soft, a throaty whisper, but she recognized it all the same. It was her father.

“Dad? Are you hurt?”

“It’s not much farther,” he replied, not answering her question.

She draped her right arm around his waist and they staggered toward the exit like drunken revelers headed home after a long night of partying. As they shuffled down the corridor, Rachel became aware of a wetness on her right hand. It was slippery and warm.

“Dad, stop.”

He paused, leaned against the wall, grunted. The others continued, streaming around them like fish swimming upstream. Above them, the tank continued to ravage the warehouse, but the sounds had abated some.

She held the hand to her nose and sniffed; the scent was unmistakable. The metallic stink of blood. He was most certainly not fine. He must have taken a round before they made it to the tunnels.

“Let’s keep moving.”

She pushed everything out of her mind, focusing instead on the task at hand. Her mind was blank, empty. If they couldn’t get out of here, then everything else would be rendered irrelevant. Time dissolved into nothingness, an empty void swirling around them. They were here. They were nowhere. Dead, about to be reborn. The life they had known was behind them, a dying mother pushing them through this terrible birth canal into a world whose contours were not yet known. Every step brought them closer to the end, she told herself, each step a vital subset of the set of all the steps they would need to take to escape this dead place.

And with each step, her father weakened, the strain on her shoulder growing as his body listed toward her. Her neck and arm burned, but she pulled him tighter toward her, fully aware of the blood now seeping from his wounded abdomen. His arms were slick with perspiration, and his breath came in short ragged gasps.

“Ow!” a voice ahead called out.

“What?”

“Banged my shin on something,” came the reply.

“Steps,” her father whispered. “Out.”

“It’s the staircase,” she called out. “The exit.”

She gently lowered Adam to the ground.

“Sit here a second,” she said. “Eddie and Will should be here.”

“OK.”

Adam leaned back against the wall and let out a long breath. His quick agreement to her request was what scared her the most. He hated sitting it out, always wanted to be at the forefront of the activity. Bravery, many would say, and that was part of it. He was brave. But he was also stubborn, and he didn’t trust many people. If you wanted something done correctly, you did it yourself, that was one of his mantras.

Please, God, please. Rachel Fisher had never been a religious woman, much to her mother Nina’s disappointment, but she found herself praying to Him all the same, because she didn’t think she could handle getting here and finding out Will and Eddie hadn’t made it here.

“Will!” she called out, her voice hitching.

“We’re here,” Eddie replied, and she clutched her chest in relief.

She ran to her son and hugged him tightly, rubbing her hands over his arms, his face, his head, unconsciously looking for any sign of injury.

“You OK?”

He nodded.

“Everyone wait here,” Harry said as he made his way up the steps.

She hustled up the steps behind Harry, not bothering to ask for his permission. He was already at the top, fumbling with the latch. A moment later, he had it free, and they gently pushed it open. The pair climbed out of the tunnels while the others waited in relative safety from the tank’s rampage, quiet and shell-shocked. It was quiet and dark in the commercial kitchen, the faintest of shimmer on the stainless appliances.

“I’m going to take a peek.”

She wound her way through the dining room to the cafeteria’s main entrance. She pushed the door open slightly and poked her head out for a view. A steady rain was falling and a thin fog had blanketed the area. The immediate vicinity was quiet.

She swung her head to the east, toward the main warehouse. A curl of smoke billowed into the sky, the byproduct of a small fire burning somewhere. But that was the least of their problems. Two of the outer walls were gone.

The interior of the warehouse was a picture of devastation. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she absorbed the scope of their loss. It was like some deity had thrown everything into a giant blender and forgotten to replace the lid. Ruined food had spattered everywhere, covering the ground and decorating the broken bits and pieces of concrete and drywall. The bandits had spread through the warehouse, collecting what remained of the canned goods. They were taking the cans now, tossing them by the armload into the bed of their pickups, working until the bed of each truck was sagging under the weight of the food. Others searched the trailers, looking for survivors, but the place was deserted. All the survivors had made it inside the tunnels.

And still the tank was working, now laying waste to the far corner of the building. It barreled along, razing the exterior walls as it went. Then it paused, a fearsome creature holding its breath. A moment later, the sonic boom of its gun firing again; the round slammed into one of the two remaining walls, the sound huge and terrifying. The gun rotated about thirty degrees and fired again, obliterating yet another wall into a cloud of dust and smoke and debris.

On cue, her stomach rumbled. She recalled Will giving her a hard time the other week about eating his dinner and if she could have right then, she would have grabbed him by the shoulders and shaken some sense into him.

You see? This. This is why I always made you eat your dinner. This. All this.

Her stomach rumbled again and she chuckled softly in disbelief.

The destruction was complete a few minutes later. The building had been completely razed, the walls a memory. Once the bandits had finished scrubbing them of their food supply, the tank made another run through the debris field, a good little worker ensuring he had done a good job. It reminded her of her stepdad after he’d cut the grass, taking in his work, returning to that little shaggy patch that had escaped his noisy lawnmower’s terrible blade.

Then the tank turned west, motoring directly toward them. After clearing past the rubble, it accelerated. Onward it came, rumbling and belching exhaust as it rolled toward them. The surviving trucks followed, the bandits hooting and hollering, firing off their guns into the air. They were just going to leave them here among the ruins of their home, leaving them to suffer, not even giving them the courtesy of killing them. No, these monsters wanted them to starve to death. They wanted Rachel and the others to suffer. The convoy continued west, leaving a cloud of dust and crushed gravel in its wake.

Will was standing at the window to her left, his little nose pressed up against it. She hadn’t heard him come up behind her. With each exhalation and inhalation from his little lungs, the panes fogged and cleared. She stood there, watching him, her shoulders heaving from the exertion, from the adrenaline, from the fear, from the hopelessness that swirled around her like a cloud.

“You OK?”

He nodded. He didn’t turn his head to look at her; he knew the score, the mountain of shit upon which they all now stood. As she stood there, one thought kept bouncing around her mind, a lone sock left in the dryer. She couldn’t bring herself to return to the kitchen to check on Adam.

Stalling. She was stalling.

If Adam died, then she would never get to call him out for the terrible job he had done as her father for the first eighteen years of her life. She could never yell at him, scream at him, ask him why he’d been clear across the country when she’d said her first word, when she’d taken her first steps, when she’d gone on her first date, when she’d done all the things a father was supposed to be around for but in Adam’s case was not. If he lived, she would keep on not asking those questions, she would always be almost about to ask them, but she never would.

“I’m gonna check on Pop-pop.”

He nodded again.

She kept her head down as she walked slowly back to the kitchen, trying to push away the worst-case scenario in her mind. He would be okay, her dad. Had a hard shell on him. She’d learned a fair amount of frontier medicine over the years, and she’d fix him up.

The crowd in the kitchen had formed a bubble around Adam, deep enough that she couldn’t put eyes on her father. When they noticed her, they began giving way, moving gingerly, as though this kick to their collective midsection had been literal and not figurative. Someone shifted, opening a clear line of sight for her to see Harry crouched down over Adam, who was now lying prone on the ground. She drew closer, her heart in her throat, placed a hand on Harry’s shoulder. He was a big man; even with him in a crouch, she was only a bit taller than him. She didn’t know why she did that.

“I’m sorry, honey,” Harry said, rocking gently on his heels. It must be bad, she thought. It wasn’t in Harry’s nature to be magnanimous.

Adam was motionless, his shirt thick with blood. More blood had pooled underneath him, as though his body had been anxious to expel it. His face was gray, lifeless.

She didn’t need a doctor to tell her which way the wind was blowing.

Adam Fisher was dead.
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They wandered toward the ruins of the warehouse, in no rush. Here and there, a body would come into view. After taking Will home to their trailer, Rachel circled what was left of the buildings, following the zig-zag of rubble that had replaced it. Her muscles were heavy with fatigue, every step a struggle. A check of her watch told her it was eight-thirty-four in the morning. Less than two hours ago, it had been the start of just another day, another piece of the great puzzle of their lives.

But that was all over now.

There was nothing to protect here anymore.

She paused at the southwest corner of the Building 1, near a sloppy pile of ruined asparagus or maybe it was spinach. The air smelled ripe and wet. She touched a toe to the compost, calculating how many people this pile would have fed, and for how long. It made her head spin.

By the time she had completed her circuit, Rachel counted twelve dead, including her father and Max Gilmartin. It was a staggering loss for their already small community, which, no one would admit publicly, was only slightly worse than the loss of the warehouse itself. A gust of wind whistled across the compound, chilling Rachel to her core. Debris from the ruined warehouse swirled in the air.

A group had begun collecting the dead. For an hour they worked, discharging this terrible duty, moving the bodies like sacks of flour and lining them up on an open patch of ground. Twelve in total when all was said and done. Twelve lost. A third of the people who had woken up here this morning were now dead.

(Fewer mouths to feed)

She dismissed that terrible sentiment as quickly as she could, as though someone might be able to read her mind. But she couldn’t help it. Fewer mouths to feed meant more for Will to eat.

You’re dead, you foolish little woman, you’re all dead now.

Her father was dead. Adam Fisher was dead. This was now a statement of fact, whereas an hour ago it had not been. Strange, how flimsy, how malleable reality was. All Adam Fisher had been or would ever be was an account now settled.

A steady wind out of the west blew away much of the cloud cover, and the morning sky brightened around them. Yet it seemed ominous, invasive, violative. A spotlight on all that had gone wrong in their world. An investigator’s flashlight inspecting a terrible scene. Jagged shards of concrete resembling broken teeth had replaced the once mighty exterior walls. She crossed the threshold, stepping gingerly around the rubble. The ruined innards of untold foodstuffs were thicker here. The saccharine smell of overripe fruit filled the air. Wet vegetables squished under her boots.

A machine had done this. A single solitary machine had left them with nothing.

Adam had died for nothing. The others had died for nothing.

A few other survivors sifted through the mess, picking at the debris like vultures. Eventually, an assembly line formed, and they piled up what they could save. No one spoke. When they were done, they had salvaged about two hundred cans of food. Enough for about a week, maybe two, and a belt-tightening one at that. The end had come.

“Not much,” Romaine said.

“No shit,” Rachel replied, shaking her head.

“What are we going to eat?” Erin asked, her voice high and reedy. Her eyes were red and puffy and she made no attempt to hide her tears. She was walking around, beating her head with her hands over and over.

“Not now,” Harry said harshly, harsher than he needed to.

“But-”

“But what, Erin?” Harry snapped. “I don’t fucking know what we’re going to do. Stop asking.”

Erin sobbed.

That was how thin the line between calm and chaos had been. And Erin’s reaction would not be unique among the survivors. It wasn’t too far from her own. Already in her mind’s eye, she could see those blue eyes looking at her.

I’m hungry, Mommy.

At least she had the go-bags tucked away in her trailer. That would buy them another week. She didn’t feel bad about it, skimming off the top, an MRE here and there. The others had done the same, she was sure of it. In their trailers, in closets and under floorboards, tucked away. And if they hadn’t, that was their problem. They should have known this day was coming, and if they hadn’t prepared accordingly, then they were lucky to have made it this far. All this, this had been prologue to the way the world really was.

As the morning wound on, the entire community drew in on the ruins like moths to flame. They looked so small, so weak, so vulnerable, just a couple dozen of them wandering around lost. A few arguments bubbled up, but those quickly fizzled out.

This day had always been coming, ever since they had taken control of the warehouse. The thousand-piece puzzle was already complete. It was a matter of organizing the pieces, snapping this one into that one and so on until it was finished. Like the Toba super-eruption her dad had mentioned. The pressure inside that volcano had been building slowly for eons, pointing toward that day. It had always been fated to blow on that day and there was nothing the poor people living on the planet back then could have done about it.

The feeling of helplessness threatened to overwhelm her. She was bobbing along the river of time like an empty bottle, tossed to and fro by the currents, events bigger than her, events that shaped her into whom she was, and not the other way around.

Stop stalling, Fisher.

Behind her, the recovery crew was lining up the bodies. Without sheets, the dead lay exposed for the world to see. Many of the bodies had sustained terrible damage, gunshot wounds and crush injuries and head trauma. Her chest tightened as she watched them clean the bodies, clearing off the blood and the viscera accompanying violent death.

It never got easier. Thirteen years and so many dead, not even counting all those lost in the epidemic. Eventually, you got numb to it. Someone died, you mourned them briefly, and you got on with whatever life you had. That’s how it was. That’s how it was because it could be you the next day. And today it was her father. Today it was Adam Fisher.

She walked gingerly down the line, down the row of the dead, and knelt by Adam’s body. His work shirt was thick and cold with blood. His face was flat, unlined, almost at peace. She leaned in and kissed his forehead.

“Rest, Daddy,” she whispered, stroking the back of his hand with her thumb. “You rest now.”

The tears began to flow. Her shoulders heaved, and she sobbed ugly, a big nasty cry, her nose filling with congestion, her eyes cloudy with tears as she contemplated a world she had never known, a world without her father in it.

She had no use for notions of heaven or hell, believing instead that whatever bits of matter had once made up Adam Fisher would now go on to make up something else. His work on Earth was done, this burden he had carried for nearly a decade had finally been relieved. The years had been hard on him, as the finality of their situation had become more apparent.

“I’m sorry, Rachel,” Harry said, kneeling next to her.

She said nothing, her eyes fixed on her dead father.

“What do we do now?” she asked, the harsh moment between them long since dissolved.

“We bury them.”

“Then what?” she asked, her voice becoming a bit more manic.

“We keep going,” Harry replied loudly. “We were living on borrowed time anyway. All this does is change the timeline.”

Harry pointed at Adam’s body.

“He died for us,” he continued, making Rachel think of her days in Sunday school and Mrs. White, her young and beautiful and stern teacher. The guilt trip to end all guilt trips. Jesus died for you, you know, He hung from that cross, ribbons of blood flowing from His crucified hands and feet, suffering terrible, agonizing pain while His father, the Big Guy Himself, up there in heaven had looked on and done nothing, until Jesus’ lungs had quit, all for your sorry unsaved ass.

“They all died for us. The least we can do is to keep going. It’s what I would’ve wanted if I was lying here instead of Adam. And believe me, I’d trade places with him in a second if I could.”

“Don’t say that,” Rachel said.

She didn’t know why she said that other than it seemed like the right thing to say. She would absolutely have traded Harry’s life for Adam’s. She didn’t like Harry, he didn’t like her, and if the tables had been turned and he’d been the one lying dead here, she didn’t think she’d be all that torn up about it when you got right down to it.

“I would,” he said. “I sure as hell would.”

And yet his words stabbed at her like tiny knives. Her father lay dead before her, and it bothered her to hear Harry express his loyalty to him? What the hell was the matter with her? He had meant a great deal to the community over the years and in many ways had been its glue. The doctor, their liberator from the Citadel, the peacemaker, the counselor, the explorer. Even his trek east a few years earlier, a journey that had taken him away from them for eight months had not diminished his standing among them. If anything, it had added to his mythos. He had been the one to go out into the empty world, to check the pulse of whatever remained of humanity.

Their fight about it had been terribly bitter. She remembered her surprise at the vehemence of her objection to him going. By then, they had welcomed another physician to their ranks, and so she couldn’t make him feel guilty about leaving them high and dry. She didn’t think he would ever make it back; it was too dangerous, too unpredictable to assume the journey would end in any manner but with his death. If he died, she would never get to tell him the things she needed to tell him. And when he’d left, it was like he had died.

“We have to know what’s going on out there,” he’d said.

One spring morning, he and a man named Dan Davies had set out from the compound on horseback, leaving the medical clinic in the hands of the new doctor, Leila Gaskin, or her friend Charlotte Spencer, who had taken to the study of medicine quickly. And that had been that for eight months. After a torturous trip to Richmond, Virginia, where he had lived before the plague, Adam had returned shortly after the first snowfall that November, emaciated, gaunt, near dead, his horse not in much better shape. And alone. Dan had elected to stay back east, deciding to make a go of it near the ocean. Adam slept for days. He kept to himself for weeks afterward, talking little of his eastward journey. That was what had scared Rachel more than anything. The whole point of the trip had been to study the world, to make observations and to report to the community what they had found. But he hadn’t said much about it at all.

“Not much out there,” he would say, only when pressed. “About what you’d expect.”

He’d brought back mementos, photo albums, medical textbooks, his old notes, most of which remained tucked away in his trailer. A trailer that would be dark tonight. A lot of darkened windows in their little community. Not much of a community left, when you got right down to it.

Back home, she found Will waiting at the screen door, his face long and drawn. Above his head, a planter swung in the light breeze, the remnants of a long-dead house plant still hanging lifelessly over the rim. He was looking down, focused on a piece of dry skin in the palm of his hand.

“Is it true?” he asked.

She took a deep breath and let it out.

“I’m sorry, Spoon.”

He looked up, his eyes glassing over before the tears spilled over and ran down his cheeks.

“It’s not fair,” he said. “It’s not fair!”

He stormed back inside, leaving her alone outside.
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Rachel woke up early on the morning of the funerals, two days after the attack on the warehouse. She brushed her teeth and took a bucket bath, her first in a week. Pre-plague Omaha had been serviced by a lineup of 150,000-gallon water towers, many of which had been nearly full when they had moved in. Although electricity had drawn water into the tower, power was not required to push the water through the pipes; gravity took care of that. A team drew water daily from the nearby Platte River, which they deposited into the reservoir feeding their community. It had required a bit of trial and error, but in the end, water had become something they didn’t have to worry about.

If there had been one silver lining in all the dark clouds of their lives, it had been this one. They were careful to filter and disinfect all their drinking water, and to date, no one had become sick from drinking it. They also limited baths to two per week. It was the same way all over; water had never been a problem anywhere. She couldn’t imagine the hellscape their world would have been if they’d had to fight over water. It was bad enough as it was.

When she was done, she felt almost human again.

She dressed Will in a nice shirt and pants. The clothes smelled a bit musty and had yellowed a bit with age, but she didn’t think anyone would mind. While he waited in the living room, she settled on a plain black dress that hung loosely on her thin frame. After dressing, she went out to the living room, where a subdued Will fiddled with a comic book.

“How do I look?” she asked.

He shrugged his shoulders, not looking up.

His grief radiated from him like a fever. A terrible thing, a boy losing his grandfather. Not just a grandfather. Adam had been the primary father figure in Will’s life, given Eddie’s failure to step up to the plate.

“I miss him too,” Rachel said.

He shrugged his shoulders again.

She sat next to him on the sofa, silent. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see him fighting back tears.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

He shook his head.

He hadn’t said two words since she’d told him about Adam’s passing. The first night, she could hear him crying softly for hours before she’d finally drifted off to sleep. He’d been a wreck the following day, ornery, angry. He refused to eat his breakfast, and when she had forced the issue, he had slid his plate onto the floor. She’d screamed at him for that, wasting food when there was so little to be had.

She took a deep breath and considered the day ahead. All twelve victims of the warehouse attack would be laid to rest today. Harry and Max had recovered the other victims from the ruins of the warehouse, which stopped smoldering when a rainstorm moved in later that evening.

It was hard to look at the ruins.

If they had planned better. If they had heavier weaponry. If they’d had their own tank.

If this.

If that.

You could if your way to the nuthouse in this world.

Rachel ignored the pang of hunger in her belly. She could make do with less, at least until they found a new source of food. Like a squirrel stashing away nuts for the winter. It would be okay. Even if she and Will had to strike out on their own, it would be okay. Two mouths weren’t that many to feed, right?

It was the first time she had envisioned a life out there, beyond, her and Will, eking out an existence. It was her first conscious acknowledgment of their new reality - Evergreen was dying. She wondered if the others shared her sentiment or whether they would want to press onward together in the face of this new challenge. She wondered what Eddie would want. Would he want to come with them? Or would he be glad to be rid of them?

They bided their time until it was time to go. Will puttered around the trailer listlessly. She wanted to reach him in some way, crack through that shell he’d constructed. He and Adam had been close, very close; it seemed Adam had made a vow to redeem his absent parentage of Rachel via his grandson. Adam gave the boy what little free time he had, yet another player in the card game known as Rachel’s Feelings Toward Her Father.

Eddie arrived a few minutes later. He hadn’t shaved and his eyes were bloodshot. He appeared to be too hungover to engage in any argument. At a quarter to eleven, the trio left the trailer and made the walk to the makeshift cemetery where they had buried their dead over the years. About a dozen people had perished in their time here, forever interred in this lonely corner of the campus. Each grave was marked with a wooden cross, two thick sticks lashed together to form a T. She didn’t know why they used crosses, she didn’t know if the dead had been Christian or if they were even religious at all, but it felt weird not placing a marker, no better than leaving the bodies in a ditch. The markers classed it up a bit.

The sky was gray but bright, the overcast shimmer making her eyes ache. It was still the same distance to the cemetery it had always been, but the walk seemed much longer this morning. Her feet hurt, her legs felt heavy. Around her, other survivors were making their way as well, coming in dribs and drabs, their gaits, slow methodical, no one really wanting to do this. Will walked like he’d been kicked in a very sensitive spot. There was no malfeasance from him today. Just a boy who missed his grandfather.

Twelve open graves awaited them when they arrived at the cemetery. Harry had once again taken the lead in getting things organized. He had worked nonstop yesterday digging the graves, late into the night, and his face showed it.

She, Eddie and Will stood at the front, their son in between them. As she waited for things to get underway, the wooden fencing surrounding the physical plant building caught her eye. It was warped, rotting, the boards pulling away from the support posts. And then she was thinking about all the other things that were rotting around them. You could feel the world winding down around you, you could almost hear it, like an old watch, its batteries finally giving up the ghost.

“Good morning,” Harry said, his booming voice jostling her out of her daydream.

She glanced around the crowd; everyone was here. The faces were familiar, the same faces she’d been seeing month after month, year after year. Her gaze settled on Erin and Charlotte, the two people she’d probably been closest to in the community. They stood side by side, together, whispering. As Rachel watched them, she couldn’t remember when she’d last spent any real time with either of them. They’d been through a lot together, especially her and Erin, and here they were, not necessarily strangers, but not the family they had once been. She caught a glance from Charlotte, who gave her the pressed-lip head nod. Rachel returned the nod, and Charlotte dipped back into her conversation with Erin. If anything, she had grown closer to Charlotte over the years; Charlotte had never become pregnant, had never wanted to have kids, and remained one of the few women to not look at Rachel with envy or judgment or contempt.

Another thing winding down.

“We’ve suffered a terrible loss,” Harry said. He went on, and Rachel drifted into another daydream as he eulogized Paul, the one who’d been cut down trying to escape the warehouse. A little story about Paul. He’d been a regional manager for Best Buy before the epidemic and he had loved the Boston Bruins. He liked the Pats, Sox, and Celtics well enough, but the Bruins had been his first love. He’d been divorced when the plague hit. Had a son in the Army, assigned to a quarantine zone in San Antonio when everything had gone to hell. She tried to listen, she should listen, but these sad, beautiful stories of those they had lost simply did not hold her attention.

Soon it was her turn.

She squeezed Will’s hand and made her way to the front. Her head hurt and she could feel a twitch forming over her left eye. In her pocket, some notes she had sketched out, things she could say to celebrate the life of the man who had done so much for her, for all of them.

There was no podium, no dais, no slideshow of Adam’s life whirring behind her. Just Rachel standing there, looking out over those long, drawn faces, faces she might be saying goodbye to very soon. Things were ending here, she knew it the way you knew a relationship was over, even when it was still running on autopilot. She took in a deep breath of the chilly air and let it out, the cloud of breath transfixing her. The cold air brisk and refreshing on her cheeks.

“My father was a great man,” she said, reading from her note, her weight shifting from one foot to the other.

She had never given a eulogy before.

Was it supposed to be happy? Sad?

Was it for her? Was it for them?

Was it for him?

“Many years ago, he did a great thing,” she said. “For me. For some of you.”

It all came back to her in a rush, her time as a prisoner at a place called the Citadel. She’d been strapped to that hospital bed as those men had begun the procedure, looking up and seeing her father, positive she was hallucinating because how could he have found her out there, in the dark, in the cold, in the great nothing of the world after the outbreak. But there he’d been, against all odds, somehow, he had found her and saved so many.

Her hand absently stroked the inside of her wrist, home to the tattoo they had given her at the Citadel. A phoenix rising from the ashes. One by one, she made eye contact with the women who had been held captive at the Citadel with her, women who had identical tattoos, and each of whom nodded. The ones who would have died if not for Adam’s ridiculous rescue attempt. It had been something out of a movie. A regular old Rambo.

Her hands slipped behind her back, and she laced her fingers together, crumpling the note. Her feet were crossed now. She couldn’t get comfortable. She didn’t know what to do with her hands. A podium would have been nice. Something to hold on to. To give her purchase, here in the roiling waters of this terrible day.

She glanced at the note again. A few sentences she had jotted down last night as sleep had eluded her. Looking at them now, in the light of day, they looked naked, exposed, the emperor with no clothes. Letters making up words which made up sentences. Squiggly lines. Sharp lines. Jagged slashes. They looked dead on the page. Broken pieces of glass.

Lifeless.

What was wrong with her?

She tucked the note back into her pocket and ran her fingers through thick, perpetually messy brown hair. Bile crept into her throat. She looked at the women Adam had saved, at the others to whom he had meant so much. Her heart swelled, but not from joy, not from pride. It felt like someone was pushing down on her chest, the way it felt when someone had wronged you, when someone had gotten the better end of the deal, when someone had gotten away with it, whatever it was. When there wasn’t a goddamn thing you could do about it.

Like now.

The way they all looked at her with their sad faces, their tears running down their cheeks. They had that luxury, to see Adam as this post-apocalyptic savior, a martyr, might as well start calling him St. Adam, they could do that now here in the First Church of Omaha, Nebraska, in the People’s Free Republic of Whatever the Hell This Was. They did not have to know what she had known about him her whole life before the plague.

Anger.

“He was a smart man, my father,” she said. “He knew how to fix things, how to fix people. And I get why you all looked up to him. I do.”

She paused, conscious of what she was doing, giving herself one last chance to pull the emergency brake, bring this whole goddamn thing to a screeching halt before she passed the point of no return. But she couldn’t.

“I didn’t know my father well before Medusa,” she said. “I grew up in California, and he stayed back in Virginia. I kept thinking he would move out to be near me, but he never did. I never understood that. He was a doctor. People in California needed doctors. Wouldn’t he want to be near his only daughter?”

The words came easily now, spraying out of her like water from a hydrant.

“Let me tell you guys a story,” she said. People shifted from one foot to another, exchanged nervous glances with one another. She watched the scene shift from mournful to awkward, but she didn’t care. They needed to hear this about their superhero.

“He planned to fly out to San Diego for my high school graduation,” she said, thinking about all the good he had done in this new world but continuing with her story anyway. “This was about a year before the outbreak. The day before he’s supposed to fly out, he calls me and says that one of his patients needs him, she’s had a difficult pregnancy, he’s really sorry but he won’t be able to make it.”

Warm tears streamed down her icy cheeks, and she wiped them away with the backs of her wrists. The yard was silent now; no one spoke, no one moved a muscle. She turned toward the graves, where she could see her father’s body lined up with the others. Her wise, brave, selfish, shitty father. It came at her all at once, her emotions waging a terrible battle inside her for control about how she really felt.

There was more to the story, she was sure of it, but she simply stood there in front of the other survivors, rubbing her hands together, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, not sure what she was supposed to do next. She had a point to make, an important point here at her father’s funeral, but it was gone.

She clapped a hand over her mouth and ran, leaving Will, leaving Eddie, leaving all of them behind. She sobbed, her mournful howls filling the morning quiet. The tears continued to fall, her body shaking, she ran for the trailer, wanting nothing more than to hide away from Will, from Eddie, from everyone, from the world she was in.
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Charlotte Spencer came to see her the next morning.

They sat at the kitchen table, drinking strong, bitter coffee. Rachel’s hands trembled from the caffeine, her stomach sour and tight. On the table was an old photograph of her father, back from his college days. She had found it in his old things as she wandered the trailer like a troubled spirit and had spent much of the night staring at it, entranced by it. The photo was old and yellowed, snapped at a semi-formal event more than three decades ago. Adam, dressed in khakis and a blazer, stood next to a pretty girl in a strapless red dress, a string of pearls encircling her slender neck. Their smiles were broad and deep, loosened perhaps by the cheap beer in the bottle each was holding, two young people with their whole lives in front of them. Rachel could just make out the time on the girl’s digital watch, tilted just so toward the camera. Seven twenty-six in the evening. On the back of the photo, in faint blue ink, the numerals 4/2, the date of the event, she supposed, were etched into the upper right corner. She felt bad for them, she hated knowing the dark future that lay ahead for them both.

Rachel had never told her father about how disappointed she’d been that he’d missed her graduation. He couldn’t find another doctor to cover that patient? Doctors did it all the time. They traded patients like baseball cards. Why was this one any different? Oh sure, he’d been apologetic, he’d watched a livestream of the ceremony from her mom’s iPhone, but the damage had been done. Ever since the day she was born, she had been the runner-up in the priorities of Adam’s life, second to all the women who came to see him.

She had never told anyone about it until the funeral. So many times, it had been right there on the tip of her tongue. If she could have told Adam this one thing, tell him how badly it had hurt her, maybe they could repair this rupture between them, the rupture that had been there all along. But she never did. And now it was too late.

The trailer was quiet. Will was in his room, the door shut tight. Rachel lit a cigarette, old and stale.

“I wanted to check on you,” Charlotte said.

“I’m fine,” Rachel replied, blowing a stream of blue smoke into the air.

“We need to talk,” Charlotte said.

“He was my father,” she said, her eyes down in her coffee. “Not theirs.”

“I know,” Charlotte said. “And it’s easy for people to forget that. To them, he’s a folk hero. To me, too, if I’m being honest.”

Rachel snorted in disgust.

Charlotte held up her hands in surrender.

“It’s not fair, I know that,” she said. “I know no one is perfect. It was nice to have someone to believe in, someone who never let you down.”

“Don’t you think I know that?” Rachel snapped.

They sat quietly. Will coughed, and Charlotte’s eyes cut toward the bedroom. She took a sip of the coffee and set her mug back on the table.

“I’m sorry you had to go through that,” Charlotte said. “Must’ve been hard.”

“No one’s life was perfect.”

“Cheers to that.”

Charlotte took a sip of her coffee. She started to set the mug back down but paused. She lifted the mug back to her lips and took another sip.

“There’s something else I wanted to talk to you about.”

As Charlotte gathered her thoughts, Rachel scraped at a piece of long-dried food encrusted on the tabletop. A cylinder of ash fell from the forgotten cigarette still clamped between her two fingers and landed in a perfect little pile. She traced her finger in the ash, leaving a dark smudge on the tip of her finger.

“You know I love Will, right?”

“I guess,” she said, but not really knowing. Truth be told, she didn’t know how Charlotte felt about Will at all. Everyone had their own unique relationship with Will, but she wasn’t sure if any of them were normal. A bitter reminder of the past. A possible savior. A target of envy. No one knew how to act around him. It was a lot for an eleven-year-old to carry. She didn’t want to open another front in this discussion, so she sat quietly. Let Charlotte say her piece and move on. She traced a circle in the ash deposit on the table with a finger.

“It’s just that…”

She paused.

“It’s just what?” Rachel said.

“Now that your father’s gone, I worry people will forget how special Will is.”

“What are you talking about?” she asked, a spike of discomfort making her shiver.

“Your dad loved Will,” Charlotte said. “Talked about him all the time.”

Yet another twist of the knife from dear old Dad.

“I know.”

Charlotte cast her eyes downward; perhaps her words were floating in the coffee mug.

“I get it,” Rachel said, her argument with Eddie playing back in her mind. “Will freaks people out.”

Charlotte smiled thinly.

“No, sweetie, I don’t think you do.”

“Enlighten me.”

Charlotte glanced at the ceiling and took a deep breath.

“I mean, that’s a part of it,” she said. “But it goes deeper than that. They’re afraid of him. Of you. They’re jealous. They’re angry. They want to know why.”

“I knew that,” Rachel said, although she was still a bit surprised by the depth and breadth of her hostility toward her friend. She looked back across the years, understanding now her sense of connection to the group weakening as Will had grown up. Her shoulders sagged. Alone again. As it had always been.

“Don’t you think I’ve wondered about it?” she asked. “Don’t you think I’ve lain awake at night, wondering what was so goddamn different about me? About my family? You think it didn’t crush me to see all those babies die?”

“I know,” Charlotte said. “But people are scared. And now that the warehouse is gone, it’s getting worse. I mean, you wouldn’t believe some of the things people have said.”

“Like what?”

“Crazy stuff,” Charlotte said. “But your father always shut it down. He made them believe we’d had a little bad luck, that eventually, things would turn around.”

Rachel laughed bitterly.

“It’s been thirteen years,” she said. “I think that ship has sailed.”

“Whether it has or not, your father kept the ship steady, kept it afloat.”

“And now he’s gone.”

“Right,” Charlotte said. “And without your father here to cover you, I wanted to make sure you knew the score. When people get desperate, they do crazy things. Be very careful. And what happened at the funeral yesterday, it made people angry.”

Still, she felt no regret. In fact, she felt better than she had in months. Maybe years. Maybe ever. Clear. Cleaned out.

“Thank you for letting me know,” Rachel said.

“You’re welcome,” she said. “How are things with Eddie?”

She dismissed the question with a wave of her hand.

They sat in silence for a long while, the coffee cooling in their cups, the seconds ticking by, time winding toward the inevitability of it all. She looked at Charlotte, her face hardened by the passage of time but still quite lovely. She’d been on her own all this time; her sexual orientation was well known in the community, but as fate would have it, there were no other gay people living in Evergreen. Or none that had come out.

“What about you?” Rachel asked.

“What about me?”

“Do I freak you out?”

Charlotte smiled.

“No more than anything else,” she said.

Rachel tried to laugh at the joke, but she couldn’t.

“I never wanted kids,” Charlotte said. “Even when I was a little girl, I knew in my core that it wasn’t for me. So I look at this a bit more objectively than the others. I think Will is a gift. I think you’re a wonderful mother. I agree with your dad. He explained it to me once. Will can’t be the only one. It doesn’t make any sense. It would be one thing if none of the babies had survived. That, at least, would be explainable. But Will survived.”

“I don’t know,” Rachel said. “Sometimes I think he would say those things, but he didn’t actually believe them. He wasn’t the same when he got back from that trip back east. I think he got out there, in the big open, and saw what he was most afraid of.”

Charlotte was shaking her head forcefully.

“No!” Charlotte snapped, slapping her hand on the table. “I refuse to believe that this is it. This isn’t the end. It can’t be.”

“But what if it is?” Rachel said.

Charlotte opened her mouth to say something, but Rachel held up a hand to cut her off.

“Hear me out,” she said. “He never would. But please hear me out. What if this is it? What do we do? Live out our days, knowing this is really the end?”

“I don’t know.”

“I think about him growing up in this, and it rips me to pieces,” Rachel said. “Sometimes I’ll lie awake all night thinking about what his life will be like. Who’s the next youngest person here?”

Charlotte scrunched up her face and gazed at the ceiling.

“I think Emily, maybe? She’s twenty or so.”

“And that’s assuming he lives that long.”

“Don’t say that.”

“I’m trying to be realistic,” Rachel said. She pushed the coffee mug to the center of the table.

“We’ll figure something out.”

Charlotte took Rachel’s hand between her own.

“We’ll do the best we can,” Charlotte said. “We fight like hell to make it. We enjoy this life as best as we can. Did you know I’ve started praying?”

“Oh?”

“Every night. I know you’re a science geek,” Charlotte said, her cheeks flushing with embarrassment. “And I never had much use for organized religion. But in the past few years, I’ve started to see God everywhere. It makes me feel a little better. I don’t know if there’s a heaven. If there’s a hell, I’m pretty sure we’ve lived through it.”

“You think all this was God’s judgment?”

“Maybe,” she said. “Maybe it wasn’t. Maybe it wasn’t a judgment any more than my shaking an Etch-a-Sketch is a judgment on all those little bits of aluminum powder. Maybe we don’t even understand what judgment means.”

Charlotte laughed out loud.

“I sound like a lunatic.”

Rachel did not reply.

“Besides, we have far more immediate concerns,” Charlotte said. “How are you on food?”

Rachel glanced toward Will’s bedroom.

“Few days,” she said, suddenly feeling like they’d been dropped back on the shore of their current mess. “Maybe a week.”

“A lot of arguing after the funerals last night,” Charlotte said. “I hung in there until dark, and then I couldn’t take it anymore.”

“What’s the consensus?”

“There isn’t one,” she said. “Some folks want to hit the road and see what’s out there. Others don’t want to abandon the water supply. Eddie’s headed up to Market to see what he can find out.”

“And the others?”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about them,” Charlotte said, nodding toward the door, to the community beyond.

“Why do you say that?”

“Another week, and this place will be empty.”
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They set the trap before dawn, under a spray of stars stretching away to infinity. They were about four miles west of the compound, along Interstate 80, one of the few still serviceable freeways approaching the city. Still road mostly, but shaggy with moss and weeds. She and Eddie worked in silence, Rachel knowing the best way to avoid yet another go-nowhere argument would be to keep her mouth shut.

It was a chilly night, cloudy and damp. There would be rain by midday. On the trek out here, they passed by the familiar buildings in this industrial section of southwest Omaha. She knew every nook and cranny of every one of them. Metalworks here. Equipment rental over there. Inside and out, every one of them, every structure in a ten-mile radius of Evergreen, explored, dug through and spelunked.

The intricate network of roads crisscrossing America had fallen into disrepair over the years, more evidence of a world winding down. Most resembled the surface of some dead planet, pockmarked with large potholes resembling craters, the pavement buckled from endless cycles of freezing, thawing, expanding and then cracking again. Cars abandoned on the highways at the height of the plague sat where they’d last hitched to a stop, rusting, cracking, peeling, disintegrating. Many still contained the skeletal remains of plague victims who had died during their futile attempt to outrun their invisible slayer.

The steady traffic along the busier thoroughfares kept the weeds at bay a little, but it too was a losing battle. Each day, little by little, they retreated a bit more as these titanic forces of life, of nature, gained more ground. Within weeks of the plague ending, a generation of weeds and grasses had risen through the tiniest cracks and died, succeeded by their descendants, which rose before dying as well, decomposing, ashes to ashes, dust to dust, until a carpet of humus blanketed the asphalt and it disappeared forever. You could feel it all slipping away now, their grim fate set in concrete that was almost finished curing.

It had been two weeks since the attack on the compound. Even limiting rations, they were burning through food faster than they had anticipated. A day of reckoning was approaching rapidly; each night she had lain awake and decided as to whether to stay or go, whether the time had come to pull the ripcord and flee with Will. If there was food, they would stay.

But now this.

Highway robbery. Literally.

Every day for the past week, Harry had been sending two-person teams out here with orders to rob any travelers they encountered. To date, the results had been mixed. Five teams had come home empty-handed, but one pair – Dave Thompson and Brigid Correll – had returned with a few grocery bags of canned goods, some medicine, and a small cache of ammunition. They had taken the beat-up old pickup without firing a shot, sending their victims away on foot. Rumors were flying that some of the unsuccessful sorties had been because they didn’t want to rob innocent people.

The trap was simple enough. Eddie used a pair of binoculars to scout for any approaching traffic. If the target was promising, he and Rachel pushed the rusting chassis of an old Honda Civic into the middle of the roadway, in the blind curve, right at the point it would be too late to turn back. Then they’d circle in behind the prey and take them before they could put up a fight.

When the preparations were finished, Eddie napped, but Rachel lay on her back and looked at the stars while waiting for sunrise. Sometimes she would start counting them, never quite sure why, knowing she would lose count after twenty or thirty. But she did it anyway. The stars were her favorite thing about their world, on the rare occasion the skies cleared long enough to give them a view of the heavens. So many stars scraping the roof of the world that it looked like the sky was bleeding starlight. Without electricity, you could see entire galaxies, you could see the constellations the way their ancestors had and you understood why they named them the way they did, glorious names like Orion and Cassiopeia and Aquarius and Aries.

Dawn approached and she willed it to stay dark a little bit longer. She liked the darkness, she liked the night; it let them hide from the world for a little while. Because when the sun came up, there the world was, in all its dying and barren grotesqueness.

Eddie was still asleep, and that was fine with her. She took the first shift watching the road. It was boring and tedious but at least it kept her mind off the cold temperatures. By mid-morning, Eddie was awake and a light drizzle had begun to fall. The air was dank and Rachel was shivering. Beside her, Eddie lay prone under a giant billboard for a McDonald’s, the Egg McMuffin and cup of gourmet coffee long since faded. He was propped up on his elbows, the field glasses pressed to his eyes. She sat with her knees drawn into her chest, rocking back and forth to stay warm. The M4 lay next to her like an obedient dog.

“You really made a mess of your dad’s funeral,” he said, startling her. It was the first time either had spoken since they trekked out here.

She glanced at him. With all the problems they were facing, her eulogy was about the last thing on her mind. That said, she felt a tightness in her chest. She shouldn’t say anything, she should just let it go and eventually Eddie would let it go too. But she couldn’t resist.

“He was my dad. Not yours,” Rachel said, her nostrils venting vapor like smoke in the morning chill.

“Not sure where you get off.”

“I’m not going to even dignify that with a response.”

“I can’t have you flying off the handle about every goddamn thing,” Eddie said. “Makes us look bad.”

“Makes you look bad is what you mean.”

Instead of replying, he pressed a finger to his lips and gestured toward the highway. He handed her the binoculars and she focused on the flutter of movement in the distance. She adjusted the lenses until the scene came into view. They were still a ways off, maybe a mile away. Three of them, sitting abreast in a horse-pulled wagon under that brooding sky. In the middle, holding the reins, was an older man, probably in his late fifties. He wore a thick beard heavily dusted with gray. His dirty barn jacket hung loosely over a thin frame. A young woman sat on his left, her cheek bearing a nasty scar. Her hair was tied off in a messy ponytail, and her eyes puffed with exhaustion. A shotgun lay on her lap. On the old man’s right was a boy of about fifteen or sixteen, his face pockmarked with acne. He wore a gray sweatshirt emblazoned with the five Olympic rings and the words Rio 2016 printed underneath.

Their faces were narrow and gaunt, the angular visages of those who had not had a warehouse full of food at their disposal for the past decade. They stared straight ahead, their heads bobbing as the wagon jostled down the road. The look in their eyes spoke of people who did not seem to care all that much whether they made it to their destination. Even the horse looked uninterested. His ribs jutted from his dull coat, a living fossil.

A black tarp covered the wagon’s cargo area, but the corner flap had folded back over itself, revealing part of its load. Rachel caught a glimpse of a case of baby formula and several boxes of dry soup. A sharp ache spiked up Rachel’s midsection, part hunger, part guilt.

She tapped Eddie on the shoulder; when she caught his eye, she shook her head slowly and deliberately and made a cutting motion at her throat, the signal to abort the mission. Eddie rolled his eyes and slapped her hand away.

“We are not doing this,” she said sharply under her breath.

“That’s meat for the pot. For Will.”

“Look at these people,” she said, tipping her head toward the wagon. “We’d be killing them.”

“You’d rather our son starve?”

Oh, he was “our” son now. And he was right, of course, the little shit.

But there had to be a line somewhere. Every day they drew ever closer to it, assuming they hadn’t already crossed it and they were too far gone to realize it. Was survival worth the price of her humanity? Did she want to cross that line? How far was too far?

She looked through the binoculars again. Quarter of a mile away now. Three minutes, maybe five. The road behind them was empty. Was she serious about trying to stop Eddie? She could scare him with the gun. She could do that. She could press the barrel of this steel serpent against his temple and whisper into his ear that they were not going to do a goddamn thing to these people, that they were going to let that scrawny horse clomp on by.

But she didn’t. A grainy movie of a possible future played out in her mind, the story of Will starving to death because they were out of food and she’d think back to the time they had let this wagon go because she’d wanted to do the right thing.

They kept coming, the horse’s hooves clocking loudly on the weed-choked pavement, the wagon’s occupants blissfully blind to the threat that lay ahead. Guilt coursed through her veins; it wasn’t fair that these people had no chance, that nothing more than dumb luck had brought them to this point. Rachel pressed low to the ground as the wagon curled south, the road funneling them into the trap.

The woman was the first to perk up as the wreck came into view, her hands going straight for the shotgun. She stood up as the wagon slowed, placing a hand on the old man’s shoulder for balance. Her head swiveled from side to side.

“Aw, what the hell is this,” the old man muttered as he pulled on the reins, bringing the horse to a stop.

“Quiet,” the woman said.

Rachel locked eyes with Eddie, who nodded. They bounced from their hiding spot and drew up behind the wagon before the woman could turn to face them.

“Nobody fucking move,” Eddie barked.

They froze, their bodies locking up as the paradigm shift was driven home for them. A few moments ago, it had been just another day, but now everything had changed. The woman’s shoulders sagged.

Eddie kept his gun trained on the trio as he eased around the side of the wagon to the front. Rachel drifted to the left, keeping the woman squarely in her sights.

“Where you folks headed?” Eddie asked.

No one answered.

He stepped forward and aimed the gun at the woman’s head. His nostrils flared and his brow was furrowed, which made Rachel nervous. He was in a bad mood, worse than usual.

“I’ll ask again.”

“Market,” the old man said, his voice gravelly.

“Well, we’re going to save you the trip,” Eddie said.

The old man scratched his face, the sound of his fingernails against his rough beard huge in the morning quiet.

“Leave us half,” the man said. “This here’s all we got in the world.”

“I’m not negotiating,” Eddie replied. “You folks kindly step down from the wagon, and we’ll be on our way.”

There was an ease about Eddie that Rachel found disconcerting. It was a big deal what they were doing. Just because something was necessary didn’t mean it should be easy or enjoyable. It mattered. Robbing these people was akin to signing their death warrants. Maybe they’d find another week’s worth of supplies somewhere, maybe not. That’s what she told herself. Out there, that big empty world was getting emptier by the day. People, innocent people, died for no good reason every single day.

It would bother her tonight and tomorrow and next month, as it always did. Theirs was a world of takers and victims and today they would be the takers. Tomorrow, perhaps, they would play a different role.

“What’s your name, old timer?”

Old timer?

Did he think they were in a Western?

“Austin,” the man said. “Adam Austin.”

“Mr. Austin, nobody has to get hurt here today. Toss the gun into the grass.”

Austin nodded toward the woman. As she picked it up from her lap, the boy lunged for it and wrenched it from her; she struggled with him, that instinct to resist kicking in hard. It happened so quickly Rachel barely had time to react. The boy got off one shot at Eddie, but it flew wide. The horse reared back and neighed in terror before slipping its reins and bolting up the road.

Eddie returned fire, the report of his gun roaring across the plains. His first shot struck the woman in the forehead, caving it in. Blood splattered across the sleeve of Austin’s jacket. The boy fired another shot, again missing badly. Eddie returned fire again, catching the boy in the stomach. The kid dropped the gun and staggered to the edge of the wagon before tumbling out like a sack of potatoes.

The guns fell silent, the sulfuric smell of discharged weapons hanging thickly in the air. Rachel stood frozen to her spot, her gun still trained on the wagon. It was over. Two more dead in the ledger of the plague. The older man slowly raised his arms high over his head. From here, she could see his thick wrinkled hands were gnarled with arthritis, the fingers drawn tight like leathery claws.

“Dammit!” Eddie bellowed. “This didn’t have to happen. This is on you.”

Rachel drew up next to Eddie, her jaw clenched tight. It had happened again. Another thing gone straight to hell. More bodies, more death, more unhappy endings, and here was Eddie acting like the man had tapped his bumper in a Walmart parking lot.

She cut her eyes toward Eddie; his face was beet-red and he was chewing on his lower lip. The gun in his hand dipped and dove, almost like it had a mind of its own, anxious in Eddie’s sweaty palm. You could almost feel the gun wanting to go off, to do the thing it was designed to do.

“What am I supposed to do with you?”

He looked at Rachel.

“What am I supposed to do with him?”

The rush of adrenaline faded, and she shivered in the cold damp air.

“Let him go,” Rachel said. “Let’s take a look at their stash.”

She walked gingerly to the back of the wagon, her stomach clenched, her leg muscles tight and stiff. Using both hands, she peeled back the tarp, which made a strange zipping noise as it folded back over itself before sliding to the ground in a heap.

“What do we got?” Eddie called out.

Her heart soared when she saw the full scope of their score. Baby formula, canned goods, medicine, guns, ammunition, soap. A jackpot, one that bought them a little more time. One unusual item caught her eye. It was a large metal briefcase. She fiddled with the latch, but it was locked.

“A lot,” she said, feeling guilty and relieved at the same time. These would fetch a hefty price at Market and, she briefly forgot about the blood that had been spilled in the acquisition of this bounty.

Eddie laughed, a high-pitched cackle that was equal parts victory and desperation.

“Fuck you,” the old man said.

Eddie clocked the man on his forehead, opening a wide gash above his eyebrow. Blood leaked from the laceration, which resembled a small mouth, its thin lips parted just so. Austin made no move to address the wound, letting the blood trickle down his cheek before rolling off his chin in fat crimson drops. Even when the trail of blood changed course, curling in toward the corner of Austin’s mouth, he sat stoically, unmoving.

“Shut up,” Eddie said. “Nobody’s talking to you.”

Rachel rejoined Eddie, uncomfortable with the tension still lingering. It should have been over, the spasm of violence defusing the situation. But things were still buzzing. Eddie was obviously still charged up, the adrenaline still flowing. This had to be fear driving him, controlling his strings like a puppeteer.

“Folks is waiting for me over at Market,” he said. “I don’t show up, there’s gonna be questions.”

Eddie pressed the gun to the man’s head.

“Could’ve been anyone,” Eddie said. “Highways are dangerous.”

“Why don’t you hit the road, my friend,” Rachel said. “I’m sorry it turned out this way.”

“He’s not going anywhere.”

A burst of frustration then, that feeling of skin tightening and stomach turning to stone when someone simply would listen to reason.

No more. They were going to let this man go.

“Make you a deal,” the man said.

“You’re not in any position to be making deals.”

The man continued, ignoring him. “You give me the briefcase, I’ll pin this on someone else.”

“What briefcase?”

“There’s one in the back,” Rachel said, her eyes narrowing. “It’s locked.”

“Let’s have the key,” Eddie said.

Now it was the man’s turn to laugh.

“I don’t have the key. I’m just the messenger.”

“Stand up,” Eddie ordered. He patted the man down, searching every pocket, every inch of fabric in his clothing. Maybe Eddie would order the man to strip and conduct a body cavity search.

“Search the others,” Eddie said to Rachel.

“Don’t bother, miss.”

“What’s inside the case?”

He laughed again.

“I don’t know, and I don’t want to know.” A shimmer of fear rippled across his face.

Rachel was struck by the man’s sincerity.

“And what’s in for you?”

“Two months’ worth of supplies.”

“You lie,” Eddie said.

“No,” Rachel said. “I don’t think he is.”

“Shut up, Rachel. He’s lying. Now tell me what it’s in the briefcase.”

She stepped up to Austin and jammed the muzzle of the M4 under his chin.

“You’re not lying, are you?” she snapped. “You better not be lying.”

It was a gamble, a mild escalation in lieu of a far more serious one. By taking the offensive, Eddie could live vicariously through her. She wasn’t going to shoot him, but Eddie didn’t know that. It had a certain bravado to it, and that was the point. Launching a successful conventional attack rather than risk a catastrophic nuclear one. Eddie stepped back, lowering his weapon. She leaned in close to Austin until their faces were an inch apart, until she could smell the decay on his breath, the sour stench of days-old body odor.

“I ain’t lying.”

“Good.”

Austin chuckled. He tilted his head to the side and looked over Rachel’s shoulder.

“You always let your bitch run the show?”

She turned to wrap her arms around Eddie’s waist before it was too late, but it was already too late. It unfolded in slow motion: Eddie putting the gun between the man’s eyes, Eddie pulling the trigger, the small dime-sized entry hole appearing in the man’s forehead. Austin’s head rocking backward from the impact, his body slumping over in the wagon, coming to rest in the lap of his dead traveling companion. The echo of the gunshot reverberated across the chilly land. The single report had seemed louder to Rachel than the gunplay that preceded it. It felt more final, more definitive. Her left ear was ringing and deadened, a sonic anesthetic mainlined into her eardrum. She touched a hand to her ear and it came away bloody. Eddie had ruptured her goddamn eardrum.

“You believe this asshole?” Eddie said, his voice shaky and small.

“Was it worth it?” she yelled. “Was it?”

The world sounded muffled and far away.

She walked away, leaving Eddie with the bodies of his victims and the wagon of supplies, the smell of coppery blood and smoke hanging in their air.
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When all was said and done at the end of that fateful and terrible summer thirteen years earlier, nearly ninety-nine percent of the world’s population had perished in the viral holocaust. Of the seven billion humans alive and kicking on the day Medusa had been dispersed at Yankee Stadium, only about one hundred million were still around on Labor Day some four weeks later. In the years that followed, natural selection got in on the act, culling approximately one-third of those survivors in a variety of ways, either by accident or means most foul or, most cruelly, from random illness that would have been easily treated in the old days. Put another way, you did not want your appendix to flake out on you in this new world.

The population of the continental United States shrank to about four million, less than half the number of people living in pre-plague New York City. While Adam Fisher had trekked westward looking for Rachel in the months after the epidemic, the vast majority of the other survivors had had no such heroic quest. These survivors spent their time attending to far more mundane tasks. Staying alive. Not going completely insane. Food. Water. Shelter. Medicine. Self-defense. Survivors sheltered in place, remaining in their homes, venturing out only when necessary to obtain supplies, slowly coalescing to form small communities. PTSD was common. Many people turned to drugs and alcohol to cope with the disaster.

In Omaha, Nebraska, Medusa spared about three thousand people, nearly all of whom remained in and around the city after the epidemic ended. They were scattered from the inner city to the suburbs. When the outbreak began, the nation’s cupboards had been stocked with tens of millions of canned and dry goods, enough to meet the needs of a tiny population for a good while. For the first few years after the plague, there had been little need for commerce, as the supply of virtually everything had far outstripped the demand. Few communities formed in those early days, as the survivors were too scattered to find each other in large numbers, and many were too frightened to join with people they did not know.

Even after taking the warehouse, Rachel and the others scavenged the neighborhoods in the western Omaha suburbs. It never ceased to amaze her how many homes there were, how much food the average family had stockpiled. It could take a team of four a full day to clear five houses of their various and sundry supplies. They learned to make bread and hunt, until the crop failures began wreaking havoc on the wildlife. For a while, it seemed as if the food would never run out.

But time took its toll, both through consumption and spoilage, and exacerbated by the fact that virtually nothing new was growing. Eventually, shortages began to pop up, particularly of food and medicines. Rachel began noticing how many X’s they’d marked on their maps to note neighborhoods they had cleared. One day, they’d encountered another gaggle of survivors a bit farther east toward downtown, an encounter that briefly turned violent but ended with only one person wounded. Five thousand people in a city designed to hold many times that didn’t seem like much on paper, but she was surprised by how crowded it felt.

The story was that a group in east Omaha needed a stockpile of antibiotics after two of their members were badly injured in an accident. What they did have was fresh milk from a cow they had nursed back to health; they traded the milk for the medicine another small community had stockpiled, and lo and behold, capitalism was reborn.

A month later, as legend had it, the two parties to the initial trade met again, this time here, at the West Omaha Farmer’s Market, where a gallon of biofuel was swapped for a bottle of twenty-year-old Pappy Van Winkle bourbon whiskey. Word of the market began to spread across southern Nebraska, and each month brought a handful of new faces. A fight erupted at one Market about a year in, leaving four dead. That led to the Market Compact, which every trader was required to sign before participating. Any violation of the Compact was punished by immediate and permanent expulsion from the Market.

Every first Thursday of the month, the Market opened at dawn.


#




Rachel and Eddie left while everyone slept, or more specifically, slept fitfully, if at all. Whatever the case, the compound would be quiet today, as there were no more shifts to cover, no watches to keep, no more defenses to fortify. They were on vacation now, a brief pause before whatever lay ahead. She tried not to think about it, but her mind was pulling on it like a tractor beam, these thoughts of a terrible future now imminent.

She and Eddie set out on foot, planning to cover the six miles to Market in about two hours. There had been a brief discussion of cycling there, but Rachel preferred to walk. A bike left her feeling naked, exposed. It was too easy to let the world slip by. But on foot, she could keep her finger on the trigger, keep her wits about her, let her surroundings in slowly.

It was going to be a dank, chilly day. They walked briskly, with purpose, heading north to I-80 and then swinging east toward the city proper. Eddie carried the silver briefcase, the mysterious valise swinging to and fro as they made their way toward the city.

They were living through the end of the world again, this time writ small. Rachel had slept little since the attack, her nights spent on the floor of Will’s room, waiting for something, anything, what, she didn’t know. It was all going bad, even faster than she had anticipated. The night of the funerals, fifty cans of food had disappeared. Twenty-four suspects in the theft and not a one was talking. Tina Fortune had been assigned to guard the supplies, and she claimed someone had cold-cocked her when she wasn’t looking. She had the head wound to go with it, but even that hadn’t been good enough to dissuade the conspiracy theorists.

She stole it!

She smacked herself in the head to make it look good!

String her up!

Someone had suggested torturing her to confess, but that discussion deteriorated into another bitter argument, and another fight broke out. Then two nights ago, a drunken Mark Covington attacked Harry Maynard with a broken bottle in the cafeteria, and Harry had taken a shard of glass in the arm. Harry had shot Covington, killing him.

It was all going south in a hurry.

She hadn’t wanted to leave Will behind today, but Eddie had forced her hand. Despite her pleas, he would not stay with the boy, and she didn’t trust Eddie to pull this exchange off himself. She had pleaded with Will to stay in his room, the curtains drawn, to not answer the door for anyone. She promised Will the moon if he could do this one thing for Mommy. The benefit outweighed the potential risk, she had decided. Her next step would depend on what, if anything, they’d be able to get for the case.

What if someone comes inside?

Then you hide under the bed, sweetheart.

What if? What if? What if?

He peppered her with questions until she told him to shut up, she had actually used those words, and he had cried, and then she had felt even worse. But that had taken the fight right out of him and he agreed to do what his mother asked, his big eyes wet with tears.

As they made their way along the highway, she kept seeing those eyes, the image burned on her brain. Beside her, Eddie whistled softly while they walked, a tune she found familiar but couldn’t quite place. It nagged her to her core, the name of the song right there on the tip of her brain but she couldn’t come up with it. She didn’t want to ask Eddie what song it was because that meant interacting with him.

It was hard to believe that once upon a time, they had been a happy little family. That was the thing people didn’t understand about relationships. They didn’t always fall apart all at once, with an affair or a punch of the face or blowing it all on the Patriots. Sometimes they died a little bit at a time. A chip in the wall here, a crack there, wounds that were never repaired. Enough of those and even the Great Wall of China would come tumbling down.

Strange though, they had spent more time together since the attack than they probably had in the year preceding it. It didn’t change things between them, not a bit; it was more of a reminder of all that had gone wrong between them over the years. Winding down.

An hour out from the warehouse and signs of urbanization greeted them under a gloomy sunrise. The sky lightened to the east as they passed an old vintage movie theater that had played second-run movies for ninety-nine cents, the marquee still announcing a Captain America movie. A hint of indigo bled on the horizon, a glimmer of the day to come. Cornfields gave way to small squat buildings in this industrial section of Omaha. Once comforting to Rachel in their familiarity, they now seemed ominous, dead, harbingers of things to come.

She lit a cigarette.

“You gotta smoke those goddamn things?” Eddie asked.

“Shut up.”

As the development grew denser, they began moving with more care, keeping an eye out on the dark corners, on alleyways, up to the rooftops. They were in neutral territory, largely because there wasn’t anything worth fighting over here anymore. That said, you could never be too careful. Mankind hadn’t exactly been on its best behavior in the absence of civilization. After pitching the half-smoked cigarette, she curled her finger around the trigger of the M4, the strap set snugly around her neck.

In the east, the dead skyline of Nebraska’s biggest city rose before them, well into its second decade of disrepair. The buildings were dirty, many of them sporting a greenish coating of mildew. Virtually all the windows were blown out, victims of vandalism and weather and time. To the north, grain silos reaching skyward like outstretched fingers broke the up the flat horizon.

“How much farther is it?”

She ignored the whininess of his query; he sounded like a child complaining to his parents on a long road trip.

“Two miles. Maybe three.”

Forty minutes later, they arrived at the outskirts of the Market, which had been set up in a city park, the previous home to a farmer’s market that had been popular with Omahans before the plague. Here and there, people milled about, chatting, arguing, dealing. An old FEMA banner hung limply from the outer fence. The agency had set up a processing center here during the outbreak, including a series of trailers that had been conscripted into service for the Market. The banner had faded but you could just make out the lettering that read QUARANTINE IN EFFECT.

Rachel focused on a middle-aged woman, frightfully thin, standing outside the gates. Her clothes hung loosely on her frame. Even from where she stood, Rachel could see the sunken eyes, the hollow in the woman’s cheeks. She stopped each person who passed through the gates, begging for a handout, but no one paid her any mind. Eventually, a Market security guard came by to talk with her. He spoke for a few seconds, and the woman shook her head vehemently. Rachel knew what the man was telling her. The woman did have something to sell, yes, indeedy. It would be a matter of whether she had reached that line.

Rachel watched her and her heart broke, but not from any sense of empathy. She was the woman; the woman was her.

No.

That wouldn’t be her. She was strong where this woman was weak. She would find a way. Today was the first step toward that.

She pulled her focus back from this a microcosm of misery and took in the forest rather than the trees. It had been a while since she had come to Market, at least four months, maybe six. The sight of so many people always shocked her a bit; you forgot how many different faces you used to see every day in the old world. Faces of people you’d see once and never see again. Faces at the gas station, at a stoplight, standing in line at the bank, sitting next to you at your favorite pizza place. And then all those faces had vanished, all at once, and you’d go weeks or months without seeing a new face, and then you would forget there were still other people in the world. Then you came to Market, and it was sensory overload, even though when you got right down to it, there really weren’t that many people here at all.

Rachel liked seeing new faces, it gave her a little thrill to see other people again. Young people, old people, white faces, black faces, Asian faces, Hispanic faces, faces that might look like one ethnicity or another, but you really couldn’t tell at all.

She and Eddie fell into the queue, which was starting to thicken ahead of the Market’s opening at dawn. As they waited, she scanned the crowd, considering how to play it. Was someone here waiting for the briefcase? Had someone already spotted it? It wasn’t lost on her that they might already be in terrible danger, that the last moments of their lives might already be sluicing away, the last few grains of sands whirlpooling toward their date with gravity.

At dawn, a bell clanged, and the Market opened.


#




A band had struck up the music as they entered the gates. The smell of meat cooking on a fire somewhere wafted through the air, the aroma making her mouth water. She pushed it out of her head, knowing the price for such a treat would be too rich for what they could afford to pay. As they wandered the grounds, the Market revved to life, people setting up tents and tables, dragging coolers and crates of goods to sell. Everything would be for sale, food, medicine, weapons, ammunition, even sex.

There would be dice and gambling and prostitution and sport, probably a fight at dusk, when someone would build a big bonfire, and two pugilists would whale away on each other to the delight of the crowd. It was loud and boisterous and sometimes a bit frightening. She found herself drifting to their usual spot, where they normally set up their table. They didn’t have their table today, but she felt safer here nonetheless.

“Morning,” said their neighbor, a middle-aged fireplug of a man named Andy. He was a thickly built man, balding but for two strips of bushy gray hair flanking each side of his dome. His face bore a long scar beginning above his eyebrow and curling upward to his hairline. He had an astonishing array of guns and ammunition at his disposal, which he usually traded for food. He fancied himself the pit boss of the market, in no small part due to his arsenal. He always came solo and never spoke of anyone else; his background was a bit of a mystery.

“Andy,” Rachel said sweetly. Ordinarily, she detested making small talk, especially with Andy, but today she would have to, and she would have to do it well. He often doled out nuggets of gossip he picked up along the midway. People were afraid of Andy, and probably with good reason. Best to curry favor with him and stay apprised of the comings and goings of the post-apocalyptic plains states.

“The love of my life,” he said. “You still with this jerkoff?” Andy asked, nodding toward Eddie. The two men did not get along, and Andy was not afraid to express his disdain toward Eddie. He had taken a shine to Rachel, though, and he had always been fair with them. He was their primary ammunition vendor.

Eddie stepped toward the man, his chest puffed out.

“What’d you say to me, asshole?”

Andy shoved him aside like a child pushing away a boring toy.

“I’ll let that one go,” Andy said. “My way of paying my respects.”

“What are you talking about?” Eddie asked stupidly.

She nodded. Andy knew about the battle for the warehouse. She didn’t reply, wondering where he would take this conversation. He liked to talk, that was for sure, hated empty silences.

“Sorry about your pop,” Andy said, turning his attention back to Rachel. “Kind of a legend, that man.”

Adam was well known at the Market, having run a medical clinic there for years. Few doctors had appeared at the Market, and his services were frequently in high demand. There was simply no escaping the man’s shadow.

“Anyway, lotta folks talkin’ about your warehouse,” he went on. “Biggest one in months. Probably the way things is gonna be from now on. Y’all ain’t the only ones running out. Food’s getting expensive.”

“Any idea who hit us?”

“No.”

Rachel eyed him, trying to decide if he were telling the truth.

“There’s more out there,” Eddie said. “We’ll find it.”

“If there were more, it’d have shown up here,” Andy replied. “Population around here’s been getting bigger every year. People abandoning the coasts.”

“Why?” Rachel asked.

“The big cities, they’re death traps,” Andy said. “Controlled by warlords. That’s where the worst of the worst set up shop. They went in, scooped up all the food and supplies. Now the food is running low. People starting to stream to the middle. It’s no secret there are tons of warehouses and distribution centers in the Midwest, near the Mississippi. Like a funnel. It’s only going to get worse.

“You know what happens when there’s a shortage of a vital resource?”

War.

Rachel shuddered.

On the plus side, if they all killed each other over a dwindling food supply, then their baby problem wouldn’t be all that big a deal. In fact, without the lid on their population, they may have run out of food long ago. Strange that had never occurred to her before.

“If I was you,” he said, “I’d start thinking real hard about what else you got to trade for food.”

He winked at her, and disgust swept through her. Disgust at what he was suggesting, but an even more thorough revulsion at knowing he was right, and that she would do anything to ensure Will’s well-being. God help her, she would do it.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Eddie asked, this question even dumber than the last one.

“Your missus knows what I’m talking about,” he said, crossing his arms across his broad chest.

Eddie dumbly swung his head toward her.

“And she knows I’m right.”

“Enough,” she said sharply.

Andy quieted down and went back to the work of arranging his wares on the table. She took the briefcase from Eddie’s hand and set it down. Andy looked up at her but didn’t say anything. His face was blank. If he had any knowledge about this briefcase’s provenance, he wasn’t letting on.

“Know anything about this?”

He kept his eyes on her.

“Where’d you get that?”

“Doesn’t matter how I got it. I got it.”

“All right then.”

“Do you know whose it is?”

“I might.”

“You might.”

They stood silently.

“Why do you have to be such a prick?” she asked, her shoulders slumping.

“Wasn’t loved enough as a child.”

She laughed, not because the joke was funny, but because of how stupid this was. How everyone was trying to out-badass everyone all the time. Deep down under the harsh exterior was the man who’d watched the world collapse a decade ago, but who worked desperately to cover it up.

“What were you like?” she asked. “Before, I mean.”

“Doesn’t matter anymore.”

“I think it does,” she said. “Let me guess. A software engineer?”

He smiled.

“Taught biology at a community college.”

“From teaching to this.”

“You do what you gotta do.”

“OK, listen up, Professor. I’m going to find out whose briefcase this is, with or without you. And if I have to do it without you, I’ll make sure the owner knows I did it without you. How do you think that’s going to play?”

Her heart was pounding and her mouth was dry; she hoped she sounded more convincing than she felt. His right cheek bulged as he probed it with his tongue.

A flicker of fear in his eyes.

She held his gaze until he looked away, her breath coming in ragged gasps. He spat in the grass behind him.

“I’ll find out.”

“You do that.”
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While Andy worked on his promise, Rachel and Eddie gingerly made their way through the midway, pausing at each booth to browse. At the first, a raggedy pop-up shelter, there was an elderly man hawking salted meats for a fortune. Rachel had a sudden vision of someone trailing the man home and murdering him for his food supply. And then that was all she saw. From booth to booth, visions of brutal, violent deaths for these vendors, everyone slaughtering each other in humanity’s last terrible war for a case of black beans flickered in her mind.

She glanced around for Eddie, but he was nowhere to be seen. A quick survey of the crowd, starting to thicken as the afternoon wore on, failed to reveal his whereabouts.

“Dammit.”

She didn’t actually care where Eddie Callahan the man was. What she did care about were the current whereabouts of her partner, her backup, the one supposed to be looking out for her as she did for him. There was some semblance of law and order at the Market, but it wasn’t as safe as, say, Grandma’s house. Tempers flared from time to time, and rules didn’t mean a whole lot when you took a shiv in the gut for looking at someone funny.

Typical Eddie.

Probably trying to walk his way into a freebie at the Cat’s Paw. He’d tell her he was scouting things out, laying low. He’d probably snuck in something of value without telling her because that would be just like him. Something he could trade for five sweaty minutes between the thighs of some woman who would look at him at nothing more than a meal ticket, something to be endured so she could stay alive a little longer.

What did she care? They were through. If he wanted to bust his nut and pick up a case of herpes for his efforts, that was his business now. There hadn’t been a formal breakup, no papers signed, but they were through. They hadn’t had sex in years; he was nothing more than the annoying roommate she couldn’t get rid of. His parentage of Will hardly mattered to him so even that bond was shaky at best.

As she looked for him, she could feel herself running a system check, searching her hard drive for something acknowledging the death of her time with Eddie, other than the objective certainty of it. Grief, heartache, regret, a twinge of nostalgia for the good times gone by. Something. But there was nothing.

She didn’t know if she should feel good or badly about that. It was probably a good thing, because theirs was a world that didn’t treat kindly those who dwelled in the past. There was a lot that could crawl out of the swampy fog of the past, grab you in its clutches, pull you down, drive you mad. Much had been lost forever, things far better and more important than her relationship with Eddie and to spend too much time wandering through the muddled remnants of the past was to invite ruin. They couldn’t pretend to keep living in the old world, they couldn’t even keep living in the ghost of the old world. It was like letting go of that first love, the one that had shown you the wonder and electricity possible in the universe and the one you’d held onto for too long, long after you were the only one still holding anything.

She did a quick loop of the midway, passing all manner of vendors pushing salt, medicine, ammo, biofuel, some food. There were green onions, wilted and thin, baby lettuces, even some rhubarb, heartier crops waging valiant battle against their bizarre climate. A few booths hawking canned goods, a little salted meat. Not much though. A chill ran along the nape of Rachel’s neck. It was more than a bit frightening.

The brothel set up shop in a small trailer at the far end of the quad, about a hundred yards from the Market entrance. Rachel hated the place but couldn’t help but respect it in some twisted way. Men were stupid, still thinking with their dicks, apocalypse or not. and the place helped level the playing field a bit. They’d all done things to survive, things they never could have imagined a decade ago, but things that had to be done. The arguments that might have had a place in pre-plague America simply did not hold water anymore.

Last time she’d been here, Rachel had chatted with the proprietor of the Cat’s Paw, a smooth-talking, pale-skinned woman named Vania. She was short, her hair cut short, and she talked a million miles a minute. Each of her arms was tattooed with bullet holes, red ink spatter skirting thick black dots from elbow to wrist. She and Rachel smoked cigarettes and she explained to Rachel what was what.

“This here?” she had said, pointing between her legs. “Doesn’t mean nothing. This,” she went on, pointing to her stomach, “is what matters. They’re stupid, morons. I own them. I lie down for thirty minutes and I eat for a week. They call me bitch and slut and whore and they think I give a shit about that. They really think that matters. They’ll keep coming back until they have nothing and then they’ll die, and I’ll still be here. I’ll tell you, I ain’t in no hurry to die, I want to be an old lady. I didn’t live through all this shit to starve to death now.”

The self-assuredness of it all was what had stuck with Rachel. This woman would do what she had to do, same as Andy, same as her. Funny how priorities changed over time. Maybe the way they had lived in the past was the real lie; maybe tying that to emotion or self-worth had been the mistake in all this. You used what nature gave you, up to and including the thing that made men stupid.

A few minutes later, she had made her way to the Paw. There was no doubt he was here because Eddie was stupid and he would compromise his own safety and well-being and that of everyone around him for a quick squirt. Sometimes she wondered if men forgot they could take such matters into their own hand, literally. Then again, these were men she was talking about.

Idiots.

As she stood awkwardly near the entrance, in between it and the gambling tent next to it, because how else did one stand at the threshold of a whorehouse, she heard a harsh yell, male, followed by an explosion of shouts. Some kind of scuffle. The voices swirled together, making it impossible to understand what was being said.

She slipped around the corner, toward the main entrance, where she saw someone rushing into the crowd. A few seconds later, Eddie staggered behind him. He was bleeding from a deep laceration on his forehead and his lip was split open. At first, Rachel was so taken aback by his appearance she didn’t notice it. Only after she had a moment did she see.

The briefcase was gone.
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“Eddie, where’s the case?”

He ignored her, pulling up the tail of his jacket and pressing it to his wound. It was bleeding heavily, flowing like a ruptured water main. Her father had taught her head wounds were the worst, home to countless capillaries buried below the thin skin; even minor cuts were messy.

She stared at him as he tended to his wound, wondering not for the first time how the man could be so stupid. She squeezed her fists tightly, hard enough that she could feel her nails digging into her palms. She wanted to scream at him, smack the ever-living piss out of him, but she couldn’t because then he would clam up and they’d waste the precious time she would need to sort out the mess he’d made.

“Eddie!”

“Guy jumped me. Fucking believe that?”

“Who?”

“I don’t know! He took off. Leave me alone!”

She swept the crowd, men and women coming and going, but the case was nowhere to be seen. Gooseflesh popped up across her body as panic set in. Just like that, it was gone. The one thing that might have been in the same galaxy of justifying the carnage out on I-80 that morning was that it would help save them, save Will, and Eddie had been stupid enough to let it get away.

She left Eddie to lick his wounds and bolted into the crowd. This kind of inattention could mean the difference between life and death now. Stupid, stupid.

The crowd kaleidoscoped around her as she made a loop through the midway, all at once becoming a swirl of faces and clothing and bags and guns, until she couldn’t tell where one person ended and another began. Sweat slicked her body, even in the chill of the late morning. Her stomach lurched, and she began dry heaving. She hadn’t eaten in more than a day, so nothing came up as her body quivered and heaved. When she was done, her stomach muscles were tight and her jaw hurt.

She began to cry, and this time she couldn’t stop the tears from falling. God, she hated to cry, but the hopelessness of it all roared up and washed over her like a rogue wave. Hopelessness on top of hopelessness. Did it even matter that they’d lost the case? So they died two weeks from now instead of two months from now. What difference did it make? Dead was dead.

But it made a lot of difference. It wasn’t just full bellies food provided. It bought probably the most important resource – more time. More time to get their shit together. More time not suffering. More time to find food. More time with Will.

She wandered the grounds of the Market fruitlessly, her hope of spotting the briefcase fading like a dying candle. There weren’t any tears left by the time she made it back their spot. Eddie sat on the ground cross-legged, smoking a cigarette. The bleeding had slowed significantly if not stopped entirely; thick red blood had caked around his eyebrow, and his lower lip had puffed up. He looked pathetic, when you got right down to it.

“I’m sorry,” he said, his eyes cutting downward, but flitting back up every second or two, in that way of his, looking for instant forgiveness from her. He wasn’t really sorry. He just didn’t want her to be mad at him. He wanted outside confirmation for his deeply held belief that he never did anything wrong.

She wanted to yell at him, but she didn’t have the energy for it. Her shoulders ached and a headache was coming on like a hurricane nearing shore; her head was throbbing, pulsing, her brain pushing right up against her skull.

A sensation of being watched washed over her; she glanced to her left and saw Andy taking it all in. He was loving this, she bet, he loved it when others crashed and burned.

“What?” she snapped.

“Nothing,” he replied sweetly.

Rachel raked her hands across her face, through her hair, before crisscrossing her arms across her chest.

“You’re gonna have some explaining to do,” Andy said.

“Meaning what?”

“While you were all out,” he said, nodding toward Eddie, “doing whatever it was you were doing, I found who you were looking for. She wants to meet with you.”

“Not much point now, is there?”

Andy’s jaw went tight, and his typically dour visage grew even more so. His lips tightened and his eyes went blank. A chill ran through Rachel; she had never seen this side of him.

“I went to a lot of trouble setting this up,” he said. “This is not someone I mess around with. And by the transitive property, I am not someone that you mess around with.”

“What are you going to do, kill me?”

He raised his eyebrows and tilted his head to the side.

“Fine,” Rachel said, sighing. “Let’s get this over with.”

“She’ll meet you at sunset.”
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The next four hours drew out slowly, like a slow drip. A front moved in during the afternoon, bringing wind and rain and cold temperatures. People huddled together in ponchos, under umbrellas and tents, drinking bitter coffee and smoking old cigarettes as the chilly rain pelted down.

Rachel and Eddie hovered near Andy’s booth. Eddie complained about his head hurting, but there wasn’t anything she could do about it, and she didn’t care much anyway, so she said nothing. Part of her, and not a small one, reveled in his suffering. He deserved it. He brought it on himself.

The meeting dominated her thoughts.

They could be in a bad way here. People were killed over much less. She could make a break for it. Just up and haul ass out of here. Let Eddie meet with the woman, explain to her how he’d managed to lose the briefcase while getting his dick wet. She scanned the area, looking for a clear line of escape, but one that would give her cover in the event Andy went off and started shooting.

But could she really leave Eddie behind? They’d probably kill him, and she tried to feel guilty about it. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. This line she feared she would someday cross, she was on its precipice every day, the front lines of a terrible civil war raging inside her soul. But could she leave him? Right now, at this moment she could.

Ask me again in thirty seconds, I might have a different answer for you.

Eddie would probably leave her, because he was that kind of person. And not because he would be thinking of Will’s welfare, but because he’d be looking out for Numero Uno.

“This cat got a name?” she asked Andy, breaking a lengthy silence.

“Priya.”

“Who is she?”

“Just somebody.”

“She must be somebody special, put a scare like that in you.”

“I’ve seen how she does business.”

Rachel pressed the index and middle finger of each hand to her temples.

“Can you cut the cloak-and-dagger bullshit and tell me who she is.”

He guffawed.

“She’s a goddamned nightmare.”

Rachel gave up.

Obviously, Andy stood to benefit from this somehow. Possibly paid off in food. Whoever she was, she wielded a certain level of clout, as Andy was more likely to tell you to kiss his ass than say boo. She worked it over in her mind as the hours drifted past, but she couldn’t think of a happy outcome to all this.

As the sun set, a buzz began building in the crowd, people ready to blow off steam after a hard day’s work. Around them, people loaded their remaining inventory into their vehicles for the night and turned their attention toward the recreational portions of the festivities. Andy sat on a chair under his tent and worked a cigar while he sipped a foul-smelling liquor. The industrial stink of the thick smoke made Rachel’s eyes water. She found cigars repellent, the way they sat nestled in the V of fat sausage fingers, the sheen of saliva on filters gnawed and chewed within an inch of their lives, the crutch of insecure men who wanted to seem anything but.

As the day’s last light faded away, Rachel felt that void growing in her belly; she and Eddie hadn’t eaten since splitting a stale protein bar earlier that morning. They had a bit of food in their pack, but they really needed to make their meager supply last.

Tomorrow, you can wait until morning to eat, but the more she repeated this mantra, the hungrier she got. Her head began to swim and her hands trembled as her blood sugar reached critical levels. Her mouth watered, her hunger so sharp her Pavlovian reaction hadn’t even needed any sort of trigger. Ten minutes, she would wait ten minutes and this wave of hunger would crest and fade. She needed to fight through it.

But ten minutes came and went and instinct kicked in, focusing on a can of black beans in her pack. All her thoughts zeroed in on quelling the beast in her belly, on shutting it right the hell up. She opened her pack, ran her fingers on the can, heavy and feeling just right. Her will broke. She pulled the pop tab, the smell of the beans tickling her nose. There was no spoon, so she ate with her hands, not caring one whit or whittle about etiquette or how she looked. Even cold, the beans were a revelation, the feeling of the beans breaking down under her teeth, the sensation of her belly filling orgasmic, better than that because sex had never felt this good.

When she was done, a small part of her regretted it because she could be dead by the end of the night and the food would have been wasted. But the rest of her made excuses, about needing to be on her game for this impending meeting, about needing strength, about playing the long game. This meeting was something new, and anything new was a risk, anything out of the ordinary was dangerous. Life was dangerous enough; these kinds of encounters distilled them into a concentrated broth of peril.

The evening progressed, but there was no sign of Priya. Rachel looked up and down the midway, looking for someone to pop out, for some sign their wait was coming to an end. She paced, she chewed her nails. Her stomach roiled; maybe the beans had been a bad idea. The meeting consumed her, the way things often did. When she became focused on something, it was at the expense of everything else. She had never understood people who could bury themselves in work or Netflix or gardening to keep their minds at ease. It didn’t make your problems go away. The problem going away made it go away.

“Christ, sit down, you’re making me nervous now,” Andy said, his words running together a bit.

He’d been hitting the sauce pretty hard, which only served to make Rachel even more nervous. He was scared and he didn’t have anything to be scared of.

“Good luck getting her to do that,” Eddie called out.

“Shut up, both of you,” Rachel replied, her attention zeroing in on two men approaching the tent. They wore jeans and black leather jackets. One was black, about her age, the other white and quite a bit older. Andy was out of his chair before the men reached the tent, his hands clasped together at his waist. Rachel had never seen him take such a submissive pose.

“This her?” asked the younger man.

Andy nodded.

He curled two fingers toward her.

“Let’s go.”

She looked at Andy, who simply shrugged his shoulders.

“Where?”

“Now.”

Eddie slowly rose to his feet, sighing as he did so. Jesus, she wanted to punch him. He was going to be a pain in the ass about this, not out of any sense of rebellion, but because he was being put out. Her jaw clenched.

“Eddie, now,” she hissed.

“Fine, I’m coming, I’m coming.”

“Let’s have the weapons,” the older man said.

She looked to Andy once more, for what she didn’t know, perhaps a sign of encouragement, but he gave her nothing but a blank, stony stare. She handed over the M4, and Eddie relinquished his Glock pistol.

Perhaps sensing her discomfort, the man added: “You’ll probably get them back.”

Rachel and Eddie followed the men down the midway to the Cat’s Paw, where the bouncer admitted them without comment. She had never been inside before. The muffled sounds of whispered conversation and desperate exertion filled the air. It was dim but not dark. The interior smelled faintly of bleach and sweat, not particularly pleasant but not offensive. She followed the men to a small room in the back.

“Please sit,” a pleasant female voice said as they entered the room.

The men guided Rachel and Eddie to a pair of chairs.

“Are they clean?” she asked.

The men held up their confiscated weapons.

“Good,” the woman said.

They sat in silence. Rachel concentrated on her breathing, on keeping her heart rate steady. Footsteps on the tile floor. Then a woman sat down in a third chair.

“Let’s have a chat, shall we?” the woman said, lighting up a lantern.

An Indian woman’s face appeared in the soft glow of the lantern. She appeared to be in her thirties, thin and strikingly beautiful. She was quite tall, taller even than her two male companions. She wore jeans and a heavy coat. Rachel was struck by how put together the woman was, like she was headed out for an evening of cocktails with friends.

“My name is Priya,” the woman said. “These two gentlemen that brought you here are Jesse and Phillip.”

Rachel nodded.

“We’re very sorry to hear about your father’s death,” Priya said. “My deepest condolences.”

“Thank you,” Rachel said slowly. She chose her words carefully, making her way through a minefield. Again, she marveled at the speed at which news traveled in this world. Forget electricity or the Internet. They didn’t even have a Pony Express. And yet there didn’t seem to be anyone who didn’t know about their staggering defeat.

“We’ll get back to the warehouse,” she said. “But I’d like to begin with some good news.”

“What good news?” Eddie said reflexively.

Rachel wished for a roll of duct tape so she could seal those flapping gums shut. She closed her eyes and waited for the wash of annoyance to fade.

“We’ve recovered the briefcase.”

Rachel’s stomach flipped. She didn’t know whether this was good news for Priya or for her and Eddie.

“I’m sorry we lost it,” Rachel said,

“Yes,” Priya said. “That was careless. But all’s well that ends well.”

“Good,” Rachel said. “Can we go now?”

The woman clicked her tongue rapidly.

“I’m afraid not, my dear. Would you like to know what was in the briefcase?”

“No,” she said.

“I’d like to know,” Eddie said simultaneously.

“Eddie, shut up.”

“You two are lovers, no?”

Again, they spoke over each other, giving diametrically opposing answers. Rachel did not know why it was important for this woman to know she and Eddie were most definitely not lovers. A word she detested anyway. It rang of thin men with slicked back hair smoking long cigarettes.

“Anyway, the briefcase contained a stock of seeds.”

“So?”

“Bred to grow in these unusual growing conditions with which we’ve been blessed.”

“Do they work?” Rachel asked.

“Not to date,” Priya replied. “But this batch is rumored to show promise.”

The idea of viable crops electrified Rachel. Years earlier, they had tried breeding weather-resistant crops, but each iteration had failed to produce any significant yield.

“So, you can see why this case was important.”

“Where did they come from?”

Priya smiled, revealing in the low light twin rows of radiant teeth.

“A girl has to have her secrets,” she replied. “But I know you understand the importance of this project.”

Rachel didn’t reply.

“Which brings me to the loss of your warehouse. That’s a devastating thing. I truly sympathize with your plight. In this day and age, it won’t be easy for your community to survive.”

“We’ll make do,” Rachel said. Eddie remained dead silent.

“Perhaps you will,” Priya said. She crossed one leg over another and tapped a finger to her lips. “The thing is, it didn’t have to go that way.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know, I briefly considered having you killed,” Priya said, ignoring her question.

The statement itself did not surprise Rachel; it was the cool, detached way in which Priya delivered it that blasted her soul with ice.

“But as I said, all’s well that ends well. And I hate unnecessary bloodshed. It’s pointless. That being said, I was quite a bit put out by your carelessness.”

“You got your case back,” Eddie snapped.

Priya nodded to one of her goons, who punched Eddie in the side of the head.

Rachel had to fight the urge to smile as he grunted in pain.

“What can I do to make us square?” Rachel asked.

“I have a business proposition for you,” Priya said.

“What?”

“I’m talking about saving your community,” she said. “About saving your group from starving to death. Or worse.”

“Worse?”

“People will do anything to survive,” she said. “And I do mean anything. You’ve heard about what goes on outside Lincoln.”

Her skin crawled. Yes, she had heard about what was going on outside Lincoln. She had heard the stories of people disappearing, of the rich, gamey smell of cooking meat wafting for miles even though there was virtually no game left around here, culled by the twin specters of hunting and starvation. She had heard the stories about what people were doing when there was nothing left to eat.

She nodded.

“Tell me something,” Priya said.

Rachel raised her eyebrows.

“Are you a hopeful person?”

Rachel turned the question over in her head for a minute before responding. Her belly was quiet and sated. Weird how one’s outlook changed depending on which way the wind was blowing.

“I don’t know.”

“At least you’re honest. See, people these days lie to themselves. They don’t think it will happen to them. Because they’ve made it this far, they think they will keep on making it.”

“True.”

“And they let opportunities get away from them, opportunities that once gone are gone forever. In our world, opportunity rarely knocks and never more than once.”

Where was she going with this?

“Is it true?”

“Is what true?”

Something began to nag at Rachel. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it, but she did not like where this discussion was going.

“Your son. He was born after the plague.”

Rachel’s stomach flipped. Of course.

“He’s not my son,” she said. “He lived in my neighborhood. I heard him crying one night after it was over. I couldn’t just leave him there.”

It was a story she had told many times, one she had rehearsed over and over until she almost accepted as fact. She had told it so often she had begun to accept it as canon. She did her best to conceal the miracle that was Will from the world at large. That was one thing the community did support her on; they didn’t want to draw any more attention to themselves than was necessary. It was a tough sell, she knew that. Without anyone to take care of them, most of the babies and toddlers who had survived the plague quickly perished from dehydration, starvation, or accidents. Other than Will, the youngest survivors were now deep into their teens. And he looked very young.

“What’s his name?”

“His name is Will.”

Priya leaned back in her chair, crossed one leg over the other, clasped her hands around her right knee. She tapped her lips with her finger again.

“You’re not being honest with me.”

“Suit yourself.”

“We have very good intelligence on the issue,” she said. “You’d be surprised what you can learn for the right price.”

“You believe what you want. He was a few months old when the plague hit.”

Priya tapped her fingers together as she considered Rachel’s story. A thought took hold of Rachel, deep inside, but strong like an ocean current. She could feel it swelling up, a large wave, fear and terror, as she suddenly realized what it was Priya wanted.

“It was you,” Rachel sputtered with rage. “You attacked the warehouse.”

“Like I said, it didn’t have to go that way.”

“No,” Rachel said, jumping out of her chair, flipping it over, backing away from the woman like her body was strapped with explosives.

“He was there,” Priya said with a trace of annoyance in her voice.

“Wait,” Eddie said. “Let’s hear her out.”

“Will is the most important person alive right now,” Priya said. “The fate of the human race may depend on him. He’ll be perfectly safe, perfectly cared for. You won’t have to worry about whether he has enough to eat.”

“Let’s go,” Rachel said, turning for the door. “We’re leaving.”

“Lady, what do you want?”

“You appear to be a reasonable man,” Priya said. “I hope you can help Rachel understand that this is the best deal she’s going to get. You get all your food back. Two years’ worth, if I had to guess.”

“In exchange for what?” Eddie asked.

“You goddamn idiot,” Rachel said as she made her way toward the door.

“She wants Will!”
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They took the long way home.

She had waited outside nearly ten minutes as Eddie had heard the woman out, listening to her abominable offer to take Will away in exchange for a few truckloads of canned goods. It was ludicrous. And Eddie was actually trying to convince her to go through with it.

“Listen to me,” Eddie was saying as they curled around the edges of the dead city. “I don’t think we can dismiss this offer-”

“I will not listen to you,” she snapped. “Either you stop talking or I blow your fucking brains out.”

“You didn’t even wait to hear what she had to say,” Eddie went on. “Don’t you want the kid to be safe? To be looked after?”

The kid. The kid. Always the kid.

“Oh, I’m supposed to believe this woman has Will’s best interests at heart?” she replied. “She’ll turn him into a goddamn guinea pig.”

“And you’d rather he starve to death with the rest of us?”

“I’m not going to let that happen,” Rachel said.

“Listen to yourself,” Eddie said. “You know how naïve you sound? You can’t just say it and make it so. People are dying out there every day. Every day. This way he gets a chance. And if they can figure out what makes him different, all the better.”

“You know how naïve you sound? You think she’s going to give you a big warehouse full of food? I’ll tell you what she’s gonna do. She’ll put a bullet in your empty head.”

That he was even considering it mystified her. Did the man have no paternal instinct at all? Had he been born without it, shipped from the manufacturer missing this vital component? And God, the irony of it all. Eddie Callahan might be the last man to become a father and he wanted no part of it. It had a certain demented beauty to it.

Above them, a sliver of moon hung in the sky like a broken piece of pottery. The moon. Man had walked up there once. Had she ever told Will about how America had gone to the moon? About the space shuttles that had been lost, about the brave astronauts that had given all they had so mankind could push the boundaries of what they knew? Would he even believe there were human footprints up on the lunar surface right now? A little American flag, the symbol of these once-great United States? She’d been excited about the prospect of a manned mission to Mars, the preparations for which were well underway when the plague had hit. In fact, a year before the outbreak, NASA had successfully landed the first unmanned supply ship on the red planet. Now the vessel sat up there, alone and forgotten, perhaps forever.

And now here we are, killing each other over diced tomatoes.

Forget the moon. Will remained skeptical of the entire concept of electricity, and truly, trying to explain lights and televisions and iPhones and the Internet had been like trying to explain magic. He couldn’t grasp it, any more than she’d been able to grasp its sudden disappearance. She missed technology, she missed computers, she missed trying to make them better.

Some years ago, she’d gone up into Omaha after Market and taken an iPad from an Apple Store. It sat on the desk in her bedroom collecting dust, but she liked having it there. It reminded her of what they had been capable of, once upon a time, and perhaps could be again.

Unless, of course, the human race went extinct.

“Rachel!”

Eddie was talking again. She wanted to tune him out and slip back into her singular focus on the road, on the trip home, where Will would be waiting for her, asleep, his hair matted down on his sweaty forehead.

“What?”

“If you think about it, you would see that this really could be the best option,” he said.

“It’s a terrible option,” she said.

“I didn’t say it was a good option,” Eddie said. “There are no good options. We could be dead inside of a month. Will too. This way he has a chance.”

“We could hit them first,” Rachel said coldly.

“How?”

“We find out where they are,” she said. “Kill them and take their supplies.”

It sounded dumb, but she didn’t want Eddie to know she knew that. She didn’t know who Priya was, where she was from, how large her group was, how heavily armed they were. She could be bluffing, or she could have an army of cannibals at her disposal. You never knew anymore.

“You live in this fantasy world,” he said. “Everything is black and white to you. We’re the good guys, so we’re going to win. Is that it?”

“I’m his mother,” Rachel said. “How many times do I have to explain that to you? It’s my job to keep him safe. Our job, actually.”

“That attitude really worked out for all the mothers who watched their kids die in the plague, didn’t it?”

“Go to hell.”

Eddie dismissed her with a wave of his hand, and for that, she was thankful. She had no desire to continue this ridiculous conversation.

They made it back the outskirts of the compound a little after midnight. They walked in silence, the void between them catching bits of civilization here and there. A shout. An engine revving. The occasional gunshot. Those sounds blew in on the breezes in the preternatural quiet from miles away, like distant radio broadcasts. The cold air felt good as she walked; it re-energized her, cleaned out the bad funk that had permeated this disastrous trip to Market.

The silhouette of the perimeter fence came into view. The end was coming for their little community, for her time with these people. How long before they all went their separate ways, off to find their own destinies, off to deal with the terrible, inevitable end facing all of them? Sooner than later, she feared. Much sooner.

“You change your mind?” he asked when they were at the door.

She ignored him and went inside. Charlotte and Will were asleep on the couch, tangled in a mess of blankets. She picked up Will, groaning a bit under his weight. As she carried him to his bed and covered him with the blanket, he sighed and mumbled something under his breath. Her chest tightened and the tears fell again. He rolled over onto his side and curled up into a fetal position.

She watched him sleep, his side rising and falling rhythmically.

Why you?

What was it inside him that had gone so right when inside all the other post-epidemic babies it had gone so wrong? What gene, what cell, what bit of DNA, what antibody flowing through his veins, invisible, hidden, infinitesimally small, had risen up and kept him safe from the most terrible of invaders?

She sat with him for a very long time.
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The next morning, she found Will in the living room, where he was messing around with one of his latest projects, a Lego Death Star he’d been working on for weeks. He loved playing with the famous toy bricks. Over the last couple years, she’d made a point to snag him a set whenever she came across one during their scouting missions. Charlotte was on the couch reading.

“Look who’s up,” Charlotte said, looking up from her book. “Feeling better?”

Sunlight streamed in through the window; particles of dust danced in the curtains of light shimmering in the middle of the room, a tiny little ballet. Rachel stared at them, mesmerized by the synchronicity of the seemingly random, swirling, circling, twisting. They seemed to coalesce into something bigger and then dissemble just as quickly.

“Yes.”

“You never sleep this late.”

“Worn out, I guess,” she said.

She could feel her old self coming to the forefront, taking over, declaring an emergency. The engineer inside her, the computer scientist who had no use for emotion, no use for anything but deductive reasoning, solving problems, testing hypotheses, discarding wrong answers, hammering away the impurities until the only thing left was the shine of truth.

“Anytime,” she said, climbing out of her seat. “I’m gonna head home.”

“Thanks for looking after Will.”

The women hugged, Charlotte’s strength taking Rachel’s breath away a little bit. It reminded her how hard Charlotte worked around here, how hard she had worked to keep the warehouse safe, to keep them all safe.

Charlotte knelt and rubbed Will’s head.

“See ya, shortie,” she said.

“Bye,” he said, never looking up.

Charlotte left, leaving mother and son alone together.

“Willy?”

“Yeah?”

“We need to talk, buddy.”

He rolled his eyes as he sat up.

“Don’t do that,” she said firmly.

His face went blank. He hated being scolded, but there was something inside him that insisted on defying her. Just a part of growing up, she supposed. If Will was to be the last kid to grow up, then he was going to play the part perfectly.

CHILDHOOD’S FINAL RUN! WILL NOT BE HELD OVER!!!!

They sat on the couch, Will’s eyes darting around the room, clearly anxious to be done with this little pow-wow so he could get back to the business of being eleven years old.

“There’s no easy way to tell you this,” she started, “but I think we’re probably going to be moving soon.”

“Why?” he asked, his eyes wide and worried.

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Maybe bringing this up now was a mistake, but it had to be done eventually. The sooner the better. It wasn’t going to get any easier. In fact, it would get harder as the reality of their situation set in deeper. She couldn’t hide her son from the way the world was.

“Because we need more food,” she said. “And there isn’t enough here for everyone.”

“Oh,” he said.

He sat quietly for a few minutes.

“Can I take my toys?” he asked.

She felt her heart shatter, splinter into a million pieces as the very little boy he was appeared before her.

“Yes,” she said. “I can’t promise we can take all of them, but we’ll take as many as we can.”

“What about Dad? He’ll come too, right?”

What about Dad, indeed.

“Here’s the thing, Spoon,” she said. “My job is to take care of you, no matter what. It’s the best job in the world. You know that, right?”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“Well, believe me. It is. Being your mom has been the greatest thing in my life. I love you more than anything. But sometimes being your mom means I have to make decisions you’re not going to understand, that you’re not going to like.”

His face darkened.

“Dad’s not coming,” he said.

“I don’t know if he will or not,” she said.

“Well, if he’s not going, I’m not either,” Will said matter-of-factly.

“Sweetie,” she said.

“This is bullshit!” he yelled, the intensity of it rocking Rachel backward a little. It wasn’t the profanity that bothered her; she was as guilty as anyone of causing Miss Manners to spin in her grave. In that outburst, she saw a bit of his father in him, his terrible rage, rarely put on display but wise to avoid when it was.

He flung his Lego set against the wall, where it splintered into a shower of red and blue and gray bricks. Then he ran to his room and slammed the door; it was a good slamming door, heavy enough and set just so in its frame that a firm launch could shake the trailer.

Rachel kept her seat on the sofa.

She stared at the Lego pieces scattered across the table.
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Sleep eluded her all night, her quarry remaining out of reach. Her eyes would droop, and then she would hear a noise, a raccoon outside her window or the trailer settling or one of those other mysterious things that went bump in the night, and then she’d be back up again, her heart racing. On her back, on her side, on her stomach, it made no difference because she simply kept replaying her conversation with Will.

Her window faced east, a window through which she had watched countless nights. From getting up for the first shift at the warehouse, to shepherding Will through infancy, there had been many opportunities to be up late. Will had been a terribly fussy baby, colicky in the evenings and possessed of a circadian rhythm that kept him awake all night. He didn’t sleep through the night until he was a year old.

She would never forget that moment, not as long as she lived. It had been her day off, and she was ready for another sleepless night. He’d fussed a bit before bed, and so she’d lain down on the floor next to him, just for a minute. But she dropped off quickly, probably before he did, and when she woke, the room was filled with light, the sun already above her top window sash. Her mind was clear, her body rested, so much so that for the briefest of moments, she thought she was back in her bed at Caltech, the plague nothing more than a terrible and vivid dream. Then she remembered, and she peeked into his crib with dread, afraid Medusa had come for him in the night, that the virus had been extra cruel to her, to simply come and take him after letting her think he had escaped its terrible kiss. But there he had been, still asleep but stirring. His diaper was full but his pajamas were dry, and that little chubby finger was wedged in the corner of his mouth.

An eternity had passed since then.

Her eyes were thick and heavy and it felt like sludge flowed through her veins. But the die was cast; she’d soon have to face this day with no sleep. All she could hope for was clarity of mind, as there was much to think about today. Many decisions to be made.

A sharp knock on her front door broke her from her trance, setting her heart abuzz. More bad news, it was going to be more bad news. Hell, if it wasn’t for bad news, they wouldn’t have any news at all. She threw on her robe and hustled out of her bedroom as the knocking increased in its fervor.

“Rachel, it’s Charlotte.”

Charlotte rushed inside the house as soon as Rachel had opened the door wide enough to accommodate her narrow frame. Outside, it was still dark, perhaps an hour until sunrise.

“You’re in trouble,” Charlotte said. “You’ve got to get Will out of here.”

Rachel’s throat closed up with fear.

“What? What’s happening?”

“Eddie made the deal.”

“He what?”

“Willy,” Charlotte called out. “Get up, we’re going on a trip.”

“I don’t understand,” Rachel said.

Charlotte made a beeline for Rachel’s room. Rachel followed, her head swimming, feeling like she was moving in slow motion. It was a dream, another dream. Maybe she had simply gone insane somewhere along the line. Maybe she was still wandering around San Diego, insane with grief, a victim of a psychotic break and unable to handle the disaster. Or maybe the plague had never happened at all, and she was in the loony bin after eating some bad mushrooms with her college buds.

“You pack,” she said. “I’ll talk.”

Rachel stood in front of her dresser, frozen.

“He’s been planning this ever since you first met that woman. He made the deal that day and has been selling it to the others. Everyone is in. They just wrapped up their meeting. They’re buying her story. That she’s going to give us two years’ worth of food.”

She paused.

“Really? People are buying it?”

“They’re desperate,” Charlotte said. “They want to believe it. They want to believe she can figure out why Will is different. They want to believe.”

“Jesus.”

“Dammit, girl, pack,” Charlotte snapped. “This is it. You’ve got to go, and I mean now. Eddie thinks I’m on his side, thinks I’m here getting you to agree to it.

A noose of terror suddenly cinched itself around Rachel’s throat.

“Is she here?

Charlotte was shaking her head.

“She’ll be here at daybreak.”

“Brilliant,” she said. “Because Priya won’t kill him and take Will anyway. How can everyone be so stupid? She’s not giving us two years’ worth of food.”

As the reality of what Eddie had done settled in, she hustled out to the hall closet, where she’d kept the go-bags. Every few months, she updated based on the season and accounting for Will’s growth. Inside them, she had packed MREs, water purification tablets, some medicine, clothes, waterproof matches, a gun, and a few other items to give them a head start in case they needed to escape quickly. The supplies would only last a few days, but they would be enough.

“He did this without asking me,” she said, mostly to herself.

A knock on the door startled her. She pressed her eye to the peephole. Eddie. Alone. He looked tired, his face gaunt and unshaven.

“It’s Eddie,” she whispered to Charlotte.

Rachel opened the door after Charlotte had disappeared into her bedroom.

“What do you want?”

“We need to talk,” Eddie said, slithering inside the narrow gap between the doorjamb and her body. Like the snake that he was.

“I didn’t invite you in,” she said, hoping her voice was steelier than she felt.

“Can we not do this right now?” he said. “Something’s come up.”

His eyes drifted toward the gun in her hand.

“What’s with the piece?” he asked, nodding toward the weapon.

“I heard a noise,” she said, sliding the gun into the pocket of her sweatshirt. “I didn’t know it was you. What do you want?”

“I have some good news.”

This was how he was playing it. Make it seem like he was doing them all a huge favor.

“Well, it’s good news, but it’s not easy news,” he said, taking a seat on the couch. “It’s about Will.”

She remained silent, spooling out all the rope the man would need to hang himself with.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said. About Will.”

He tipped his chin upward and sniffed, as though he were searching the innermost depths of his soul. Then he sighed.

“You’re right. I haven’t been the best father. I should’ve done better by him.”

“Thank you for saying that,” she said.

“But I think I have a way to make things up to him. To you.”

“You don’t owe me anything.”

“Your first instinct will be to hate me,” he said.

She couldn’t disagree with him there.

“You know what?” he said, craning his toward the bedroom. “Will should hear this too. He asleep?”

“Yes,” she said as firmly as she could.

“I’ll wake him up,” said Eddie. He started to get up off the couch. “It really can’t wait.”

“Tell me first,” she said, wrapping her fingers around his arm tightly. “Then I’ll decide if it’s something he needs to hear. That’s what parents do, you know. They discuss things together and then they decide what’s best for the kid.”

Eddie took his seat again, rubbing his forearm where she had grabbed him. She could see red marks in his flesh where she had buried her nails.

“I made the deal with Priya,” Eddie said.

“You asshole.”

He chuckled softly.

“No way this is happening,” she said.

“Oh, it’s happening,” Eddie said. “It’s unanimous.”

“You’re right,” she said. “He’s not going.”

“You and I don’t get a vote,” Eddie said “Conflict of interest. Everyone else voted in favor of the trade.”

“We don’t get a vote,” she repeated. “We’re only his fucking parents.”

“These people have a say in this.”

“They don’t actually. These people can kiss my ass,” Rachel spat. “Do you really think she’s going to swoop in here with a tractor-trailer full of food? She’s going to take Will and then she’s going to kill you.”

He smacked her, a hard slap across her cheek. It stung, rattled her marbles a little bit, but strangely, it didn’t bother her too much. The man he had once been was dead to her, nothing more than a stranger on the street. The slap felt no different than catching her finger in a drawer, than stubbing her toe on a coffee table. Pain came in many forms, and although he had never hit her before, this changed nothing. Was it worse than the prospect of starvation, of growing old in an increasingly empty world? Worse than losing her son? Please. It was a bug bite. Everything she and Eddie had ever been, from the passion of those early days to the comfort they found together to the joy of bringing new life into the world, it was long gone, long dead.

“Will,” he called out. “Dad’s here. Come out here a second, buddy.”

“He’s not going,” she said as he looked toward the bedroom.

“Maybe he’ll want to go,” Eddie said.

“He’s eleven years old. He does not get a say in this. God, how do you not get this?”

He slid down to the couch, out of her reach, and stood up. She leaped across the cushions, wrapping her arms around his legs and pulled him to the ground. That had been the element of surprise; he was much bigger and heavier than her. She felt like one of those little birds that plucked insects from the hide of an elephant. He threw her aside and walloped her across the back of the head. Her teeth clicked together, catching her lower lip between them, and her eyes lost their focus for a second.

He got up and smoothed out his shirt, because he was nothing if not conscious of his appearance, and she didn’t quite understand how she had let herself fall for this nimrod. She pushed that out of her mind with the typical if-no-Eddie-then-no-Will rationalization.

“Will,” he called out again.

She pushed herself up to her hands and knees, feeling a little blood drip from her lip where she had bitten it. Her hands drifted to the pocket of her sweatshirt, her fingers dancing along the cold steel of the barrel, across its worn grip. Without thinking about it, the gun was out, the safety off, a round chambered, and it was up, and oh, Jesus, wasn’t this a scene straight out of a nightmare.

“Mommy!” called out Will as he ambled out of his room.

“It’s OK, sweetie,” she replied, as she aimed the gun at Eddie. “Mommy’s here.”

Eddie quickly glanced over his shoulder, then did a double take as he saw Rachel’s weapon drawn on him. A stone-cold silence fell on the room like the season’s first snowfall. She was aware of everything. The weight of the gun in her hand, the sound of a moth flitting against the lantern, the sound of her dry lips separating from one another.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Get out,” she said.

He smiled, his huge high-wattage grin revealing a set of teeth that had yellowed a bit over the years. That smile had weakened her resolve, even her thighs, many times over the years, the lovable scamp caught with his hand in the cookie jar. But now it seemed wrong, out of place. A bright flower growing amid the rubble of a fallen office tower.

Her heart throbbed fiercely and she could barely breathe now. She glanced down at the gun, which felt foreign in her hands, like she was a third party watching this scene unfold. A flash of movement in the corner of her eye. When she looked up again, she saw a blur in Will’s doorway. She paused, unsure of what to do next.

“Daddy, I don’t want to go,” she could hear Will saying, his voice tight and high-pitched, as it became when he was under stress.

“Come on, buddy,” Eddie said. “It’s going to be great.”

“Eddie,” she said. “You are not taking him anywhere.”

“What do you think you’re going to do with that?” Eddie asked dismissively, the tone of a husband looking curiously at a homemaker wife holding a hammer. She ignored him. His hands flashed behind his back and suddenly, he had his gun was out, aimed squarely at Rachel’s chest.

“Come over here, Will. Get behind Mommy.”

Will glanced up at his father.

“Don’t look at him,” she said. “Do what Mommy says and everything will be fine.”

“Not one step,” Eddie said. “Don’t you move, son.”

Will stood awkwardly, one foot in front of the other. His gaze bounced from parent to parent manically, as though he were watching a high-speed tennis match. Rachel kept her eyes fixed on Eddie but occasionally allowed herself a glance at Will; the look of utter confusion on his face crushed her, but there was nothing she could do about that now. Now simply surviving this was the goal. Emotional scars would have to be bandaged later. If there was a later.

“Why do you have guns, why do you have guns, no, guns are bad, you told me guns are bad,” Will said. His voice quivered and cracked as the words rushed out of his mouth.

As Will reacted to the showdown, Rachel detected movement to her left. She willed Charlotte to stay out of this, tucked away, not introduce this explosive element to an already unstable chemical reaction.

But because nothing, not a goddamn thing was going to be easy about this, out came Charlotte, her own weapon drawn and aimed at Eddie.

“Shoulda figured,” Eddie said, glancing at Charlotte. “You were awfully quick to go along with this.”

“Don’t blame her,” Rachel said. “This was never going to happen, whether she told me or not.”

“It’s the only chance we’ve got,” Eddie said.

“I was going ask you if you actually believed that woman, but here we are.”

“I don’t know why you don’t believe her.”

“Two years’ worth of food? I just…”

She blew out a noisy sigh.

“It’s over, Eddie,” she said, lowering her weapon. “I’m not going to argue with you. But this isn’t happening. I know you. You won’t go through with it. I know you.”

They stood there a moment, the three of them, and in the space of that moment, Rachel thought she had judged Eddie correctly. That when it came down to it, despite all the fear and confusion and mystery surrounding his son’s very existence, he would not do it. The others, she could almost understand. They had no skin in the game. Will was a scientific anomaly and a valuable one at that. His presence among them put them all in danger. But Eddie was his father. Those were his shoulders that Will had ridden on, go horsey go, many years ago. He was the one who was supposed to teach Will about being a man, especially in the world they now occupied.

He would not turn over his own flesh and blood to a monster.

But then his jaw set, and his eyes widened, and she realized how very wrong she had been. She did know this part of him, this dark side of him, all too well. As Eddie’s finger pulled back on the trigger, she was already diving for the ground. The gun roared, the report deafening in the small confines of the living room. Her ears rang and felt like they’d been jammed with cotton.

Dead, she was dead, her body rolling up against the side of the sofa. Returning fire was not an option because there was a chance she would hit Will, and she couldn’t do that. She had made her choice and now she would have to live, scratch that, die with it, because until the bitter end, she had been unable to accept the fact Eddie had been a father in biology only.

She pushed herself to her knees, using the sofa as cover. Eddie, perhaps thinking he’d removed Rachel from the equation, had turned his attention toward Charlotte, who had retreated behind the doorjamb.

“Mommy! Mommy!” cried Will, his desperate, panicked voice like a thousand knives to her heart.

She fired.
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The blast from Rachel’s gun shook the trailer, but this one did not seem as loud, perhaps because the first shot had deafened her, or maybe because she’d been hit and couldn’t feel it and her senses were starting to go, one at a time. A scream of bloody murder, Will, it was Will screaming, that crazy son of a bitch had murdered Will.

Eddie lay on the floor, writhing around, his hands clenched at his belly and slick with blood. Will’s arms were wrapped around Charlotte’s waist, his face buried in her hip. Charlotte still had her gun up, aimed directly at Eddie. She watched Eddie, whose gyrations weakened in intensity as blood leaked from the gaping wound in his midsection.

“You guys OK?” she croaked out.

“Mommy!”

Will ran toward her and threw his arms around his mother. His touch galvanized her, and she climbed to her feet, her son still wrapped around her like he had done when he was small. She held him tight, kissing his head and his face and never wanting to let go.

“Jesus, I thought he’d killed you,” Charlotte said, her breath coming in shallow gasps, her eyes never leaving Eddie.

“Another half second,” Rachel said, “and he would have.”

Will began to cry, and she pulled his face down into her shoulder. His whole body quivered and shook as the sobs burst forth, as the reality of it all set in, as he experienced his own personal apocalypse. Rachel hugged him tightly.

“We have to go,” Rachel said. “Right now.”

Charlotte nodded.

“I can get some supplies from my place,” Charlotte said.

“No. Too risky. You can take Eddie’s bag,” she said.

Charlotte’s eyebrows rocked upward.

Rachel motioned toward her son and Charlotte nodded in understanding.

Perhaps sensing they were talking about him, Will simply latched onto her even more tightly, squeezing her chest so hard she could barely draw a breath. As he hung on her, she hurried to the bedroom to collect the go-bags. As she worked, a knock at the door, the third in the last half hour, froze her.

On her way to the door, she passed Eddie, whose body lay in an ever-widening pool of blood. He appeared to still be alive, but he wouldn’t be for much longer. His breathing was slow and shallow, and blood trickled from the corners of his mouth. His eyes were closed, and he didn’t make a sound. She found herself hoping he was unconscious, that he wasn’t in any pain. As the life drained out of his body, she wondered how it had all come to this.

No map for this.

No one to look to for help.

Making it up as they went along.

“Who is it?” Rachel whispered as Charlotte pressed her eye to the peephole.

“It’s Harry.”

She couldn’t stall, she couldn’t hesitate, or he’d know something was up. She took a deep breath. Her eyes felt a bit puffy, but there wasn’t anything she could do about that now. Maybe it would be smarter to ignore the knock, but on the other hand, that might have drawn even greater suspicion.

“Go hide,” she whispered.

“Coming,” she called out when Charlotte was safely hidden.

She opened the door halfway, the distance she would normally open it. Eddie’s body was behind the sofa, out of view. Harry’s face was set tight, his lips pressed together.

“You heard the shots, right?”

“Yes,” she said in as worried a tone as she could muster. “Any idea where they came from?”

Will toddled up behind her, his face blank, his eyes wide open.

“Scared the little guy something fierce, that’s for sure.”

“Sounded like they came from this direction.”

“They were pretty loud,” she said. “Maybe from the cafeteria?”

Harry craned his head, peeking around Rachel for a look inside the house. Again, she made no move to block his view. As long as he didn’t go behind the couch, he could look at anything he wanted.

“Eddie here?”

“No,” she said, tossing a little contempt in for good measure. “I don’t know where he is.”

“He hasn’t been here to talk to you?”

She shook her head.

“We’ve been having some problems. Taking a little break.”

“Sorry to hear it,” he said, continuing to scan the trailer’s dim interior.

She could see him working it out in his head, trying to guess how much she knew. There was an opening here for her, so she ran with it, try and make him so uncomfortable he wouldn’t want to stick around.

“You know, I don’t talk about this much, but I’ve been keeping it to myself. I don’t know why he is the way he is.”

Rachel paused and placed a hand on Harry’s arm.

“You’ve always been good to us,” she said. “And he ignores us.”

His eyes cut downward and his cheeks colored red.

Harry started backing away from the door, uncomfortable as he had always been with the baring of emotions. The last thing he’d want would be to become involved in a domestic situation.

“OK, honey, if you hear anything else, let me know,” he said.

“Will do.”

“The three of us need to have a talk anyway,” Harry said.

“About what?”

He scratched his stubbly cheek.

“About the future.”

Silence wedged in between them.

“I may poke around the backyard, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course,” she said.

He reached out and tousled Will’s hair.

“It’ll be OK, buddy,” he said. “Me and your mom will keep you safe.”

He turned and lumbered back down the trailer steps. He nodded toward Charlotte, who returned the gesture. When he was gone, Charlotte held up her hand and twirled her index finger quickly.

It was time to go.

She turned and surveyed the familiar landscape of her living room one last time. She didn’t know what lay ahead, but she knew one thing – this was the last time she would ever see this place. It was the only home Will had ever known, and it was about to become a memory.

Her arms ached as Will clung to her like a tick. He had stopped crying, which was good, but he had gone completely catatonic, which was bad. After grabbing the two go-bags, she hustled down the steps and started for the main gate.

They had one chance at this. She kept her head down, her body hot. She didn’t know if it was guilt, shame or betrayal coursing through her. She was sorry they had run out of food, and she was sorry the world was the way it was. Then Will whimpered, the noise barely audible, and she pulled him tight against her body.

“We’ll hide out somewhere today,” Rachel said. “Then we’ll make camp, get a good night’s sleep and deal with tomorrow, well, tomorrow.”

“Works for me.”

Rachel watched her friend.

“Sorry you got caught up in all this,” she said.

Charlotte was shaking her head before Rachel was even done speaking.

“Fuck that,” she said. “That was done the second Eddie made that deal.”

“Just like Thelma & Louise, the two of us, eh?”

“Who are Thelma and Louise?” Charlotte asked without the barest hint of sarcasm.

“Forget it.”

They began walking, toward the perimeter, past the main gate, and out into the world beyond.
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They spent that first night in a nice neighborhood in the western suburbs of Omaha, in a big brick colonial sitting at the top of a hill sloping gently toward the street. Sunset had been about an hour away when they found the place, which gave them time to run a bit of reconnaissance, make sure the neighborhood was deserted. It was cold and cloudy, and the air smelled of rain. She’d never been to this part of Omaha before, and even though it looked like any other neighborhood in any other city in America, it felt alien, unfamiliar.

The house was set back about fifty yards from the road. A jungle of waist-high grassy bushes choking what had once been a front yard swayed in the afternoon breeze. The structure appeared to be in reasonably good shape, but the exterior walls bore a greenish tint from the mildew that had had years to do its work. A few of the windows were still intact, but most had blown out, victims of rain and wind and general inattention. An old Range Rover sat in the driveway, but the weeds had grown up around it, crept through the undercarriage and into the wheel wells, into the engine block, a chlorophyll-fueled monster enveloping its victim. The exterior was badly rusted and lacquered with bird droppings.

Rachel checked on Will. He stood vacantly, his eyes were open wide, but they didn’t seem particularly focused on anything. Not only had she been unable to protect him from the horrors of this world, but this time she’d brought them all the way to his bedroom door. Certainly, in the old world, seeing your father killed in front of you would be worth years of therapy. But that was in the old world; she didn’t have that luxury here. She would simply have to hope she had put enough rebar in him, a steely core that would strengthen the man growing around it.

“I’ll have a look around,” Charlotte said, checking the clip on her gun.

Rachel nodded. She lit a cigarette, a habit Will detested, but she didn’t think he would mind right now. She paced around the car, stretching out her back, the muscles tight from the time spent on the road. By now, the others would know Eddie was dead, almost certainly by her hand. They would panic at the ruin she had brought them by scuttling the deal. The cigarette was down to the nub by the time Charlotte completed her sweep of the house. Rachel dropped it to the ground and stamped it out with her boot.

“Place looks clear,” she said.

“You know of anyone else with gas back home?”

Charlotte scrunched up her face as she considered the question.

“Harry, probably. He always liked to be one step ahead of everyone.”

“Yeah. I agree,” she said.

Charlotte tapped her lips with two fingers; Rachel handed over a cigarette.

“What now?” Charlotte asked after taking a long drag.

Rachel took a deep breath.

“Beats me.”

They went inside, Charlotte first, Rachel and Will trailing behind. The house was empty, had been for some time, that much was obvious. A thick layer of dust covered the hardwood floor before them, pristine, virginal, like a fresh blanket of snow. A smell of decay hung in the house, but it was not entirely unpleasant, the smell of a used bookstore perhaps, the pages within aging and browning and exhaling their fine woody, nutty breath. The walls bore a layer of green mildew. A heavy gloom filled the house, the dying light of the day filtering in through curtains that had become brittle after years of exposure. When Charlotte went to open the curtains covering one window, they simply disintegrated in her hands. It was cold, of course, but the structure provided some relief from the chillier temperatures outside.

There was a small sitting room to the right, a couch, and a flat screen television mounted on the wall. A bookcase stood in the corner, stuffed with dozens of paperbacks, damp and swollen from years of exposure to the elements. Rachel set Will down on the couch and examined the bookcase, sliding her thumb across the books’ cracked spines. Always a reader in her youth, she’d come to almost worship books in the years since the pandemic, Books held a talismanic spell over her, a doorway to other worlds where this terrible plague had never happened. She immersed herself in every kind of fiction, the classics, romance, mystery, chick lit, even a post-apocalyptic story now and again, which was a particularly weird experience, like looking at yourself in one of those haunted funhouse mirrors.

But her favorites were the mysteries, especially the ones set in the big cities, stories of Los Angeles or New York or Chicago, giant megalopolises pulsing with life, people crowded into streets and tenements and office towers slipping and sliding around each other. She liked the idea of crowded places because there were so few of them anymore. She hoped storytelling lived on, in the little pockets of humanity out there, but it made her sad to think there were no children to read bedtime stories to. It was all these books, the ones here, and the ones back at the trailer and sitting unread in all the homes and libraries and bookstores of the world, together that told their story.

A quick sweep of the first floor was uneventful.

“I’ll check upstairs,” Charlotte said.

“I’ll come with you.”

“You stay with Will.”

“Be careful,” Rachel said.

Charlotte patted her gun and smiled.

“Always.”

She knelt next to Will, who had curled up in a ball on the couch.

“Buddy, I’m going to look for some food.”

He blinked once.

Charlotte’s footsteps upstairs echoed through the empty house as Rachel made her way to the big galley kitchen. It was a time capsule, a frozen moment, two glasses and a coffee mug still sitting on the counter. Next to the mug was a bottle of cough syrup, half full, but its contents long petrified into a thick purple rock. Droppings here and there, little gifts from the animals that had found this place over the years. As she surveyed the kitchen, a huge crash startled her.

“Sorry!” Charlotte called out. “Stepped on some rotted flooring.”

“You OK?”

“Fine.”

Rachel exhaled.

She went for the pantry first, which was mostly empty but gave up a few treasures. Two cans of tuna and one can of vegetable barley soup. After checking them for rust or bulges that might signify the presence of botulism, she tucked them into her pack. This would do quite nicely for tonight, but the mostly barren pantry served as a reminder that the bill would be coming due very soon.

She checked the freezer next, not for food, but because people often stored batteries and cigarettes in them, both of which would be useful, if not for themselves, then for barter. But this freezer contained nothing but spoiled, vacuum-sealed food. Any stench of spoilage had long since faded. As she finished the sweep of the kitchen, she heard Charlotte coming back down the steps.

“All clear,” Charlotte said. “The upstairs is in bad shape, though. A lot of rot from the rain. A few holes in the roof. Another year or two, this place is going to come down.”

“What else is new?” she said.

Charlotte shrugged her reluctant agreement.

“It’ll work for now,” Rachel said. “We’ll hunker down here for a bit until we can figure out the next step. There are other communities out there, maybe we can hook on somewhere.”

“What about Will?” Charlotte asked.

“One thing at a time.”
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Their sleeping bags were arranged in a triangle around the remains of the previous night’s blaze they’d built in the huge fireplace. Rachel lay awake, staring at the moon through the living room window. The thick layer of grime and dust on both sides distorted her view; the moon looked bloated and dingy, a dirty lightbulb in a cold and dark dungeon. It was quiet, quieter than anything than she could remember in her life. Back at Evergreen, there had always been glimmers of life wafting across the compound, popping like popcorn kernels, people coming and going, coughs, sneezes, laughs, even the throes of passion. Here though, there was simply nothing, a photo negative of existence.

Rachel spent part of the evening tending to Will, trying to get him to choke down a little bit of dinner. After he took in a few bites, she tucked him in on the couch and waited for him to fall back asleep. Probably for the best. A bit of self-preservation. A chance to reboot the hard drive. While he slept, Rachel scoured the house for supplies. She found a map of the plains states, a .38-caliber revolver, some empty bottles and jars to store drinking water, which they set outside in the off chance it rained.

When they were done, she lay down next to Will, but she couldn’t sleep. Ironic how nighttime forced you to face your issues head on. Darkness had a unique way of shining a bright light on the biggest problem you had. All around her, darkness gripped the land hard, but she felt like she was sitting in a chair, smoking a cigarette, a bright light blinding her vision.

They were in real trouble now. She and Charlotte were out in the wild for the first time in years, her son for the first time ever. Fresh water they could find in the numerous streams and rivers dotting the plains, but food was going to be a real issue. No matter which way you sliced it, haha no pun intended, they could be in for some rough seas ahead. They would be living a life stripped to its barest form, a life of simply surviving. The good life was over, and the idea that living on canned goods in a trailer in the middle of a post-apocalyptic Nebraska had been the good life was really saying something.

But there had to be a future somehow, somewhere. They wouldn’t be able to stay in Omaha for long. Eventually, Harry and the others would find her. No, they needed to expand the map, think bigger, think wider. There wasn’t much to the west until you got to Denver, more than five hundred miles across empty plains. They were better off moving south toward Kansas City or east toward the larger cities in the Midwest, Detroit, Chicago, or Indianapolis. She’d learned from her visits to Market that most of the communities had popped up around the big municipal areas, which were serviced by the big water towers. Rumor had it that some had rebooted enough electrical power to pump water out of the Great Lakes.

She got up at first light and checked on the others. Will was sleeping deeply in the small sitting room; his hair was matted down on his forehead and his cheeks had pinked up in the humidity. She let him be. Another morning. Another day closer to the end of the journey, whatever that journey was, and whatever that end would entail. She had no idea how many days stood in between her and the end of this transition period, but there was one less than there had been yesterday.

Rachel went outside to relieve herself behind a bush. Her mouth tasted like a raccoon had died in it. What she wouldn’t have given for a trip to the dentist. They’d been able to maintain some minimum threshold of dental hygiene over the years, but none of them would be starring in a toothpaste commercial anytime soon.

A long, low rumble of thunder broke the morning silence. In the quiet of the western plains, it was deep and guttural, reaching inside Rachel and rattling her core. To the west, a low ridge of clouds.

Will was stirring when she got back inside; he sat up and stretched, his eyelids at half-mast.

“I’m hungry,” he said.

There it was again. That swirl of helplessness and guilt rising inside her like a balloon. He didn’t mean anything by it, there was nothing accusatory about it. It was a statement of fact, of instinct, from an eleven-year-old boy who wasn’t getting nearly enough to eat.

“Working on it, bud.”

She drifted into the kitchen, where she found Charlotte cleaning her gun. The skin under her eyes, themselves spider-webbed with red veins, was puffy and dark.

“This weather, huh?” Rachel said.

“Be nice to see some rain for once,” she said. “It’ll be refreshing.”

“If you say so.”

“I do say so.”

They stood silently, the absurdity of discussing the weather embarrassing Rachel.

“I’m sorry,” Charlotte said.

“For what?”

“That it all went down like this,” she said. “I know it’s not your fault.”

Rachel didn’t reply.

“I ever tell you about my brother?”

She had told her several times, but Rachel shook her head and let her tell the story again. They needed to tell their stories, sometimes more than once, to flush the lines. It was one way of treating the post-traumatic stress disorder that had haunted all of them over the years. That was something you never saw in the movies or TV shows about the end of the world. It twisted your noodle something fierce, going through what they’d gone through. Even hearing someone cough was enough to set her off, make her feel panicky, sweaty, dizzy.

Rachel frequently had bad dreams. A recurring one left her in the bowels of Scripps Mercy Hospital in San Diego, wandering corridors lined with plague victims. She could never find her way out, no matter how far she walked. Hallway after hallway, the bodies stacked floor to ceiling, leaving barely enough room to negotiate. The bodies were fresh and she could smell the rich, sweet scent of decay, she could feel the heat generated by the exothermic reaction of steady decomposition. She would begin to tremble and panic chewed away at her insides like termites until she snapped awake, her breaths coming in big gasps.

“His name was Joey,” Charlotte said. “Ten years younger than me. He was the sweetest little boy. When he got sick, he was so scared. He kept saying, ‘Charlie, Charlie’ – that was his nickname for me – ‘I don’t wanna die, I don’t wanna die.’

Her eyes shone with wetness.

“On the nights I’m not dreaming about the Citadel, guess what’s behind Door Number Two?”

“I’m sorry,” Rachel said.

Charlotte laughed a sad laugh, wiped away tears that had spilled silently down her cheeks.

“Oh, I know we all have sad stories,” she said.

“Do you want to stay here for a couple days?”

Rachel scrunched up her face in thought.

“Much as I’d like to, we probably need to leave Omaha,” she said. “They’ll be looking for us.”

“Yeah. Too bad, though. It’s quiet here, and we may not find much better out there.”

“Let me get Will up,” Rachel said, her mind focused on the long to-do list facing them. “We’ve got a lot of work to do.”

She drifted back toward the sitting room to check on Will. When she got there, the room was empty, the sleeping bag crumpled up in a heap on the floor. A shimmer of worry, but she didn’t panic. His habit upon waking in the morning was to head outside to take a leak. Back at the compound, she had potty-trained him by teaching him to pee through the chain-link perimeter fencing. They made a game of it. But she felt uneasy. She pressed a hand to the cushions; they were still warm from his body heat. He hadn’t been up long.

She went outside, priming her ears for the sound of a boy’s powerful urine stream. Eddie once told her nothing made him feel older than the sound of his son taking a whizz. When Will had to go, it sounded like someone spraying a firehose. But outside, the morning air was quiet, almost preternaturally so.

“Will!” she called out, the worry swelling inside.

No answer.

Will was gone.
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She began a loop of the property, picking her way along the creek bordering one side, then keeping close to the line of ash and birch trees that guarded the back side of the yard. In the absence of humanity, nature had been encroaching upon what had been a well-defined yard, thick grasses and small bushes laying the groundwork for the trees that would one day grow here. She didn’t think Will would have gone into the woods; it was dark and claustrophobic and he hadn’t been on his own enough to have the cojones for such an adventure. This wasn’t an indictment of her son; it was the reality. She had raised him close to the vest, for better or worse.

“Will!”

Now she was jogging, cupping her hands around her mouth and screaming at the top of her lungs. A flicker of movement out of the corner of her eye drew her attention, her heart swelling with anticipation, thinking she’d found him. But when she turned her head, she saw it was Charlotte out on the deck.

“What’s wrong?” she called out across the expanse of yard.

Rachel stopped and turned toward the deck.

“You seen Will?”

She shook her head.

“I’ll look inside,” she said, turning and slipping back through the sliding glass door.

Rachel felt lightheaded, this yard, this house, this neighborhood suddenly feeling very far away. She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to throw a little drag on the terror accelerating within her. She hadn’t had time to think about the impact Eddie’s death had had on Will. Would he ever understand what she had done? Would he play that game people often did and blame himself for Eddie’s death? She was an adult, and she was not dealing with her father’s death well. Now her young son had lost both his father and grandfather days apart. What a fucking nightmare.

God, the abject unfairness of it all. It was enough to break you.

Charlotte was back, alone. She shook her head.

Jesus no.

“Will!” she shrieked, drawing out his name until her vocal cords began to fray.

“Let’s go,” Charlotte called out. “He couldn’t have gotten far.”

Charlotte’s words galvanized her. They collected their guns and quickly loaded their packs with a day’s worth of supplies. As they headed out, she conjured up her last memory of him. He was wearing dirty blue jeans and a dark-blue hooded University of Virginia sweatshirt. He was probably wearing his hat, a red Washington Nationals baseball cap his grandfather had procured for him several years earlier. It was not among his things. With each passing minute, her panic grew exponentially and she wanted to yell at him, ask him if he knew what he was doing to his mother. But then all she could think of was what she had done to him.

They made their way down the brick walkway, Rachel keeping her eyes open for any sign of him. At the sidewalk’s end, she noticed a tread print in the dirt, pointing away from the house.

“C, look.”

Charlotte paused and studied the shoeprint.

“His?”

“Has to be,” she said. “Doesn’t look like anyone’s been around here in a while.”

“You think he ran off?”

She chortled as Charlotte examined the clue.

“Wouldn’t you? I killed his father.”

“You can’t beat yourself up about that,” Charlotte said.

“I’ve ruined his life. I’ve been ruining it since the day he was born. He’s helpless without me.”

“What are you, a shrink?”

“Gotta be,” she said. “I don’t have health insurance.”

Charlotte smiled, and it made Rachel feel good for a moment. Somewhere deep down, her sense of humor was hanging on, maybe in critical condition, but still breathing. She smiled as well, not at her own joke, but at Charlotte’s sudden flare of good cheer, and it helped calm her nerves.

Rachel crouched and studied the thin layer of dust and dirt blanketing the wide street carving through the neighborhood. There. Another print. And another, all running at an angle away from the house. She motioned toward them, and Charlotte nodded.

They crossed the street, curling around the side of another house, a big brick colonial. The long driveway sloped gently toward a big backyard, looping past the home’s side entrance. A big blue trashcan and a green recycling bin sat wedged against the house atop a concrete pad, giving Rachel a strange sense of déjà vu. Every now and again she’d see something like this, something frozen in time and it would rock her. One day many years ago, someone had dragged these cans back from the street for the last time and that had been it. Maybe they’d started feeling a bit under the weather or maybe they’d caught wind of this serious epidemic that was starting to worry people.

Here the trail was harder to follow, but she found half a shoeprint at the edge of the driveway that terminated at the edge of the big open yard. A thick line of trees, about fifty yards wide, ringed the perimeter of the cul de sac. A few pines here and there, but most were bare, giving them a skeletal appearance, the bony branches twisted and wrapped around each other. She could make out the neighborhood on the far side. Even absent its foliage, the little forest was dark and shadowy.

Then: a high-pitched shriek.

She crashed through the brush, the branches and brambles tearing at her face and arms. Ahead, she could hear someone running, heavy footfalls crunching dead leaves and sticks. In a clearing, she paused to catch her breath and find her bearings. A flicker of movement to her right; Charlotte was on her flank, scanning to the north.

“Will!”

She waited a moment, her heart beating so hard it felt like it was choking her.

“Mommy, help!” he called back, his voice scratchy and broken.

His voice came from everywhere and nowhere, bouncing across tree trunks and rocks. That was followed by a low guttural growl that loosened her bowels.

Charlotte bolted ahead, continuing north. Rachel followed, hoping Charlotte had been able to triangulate his location. They ran hard for a minute, slaloming around a thick copse of pines, the air thick with their clean scent. A flash of movement in the corner of Rachel’s eye stopped her dead.

“Wait,” she hissed at Charlotte, turning her head toward the movement.

They were in a clearing now, the space enclosed in shadow under a sky thick with clouds. Will was about thirty feet distant, lying on his side. His eyes were red from crying and his face was drained of color, pale with terror. There was a hole in his pants and his knee was stained with blood.

On the opposite side of the clearing was a large cat, probably a bobcat. It was large, full grown, but frightfully skinny. Rachel could count his ribs from where she stood. He looked mangy, his skin bare in multiple spots. She didn’t have to think hard about how hungry it probably was. The animal paced back and forth but its eyes never left Will. Charlotte was closer to both Will and the cat than Rachel was, about equidistant from the pair.

“Will,” she whispered. “Don’t move.”

She didn’t know why she was whispering.

Rachel readied her weapon; she had a clear shot at the bobcat.

“You got it?” Charlotte asked.

Her hands were sweaty but steady.

“Got it.”

She nestled the stock of the weapon into her shoulder, tilting her head to sight the target through the scope. The bobcat had stopped pacing, perhaps aware of the dynamic changing around him. His big head twitched once, and then he licked his chops, a string of drool dripping from his mouth. Now his attention was focused squarely on Will, sizing him up, ensuring he wasn’t underestimating his prey.

It was the biggest animal Rachel had ever seen in the wild; it was quite magnificent, a symphony of power and beauty and terror. Just being near it was disorienting and made it hard to breathe. People weren’t supposed to get this close to nature. As she eyed it, she considered her options. Ideally, she would take it down with a burst to the head, but that was a high-risk shot. Her best bet was to aim for the large center mass, for the cat’s torso.

The cat was weak, Rachel could tell. Weak and probably crazed with hunger. She’d have to drop him with this burst, she had to empty the clip into him before it got within biting distance. Even wounded, he could finish Will off in short order. She took one step toward it. Then another. Then a third. Each step brought her a bit closer to putting her body between the cat and Will. But there was still a relatively clear line between predator and prey.

As Rachel prepared to fire, Charlotte circled behind the wildcat, far enough off his haunches that he paid her little attention. She didn’t know what Charlotte was doing, but she pushed it out of her mind. She was no more than twenty feet away from it now, well within her firing range. Charlotte swooped in opposite her, leaving the animal pinned in between them.

“Hey!” Charlotte called out, swinging her arms over her head.

The cat ignored her.

Rachel inhaled deeply and let it out slowly, the breath coming out in herky-jerky fits and starts. She pulled her finger taut against the trigger. A little more pressure and the gun would fire. She tensed her body in advance of the imminent recoil.

A twig snapped underfoot.

The bobcat charged.

She fired.

It all happened at once.

The cat was little more than a flash in her field of vision. She held the trigger tight until the clip was empty, a span of no more than a few seconds. The gunfire was deafening but she could hear muted screams and grunts in the ether.

The clip was dry, she was on the run, her feet working independently of any conscious thought. She had to get there, make herself the last line of defense between the cat’s jaws and Will’s flesh. The scene was still unfolding in blurry, jagged pieces, and she couldn’t process what was happening – she’d had a goddamn machine gun and she had missed and now they would all probably die out there.

She heard a scream, a terrible, terrible howl of pain as she drew closer to Will, jumping across the last few yards and shielding Will’s body with her own. It had descended into total chaos now, a tangle of teeth and arms and legs and blood and hot saliva. She wrapped her left arm around Will’s torso while pushing back against the bobcat using her legs and free arm, waiting for the inevitable clamp of jaws around their legs.

Then Charlotte was on the cat’s back, her left arm coiled around its throat, and she rode it like a rodeo bull, pulling back on its windpipe, using her right arm for leverage. Its oxygen supply cut off, the animal went berserk, struggling to buck Charlotte free, but giving Rachel and Will enough margin to wriggle free to safety. When he was safe, Rachel crawled back toward them, scrambling for the weapon Charlotte had dropped in the clearing.

Charlotte struggled with the animal, which had knocked her to the ground and pinned her under his baseball-glove-sized paws. Charlotte’s arm was up, pressed under his jaw, and he struggled mightily to find purchase with his teeth. Rachel wrapped her fingers around the grip of the gun and rolled onto her back, less than five feet away from the bobcat’s head.

Charlotte lost her grip and the cat’s jaws snapped down on her left arm, biting clean through the flesh and bone, taking her arm almost to the elbow. She howled in agony as blood sprayed from her ruined arm like a geyser. Rachel pressed the muzzle to the animal’s temple and pulled hard on the trigger; the gun roared, the blast deafening her. The bullet pierced the cat’s cheek and blew out the side of its head.

The cat slid to the ground, a strange moaning noise emanating from its throat. That brought everything to a dead stop, the cacophony of chaos around her frozen, and then she could see, she could really see what the cat had done to Charlotte. She was on her side, cradling the ruined stump of her arm close to her chest. Her jacket was soaked with blood. She was making strange noises and her eyes were rolling around in their beds, unable or uninterested in focusing on anything.

Quickly, Rachel peeled off her jacket and wrapped a sleeve tightly above Charlotte’s bicep as a makeshift tourniquet. She yanked the knot tight, as tightly as she could, until the flow of blood had slowed to something resembling a trickle. This seemed to settle Charlotte down, and her flailings began to subside. She rolled onto her back and looked skyward, her eyes open but blank. Her breathing was slow but steady.

It was quiet around them, so quiet she could hear the dry ground drinking up the pools of Charlotte’s blood. She glanced over at Will, who was standing over them, his eyes wide, his face pale as the reality of the situation settled over him. In those eyes, she could see the man he might one day grow into. A hard man, hardened by days like today.

“Will, don’t-”

She almost told him not to look. Not to look at Charlotte, who lay dying here before them. How cruel that would be, to tell him not to look at the woman who had saved his life. Besides, what was she protecting him from? The truth? This was what happened. This was how it was.

She looked back at Charlotte.

She was still breathing, but her eyes were closed.
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Heavy clouds blocked the sun for the balance of the day. Will gathered wood and together they built a fire. Charlotte was too weak to move, and Rachel didn’t know what else to do but keep her warm and hydrated. When Charlotte bubbled up to something resembling consciousness, Rachel would tip a bottle of water to her lips. Charlotte would drink it down quickly, but then her strength would flag and the water would overflow her lips and spill down her cheeks.

The blood loss had slowed, but it had not stopped. Eventually, Charlotte would reach a point of no return, and that would be that. Will sat huddled against her, silent. He hadn’t said a word since it happened. Rachel focused on the small fire before them, ripping, cracking, biting. The corona of flame, its wild hair flailing in the wind. The heat radiating from the blaze felt good, and for a moment here and there she would forget their terrible predicament.

The afternoon wound on and the daylight, weak as it was, began to fade. The fire grew brighter in the dimming light, the blues in the core of the blaze drawing Rachel’s focus. She wanted to help her friend but she had no idea how. Major trauma. Life-threatening trauma. She thought about her father, about how he would handle this. He wouldn’t beat around the bush, he would tell it like it was. Focus on the problem.

The bleeding.

If she couldn’t stop the bleeding, then nothing else mattered.

The bleeding.

She stared at the fire.

It crackled with terrible heat.

An ember popped, landing on Will’s arm before quickly dying.

“Ow!” he mumbled.

The fire.

And then it became clear to her. What she would have to do.

Her head swam and she felt faint.

No.

She couldn’t do it.

She glanced back at Charlotte, whose eyelids were fluttering now. They opened again and she looked around. Then she winced heavily, a wave of pain washing over her. Rachel took her friend’s remaining hand and held it as Charlotte surfed the pain curling through her body.

She held Charlotte’s gaze.

“I have to close you up.”

“How?” Charlotte eked out.

Rachel quickly cut her eyes to the blaze.

Charlotte moaned, a low guttural mumble from her throat, a mumble of reluctant agreement.

Rachel studied the scene carefully, trying to figure the best way to cauterize Charlotte’s arm. Was she supposed to simply dip the stump into the blaze and hold it there until it sealed shut?

No.

Metal.

She needed a piece of metal.

The flat of their hunting knife.

Rachel slid in behind Charlotte until her back was pressed up against her chest. Charlotte’s shirt was drenched in sweat and Rachel could feel her heart thrumming against her breastbone. She pressed her hand to Charlotte’s forehead; it was cool to the touch, but she doubted it would be for much longer. Infection would set in soon.

Inch by inch, she scooted her bottom along the ground, closer and closer to the fire. Charlotte was barely conscious; her head lolled back and forth, jerking to attention for a moment before dipping to one side or another. The heat from the blaze intensified as they drew closer to it, uncomfortably warming Rachel’s left flank as she jostled their bodies around toward the fire. Will paced back and forth near the fire, running his hands through his hair. His eyes were red with tears and his upper lip was shiny with the mucus running from his nose.

Oh, what a mess what a mess what a goddamn mess.

Charlotte was less than a foot from the fire now; Rachel took care to support the girl’s body lest she tip forward into the blaze and make a big problem even worse. Rachel slid around so she was perpendicular to Charlotte.

“Will, come here. Sit behind her and hold her up.”

“What are you going to do?”

“We’re going to use the fire to seal up her arm.”

His eyes boggled.

“It’s her only chance. We have to stop the bleeding.”

“Will it work?”

“I don’t know. Just do what I ask.”

The boy obeyed his mother for possibly the first time in his life and took his spot on the ground, propping their nearly unconscious patient up.

Rachel took a deep breath and let it out.

“Buddy, this is going to be awful, worse than you can probably imagine, but no matter what, you have to hold onto her. She’s going to scream like hell, and it’s going to hurt her worse than anything you can imagine, but she’ll die if we don’t try.”

He nodded, his eyes big and wide.

She tilted the knife into the flames and let the heat do its work. She held it as long as she could, using a swatch of her jacket sleeve to protect her skin as the handle grew hotter. As the blade began to glow, she hugged Charlotte and kissed her gently on the cheek.

She wrapped her fingers around Charlotte’s upper arm. The tourniquet had come loose and the wound was leaking again, tracing ribbons of blood around Rachel’s fingers and hands. It was slippery and made it hard to keep purchase on the knife. She got her first close look at the wound; it was huge, uneven, ragged, shredded skin and muscle and fat hanging limply from the stump.

“I’m sorry.”

Her hand trembling, Rachel pressed the knife blade to the wound and Charlotte’s body jerked briefly as the hot metal kissed her flesh for the first time. The acidic smell of singed hair and burning meat filled the air. Rachel’s stomach roiled from the odor and she began to dry heave, her stomach clenching and hitching, trying to expel food that wasn’t even there. And they were just getting started. They had a long way to go, several more inches of open flesh to close. Tears triggered by the smoke streamed down Rachel’s cheeks as the heat sealed off the outer edge of the wound.

Then Charlotte began to scream. It was otherworldly, blurring Rachel’s vision as Charlotte’s howls of agony penetrated her, violated her.

“Shh, shh,” she whispered, feeling as colossally stupid as she ever had in her entire life.

She pulled the knife away from the skin, which had turned bright red and puffy. But Charlotte was still bleeding, still screaming.

“Hold her tight, buddy, wrap your arms around her waist.”

Charlotte was mumbling now, the howling on hold for the moment. Rachel leaned in, pressing her ears to Charlotte’s lips.

“Stop, please stop, please stop, please stop…”

Rachel leaned away from her, but Charlotte continued mumbling.

“You’re doing great, sweetie, we’re almost done.”

She couldn’t stop, she had to keep going. Charlotte would die otherwise.

The knife went back into the fire for another minute, until the steel was glowing red. Rachel began the second round of cauterization, holding the metal toward the devastated center section of the wound. The effect on Charlotte was galvanic, her scream apocalyptic, like nothing Rachel had ever heard in her life. Her hand trembled as the metal did the work, cooking away flesh and hair and skin. Her will began to fray at the edges and other thoughts began to creep in like mold.

Pointless.

No point.

She’s dead anyway.

Already dead.

The howling, somehow, deepened, Rachel’s entire arm shaking now. Will was crying now, burying his face in Charlotte’s shoulder blade as he wept, his arms still wrapped dutifully around her waist.

She couldn’t.

She lifted the knife from Charlotte’s arm and immediately, the girl’s body went slack, like a puppet whose strings were cut, and the screaming stopped.

It was for Charlotte. She couldn’t keep inflicting that kind of torture on her friend. For what? For a negligible increase in her odds of survival? Statistically speaking, Rachel was elevating Charlotte’s odds from precisely zero to about zero.

It certainly wasn’t because Rachel couldn’t do it, nope, heavens no.

It wasn’t because Rachel didn’t have the stomach for it, that she would do literally anything to keep Charlotte from screaming again. Because that would be the act of a coward, of someone who had failed a friend in her most desperate hour, someone who wasn’t really cut out for these types of things, who would lead them all to their deaths.

And she wasn’t a coward, right?

It wasn’t that Charlotte was dead because of her and then it wasn’t that Will would be dead soon and then she would be too. Or maybe she would die first because she was dumb and she would leave Will all alone out there and he would die alone and afraid and it would be because his mother was nothing more than a coward, the worst kind of coward.

But that would only be if she were a coward.

Which she most certainly was not.

She gently pulled Charlotte away from the fire, away from Will’s embrace and laid her down on a soft patch of ground. Her eyes were closed, and her chest rose and fell slowly, her breathing slowing in the aftermath of the trauma she had endured.

This was it then.

Charlotte would die and there was nothing anyone could do to stop it.

“Are you done? Did it work?” Will asked, his voice spiced with a hint of hope.

“We’re done, sweetie.”

Rachel lifted Charlotte’s head into her lap and gently stroked her hair. Her back ached and her butt was sore, almost numb from sitting on the ground, but she did not move. At dusk, Charlotte’s breathing slowed. Rachel pressed a finger to Charlotte’s wrist. She found a pulse, but it was faint, like the twinkle of a faraway star.

When the dusk had melted into darkness, the terrain beyond the reach of the fire black with night, Charlotte Spencer took one last breath and died.
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They carried Charlotte’s body back to the house. She was a wisp of a thing, maybe a hundred pounds, but it had been awful, excruciating work. Rachel slept fitfully, her brief stretches of sleep punctuated by dreams about the bobcat, about Charlotte’s agonizing last minutes of life. The next morning, Rachel spent an hour cleaning off her body, freshening up her face with a makeup kit she found in the master bathroom vanity. She didn’t put much because Charlotte would have hated it. Only enough to make her look as beautiful in death as she had in life. Then she dressed her in a black cocktail dress from the woman’s closet. It was about two sizes too big, but it would have to do.

While she tended to Charlotte’s body, Will saw to the grave. There was a rectangular-shaped raised garden where the soil had been soft and made for easy work. He had dug the grave himself, simply starting without prompting, carving out the weedy patch of ground, working silently for hours until the hole was big enough.

Together they had laid her body in the shallow grave. Will backfilled the dirt, gently tamping it down with the back of the shovel, making it nice and neat. When he was done, he placed a large stone above Charlotte’s head. His hands and face were black with dirt.

They spent the next two days holed up in the house, each mourning in their own way. Their minds were scattered, and she didn’t want to risk any excursions when they were at less than one hundred percent. They passed the time in the sitting room, leafing through paperbacks and old photo albums belonging to the family that had lived here. Little was said, as Rachel wasn’t sure how to discuss what had happened with Will. Three of the most important people in his life, snuffed out in a matter of weeks. A crash course in the real world. And it was her fault.

When she tired of reading, she wandered the rooms, looking for work that would need to be done. Some plywood to cover up the windows, keep the elements at bay. There was water damage, of course, but that was true of any uninhabited structure still standing these days. She wasn’t ready to leave Omaha yet; they were too shell-shocked. They needed a few days to collect themselves.

But it was time to start scavenging, laying in supplies and hopefully finding some canned goods in the surrounding neighborhoods. She wasn’t optimistic, as most places had been picked clean over the years. But what choice did they have? Winter was on its way, and the bony specter of starvation cast a long shadow, the edge of which was right at their heels. She found herself doing the math in her head constantly now. They had three days of food on hand. Three days. They had three days to find some food before the shadow would start to overtake them, before the gnawing in the belly would become the center of their worlds.

“Follow me,” she said to him on the morning of that third day.

This elicited no quarrel from him, which underscored the heft in her voice.

She needed to train him how to use a gun. Something she should have done years ago, and that was something Eddie had been right about, bless his shitty soul. But she had put it off and put it off, telling herself she would get to it someday. But she hadn’t because she hated guns and to teach him to use them would be admitting they lived in a terrible world, that Will would never have a happy childhood because she would have taught him to kill.

Look where that had gotten them.

A little boy wandering in the woods and Charlotte ends up dead.

There it was.

Charlotte was dead because of her.

If she had done a better job raising Will, he wouldn’t have ended up cornered by that goddamn bobcat and Charlotte would still be alive. End of story. The simplest If-Then statement imaginable.

“What are we doing?” he asked as he followed her down the hallway to the large galley kitchen.

“Come stand next to me,” she said as she set a Glock on the speckled granite counter. The heavy weapon hit the granite with a satisfying thud.

“Need to teach you about guns,” she said

His eyebrows rocked upward.

“Really?”

“It’s time. We might be on our own for a while. And you need to be able to protect yourself if you get into trouble.”

He looked down at the floor; she hadn’t meant to make him think about Charlotte, but it was inevitable, she supposed. He was old enough to understand there were consequences to actions, even if he didn’t think about them before taking those actions.

“This is a Glock,” she said.

After making sure it was unloaded, she walked him through each of the gun’s components. They went over it until he could identify each part himself.

“I want you to remember something,” she said, recalling the lesson her father had given her. “If you fire this gun, other than when we are practicing, you have made a decision to end a life. That doesn’t mean you won’t miss. That’s not the point. The point is that the sole purpose of a gun is to terminate life, and that’s the only reason it should ever be used. Understand?”

His eyes were wide and bright, and he nodded slowly.

Her heart broke.

“Sweetie, I’m sorry you have to know about these things.”

“It’s OK.”

“When I was your age, I was in the sixth grade, watching movies and texting with my friends. My stepdad took me to baseball games. I never had to worry about my next meal.”

“S’OK, Mommy.”

Her will began to waver, and she debated putting the gun away for one more day, preserving his innocence and childhood for a little bit longer. But that time had come and gone. His childhood had ended long ago, if it had ever even started. He was born into a world that demanded adulthood from the get-go, and she had pretended it didn’t.

She removed the Glock’s magazine and racked the slide to make sure the chamber was clear. Then, following the guidance her father had passed onto her, she racked the slide multiple times before aiming the barrel away from her and Will and pulling the trigger. After hearing the satisfying click, she flipped the weapon upside down, pressed the release button and removed the slide, the spring, and the barrel, explaining each component as she went along. A score of parts made up a Glock, but she focused on the four main components – the slide, the barrel, the frame/receiver, and the guide rod/recoil spring assembly.

“How many bullets does it hold?” he asked.

“This one holds fifteen.”

“Do you have to clean it?”

“Yes, every few months,” she said. “But it’s a very reliable gun. It was one of the most popular types in the old days. We can go through a few hundred rounds between cleanings.”

She put it back together, keeping the magazine to the side, and held it out, muzzle pointed downward, for him to hold.

“Go on.”

His eyes fixed on the gun, and he reached out slowly, like a frightened puppy considering an offer of a treat. He took it from her hand and wrapped his fingers around the grip.

“It’s unloaded,” she said, “but you still never point it at anyone unless you plan to use it.”

Will nodded imperceptibly, his eyes wide open, his lips pressed tightly together. He seemed to grasp the gravity of the situation, of the lesson underway here. Simply by handing him the gun, she was telling him she wouldn’t always be there to protect him, that he would have to protect himself, and that in this world, he might have to do violence. Not like the old days, when your gun was far more likely to be accidentally fired by a toddler than by you against an intruder. No, the odds were good he would have to use it for real.

They went outside to the expansive backyard, where she set up a series of targets on a folding table, using the tops of cardboard boxes she pilfered from the family’s collection of board games. She folded each top in half, forming a reasonably stable triangle at which to take aim. She took a few steps back and eyed the box tops, adorned with the bright imagery of happy families playing Life and Monopoly and Trouble.

“A few rounds today,” she said. “To give you the feel of it.”

She spent a few minutes going over the correct firing stance, again repeating the lessons Adam had taught her, the lessons he had learned from his own father when he was a boy.

“Stand behind me now,” she said. “Watch carefully.”

She waited until he took a spot to her four o’clock, about ten feet off her right hip. Then she sighted the first target and squeezed the trigger at the Trouble box. The Glock was a remarkably stable weapon, hitching only slightly as it let loose the 9-mm round. Her aim was true, and the box top burst into the air before floating back to the ground.

“Good shot, Mommy,” he said.

“Thanks,” she said. “Your turn.”

She handed the gun to him.

“Remember,” she said, “there’s already a bullet in the chamber.”

He took the gun and mimicked her movements, assuming a decent firing stance, gripping the weapon properly.

“It’s going to buck a little when you fire it, but not too badly,” she said. “You might be sore tomorrow.”

He nodded, took a deep breath, let it out slowly. His hand trembled, giving the barrel a slight shimmy. He took another breath, steadying the gun before nerves washed over him again and the barrel began wobbling once more.

He fired.

The report of the gun blast echoed across the yard, across the neighborhood; her thoughts flickered briefly to those unseen strangers who would have heard their gunfire and wonder what was happening.

“I missed,” he said.

“It’s OK,” she said. “Try again.”

“I don’t wanna do this anymore,” he said.

Irritation rippled through her and she bit down on the corner of her lip to keep herself from lashing out at him. Time. It was going to take time.

“It’s OK,” she said.

She gently took the gun from his hand and cleared the chamber.

“We’ll try again later.”

“No.”

“It’s important for you to learn.”

“No!” he said, turning and fleeing for the house, leaving her standing alone in the yard.
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They ate dinner by the dim light of a candle. Will hadn’t said anything about it, and she was hesitant to bring it up, lest she drive him farther away from the lessons he needed to know. The good news was that, despite the failed gun lesson, she had managed to teach him something valuable before they ate.

“I can’t find the can opener,” he said to her as they prepared their meal.

“It’s OK,” she said. “I know a trick to open cans without a can opener.”

“You do?”

She nodded.

“Your grandfather showed me.”

His face tightened up and he nodded.

“I’ll show you,” she said. “Outside.”

“Put the can face down,” she said when they were on the stone porch. “Then scrape it back and forth really hard.”

“Really?”

“The friction and the heat will chew away the seal.”

He set to work, focusing on the task at hand. The susurration of the stone biting into the metal lid filled the air. As he worked, he chewed on his lower lip, reminding her very much of her father in deep concentration.

“Is that enough?” he asked, pausing and looking up at her. His cheeks were red from exertion and a sheen of sweat slicked his forehead.

“Let’s see,” she said. “Hold it tight, up near the top.”

“OK.”

“Now give it a hard squeeze.”

He did, grunting as he did so. After a few moments, the metal seal failed and the lid popped free.

“Wow!”

But the excitement had faded as their reality crashed in around them. All alone. Charlotte dead. He pushed around his food, half a can of creamed corn, before abandoning it entirely. He got up and wandered around the living room, pausing at a family portrait hanging over the fireplace.

Five of them, mom, dad, and three kids under the age of ten, including a set of twin girls. They were dressed in khaki shorts and bright white polo shirts, kneeling in the sand at the beach. A date in the corner of the photograph indicated it had been taken in July, scarcely a month before the outbreak. She wondered what had become of them. If they had died in the plague, they had done so elsewhere, as the house had been empty of bodies.

“What was it like?” Will asked.

“What was what like?” she asked, scooping up the last bit of corn in her bowl.

“The plague.”

She froze, the spoon suspended halfway between her mouth and the bowl. He had never asked about the pandemic before. It occurred to her that although he had never experienced anything resembling a normal childhood, he had been spared the horror of living through those terrible death-filled days.

“It was very bad, buddy.”

“Were you scared?”

“Yes,” she replied. “Everyone was scared and panicked. And people do terrible things when they’re scared and panicked.”

“Were you afraid of dying?”

“Yes,” she said. “The disease killed almost everybody. I kept waiting to get sick. Every time I sniffled or coughed, I thought I was coming down with it. Some days I still think that.”

A memory spun to the forefront of her conscience. It was right about the time things were starting to collapse. The Internet had gone down, and electricity had become spotty. Her mom Nina was dead, but her stepdad Jerry was still alive, although very ill. There was a little market just outside their subdivision, one that sold fancy cheeses and wines and gourmet sandwiches but also sporting a small apothecary. She wanted to get some medicine for him, anything to slow down the infection’s dizzying course. He was burning with fever by then, coughing up blood.

It was the first time she’d been out in days; Jerry wouldn’t let anyone leave the house in the hopes that a self-quarantine would keep them safe. Her neighborhood was silent but for the rustle of the leaves on the trees, the flapping of wings of vultures circling overhead. She jogged the whole way, this neighborhood she’d lived in for three years now terrifyingly unfamiliar. It took her ten minutes to cover the distance.

The acrid tang of something burning tickled her nose when she made it to the little commercial strip that was home to Brigid’s Market. A black column of smoke drifted sideways in the sky, but she couldn’t tell where it was coming from. The market appeared intact, the Open sign still hanging in the window. It was dark inside, though, as the market was on the same electrical grid as her neighborhood, which had lost power the day before.

It was a bright beautiful San Diego morning, mid-seventies, the air still, absent even the slightest breeze. Despite that, she was shivering, her teeth chattering together. Her heart was pounding so hard that in the massive quiet she could hear it in her ears. She cupped her hands around her face and pressed up against the glass, hoping she’d be able to see if anyone was lurking about. She felt naked, exposed and she was beating herself up for not bringing Jerry’s handgun, even though she had never used it.

But she had to try, goddammit, she had to try something. She pulled the handle on the door, which swung open without resistance. She took a step inside, keeping one foot in and one out. Then another step. And another until she was inside. The market appeared abandoned, and a yeasty aroma hung in the warm stuffy air. Ahead of her was a wire-rack display of wine bottles identified as STAFF RECOMMENDATIONS! A Merlot from Good Luck Cellars in Virginia (great with Brie!), another one from Polar Bear Vineyards (strong start, smooth finish, hints of oak) in Napa. Below each bottle was an index card bearing the notes of the staff member who had recommended it.

She took another step, which was as far as she got. In the first aisle, there was a little girl, maybe eight years old, sitting with her back against the cooler. She was still alive, barely, dressed in pajama bottoms and a short-sleeve t-shirt from Branson’s House of Wings. Her white-blond hair was tied back in a ponytail, revealing her bright blue eyes.

Her nostrils were dripping blood like a leaky faucet. In her lap was a small dog, which began growling as soon as Rachel rounded the corner. Its fur was thick with congealed blood. The animal made no move toward her, but it was clearly warning her to stay away. The girl’s head lolled gently toward Rachel; her eyes struggled to stay open but she managed to get them to half-mast.

“Hi,” she said softly. Rachel barely heard her.

Rachel clapped a hand to her mouth, trying but failing to hide the shock of seeing the girl’s ruined face. It looked like she had been crying blood and her skin was gray. She had no idea how the girl was still alive; she certainly wouldn’t be for much longer. The dog continued to growl at Rachel. The girl looked down at her wee protector and gently stroked her fur.

“Ajax, shhh,” she whispered. She closed her eyes and seemed to fall asleep.

Ajax never once took his eyes off Rachel, standing a lonely vigil over his pee-wee-sized master. Not wanting to leave the little girl alone, Rachel sat on the floor and crossed her legs. She waited silently, as her butt went numb on the hard floor. The girl did not open her eyes again, and Rachel did not try to speak to her. An hour later, maybe two, the final seizure rippled through the girl and her body went slack. She was dead.

The dog tilted its head toward the girl’s face and whined softly. But it made no move to abandon its owner.

“What now, boy?” she asked. It didn’t seem strange to ask the dog what she should do now because it was unlikely she had a better idea than it would.

She whistled at him and held out her hand, hoping to coax him her way. She didn’t know why she did it; she supposed she couldn’t stomach the idea of leaving the dog behind in this mausoleum. She did it without thinking about how she would even care for a dog that wasn’t hers. She rose to a crouch, holding out her hand, pleading with the pup to come to her. But in the end, she didn’t have to worry about how to take care of the dog because he refused all her invitations. After raiding the store shelves for supplies, Rachel checked on the girl one last time. The dog had burrowed up into a little ball in the dead girl’s lap, casting a wary gaze at Rachel.

All these years later, she still dreamed about Ajax, standing watch over that beautiful, ruined little girl.

“Do you think this family died?” Will asked, his gaze still fixed on the portrait.

“Yes,” she said. “They probably all died.”

“These kids were my age,” he said, his voice thick, cracking.

“It made almost everyone sick,” she said. “Even kids.”

“How come you and Pop-pop didn’t get sick?”

“I don’t know, sweetie.”
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They had hunkered down in the huge master bedroom at the back of the house. It was wide and airy, the previous owners going minimalist in here. The bed sat on a wooden platform, covered by a musty bedspread. Two lights so unpretentious that they swung back around to pretentiousness hung from the ceiling. There was a simple chest of drawers up against the wall. A flat-screen television was mounted above it.

Will fell asleep quickly, but slumber eluded Rachel. The little dog Ajax ran free in her mind. How long had he waited with the little girl, how long had he protected her? How long before his own survival instinct took over? Why torture herself with questions that could never be answered?

Her body cried for sleep, her eyes thick and gritty with fatigue. She counted sheep, she practiced some breathing exercises. Slow inhale to a count of eight, hold to a count of four, exhale to seven. It took a few iterations, but eventually, her body loosened. She began slipping over the edge of consciousness when a sharp noise yanked her back from the precipice.

Her heart racing again, she considered the possible sources of the noise. House settling. It must have been the house settling. These houses were wearing down and with the world so quiet, every pop and creak was amplified. Yeah, that had to be it. The house settling.

Cannibals, cannibals were breaking in and they would kill and eat her and Will.

She pushed that thought out of her head, that was crazy, paranoid thinking. No one knew they were here, the odds of a bandit breaking into this house on this night were astronomically small. Math didn’t lie, folks.

Creak.

No, math did not lie, because math never said the odds were zero. In the pitch-black dark, her head throbbed with fear, her breath doled out in shallow spurts. It felt like the oxygen had been sucked out of the room. She turned her head gently toward Will. His deep, even breathing told her he was still asleep.

She primed her ears, her breath frozen, lying perfectly still so she could detect the slightest noise.

Creak.

A pause.

Sniff.

She froze.

There it was.

Houses didn’t sniff. Joists and floorboards did not sniff.

She slipped out of bed, reaching for the M4 she’d left leaning against the nightstand. Another sniff, another creak, perhaps on the stairwell. The acoustics in the house were strange, made it difficult to triangulate the source of the noise. Death was close now, she could feel it.

She needed a plan, but it was hard to focus. Fear caromed through her, scattering her thoughts like bowling pins. One option was to blindly fire down the stairwell and ask questions later. But not knowing how many there were, if she didn’t get all of them in the first burst, she could leave herself and Will open to a lethal counterattack. On the other hand, if she didn’t open fire now, she might not get a chance to fire at all. She racked the M4’s charging handle and tapped the forward assist before switching the safety off.

Then someone spoke, the voice flinty and high-pitched, chilling her to the marrow. Probably a man, but she wasn’t certain of that. Behind her, the susurration of Will sliding out of bed, his little feet thumping the floor.

“Wakey, wakey, eggs and bakey!”

She shivered in the darkness, the knowledge that someone was in the house with them making her feel cold.

“Mommy,” Will called out.

“Hush,” she snapped.

“We know you’re up there.”

She held her tongue.

“This doesn’t have to be messy,” the voice continued. “We just want your food.”

There was a desperation in the voice, gilding the speaker’s words with truth. Behind her, Will stirred. She didn’t know what he was doing, only that he was confirming for these intruders that they were here.

“Mommy,” Will said.

“Quiet,” she hissed.

She could make her last stand here; they weren’t getting their food without coming in this room. Simply cut them down as they bottle-necked at the door.

“You have sixty seconds to come downstairs with all your goodies.”

“Mommy!”

“What?”

“I know how we can get out of here.”

“What are you talking about?”

He motioned under the bed, so she got down on her knees and hazarded a look. A rectangular box was wedged between the bedframe and the floor. A shine of her flashlight revealed its contents – a fire escape ladder.

“Help me get it out.”

Will crawled under the bed and pushed on the box until she could get purchase on a corner. Together, they yanked it free and quickly removed the ladder from the box. Her last move was to pack up their remaining canned goods, a week’s worth of victuals.

“Time’s up!”

“In the bathroom,” she said, hustling across the room with the ladder under her arm, the straps of her backpack digging into her shoulders. “We’ll get out through the back.”

While Will unrolled the flexible ladder, Rachel went to work on the window, which was badly misshapen from years of neglect and inattention. Using her legs for leverage, she pushed hard against the sash, praying for it to break free and slide upwards. Try as she might, though, the window would not give.

“Mommy?”

“Yeah bud?” she replied, straining against wood so badly warped into the frame that it might as well have been a single piece.

“Do you smell that?”

She paused and slowly drew in a deep breath. A faint yet tangy aroma hit her nostrils.

Shit.

It was smoke.

These assholes had set the house on fire.

Using the barrel of the M4, she broke out the bathroom window, sweeping around the edges to clear the leftover shards of glass. With Will’s help, she hung the ladder’s frame over the windowsill. The ladder swung gently in the night breeze.

“You go,” she said. “I’ll be right behind you.”

He nodded, his eyes wide open, his gaze fixed on the open window, the reality of their situation settling in on them. Seconds ticked by, but he made no move toward the ladder. He was gnawing on his lower lip, a sure sign of indecision in the boy.

“Sweetie, we have to get out of here.”

He nodded again but he remained rooted to the spot. The smell of smoke grew stronger.

“Just hold tight, and take one step at a time.”

“I can’t. It’s too high.”

Her chin dropped, and a sigh of sadness escaped from her throat. Once again, decisions she had made long ago were coming back to haunt her.

“It’s OK.”

“Are you sure?”

“They’re hungry. We’ll give them some food and they’ll go away.”

They went back out to the bedroom and made their way to the door. She didn’t want to bring Will down with her, but the setting of the fire had left her little choice. Besides, did it even matter if people knew he’d been born after the plague?

“I’m coming out!” she announced.

“Nice and easy,” the voice said. “Hands on your head. No one has to get hurt.”

After draping the M4’s shoulder strap around her neck, she placed her hands on her head and motioned Will to the same. They stepped gingerly into the hallway and then carefully made their way down the darkened stairwell, one step at a time. In the gloom, she could make out the outlines of several figures waiting at the bottom of the stairs. Her heart was in her throat, as there was nothing stopping these people from murdering them where they stood. That was the world now; these people could simply kill them and leave their bodies to rot here in the foyer of this half-million-dollar house.

As they reached the landing, the group retreated slightly, making room for Rachel and Will. The foyer was dark, but not completely black, illuminated by lanterns the group was carrying. She counted six of them, four men and two women, all of them frightfully thin.

They were armed with handguns, aimed directly at them. It was an unsettling situation to be in, but the presence of the women reassured her a bit. Will pressed close against her, his body trembling. One was holding a thick piece of wood that was smoking heavily. Dammit. The house wasn’t on fire. It had been a ruse designed to flush them out.

“What do we have here?” the man on the far left asked. “A little family?”

He was the one who’d done all the talking earlier. He was short, only about an inch taller than Rachel, and very thin. He wore a thick beard, which covered up a face that had once been full but was now droopy with sallow skin. Several teeth were missing from his grill. The whole group bore scars of malnourishment and starvation, sharp collarbones pushing against skin and clothes that hung too loosely on underfed frames.

“How old are you, boy?” the man asked.

“Fourteen,” Will said, a fiction they had agreed on.

“Kind of small for fourteen, ain’t ya?”

Will shrugged his shoulders as only a real teenager could.

“Whatever. Get the bag,” the man said, nudging the woman standing next to him.

The woman approached Rachel and carefully worked the backpack off, one shoulder strap at a time.

“Can you leave us something?” she asked.

The woman leaned in close.

“Sorry,” she whispered. She gently squeezed Rachel’s upper arm.

“Here’s the deal,” the man said as the woman handed him the backpack. “If there’s food in here, everyone walks away happy. If there isn’t, well, let’s hope we don’t have to cross that bridge.”

He crouched and sifted through the bag, squealing a bit as he did so.

“Anything?” asked one of the others.

“Ravioli, three cans, tuna, eight cans. Energy gels.”

Will’s stomach growled loudly, silencing the group.

The man looked up from the bag.

“We’re not bad people,” the man said to Rachel. “You get that, right?”

She didn’t reply.

“We ain’t eaten in a week,” he said. He licked his dry lips. “A week. I hate to do this to you folks, but, you know, it is what it is.”

Indeed.

“Search the house,” he said, directing the others.

“There’s nothing else.”

The man and one of the women kept watch over Rachel and Will as the others confirmed what Rachel had told them. Everything they had was in that blue LL Bean backpack. Once upon a time, she and Will had been one of the Haves in a world of Have-Nots. Not because they were good or special or heroic or brave, but only because they’d had the dumb luck to find the warehouse at precisely the right time with the right combination of people and weapons to take it and keep it. And now that was over.

“Don’t try and come after us,” the man warned.

The man looked at his group and nodded toward the door. One by one, they left, the house emptying out until Rachel and Will were alone in the foyer.
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They rode.

On bikes they rode west, out of Omaha, skirting the ruins of their warehouse to the south. The decision to ride bicycles had not been made easily; she worried it could leave them exposed, run them up into a dangerous situation they hadn’t had time to prepare for. But walking meant taking far more time to cover the same territory, and that was a luxury she and Will did not have. They needed to find food.

It was only about fifty miles from Omaha to Lincoln, but in their weakened condition, they had could only manage a few miles a couple times a day. The rest of the time they spent resting or foraging the plains for edible vegetation. They had taken to eating grasses and hard berries, Rachel hopefully remembering what they could safely eat. One evening, she had guessed incorrectly and they were both up half the night with diarrhea, which had probably put them farther behind on their nutritional requirements than if they had just gone without.

She had transitioned to a new stage of hunger, one she hadn’t experienced before. The end of the previous stage had been a constant gnawing in her belly, the shakes that accompanied the dropping blood sugar, the inability to focus for long stretches of time, but deep down a long-ago programmed sense of knowing a balm for what ailed her was coming soon. Never in her life had she gone more than a day or two without food, not even after they’d abandoned the farm in Kansas. Back then, canned goods were readily available, as the impact of the climate change had not really hit home yet.

But now it had broken free into some other dimension of need, of desire, even of lust. It was animalistic, primal, irrational, buried down deep in her DNA, some line of code crafted long ago that worked perfectly, executing, running, warning. You need to eat, Rachel, you need to eat, or you will die. They passed by barren bushes and trees and dead grasses and her body yearned for them anyway, for the flowering plants that had once been there. She had abandoned all other thought processes in service of this one great pulsing need.

Eat.

Her worry that they would stumble across an Evergreen search party hunting for them quickly fell by the wayside. The world was too big, the land overlaid with too many roads to make crossing paths with someone anything more than the longest of longshots. In this world, once gone, it seemed, you were gone.

The road cut straight through the flat endless plains, broken up only by the tiny hamlets peppering the Nebraska landscape. The plains were flat and endless, the horizon broken up by faded billboards and utility poles, the drooping power lines an endless series of smirks against the landscape. As they continued west, Rachel couldn’t help but wonder if she would ever come back this way again. Never had she felt so lost, adrift.

On their fourth day, they reached the little town of Greenwood, Nebraska, the two-lane road rolling up into the town’s quaint downtown area. Mother Nature’s hardiest soldiers had long been at work here, giving the once-picturesque main drag a greenish coat. Weeds and scraggly bushes grew haphazardly from cracks in the road and sidewalks, vines crawling up and around mailboxes and street signs. As was their practice, they stopped at the edge of the town and hid the bikes. It was early afternoon, the weak sun slowly sliding toward the western horizon.

This was the fourth town they’d come across. She always felt a little better when they came to a town, if only for the hint of civilization. A strange thing, given that the greatest danger lay in places like this, where people would gather and build and defend.

What struck Rachel was the desolation of it all. It was very easy, too easy, to picture herself and Will as the last two people left on Earth. They weren’t too far away from that as it was, but the emptiness of the plains, the land flash-frozen in time, made her head spin a little. Two little ships bobbing along the surface of a vast terrestrial ocean, no beginning, no middle, no end.

She didn’t expect anything in a burg this small, but hope had a funny way of messing with you. The next pantry, the next cabinet or closet would be hiding a case of canned black beans or spaghetti or a two-pound bag of beef jerky.

“Remember, Spoon,” Rachel whispered. “Eyes wide open.”

“I’m hungry,” he replied. At least he was whispering.

“I’m working on it, buddy.”

Then she tapped her index finger against her lips. This time he nodded silently.

Rachel held a pair of binoculars to her eyes and scanned the landscape ahead. There were a handful of buildings fronting the main drag. A law office. A dry cleaner. The town newspaper. A diner. A drug store. Main Street, U.S.A. A handful of long-abandoned vehicles lined each side of the street, all rusted and resting on flat tires, the radials dried and cracked. The windshields were brown from years of accumulated grime. She scanned the rooftops for signs of spotters, forgotten beer cans, lawn chairs, empty cigarette packs. Nothing.

She packed away the binoculars.

Anxiety prickled her. There it was. It was part of her now, endlessly coloring their lives. It seasoned her soul, her every waking hour, her restless sleep. Post-apocalyptic road warrior that she was, she would never get entirely used to the constant threat of danger surrounding them, made worse by her constant fear for Will’s safety. She remembered the parenting culture wars that had raged online before the plague, helicopter parents and a ridiculous debate about whether kids should be allowed to walk to the park by themselves. God, they had been so stupid, so naïve. Scared of their shadows. She wondered what kind of mother she would have been in a world where Medusa had never happened. She wouldn’t have the perspective of having been through it, of not knowing if she would be able to find enough food to stave off starvation for yet another day.

“Stay behind me,” Rachel said to Will.

They crept up Main Street, edging along the sidewalk that materialized at the border of downtown. As they moved westward, Rachel noticed a sharp contrast in the coloring of the building’s exterior walls; from the ground to her knees, the walls were quite a bit darker than they were higher up, suggesting a flood had ravaged the downtown area at some point in the past. She brushed her foot along the base of one wall and found it to be soft and crumbling, like a soggy muffin.

They stopped at the town drugstore first. From there, they would fan out to the other establishments. The front door was shattered, its glassy remains puddled at their feet and glinting in the sunlight. Dried mud, residue of receded floodwater stained the flooring, which had yellowed and cracked. The air was musty, thick with invisible spores of dust and mold and decay.

It was difficult to tell how long it had been since anyone had been in here, more a guessing game than anything else. There was an old footprint in the mud a step inside the store, the outline of a shoe tread, a child’s pointy mountain range, plainly visible, but it could have been a day old or a month old. She moved behind the counter, which abutted the storefront window. It gave a nice vantage point of downtown. She motioned Will to join her.

“Keep an eye outside. If you see anything or anyone, whistle. You think you can do that?”

Will took a deep breath and nodded, his chest puffing out with pride.

“Stay low, behind this counter.”

He gave her two thumbs up.

“Mommy?”

“Yeah?”

“At least it’s not zombies, right?”

She smiled, feeling a spark of joy inside her; her little Will, growing up in front of her, a little bit at a time but seemingly all at once. How he knew what a zombie was, she didn’t know. An old comic book or novel perhaps. Didn’t matter. He was right. At least it wasn’t zombies.

She took a few steps backward, reluctant to turn away from him, reluctant to thrust him into this role, to force him to be a man sooner than was fair. Fair. A word that didn’t carry a lot of weight these days. Everything was decidedly unfair these days, which meant the world was fair. If anything, it was fairer than it had been before Medusa, when the color of your skin or the size of your parents’ bank accounts had a lot to do with where you ended up, irrespective of talent or hard work. But now everyone was on equal footing. But that meant everyone. Even innocent eleven-year-old boys.

Rachel decided to start with the last aisle and make her way back to the front, toward Will. The shelves were mostly barren, long since picked over, but she found a few items worth purloining. A few tubes of lip balm. Travel-sized shampoo bottles.

She went behind the counter next, swiping a carton of cigarettes that had been overlooked. Perhaps these she could trade for food. One last quick sweep of the little workspace revealed nothing worth taking. There was a door to a small office opposite the register. She turned the handle and gently kicked the door open, raising the muzzle of her M4 just in case. A shimmer of red in the corner caught her eye, and she smiled. It was something she hadn’t seen in years.

She picked up the twelve-pack of Coca-Cola, still in its cardboard packing tray, and carried it out to the front. She snapped off two cans from the plastic rings.

“Let’s have a drink, shall we?”

“Here,” she said, handing Will his very first can of soda.

“What’s this?” he asked, gingerly handling the can like it was a bomb.

“Open it,” she said, tugging on the pull tab, priming her ears for the reassuring pop of carbonation escaping the can. It was an old can, but a faint hiss greeted her, buried deep like a distant radio signal. Will fumbled with the tab, confused by the strange mechanism before him.

“Slide a finger under the tab there,” she said, demonstrating with her own, “and pull straight up.”

It popped open on his second try. He held the can under his nose and sniffed.

“Smells weird,” he said. “Kind of tickles.”

“That’s the carbonation,” said Rachel. “Take a sip.”

“What is it?”

“That, my son, is Coca-Cola,” she said. “It’s a soft drink. A soda. A pop.”

“What?”

“It was a very popular drink before you were born. In the old days.”

“Have I ever had it?”

“No,” she said. “There was some at the warehouse when we first moved there, but someone stole it.”

His eyes widened at that revelation.

“Who?”

Rachel cut her eyes toward the floor.

“We never figured that out,” Rachel said.

“A mystery! Cool!”

Only it was no mystery. The morning after the few cases of soda went missing, a man named Martin had confessed to the crime. Harry had marched Martin into the center of the compound and fired a bullet into his head. He did it without hesitating. The rules had been clear from the get-go. Theft from the collective would not be tolerated. How naïve they had been. No one believed anyone would ever do it; the threat of execution had been a lark more than anything. But there they’d been, watching the public execution of a confessed thief, someone they knew, someone they’d worked alongside, drank with, broken bread with.

It had been years since she’d had a Coke. This old flat soda would be a poor facsimile of a once precious treat, but it would have to do. Maybe having one with Will would help erase the memory of that terrible long-ago morning.

“So what is it?” he asked again.

She shrugged.

How did you explain a soda to someone who’d never had one before?

“It’s sweet. And bubbly. And cold, Spoon, there was nothing like it.”

He took a sip and grimaced.

“Too sweet for me. And not very bubbly.”

He set the can down on the counter, having already lost interest in this relic from her world. Rachel’s shoulders sagged. A dark cloud had slid in above them. She didn’t know why; it was just a stupid can of soda. But it simply highlighted the huge chasm between the world that had been ripped away from her and the world into which Will had been born. She took a sip; it was saccharine and oily and reminded her of warm spit. It tasted like the morning after the party. It tasted like the day Harry had executed that poor man. She set the can back down on the counter.

“Yeah, it’s not very good now, is it?”

“It’s terrible.”

She nodded.

“Let’s go ahead and finish them though,” she said. “We need the calories.”

They sat quietly and drank flat soda, working their way through two cans each. Her head buzzed from the sugar rush, and eventually, she could drink no more. When Will finished, they packed away the remaining cans for later.

They spent another hour exploring the small neighborhoods branching off the main drag but they found nothing. Like the corpse of a gazelle worked over by the vultures, the town had been picked clean. Satisfied there was nothing else to scavenge, they boarded their bicycles and began pedaling west. At the edge of town, where the downtown area began morphing back into natural plains, Will braked hard, leaving a skid mark on the moss-covered road. Something had caught his eye; she followed his gaze toward a small shop, standing alone, set back about twenty yards. An old faded sign reading Brooke’s Books’n’Things hung in the window of the skinny little colonial, its yellow coat of paint long since faded to a sickly hue.

“That’s a bookstore, right?” he asked.

She nodded.

“Can we go in?”

She glanced up at the sky and sighed softly. Daylight was running short, and she was hoping to find one more town to search today. She was hungry, so hungry, and she could only imagine what a prepubescent boy was feeling. He was in between growth spurts, but he wouldn’t be for long, and God help them if they didn’t have a steady supply of calories on hand when the next one hit.

Suddenly, traveling even one more inch seemed impossible. Her head swam and all she could think about was food. Any food at all. Her thoughts raced to the grilled fish tacos she had once enjoyed from a little place called Mike’s Taco Club in San Diego. You could sit on the patio and take in the Ocean Beach Pier while you ate, watch the sun dip low until it kissed the horizon, until its light spilled across the edge of the world like a broken egg yolk. Her favorite had been the mahi with the shredded cabbage and she had asked for the extra hot sauce that would make her head itch and she would still smell it in her clothes the next day.

During high school, she had eaten there once or twice a week with her mom and Jerry and they would try to get her to tell them more about school or her friends. Her mom desperately wanted her to fit in. That was one thing she had liked about Jerry, he didn’t get on her about being popular or making more friends.

“Let the girl be,” he’d said to her mom during one particularly painful argument. “if she’s happy, why can’t you leave her be.”

He took a long swig of his Heineken and gave her a wink.

He’d never been her favorite person, but she had to give him credit for that. In fact, he’d always treated her like his flesh and blood; had she ever thanked him? He never judged. He was never condescending. He loved her unconditionally. He was as laid back as they came, the kind of ease that accompanied successful men. And he had been successful. And he was there. From the time her mom had met him when Rachel was ten years old until the day he died, he had been there. He traveled for work but always took the earliest flight home he could get. He took Nina out on a date once a week, without fail.

He had been a good man.

And she became angry at Adam all over again.

“Mommy?”

She glanced over to see Will watching her like she was having a mental breakdown, which she may have been, when you got right down to it. Tacos, tacos, tacos. It was all she could think about. She was having a hard time focusing.

“Sure, buddy. It’s getting late. We’ll get some books and spend one more night here.”
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It was a bookstore from the deepest recesses of her imagination. The building itself was in remarkably good shape. A few water stains marked the ceiling, but the windows were intact, and the bookshelves and bookcases appeared unmolested. The walls were painted a light yellow, which hadn’t faded too badly over the years. Posters and artwork lined the walls, some professional, others clearly birthed from the hands of little ones. At the front of the store stood a bulletin board, pinned with flyers for upcoming literary events, poetry readings, signup sheets for writers’ groups or book clubs.

Omaha Writers’ Conference October 14-16!

Greenwood Writing Group, Meets Every Third Thursday of the Month

Brooke had died with her books. Will found her skeletal remains leaned up against a bookcase in the back of the store, her nametag still pinned to her blouse. A stack of books sat next to her, another one still open in the poor woman’s lap. Rachel had no idea what had happened here, but she liked to think Brooke had died as she had lived.

Rachel crouched next to the desiccated corpse and flipped up the cover. She had a morbid desire to know what the woman had been reading at the end of her life. It was a hardcover copy of A Wrinkle in Time by Madeline L’Engle, one of Rachel’s favorites when she was a kid.

“Have you read that one?” Will asked.

“I did,” she replied, her mind boomeranging back to Mike’s Taco Club. Sometimes she went with the brisket tacos, which came topped with this relish-slaw thing that was so good you’d eat it straight, with your hands if you had to.

“What’s it about?”

“It’s a science fiction story about two kids looking for their dad after he disappears.”

“Is it good?”

“I loved it.”

“What happened to their dad?”

“He was a scientist who disappeared while working on a secret project for the government.”

“And they went looking for him?”

“Yes.”

“Were they scared?”

“I’m sure they were.”

He pondered this, scrunching up his face in thought. It made him seem so grownup and so small at the same time.

“Do you get scared?”

She considered her response.

“Sometimes.”

“What are you scared of?”

She reached out and gently touched his face with the palm of her hand, quickly enough that he didn’t have a chance to pull away from her. His face blurred before her.

“Mainly I worry about you.”

He cut his eyes to the ground.

“It’s OK to be scared, you know.”

He continued staring at something on the ground. Had he spotted a bite to eat? Maybe a taco?

Tacos.

“Even the bravest people who ever lived were scared.”

“They were?”

“Yes. Being brave doesn’t mean you’re not scared.”

“It doesn’t?”

“It means being scared and doing it anyway.”

“I miss home.”

“I know,” she said. “We’re going to find a new home though. A new place for us to be happy.”

“When?”

“Bud, I’m going to be totally honest with you,” she said. “I really don’t know. I hope it will be soon.”

He nodded.

“Can we get some books?”

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Something wet landed on her arm and she observed with some horror that she had been salivating.

“Yes. Grab some books,” she said. “I’m going to sit down for a second.”

As Will toddled off to browse, Rachel’s muscles failed her. That last bit of fuel powering her engines was spent, leaving her with no more to give. Her legs gave out underneath her and she slowly sank to the floor next to the inimitable Brooke.

Sitting down felt good. She pulled her knees up to her chest, wrapped her arms around them. It did not strike her as odd that she was sidling up next to a decade-old corpse.

Will wandered the store, grabbing one book after another, stacking them by the wall. After a while, he sat down to read. As Rachel watched him, sitting side by side with the late proprietor of the store they were ransacking, she wondered when they would eat again.
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A house.

What day was it

Walls.

What year was it

Floors.

Where’s Will?

Books.

Who’s Will?

Your son you dumb bitch.

Bitch was a good word.

You didn’t hear it enough.

You didn’t hear anything enough.

Like the sizzle of a steak hitting the grill. Nothing then a hiss of the juice hitting the blaze and a bloom of flame leaping to kiss the inch-thick ribeye. Then the air would fill with the rich, succulent scent of cooking meat. In the corner of the grill was a big eight-ounce potato, wrapped in aluminum foil, awaiting its destiny to be split open and loaded with cheese and sour cream and butter, a thick pat of butter that slid over the firm flesh of the spud.

No, you definitely did not hear that sound often enough.

Did people still eat steak?

Were there still cows?

Rachel woke up. Her head was clear, but it wouldn’t be for long. She didn’t know if that’s how starvation worked in other people, but that’s how it had been for her. Cycling between lucidity and madness, the periods of clarity growing shorter until they would be gone, and she would drift along in madness until she died not even knowing she needed to eat.

Lincoln now. They needed to get to Lincoln.

A decent sized city. Lots of nooks and crannies.

She touched her flank, counting her very visible ribs one at a time like she was thumbing through a file cabinet. Food. They had to eat.

Captain Understatement reporting for duty!

She wasn’t even hungry anymore.

But she was dying.

She and Will were dying.

A noise.

She sat up quickly and her head swam and she toppled over on her side. She primed her ears for the noise again, but it didn’t repeat. The bookstore settling perhaps. Or maybe someone breaking in to kill them and eat them. Because that’s what she would do.

She laughed.

Yessiree, she would gladly kill the first person she met and sauté the meat from his thigh with some onions and eat until she was good and stuffed. Or maybe she wouldn’t even bother with cooking the meat, just go after it tartare.

Will was asleep next to her. He slept a great deal now, his body conserving what little energy it had left. The clinician in her awoke and gave her the bad news that she gave her every morning.

No more than a couple of days now.

He wouldn’t last much longer.

It had been seventeen days since Charlotte died.

Give or take.

They should’ve eaten the bobcat. Looking back now, leaving the carcass behind had been a bad choice. The odds it had been rabid were awfully low, and it could have fed them for days. Sure, it would’ve been a risk, but it would’ve been a risk worth taking. Besides, they would have cooked the meat and if it did have rabies, which it probably didn’t, that probably would’ve killed the rabies virus it almost certainly did not have. And if it had had rabies and they died of rabies then they could have died with bellies full and even that would have been better than this.

She struggled to her feet, using the wall for leverage. It took a good minute, but eventually, she had managed to get herself upright. The nearest bookcase was about eight feet away from her; in her weakened condition, she would use the bookcases as way stations. Will would probably sleep the entire time she was gone. Even if he didn’t, he would stay put, knew his mother had gone scavenging. He was too weak to disobey her. At least that was something. She threw one more glance at him. He was stretched out on the floor, a stack of books next to him.

She shoved off, her legs like overcooked spaghetti underneath her, shimmying across the threadbare carpet. She reached the bookcase and grabbed tight, leaning up against it. Then one step at a time, she edged her way down the aisle, lost in a fog of brightly colored children’s books and stuffed animals standing guard atop the cases.

She became aware of a sticky, popping sound; her dried lips almost glued together from dehydration. Water. How could she forget about the water? Jesus, all the shit she had to keep straight. It wasn’t fair. Was this what people thought about as they died? The inherent unfairness of it all? You’re going to starve to death inside a bookstore in BFE, Nebraska. Quite the epitaph for her life.

She made it to the door. A turn of the knob and a jingle of the little bell and she stepped onto the stoop. It was chilly outside. She held the railing as she went down the steps, her legs rickety underneath her but holding on. The tiny town of Greenwood, which didn’t seem like it had been much busier before the plague than after it, spread out before her. The town was an afterthought, a skin tag on the map of Nebraska.

To the west was an automobile scrapyard, crowded with hundreds of rusted-out vehicles, abandoned long enough that they were starting to disappear under the foliage growing up around them, growing up through them. In the breeze that morning, the carpet of vines pulsed.

Part of her wondered if they should have done more searching off the beaten path, away from the throughways between Omaha and Lincoln. Those would have been the most heavily trafficked and as such, the least likely to have any food. But drifting away from the main routes took them far away from population centers. She didn’t even know why she was bothering conducting another search of the town.

Maybe she’d missed something.

She wandered east along Main Street. There had been a small market about a quarter mile west of the house, but it lay in ruins. The roof had collapsed at some point in the past, leaving three walls and not much else.

It reminded her of a pie crust.

Pie. Apple pie. Cherry pie. Boston cream pie.

She didn’t realize she was salivating until a string of spittle struck her hand. It startled her back into reality. She continued up the road, past a line of cars parked by the curb of the erstwhile downtown area. A dry cleaner. A law firm. Heaton & Associates. Wills & Family Law. Talk about a dead industry.

She hit the law office first. Inside, the air was musty and old, rich with dust of decaying papers and books. It was dim, almost dark, but over the years, she’d become quite adept at scavenging in the dark. After a few moments, her eyes adjusted to the low light. There was a large appointment book at the reception desk, still open to that fateful August so many years ago. Each block on the calendar was chockfull of appointments. An old newspaper still sat folded on top of the desk, a copy of the Lincoln Journal Star. Above the fold, a headline screamed EPIDEMIC RAGES UNCHECKED. As she often did, she tried to picture the last day anyone had sat at this desk in the Time Before. The secretary, feeling sick, scouring the Internet for news about the outbreak. Her boss, telling her to go on home. As they always did, these little slices of life at the end of the world made her stiffen with sadness.

She checked the drawers, hoping beyond hope for a can of soup or spaghetti but coming up empty. There was a plastic bread bag in the bottom drawer, its contents long morphed into dust. She pressed deeper into the office, checking the small break room, the attorney’s office, the conference room. Nothing. If there had been anything useful here, it had long since been scavenged.

Back outside, another layer of hope stripped away, which would undoubtedly be replaced with another bit of hope, albeit a smaller dose. She didn’t know why she still had any hope left, but every building, every house, every office was steeped with potential. Like an addict, hooked on the next high, the next score, the next, the next. That’s what it was.

Onto the next.

The idea of searching for food electrified her, which struck her as silly. Why couldn’t she give up hope like a regular person? Just accept their fate. Let them enjoy their last few hours or days together and then die. What was she trying to keep them alive for anyway? This dead world, barren in more ways than one.

She took a step and felt her knee buckle underneath her, sending her down in a heap. Her elbow scraped against the ground and she hoped the scratch wasn’t too deep. Infection was never far from her mind, because wouldn’t that be something, a tiny cut metastasizing into a cesspool of necrosis and sepsis and killing her dead. She lay there, trying to summon the power to climb back to her feet, but the tanks were dry. This was it then. She would die here because she didn’t have the strength to stand back up. Everyone had a breaking point. She had reached hers.

“Mommy, get up,” Will whispered.

He was on his hands and knees, staring down at her with those eyes of his, the ones that reminded her of her father. How did she tell him that she couldn’t get up, that this was it, that he would be on his own now? He would never make it. She had killed him. She had killed her own son, no different than drowning him in a bathtub. She had been killing him for years, hiding him away from the world instead of teaching him the things he needed to know to survive. Even she hadn’t been willing to do the things she needed to do. She had given up on Charlotte. She had let the meat from the bobcat go to waste. Hell, even Eddie had been the one to ambush the folks on the wagon.

She sobbed. Her dehydrated body heaved as she wept, but no tears fell from her barren eyes. As Will stared down at her, she looked up into his eyes, desperate to impart some wisdom upon him at the end of her life. To give him something, some snippet of advice that would help him get past this crisis and onto the rest of his life.

The rest of his life.

She laughed at the cruelty of it all.

He would be dead in a week.

Voices.

Voices around her.

Now she was hallucinating.

Will lifted his head and looked around.

Great, maybe he was hallucinating too.

It’d be easier that way. Better than being too aware of one’s imminent demise. Talk to unicorns, run around in a downpour of doughnuts, play bass with ZZ Top maybe and fade away from this mortal coil.

“Mommy,” he said. “Someone’s here.”

His voice was small, tinged with fear.

Fear blitzed through her like an electrical current. She turned her head slowly, her eyes sweeping the landscape. A woman with a graying ponytail. She wore dirty blue jeans and a camouflage vest. A University of Nebraska baseball cap sat perched atop her head. Behind her, two more people, roughly the same age as Rachel. A younger man and a woman about Rachel’s age. They looked thin but healthy.

Rachel’s mouth watered at the very sight of them, a primal instinct buried deep within her that nevertheless made her feel ashamed. The very thought of it made her dry heave, the throaty grunts of her retching breaking the quiet around them.

Get up.

Get up and move.

Get up and kill them.

Will.

You have to protect Will.

But her body refused its orders, a mutinous soldier betraying her commanding officer. She pawed at the ground with weak arms, her brain telling her to push herself up and do something. The scraggly weeds poking up out of the ground felt cool under fingers as she tried to regain her footing. She felt Will’s hand snaking under her arm and then sliding around her back as he tried to help her up. But he was struggling, Rachel about as useful as a giant bag of rocks.

He grunted once, loudly, as she felt his arm give way. She slid back down, her chin catching the ground first, splitting the skin open. Her teeth clicked together hard, catching her tongue in between, and a burst of blood filled her mouth like warm chocolate from a truffle.

Then she passed out.
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The sun streaming through the large plate-glass window woke her more than anything else, its warmth baking her skin. She blinked twice to clear out the sleepiness still lingering in her eyes. A thin sheen of sweat slicked her arms. As she regained her bearings, she drank in her surroundings, a sip at a time. She couldn’t quite remember where she was or how she’d gotten here, but there was a strange familiarity about it, the sense she had been here before. She was indoors, lying on a twin bed.

Somewhere, perhaps the next room over, a noise.

Will.

She knew the sounds he made even when he was out of her sight. The way he shifted a chair or rustled through his belongings, even the tinny clang of his utensils against a plate while he ate, she could isolate the sounds he made from those of anyone else on earth. She didn’t know what he was doing, but she could tell from the languorous movements that he was in no danger.

There was a plastic water bottle by her head. Looking at it reminded her how thirsty she was. She reached out for it, her thin arm trembling from the exertion, but she didn’t have the strength to reach that far.

“Will,” she called out, her throat dry, her voice small and cracked.

She waited a moment, but he did not respond.

“Will,” she repeated, this one a bit louder. The effort made her feel lightheaded and the room began to dissolve around her. A wave of nausea rumbled through her like a lonely freight train. She hoped he heard her because she couldn’t bear to call his name a third time.

No answer.

She slept again.

When she woke up, it was dark. The room shimmered in the light of a candle. Things would be a lot better if this were a dream and she were back in her trailer at Evergreen or even better if she was eighteen and still a freshman at Caltech. She touched her forehead again and found it cool this time. She tried getting up, but again her muscles failed her.

“Are you thirsty?” a strange voice asked.

She nodded. Her tongue felt swollen and thick, like it couldn’t get out of its own way. A bottle at her lips. The cool liquid against her dry, cracked lips stung and felt exquisite at the same time. Her jaw twitched, and a bit of liquid ran down her chin and into the hollow of her neck.

“What time is it?”

“It’s almost eight.”

“Where are we?”

“Lincoln.”

This bit of news galvanized her. That bookstore had been thirty miles away from Lincoln. She had no memory of anything since stepping outside.

“Lincoln? Where’s my son?”

“He’s fine,” the woman said with a hint of a Southern accent. “He’s sleeping in the next room. Cute as a button, that boy.”

“How did we get here?”

“You’ve got to take it easy, honey,” she said. “We’ll get to all that. First, we’ve got to get a little food in you.”

There was a tray on the nightstand next to the bed. On it was a small bowl of applesauce and some thick bread.

“It’s not much, but there’s more where that came from. Besides, I don’t think that skinny little body of yours can take too much. Even this bread might be too much for you to handle.”

“Who are you?”

“Sweetie, my name is Millicent.”

Millicent. Of course. Maybe next they’d start talking about cotillion and cucumber sandwiches.

“Rachel. My son’s name is Will. Did my son eat?” Rachel asked, biting off a small chunk of bread. It was lighter than she expected, still warm. She could not remember the last time she’d eaten something this delicious. Granted, at this point, she’d probably think the same thing about a moldy piece bread that was hard as diamond.

“Yes, like a horse. How old is he?”

“Fourteen.”

Millicent’s eyes narrowed as she considered Rachel’s obvious lie.

“And he’s your real son?”

“No,” she said. “His family lived in my neighborhood. I found him wandering the streets after it was over. Couldn’t leave him behind.”

“Bless his heart.”

Rachel took another bite, slightly bigger this time, and took in her surroundings. Plain bedroom, about eight by eight square. A chest of drawers opposite the bed. The bed she was convalescing in sagged in the middle but was comfortable enough. The ceiling dingy but free of water stains. The bedroom connected to an open powder room, gave her a sense of place. They were in a hotel.

“What happened?”

“You collapsed,” she said. “We found you and your son on the street in that town. Just in time, from the looks of it.”

“How long have we been here?”

Millicent closed an eye and tilted her head as she did the math.

“Two days.”

“Two days?”

“Y’all were pretty out of it. We got some fluids in you first, kind of a sugary saline mixture we have, to bring you back from the edge. Got you cleaned up as well.”

“Well, thank you,” Rachel said. And she meant it. Whatever came next didn’t matter. This woman had saved their lives and for that, she was owed their hearty appreciation.

“And my son is okay?”

“Yes, relax, Momma.”

Rachel took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Whether now or later, she would have to pay the piper. Nothing in this world was free. It would nag at her until she knew.

“So what now?” Rachel asked.

Millicent leaned back in her chair and crossed one leg over the other. Her face was fresh and smooth and radiant. Her skin was creamy ivory. She was thin, of course, but not distressingly so. It was hard to tell how old she was. Framing her young face was a mane of blonde hair streaked heavily with white. She pulled it back in a ponytail, tying it off with a hairband looped on her wrist.

“Well, sweetie, that’s up to you.”

Rachel stayed quiet.

“These last couple days of Southern hospitality, well, that’s our gift to you. Things have been good for the last few months. But if you’d like to stay, and you are welcome to, you’re going to have to work for it.”

Still, Rachel said nothing.

“Have you ever been to Lincoln?”

Rachel shook her head.

“It’s become quite a busy little town,” she said. “We even have a governing body, although that’s probably a bit generous of a description. We see a lot of traffic. It’s the first big settlement coming out of the plains between here and Denver.

“Anyhow, I’ve been here since it happened. I was here on business, up from Montgomery, couldn’t get home after they grounded the airplanes. Things were so crazy that it seemed smart to ride it out here. Of course, I didn’t know I’d be one of the few people still alive when it was over.”

“But I digress.”

“The longer you take to tell me what it is I’ll have to do, the more I’m guessing I won’t like it.”

“I won’t lie to you,” she said. “It’s not for everyone, and it can be dangerous. But you’ll be fed. You’ll be safe. And that sweet little boy will be too.”

“What will he do?”

“That’s up to you,” she said. “There are some older teenagers around town that we can introduce him to. We got books, libraries.”

“And me? What, do I have to sell my body for food or something?”

Regret knifed through her before she had even finished saying the words. She could almost see them spilling out of her mouth like milk from a glass that had tipped over. Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment and she closed her eyes, waiting for a dressing down from her host. When she opened her eyes again after a few seconds, Millicent was looking at her with a bemused look.

“You seem embarrassed,” Millicent said.

“I’m sorry, I just…”

Just what?

She didn’t know what she was thinking.

“Sweetie, there is nothing to be embarrassed about,” Millicent said. “You and I, and the other girls who live here, we have a commodity. One that is in high demand. One that men pay plenty for. And as fate would have it, we’re down a girl.”

Rachel’s head was spinning as Millicent spoke. She recalled Vania, the hooker (and already the word felt wrong, so wrong) from the Market, and how she sounded like this woman Millicent. It was a product. A thing to sell.

“What happened to her?”

A sheen of gloom spread across Millicent’s face.

“Oldest story in the book. Thought she’d fallen in love with a client. She went to live with him. Turned out to be a lunatic, like so many of them. One night, he had too much to drink, got rough with her, she tried to run. He didn’t let her. That was that.”

Millicent told the story matter-of-factly, with nary a hint of emotion. Not that Rachel could blame her. People died every day, for good reason and for bad. For reasons one could never have believed before the plague, and for reasons that were entirely pedestrian and stupid before the plague and still were long after.

Matter of fact.

She’d been offered a job as a prostitute as casually as a job serving up lattes at the long-defunct Starbucks Corporation.

“I know it’s a lot to take in,” Millicent said. “But it’s tough out there. Tough enough for one person, let alone two.”

“And what do we get in exchange for my work?”

“Safe place to live, food.”

“What’s the food supply situation?”

“We’re part of a larger group,” she said. “The people who first established the community here spent those early years assembling a food supply. One was a climate scientist who predicted the problem with the crops. Before the gas went bad, we spent eighteen, twenty hours a day collecting canned goods, packaged foods. You wouldn’t believe how much we pulled together.”

“And how much work do I owe you?”

“Four clients a night,” she said. “Five days a week. We start when the sun goes down and work until we’re done with those four.”

Her head was spinning; she could not believe she was having this discussion. Sex with twenty different men a week. For how long? Forever? Until her body was old and battered and used up and she couldn’t feel anything from the waist down or the neck up?

“Do you use protection?” she asked.

“Condoms ran out years ago,” she said. “We’ve got a homemade device we use, but it’s not perfect. I recommend all the girls wear it, but I can’t be in the room all the time. And some of them like it when the guys finish faster. Like I said, there’s a risk. We’ve been doing this for seven or eight years. We’ve had infections that antibiotics take care of. No HIV or AIDS we’re aware of. We think one girl had hepatitis a few years ago, but she died of an overdose before the disease advanced too far.”

“And pregnancies?”

Her face darkened.

“We’ve had a few. Nine.”

“And?”

“After the first three, we figured out what was happening,” Millicent said. “After the baby’s born, we all spend time together, holding the baby. When the baby starts to show signs of Snake, we wait. We wait and hope they pull through. But they never do. And that’s that.”

Rachel’s stomach flipped and her skin felt hot. She wanted to yell not just no, but hell no, she didn’t have to subject herself to this degradation, serving herself up as a fluid depository for lonely post-apocalyptic losers; but then her hand drifted to her flank, touching ribs that were jutting out, pressing so hard against her it was a wonder her skin didn’t tear. Feeling herself go mad a little bit at a time. To say nothing of watching Will starve.

“They ever get rough?”

“We have some muscle here. Big guy named Lumen, really looks after the girls. He has a little discussion with each client before they go in. That’s usually enough. Every now and again, a client will forget his manners, and Lumen reminds them. We’ve had a few black eyes, a broken arm, but nothing too terrible. Like I said, there are risks.”

“So it’s about as safe as anything these days.”

“Pretty much.”

“How would I keep Will away from this?”

“This here is the residence. We work next door. Honey, we don’t eat where we poop. There’ll be someone to look after him when you’re working.”

“And if I say no?”

“Sweetie, it’s still a free country. Tomorrow morning, we say farewell and wish you luck.”

“Don’t suppose there are other jobs you need filled?”

Millicent laughed.

“Sweetie, I need you filled.”

Rachel winced. She walked right into that one.

“Sorry. I couldn’t resist. I know it’s not a glamorous life, probably not how you imagined your life playing out. You’re what, thirty, thirty-five?”

Rachel nodded.

“I’m forty. You think I ever saw myself as a madam? I have a marketing degree from Missouri. I traveled for work forty weeks a year. I had Cobalt status with American Airlines. The year of the plague? I’d already taken sixty-five flights. After my trip here, I had a trip to Costa Rica planned. I still have the plane ticket in my room. And here I am.”

“What are the clients like?” she asked softly.

Simply asking the question made her lightheaded.

“We get all kinds,” she said. “Lumen has the right to refuse anyone. Some shy, some loud, some think their shit smells like roses. Some are lonely. Some are sweet, and some you want to hurry up and the get the hell out.”

This. It had come to this.

“Sometimes it’s not too bad. Some aren’t bad looking, and you know, they know what they’re doing.”

Now Rachel did flush with embarrassment. The idea she would enjoy selling her body was too much to wrap her head around. It went against everything she’d learned during her formative years, when the thing that made Rachel Fisher who she was had been baked into her.

The words of her middle school health teacher, Ms. Burns, echoed loudly inside her head.

DON’T GIVE IT AWAY GIRLS! IF YOU DO YOU CAN’T GET IT BACK! MAKE SURE YOU LOVE HIM, MAKE SURE HE LOVES YOU. WAIT UNTIL YOU’RE MARRIED AND IT WILL BE SO MUCH BETTER.

Lordy, lordy, lordy.

But they weren’t in that world anymore, the world of health classes and sex ed and girl power memes on the Internet. Or maybe they were, and she was looking at it all wrong. These men were willing to pay for a few pumps and a squirt between a pair of thighs, and all she had to do was lie there, maybe put on a little show, and she would eat. And Will would eat and grow and live. And if she got sick and died, if one of these men lost it and smacked her too hard, well, it would be worth it.

“What if something happens to me? What happens to Will?”

“Once you join us, it’s for keeps. We look out for each other. Always.”

Rachel looked down at her tray.

“Why don’t you rest and think about it,” Millicent said. “You can let me know what you decide in the morning.”

“No need to wait.”

“There is,” Millicent said, pressing an index finger to her lips. “Don’t make a rash decision. Think long and hard about it.”
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In the end, there really hadn’t been much of a choice at all. She did think about it, as Millicent had suggested, all night, staring at the ceiling, considering her offer, considering the alternatives. If it had been just her, she wouldn’t have done it. She would have managed on her own. But that was not the hand she had been dealt.

There had been no other options. Far to the west lay Denver, but in between was a no man’s land where food would be almost impossible to find. To the south, Kansas City was the best bet. But even if they made it that far before starving to death, there was no guarantee they’d be able to survive there either. It was unlikely she’d find another offer this good. She’d probably end up dead; Will would be roasted over a spit.

There was no hope.

And the absence of hope did a funny thing to people.

When Millicent came to see her the next morning, she had cast her lot in with them. After she accepted Millicent’s offer, they gave her a week to regain her strength, get her system accustomed to regular caloric intake again. She spent her days with Will, who asked few questions, apparently satisfied with her explanation that they had found a new place to live. As the days slipped by, the color returned to his cheeks and his clothes began to fill out again. They read books and played board games. This time, she didn’t let him win. She swelled with happiness; she slept soundly. She had kept the Reaper at bay, perhaps for a good long while this time.

On the night she started her new job, one of the other girls, Rebekah, played cards with Will and made him a special meal. Rachel waited in her room, wearing nothing but a tattered thin robe. Shortly after dark, a knock on the door, and he came in, escorted by Lumen. He was an average looking guy. Shaved head. Thick beard. Not much taller than she was. He was thin, but he wasn’t emaciated. He could spare the hefty fee of a dozen cans of food for twenty minutes with Rachel.

“My name is-” he began nervously.

“No names,” she said, cutting him off. It was out of her mouth before she’d had time to consider it. She really didn’t want to know his name.

“OK,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

Her heart raced and her stomach churned. She was glad she had skipped dinner, seeing how vomiting on a client who hadn’t requested such a special service would probably be frowned upon.

She had already equipped herself with the homemade birth control device, a kind of female condom that would hopefully maintain a barrier between her insides and the client’s liquid gift. She motioned for him to join her on the bed.

“This your first time?” she asked, trying to hold the trembling in her voice under control.

“No,” he said. “I always get nervous though.”

He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Then he sat next to her on the bed. She pulled the knot on her bathrobe free and it fell away, leaving her naked before this man that she had never laid eyes on. Her breath felt ragged and shallow and she was worried she would pass out from fear. His gaze dropped from her face to her breasts and then even lower, and it took every bit of willpower not to cover herself up because he had paid for this view and he had paid for a whole lot more than that too.

“Nothing to be nervous about,” she said, a shimmer creeping into her voice. “We’re just gonna have a little fun.”

She lay back and stared at the ceiling and she saw Will’s happy face there, and what the hell was that about? Should she really be thinking about her preteen son as she began her life as a prostitute? She pushed his face away and zeroed in on the task at hand.

The room was quiet but for the sound of the man’s belt unbuckling, the susurration of his jeans sliding down his legs, the discordant jingle of the buckle hitting the floor. He leaned down against her, his body against hers, their faces inches apart. He smelled musty but not entirely unpleasant. He did not attempt to kiss her. A soft gasp broke free from her throat as his hardness slid up against the inside of her thigh, and then up against her. He started pushing inside her, but it wasn’t easy because this wasn’t sex for love or lust or even because she was bored and lonely. It was for her very survival, for Will’s right to live another day.

She took long slow breaths and focused on relaxing her midsection, telling herself that the quicker she relaxed, the quicker this would be over. Above her, the client grunted, his eyes closed, his face contorted into a visage that appeared equally happy and sad at the same time. Then he was inside her, and he held himself up with his hands, his heavy mass pressing down on her abdomen. Her hands slid around his waist to his back, Rachel hoping this added touch, this little bit of extra intimacy would rush him along the path to completion.

His body rocked back and forth above her for a few moments and a rush of pleasant heat spread through her. It faded as quickly as it appeared; she didn’t know what to make of this. It never occurred to her that she would derive any pleasure from this act, this commercial transaction that was as far removed from love and happiness and togetherness as she could imagine.

After another minute, the man’s thrusting ramped up in intensity. Then a shudder, and his body went rigid as he finished. She bit her tongue as she felt the warm spray of fluid inside her.

Great.

The homemade condom had failed.

He sighed deeply and let out a long slow exhalation, the ripples of a man whose most primal desire had been satisfied.

He withdrew from her wordlessly, pulled his pants back up, left.

A little while later, she took her second customer of the night.
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Dusk fell as she sat on the balcony outside the room she shared with Will, smoking a wretched-tasting cigarette, sipping the even-more-wretched moonshine that was popular with the girls. Her period was in full swing, so she was off this week. It had been three months since she’d started her new job; her time working for Millicent hadn’t been as bad as she feared, but it hadn’t been easy, either.

This week, she was nursing a black eye and a broken nose, a gift from a client who had unexpectedly turned violent in the middle of the act. The nose would forever be slightly off-kilter, and a large bruise covered the upper right quadrant of her face. The assault had earned her attacker a pair of broken arms, courtesy of Lumen when she’d managed to cry out for help. He was lucky he was still alive. Lumen had proven to be a decent man who took his job of protecting the girls seriously.

The broken nose had left her in a perpetual state of congestion, and her eye had a tough time rising above half-mast. The time off her back had given her time to rest and recuperate; it was her first long break since she started working. By her estimation, she had had sex with at least forty different men, some more than once. Most were harmless and were done quickly, but a few frightened her, although she could not articulate specifically why.

Giving birth to Will had permanently ruined her uterus, so an unexpected pregnancy was not a concern of hers. And she’d managed to dodge any infections (at least those with a shorter incubation period), but she wrote that off to dumb luck. Every other girl had picked up something along the way; it was only a matter of time before she did as well. The important thing was that Millicent had held up her end of the bargain. Two meals a day, even more food than they’d had back at Evergreen (what was left of it, she wondered, were they all dead now?). Will had put on at least ten pounds, their arrival here coinciding with and probably triggering a growth spurt. He wasn’t as tall as she was yet, but he would be soon. Not that that was a very high bar to clear.

She’d become tight with the other girls. The attachment she felt to them reminded her of her nearly four months at the Citadel, a prisoner of Miles Chadwick, the man who had unleashed the apocalypse. Miles Chadwick. Leon Gruber, the man Chadwick had worked for. Names that hadn’t crossed her mind in months. What would the others think, knowing she’d been face to face with the man who had ended the world? Would they even believe her?

With each passing year, the myth and legend surrounding the plague grew. About its origin, about its purpose, about their fate. The theological implications of such a catastrophic culling of humanity. The barren years since. It was terrorism, it was aliens, it was an accident, it was North Korea. It was God’s judgment on man. What did it mean? Why did it happen? No, her story was just one of many, the ramblings of someone driven mad by the madness surrounding them.

But she wasn’t mad.

She really had been there.

Whether by chance or by fate, she had ended up as a guinea pig in a desperate experiment to determine whether the Citadel women’s infertility had been a side effect for all survivors of the plague or only the conspirators who had been vaccinated against it. And looking back, it could not have been a coincidence that her baby had been the one to survive infancy. Nearly all the Evergreen women who’d been with her at the Citadel had tried to have babies, only to see them die. And nagging at her ever since was the sense she’d never seen the complete picture. That even though they had found and killed the man who had unleashed the Medusa virus on an unsuspecting world, there was more to the story, just off stage, just out of reach, a piece of the puzzle that had disappeared from the box.

It was enough to twist her mind into a pretzel.

An endgame was always on her mind. She didn’t know what that would look like, but she had to believe there was a future that didn’t involve fucking four men a night for the rest of her life. She would do it, God forgive her, if that’s what it took, but all things being equal she’d rather be tending bar on Maui, thank you very much.

Her stomach rumbled. That such a sensation no longer sent her into panic mode was remarkable. There was a meal waiting for her at the end of this hunger pang, waiting for Will. She got up and made her way to the hotel’s dining room, which had been converted into a makeshift bar and restaurant, where the clients sized up the girls before meandering over to the other building for their festivities.

The dining room was large, eating up a good half of the first-floor reception area. The walls were wood-paneled, giving the place a ski-resort feel. The sconces had been retrofitted with candles, filling the rooms with a warm, inviting light. The room was awash in chatter as the girls cast their lines, trying to lock down a customer for the night. She took a seat at the bar, which Rebekah was manning.

“Hey girl, how’s that eye?”

“Better,” Rachel replied, absentmindedly placing her hand over the bruise, suddenly self-conscious about it.

“Swear to God, I’da cut his nuts off for ya,”

Rachel smiled as Rebekah poured her a tumbler of moonshine. The woman had no filter, enjoyed talking in hyperbole.

“Thank you, sweetie,” Rachel said. She took a sip, winced at the burn, took another sip.

“Glad Lumen took care of him.”

“How’s it looking tonight?” she asked, anxious to change the subject. Getting the shit kicked out of her was not an event she wanted to relive. The man had turned on her like a cobra, first wrapping his fingers around her throat and then slamming his fist into her face. He’d been a big man, outweighing her by at least a hundred pounds.

“Big group came in earlier,” she said. “Up from Kansas City. Headed to the UP.”

The UP was the Upper Peninsula, on the Great Lakes. As the food supply dwindled, more and more people were making their way to the waterways, hopeful that fishing would be their salvation. It was a hard life, dangerous. The lakes had been a rough place to make a living before the plague, and you were as likely to die as you were to catch anything. Most folks didn’t know what they were doing, just running out boats that had been abandoned, throwing in a line, praying. Frequently underestimated were the rough water, the violence, the piracy. Put another way, it wasn’t any easier on a boat than it was on land and that was before you added the risk of drowning in the cold water.

She swept her gaze over the room, taking in the evening’s clientele. It was a big crowd; it would mean a good haul for the house. Canned goods, ammo, cigarettes, whiskey, all fungible items Millicent and Lumen could barter at the weekly swap meet in downtown Lincoln. The men were ripe, the air thick with the scent of musk and body odor. All part of the game, she reminded herself.

A tall man sidled up beside her and took the seat to her right. Rachel gave him a cursory glance. He was broad through the chest, reasonably healthy, suggesting he’d spent at least some of his post-plague years with a full belly every night. He wore a faded blue shirt and blue jeans.

“What’ll it be, sweetie?” Rebekah asked in her sultriest voice.

He held up two fingers on his right hand. His shirtsleeve, dirty and frayed, slid down his arm, revealing his bare wrist. A flash of red caught Rachel’s attention, and her eyes zeroed in on the tattoo on the anterior side of the man’s wrist.

Her breath caught in her throat as she fixated on it.

A bird of prey, its wings spread wide, rising from a bed of flames.

Exactly like the tattoo Rachel had.
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Her heart raced like a spooked thoroughbred as she tried to eye the man’s ink without drawing too much attention to herself. Casually, she leaned forward in her seat and tilted her head to the side for a better view. Now she had a clear line of sight, and now she saw there was no doubt. It was the same tattoo, inked using the same template, down to the little swirl of the phoenix’s feathers. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to analyze the ramifications of what she was seeing.

Her tattoo, also adorning the underside of her right wrist, had been a gift from her captors at the Citadel. Back then, she had looked at it as a brand more than anything, an exercise of dominion and control over their female captives. She rarely looked at it, thought about it even less.

You belong to us now.

And that was all fine and good because it explained why she had the tattoo. What she didn’t know was why this guy also had one.

“Cool ink,” she said as nonchalantly as she could.

“What?” he said, barely acknowledging her. “Oh, thanks. Whatever.”

“Can I see it?”

He turned to face her, and for a moment, terror gripped her hard, like a python. What if he was one of them? One of the men from the Citadel, one of the murderous monsters who’d held her hostage, who’d slaughtered many of the other women. But his face was unfamiliar to her, and no flash of recognition appeared to register in his face either.

“How about we go somewhere quiet and I’ll show you anything you want.”

Of course.

Her mind was racing now.

A plan took shape.

“Yeah,” she said, nodding. “Let’s go somewhere a little more private.”

She glanced over at Rebekah, who watched the scene quizzically. Rachel nodded toward her, and Rebekah returned the gesture. None of the girls worked if they didn’t have to. There was something special about this client, something that went beyond the ordinary course of business. This man had something Rachel wanted.

“Take 276,” Rebekah said.

She took him by the hand and together they wound their way through the dining room, which was getting rowdier by the minute. The pregame activities were reaching a crescendo, the moment the girls had worked these men into such a lather they’d give up anything for a couple of minutes between their soft thighs.

They ducked out into the corridor and into the stairwell, which they ascended to the second floor. The hallway was dimly lit with lanterns, giving it a bit of a medieval look. When he tried to engage her in conversation, she turned suddenly and pressed an index finger to his lips.

“Not yet,” she whispered.

He nodded excitedly.

He remained silent until they reached their destination, Room 276. The room was unlocked, as they all were, as there was no electricity to power the locks. She let herself in, the man following close behind.

“I have something special for you,” she said.

“You do?” the man asked incredulously.

“I guess you caught me on a good night. I’m feeling a bit adventurous.”

“All right.”

She pointed at the bed.

“Strip.”

He did as he was told, and it reminded her of the old movie Heathers, when the Veronica character had unknowingly set up two jocks for their eventual murders by ordering them to strip on the promise of a threesome in the woods. Much like Veronica, Rachel wasn’t planning to kill the man, but she was planning to put a good scare into him. That was why Rebekah had sent her here, to Room 276.

It was a standard hotel room, a single queen bed, a round table, a bureau containing the useless flat-screen television. But they didn’t use it for carnal activities.

They kept it for meetings of an urgent nature.

“There’s something I want to do for you.”

He clapped with glee. She felt a little bit bad for him, this sad little man whose wiener was powering his engines. He hadn’t done anything to deserve this kind of treatment. But hey, life wasn’t fair.

She turned toward the chest of drawers next to the entertainment center and pulled open the drawer. Next to the Gideon Bible sat a loaded Glock pistol. In one graceful move, she pulled the gun and spun around.

A look of confusion clouded his face as he tried to deduce how the gun fit into their imminent sexual escapade. But that didn’t last long, the confusion quickly morphing into fear, the survival instinct kicking in. She had to be careful. The man hadn’t made it this far by being a complete idiot (his current state of undress notwithstanding).

“Hey, what the hell is wrong with you?” he barked.

“The tattoo,” she said, holding up her wrist. “Where did you get it?”

Confusion again, his face twisting up in puzzlement.

“Where did you get yours?” he asked.

“I’ll ask the questions,” she snapped, taking a step toward him.

“OK, OK,” he said, scampering backward on the bed. He looked ridiculous in the nude. His penis, which had been at full attention, had retreated so far into his body she could barely see it.

“I’m going to ask you a very simple question,” she said. “All you need to do is answer it.”

“OK.”

“Were you at the Citadel?”

“What’s the Citadel?”

“Don’t lie to me.”

Her arm stiffened, the gun trained squarely on his face.

“I swear to God,” he said, cowering, his hands up. “I’ve never heard of it.”

“Then where did you get the tattoo?”

“In Colorado.”

“What’s in Colorado?” she snapped, her anger radiating from her in saves. “You better start giving me specifics, you son of a bitch, or I will shoot your tiny little dick off. It’s not much of a target, but I won’t miss from here.”

“OK, OK.”

“If you’re not talking at the count of three, you’re dead.

“One.

“Two.

She increased the pressure on the trigger.

“My name is Oliver Clarke,” he said. “Before the plague, I worked for the Penumbra Corporation. Do you know it?”

“Doesn’t ring a bell.”

“Big multinational. Agriculture, pharmaceuticals, weapons systems, artificial intelligence, you name it they did it.”

“OK. How does the tattoo fit into this?”

“I’m getting there.”

“A few weeks before the outbreak, I went to a Penumbra facility outside Denver. Up in the mountains.”

He scrunched his face up and looked up at the ceiling, perhaps trying to decide which part of the tale to tell next. Her arm began to tire, so she switched the gun to her left hand. As she did, he pounced like a tiger, leaping off the bed and tackling her to the ground. The gun came loose and clattered to the ground. He wasn’t particularly strong, but he’d gotten the drop on her. He reared back and punched her once in the face, the blow rattling her teeth. Then he let her go, scrambling for the gun, which had come to rest under the bed. Blindly she grasped at his crotch, finding his testicles, grabbing and squeezing for all she was worth.

Clarke howled like a bear. As he rolled on the ground, tending to his wounded jewels, she leapfrogged over him and grabbed the gun. On her ass now as he struggled to his feet. She pointed the gun at his midsection, no more than eighteen inches away from him. He slapped desperately at the gun, knocking it free a second time. It somersaulted through the air, end over end, before striking the edge of the entertainment stand. The gun went off, the roar of the blast deafening in their small enclosure.

A loud UNNNNHHHH filled the room, and Rachel didn’t know if she’d been hit. Then everything went silent. She opened her eyes and saw Oliver Clarke pawing at his throat, blood spurting through the gaps in his fingers. He managed to stay upright for a few seconds, but the rapid blood loss quickly took its toll, and his legs buckled underneath him. His mouth opened and closed, but no sound came through – only an upsetting glugging sound, like water squirting from a kinked garden hose. Slowly, his body crumpled to the floor, his legs folding awkwardly underneath him.

Just then, the door to the room blew open, and Lumen rushed in, his gun drawn.

She held up a hand and Lumen stood down. Together they watched the man twitch and writhe before the last vapors of his life slipped free into the ether. She knelt down and held up the man’s lifeless arm, studying the tattoo carefully. Her brain struggled to process what she was seeing. Her world, perhaps the world of everyone around her, had changed in a fundamental way.

“You OK?” he asked.

Rachel nodded, not once taking her eye off Oliver Clarke’s body.

She screamed in frustration. All she had was Penumbra.

Who was this man? Was he telling the truth?

Colorado. Penumbra.

She had to go to Colorado.
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The meeting was not going well.

They were in the dining room, she and Millicent, in a back booth, away from prying eyes and ears. Will sat at the bar near the front door, transfixed by Rebekah, on whom he had developed the sweetest schoolboy crush.

It had been a week since the man with the tattoo had died. The left side of her face ached dully, injury heaped upon injury. Oliver’s fist had connected with her already bruised cheek, turning her face into a giant hematoma. The pain had started to fade, finally, but she wasn’t sure her face was ever going to look right again. Her nose hadn’t finished healing from the previous beating it had taken, so one couldn’t really say it had been broken again. No, it was just brokener, if that was even a word.

On the table between them sat a plate of hard cheese and salted beef, which they ate with flatbread. But by her third bite, when she realized Millicent was not joking, that she was not going to let Rachel and Will leave, she didn’t give a good goddamn what Rachel’s reason was, the food had lost much of its appeal.

“I thought I’d made it clear when you joined us,” Millicent said. “This here’s a permanent arrangement.”

Millicent sliced off a wedge of cheese and set the knife down on the table between them. She chewed slowly, clearly enjoying her supper, and this made Rachel hate her, made it rise up in her, made her feel hot, the spark deep inside her catching a splash of accelerant.

“This is such good cheese, don’t you think, sweetie?”

Rachel faked a smile, which only caused her to wince. Even fake smiling hurt.

“So that’s it? We’re on our backs forever?”

“No one put a gun to your head.”

“But this is important. You have no idea how important.”

Even as she said it, she recognized how ridiculous it sounded out loud.

I really AM the special little flower.

“You’re one of my best earners,” she said. “The boys pay extra for you.”

Rachel rubbed her forehead in frustration

“That supposed to make me feel better?”

“I’m not terribly concerned with whether it does or not.”

Millicent’s tone gave her a chill. It was a side of her she’d never seen before. The meeting was barely five minutes old and it had all gone south in a hurry. It had been so unexpected, this sudden yoke she felt around her neck leaving her breathless.

“What’s to stop me from walking right out the door?” she asked, placing her hands flat on the table, jutting her chest out a bit farther.

Millicent smiled demurely.

“You won’t do that.”

“Why?”

“Because that boy’s not going anywhere.”

Rachel clenched her hands into fists, let out a frustrated breath. This had been a courtesy call, nothing more. She could’ve disappeared into the night with Will, but she thought she owed the woman who’d saved their lives a goodbye.

“But this could change things,” Rachel said, her voice taking on a pleading quality that embarrassed her a little. “For all of us.”

This earned her nothing but a continued disinterested stare from her employer.

“You’re being ridiculous,” Rachel said.

Millicent struck like a cobra, slapping Rachel hard across the left side of her face, lighting her up with a fresh bolt of pain. Rachel shut her eyes tight as the pain radiated through her, her face feeling like it had been set ablaze. Her stomach flipped and the room snapped off-center; she set her hands flat on the table to steady herself, hopefully prevent a reappearance of her meager dinner.

“Please don’t speak to me that way.”

Rachel remained quiet as she regained her bearings.

“I really cannot believe we’re having this conversation,” Millicent said. “Do you understand anything about loyalty, about keeping a promise?”

Rachel stared at her blankly.

“You needed me a lot more than I needed you,” Millicent said, tenting her fingers together. “Do you remember what you looked like when we found you? What Will looked like?”

“I’m very appreciative of what you’ve done for us, really, I am-”

“Then you should shut your mouth and do what I tell you.”

Millicent sliced off another bite of food, the hard sausage this time, and set the knife back down on the plate. Rachel watched the woman eat without a hint of emotional distress. She didn’t care. She simply did not care about Rachel or Will. She’d been a fool for letting herself think a bond had formed between her and this woman. Rachel was a hole, nothing more, nothing less, a hole to be filled for Millicent’s benefit. A stitch of laughter from the other side of the dining room drew her attention. Will tossed his head back in glee at something Rebekah had said. From where she sat, she could make out Rebekah’s face; a look of contentment, of something real there, something she rarely saw.

It was remarkable, the binary nature of what was happening here. Across from her sat Millicent, the poster child for the way the world was. Behind her, Will and Rebekah, the way the world was supposed to be. That was why she had to go to Colorado, to find out if there existed any hope of a possible future. Because this, the way things were now, was not going to work. They were already dead.

Already dead.

The survivors wandering the ruins of America, they were already dead, whether they knew it or not. They were machines executing a code, a prime directive, nothing more. That wasn’t living. That was existing for the sake of existing, for turning oxygen into carbon dioxide, in a gray world with gray walls and gray skies and gray thoughts, where nothing mattered. Where there was no love or art or music or gentle breezes or watching the sunrise with the love of your life.

Rachel picked up the knife and sliced off a piece of sausage. She chewed it slowly, savoring the smoky, salty tang of the meat on her tongue, the way the flavor popped in her mouth.

Then she leaned across the table and jammed the knife straight into Millicent’s throat.

Desperate hands grasped at the knife’s handle, but it was already too late. Her eyes bulged in shock, and Millicent struggled to take a breath, her mouth snapping open and closed like a fish flopping on a boat deck. Blood cascaded down her hands, down her arms, splashing on the table, running down to the floor. As her body slumped out of the chair, Rachel was on her feet to catch her, to lower her gently to the ground. She glanced back at Will and Rebekah, who appeared oblivious to what had happened.

She tucked the remaining cheese and sausage into her pocket and made a beeline for the bar, her mind blank, focused on a singular goal of getting the hell out of here. Without stopping, she grabbed Will’s hand and pulled him off his barstool.

“Mommy!”

“We need to have a talk, young man,” she said as sternly as she could. He tottered unevenly behind his mother.

“Uh oh,” Rebekah said, “looks like someone’s in trouble.” A smile still draped the lower half of her face, the woman, for the moment, falling for Rachel’s ruse.

They were within ten feet of the door when she heard a shout behind her.

At the door, she paused and took Will by the shoulders long enough to utter four words to him.

“Will, run, or we die.”

His head bounced up and down obediently, his eyes wide with fright. They pushed through the door and out into the hotel parking lot. It was dark, difficult to see, but it would make it easier for them to hide. She’d become familiar with its layout over the past few months. They cut across the parking lot to Main Street and turned north, not running, but not exactly out for a leisurely stroll either.

Two hours later, they made it to the city limits, where the commercial development began thinning out, the promise of the empty plains still ahead of them. Will hadn’t said a word during their flight and she hoped it meant he was starting to understand how the world really worked. She had said it, that their lives were in danger, and he had fallen in line.

They would run with the clothes on their back and the little food she had squirreled away in her pockets. They had full bellies and their muscles were strong. They could make it, they would find food, they would take food. They would stop being the hunted, they would stop being the victim. In this world, you took or you got taken.

For all these months, she had been the latter. For all these years, she had been the latter. Taken by her father’s abandonment, taken by Eddie’s abuse, taken by Millicent’s manipulation. That ended tonight, that ended right now. They would go to Colorado, and they would find Penumbra, God help her, or they would die trying.
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It felt good, having a purpose again. A moonshot they could devote their lives to now. A goal beyond simple survival, which, standing alone, was a pointless and hollow thing. Survival. All that meant was not dying until you did. And if all you were doing was surviving, then what difference did it make whether you died today or on a Wednesday evening in September twenty years from now?

They cycled along I-80, about a hundred miles due west of Lincoln. Both rode mountain bikes, which made traversing the weedy and potholed highway much simpler. Visibility was good, giving them a clear view of all points of the compass in these flatlands. On their second day, she spotted a search party out of Lincoln, but they had easily outmaneuvered them. Far off in the distance, the ghostly outlines of the Rocky Mountain foothills beckoned them. But that was many days away.

One thing at a time.

She sipped water from the hydration pack strapped to her back. It was a bit uncomfortable, the pack having to share her back with the M4, but a full ration of water was a gift. She cut her eyes toward Will, who seemed to grow taller with each passing day.

It was a cold, cloudy day, the sky threatening rain but never following through on its promise. They’d been on the road since first light and hadn’t stopped since, perhaps their longest ride without a break since fleeing Millicent. Her legs felt a bit rubbery, and she began thinking about a lunch break. The idea of having a lunch break was intoxicating. They had stumbled across a small cache of canned goods two days out of Lincoln, a supply that would last them another two days. The big score had been the HK machine pistol and a few boxes of ammunition, as she’d had to abandon her M4 back in Lincoln.

But today. Today!

Ravioli.

Ravi-fucking-oli.

She felt a thump and the bicycle shimmied underneath her. She had time for a brief yelp, enough to draw Will’s attention before the bike tipped over. The bike clattered to the mossy asphalt beneath her. Her feet hit the ground running, trying to keep her upright. For a flash, she was right there, avoiding a fall, but then she hit another small pothole, her right ankle turning underneath her. White-hot pain shot up into her leg like magma from a volcano.

“Dammit!” she bellowed, crumpling to the ground as her leg gave out underneath her. She held out her arm to brace her fall, her body hitting the ground awkwardly, the asphalt peeling a layer of skin from her arm. She lay there, catching her breath, waiting for the shock to wear off, for the pain to bleed through the sudden jolt of adrenaline currently protecting her.

Rachel tested the injury, putting as much weight down as she could. Which, as it turned out, was very little. The slightest step injected her foot with liquid fire.

“Mommy, you OK?”

“I’m fine,” she said. “Give me a minute.”

She took a deep breath, trying to will away the pain.

It’s not so bad.

A step.

Fire.

Another step.

Fire.

No more.

That was it. Two steps were all she had in her.

Down. She had to sit down.

She lowered herself to the ground, careful not to put any weight on the foot. Being down on her ass was a relief, the knowledge her foot would be spared any additional trauma for now. She untied the laces on her left boot, loosening them as much she could to grease the extraction of foot from shoe. But even with the boot wide open, the slightest movement triggered pulses of pain through her heel, into her calf, up into her kneecap.

She didn’t even have to take the sock off to know how bad it was. The ankle was already swelling, pushing tightly against the thick fabric of the sock. She put the boot back on in the hope it would hold down the swelling.

“You OK?”

“Twisted my ankle,” she said through gritted teeth.

Will rushed to her side and knelt by his mother.

“Is it bad?”

She let out a shaky breath.

“Yeah, I think so. I’m gonna have to stay off it for a while. Any houses or buildings nearby?”

Will stood and swung his head around, scanning the area.

“There’s a farmhouse up the way a bit,” he said.

“Hand me the binoculars,” she said. “In my pack.”

He handed them to her. The building was about a quarter mile off the main road and looked deserted. Two vehicles sat by the side of the house, a rusted pickup and a small school bus, enveloped in a tangle of weeds and vines. There was a small barn off the northwest corner of the house, its roof missing.

“OK,” she said. “Doesn’t look like anyone’s home. Better than nothing. Help me up?”

He crouched next to her while she snaked her arm around his neck. Using her good leg for leverage, she pulled herself upright, leaning on her son for support. Only then did she realize he was nearly as tall as she was, virtually eye level with her.

“What about the bikes?”

“Pull them to the side of the road, and you can come back for them after we make sure the place is clear.

She held a flamingo pose while Will saw to the bikes, tucking them in the tall grasses at the road’s edge. As she watched him, it occurred to her she would be depending on him for a while now. The tables had turned. Fear hardened in her belly, whispering to her that she hadn’t done enough, that by trying to protect him from this world for all those years she had done nothing but doom them both.

“Ready?” he asked.

She nodded.
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It took them thirty minutes to cover the distance, Rachel’s arm slung around Will’s back for support. She did her best to put as much weight down as she could because that would mean it wasn’t as bad as she thought. Within fifty feet, however, she had to concede the ankle was a wrecked mishmash of torn ligaments and broken blood vessels. If anything, the pain had worsened and the slightest movement or weight was agony.

“If you can get me to the house, I can use the walls for support.”

“OK.”

“Give you a break.” She smiled and squeezed his arm.

“Sorry about your ankle,” he said.

“Nothing to be sorry for.”

“I should have seen that pothole, called it out for you.”

His eyes were wide and glassy, shimmering with tears. The kid was really beating himself up over this.

“It was stupid of me.”

“Hey, Spoon, it was an accident. These things are gonna happen. The important thing is that we don’t let it drag us down, that we figure it out and keep going.”

He nodded, the tears starting to fall.

“Buddy, this a tough world we live in. A tough world. You’ve got to be able to roll with it.”

She chuckled softly, her time at Millicent’s brothel rushing back to her, all the nights she’d spent on her back to keep them alive. After all, that fell squarely within the purview of rolling with it.

“You can’t get hung up on what happened before, on what’s behind us. You do that, you’ll miss what’s coming. And, Spoon, that is not something we can afford to do.”

“It’s so hard,” he said, his body starting to tremble. “Why’s it gotta be so hard?”

“I don’t know,” she said.

“It’s so hard.”

“You know what grownups used to say to kids when I was your age?”

He shook his head.

“You kids these days, you have it so easy.”

“Was it?”

“I don’t know really,” she said. “Some things were easier. We had technology. You could look up anything you wanted whenever you wanted. You could order any kind of food you liked and it would be delivered to your house in thirty minutes.”

“Wow,” he whispered.

“I know. It sounds ridiculous. Compared to what you’ve been through, we lived in paradise. You got a raw deal.

“But here’s the thing you have to remember,” she said. “It’s going to be hard no matter what. Complaining about it won’t make a bit of difference. All complaining does is take your eye off the ball. And out here, that could get us killed.”

Then, out of the blue:

“Is that why you shot Dad?”

The question staggered her. She stood mute, unsure of how to respond. It had been there all this time now, like the way the sun got in your face no matter which way you turned, annoying you, even blinding you to the full picture. It had to be dealt with.

“I had to keep you safe,” she replied. It was all she could think to say.

He considered her response for a moment, holding her gaze, perhaps trying to decide if she was putting him on or if this was the truth.

“I’m sorry I had to do it,” she said.

More silence.

As she stood there, she hoped for a hug, a tearful absolution for this thing that Eddie had made her do. But there wouldn’t be. Not today. Perhaps not ever. There was no way to know what effect it would have on him. Not even Will knew what effect it would have on him. It wasn’t as if he was standing there hiding a prefabricated response to the death of his father at the hands of his mother.

She felt cold and hard teaching him these lessons. But they were lessons she had to teach him. It was her job, it was her duty to teach him these things. He wiped away the tears, nodding. But she saw a stiffness in his stance, an acceptance, begrudging perhaps, that his mother knew what she was talking about. She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. Out here, all alone with no one to see, he let her. She pulled him close, hugging him tightly, inhaling his scent, the sweetness of the little boy still there, even under the accumulated sweat and grime. He did not hug her back, but he did not pull away, at least initially. She didn’t know how many more discussions like this one they would have, in which he would listen to her, really listen to her.

He cried for a bit, and she held him until the tears dried up, until his breathing returned to normal, until he was calm again.

“Now we go,” he said, finally pulling away from her. No resolution today.

She gave his cheek a quick rub.

They followed the long dirt road running toward the main house. It was weedy but not completely overwhelmed, suggesting that it had seen some maintenance in the not-too-distant past. Halfway down the lane, they stopped again for another peek with the binoculars. Still no sign of life around the buildings. No crushed vegetation at their feet, no markers of foot traffic. If there had been a community here, they had packed it in some time ago.

Wide tracts of empty farmland stretched away to the east and west. It still fired her up, watching the earth lay barren year after year. It had to end sometime, right? At some point, the climate would recover and they would grow crops again and they could end this interminable war. She would think about those last days of civilization, when scared men had made bad decisions to launch those nukes, to demand of those who would live on past Medusa one last crushing debt even after they had paid so much.

But that was the hand they had been dealt. All they could do was play the cards.

Another few minutes of staggering and limping brought them to the road’s terminus, where it opened on a circular clearing fronting the main house. Small potholes full of the previous night’s rainwater pocked the ground. The front door of the house stood ajar, and a chill frosted the back of her neck. There it stood, about a third of the way open on this cool, cloudy day, a wedge of darkness lurking beyond.

“There’s no one here,” she whispered to Will, as much for herself as for him. “Nothing to be scared of.”

Oh yeah, if there’s no one here, little missy, then why the hell are you whispering?

She stared straight at the house, not turning toward Will lest he see the terror on her face. Her gaze remained fixed on the door as she wondered whether they should make their way down the road. Certainly, they’d find another place to take shelter soon. But the idea of subjecting her ankle to any more trauma today made her sick to her stomach. All they had to do was check the place out, something they would do anyway.

“Ready?” Will asked.

She nodded.

The house had once been painted white and she could see it in her mind, a bright white gleaming under a cloudless Nebraska sky, the fields flush with corn from one edge of the horizon to the other. She preferred that image to the current reality, a crumbling museum of a world gone by, the paint long since faded, the fields empty.

It was a big house, three stories, the main homeplace set off from the rest of the acreage by what had once been a long fence. Much of the fence had failed, the rest racing to catch up. The planks had buckled and snapped, hanging onto the support posts by a thread. It looked like the stripped skeletal remains of a great beast that had wandered these plains millennia before.

“We’ll look around outside first,” she said.

He nodded.

They began a clockwise loop of the house, Rachel using the wall for support. Somehow it made her feel a bit better, not leaning against her eleven-year-old son. The HK was cradled under her left arm, her finger curled gently on the trigger.

Abandoned equipment and junk and littered this side of the property. A couple of oil barrels, a bandsaw, a pair of axes, some not terribly rusted. A large tarp bearing a large dark stain. Faded soda cans. Rachel paused at the corner of the house, peering toward the large clearing that ran toward a meandering creek about fifty yards distant.

A large fire pit, about twelve feet in diameter, had been scooped out of the land. It was about twenty-four inches deep and stacked with the remains of long-burned firewood. Spanning the length of the pit was a crude spit bearing a long cut of raw meat, still dripping onto the cold kindling underneath. Ash blanketed the sooty fire-blackened edges of the pit. Scattered haphazardly about the area were several bones, the sight of which made Rachel’s stomach flip. There was a haunting familiarity to the remains, a splinter in her soul.

“See anything?” Will whispered behind her.

“Shh,” she replied, her response coming out choppy and breathy.

She swept her gaze wide, beyond the fire pit, down toward the creek, looking for any sign of activity, her trigger finger itchy now.

“Binoculars.”

He handed them to her.

She scanned the area again, taking her time, sweeping from west to east, on high alert. The sensation that they weren’t alone began niggling at her, frosting her insides, making her shiver.

Then: a cough, a quick sharp hack.

The sound was unmistakable, coming from inside the house.

Someone was in there.
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Rachel looked over her shoulder and pressed a finger to her lips.

Will nodded, his eyes wide.

Quickly she took stock of their location. There were four windows on this side of the house, two on each level. It was difficult to tell how exposed they were here. Her brain cycled through their options, what steps they would have to take to survive the latest fastball from their terrible world. As it was, they had probably already pushed their luck to the limit by not being spotted. Unless they already had been, and they were too naïve to know it, unless they were already in a terrible trap they could not see.

Flight was out. Her ankle was simply too injured. They were here now, and she doubted the occupants of the property would be welcoming them with open arms. She glanced back at the fire pit, telling herself she wasn’t seeing what she was seeing, wondering if by sunset she or Will might be roasting on that spit.

You don’t know for sure.

That could be a deer or a boar, maybe one of those bobcats like the one that killed Charlotte.

The sound of footsteps clomping on wood drew her attention back to the front of the house. Someone was coming out, out on the porch, the metronomic thump, thump, thump of feet descending stairs. She slithered around Will, putting herself between him and the front of the house. Coin flip here. If this stranger came around this way, she would open fire without asking any questions. There was too much at stake.

Then the sound slipped away from them, the susurration of boots on gravel retreating into the silent void of the afternoon. She motioned again to Will to stay quiet, and he nodded. Her back to the wall, her arm around Will, she edged back toward the yard, her heart up in her throat. There was evil here, pure evil, something dark and ancient. You could feel it crawling on your skin, up your nostrils, down into your lungs.

A lot of variables were in play here, leaving her body tight with stress, like her skin didn’t fit her frame anymore. Who lived here, what were they up to, were she and Will already trapped, were they the proverbial frog in the slowly warming pot of water. She felt naked here in the long shadow of the house, sitting isolated on this barren stretch of land.

Will’s body tensed against hers and she froze. His young ears had picked up on something, and she primed her own as she tried to play catch-up. The soft crunch of gravel again as the footsteps drew closer once again. She inched her way toward the corner, risking the slightest glance toward the yard. From the other side of the house emerged a very tall, very thin man wearing a butcher’s apron carrying something in his arms, covered with a blanket. A shadow of stubble graced his narrow face. His pants were filthy. His eyes were red and puffy.

He set his load down at the edge of the fire pit before taking a seat on the ground, his legs crisscrossed underneath him. He sat there for a while, staring into the center of the fire pit. As she studied the peculiar scene, she became aware of a faint sound, a whimpering or neighing sound, maybe a cat or dog. The man glanced over his shoulder at the house but did not appear particularly troubled by it.

After a very long while, he rose to his feet and peeled back the tarp from the item he’d been carrying. At first, Rachel couldn’t see what it was, the man blocking her view. Then he stepped around to the side and began working the fire pit, stoking the kindling, giving her a clear line of sight. She gagged instantly, and it took every atom of willpower not to vomit.

It was a human torso.

The shock of it froze her where she stood.

The ghost stories, the rumors, the whispers in the dark she’d heard over the years, the things she knew to be true but didn’t want to admit were now laid bare before her. The nadir of humanity on display now. This was where their humanity had ended, where it had morphed into something base, something twisted, something that transcended any plane of existence with which she was familiar. Heat spiked up her back as she watched the man work, lighting the blaze in the pit, the blackened chunks of wood.

As the man stoked the fire, the sound emanating from the house ramped up in intensity, from a whimper to a full-throated groan, unquestionably human. This time he paid it no mind at all, focusing his attention on the fire before him. After a few moments, perhaps a minute, the fire took hold, rippling to life in the belly of the pit, the waves of heat shimmering and dancing above its corona.

She glanced back toward the front of the house, back toward the highway. They could slip away now while this barbecue from the depths of hell unfolded, away from this living horror show, even if they carried with them an abscess of darkness on their souls. Her ankle throbbed but running for your life had a funny way of curing what ailed you.

Another moan.

Someone was in there right now, someone for whom the arrow of fate pointed at that roasting spit, and it wasn’t her problem, really, now was it, it was every woman for herself out here. She had a responsibility to take care of Will and injecting herself into this equation meant abdicating that responsibility in favor of something else.

But did it?

Keeping Will alive, while the most important piece, wasn’t the only piece of the puzzle of her life. What would she be telling him if they walked away and left that poor soul inside to become this thing’s dinner? There had to be more.

Justice.

That was what was wrong with their world.

No one was held accountable anymore.

If she walked away now, this man would continue to snare unsuspecting travelers off the road because that was what the world had become. By simple dint of untold horrors happening over and over in every possible way, they had become used to it, and becoming used to it had facilitated a de facto acceptance of it.

No more.

There had to be justice.

As quietly as she could, she checked the HK’s readiness.

“Stay right behind me,” she whispered.

He nodded his understanding.

She limped around the corner, the HK’s muzzle up. Will hung back off her left flank. Her eyes darted from side to side while keeping her quarry in view. A rusted tractor sat by an equally rusted propane tank on the far side of the clearing. In front of it sat a pile of bones, which caused her to shiver with rage. How many? How many, she could not help but wonder. The more she thought about it, the angrier she became.

She cleared her throat as loudly as she could.

The man froze, his spine stiffening and straightening. He turned around on his haunches. She tightened her grip on her rifle when she spotted the long, curved knife in his right hand. He was maybe fifteen feet away from her, twenty at the most.

“Who’s inside?” she asked.

He didn’t reply. He simply stared at them, not unlike the way the bobcat had before attacking Will.

“Who’s inside?” she asked again.

A flutter of movement to her right, drawing her eye away from the man for the splittest of seconds. He charged at them, the blade high and ready to strike. She squeezed off a burst, catching him squarely in the chest, knocking him backward a handful of steps before he fell directly into the fire.

She turned to see a large woman wearing a dirty housecoat lumbering toward her. She fired again, missing this time. The woman was deceptively quick, or maybe it was because Rachel was too slow. As the man howled while he burned alive, Rachel fired off another burst, this one catching the woman in her meaty legs. She was close enough that the blood spattered against the cuffs of Rachel’s pants. She tumbled to the ground in a heap, grabbing at her mangled shins. Rachel stepped forward and fired a final burst into the woman’s head.

She glanced back at the fire pit, where the man was now fully engulfed in flames. If he were not dead yet, he would be shortly. She turned back toward the house, which sat quietly now, not as haunting, like something had been exorcised from it.

It was over.

Rachel felt her bladder let go, a warmth spreading through her midsection and down her thighs. Her legs gave out under her and she sank to her knees, feeling the cold, damp earth under her. The rage drained away, a storm front losing its punch.

What had she done?

She glanced up at Will, who had wandered over toward the fire pit, watching the fire consume the cannibal’s body. He stood there, watching it burn, and she was sorry, sorrier than she had ever been in her life. There was nothing left to hide from him; he now knew it all, he now had seen all there was to see. It was more than any eleven-year-old, more than any human being should ever have to see, but you couldn’t fix something until you saw what was broken.

“You OK, Spoon?”

Without turning away from the fire, he gave her a shaky thumbs up.

“You know why I did this?”

An almost imperceptible nod of his head.

“There may be people trapped inside.”

Another nod.

“We need to try and save them.”

He nodded.

“I know.”

“It could be very bad in there.”

He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“I know.”
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They slowly made their way toward the house, Rachel gingerly moving on her wounded ankle. The back door hung open like a broken wing. As they neared the threshold, the moaning started up again, and now she could hear someone calling for help.

“Is someone there?”

Rachel looked back at Will and pressed a finger to her lips.

They stepped inside the small country kitchen, dim in the weak light of the gray afternoon. The smell of decay and mustiness was almost overpowering. Behind her, Will retched and then threw up on the floor.

“You all right?”

“Yeah,” he said, his voice shaky but firm.

A series of meathooks retrofitted into the ceiling swung gently in the breeze flowing in through the door. Mercifully, the hooks were bare. On the counter, however, was a horror to counterbalance that – a human head, desiccated. There was no point in telling Will not to look. If anything, it was counterproductive, it hurt him not to see the world for the way it was.

They moved into a small corridor, darker here away from the ambient light of the day. To the right was a small sitting room jammed full of junk and debris. Old magazines and books, knick-knacks and piles of trash stacked above her head. The walls might have been a pleasant yellow once upon a time; now the color was inscrutable.

“Please help me!” The voice echoed pitifully through the house.

“Where are you?” Will called out.

She grimaced at Will’s impertinence. She didn’t think there were any hostiles left but there was no way to be sure. The graveyard of history was full of men and women better than her, smarter than her, faster than her, nevertheless felled by good motivations fueling bad decisions.

“Downstairs!”

“Who else is here?”

“Please don’t hurt me. Please, God, don’t hurt me!”

“You’re safe now.”

“No,” came the reply. “Nooooooooooo. No, no, no. Please hurry before they come back.”

The wailing continued, filling the house with a dreary, mournful cry; her skin rippled and tightened with gooseflesh. Part of her screamed at her to turn tail and run, put as much distance between this place and Will as she could. She didn’t know what he was screaming at, whether someone was down there now, carving him up or some memory that had broken free.

They came to a closed door at the end of the hallway.

“Will.”

“Yeah?”

“Open the door. Slowly.”

His hand trembled as his fingers curled around the knob and twisted it. The door squealed on its hinges as it swung open, revealing a dark stairwell beyond. The stairs descended to a basement, out of sight.

“Who’s there? Is someone there? Please don’t hurt me.”

“Stay right behind me,” she whispered.

She leaned up against the wall of the stairwell, mindful of her throbbing ankle, taking one step at a time. It was hot in here; sweat slicked her body and the air tasted rank and stuffy. Each step was an eternity, each one a nightmare unto itself. The only light came from the upstairs hallway, and that was weak at best.

She flicked on the flashlight in her pocket; the beam of light was dim, a reflection of the weak batteries at their disposal. Another dozen steps to the bottom. Then six. Then three. It was cooler down here, damp. The smell of metal hung thickly in the air.

“Is someone there? Who’s there?”

She swept the flashlight across the cellar. It was bigger than she thought, perhaps equivalent to the entire square footage of the house. A large trough sat in the middle of the room. There was a work table built into the wall to her right, on which sat four human heads staring back at her. The beam continued its trip across the room, freezing when Rachel came across the room’s sole occupant.

She stood frozen, her mouth agape. A thin man stood against the wall, his arms chained above his head. He wore dirty khaki shorts but no shirt, revealing a bare torso stained with blood and only God knew what else. His body trembled in the damp cold of the basement. Rachel couldn’t tell if he was awake, as his head was drooping down toward his chest.

“Are you OK?”

He started at the sound of her voice, his head popping up, his body recoiling away from her. He began to sob as she watched him. It was an ugly cry, tears and mucus dripping from his face and nose.

“It’s OK,” she said.

He trembled violently as he wept.

“We’re going to get you out of here.”

She let him be while he cried, studying his shackles. Each of his wrists bore a cuff, connected to a short chain mounted in the drywall.

“Hey, what’s your name?”

“Alec,” he said in between teary gasps.

“Listen to me, Alec, I’ve gotta break you out of these cuffs, but I’m going to have to shoot out the anchor.”

“Will, stand right behind me.”

When Will was in position, she raised the muzzle to the eyebolt restraining his left hand and squeezed off a shot. The drywall crumbled, releasing the anchor from the wall. She repeated the step with his right hand, freeing him from his shackles. His arms swung down heavily, the chains scraping across the ground. He crumpled to the ground.

“We have to get out of here.”

He pushed himself to his feet, but he was unsteady, like a baby giraffe taking its first steps. Together they staggered toward the stairs. Rachel’s ankle throbbed as they ascended, each step pure agony as she bore not only her weight but a good bit of Alec’s as well. The number of stairs seemed infinite; they would spend eternity climbing and never reach the top. She stole a glance at Will, grimacing and grunting from one step to the next, his skinny arm wrapped around Alec’s waist, and this galvanized her. As the landing drew closer, she shifted the HK, sliding the stock under her arm, snaking her finger around the trigger.

“Can you hold yourself up for a second?” she asked Alec.

“Yeah,” came the reply, raspy and shaky.

On the landing, he leaned back against the wall and let out a sigh. Rachel’s arm burned with fatigue, which left the gun a bit wobblier than she would have liked. She hazarded a peek down the corridor, first to her left, back toward the kitchen, and then to her right. It was clear in both directions.

“Let’s go.”

As they lurched down the hallway, she reflected on the abject stupidity of what they were doing. So much risk, so much danger, and for what? Was it worth her life? Was it worth Will’s? They’d been lucky enough to survive the encounter outside, and she’d gone on and pressed their luck even farther. Why? To feel good about herself? To show off to Will?

The door was still ajar, as it had been when they’d first laid eyes on it, what, thirty minutes ago? What horrors had swum past them in that time, evil seen and unseen, here and there and everywhere. As they stood here, saving this man, elsewhere terrible things were happening to good people and there was nothing she could do about it. And that was the answer to the question. There was something she could do here. She could help this man who could not help himself. The simple act of doing something was what mattered.

Rachel stepped through the door first, covering the area with her HK. Behind her followed Will and then Alec. He stumbled toward the railing; as he looked out across the farm, he began to cry.

“Thank you.”

“We don’t have any food to give you,” Rachel said, reality crashing down on them. One way or another, this world was going to get you.

“It’s OK. I’d rather die out here than live another second in there,” he said, tilting his head back toward the house.

“Besides,” he said. “I have food to give you.”
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The land stretched flatly to the horizon in every direction, eternal and unforgiving. Once the farmhouse faded from view, they saw nothing and no one.

They walked.

They walked slowly in the rain, Rachel limping, Alec on legs that had atrophied during his time in captivity. He had to rest every few hundred yards to massage his quads and his calves, as though he were trying to jump start them.

“They said it made the meat easier to chew,” he said, and that had been the last he’d spoken of it.

It had been more than enough commentary on what they had been through, and it kept her up for hours, long after they’d pitched camp and packed it in for the night. She lay awake now, the faces of the people she’d killed hovering about her subconscious. Eddie and Millicent and the two people from the farm. It was the first time she’d ever taken such an inventory.

Initially, she’d been wary about sharing space with this stranger, because. But he had dropped into a deep sleep seconds after climbing inside his tent, his snoring loud and rattling her teeth. The man probably had years of PTSD-related insomnia ahead of him, but tonight, sleep would come first.

Beside her, Will snored. When she asked him how he was doing, he’d said he was fine. She didn’t know whether to believe him. The idea of Will lying to her was strange to her, alien, almost impossible to comprehend. Lying. That was how you learned your kid was his own person, that he wasn’t an extension of yourself, a dummy satellite floating through the ether, simply executing the same lines of code.

She crept out of the tent and sat cross-legged at its mouth, looking up at a sky pockmarked with glittering stars. She felt that old yearning again, the desire to be part of a community again. God, people. People. People had done nothing but grow worse, the masks society had forced upon them shattered like porcelain. People had been shitty, but the rules, the laws, had helped hide away what people had been really like.

Then the plague had come and wiped all that away in one fell swoop, returning the survivors to their default setting. That was the funniest part of all this. Recorded human civilization had lasted a few thousand years, and they had treated each other like shit for all but maybe six months of it. Without their gargantuan social construct, which had been nothing more than a house of cards, it had all come crashing down. Her Sunday school classes came back to her, the lesson that God had created man in His image. In His image? If God had created man in His image, then their God was a terrible one indeed. And given the events of the last thirteen years, it was difficult to conclude otherwise.

Yet here she was, longing for human contact all the same. Dangerous, unpredictable, potentially deadly human contact. She missed Charlotte. Now that had been a good woman to the end. And Charlotte was dead because of her, because she had been too weak to teach Will what this world was like, to do the job she was supposed to do. She had gambled on protecting him from the reality of the world, and it had blown up in her face.

Hell, sometimes she missed Eddie. The old Eddie, the one she’d first met. She missed how he’d felt close to her, how he’d felt inside her when sex had still been a regular thing between them, the way he smelled, how he’d slept. The Eddie before he’d taken off his mask.

The flutter of a zipper unzipping startled her; she glanced over to see Alec crawling out of his tent. Immediately, her mind went on red alert, her hand tensed on the HK. Her skin went tight, her muscles taut. What was he doing up? He was coming to rape her, to slit their throats, to cook them up himself because hell why not, it had worked for those monsters back at the farm.

“Hey,” he said. “Couldn’t sleep?”

She shook her head.

“Bad dream,” he said, taking a breath and letting it out slowly. “Took me a minute to remember I wasn’t down there anymore.”

Rachel relaxed, her muscles releasing.

Another problem with their world. This man had been subject to the worst horror imaginable and her first instinct had been to distrust him. That might have been how you survived in this world, but that didn’t mean it was good.

“Where are we going?”

“I live at a boarding school not far from here,” he said. “We’ve been there since it started.”

“How many of you?”

“Thirty-five, give or take.”

Rachel’s eyes widened in the dark.

“That many? How did you end up together?”

He laughed softly.

“I’m guessing this is going to be hard to believe.”

“What?”

“We were living there before the plague.”

Rachel looked for something to say, but words failed her.

“I know, it’s hard to believe.”

“You were all immune?”

“Oh, I doubt any of us were immune,” he said. “I think we got very lucky. The school is in a very remote area. There were about sixty of us there for summer school. Normally, there were about five hundred students. Gravy – he’s the headmaster – he quarantined us when the outbreak started getting bad. No one got sick, so we sheltered in place for a year. We had enough supplies, we had enough water. Eventually, our supplies started to run out, and we had to send someone on a supply run. It was either take a chance or starve to death. Gravy believed if the disease killed anyone who wasn’t immune, then there wasn’t anyone left who could transmit the disease.”

Not entirely true, but she understood their thinking.

“Gravy was the one to go.”

Alec laughed and his eyes filled with tears as he recounted the memory.

“God, he was so scared. He was supposed to be back a week later, but that came and went, no Gravy. We started to assume the worst. Then he comes back ten days later, still healthy, no symptoms. He’s quarantined for a week, never gets sick. We figured we were safe.”

“The babies still die from it, you know.”

He glanced at her, his eyebrows raised up.

“Oh?”

“No women at your school, I’m guessing.”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “All boys. Men, I guess, now. I still think of us as kids. I was seventeen when it happened.”

“You have food there?”

“It’s rationed,” he said. “Not sure you’ll be able to stay very long, but you are welcome to my rations for the coming week.”

“That’s very generous of you.”

“Least I can do. As I said, I’d rather starve to death out here.”
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“We’re almost there,” Alec said, pointing at a small sign bearing the school’s name, the arrow painted pointing east.

They picked up the pace as best they could, Rachel accelerating from a limp-walk to something resembling a slow jog. They turned right onto a narrow road that was passable but showing signs of decay. It took twenty minutes to cover the last half mile, Rachel’s ankle reaching the end of its usable life for the time being. Fatigue was setting in, the adrenaline firing her engines since they had fled Millicent’s clutches draining away rapidly. All she cared about was a decent meal and a good night’s sleep, a place to put her foot up for a while.

She was done, worn out. She had given all she could and needed time to recharge. If this all went badly and she and Will were walking into a trap, well, there was nothing she could do about that now. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, simply glad to be alive. That was a status increasingly difficult to maintain. Alive. Still kicking when so many others were not. If this was the end for them, then she was proud of what they had done.

They drew close to the school’s outer gate, which was manned by a lone sentry. He was too far away for Rachel to get a good look at him. He noticed them about fifty yards out, drew his weapon, pointed it at them.

“Stop right there!” he called out.

“Chung, it’s Alec!”

“Alec? Holy shit!”

Then he paused, the fact that Alec wasn’t alone suddenly registering with Chung. He held his firing stance as they approached the gate. Chung was a small man, not much taller than Rachel, but stoutly built. The gun looked like a child’s toy in his hand.

“Who are they?” he asked after Alec embraced him.

“It’s fine, they rescued me.”

“What the hell happened to you?”

“It’s a long story. Gravy around?”

Chung unhooked a small walkie-talkie from his belt and spoke into it, quickly summarizing the situation before him.

“Wait there,” came the reply. “We’ll send some backup.”

As they waited, she took in the campus. A cluster of dormitories to the west, a football field and other athletic fields to the east. The goalposts looked ominous in the moonlight. Three larger buildings sat in the middle of the campus.

As the minutes ticked by, panic fluttered inside her like a butterfly. Had she really thought this through? Putting her faith in this man Alec simply because she believed he owed her something? But she had to try. The risk of accepting his offer was high, but the cost of not taking it was even higher.

Things had been much easier in the salad days immediately after the plague (and the fact she was calling the days after humanity’s near-extinction the salad days really drove home how bad things had become). Food, medicine, and weapons were everywhere, like a benevolent deity had cracked open a giant piñata of survival supplies. Why hadn’t she socked more away? Hidden it away for a rainy day? She hadn’t taken the long view; she had looked at the world through blinders. That had been the first domino. God, there were no easy decisions anymore, not a one. The only way to calculate the wisdom of a decision was to still be alive after acting on it.

Oh, a bad choice?

Do Not Pass Go, Do Not Collect $200, You’re Dead.

The sound of footsteps broke her out of her trance, and she instinctively pulled Will against her. A trio of men approached them; she focused on the one in the middle, a tall, thin man wearing jeans and a black leather jacket. He was middle-aged, perhaps a few years older than she was. His hair was shorn close to his head, but a thick salt-and-pepper beard masked the lower half of his face. His eyes were big, uncomfortably so, like they had been installed on the wrong face.

He stared at Rachel for a few moments, long enough that it became uncomfortable before she broke the stare and glanced down at Will. When she looked back up, he had turned his attention to Alec.

“Welcome home, buddy,” Gravy said, giving the man a big hug.

He stepped back but kept his hands on Alec’s shoulders. The concern on his face was evident.

“Thought we’d lost you,” he said.

“Believe me, I thought the same thing.”

“Who are your friends?”

Alec stared at Rachel for a bit, and it occurred to her Alec didn’t know her name.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Rachel. This is Will.”

He turned back to Gravy.

“They helped me out of a very bad situation,” Alec said. His face darkened and he took a deep breath. “Very bad.”

Rachel’s stomach flipped.

“Thank you for bringing our boy home,” Gravy said. “Not many will stick their necks out like that anymore.”

“Well, here we are.”

“Indeed.”

Everyone stood quietly, the silence quickly becoming awkward.

Alec was the one to break it.

“I think we owe these people a good meal, a roof over their heads tonight.”

Gravy ignored him, keeping a wary eye on his guests. Long enough to make Rachel shift her weight from foot to foot, cough nervously in her hand, glance around at the others.

“Gravy?”

He blinked and turned to Alec.

“Dinner? A place to stay?”

He smiled.

“Of course. Where are my manners? I hope you’ll consider staying here a couple of days. We are rationing our supplies, but the day I don’t open my home to folks in need… well, that’s a day I don’t want to see.”

Will’s stomach rumbled, loud enough for everyone to hear.

She couldn’t decline the offer now.

“I’m sorry we can’t offer you more than a brief respite.”

“It’s OK,” Rachel said. “We’d be happy to stay for a bit. We could use some time off the road.”

He clapped his hands together, a smile digging its way out of his beard.

“Wonderful!”

“Chung, please show our guests to Tuttle. It’s nice and quiet.”

“Thank you.”

“We’ll have some food and water brought over. Again, I’m sorry it’s not much.”

“We’re grateful for anything you can spare.”

Gravy clasped his hands together, quickly bowed his head in reply. This little meet-and-greet was in its death throes now, everyone running out of things to say.

As Rachel and Will followed Chung, she was reminded of boring cocktail parties at Caltech, when she’d find herself trapped in an interminable conversation with a socially awkward professor.

He led them to a dormitory near the center of campus. It looked Jeffersonian, white columns against brick that resembled a skull of a mysterious desert creature. The name Tuttle was carved into the stone header above the portico. They went inside.

It was dank and cold in the foyer, the air musty and sharp in her nostrils. A bulletin board was mounted on the wall next to the stairwell, still bearing the flyers and notes from before the plague. The pages had yellowed with age, the corners curled around the rusty thumbtacks holding them in place. One flyer for a math tutor SEE JUSTIN TUTTLE 143. Another for club soccer tryouts starting August 17.

August 17.

A Tuesday.

Her mother had died that very day, August 17, as the sun set, the thin high clouds above the dying city of San Diego turning fiery red. Nina Kershaw had been the first to come down with it, early that morning. The three of them, Rachel, her mom, Jerry, had stayed up late into the night, glued to the television, watching coverage of the outbreak. They sat three wide on the sofa, under a blanket, the table covered with vitamins and antiviral pills Jerry had ordered online. They alternated between CNN and MSNBC and Fox News on the new seventy-inch television her mom had bought Jerry for his birthday in May.

Thinking back on it now, it had been horrible to watch the news on that monstrous screen, the colors and sounds of this riot in Denver, of that plane crash in Norfolk, of this burning hospital in Albuquerque, so bright and alive it felt like they were right there.

Rachel had nodded off around four. An hour later, the heat radiating from her mother’s feverish body woke her up, the left side of her body drenched. As she swam to the surface of wakefulness, she couldn’t figure out why she was so hot.

“Mom,” she’d whispered, as if waking her up gently would help her escape the disease’s clutches. No response.

“Mom!” she was yelling now, waking up Jerry.

Nina had come around, barely, her fever spiking, you could feel her baking, how could someone be so hot? Rachel collected all the kitchen towels, soaking them under the faucet, plastering them to her mom’s broiling arms and legs and forehead. She didn’t bother taking her temperature; you didn’t need a weather forecast to know it was raining.

“Bring in the parakeet!” her mother had said, delirium setting in.

Jerry came absolutely unglued.

“Jerry, the fucking parakeet!”

They rushed her upstairs to the bedroom, tucked her into bed, closed the door. Jerry insisted on quarantining her, even taking a “decontamination shower,” as he called it, even though she didn’t know how it differed from a regular shower. Jerry barred Rachel from the room, which to be honest, she hadn’t objected to that much – she was reluctantly conscious of the fact that deep down, her primal urge to survive was firing up.

First was the pointless call to 911, which had stopped taking calls days earlier. But Jerry insisted, and they spent thirty minutes listening to the hold music, a bizarre instrumental version of a Taylor Swift song.

“Please bring me the parakeet!” she called out.

And then she wailed.

“Jerry, they’re not answering,” Rachel had said, pushing her mother’s plaintive cries out of her head. She was trying to remain calm because she figured someone needed to, but truth be told, the fear inside her had been gargantuan, hot and choking, as she waited to start baking with fever.

He looked at her, began nodding his head, and then uncorked his iPhone into the wall; it blew apart into a hundred pieces. She supposed the remains of the phone still lay on the floor of their tony living room in that fancy San Diego subdivision.

Second came Jerry’s ill-advised decision to try and make it to the hospital, despite the ticker on the bottom of the screen announcing that San Diego-area hospitals were no longer taking any new patients. They made it two blocks before encountering a massive traffic jam on Spotswood Avenue, the cars abandoned, no way through.

It was over. They had lost, and sometime in the next few hours, she would heat up like a brick oven and die at the age of nineteen before she had done anything in her life.

As they drove home, Rachel in the backseat with her mother, she caught a glimpse of Jerry in the rearview mirror. He was crying. She never forgot that. Tears streaming silently down his face, his eyes wide open. Back at the house, Jerry carried Nina to the front porch; he sat with his wife of four years on the swinging bench and rocked back and forth, whispering to her. Rachel stood on the porch and watched, glad Jerry was taking the lead here.

Nina died thirty minutes later.

They sat there on the porch together.

“You’ll be in the south wing,” Chung said, breaking her out of her daydream. “We don’t really maintain the other sections of the dorm.”

“You get a lot of visitors?”

“Every now and again,” he said. “Gravy won’t turn his back on anyone in need.”

He said it with a tone of exasperation.

“That’s rare in this world.”

“Among other things.”

She didn’t press the issue.

He unlocked the door and they followed him down the hallway to the first room on the left, which faced east across the campus. It was a standard dorm room, two twin beds. More nostalgia on the walls, but Rachel paid it little mind. She didn’t need another walk down memory lane, seeing as the previous one was still playing out the string.

Jerry went downhill quickly that night, sitting on the porch with Nina’s body in his arms. He sat there as he started coughing, as the nosebleeds began, as his internal furnace really started cranking. His consciousness faded like a dying campfire, but he wouldn’t let her go. Rachel waited on the porch with them; she was afraid that when he finally winked out for the last time, her mom’s body would tumble to the porch like a dropped coin.

Jerry didn’t last long; he died eight hours after he started showing symptoms, but to his credit, he did not let go of Nina. In death, his arms stiffened around his beloved bride’s corpse, and Rachel sat cross-legged on the porch, that hard unforgiving wooden porch, all night with them, the skies thick with the tang of smoke, the chatter of automatic weapons, the whisper of helicopters buzzing overhead, until the sun rose. Their cat Hobbes sat in the window behind the bench, decidedly uninterested in the fall of man.

Rachel stayed at the house for another few days, waiting to die, waiting to live, waiting for someone to come help. She buried her mom and stepfather in the backyard in the middle of that gigantic, choking, suffocating quiet. She called her father several times, but the lines were down, and she’d only been able to leave a single voicemail message. She did not know what happened to the cat.

She left San Diego on the morning of August 23, first making her way to Lake Tahoe, where Jerry and Nina had a condo, before turning east, planning to cross the country to find her father.

“Ma’am?”

Chung again.

“You all have a good night.”

“Thank you.”

He left them alone.

“You OK, bud?”

Will sat on the edge of a bed, fiddling with a fingernail on his pinkie. His head was down, his chin almost touching his chest. Preteen boys were chameleons, she decided right then and there. Look one way and you saw the man he was growing into. Turn your head just so, a change in the light, the opaqueness of a shadow cast and there was the little boy he had been not very long ago.

“They were eating people,” he mumbled.

He looked up.

“Right?”

She looked at him, tapping her clenched fists together, unsure of what to say. The room was deathly quiet but for the patter of raindrops on the windows and rooftop.

“Yes.”

His chin dropped back down.

“Why would they do that?”

“A lot of people have forgotten how to be nice.”

He guffawed, almost derisively, as if annoyed by his mother’s attempt to sugarcoat the horrors of their world.

“That’s a long way from being nice.”

“You’re right, sweetie,” she said.

She turned his question over in her mind for a bit, wanting to give him a better answer. It wouldn’t be a good answer because she doubted there was one.

“The truth is, some people have forgotten they’re human. They’re no better than animals, wild animals who will do anything to stay alive.”

“Would you ever do that to stay alive?”

She was shaking her head even before he finished the question.

“No. Absolutely not.”

He looked back up at her, his jaw set, his eyes wet and bright.

“I would rather die.”
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Gravy came to see her later in the evening.

Will was asleep, and she sat under the portico in the cool night air, looking up at the stars. It was a clear night, one of the clearest she could remember, and she wondered if this was a hint their perpetual autumn might be coming to an end. The enduring nature of the cool clammy weather had been wildly frustrating. It couldn’t last forever, they kept telling each other, but one way or another, it had. Maybe the nuclear exchanges alone hadn’t been responsible for the climate. Maybe it had been that and humanity’s mass die-off. Maybe they had pushed the planet beyond the point of no return, and this was the way things were going to be.

Still, she didn’t want to believe this was mankind’s epilogue. A disjointed, confused mess where they bounced around like free radicals extinguishing each other until there were none of them left. She ran her hands through her hair; a thin clump came free. The cord was thin and dry and brittle. That had been happening more and more often lately, an unwelcome byproduct of nutritional deficit. What was next? Scurvy? Was she a pirate?

The sweet smell of pipe tobacco harkened Gravy’s arrival.

“Good evening,” he said, emerging from the darkness.

He had a clear, soothing voice, one made for public radio.

She nodded.

“Mind if I join you?”

She gestured to the empty seat next to her on the porch. He sat next to her with a contented sigh.

“Nothing like a good sit, wouldn’t you agree?”

She glanced at him but didn’t reply.

“Thank you for bringing Alec home.”

She nodded.

“He didn’t want to talk about it.”

“No,” she said. She said it declaratively, to make it clear she wasn’t going to discuss the subject either. If Alec wanted to share what had happened to him, that would be up to him. It wasn’t her story to tell.

This cloaked the discussion with a shade of tension.

“Your accommodations are acceptable, I hope?”

“Yes, they’re fine, thank you.”

“How’s your son?”

“He’s fine,” she said, without any real knowledge if that were true.

“He’s very young,” Gravy said.

“He’s small for his age.”

“Is he your biological son?”

“No.”

“I’m a patient man,” he said, “but I don’t like being lied to.”

Her shoulders sagged. What was the point in lying about it anymore?

“Yes, he is my son.”

“And he was born after the plague.”

Rachel didn’t reply.

“Remarkable,” he said. “You’re a very lucky woman.”

Rachel took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“Sometimes I’m not so sure.”

He lifted a single eyebrow.

“Yes, I suppose it must be quite a challenge.”

“You were the headmaster here?”

“Yes,” he said. “This was a school for kids with behavioral problems.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“But…”

“Everyone is so nice?”

“Yeah.”

“When it all went down, these boys were so scared. So scared. A few boys ran off during the outbreak, and, I presume, got sick. We never saw them again. The rest fell in line pretty quickly. That first year was rough, but we managed. Weird what the end of the world can do to a person.”

“Indeed.

Another pause.

“I have to ask,” she said. “What kind of name is Gravy?”

He laughed.

“My real name is Gary. Gary Fanwood. When I was a kid, my little brother had a hard time saying my name, and it came out as Gravy. The nickname stuck.”

“You were very lucky to not get sick.”

“I believe a higher power was looking out for us.”

She bit down the urge to ask about the seven billion people who hadn’t warranted such protection. But their survival made sense at some level. Medusa was a virus, subject to the laws of virology. The outbreak had ended because the pathogen had found no more hosts to infect. And although the virus might be still swimming in her bloodstream, the fact Alec hadn’t gotten sick probably meant immune survivors couldn’t transmit the virus to others. It had only been two days, but Medusa had been nothing if not speedy. More importantly, if there were women out there who had never been exposed to Medusa…

“Are there any women here?”

“No.”

Rachel’s mind was racing.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he said. “I made a list of all-girls’ boarding schools, women’s prisons, hell, I even went to a convent. We must have gone to fifty different facilities. I didn’t find a single survivor.”

That didn’t mean there weren’t non-immune survivors somewhere, but then she remembered that would simply mean more mouths to feed.

“I’m sorry.”

She laughed.

“I think we’re way past the point of apologizing to each other.”

“I hope not,” he said. “There’s something civilized about apologizing to your fellow man. To express sadness or remorse, to empathize, I believe that is what makes us human.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes, Rachel watching the stars, Gravy fiddling with his pipe.

“How long can we stay?” Rachel asked. No point in beating around the bush. She was going to take as much as she could for as long as she could.

“Two nights,” he said, pausing to exhale a cloud of sweet-smelling smoke. “We can’t offer much in the way of food, but we can give you one good meal before you go. Tomorrow night, a banquet, to thank you for rescuing Alec, and then the following morning, we’ll send you on your way.”

Part of her wanted to wake Will up and hit the road now, tonight, under the cover of darkness. Safety there, and she preferred anonymity to the unknown risks associated with casting your lot with others. She simply wasn’t there yet, as friendly as these people seemed. Actual freedom was better than the promise of freedom. But the specter of starvation hung over them, that eternal cloud darkening their daily existence. You ate when you could eat. You didn’t push a plate away. It was the cardinal rule.

“We would love to join you for dinner.”
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She woke with a start, forgetting where she was, almost forgetting who she was. Was she dreaming now or had she been dreaming before? Because it wasn’t possible she was a gypsy traipsing across a post-apocalyptic wasteland, was it? She took a deep breath and let it out as she regained her bearings.

The room was clouded with the gloom of the early dawn. Will was still asleep, hard, the kind of rest that could only be built on a foundation of security and safety. Her body felt rested, if not a bit stiff. Amazing the restorative powers of sleep, amazing how good it felt when you had been deprived it for so long. Another week of it and she might start cutting into her deficit. She might start feeling human again. Knowing Will was safe, that he’d been cared for, that he had some food in his belly had been the equivalent of a sleeping pill. Every meal they could get inside their stomachs reminded her of the arcade games of her youth. If you could make it to the next checkpoint, the words EXTENDED PLAY would flash on the screen, getting you more bang for your video game buck.

She stepped out into the hallway, still dark at this early hour. Her foot brushed against something; she looked down and saw a small box by the door. She knelt and opened it to find four bars wrapped in foil and two bottles containing a purple-colored liquid.

A note reading DRINK ME was affixed to each bottle.

She smiled.

She took her breakfast under the portico. The beverage wasn’t particularly tasty, but it wasn’t bad, sort of like homemade Gatorade, and it washed down the chewy protein bars. She threw caution to the wind and ate both of hers as she watched the day brighten around her. In the distance, the sounds of the campus coming to life for the day.

Will was sitting up in bed when she got back to the room, blinking the sleep out of his eyes.

“Morning.”

He acknowledged her with a yawn.

“How’d you sleep?”

A single thumb up in reply.

“Breakfast,” she said, tossing the box on the bed.

He dug in, inhaling both bars in a handful of bites.

“Are we leaving now?”

“Tomorrow,” she said.

“Why not now?”

“One more good meal, one more night’s sleep. You know the rules.”

“How much farther to Colorado?”

He drained the last of his drink.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Not as fast as we’d like, I’m guessing.”

“We should go now,” he said, yawning.

His face was gaunt, his eyes puffy.

No, they should stay. He needed to rest. Another full day of rest would do wonders for them and they would hit the road refreshed. It was the smart play.
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Will didn’t put up much of a fight. In fact, he had fallen back asleep shortly after breakfast. Rachel spent much of the day in bed herself, reveling in the quiet, in the solitude, in the knowledge that at least for today, they wouldn’t have to fight to stay alive, they wouldn’t have to be on high alert.

She wandered the hallways of the first floor, peeking into each room along the way. The rooms were sterile, having long been stripped of anything useful. It was a routine now, habit, she supposed, a muscle developed over the last decade, an instinct to check in every nook and every cranny of every new place for something of use.

A noise in the hallway startled her, freezing her in place. Like a computer program, she reached for her HK, even though it was back in her room. She turned back and saw Gravy near the door to her room, his palms out.

“I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“It’s OK.”

“Everyone ready for dinner?”

His voice sounded a bit high, reedy, more than she remembered from their earlier discussions.

“I think Will is still asleep,” she said. “Let me check.”

A quick check of the room confirmed her suspicion and she rejoined Gravy back in the hallway.

“Did you all get some rest?” he asked.

“Yes. Kid is still zonked out. I’d like to let him sleep a bit longer.”

“Of course,” he said. “We have time, I think.”

He lingered in the doorway, and Rachel became aware of an awkwardness between them. It was his school, his building, but she got the sense he was waiting for an invitation.

“Would you like to wait with me?” she asked. “He’ll be up soon.”

“Thank you.”

“Why don’t we move to the next room?”

He nodded.

They each took a bed, sitting across from one another. Rachel placed the lantern on the end table between the two beds and closed the door. A plastic potted plant was perched on the end table next to her. The carpet was threadbare, worn to the concrete in some spots. Gravy sat on the edge of the bed, his elbows on his knees, tapping his fingertips together.

“Thank you again for your hospitality,” she said. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your sharing your supplies with us.”

“It’s not a big deal,” he said.

“It is a big deal. Very few people would do what you’ve done. Most would put a bullet in our heads. More efficient.”

He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“Well then. You’re very welcome.”

They sat in silence for another few moments. Gravy continued to tap his fingertips together. Rachel was content to sit in silence; she had never been one to make small talk for the sake of filling a void of silence. He was handsome, she saw, stealing glances at his profile. A weariness about him she found warm, almost inviting. Someone who had seen darkness but hadn’t let it drag him down into its depths.

“I have a confession to make,” he said.

Fingertips tapping.

“Oh?”

“You’re the first woman I’ve spoken to in a long time. Since it happened, in fact.”

She did not reply.

“I have to admit, it’s made me very nervous. I feel like I’m doing everything wrong. Like this thing I’m doing with my hands, I don’t even know why I’m doing it. I don’t know if I’ve ever done it before.”

He stopped tapping his fingers together and looked at his hands like they had just sprouted from his wrists.

“Did you have a family? Before?”

“No. Divorced when I was twenty-five. Never remarried. Worked here six years before the plague hit.”

“You’re probably better off,” she said.

“How so?”

“No entanglements. Less to worry about. Less to mess with your head. Everyone’s fucked up now. The things we’ve seen. The things we’ve had to do to stay alive. I doubt anyone has been immune from that.”

“I suppose you’re right.”

She got up and sat next to him on the bed. Her body was turned toward her host, her right leg folded underneath her. What was she doing?

Her eyes caught his in the dim light; his cheeks colored, and he looked away.

“Where are you headed? You and your son?”

“Nowhere in particular,” she said. “Meat for the pot, roof over our heads. Keep plugging away. Like everyone else.”

She waited as he processed that, wondering if he would dig any deeper.

“I hope you find a place to call home,” he said.

“We’ll see.”

There was another silence.

“How do you all pass the time? Keep the crazies away.”

“Every few months we produce a Shakespeare play.”

“Really?”

“This surprises you?”

“Just unexpected.”

“The men look forward to it,” he said. “It’s a little reminder of what we were once capable of. A reminder of something beautiful.”

“When’s the next show?”

“I’m afraid it’s several weeks off still.”

“Which one?”

“Twelfth Night.”

“And is there an audience?”

“No,” he said. “We do it for us.”

Rachel looked down at her hands, trying to picture a stage production at this lonely outpost, these men living and breathing the art of a world long dead. This was what they had forgotten to do at Evergreen. They had become so obsessed with staying alive that they had forgotten to live.

“I wish I could see that.”

He laughed.

“I’m not sure how the men would react to that,” he said gently. “After a decade of playing to an empty house, I think they’d freeze on stage.”

“It’s a nice thing,” she said. “Just knowing about it makes me feel better.”

“Do you believe in God?” he asked.

Miles Chadwick had been the last man to ask her that question, in those last days before her father and Sarah had rescued them from his clutches. Chadwick’s God had passed a harsh judgment on them, had punished them, had used Chadwick himself to deliver that punishment.

“Not anymore. You?”

“More than ever. God is calling us all home, you see. He sent the plague to teach us a lesson. That all this shit we’d been wasting our time on had been just that. A waste. Texting and gourmet olive oils and red-eye flights to Vegas. This world we were left in, that’s what He wanted us to see. The quiet. The beauty. That’s our responsibility. To see the world the way He meant for us to see it.”

This was not terribly dissimilar from what Chadwick had told her thirteen years earlier, but it felt different. A more benevolent viewpoint. Maybe Gravy was right; perhaps God had taken everyone home, the Christians, the Jews, the Muslims, the atheists, the Satanists, the Buddhists, all in one fell swoop. The ledger cleared. Everyone square with the house.

He held a fist to his lips; a river of tears slid down each of his cheeks.

The distance between them had been cut by half; she did not know how that had happened. She was close enough to smell his aftershave, close enough to reach up and wipe away the tears from his right cheekbone. She tried to remember if she had ever seen Eddie cry, and she could not.

Then she was swinging a leg over his lap, taking his face into her hands, pressing her lips to his. He kissed her back, timidly at first, and then wrapped his arms around her back and joined her in the crest of it. She kissed him hard, almost violently, needing the touch of someone who wasn’t Eddie, who weren’t the men who’d purchased her at Millicent’s like she was an object, this embrace washing away the disappointment of her years with Eddie, remind her there were men who had not been Eddie Callahan, who had been better than Eddie.

She worked his jeans and briefs off while he did the same with her pants. She pulled her panties to the side and straddled him, sighing as he entered her. She didn’t think about what she was doing or why she was doing it; for this moment, she simply enjoyed the sensation of being close to another human being. She closed her eyes and thought about their Shakespeare play, about sitting in the audience alone, watching these men live and breathe the art of a dead world. Gravy shuddered as she rocked back and forth above him, pressing his face against her chest. He didn’t last long, barely a minute before he finished.

She leaned in and kissed him gently.

“I’m sorry about that,” he said.

“Don’t be,” she said. “That was very nice.”

“Yes.”

She dismounted his lap, feeling a little bit dirty for taking advantage of him as she got dressed. That’s what it had been, really. A little bit yes. As she re-adjusted her clothes, he traced a finger across his lips, perhaps to ensure the taste of her mouth against his was really there.

“Right.”

“Do you think your God will forgive us?” Rachel asked.

“For what?” he asked.

“For doing what we had to do.”

He looked at her with eyes that were bright and full and wet.

“I hope so.”
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Will was still asleep when she went to check on him a few minutes later.

“Ready, Spoon?” she whispered, shaking him gently by the shoulder.

She repeated the inquiry twice more before she got a response. He yawned loudly and rubbed his eyes.

“Hungry.”

“Well, let’s go take care of that, shall we?”

He nodded, and they stepped outside to join Gravy, who was waiting in the sickly yellow glow of an incandescent lantern. The light threw a rippling shadow against the wall behind him.

“Follow me,” he said, avoiding eye contact with her. She started to regret their dalliance, which served only to depress her even further. It almost made her give up hope, right then as they walked to dinner, that their ability to make new connections had been permanently severed, that their new default setting was a state of war.

There was little chit-chat as they crossed the campus. She expected a guided tour, Oh, this is the Science Building, that’s the Performing Arts Center, but Gravy didn’t say a word. Maybe it was because she had just rocked his world. She felt like an asshole for thinking it.

Pride goeth before the fall, sweetie, remember that one.

She felt bad for thinking it because when you got right down to it, he had been a gentleman, and that was a category of men in woefully short supply these days. This man could have done anything to her and Will. Instead, she had found a group of people clinging to their civility in a world absent it.

There was enough light left in the sky to take in the campus, which was quite lovely. Gravy’s people had maintained the grounds over the years, although certain buildings did look a bit ragged. To their west was the athletic complex, including a football field and an outdoor track-and-field facility. A bit farther north was a larger cluster of buildings, more dormitories and classroom buildings.

“How many students went here?” she asked, breaking a long silence.

“About five hundred,” Gravy replied.

They continued in silence, entering the main quad a few moments later. A bit of a breeze had picked up in the throughway between the buildings, chilling her. She felt naked without her HK, the reassuring weight of it hanging from her shoulder.

“We’re here,” he said, pausing before an old Victorian-style brick building. He seemed distracted again.

“It’s a lovely building,” Rachel said, glancing upward toward the gables.

They climbed the steps slowly. Rachel was looking forward to being indoors; the wind had picked up and the evening had broken chilly, the sky limned with bleak, gray clouds. Gravy held the door open for them, waiting as Rachel and Will entered the foyer before him.

The foyer was dimly lit, the shadows flickering against the wall. The murmur of voices in an unseen room tickled Rachel’s ears. It had a ghostly timbre about it; she felt Will pressing up against her.

“I know, this is a bit of a creepy room,” he said, sensing their discomfort. “It’s the best building for storing food, so we made this our dining room.”

He pointed toward a door to their left.

“It’s through there.”

Gravy led them inside, where Rachel got her first look at the community in full. As the presence of Will and Rachel became apparent, the vigorous chit-chat died from one table to the next, like power grids failing across a stricken city. There were six long wooden tables in the rectangular-shaped room, three on each side, lined up in two rows. The tables were crowded with men, most of them about her age, but a few older ones. Portraits of men long dead lined the walls. There was a door in the center of each wall, but it wasn’t clear where those led. A series of oil lanterns bathed the room in a warm, inviting glow.

“Brothers,” Gravy said after the room fell silent. “These are our special guests.”

He placed a hand on Rachel’s shoulder.

“This is Sister Rachel.”

“Greetings, Sister Rachel,” said the men, almost in unison.

“This is her son. Brother William.”

“Greetings, Brother William,” came the reply.

Gravy led them to three open seats, one at the head of the table nearest them, the two others next to the head. Will sat on the end seat, in between Rachel and Gravy. To Rachel’s right was a thin man with a narrow face and a scraggly beard. She spotted Alec two tables away; she nodded at him, and he returned the gesture. In front of each person was a bowl full of a thick stew. Steam was still curling from the surface of the bowls. It smelled delicious, made her mouth water. Will dug in without waiting.

She smacked his hand.

“Wait,” she hissed at him.

No one else seemed to notice Will’s breach of etiquette, each man bowing his head.

Gravy’s voice filled the chamber.

“Thank you, Lord, for this bounty,” he said.

“Thank you, Lord, for this bounty,” echoed the men.

“We do not ask why You have cast this judgment on the world.”

We do not ask why You have cast this judgment on the world.

“It is not our place to know.”

It is not our place to know.

“We see the beauty in the world, as You intended.”

We see the beauty in the world, as You intended.

“Amen.”

Amen.

The prayer concluded, the men dug into their bowls, the room silent but for the clink of ceramic against silverware, the silver against teeth.

Rachel took a bite of the hot stew. She didn’t know what was in it, a mixture of meat and potatoes. It was salty, very salty, but it was delicious. Perhaps the best thing she’d eaten in years. She kept a wary eye on her Will, who was lost in his meal. The world had slipped away, just a boy and his supper.

“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this,” she said to Gravy, who was focused on his bowl, stirring the stew with his spoon. She had thanked him over and over, but for some reason, it didn’t seem like it was enough.

“I’m sorry.”

“For what?” she replied. “For making us leave? You can’t be sorry about that.”

“It’s just that we’re running low on food.”

“I understand,” she said.

“No,” he replied. “I don’t think you do.”

He glanced up and looked around the room. The other men were engaged in chatter and seemed oblivious to the sudden chill at the head of the table. Gravy’s mood was beginning to frighten her.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, reaching out and wrapping her fingers around the palm of his hand.

He looked at her, his eyes wide and blank. He looked very far away.

“You have to understand.”

“Understand what?” she asked, pulling her hand away from his.

“I’m sorry. I had no choice.”

The four doors opened simultaneously, and a hush swept across the room. Rachel leaped from her seat, accidentally flipping over the bowl of stew in the process. A dozen heavily armed men and women, dressed in black pants and heavy barn jackets, poured into the room, surrounding all of them.

“Hands on your heads.”

One of the men sitting at a table close to the back door made a move inside his jacket, but a deafening burst from one of the guns blew him off his seat. He landed in a heap on his back, his left leg wrenched under the lip of the table. A ribbon of blood laced the wall behind him.

“Hands on your heads.”

As they complied with the request, Rachel stole a glance at Gravy. There was a resigned look on his face, one that said he wasn’t surprised at all. He stared blankly at their captors, his eyes wide and unblinking.

“You sold us out,” she whispered.

“Quiet,” barked one of the gunmen.

A burst of commotion near the doorway caught Rachel’s attention. She turned her head toward the sound, where she saw a sight that chilled her to her core.

One last person had entered the room. It was a face Rachel had only seen once before, but it was one she remembered easily.

The woman who had wanted to take Will.

Priya.
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Rachel’s body turned to stone. Her eyes darted around the room, looking for some answer, some solution, some way out of this mess. Her mouth went dry.

There was no way out of here.

“The woman and the boy,” said Priya.

The two gunmen closest to Rachel approached her and Will and motioned toward Priya with the muzzles of their guns. Rachel took Will’s hand and together they followed the men toward Priya. As they neared the door, Priya motioned them to continue.

Rachel and Priya locked eyes. As Rachel exited the dining room, she could hear the woman’s words to one of her men, as clearly as if she had whispered them into her own ear.

“Kill the rest.”

Rachel held Will close as they followed their captors down a long corridor, trying to cover his ears with her right arm as the room behind her erupted into apocalyptic gunfire. Behind her was Priya, flanked by two women. Over the staccato bursts of the dozen automatic weapons, she could hear screaming, but it was brief. And then it was over.

Will had started to cry, his body heaving and hitching against her, but she kept him moving, unsure if the slightest deviation from Priya’s direction would result in their execution. Then they were outside again, trailed closely by the group that had remained behind to follow Priya’s extermination order. Their work done.

Just like that.

As casually as asking someone for the time, she had ordered the execution of more than thirty people. Her head swam, and she began to salivate. It felt like she was floating, the ground underneath her unmoored. She was sweating and she felt lightheaded.

It was the Citadel all over again.

The ledger had been balanced.

All those women.

All these men.

All dead.

She let go of Will and struggled to keep her balance. Bent over, hands on her knees, the ground swaying. Then her stew came up all at once, a furious rush, and she was pissed at herself because that was good food she was puking, you stupid woman, that’s good food you’re leaving here on the not-so-manicured grounds of the Deephaven School for Boys.

Gravy was dead. This kind and decent man who had betrayed her was dead and fuck him, it was his fault he was dead. He might as well have shot himself in the head. And she had let herself believe he wanted to help them.

You see, Eddie? Do you see? See what would have happened?

She buckled to the ground, her legs crossed underneath her. The ground was slightly damp, the dew staining her knees, sending a chill through her, but she didn’t care. Around her, activity. A nondescript SUV pulled up nearby. The familiar beep-beep-beep signifying the hatch opening.

Several of Priya’s confederates re-entered the building with dollies. Scavenging what remained. She wondered what promises Priya had made to Gravy. Two years’ worth of food! A trip to Hawaii!

Everyone wanted to believe they were merely one step away, one deal away from salvation. This trade, that sellout. This close to happily-ever-after. Like the get-rich-quick real estate seminars from the old days. Did hope have no mercy on humanity? Couldn’t it just let them be? Hope preyed on humanity through its lies, through its false promises, tricking the world into thinking that sunnier days were right around the corner. Problem was, you never made it to that corner because there was no corner. It was a mirage, an illusion. There was no hope. They were already dead, trapped in these mortal coils, swirling to the bottom of the hourglass.

She became aware of a presence behind her. It was Priya. She was smoking a cigarette. Like the first time they had met, she was dressed impeccably, her hair perfectly coiffed. This made Rachel hate her almost more than anything else.

“So,” Rachel said. “Here we are.”

“Here we are.”

“How did you know we were here?”

“My search for your son is no secret,” she replied. “We’ve been operating up in this area for several years. I made it clear there would be a hefty reward for your capture.”

Rachel’s skin crawled. While she was playing kissyface with Gravy, Priya had been close by, hidden in the seams of his hospitality. Betrayal layered upon betrayal. She had made the mistake of trusting someone; it was an error in judgment she would not repeat, although that was probably because she would be dead soon. Hell, even her son had known better, his insistence they leave that morning looming large in her mind.

“Way to live up to your end of the bargain.”

Priya’s eyes briefly flashed with anger, but the moment passed.

“Sometimes we have to do things that are not easy.”

“I’m coming with you,” Rachel said. “If you want him to cooperate, you will need me there.”

“I’m afraid not, my dear.”

“I’m not letting you take him without me.”

“What choice do you have?” Her eyes narrowed, and Rachel got a brief taste, like a swish of wine in her mouth, of the evil inside this woman. In some ways, she frightened Rachel even more than Miles Chadwick had.

Priya left Rachel sitting on the ground and turned her attention toward winding down their activities at Deephaven. This morning, this had been a home, a place to live, a place to survive. Now it was just another dead place. Another point of light extinguished. She imagined an aerial map of the place, a fresh red X superimposed over the image of the campus. Like the one over Evergreen, over the world. There would be a lot of red X’s on the map these days.

Priya was right. She had no choice.

No choice but one.

“Wait.”

Priya paused.

“What if I could offer you something better?”

Priya turned slowly to face Rachel, who did her very best to keep her jaw set, her eyes on her captor.

“I’m listening.”
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Rachel told Priya everything.

She made Rachel repeat the tale to her chief lieutenant, a man named Kovalewich. He was a squat man with a thick gray beard. He listened carefully as Rachel told the story a second time, beginning with her capture by Chadwick’s goons all those Septembers ago and ending with the discovery of the tattoo on the man back in Lincoln.

“That’s a pretty amazing story,” he said.

“It’s the truth.”

“A mother’s love,” Priya said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You expect us to believe that not only are you mysteriously connected to the conspiracy behind the plague, but that you managed to get caught by these conspirators and that your father managed to rescue you? I’d have a hard time believing any one of those stories, let alone all three.”

Rachel took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She had to convince these people yet, it all sounded as ridiculous as Priya suggested. Rachel wasn’t sure she would believe the story if their roles were reversed.

“Is it any less believable than what we’ve all been through?”

“Meaning?”

“This world we’re in.” She turned to Kovalewich. “Did you ever think you’d grow up to be a lieutenant to a post-apocalyptic warlord?”

He ran a thumbnail against his lip. He glanced at Priya.

“What did you do?” Rachel asked, nodding her head to signify the Before.

“Director of HR for a small hospital chain.” He sounded small when he said it, as though it was the first time he had thought about who he’d been in a very long time.

“And now look at you.”

He looked at Priya again, but her face gave no quarter, showed no emotion.

“We’ll have a chat about this,” she said. “Wait here.”

Priya and Kovalewich climbed into their vehicle to palaver. Will was still under the guard of one of Priya’s henchmen, whom she approached as she waited for the referendum on her life to end. Will was in the front seat of the truck, his face pressed to the window. She waved at him, but it earned her nothing more than a barely perceptible nod of the head. Jesus God. This could be it. This really could be the last time she ever saw Will. There was nothing to stop them from simply leaving her here, from disappearing into the gloomy evening.

“Get back,” the man hissed, raising his gun at her. The exchange of words drew the attention of another, who sauntered over to join his comrade.

“I can’t say hi to my son?”

She stared at his round little face in the window, the panic rising in her.

A little more post-traumatic stress disorder for you, my sweet boy? After all, it has been almost two whole days since the last horrific thing I’ve put you through.

She watched Priya’s contingent shuffling to and fro, preparing for their departure, and she wanted to curse them. All these fools, mourning the fact they hadn’t been able to have kids. Did they not know how lucky they were? Did they have any inkling of the burden she carried? No. What did they plan on feeding these kids? Hopes and dreams didn’t do much for empty tummies. The more of them there were, the faster they could all starve to death.

And even if she found this place in Colorado, what then? The odds were excellent they were starving too. Probably hadn’t counted on mankind’s itchy nuclear trigger finger to wreck its cupboard, although looking back, she couldn’t imagine why that wouldn’t have crossed their minds.

She couldn’t save the world, she was no Vin Diesel, may he rest in peace, coming to save the day, finding the canister of Medusa virus and firing it into space seconds before it had been unleashed against humanity. The world was already dead. That’s what these people didn’t understand. They were already dead. They were all dead.

She was dead. Priya was dead. Will was dead.

All she could do was try to stretch it out a little bit longer. Will deserved better than a brief coda to his existence at Evergreen. He deserved to be happy and warm and comfortable, if only for a little bit. She would die to get that for him. If she had to hop in bed with this mass murderer, then she would. It didn’t matter. Because they were already dead.

“Hey!”

She was shaken loose from her daydream, looking up to see the guard pointing back toward Priya’s vehicle. She was motioning for her to join them; Rachel blew Will a kiss then turned to head back toward Priya without waiting to see if he reciprocated. If she didn’t see his response, then she wouldn’t have to know he hadn’t blown one back to her. That seemed too awful to contemplate.

The man was lighting a cigar as Rachel rejoined them.

“Good news,” Priya said. “We’re going to take a flyer on you.”

She let out a deep breath, one she’d been holding in since they retreated to consider her tale.

“Thank you.”

“It would be shortsighted not to explore this angle,” Priya said. “Despite the unlikeliness of it all, here you are. Your son was born after the plague. The very fact of Will is a huge thing, you see. He exists in a world where he should not. That gives me hope that all is not lost. That life will prevail. That we will prevail.”

Rachel considered this, juxtaposing it with the situational assessment she had just conducted. Priya, she of the mass execution order, she was the hopeful one. Rachel, trying to keep her son alive, was the pessimist. That was a crazy thing to wrap her head around.

“Let us be clear about one thing,” Priya said. “We’re going to find out why the babies are dying. And if we can find out, then all the better for you and Will.

“But if this goes sideways, there will be hell to pay.”
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By the time the group finished strip-mining Deephaven, it was full dark. Priya made the call to make camp and shove off in the morning. To ensure Rachel didn’t try anything stupid, Priya split her and Will up for the night. Rachel didn’t know where Will was sleeping, but she was back in the same dorm room. Priya placed a guard outside her room and left her with two cans of food – corn and black beans. Rachel ate them slowly by the light of the lantern, savoring each bite. When each can was half-full, she mixed the remaining portions together. Black-bean-and-corn salsa. A full belly, a clear head. Nothing extraordinary. That was natural, that was the way things were supposed to be.

She found herself wondering about the others they had left behind in Evergreen. What had become of them? Had they gone their separate ways, the bonds tying them together having finally dissolved? Maybe Priya had gone back to kill them after discovering Will was gone. Her train of thought continued motoring along the track to the future, as unknowable as the fate of those in her past.

The quest had shifted. Before, it had been a matter of idle curiosity, something to pass the time while they foraged for food. But now the tables had turned. For as long as she could remember, food had been her primary mission. Protecting the warehouse at all costs. It had consumed all of them, her, her dad, Harry and the others. And it had broken them all; they had lost something along the way. It was as if they lived to support the warehouse rather than looking at it as something to support them. And not just her group. Even these monsters, these cannibals that fed on weary strangers were no different.

But for now, food was no longer the issue. This group was well-equipped, well-armed. Her very life now depended on this quest. Will’s life. To save Will, she would have to save them all.

She slept fitfully, waking up every little bit, cold, sore, her eyes gummed with goop. She dreamed about Schrodinger’s cat, both alive and dead at the same time until you opened the box and the world would collapse to one choice or another and the cat would be either alive or dead. There were no other options. Terror gripped her tightly. What if there were nothing there? What if they made it to Colorado only to find her family had been nothing but the random byproduct of an experiment gone terribly wrong?

The dim light of dawn filtering through the window shades put an end to her sleep for the night, and the morning rolled into being. Game pieces moving into place, small moves that would begin to snowball into bigger moves, into big decisions that would determine how this all turned out.

Calm. She needed to be calm. A bit of yoga loosened her stiff muscles, cleared the lactic acid that had built up. Vinyasa. Downward dog. Warrior One. Warrior Two. She did the moves until her muscles began to burn, until they began to ache. The exercises helped her clear her head, wash away the dregs of fatigue still lodged in her body.

A knock at her door. She waited, assuming correctly that whoever was on the other side of it would open it without being invited. Kovalewich stood in the doorjamb, looking fresh and rested. Just another day at the office for this guy. All he needed was a cup of Starbucks, his name misspelled on the side of it, steam curling skyward. Headed to the morning budget meeting.

“Ready to hit the road?” he asked congenially.

For a man who had helped execute thirty people the evening before, he seemed remarkably at peace. How was that possible? It was supposed to matter, killing someone. It was supposed to be a hard thing to do. Not that it could never be done, sometimes it had to be done, but good God damn. What had the years done to these people? Had she missed that much in her little cocoon? Was this how it really was? Had the last ten years of her life been nothing more than a carefully constructed illusion?

“Let’s go,” she replied, strongly desiring to shut down this conversation before it got started.

She followed him outside, where the group was busy breaking down the camp, loading the trucks. Four black Suburbans idled in the access road that swirled toward the front door of the administration building. A woman emerged from that doorway, carrying a banker’s box under her arm.

She looked anxiously for Will, her rational mind knowing he was fine but panicking nonetheless.

There.

He was sitting in the front seat of the first van, his legs dangling over the side. Priya was with him, playing a game of some kind. Rock-paper-scissors, from the looks of it.

Will shot Paper.

Priya shot Rock.

A big smile opened up his normally dour face as he covered her dark-olive fist with his hand. She couldn’t see Priya’s face, but she seemed at ease, her shoulders rounded, her movements lithe and soft.

They shot again.

Will, Paper again.

Priya, Paper.

A woman approached her, drew her attention. Priya tousled his hair and went back to work. Immediately, her body went rigid again, her shoulders stiff and square.

It hit Rachel like a truck.

This was what they were looking for.

Will’s inherent innocence and spunk. Childhood. The spark of life that had been missing for so long. When you were around it all the time, you forgot what it was like when it wasn’t there. After all, it wasn’t only the fact that Will was born after the plague. It was that he was so much younger than everyone else. The plague’s brutal aftershocks had been unkind to its very youngest survivors. Sometimes late at night, her thoughts turned toward the immune babies and toddlers that had died simply because there had been no one around to take care of them. For every ten small children immune to Medusa, Rachel bet that eight had died in the ensuing weeks, simply unable to care for themselves.

“It’s time,” a voice behind her said.

It was Kovalewich. Rachel had not heard him come up behind her.

One by one, they loaded into the caravan. Will was in the third vehicle, Rachel in the fourth. They were a fearsome sight together, this many people, vehicles, weapons. It exuded an aura of control, of power. All these years, they had been on the defensive. Reacting instead of acting. Look where that had gotten them.

The caravan began to move, chugging away slowly from the Deephaven Administration building. The day was cloudy but bright, the sense that blue skies were right around the corner, even though they weren’t. Every now and again, a thicket of clouds would break, revealing a swatch of blue behind it, but then it would seal up just as quickly, like it had remembered its place in the world.

They ran west for the balance of the day, averaging about twenty-five to thirty miles per hour. Compared to the snail’s pace she had become used to, it felt like she was aboard a rocket ship. With each passing mile the caravan chewed up and swallowed, they cut deeper into a world totally unknown to Rachel. Until this trip, she hadn’t ventured farther than a ten-mile radius of the compound since they had moved there. Around her, the world was returning to nature. The road they were currently traversing, Interstate 44, had devolved into a weed-choked nightmare. What would Dwight Eisenhower say about his beloved Interstate System now?

It had never seemed this menacing when they were on foot or bicycles, but from inside a moving vehicle, the highway felt haunted. The familiar thrum of tires on concrete had been replaced with a mild susurration. In some spots, especially along the shoulders, where the weeds had really thrived and contributed to a thick layer of humus, small bushes had begun to grow. A burgeoning forest on the edge of the roadway. A few more years and these roads would be impassable by car.

Moss-coated billboards advertising truck stops and tobacco outlets and the WORLD’S CHEAPEST FURNITURE MADE IN AMERICA were a reminder of the world gone by. There weren’t many cars out here, a few, but they were more part of the scenery than anything. They stopped at each one because you never knew where you might find a can of food, but that first day, there was nothing for the effort.

Exit ramps.

Exit 143B.

Towns called Coalfell and Norwich.

Faded highway signs.

Taco Bell –> 1.3 miles

Kayleigh’s Diner <– 0.5 miles

These exit ramps led to dead places now.

It made her sad.

They drove for ten hours, covering about four hundred miles. One stop about midway to refuel. Rachel was fascinated by the group’s fuel supply, all of which was stored in the trail car. Fuel had been like a unicorn for her community. They had tried to make their own a few times, but all they got for their efforts were a few blown engines and one explosion that killed Debbie Coleman, an Evergreen resident. A woman who had played guitar and sometimes ate up the quiet and the lonely with her beautiful, mournful music.

As dusk fell, the lead car took the exit for Clearmill. Rachel caught a glimpse of a motel marquee as they sledded down the ramp. They made a quick right, then another, which put them in the parking lot of a Holiday Inn Express. Like locusts, they descended upon the long-forgotten motel, and, with the precision of a special-forces unit, quickly took over the building. Around them, a dark Hardee’s and a gas station, probably still sitting atop a lake of thousands of gallons of inert gasoline. How much easier their lives could have been if the gasoline had lasted even a couple of years before going stale.

Priya and two others stayed behind with Will and Rachel while the rest made quick work of the three-floor establishment. Rachel was alone in her vehicle with the driver, who smoked a foul-smelling homemade cigarette. The smoke burned her eyes and made them water.

“You mind if I wait outside?”

“Go ahead,” he said, his voice rough like sandpaper. It was the first time the man had spoken all day.

She alighted from the vehicle, relishing the thick cold air she pulled into her lungs. As she wiped the smoke-induced tears from her eyes, the passenger door of the lead vehicle creaked open, Priya climbing out.

“The cigarettes,” Rachel said.

“Ah, yes,” said Priya. “He’s very proud of those.”

A moment of silence.

“How was the ride?”

“My back hurts. It’s been years since I’ve been in a car that long.”

“Like the old days.”

“Other than the skeletons in rusted-out vehicles and bushes growing in the middle of the interstate, it is exactly like the old days.”

Priya laughed, an honest-to-goodness laugh. The sound was almost alien to her. It felt good to make someone laugh, even Priya. Pride, man. That’s why it was one of the deadly sins. Pride goeth before the fall.

“You’re going to honor our deal, right?”

“Of course,” Priya said. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“Not much honor these days. Thieves or otherwise.”

“This isn’t personal, my dear. Like I said, I’d be a fool not to explore all options, all contingencies.”

Silence.

“I had a son,” Priya said, her voice suddenly small and far away. “He was eleven. We lived near Philadelphia. The virus hit there early on. He died that first week, before anyone really knew how bad it was going to get. It was still just a bad flu then, an early start to flu season. Remember how hot it was?”

“I was in San Diego. Weather never really changed there.”

“Oh,” she replied.

“So he died, and the doctors told me it had gotten into his lungs, and that’s why he had died. Bad luck. I was a single mother. My husband died in a car accident when Raj was two. Just the two of us. And then it was just me. And then it was really just me. I watched everyone around me die. Every single person I knew died.”

She paused and smiled.

“Isn’t it funny?” Priya asked.

“What?”

“We tell our stories of surviving the plague like they’re unique. As though my story is extra special or somehow more horrible than yours. It’s all rather self-important, isn’t it? We all want to be the best, the most unusual, the standout.”

She paused.

“Why do you think that is?” Priya asked.

“Same as anything else,” Rachel replied. “People want to think they’re special. Even when we’re not.”

“Do you think we are special? People, I mean?”

“We evolved. Evolutionary luck.”

“You’re a scientist,” Priya said. “Perhaps an engineer. Or you were, once upon a time.”

“How did you know?”

“Scientists have a certain humility about them. Of their place in the world. You understand it was just as possible that we didn’t evolve. And really wouldn’t have cared.”

“It’s true. Any one of a million things breaks differently, and some other species would have dominated the earth.”

“One with better sense than us.”

“Probably.”

“People were wretched.”

Hello, pot? Kettle is on line two. Would like to discuss colors with you.

Rachel’s left eyebrow arced upward, just enough for Priya to notice.

“You’re wondering why I killed the people at the school.”

“It had crossed my mind.”

“Will is too important.”

“What does Will have to do with it?”

“Until we know what’s special about him, it would be a grievous error to have his existence become common knowledge.”

“But you said people knew about him.”

“Rumors, really. Conjecture. A myth. A legend. I don’t think anyone really believed he existed.”

Rachel didn’t reply.

“You really don’t know how desperate people have become, do you?”

“I guess not.”

“People have gone off the deep end. The loneliness. The sadness. The idea that all this is for nothing. All the suffering was for nothing.”

“And if it got out he really existed?”

“I believe there would be a religious component to it.”

“Meaning what?”

“You agree that the vast majority of people alive before the plague believed in God?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Didn’t that strike you as odd? That literally billions of people devoted their entire lives to a supreme all-powerful being they had never, ever seen? A deity who had never once in recorded history provided irrefutable proof of his existence?”

“You don’t believe in God.”

“You’ll forgive me if I don’t put much stock in that fairy tale. I’m supposed to accept as fact that a man rose from the dead from a story told over and over again, massaged, spun, re-massaged and re-spun?

“I guess I never thought of it that way.”

“Either way, I think it’s highly probable people would view Will as a gift from God. Or God Himself. The Second Coming and all that.”

A chill tickled Rachel’s spine.

“Do you mind if I ask who Will’s father was?”

“He doesn’t have one.”

For the briefest of moments, Priya’s dark olive skin paled, almost to ash.

Then Rachel began to laugh.

“His father’s an asshole. At least he was. He’s dead.”

“I see.”

“Besides, what do I care what people think about him?”

“My dear, after that, all bets would be off. We would be in uncharted waters. For the sake of humanity, we have to find out what’s special about him. We will find out. I promise you that. I am sorry if there is collateral damage. But we have to find out.”

Rachel felt a buzzing on the bridge of her nose, that sensation that things were getting away from her, that things were beyond her control and there was nothing she could do about it.

“What were you? Before?”

“Police officer.”

Rachel’s eyebrows elevated slightly.

“Don’t fit the bill, do I? Not too many Indian women working as officers.”

It didn’t fit the bill, no, but that wasn’t the point. The point was that they’d all forgotten who they were. Humanity had forgotten itself. All the things they’d been, all the things they’d done, all the things they were capable of had been swept under the rug.

She let the comment slide behind them in the wake of the moment. A stitch of commotion from the second floor drew their attention. Rachel glanced up and saw Priya’s comrades escorting two people downstairs, their footfalls heavy and clanging on the metal steps.

They were brought before Priya, two bedraggled middle-aged men. One had long hair tied back in a ponytail. His beard was speckled with gray, but it was mostly just dirty. The second man was heavier set and balding. He wore a blue New York Giants sweatshirt that had seen better days. Both were a bit wild-eyed.

“What have we here?” Priya asked. There was something unnerving about her accent, something precise and frightening. Charming and cultured once upon a time. No longer.

“Found these two upstairs.” It was one of the guys from Rachel’s vehicle. “It’s bad.”

“Show me,” Priya said. “Rachel, come along. You need to see what I’m talking about.”

Rachel paused, glancing over her shoulder toward the vehicle carrying Will.

“Relax,” she said. “He will be fine.”

Rachel’s gaze lingered on the boy a bit longer before she turned and followed Priya. The stairs felt rickety, the years of weather and wind and rain taking their toll on the metal bolts and screws. It was nearly full dark; the beams from their flashlights hitched and bounced as they scaled the steps, navigated the breezeway, past the shattered remains of a vending machine.

Rachel’s heart was beating so hard she could feel it in her ears. She didn’t know why she was so nervous. Obviously, Priya wanted to prove her point, to justify the way she handled things. Truthfully, Rachel didn’t care. People did what they wanted, and they had let it be that way. The S.S. Morality had long since set sail.

A half-moon hung in an unusually clear sky; its silver light shimmered against the windows of the rooms they passed along the balcony. The group had paused at the doorway at the end of the concourse, the men and women huddled around the entrance, shifting to get a good look at the interior but hesitant to go in.

A thick, rich smell hung in the air. Metallic. Meaty. It was different than the smell of sickness and death she remembered from the heady days of the plague, mostly gone now, but occasionally, she would catch a whiff of something, and it would all come back, all the way down to the color socks her stepfather was wearing on the day he died.

The crowd parted as she and Priya approached the doorway. Somebody handed Priya a flashlight, and she stepped into the room without a moment’s hesitation. A woman motioned for Rachel to follow her into the room, the stench growing as she drew closer. Rachel paused for a second at the threshold and then stepped inside.

It was a standard hotel room, two queen-sized beds, a small round table, a chest of drawers, a cheesy art print hanging on the wall. Rachel followed the beam of light from Priya’s flashlight around the room. A puddle of blood on the carpet by the dresser. A larger one in the space between the beds. Still another. Knives and other sharp instruments on the table. Then the flashlight settled on the bed closest to the door.

She moved the light a bit higher up on the bed. At first, Rachel didn’t know what she was looking at. Then her head processed the thing her eyes were seeing. It was a woman. At least, it had once been a woman. Now it was … desecrated, that was the best word Rachel could think of. Desecration. She looked away because there was no need to look.

“You see?” Priya asked.

“OK. It’s not the first time I’ve seen it. What’s your point?”

“The world is full of terrible things. And terrible people. This is what happens when you lose all hope. You become a monster. You become the thing you fear. For all I know these guys were middle school principals or medical supply salesmen and now this.”

Rachel had heard enough of Priya’s oral dissertation on the current state of the human condition. She went back outside and leaned against the railing, looking out on the dead town spread out before her.

She became aware of a presence behind her.

“Like I said, who knows what happens if people find out about your boy.”

They went back downstairs to the parking lot, where the two men were down on their knees, their hands laced together above their respective heads. The light from the lanterns illuminated them in a small sphere of light. They said nothing, made no sound.

Someone handed Priya a gun.

She pressed the barrel to the nape of the first man’s neck and pulled the trigger. Rachel started at the sound of the shot; gunfire never lost its visceral punch, even if she had lost a chunk of her hearing during the gunplay of the last decade. Before the dead man’s body had finished crumpled to the ground, she repeated the action with the second man, the two gunshots coming so close together they seemed to amplify one another. The report echoed, bouncing across buildings.

They slept.

At three a.m., Rachel got up and went to the room where the dead woman lay. She pulled the cheap blanket, bearing a pattern that could best be described as a kaleidoscopic nightmare, from the second bed and covered her remains.

She sat with the dead woman and cried.
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They drove for three days, churning west through the plains, the upper peaks of the Rockies coming into sharper relief on the horizon. The schedule was rote. On the road by seven a.m., lunch at noon, stopping at dark. Powered by the biofuel, the vehicles only managed a top speed of about thirty miles per hour, and they only managed that on a few stretches of road. The pace was maddening to Rachel, some long-dead part of her still remembering how fast cars used to travel, and then she would remind herself she could be walking. Will rode in the lead car, Rachel in the trail vehicle. Priya alternated between them, probably to compare their stories. That was one thing she didn’t have to worry about. She was telling the truth; she had no idea if Priya was, but she wasn’t in any position to second-guess her at this point.

The first night, they took shelter in a sturdily built farmhouse. The paint had peeled, and moss carpeted the exterior like a bad rash, but the structure was sound. Priya kept a guard on Rachel all night, but she was too worn out and her back was too sore to even contemplate an escape. The events of the previous night had drained the group’s energy, and they had all turned in early. Rachel slept at the end of the hall in a musty-smelling bedroom with a sentry outside her door. She didn’t know where Will had slept.

They camped outside the second night, the surrounding terrain not giving up any shelter worth hunkering down in. Again, Priya kept them separated, except at dinner, when they were allowed to sit across from one another.

“I’m not the monster you think I am,” Priya had said as they ate their beans.

Rachel didn’t reply.

Then someone had broken out a guitar, and they sang some Rolling Stones, some Beatles, even some Avett Brothers, an alt-rock-folk-bluegrass-hipster band popular right before the end. The last tune was called Murder in the City, a quiet little number about the importance of family and that one had made Rachel tear up a little, or maybe it had been from the smoke of the campfire. If Will had seen her cry, if he asked her about it, she would say it was from the smoke.

Music was a rare thing these days, and when they heard it, it sounded particularly special, almost forbidden. What business did music have in this world? Harmony and song were anathema to this world in discord. And that made it sound all the sweeter.

The third day on the road dawned wet and chilly, the rain thrumming against the polyester tents they had pitched. They were a hundred miles from Denver, which would put them there around midday, assuming they didn’t hit any obstacles. Rachel hadn’t slept well, tossing and turning all night, even briefly debating an escape attempt because she was pretty sure Will was three tents over and she could take the guard outside her tent, and they could make it to one of the vehicles in the ensuing chaos. But she was only pretty sure that’s where he was, and so she had lain in her tent, dozing more than sleeping. Shivering in the cold.

When she emerged from her tent at dawn, she felt thick and slow, her eyes sticky with sleep, her head hurting. The unknown of today added another layer of stress. Perhaps there would be answers; maybe there would only be more questions. But as she crouched, relieving herself in the bushes, she understood today was different, its outcome murky.

The group, fourteen of them in all, was buzzing, a current running through them as they ate and addressed their morning constitutionals. They all wanted to know what was out there. It wasn’t just her quest anymore.

Will woke up a few minutes later. He popped out of his tent, tufts of wild hair poking out in every direction. As he made a beeline for the chow, she noticed that little attention was being paid to him.

Now, Rachel. Now.

She finished her business and pulled up her pants. As she fastened the last button, she charted a course that would intersect with Will’s, a straight line that would bring them together near a large rock on the edge of the camp. Twenty yards. Fifteen. Ten. They made eye contact moments before she hooked her arm around his waist and pulled him past the rock, toward a copse of trees that guarded the camp’s northwest flank.

“Run,” she said. “Now.”

They bolted.

Behind her, she heard a burst of shouting, Priya’s normally reserved voice limned with anger.

“Hurry.”

The idiocy of this maneuver dawned on her as they negotiated the uneven terrain of the forest. The ground, caked with dead leaves, cascaded gently, forcing them to regulate their speed. Heavy rustling behind them as Priya’s group gave chase.

Where would they go?

What would they eat?

She didn’t even know where the hell they were.

She hazarded a look over her shoulder, a decision she immediately regretted. Her injured ankle began to throb as she negotiated the uneven terrain, a relief map of exposed roots and rocky ground. White hot pain surged up through her leg, making her stomach flip. Eventually, her leg buckled and she stumbled to the ground in a heap. Will, who had been off her right hip, tripped over his mother’s leg and landed headfirst into a mound of dirt and leaves.

“Mommy!” he barked, rolling to his side and sitting up.

Knowing the game was up, she took her time, rolling to a sitting position, facing back in the direction of the camp. A group of four came up on them and quickly surrounded them.

“Can’t blame a girl for trying, right?”

They walked back to the camp as rain began to fall; Rachel made the trip under her own power, but every step was painful, her ankle tender and fiery. She didn’t know why she had tried something so foolish, so exquisitely stupid. She could not abide being Priya’s puppet, playing to her agenda. That meant compromising who she was, what kind of mother she was. On her own, she could think, she could analyze, and if necessary she could abort. But under Priya’s thumb, she would have to go all the way, damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead, with a woman who represented all that was evil and wrong and twisted in the world.

Priya did not look happy when they got back. Her jaw was clenched tight, the muscles under her cheekbone rippling. Her hands closed and unfurled again, closed and opened. She was a cornered animal, looking for a way out.

“Was it worth it?” she asked in a measured voice.

Rachel couldn’t look at her. It wasn’t worth it, but she didn’t want to admit that to her.

Priya drew in close to Rachel, her lips nearly touching Rachel’s ear.

“I’m sorry,” Priya said. “But there are always consequences.”

With the speed of a cobra, Priya grabbed Rachel’s left hand and snapped her pinky finger like she was breaking a pencil. The crackle of the bone breaking was as bad if not worse than the stab of pain she felt. Her eyes watered and a grunt escaped her lips, but she refused to scream.

Priya let her go, and Rachel cradled her injured her hand against her chest. Steam curled from her overheated skin, even in the chilly rain. They stared at each other, the world around them falling away from her periphery until there was nothing but Priya. Her eyes were stone dead, the visage of a woman who had plucked the wings from a housefly, who had used a magnifying glass to scorch a trail of ants. Rachel vowed she would find the answer Priya was looking for, she most certainly would, and then she would kill her.

“Bring me some medical tape,” she said.

No one moved.

“I said bring me some goddamned medical tape!”

This galvanized her troops and suddenly there were half a dozen people looking for medical tape, digging through packs and first-aid kits until someone brought her a roll of it from their medical kit. Priya tore off two long sections and affixed them to her sleeve.

“Give me your hand,” she said.

Rachel extended her hand to the woman; her finger trembled from the trauma Priya had inflicted upon it. Priya gently straightened the finger and splinted it against Rachel’s ring finger, binding them together with the lengths of tape.

“Are we done with the silliness now?”

Rachel nodded.

“Don’t you see?” Priya asked. “We need each other. You never would have made it without me. I can’t save us without you. Without Will. The fate of the human race may depend on our alliance. I’m not saying you have to like me. But understand that your success depends on mine.

“Are you ready to see this to the end now?”

Rachel’s finger throbbed.

“Yes.”
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They hit the Denver city limits shortly before noon, the skyline coming into view as they rounded a curve along Interstate 56. As they rounded a curve, Rachel could make out the shadowy outline of the Rockies in the distance, veiled by the mist and the low-hanging clouds. She’d been to Denver only once before, when she was in ninth grade and she and her mother and Jerry had flown here for a cousin’s wedding. A boy had tried to kiss her at that wedding, and she had turned her cheek at the last moment, giving him nothing but a mouthful of her hair. She tried recalling his name but she could not.

It was the biggest city Rachel had seen in years; she had forgotten how massive the buildings were. From a distance, Denver looked none worse for the wear, about what you’d expect on a quiet day in the big city. Dead traffic still choked the eastbound lanes headed out of the city, but nature was doing its best to win back the territory. Hearty weeds had overwhelmed the rusted and deteriorating hulks of metal, as though the cars had invaded a nature preserve and not the other way around.

There were a few stalled vehicles in the westbound lanes toward the city, but clearly, running for the hills had been man’s final play as Medusa had pulled civilization down to its knees. Near an exit ramp, the blackened remains of an Abrams tank bisected the column of traffic, perhaps positioned to stop the exodus from the city. Rachel couldn’t figure out why the tank was there, but relatively little from those last days made any sense. The caravan decelerated as they approached a thicket of stalled cars ahead of them. Priya, currently riding shotgun, turned toward Rachel.

“Well, my dear,” she said. “We are at your mercy now. Time to deliver on your promise.”

“We need to find out more about Penumbra.”

“Well then, we need to find ourselves a good old-fashioned phonebook, don’t we?”

It seemed silly, so ridiculous that Rachel began to laugh. Their fate might rest in a decade-old copy of the goddamn Yellow Pages.

“I say something funny?”

“Nope,” Rachel said. “You’re right. Let’s find a phone book.”

They descended the next exit ramp, which put them on a once-busy thoroughfare in the eastern outskirts of the city. There was a small subdivision north of the artery, connected by a narrow two-lane road. A crumbling sign announced they were entering Wellesley, a Pippert Neighborhood!

The caravan rumbled through the ritzy neighborhood, home to dozens of sprawling McMansions, once-pure green lawns and, in December, dazzling Christmas light arrays, but white lights, Rachel bet, because white lights seemed classier somehow. They pulled into the first driveway, a stone-paved semicircle, and curled around toward the front entrance.

“Let’s go.”

Rachel alighted from the car, with Priya and two of her guys right behind her. There was no thought of escape, not anymore. That had been dumb, a decision built on fantasy, on white-hat thinking, on a belief that because she was in the right, she would find salvation.

The foursome scaled the brick steps and someone kicked in the door. It flew open easily, the door and the jamb both weakened by years of water damage. The tang of mildew and mustiness tickled Rachel’s nose as they breached the threshold.

“Check the kitchen,” Priya said to Kovalewich as they inspected the foyer.

The house was still tidy. Somewhere, a steady drip. There was a small sideboard standing against the wall, a stack of phone books perched on top. Rachel flipped open the slimmest of the three volumes and paged her way over to the P’s. She spent a few moments scanning the tiny print before she found it. There it was. Penumbra Laboratories. 720 18th Street Northwest.

“Here it is,” she said.

“Good. Let’s roll.”

The kitchen scout returned empty-handed.

“Nothing. Place was cleaned out.”

“You mind if I check something?” Rachel asked.

“Be my guest.”

Rachel stepped gingerly down the corridor toward the galley kitchen. It was magnificent, equipped with top-of-the-line appliances, Viking all the way. But there was something specific she wanted to see. She crept toward the sink, simultaneously hoping to see and not see what she was looking for.

It was there.

A pot. A handful of utensils, two spoons, two forks. A butter knife.

One of the last moments of normalcy from the world that was now behind them, frozen in time here. When this person had set these down in the sink, was the trouble already brewing, already at their doorstep? Did she have an ear toward the news, hearing the empty promises that the outbreak was under control, that the death tolls were being wildly exaggerated, that no, ma’am, there is no plan to quarantine the city of Denver because there is no need for a quarantine in the city of Denver.

She didn’t know why she did this to herself. There was nothing she could do about it, and yet sometimes she found herself longing for the past, for those last few idyllic moments before it had all changed. The tacos at the beach. And what made it worse was that Will had never experienced the good things in the world she’d come from. He’d never had the tacos or gone to a Padres game or flown on an airplane or been to the movies, sat in the dark, his fingers slick with popcorn butter. He’d never been to a sleepover, never had a best friend. He’d never woken up on Christmas morning, run downstairs in footie pajamas to see what was waiting for him under the tree. No baseball games, sitting in the stands, feet dangling over the edge of the seat, the ground caked with empty peanut shells and sticky with old soda.

“Something on your mind?”

She turned and saw Priya standing at the long granite counter that did a marvelous job finishing off the kitchen.

“No. We have what we need.”

They were underway a minute later. Back out of the driveway. Back out of the subdivision, along the windy road running by a manmade lake, a playground with equipment so high-tech it still looked brand new. Complete with that extra-safe, extra springy fake mulch that absorbed the impact of little bodies better than the real thing.

The neighborhoods were the worst. Where the children had played outside and the summer air was redolent with the aroma of grilling meat and the throaty growl of lawnmower engines and the electronic chimes of the ice cream truck on warm afternoons. A chapter closed forever, before Will had ever had a chance to do those things.
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They picked up a map of the city at a gas station about a mile west of the neighborhood. It was brittle and yellowed and, despite her care, the sections came apart in her hand when she tried to unfold it in the cargo area of her Suburban. Carefully, she pieced them back together and studied the best route to Penumbra, using the map index to locate the streets on the grid.

“We’re here,” she said, tapping their location on the map with her index finger.

“And the lab?”

“Here.” She traced a finger diagonally to the upper-left corner of the map, the northwest part of the city, and double-tapped their destination.

“Good,” Priya said, a softness in her tone Rachel hadn’t detected before. It was almost hopeful.

“How are we on fuel?” Rachel asked.

“We’re fine.”

She patted Rachel on the shoulder and gave it a squeeze. She found the friendly touch revolting. This woman was a killer. This woman had her own agenda. The fact their interests were currently aligned meant nothing. Just because she wanted the same thing as Rachel did not make them the same. She would still be a mass murderer, someone who had crossed a line you could not uncross. The enemy of your enemy was not necessarily your friend. At some point, their paths would diverge, and after that, all bets would be off.

“I’m going to make it count,” she said. “Am I going to have your help? I don’t have any idea what I’m going to find out there. You know everything I know.”

“You’ll have my help.”

“Do you know much about Denver?”

Priya pointed to the northeast part of the city.

“The airport is here,” she said. “I’ve heard that’s dangerous.”

“Anything else?”

“Some areas in the west and south can be dicey.”

“So we steer clear of those areas.”

She pointed back down at the map and traced a route from their current location to the northwest corner of the city.

“This is how we’ll do it.”

Priya nodded.

It felt good to take charge. If they were going to do this, then might as well do it her way. No regrets. If it all went to hell, at least she wouldn’t have to sit back and wonder if her way would have been better.

“Are your people going to be ready?” Rachel asked. “I need to know Will is going to be safe. Anything happens to him, and we’re done.”

“My people are very skilled.”

“They better be,” Rachel said, sighing.

Priya drove, Rachel riding shotgun. Priya had agreed to let Will ride in their vehicle. They ran west along East 38th Street, a major collector road carrying them deeper and deeper into the city. The first ten minutes took them through older neighborhoods. The streets were quiet, but there were obvious signs of life around here. Smoldering fires burning in old oil drums. The lingering smell of food being cooked. The sense of being watched.

“Does anyone else know about Will?” Rachel asked.

Priya and the driver exchanged a glance.

“I need to know,” Rachel said.

“Maybe,” Priya replied.

“Here in Denver?”

“Possibly.”

They turned north at Quebec Street, more industrial. Past a metalworks building, a cardboard recycling facility and a nondescript warehouse. The buildings were a bit taller and bigger here, a sense of claustrophobia slipping around her like a blanket. As Priya drove, Rachel’s eyes were locked on the rooftops, looking for any movement, anything out of the ordinary. They rolled on. She checked her map; the lab was still a good six miles away.

When the attack came, it came fast.

A whistling sound filled the air.

Then the Suburban behind them exploded.
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Priya turned the wheel hard, sending them skittering out of control. The truck bounced up and over the median before landing hard in the southbound lanes. She spun the wheel in the opposite direction, tipping the heavy vehicle up on two tires. Rachel’s heart froze as she waited for the centrifugal forces to finish the job, to flip them over and leave them wounded prey for their unseen attackers.

But the SUV bounced back down on all fours, giving Priya a chance to retain control. Rachel turned awkwardly in her seat, wrenching her back to check on Will. He looked fine, still upright and buckled in; he too had turned his body, his eye on the conflagration behind them. The second vehicle in the caravan had forked off the roadway and up into a building, where it was burning like holy hell, engulfed in flames. The third and fourth vehicles had stopped, seemingly unsure of their next move. The street was nondescript, nothing remarkable about it. A handful of broken-down vehicles lined the north side of the street. At the end of the block, a large Dumpster, brown with rust, big holes eaten away in it.

Kovalewich was the first in their vehicle to act. He shot out the rear window and sprayed the street with a hail of bullets. They didn’t hit anyone, but the very act of reacting made Rachel feel better. Priya mashed her foot against the gas, throwing everyone back in their seats as she accelerated them out of the killing zone.

A flicker of light in the corner of Rachel’s eye, this one from the right. Another bloom of fire as the trail vehicle, the one carrying their fuel reserves, ate a shoulder-launched missile and exploded, illuminating the gloomy street in an orange-red glow. This was all the invitation the third vehicle needed; it punched forward from its dormancy, so quickly it nearly rear-ended Rachel’s rig. A rifle muzzle emerged from its passenger-side window, firing haphazardly.

Ahead of them, a large brown box truck had burst through from the cross street, blocking the road. It was an old UPS truck, the famous logo badly faded on its rusted exterior. A quartet of shooters poured out from the cargo area, armed with heavy weaponry. They immediately began firing, the guns’ massive bullets pinging hard against the Suburban’s front grill.

“We’ve got company,” Priya hissed as she turned the wheel hard again, fishtailing to a stop in the middle of the street.

“Got’em.”

He flung open the rear passenger door and took cover behind it, readying a shoulder-mounted rocket-propelled grenade launcher. He fired once, the projectile screaming through the air before it pierced the cargo truck’s engine block. It exploded in a fireball, the rapidly expanding bloom of fire engulfing three of the shooters. The surviving shooter ran for cover at the curb, taking refuge behind a burned-out sedan.

Priya hitched forward, and the surviving vehicles continued down the block. Rachel held her breath, waiting for the shockwave of fire and heat that would mean the end for them, for her, for Will. Every second stretched like putty into an eternity. A third launch flew wide, striking the road behind them and splintering the roadway into a shower of hot chunks of asphalt. Bits of broken roadway pinged the vehicle.

More gunfire, but she couldn’t tell from where.

Rachel’s head turned from side to side as she looked for their attackers. Were they ahead of them? Behind them?

“Hang on,” Priya said.

She made a hard left, the Suburban’s back end fishtailing wide before she spun the wheel the other way to tame the beast. Rachel watched the other vehicle follow suit, still unscathed. Thirty seconds went by without another attack, then another thirty seconds. They were running east now, in an undeveloped area of east Denver.

“How much farther?” Priya asked.

Her hands trembling, Rachel stretched out the map across her lap and tried to focus, but she was having a hard time wrangling her wits to the ground. The map was a swirl of unformed shapes and colors that made no sense. How had she read this not even an hour ago?

“Give me a second.”

“Now, Rachel, I need to know now.”

“Give me a goddamn second!”

She inhaled a deep breath and let it out slowly.

Time slowed around her. The sound of the tires thrumming over the road. The heavy breathing of the other occupants of the car. The engine revving. These calmed her. The map began to make sense. She pressed her thumb against the key to measure the distance then made a rough guess of the remaining distance to Penumbra.

“Three miles. Give or take. We’re going to run west to Martin Luther King Boulevard and then head north. The lab is in an industrial corridor.”

“Everyone keep your eyes open,” Priya said

They rode in silence for a bit, Rachel trying to process what had happened. Once again, circumstances had dictated strange bedfellows. She tried to feel bad about the people who had died in the other vehicles, but she couldn’t. They were coldblooded killers. She didn’t care that they were dead.

A burst of static from the CB radio. Priya keyed the mic.

“Yes?”

“Everyone OK?” came a shell-shocked voice.

“All OK. You?”

“Michele took a bit of shrapnel in the arm. Bleeding, but should be OK. Should we go back for the others?”

“Wish we could. Too dangerous.”

A bit of static before the CB clicked off.

“Roger that.”

Regular people checking on each other. Regular people, like herself and her dad and Harry, trying to do the best they could, play the cards they were dealt. No one was innocent. They all had blood on their hands.

“You know who they are?”

Priya didn’t reply.

“Who were they?”

“Religious group,” she said. “They believe in Will’s divinity.”

“Jesus H. Christ.”

“Kind of.”

“You knew, and you took us right through there.”

“I wanted to flush them out,” Priya said. “They’re known to be a bit rash.”

Rachel wanted to strangle the woman, but she counted to ten, keeping her eyes on the prize. This was not the hill to die on. If they could figure out why Will had survived, what it would take for the babies to live, then maybe they could figure out their other problems. Maybe a big old injection of hope would fire up humanity’s engine, make the problems they had seem a little more manageable. Make no mistake, the problems were not insignificant. But they were not impossible. They could solve the food problem. Hell, hadn’t Priya had her hands on those seeds? Life would find a way, as long as they kept fighting. Then they could all let go of the past together, absolved of their sins, baptized in the blood of new life.

The sound of new life. Perhaps someday, the sound of children again.

She glanced back at Will, who sat with his arms crossed. A quick thumbs up. He returned the gesture. It would have to do for now.

Sure, one could argue they were better off without children, because what were they going to feed them anyway? But maybe they hadn’t come up with a solution to the food shortage because they weren’t properly motivated. If you had nothing to live for, then what was the point of trying to keep living? In some very real way, they had all given up. Maybe if the babies lived, they would think of things they hadn’t yet. Their minds would be open to new ideas, to new connections, new approaches they hadn’t yet considered.

The idea that the answers to all their questions might be tucked away in her own body, in the body of her little boy was a bit hard to deal with. Even now, with the evidence laid out before her, she didn’t want to believe something about her, about her family, had cast a long and terrible shadow over the world.

What if it didn’t work?

So what if it didn’t work? The trying was the important thing. Not sitting around and waiting to die. That’s all they were doing really. Killing each other while waiting to die. Hell had come to earth.

She was going to find the truth if it killed her.
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They ran unmolested for another half hour, Rachel navigating, Priya following the route but frequently doubling back to ensure they weren’t being followed. They stayed out in the open, away from tall buildings, away from spaces that closed up around them. Rachel pressed her hand to the window; it was cold, the coldest it had been yet this season. It was early spring, probably April, best as Rachel could guess. Much of the winter snow had melted, but there was still plenty lying about. They didn’t use the heat in the truck, as it was too much of a drag on their fuel efficiency, which was bad enough as it was.

Eventually, they made it to 18th Street, a long and winding road cutting through alternating tracts of commercial development and undeveloped real estate that would bear nothing but unrealized potential.

“This is it,” Rachel said. “Up on the left.”

There was a sign at the corner of the intersection reading PenLabs. Underneath that, the following inscription: A Proud Subsidiary of the Penumbra Corporation! A thin range of trees flanked either side of the access road. Priya pulled to the side of the main road without turning; the second vehicle lay in behind them.

“Got any binoculars?” she asked.

Priya snapped her fingers and someone handed her a pair of field glasses. She held them to her face. A large brick structure lay about a half-mile distant. The sizable parking lot in front of it was empty.

“What’s your plan?” Priya asked.

“Well, I was thinking of going up and knocking on the door.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“Look,” she said, “I’m not a spy or a soldier. I don’t know anything about cloak-and-dagger shit. The one thing I have going for me is this tattoo. That will buy me some tokens.”

Priya’s eyes narrowed as she considered this.

“They might kill you.”

“They might. Do you have a better idea?”

Priya shrugged.

“It’s your funeral if you’re wrong.”

“There’s only one way to find out,” she said. “Will, let’s go.”

“Oh, I don’t think so. He stays with me.”

“Like hell he does,” Rachel said, bristling with anger, her hackles up. “Will, out of the car.”

Priya nodded to Kovalewich, who took Will by the arm.

“You let him go.”

“Rachel, let’s dispense with this nonsense. Will stays here. End of story. You know he’s my insurance policy. You insult my intelligence when you act in a way contrary to that. It will just anger me, and that is not something you can afford right now.”

“Fine,” Rachel said, a hint of defeat in her voice. “Can I have a few minutes with him?”

“Take all the time you need.”

Priya and the others got out of the car and left Rachel alone with her son.

“You really have to do this?” he asked.

“I do, buddy. It’s important.”

“Can I come?”

“No, you need to stay here.”

“But I can be brave.”

“You have been so brave. You’re the bravest kid I’ve ever known. You saved Mommy’s life.”

One devious benefit of raising Will in a world without other kids was that he’d never learned to shorten her honorific to Mom. She could be Mommy for as long as she wanted to be. And he had been brave. No kid should have to go through what he’d been through.

“When will you be back?”

Her stomach flipped.

“Buddy, I don’t know. As soon as I can.”

He let out a sharp breath, squared off his shoulders.

“OK,” he said, and in a flash, she saw his future in his face. It passed in the flicker of a second, like a bolt of lightning, but for just a second, the little boy that he still was fell away, like a skin being shed, leaving behind a man hardened by the world in which he’d grown up, but maybe properly equipped to handle it. She could only hope she had done enough because she had no idea if she would ever see him again.

She leaned in to hug him, but he drew back from her a hair, as if he was preparing himself for a life without her. The gap between them was only a few inches, but it felt interstellar. A spike of sadness ripped through her. A boy rejecting a hug from his own mother. She stood up and tousled his hair. It felt cheap and phony, but it was all she would get from him today.

And then it hit her.

He was saying goodbye.

Priya was waiting for her at the front bumper when she was done.

“I remember how difficult that age could be,” Priya said, her voice empty and far away.

Knives of guilt ran deep into Rachel’s soul. There was nothing she could say. She had her son, and Priya’s lay dead somewhere, probably in some hospital morgue, a pile of bones. Bones of the children, bones of the world.

“I’m going to go on then,” Rachel said. “How long will you wait?”

“Three days. You need to be back by then or we go.”

Rachel’s heart fluttered. Three days to finish this or she would never see Will again. She went to the back and strapped on the heavy backpack, already loaded with supplies. Priya had agreed to give her a gun, but it was unloaded, a small supply of ammunition in a separate compartment, lest she try something foolish.

“Remember that your ammo is limited. You need to make it count.”

She nodded.

“If this goes south on me…” Rachel started to say, before her voice caught in her throat.

“He will be fine.”

Rachel nodded.

“See you soon,” Priya said.
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Rachel crossed 18th Street, even pausing to look both ways, and headed up the access road. She hugged the tree line, not hidden necessarily but not anxious to advertise her presence.

The walk was quiet, peaceful. It was a chilly afternoon but the sky was reasonably clear. The air was redolent with pine. Her journey reminded her of another incursion, one made by her father many years earlier. Once upon a time, he had done a great thing. It had started like this for him, she supposed, alone and terrified. Certain that death was close by, that those he cared for would be lost forever.

And he had made it.

She had to finish what he had started, even if he would never know how deep the rabbit hole went. She would solve the mystery he never could, unlock the secret that had kept all of them alive when so many had died.

After a quarter mile, the trees thinned out, and she came up to a security booth and gate, which was fixed in the upward position. She withdrew her pistol and made sure it was loaded. The parking lot was wide and open, pockmarked with potholes. Thick weeds and hardscrabble bushes grew from the fissures in the asphalt.

First, she checked the booth, which was empty. There was an old binder sitting on the built-in desk; the faded lettering read Visitors’ Log decorating the cover. The pages inside had long since fused together into a thick brittle clump. A check for any forgotten supplies came up empty.

The window in the booth gave her a clear line of sight to the front of the building. There was no movement, no sign of life, and her heart sank. The compound appeared as desolate as everything else in the world.

What if this were it? What if there were no answers to be found?

Pushing those thoughts away, she emerged from the booth and crept across the parking lot. The gun was up, her finger on the trigger, her head rotating from side to side, ahead and behind her. Nothing.

Another minute brought her to the front of the building. The doors were intact, tinted, revealing nothing of the building’s interior. Her heart pounding, she tugged on the door pull and was relieved to find it unlocked.

She opened it and stepped inside.
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To her great surprise, the lights inside were on. Her ears picked up the faint buzz of power coursing through the building. Electricity. Her first taste of it in thirteen years. She stared at the lights, blinking at their brightness, forgetting how harsh and invasive artificial lighting could be. Still, for a moment, this modern-day comfort they’d taken for granted whisked her back through time and she could still feel, deep inside her soul, a different version of herself, one who had never seen the plague come to pass.

Hell, maybe they could just live here!

She was standing in a square-shaped foyer, unremarkable, minimalist in design. No reception desk, no waiting area. There were doors to her left and to her right. Alphanumeric keypads mounted on the wall next to each door, both with indicator lights shining red. The hacker in her awoke, a long-mothballed version of herself that had once wreaked havoc on any computer network that drew her attention.

The problem with password protection was that it had only been as strong as the person’s willingness to create a strong password. And when you got right down to it, most people had been fundamentally lazy about passwords. Many years earlier, Rachel had read a research paper positing that three different codes could open ninety-five percent of four-digit password-controlled systems.

She tried the first.

0000

A beep, followed by a click. The light shined red.

Her breath caught.

1234

A beep, followed by a click. The light shined red.

Her heart skipped a beat.

One last guess. It was commonly used in laboratories, as accidents were common and often called for a fire/EMS response. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. If this didn’t work, the odds of successfully hacking the door would plummet.

0911

A beep, the thunk of the lock disengaging. The light shined green.

A laugh sprang free from her throat.

Achievement unlocked, stealing a phrase from the video game lexicon once popular with her generation.

After wiping her hands dry, she readied her gun and slipped through the door. Bright fluorescent bulbs shining down from the ceiling left her feeling naked, exposed. The corridor immediately doglegged right, opening up on a long hallway. On either side of the hall were several small laboratories. As she edged down the hallway, a splash of déjà vu washed over her, her memories from the Citadel as strong as they had been in years. The massacre of the captured women during the Citadel’s unraveling. Seeing her father. Shooting Miles Chadwick in the stomach as they had struggled to escape. Her skin crawled.

A much larger laboratory sat at the end of the hallway.

A sign reading CLEAN ROOM was posted above the double doors

There was something different about these labs than the ones at the Citadel.

No biosafety cases.

Not as clinical.

Something industrial.

She pushed on a door, but it refused to budge. Then she wedged her fingers in between them and leaned her weight into separating them. Slowly, the doors began to slide on their tracks, squealing in protest. It had been a while since these doors had been opened. Her arms began to burn but finally, there was a gap wide enough for her to slip through. Before entering, she waited a good two minutes to make sure the doors wouldn’t automatically slide shut behind her. She didn’t want to be inside the lab and find out the doors were shatterproof.

When she was satisfied she’d be able to get back out, she stepped inside. She gave the lab a quick once-over. There were six computer workstations, three on each side of the room. A bookcase stuffed full of thick three-ring binders on the back wall. Above the bookcase was a large LED screen. In the center of the room, a seventh computer, this one a desktop, sat on a rectangular table.

Her head swam with confusion.

What was she looking for?

She didn’t know.

She ambled over to the desktop and pressed the spacebar. A fan whirred and the screen blinked to life to reveal a login screen. Two fields, calling for a user name and password. She passed on trying to hack that for the time being. She turned her attention to the binders on the bookcase. After checking back down the hallway to make sure she was still alone, she grabbed a binder and set it down on the desk.

The words stamped on the cover of the binder chilled her to the bone.

PB-815



Human Trials



Airborne Aerosol Exposure



Iteration Eight



Failure



The date November 11, not quite four years before the outbreak, was stamped underneath. She’d seen the PB-815 moniker before, many years ago, when she was at the Citadel. It was the official name Chadwick’s group had assigned to the Medusa virus.

Her heart pounding, she flipped open the binder to the first page.

She found it difficult to focus, her brain processing only bits and pieces of the terrible crime memorialized in these pages.

 

Twenty-three-year-old Caucasian female

Sioux Falls, South Dakota

Exposure … 3.6 seconds … Subject Zero

Symptomatic … Bleeding from Ocular Cavity … 18.3 hours

Remained conscious

Seizures

Time of death: 0715

Infectious Waste Protocol

 

She flipped the page.

 

Forty-six-year-old Latino male

Subject terminated.

 

And again.

 

Fifty-eight-year-old African-American female

 

And then one more.

 

Six-year-old Asian male

…

Subject 17

…

Recovered from infection

…

Subject terminated

 

She slammed the binder closed, her breath coming in big, sloppy, ragged gasps. Hell inside these pages. Pure hell. Her head hurt. Her legs buckled, and she sank to the ground in a heap, bawling. She could not wrap her head around the evil at work here. A peek behind the curtain of the preparations that went into all this. She flipped the binder back open to the last entry she had read and traced down the page to the line that had caught her attention.

 

Recovered from infection. Subject terminated.

Recovered from infection. Subject terminated.

 

A little boy had survived infection with an older version of the virus, and they had killed him anyway. Her stomach heaved, and she vomited on the floor. Her whole body hitched, and it took all her strength to stay up on and her hands and knees.

She rolled back into a sitting position, crossing her legs and holding her head in her hands. Being at the Citadel, that had been bad enough, and she thought it would have prepared her for all this. But it was worse, much worse, seeing this place, seeing the binder, seeing the description of this little boy, nothing more than a science experiment to these people, disposed of like a broken piece of lab equipment. A shattered beaker.

But she had to keep pressing. She still hadn’t learned anything she didn’t know. This binder, horrific as it was, simply added detail work to a nightmarish landscape, one with which she was already intimately familiar. There was another picture she needed to see in full, one of which she had only seen the barest outline. Still no clue how she was connected to this.

After wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, she struggled back to her feet, using the edge of the desk to support her shaky legs. A few cleansing breaths, her sea legs returning, blood again warming her clammy face. She turned her attention to the computer screen in front of her, dark again after having returned to sleep. The screen blinked back to life after a quick touch of the mouse.

Two fields awaited her.

User Name

Password

The first step was to search the workstation for sticky notes, index cards, old notebooks, anywhere this computer’s primary users may have scribbled down his log-in information. No matter how many times system admins told people to never do that, without fail, they did. Not that she could blame them.

Your password requires a capital letter, a lower-case letter, an Arabic numeral, a bottle of unicorn tears, the menstrual blood of a virgin, and your favorite lasagna recipe.

She checked every square inch of the lab, even flipping through every page of the binders on the shelf. But she came up empty.

She sighed, reaching back into mothballed files for her hacking skills, long since packed away. Some folks had a gift for it, an intuition about how to break into closed computer systems, but it had never been like that for Rachel. There had been few systems she was unable to hack, but it always took her a long time and a brute force approach. And now, more than a decade later, she would try to call on those cobwebbed skills again.

Well, no time like the present.

The longest journey and all that.

She started with most likely suspects, Admin for the user name and 1234 for the password. Holding her breath, she tapped the Return key.

A new window splashed onto the screen.

The user name and/or password is incorrect

(1) Failed Attempt

Nope, it wasn’t going to be that easy this time around.

She focused on the second line of the message. Most systems allowed as many as three attempts before locking out a user, but she suspected this one wouldn’t be so forgiving. If she blew it this time, she might create all sorts of problems for herself.

Her focus shifted to this hack, the world falling away from her as she debated the best approach. It had been a closed system, no link to the outside world. The only thing she had going for her was that she was standing at the terminal itself. Hacking this place from the outside would have been a monumental challenge.

Think, Rachel, think.

But no solution would reveal itself. It had been too long, the finer skills required for this kind of hack long since atrophied. She was useless. All her accomplishments, all her education, now worthless in a world like the one she’d spent the last decade in. And when she needed it most, the arrow was no longer in the quiver.

A sound startled her.

Her face was still tilted downward toward the screen; she glanced up over the top of the monitor, giving her a clear look at six armed men coming down the hallway. It was hard to tell if they had seen her through the glass doors, if they could see her standing at the monitor. If she fired now, she might be able to cut them down before they knew what had happened. She sighted one of her visitors, hesitated. If she fired, she’d take one out, maybe two if she were lucky. They would cut her into ribbons and Will would be alone. She needed to be smarter than that. Long range thinking now. Two and three steps ahead. If they had wanted her dead, she would be dead.

Slowly, she raised her hands and stepped around the monitor. Six of them in all she saw now, in two columns of three. Very heavily armed. Flak jackets, bulky. Probably bulletproof vests protecting them from any bad decisions she might choose to make.

When they saw her, the group stopped its advance, the muzzles of their rifles zeroed in on her. She didn’t know if the glass was bulletproof, but she wasn’t particularly keen on finding out. One stepped clear of the others and motioned for her to step out of the lab. Keeping her hands up, she complied with his request and joined the group in the corridor.

“Search her.”

A second gunman patted her down, not bothering to spare her dignity. His hands were rough and hard up and down her legs, across her abdomen, her breasts, around her back, even in her buttocks. There wasn’t anything lurid about it, that was what struck her. This was a man doing his job thoroughly.

“She’s clean.”

The leader activated a walkie-talkie hanging from his hip.

“Base, Markham,” he said.

“Go ahead.”

“Target has been acquired. Adult Caucasian female. Found her in the nanotech lab.”

Nanotech?

“Kill her.”

The one who had searched her clipped the back of her legs with his gun and Rachel buckled to the ground.

“Roger that. Markham out.”

“No, wait!”

The open line of the walkie-talkie hissed.

“Will await confirmation of subject’s termination.”

The hissing clicked off.

The gunman hooked the communicator back to his belt.

“We’ll do this outside,” the leader said. “Less mess to clean up.”

They took each of her arms and began escorting her back up the corridor whence she had come. Rachel’s heart was a frightened horse that had gotten spooked. Her legs were jelly, her brain frozen. She could not form a single thought in her head.

Think, think, think.

Her feet began to drag behind her, slowing their progress. The bright lights buzzing down from above gave her a headache.

A way out, there had to be a way out.

But she said nothing. She would not beg for her life.

They went back through the access door she’d been so proud of bypassing less than an hour ago, back into the entry foyer, and then outside. It was drizzling again, the rain her clothing, the water seeping through the fabric, chilling her. A pair of pickup trucks idled in front of the building.

“Down on your knees.”

“No.”

The gunman struck her in the face with the butt of his weapon, staggering her. Her cheek had split open and blood trickled along the jawbone to her mouth.

Will’s face, bright and hopeful and naïve, filled her field of vision.

Will.

Will.

Will.

“Get your boss back on the line.”

“Get her up on her knees.”

Rough hands grabbed at her arms and torso, pulling her up on her knees.

“Listen to me.”

“I don’t have to listen to anyone except the man on the other end of this line,” he said, tapping the walkie-talkie’s plastic housing,

“Yeah?”

“That’s right.”

“Well, you get him on the line and tell him my name is Rachel Fisher.”

“What?”

“Just do it.”

He looked at her with a puzzled look on her face, the way a dog might look at you when you sing to it. It had been a weird thing for her to say, and that by itself made it stand out. It was the green M&M in a universe of brown ones. The others stood idly by, shifting their weight from one to another, engaging in nervous tics, adjusting vests, shifting strap placement.

If it didn’t work, she’d have to show them the tattoo, but then they would know she was at the Citadel, and that was a card she wanted to keep close to the vest for now. “It can’t hurt to call it in, right?” she asked.

Silence.

“If you kill me, and you’re wrong, there’s going to be hell to pay.”

Silence.

The man nervously clicked his tongue against his teeth. The sound writ large in the stillness of the Colorado afternoon. She could see him working it out in his head. He didn’t want to call the boss back and incur his wrath if it turned out she was lying; she could only hope he wanted to find out she’d been telling the truth after he killed her even less.

His hand dropped to his hip, inches away from the walkie-talkie.

It hung there for what seemed like an eternity.

“God help you if you’re wrong.”

He unhooked it and pushed the Talk button.

“Base, Markham.”

They waited in the shadow of the open line’s hiss.

“Is she dead?”

“Negative.”

“Why the hell not?”

“Sir, this woman says her name is Rachel Fisher. Does that mean anything to you?”

The line hung open.

Then a mutter, barely audible, but enough for her to make it out.

“My God.”

A crackle of static.

“Bring her back.”

Relief flooded through her veins and she let out a shaky breath.

They boarded the vehicles, Rachel sitting shotgun in the lead truck. Before she’d had a chance to process what was happening, they were off. They followed the same access road back out to the highway, where Priya had dropped her off. She looked anxiously for them as they turned north, but they were gone.
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They drove west-northwest for an hour, up into the foothills of the Rockies. The sun had begun to set, its weak rays gilding the snow-capped mountaintops like dull gold paint. Rachel sat enveloped in darkness, wearing a ski mask over her head, the eyeholes stitched closed.

As they climbed the switchbacks, carving their way up the mountain, she became uncomfortably aware of the growing distance between herself and Will. This was the farthest she had ever been away from him, and the chance of a successful reunion grew more remote as the gap between them widened. Priya’s three-day clock loomed large over her head. As the moon rose, they turned onto an old logging road, narrow and rutted. Their headlights carved twin cylinders through the darkness.

She thought they would pepper her with questions, but no one said a word.

“How did you find me so quickly?” she asked.

No one replied.

She gave up and leaned back against the headrest. She dozed. Her eyes were heavy and she felt sleep pulling her down into its embrace. Sleep would be good now. She needed to rest when she could. The vehicle’s big shock absorbers kept the jarring to a minimum, the bouncing soft and lulling her into dreamland.

She slept.

Thirty minutes later, the vehicle lumbered to a stop.

“We’re here,” said the leader, shaking her by the shoulder and peeling off her mask.

Rachel yawned. Her neck was kinked from an awkward sleeping position, but her head was clear, her body relaxed.

The driver spoke into an intercom mounted on a brick pillar attached to an iron gate. A moment later, the gate whirred open, and they drove through. The well-maintained road curled around a copse of pine and sequoia before straightening out. A huge structure loomed ahead, the glow of electric lights burning in the distance. The road broke to the north, climbing a bit more into the mountain before tapering to a narrow sliver of asphalt. They passed the edge of a huge building that reminded her of a ski chalet.

The caravan came to a stop at the main entrance of the complex. Someone opened her door for her and she climbed out, careful to maintain her balance, a tricky prospect with her hands bound together. She stretched her back and took in the scene. The gigantic chalet stood before her, all gray stone and sloped roofs. Lights burned in the windows, and the chilly air was redolent with good cooking smells. Garlic, maybe, or onion, she couldn’t quite pinpoint it. Around her, patches of snow shimmered in the yellow light of the moon. An ornate fountain adorned the large entrance plaza.

“Where are we?” she asked.

“Welcome to Olympus.”

She rolled her eyes so hard she was thankful it was dark; if they had seen her do it, they probably would have shot her. Olympus. Of course it had to have some fancy nickname, maybe something that made it easier for these psychopaths to swallow what they had done.

They passed underneath a suspended covered walkway connecting two wings of the chalet. The leader used a keycard to access a door on the building’s western wing, which brought them inside a large foyer. It was toasty warm inside, the kind of warmth she hadn’t felt in many years. It felt so good, so natural, the memories of thousands of dark and cold nights slipping away in the blink of an eye. They made their way toward a stairwell catty-corner from the entrance.

As she mounted the first step, she heard something that froze her in place. A sweet, tinny sound she hadn’t heard in a long time. It had come from this floor, a bit farther down the corridor. She was hearing things. She had to be. A weird whistle of the wind, an unseen door squealing closed. Then she heard it again.

There was no question now.

She broke free of her captor’s grip and sprinted down the corridor toward the sound.

“Hey!”

Laughter now, it was laughter she was hearing. There was no doubt in her mind.

Footfalls of the men chasing her down. They needn’t have worried; she wasn’t planning to go anywhere. She had to see.

More laughter and shouting and giggling.

But not just any laughter, not just any giggling.

She found the room that was the source of the commotion. There was a small porthole in the door; she cupped her hands around her face and peered through the glass. It was a large activity room, about thirty-by-thirty square, populated with arcade games and foosball tables and old-school pinball machines.

She got only a few seconds to see what was inside the room before they pulled her away, back to the staircase. She went quietly, her mind a blank notebook. Her whole world had been reset. The last dozen years blown away in the blink of an eye.

The room had been full of children.
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Even as they pulled her away, the sounds of the children echoing in her ears, she wasn’t entirely sure she hadn’t hallucinated the entire thing. There were no other children. It was a fairy tale, a myth, maybe like the one people had told about Will. That was the world they lived in, after all, one trafficking in rumor and conjecture and speculation, hope’s distant cousins.

“This way,” the leader said, leading Rachel down the hallway as the faces of the children loomed large in her mind. She kept glancing over her shoulder, back toward the room, that beautiful, magical, unbelievable room. More, she wanted more time to look at their faces, to hear their voices, to smell them, to hug them and love on them, not for them, but for herself. Her greedy little self.

They climbed four flights of stairs, the ascent leaving her winded in the thinner air of the Rockies. The stairwell opened on a small foyer, all wood paneling and thick carpet. It was warm and cozy and made her sleepy. Her escort knocked on the heavy oak door across from the stairwell. As they waited, she considered the ramifications of what she had seen. Children. Born after the plague. The human race wasn’t going extinct after all. The answer lay here.

A moment later, the door swung open; a tall, thin silhouette stood before her. When he stepped into the light, her breath caught in her throat, the memories of the children going dark like someone had pulled a plug in her mind.

She had never seen this man before, not in person, but she knew exactly who he was. Many years ago, at the Citadel, she had seen his portrait hanging on a wall, right before Sarah Wells had blown the place to hell. The same lifeless eyes. The beak nose. The narrow face. The wild springy hair. It was as if the portrait had come to life and this man had stepped out from it. Today he wore the most pedestrian of outfits – a pair of khaki pants and a blue oxford shirt. The ordinariness of his clothing only seemed to amplify his terrifying nature.

Leon Gruber.

He took another step toward her, folding his arms, rubbing his chin, like he was inspecting a piece in an antique store, trying to figure out if it was worth what they were asking for it.

“You wait out here,” he said gently. “Ms. Fisher and I have some things to discuss.”

Her stomach muscles clenched tightly at the sound of her name.

“You know who I am, don’t you?” she asked. Her voice sounded small, felt small, like she was a little girl who’d peed on the carpet.

“Yes, I do,” he said, his face bright and terrible and happy.

“How?”

“My dear,” the man said. “You look just like him.”

“Who?”

“Your grandfather.”
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Rachel followed Gruber inside his office on a pair of wobbly legs, staggered by his revelation. She crumpled into a wingback chair by a fireplace, not bothering to wait for an invitation. Gruber went to the bar near the window.

“You look like you could use a drink,” he said, plinking ice cubes into a pair of glass tumblers. She turned toward him but was unable to formulate a response. Her mouth was dry, her lips stuck together. It was as if she had forgotten how to speak.

“Hearing no objection,” he said, continuing his preparations of the cocktails.

As he fixed their drinks, she took in the room around her. It was a study, wood-paneled like everything else she’d seen so far. Sporting a lot of wood here, the joke broke free out of subconscious, and she giggled, clapping a hand over her mouth because laughing didn’t seem to fit here, not now, not tonight, maybe not ever again. Everything around her felt different. Like the world had been wearing a mask all along and it had now been ripped off. And underneath, it was the same but not the same.

“Something funny?”

“I don’t know,” she said, and that was the literal truth.

He joined her by the fireplace, handing her the drink before taking his seat next to her. They sat quietly, watching the fire crackle and ripple. It felt good. As Rachel sat there, stealing glances at this man who had ruined so much, who had found the loose thread in the fabric of humanity and pulled it until it had unraveled, until it had all come undone.

“My name is Leon Gruber,” he said. “I’m the director of this facility.”

She took a sip of her drink; it burned going down, but not in an unpleasant way. It had been years since she’d had a drink and immediately it made her head swim. From the corner of her eye, she could see him staring at her. There seemed to be a real sense of surprise there.

“My goodness,” he said. His voice was high-pitched, a bit flinty. It was devoid of any accent she could identify. “You look just like Jack.”

Her skin crawled at the familiarity of it all. Old buds, Gruber and her dear old Gramps. She had no recollection of Jack Fisher; she had never even met him. There weren’t many branches on her father’s family tree, and after her mother had taken her to San Diego, she’d had very little contact with that side of the family. Jack Fisher had died when she was fifteen, lost at sea when an unexpected squall had overturned his sailboat during a fishing trip.

She had flown back to Virginia for the funeral, the first time she had traveled alone. She’d felt so grownup, walking down the jetway by herself, tucking her bag in the overhead compartment, ordering a lemonade from the flight attendant on her Delta flight from San Diego to Richmond, perhaps flying right over this very mountain as she crisscrossed the country. They had the funeral at an old church in Culpeper, Virginia, a rural stretch of horse country near the foothills of the Shenandoah. They had both been uncomfortable negotiating the small service, the reception following at the home of the minister, held there because there had been no other relatives. She sat in a hard, uncomfortable chair next to the buffet spread, near the cold cuts and cheeses and the stale cookies and the punch, watching as people loaded their plates and not care about her grandfather one whit or whittle.

She was finding it hard to breathe, the rage crashing through her like a flash flood. A strange unpleasant scraping sound filled her ear canal; it was her teeth grinding together.

“I can’t believe you’re here,” Gruber said.

She didn’t reply.

The metallic nature of his voice ate away at her, eroding her ability to think rationally. She looked for her own voice, but the words would not come. How did you speak to the Devil himself, to evil in human form? Once she had considered Miles Chadwick to be an evil man, but he had been nothing. He had been a tool, a piece of equipment wielded by this man, by this monster standing before her.

It took every bit of willpower for her not to tackle the man and choke the life out of him and there was no doubt in her mind she would succeed, that she would kill him before they could pull her off him.

But that was reckless thinking, simple fantasy. She had work to do, and a lot of it.

“I wondered if I would ever meet you,” he said.

“There are children here,” she said, her voice small and cracking. “How?”

“I’ll explain everything. But first, I have to know something. How on earth did you find us?”

She had been preparing for this moment since they had captured her, considering her answer carefully. If she told the truth, he would know she had been at the Citadel. Was that a piece of intelligence worth concealing? She sorted through the permutations and decided it was in her best interest to keep that close to the vest for now.

“On my eighteenth birthday,” she lied, “I received a call from a lawyer in San Diego. Said he had something for me. I went down there, and they gave me this letter. It was very short.”

“What did it say?”

“It said someday I might have very strange questions about my family, and if that day ever came, I was to find Penumbra Labs in Denver.”

And now for the kicker.

She laughed softly, more of a snicker than anything.

“I’ll be honest with you, Mr. Gruber. I really thought it was a prank. I didn’t know who the letter was from. The lawyer said he wasn’t authorized to disclose the identity of the person who wrote it.”

“Did you tell anyone?”

“I may have shown it to my roommate,” she said. “Before I threw it away.”

“You never asked your father?”

She shrugged. The rank perspiration of deception slicked her body.

“I didn’t think about the letter for years,” she said. “Even after the plague. I was living in this community…”

She almost said Nebraska, where the Citadel had been, but that would be asking for trouble.

“Anyway, one night, this guy got really drunk and was hassling me and my father – you know he survived too, right?”

She didn’t wait for an answer.

“He was killed a few months ago – and this guy says, I’ll never forget it – ‘what makes your family so goddamned special?’

“And all of a sudden, I remembered the letter,” she said. “It scared me to death, tell you the truth. I couldn’t remember all the details in it, but I remembered Penumbra and Denver. After our community fell apart, I figured I had nothing else to lose.”

“My goodness,” Gruber replied. His eyes were shiny with tears.

“Who wrote the letter?” Rachel asked. “How did they know I might someday have questions about my family being special?”

This was a bit of a risk, but one worth taking. It was only natural she would have questions, particularly now that she was having this discussion validated the contents of this nonexistent letter.

Gruber took a sip of his drink, undoubtedly trying to decide how much of her story was bullshit.

“You had a child after the epidemic, didn’t you?”

“I did,” she said. “Yes. He was born two years after the plague.”

“Where is he now?”

“He died.”

A look of puzzlement crossed Gruber’s face.

“How, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“He, uh, was killed in an accident when he was five.”

“I’m very sorry to hear that.”

Gruber raised his glass, which shimmered in the light of the fire.

“To your son.”

“Thank you.”

“Do you know why you’re still alive? Why your father survived? Why your son survived?”

She felt like she had been shoved onstage, into the world’s saddest story, in front of the countless billions who had perished, in front of all the generations that would never be, the faceless, the nameless, the born and the unborn, who were looking at her and asking why.

Another one of those moments where you knew what the answer was, but you didn’t want to admit it.

Occam’s razor.

The simplest explanation was usually the correct one.

“We were vaccinated.”

“Precisely,” he said.

If she were honest with herself, she had suspected this to be the case for years. It was the only thing that made any logical sense. One day many years ago, she had sat down and tried to calculate the probability that three generations of her family had been naturally immune to the virus, based on their best guess as to its mortality rate. If it had just been her and her father who’d been immune, she could have written it off to dumb luck. But Will. Will’s immunity changed the game. The odds were so infinitesimally small as to be no better than zero.

But when would she have received a vaccine? She had grown up in San Diego, living her wonderfully geeky life, never even having met her grandfather. She scoured her memory banks for any one-offs, any medical visits or procedures that stuck out for one reason for another. Nothing. Bits and pieces of memory floated through her subconscious, but she could not pull them together into a coherent picture. And now she was confronted with this place, full of little ones who shared Will’s stout defense to the Medusa virus. It was their mothers Rachel was most like.

“Before the plague,” he continued, “I owned the Penumbra Corporation. To the extent anyone could own a publicly traded company back then, I guess. Ever hear of it?”

“No.”

“It was a big company. More than a hundred thousand employees worldwide. One of its subsidiaries was a company called PenLabs,” he said. “The name speaks for itself, I would imagine. PenLabs had several defense contracts, including one for the development and production of bioweapons.”

“I thought America didn’t produce biological weapons. Didn’t we sign a treaty?”

“Please don’t be naïve,” he said. “These were black ops, the blackest of black ops. Technically, they didn’t exist.”

“Are you saying Penumbra created the Medusa virus? That you did this?”

“No, that’s not what I’m saying. Not exactly. We did develop the Medusa virus as a bioweapon, a last-resort weapon, if you will.”

“Jesus Christ, why?”

“About ten years before the outbreak, the U.S. military came to us and asked us to build it,” he replied. “And we were better equipped than anyone in the world to do it.”

“Just because you could do it didn’t mean you should have.”

“That’s where I disagree,” he replied. “If we didn’t, someone else would. I hired the best virologists and genetic engineers. And the best nanotechnology team ever assembled. Our security protocols were second to none.”

“Obviously, seeing how everyone is dead.”

“Well,” he said, looking away, toward the fire. “That’s on me a little bit. This virologist I had, Miles Chadwick, he turned out to be an anarchist. By the time we got wind of what he was doing, it was too late. We were able to vaccinate the folks here. But that was it.”

But she played along, watched him ruminate about how it had come to this.

“If you don’t mind me saying, you don’t seem terribly broken up over it.”

“Ms. Fisher, I’ve had thirteen years to try and make my peace with what that man did. I never will fully do that. I have all these people to look after.”

“How did my grandfather fit into all this? How did you even know him?”

He smiled a wistful smile. The good old days.

“I met your grandfather when we were freshmen at Princeton. We lived across the hall from each other.”

Rachel’s stomach flipped as she struggled to keep a straight face. The fate of the world had turned on the decision of a Princeton housing official decades ago. Good Lord if that didn’t twist your noodle.

“We were like brothers. Eventually, he came to work for me at Penumbra, and I put him in charge of our nanotechnology division. Jack was an extraordinarily brilliant man.”

“What does nanotechnology have to do with all this?”

“We built the vaccine with nanotechnology. Or more specifically, your grandfather was one of the primary architects behind it. The nanovaccine was specifically designed to target and destroy the virus upon exposure. “Our nanotech was going to change everything. I mean everything. He was a genius, truly.”

“And I was given this vaccine.”

“Correct.”

“My son never received the vaccine.”

“The nanoparticles that make up the vaccine are self-replicating.”

“And they transfer to the fetus?”

“Exactly.”

“I guess I should thank you.”

“Your grandfather is the one who deserves your thanks. You’re alive because of him.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Jack hated the Medusa project. It drove him like nothing I’d ever seen. He didn’t believe the government would use it as a weapon of last resort. It’s like Chekov’s gun. You see a gun in the first act, it had better go off by the third one. He believed the virus would one day get out and he wanted a way to fight it.”

“If he hated the project so much, why did he keep working here?”

He chuckled softly.

“Leaving the project was not an option.”

“I’m not sure I understand.”

“The Pentagon had a way of being very convincing.”

She tilted her head in confusion.

“These men, they wanted their bioweapon, you see. They left us no choice.”

“Everyone has a choice,” she said.

“Not one your grandfather was willing to make.”

“Then my grandfather was a coward,” she said, her skin prickly and hot.

Gruber looked down at his drink.

“You think he was afraid of what they would do to him?” he asked, his eyes focused on the liquor swirling in the glass.

“Everyone has a choice,” she repeated.

Gruber got out of his chair and stoked the fire with the black poker. A large log in the center, weakened by fire, split in the middle with a satisfying pfft, sending a plume of flame high into the flue. Immediately, a burst of warmth washed over her.

“Jack didn’t care what happened to him,” he said, his back to her as he worked the fire. “And they knew it. One day, this man from the Pentagon comes here for a progress visit. By then, the bigwigs knew Jack was pushing back hard, that the project was too dangerous to continue, and to be honest, I was starting to agree with him. I was ready to pull the plug, destroy all the remaining samples of the virus. We weren’t even at the final iteration of the virus, and that was terrifying enough. That was No. 6, which had a mortality rate of eighty-two percent.

“We’re in the conference room with this guy from the Pentagon,” he said. “Mr. Cunningham was his name. And Jack is raising holy hell, and I mean it, he was apoplectic. When he got angry, this vein on his neck would bulge out, and it was rippling that day.”

Rachel felt a chill. She’d seen the same vein on her neck bulge when she got good and lathered.

“Then Cunningham opens an envelope and slides an eight-by-ten photograph right under Jack’s nose.

“Jack looks down, and the blood drained out of his face. He went white as a sheet.”

Rachel felt cold.

“What was the picture of?” she asked, knowing what the answer would be.

Gruber looked up from his glass.

“It was of you.”

Her shoulders slumped down.

“And this Mr. Cunningham said, ‘finish the job, or there won’t be enough left of her to identify the body.’”

“No,” she said.

“The outbreak began a year later.”

Her stomach lurched and it took all her willpower to keep what little food in her stomach down. She stood up from her chair, took in a deep breath, let it out, took in another. Inhale, exhale. Inhale. Exhale. It wasn’t possible. It was impossible. The world had died so she could live.

“No,” she said again, as if she could undo all that had happened by simply denying what Gruber was telling her.

Because as it stood, she wasn’t sure she could hold onto rational thought much longer. Like a balloon breaking free of its anchors, she felt her mind begin to drift away from reality because reality was no place she wanted to be right now. How did you process what Gruber had told her, that the fate of humanity had passed through her without her even knowing it? One day, maybe when she’d been in high school or perhaps even middle school, perhaps in fourth-period biology, maybe eating lunch in the cafeteria, hunched over her laptop, evil men had started an engine of destruction, evil men had negotiated mankind’s extinction.

It was a lot for a girl to take in.

She crumpled back into her seat, her mind blank, her body cold and rigid. It was as if she had finally died, Medusa finally infecting her like it had infected no other, attaching itself to her soul, to her essence, braiding itself to her until there was no difference between one and the other.

Rachel was Medusa.

Medusa was Rachel.

Gruber polished off his drink and set it on the table. Just two friends enjoying an after-work cocktail. He got up, smoothed his pants, placed a hand on her shoulder.

“There’s much more I’d like to tell you,” he said, standing up. “Perhaps in time.”

“What happens to me now?” she asked.

Somewhere in the back of her mind, Will. A tiny flicker of light, a whisper of hope.

“I’ll need to think very carefully about that. I have a community to run here. And we’re approaching one of our most important events of the year.”

She briefly considered inquiring further but decided against it. If he wanted her to know more, he would tell her. Besides, most of the tale he was telling was probably bullshit anyway. The idea Chadwick had gone rogue was simply too much to believe. Not to mention that she had her own agenda.

“How many people live here?”

“Over a thousand.”

This perplexed her most of all. That there had been so many people willing to snuff out humanity, to bring about this harsh cataclysm. Like they had been building a bridge or raising a house. Was that really who they had been?

“I must say, I’m quite surprised,” he said.

“By what?”

“You’ve taken all this quite well.”

“The world is what it is. I guess I’m glad to be alive.”

“We’ll talk again soon. Until then, your movements will be restricted, but you’ll be comfortable. You’ll have food, water, shelter.”

He left.
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She didn’t sleep all night.

They had put her in this small room on an upper floor. It was spartan, a twin bed, a desk, a chest of drawers, the walls bare. She was curled up on the bed, her mind working a million miles a minute. She did some breathing exercises, trying to rein in her runaway imagination.

Her thoughts kept drifting back to the playroom, to the children. There must have been at least twenty of them, many of them clearly much younger than Will, some as young as two. As she lay in the dark, she painted the scene as best as she could in her mind’s eye, trying to remember every detail, every face of every child she had seen in those precious few seconds. A girl of about three with a long ponytail hunched over a coloring book, her chubby little fingers wrapped around a crayon. A boy, maybe five or six, smiling a big toothless grin at something that had caught his fancy, out of Rachel’s view. Her eye swept to the corner of the room, where two little girls were dancing on an electronic mat in sync with the dance video game on the large television screen. One had strawberry hair and freckles, beautiful freckles, more than the stars in the night sky.

It was like having an out-of-reach itch scratched. The room was electric with life, with hope, with joy, more than she had seen since before Erin Thompson’s baby had died. In fact, part of her was glad they had hustled her away from the room; it was almost too much to process, that sudden, dizzying rush of sugar that hit your brain from a bite of delicious chocolate pie.

She got out of bed and went to the window facing the Rockies. In the light of the moon shimmered across the snow-capped peaks to the west. Focusing on the vista beyond helped calm her. She hadn’t had this kind of view at the Citadel, that was for sure.

The Citadel.

The walled compound in the hinterlands of Nebraska. Home to fifty men and fifty women who had dedicated their lives to wiping out the human race and starting anew. But something had gone wrong with their monstrous plot, something that had left every woman there infertile.

And so they had set out to find out what had gone wrong with their plan. That led to Rachel’s capture on a highway not far from here, now that she thought about it, while she’d been traveling to Virginia to find her father, back when she hadn’t even known if he’d survived the outbreak. She and the other women, more than thirty in all, poked and prodded and tested until Chadwick had figured out that yes, indeed, it had been their own vaccine that had sterilized the women.

The place had come undone because of it.

It had led to a failed uprising.

But what Chadwick had died not knowing was that the babies of those surviving women, the ones they had impregnated at the Citadel, would die too.

But Rachel’s baby had not.

One of these things was not like the other.

It could not have been a coincidence that the one baby who had survived had been born to the woman whose grandfather had had his fingers in this apocalyptic pie. Like winning the SuperBall lottery before stepping onto an airliner that crashed in the ocean.

It proved Leon Gruber was a lying sack of shit, it was proof he had been in it from the beginning, that Chadwick was never supposed to succeed in rebuilding society. Chadwick and the others at the Citadel had had one job, to wipe the slate clean and then when he had done that, Gruber had cut him loose.

Planned obsolescence.

No. Not just Gruber.

Her knees buckled under her.

That meant her grandfather had been in on it as well.

Dear God in heaven.

A flash of memory.

During her time at the Citadel, Chadwick’s chief lieutenant, Dr. James Rogers, had tried recruiting her into a coup against Chadwick. He and a handful of the others had regretted what they had done, way too late for it to make any difference for the world, but regret nonetheless. And just before Chadwick had sniffed him out, he had started to confess something to Rachel. They’d convened a surreptitious meeting, huddled together around lanterns in a little warehouse office on the edges of Beatrice, Nebraska. What was it he had said? That there was more to the story? Something like that. In the end, it really didn’t matter what he had started to say; moments later, Chadwick’s stormtroopers had burst in, rounded them all up and an hour later, the traitors had all been executed.

Maybe he was about to tell her about this place. Maybe he was about to tell her she had been vaccinated. If she’d been vaccinated against Medusa, and her baby had survived where the others hadn’t, it could only mean one thing.

There were two vaccines.

It made sense. It was how Gruber would ensure his people, and his people alone would populate this new world. At some point during her pregnancy, these tiny microscopic machines had wound their way into unborn Will, where they had protected him from that moment forward.

And although the naturally immune women weren’t infertile, they were infecting their babies with the Medusa antibodies flowing through their veins. That’s why the babies died. If she could get her hands on the vaccine, she could reboot humanity’s hard drive. If she could do that, then anything was possible. Her body buzzed with excitement. A future. Thinking about the future with something resembling hope had been a rare act indeed.

She needed two things.

First, for the vaccine to still exist.

That was what worried her the most. If there were no more vaccine, if they had used it all, or worse, if Gruber had destroyed the remaining supplies, then that was game, set and match.

The second thing she needed was to find it.
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The next day, a woman came to see Rachel bearing a simple but tasteful black dress. It reminded Rachel of that last terrible dinner at the Citadel, when Chadwick had executed dozens of his purported supporters as the place unraveled. Hell, maybe she would get lucky a second time. The woman was a sweet wisp of a thing, fair-skinned, her face fresh and young. But crow’s feet around her eyes belied a much older woman, probably older than Rachel was. A large birthmark colored the top of her forehead near her hairline.

“My name is Jody.”

“Rachel.”

“I know. Everyone is talking about you.”

“What are they saying?”

“Is it true?”

“Is what true?”

“That your grandfather designed the vaccine?”

“It would appear so.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah. So what’s the dress for?” Rachel asked, desperate to change the subject.

“For you to wear tonight.”

“What’s tonight?”

“The Lottery.”

“What’s that?”

“The population here is strictly controlled. Once a year, six women under the age of forty are given permission to have a baby.”

This must’ve been the important event Gruber had mentioned.

Jody’s eyes cut to the ground.

“This is my last chance,” she said with an odd smile and a strange inflection in her voice; she held up her hands with fingers crossed.

“Oh,” Rachel said, not really knowing what to say.

There was a wistfulness about this woman, a yearning, a sense that this Lottery meant far more to Jody than she was letting on. It was peculiar, but Rachel couldn’t quite put her finger on why that was. On some level, the Lottery made a certain kind of business sense. Gruber had to make sure their resources could support their population.

“I’ll be back to get you this evening.”
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When Rachel stepped inside the auditorium a few minutes before the appointed hour, Jody by her side, a hush fell over the crowd. Hundreds of people craned their necks to get a look at her, this prodigal daughter returned. Rachel could only imagine what people had been saying about her, how much of it had been truth peppered with a rumor, or perhaps it had been the other way around.

They were in the chalet’s main ballroom, which had been retrofitted with enough stadium seating to fit Olympus’ entire population. The sight of this many people in one place was dizzying; she hadn’t seen such a large crowd since the plague. Not even the Market had been so crowded. A profound sense of loneliness washed over her; all these years, they’d been so alone.

“This way,” said Jody, extending her arm down the aisle.

In an aisle seat in the front row, there was a placard with her name on it. She removed the card and sat down next to an older woman; she felt the flush heat of embarrassment creep up her chest as hundreds of sets of eyes bore in on her. Rachel glanced quickly at the woman next to her. She wore a pantsuit and was frightfully thin. She wore no makeup. The woman made no move to engage her; Rachel sat quietly with her hands folded in her lap.

The buzz in the crowd died down quickly. Eventually, people got restless as they waited for things to get started. She glanced around the utilitarian space they were in. Nothing adorned the walls. Function over form all the way.

A few minutes later, Gruber emerged from the wings, striding purposefully across the stage to the podium. Under his arm was a leather portfolio, which he opened before him. He tapped the microphone once, a burst of static, and he began to speak.

“Good evening. Welcome to the Annual Lottery.”

He opened the portfolio. The old leather creaked in the silence that had come down on the room like an anvil. A thousand people and not a soul breathed. She glanced around the room and caught a glimpse of Jody. The woman was on the edge of her seat, her eyes wide, her face frozen in a blank stare. Her hands, clenched in prayer, tapped metronomically against her lips.

“Before we start,” Gruber was saying, “there’s someone I’d like you all to meet. As you all know, it was James Rogers’ and Jack Fisher’s brilliant vaccine that allowed us to survive the epidemic all those years ago. I only wish we’d been able to make more before it was too late. That said, I know Jack would be thrilled that we soldier on, thanks in large part to him, that because of the vaccine flowing through the veins of every one of us, the human race will live on.”

“To Jack!” someone called out.

Laughter, followed by a crash of applause that swept across the room like a wave. Then everyone was on their feet, cheering, whistling, hooting and hollering. As Rachel looked around the room at these men and women, young and old, white and black, Asian and Indian and so many other ethnicities, a thought took root and began to grow. Some wept, others crossed themselves, still others hugged one another.

“To Jack, indeed,” said Gruber. “And today, I have a very special gift for all of you.”

Gruber caught Rachel’s eye and motioned for her to stand up. She rose to her feet sheepishly. Hundreds of pairs of eyes locked on her like heat-seeking missiles. She raised her right hand to acknowledge their warm welcome.

“This is Rachel Fisher,” he said. “Rachel is Jack’s granddaughter.”

A murmur through the crowd.

“She’s been out there for a dozen years, clawing and scratching to stay alive,” he went on. “It should come as no surprise to anyone that the Medusa virus was no match for Jack Fisher’s granddaughter.”

He laughed at his own joke; she noticed he didn’t mention whether she had also been vaccinated.

“I hope you will welcome Rachel to our little community. I hope Rachel will accept our offer to stay with us.”

Someone began to clap, and quickly it spread, the applause rippling out to all corners of the audience. Within seconds, the crowd was on its feet again, the ovation deafening. The woman to her left embraced her in a hug, unseen hands patting her on the shoulder, caressing her cheek. It was as surreal a moment as she had ever experienced.

Gruber beamed from the podium, looking down at his co-conspirator’s progeny.

The celebration began dying down and everyone returned to their seats.

“Thanks, everyone,” he said. “Moving on, I know you’re anxious to hear what else we have on the agenda. So I will cut right to the chase. The winners of this year’s Lottery are as follows.”

He then read off six names.

“Shannon Freeman.

“Amy Munn.

“Elizabeth Parker.

“Hala Abouassi.

“Jennifer Newsom.

“Michele Stehle.”

A gasp or giggle or burst of subdued applause followed the announcement of each name. Rachel stole another glance at Jody, whose chin had dropped to her chest. Tears fell silently onto her blouse, darkening the fabric where they landed. She was fumbling with her hands.

Gruber closed his portfolio and looked out over the crowd.

“This concludes the Lottery,” he said. He exited stage left, back into the wings.

Just like that, it was over. The crowd burst into chatter; the room was awash in tears, laughter and even a little argument.

An escort took Rachel back to her room, where she tried to process what had happened.

Why did she care?

So what if sad little Jody didn’t get to have kids? She had helped make this happen.

Reap what you sow, bitch.
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As evening descended on Olympus, Jody delivered Rachel’s dinner. The woman’s face hung in the same sad rictus that Rachel had seen in the auditorium. Redness rimmed her puffy eyes; it was clear she had been crying. Jody set the tray of food down on Rachel’s bed, paused, pressed a finger and a thumb to either side of her forehead. Despite herself, Rachel’s heart went out to the woman.

Gruber’s endgame remained a mystery to her. It was as if he didn’t know what to do with her now. He could kill her, but there seemed to be little value in exchange for that. He didn’t know about Will; that was another bit of intel he wouldn’t be able to use against her. The vaccine flowed through her veins; her having a son wouldn’t exactly be earth-shattering news, especially here, where he wasn’t unique, where he was one of many.

“Are you OK?” Rachel asked. The words were out of her mouth before she realized it.

“I’m fine.”

“You sure.”

Jody ignored her, drifted toward the door, stopped.

“That was my last chance.”

“I’m sorry.”

She stood at the doorway, scratching at the jamb with a single fingernail.

“Why is forty the cut-off age?” Rachel asked.

“One of their rules.”

“What happens if you break the rule?”

“The pregnancy is terminated. It’s a capital offense.”

Rachel’s heart hardened to stone.

“You made the bed,” Rachel said. “Now you can lie in it.”

Jody lifted her downcast chin, glanced back over her shoulder.

“What do you mean?”

“You were part of this.”

“Part of what?”

“The way things are.”

“Sure, I guess.”

“Pretty nonchalant about being a mass murderer.”

“What are you talking about?”

Now she had turned around to face Rachel.

“Don’t try to rationalize,” Rachel said, even as a sliver of doubt crept inside her and began burrowing.

“Rationalize what?”

The conversation was becoming more and more tangled, like recalcitrant headphone cords.

“I mean, I guess I was lucky,” Jody said.

Rachel didn’t say anything, hoping the woman would let the discussion unspool without her interference. Jody’s chin had dropped back to her chest.

“Never thought it would turn out like this.”

She lifted her chin up.

“You ever think about it anymore?” Jody asked. “The outbreak, I mean?”

“I try not to.”

“We’d been here two weeks when it started,” Jody said. “We were here for a corporate retreat. I worked for NorthStar, that was one of Penumbra’s subsidiaries. Pretty sweet, huh? A month in this place? Then we started seeing the news reports about the outbreak.”

She paused and smiled an embarrassed smile.

“I was always a bit of a germophobe. I think I was paying attention before anyone else.”

Like the virus that had brought her here to this place, the doubt began replicating wildly inside Rachel. Jody was telling the story of a random survivor, not of an apocalyptic conspirator. Either she was an exceptional liar or…

She didn’t know. She didn’t know. She didn’t know.

“I remember being so excited to get sent on this trip,” she said. “I’d never been away from my kids that long,” she said, her voice cracking, “but it was such a big honor, I couldn’t turn it down.”

“I worked in the Seattle office,” she said. “Then they grounded the airplanes. Then Mr. Gruber wouldn’t let us leave. Said it was too dangerous. By then, I didn’t have any place to go. Then they told us about the vaccine.”

“What did they say?”

“They told us it was an airborne strain of Ebola. Said PenLabs had been working on a vaccine for Ebola, but they weren’t sure if it would work.

“It was terrifying,” she said, her eyes closing. “All of us lined up to get the vaccine. The slightest sniffle or cough and people would flip out.”

She was rambling now.

“I remember the last time I talked to my kids. They were all sick by then. It was on FaceTime, you remember FaceTime?”

Rachel nodded, a lump in her throat.

“I was hysterical. There was no way to get to them. Can you imagine that? Having to watch your kids die on an iPad?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Did you have kids?”

“I was in college then,” Rachel said, carefully wording her response so as not to lie to her. For some reason, she did not want to lie to this woman.

“Oh.”

“Anyway, Michael – Michael is my husband now – Michael and I wanted to have a baby. I wanted to have a family. To be a mother again. You know? And now that’s all over.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s OK. Well, it’s not OK. It’s how it is. Amazing what you get used to, you know. I mean, I get up every day and get on with my life. That’s something, right? I have a safe place to live. I want for nothing. Everyone pitches in.”

Rachel took Jody into her arms and held her tightly. Something inside the woman disintegrated, and out flowed the tears, an explosion of a dozen years of anxiety and worry and grief that had been building up. She’d reached her breaking point was all. Rachel held her until the crying subsided to subdued weeping and sniffles, the last remnants of a terrible emotional hurricane sweeping through.

Jody broke the embrace first. Her eyes were shiny and wet, but her face looked calm.

“I don’t know what came over me,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

Jody left.
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Fallout from the Lottery spread swiftly across the chalet. By the time Jody left Rachel’s room, the place had fallen dead silent. People had retreated to their rooms to celebrate or mourn, depending on the news they’d received.

After waiting several hours, Rachel jimmied the lock open and exited her room, which was at the end of a long corridor on an upper floor of this wing. The plush red carpet swallowed up her footsteps as she made her way down the brightly lit hallway. The silence was eerie in the brightness of the corridor.

The stifled cries of despair greeted her as she passed by one doorway. Pity. She felt pity for these people, here with their warm beds and hot meals. She couldn’t even fault them for staying here because where would they go? How would they survive out there by themselves, let alone with a baby? No, Leon Gruber had them by the pubes. He had trapped them here to execute his vision, punishing them with life. There was no doubt in her mind that Jody would much rather have died with her children back in Seattle than live here.

But pity did not solve her very pressing problem.

She was running out of time to find the vaccine.

Using her left arm as a canvas, she sketched out a very rough map of the chalet with a pen from her room. The upper floor appeared to be exclusively residential. At the far end of the corridor were the stairs. She entered the stairwell and slipped down to the third floor. It was cooler down here, almost chilly. Quiet but for the hum of electricity. More closed doors. Panic began tickling her insides like a rat loose inside a wall. The place was too big. Did she think she was going to stumble across a bag marked FREE VACCINES?

Her breathing was becoming a bit ragged; she stopped and set her hand against the wall. Calm yourself, girl. Calm yourself. This was a Hail Mary pass anyway. She had nothing to lose. If she failed, Will would be lost to her forever. But maybe that was for the best. She wouldn’t be able to take care of him or keep him safe.

Perhaps there was a medical clinic somewhere, a separate building deeper on the grounds of the compound. On the move again, back into the stairwell, down to the main level, outside. It was snowing lightly and she was cold. She edged her way along the building’s façade, the dusting of snow crunching under her shoes.

At the corner, she turned right and continued up a slight incline. She felt small here, alone. This was what her father had done for her. Alone. Afraid. Cold. Her father, dead now, her father who had died with his daughter hating him. She was sorry for what she had said at his funeral. That should have been between them. Instead, she had embarrassed his memory in front of so many to whom he had meant so much.

All those years and she hadn’t said a word to him. She had chosen to be afraid, to take the easy way out. And now it was too late. The only thing she could do now was finish this. Find the answers he never could. Save his grandson, save all of them. She could do that for him. After all, it was only because of him there even was a Will.

Will.

The easy way out. She had done the same with Will, hiding him from the way the world was. Look where that had gotten them. A young man woefully unprepared for the world in which he lived. Unprepared because she had been too afraid to do what needed to be done. All these years, she’d lived her life in fear.

She shut off her If-Then machine. That thing could wreak untold devastation if you let it. The past was past and could not be unwritten. The future was still open, at least for the next little while.

A deep breath, and she was on the move again, around to the back of the chalet. The pathway cut up into the hillside toward another building, also bearing that Bavarian motif, but far smaller than the main chalet. She followed the path, caution fully tossed into the wind swirling around the mountain tonight. At the entrance, she paused, glancing around, feeling like a teenager sneaking out for a night of revelry.

As she opened the door, a bright light filled her field of vision, the pop and hiss of sulfur filling the air. It rendered her temporarily blind as wide-open pupils absorbed the blast of white light. She held up a hand and sought darkness, anything that would help her regain her bearings.

“Awful late for a stroll, isn’t it, Rachel?”

Despite the cold icing her skin, Leon Gruber’s metallic voice chilled her soul at a depth she couldn’t have previously imagined. With that one statement, her whole world went up in a mushroom cloud around her. Her vision was still impaired, but she could just make out some activity around her, shapes and blurs. Then a crack, a sharp shooting pain to the head, and the world went dark around her.
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Concrete.

Sleep.

She dreamed.

She’d been having the same dream for years.

She dreamed about Will playing in an elementary school recorder concert, standing in the front row, making sweet and terrible music. They sat in the school gymnasium, in metal folding chairs that ruined spines, crowded together like sheep, watching their children make terrible music through smartphone screens, making videos they would never watch.

Then afterward, she and the other moms would take the kids for ice cream, and the boys would ditch their little clip-on ties and blazers and run around the shop’s patio, annoying the other customers, chasing each other, dribbling little trails of melted ice cream behind them. It was springtime and the evening air glittered with the light of fireflies, a world where the plague had never happened. She always woke up when she started to yell at him.

It was so routine that she knew she was dreaming, but it always ended the same way, getting up to yell at Will, drawing the side-eye of her fellow moms who were content to leave well enough alone.

A shower.

She woke up, but her eyes remained closed.

Another shower.

Her head was pounding where she’d taken the wallop.

Ice-cold water slithered up her nose and she began coughing, as it raked her airway, big, hacking coughs that served only to make her headache worse. The coughs vibrated in her skull, amplifying the pain exponentially. Another shower, a chilly spray of water blasting her face, making her cough and sneeze, spraying mucus everywhere. Her head bobbled from one side to another until she focused all her efforts on stabilizing it.

“She’s awake.”

“Just kill me and be done with it,” she muttered. Her words came out in a sticky, clumped mess, owing largely to her terribly dry throat.

“So brave.”

She opened her eyes slowly. It seemed to take an unusual amount of effort to complete such a simple task. One managed to come to half-mast, but the other remained closed, puffy and gummed shut with goopy crust and dried blood.

A drab, empty room, damp and cold. Square, gray walls, gray concrete flooring. Her head resting against a cold wall. She was in a metal folding chair (poetic, really fucking poetic). Her hands were bound together with a pair of zip ties. She was dressed in pants and a short-sleeve t-shirt. She shivered.

There was an empty chair set immediately opposite her. While she waited for someone to fill it, she sighed, the totality of her failure laid out before her. Her insides ached, a scar on her soul, knowing she had fallen short, that Will was gone now, forever, that she would die here and he would never know what happened to her.

Footsteps.

She looked up with her one good eye to see Leon Gruber taking a seat before her. He wore a heavy parka and snow pants. Just seeing him dressed warmly made her feel even colder.

“A letter from an attorney, huh?”

She shrugged.

“Not a bad story, to tell you the truth,” Gruber said. “And I was sitting there, wracking my brain, trying to figure out where the hell you had come from. I mean, it was such an impossibility that you would ever find us. And I almost went for it. Can you believe that? You almost had me fooled. But since you were here, it was as plausible an explanation as any.”

“What gave me away?” she croaked. Her throat was dry and the words came out harsh and sticky.

He grabbed her arm and flipped her wrist over.

The tattoo. The phoenix rising from the ashes.

“You were at the Citadel.”

She nodded. There was no point in obfuscating. It was time to lay it on all the table.

“Is Chadwick dead?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Some years ago, I took a trip there, saw the ruins. Did you see the explosion?”

“Yes,” she said. “Why did I get the vaccine?”

“Your grandfather. It was part of the deal.”

She shivered.

“What deal?”

He leaned to the side of his chair and held up a silver metal briefcase.

“Do you know what this is?”

He unfastened the latches and set the open case on her lap. It was padded, a deep velvety red, divided into dozens of smaller compartments. He withdrew a small vial and handed it to her.

She studied the affixed label carefully.

PB-815, Lot 522, Human Vaccine

12-Dose Vial 2.0 mL

070894

The Medusa vaccine.

She gently rolled the small vial between her fingers. This was it. The future of the human race was in her hands. Erin Thompson. All the women who had lost their babies.

“Your grandfather wanted you to survive the plague.”

“No.”

“You don’t want to believe he was involved,” he said. “I can understand that. But without him, none of this would have been possible. Oh, he had his doubts, of course. And he made me promise to vaccinate you.”

“When was I vaccinated?”

“About three years before the outbreak. We bribed a nurse at your pediatrician’s office to slip in an extra shot during a school physical.”

Guilt ripped through her. Like an arrow in flight, her life had been soaring toward the plague since the day she was born, toward the end of all things. Everyone she had ever met, ever become friends with, from the first boy she kissed to her high school biology teacher to the guy who delivered her Chinese food her freshman year at Caltech, had been a walking corpse, ghost in the flesh, already dead. The world was dying, a hidden tumor tucked away, as her survival had been planned and bargained for. It made her feel dirty, used, a pawn in some grand game that she wasn’t even aware was being played.

“Jesus Christ,” she whispered.

“You shouldn’t judge your grandfather,” he said. “He did this partly for you.”

Her stomach roiled at this.

“He wanted a better world for you. For your children.”

“I never asked for this,” she said. “The world was doing fine before you deleted it.”

“That’s such naïve thinking. This idea we were all equal, that we were all in it together, it was so destructive. What’s that old joke?”

“What joke?”

“Half the people in the world are below average? I couldn’t have that. We needed to evolve from our troglodyte existence. Mankind was stuck in first gear, the one percent held back by the rest.”

“So you killed everyone.”

“I simply added a catalyst to the system. I let natural selection take it from there.”

“I don’t get it,” she said. “You’re no different than Chadwick. I had this exact conversation with him thirteen years ago. Kill everyone, and you too can live in this utopia! Hooray!”

He shook his head, but she went on.

“Besides, what’s the point of living in a world like this? Do you know what it’s like out there? It’s all-out war. People are starving to death. Every day.”

He smiled.

“You’re thinking about this all wrong,” he said. “There’s much more.”

“What else is there? The food is running out. You’ll all be dead soon. I wish Chadwick was still alive just so he could see how badly you all screwed up.”

He dropped his chin and shook his head, tsking her for her shortsightedness.

“I’m disappointed in you. What’s the point of going to all this trouble if I’m going to be dead in a few years? If I didn’t make contingency plans for our survival?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you know why we have the Lottery?”

“No.”

“I believe in chaos theory. In entropy. The idea that left to their own devices, systems will act unpredictably, usually to their own detriment. Usually to the point of collapse. We prepared for every eventuality. Do you know why the crops stopped growing?”

“The nukes, probably.”

“Very good. We ran an algorithm that predicted a ninety-eight percent chance of a nuclear exchange within twenty-four days of the initial outbreak. A ninety-four percent chance of the global temps dropping by eight degrees Fahrenheit. We had to be prepared. We developed hybrid crop strains that would thrive in a world where the temperature dropped twenty degrees.

“But we had to make all this worth the effort. That we would be the stewards of this new world for a lot longer than one might think possible.”

Her head was starting to ache, and she was having a hard time following his line of thinking. He was telling her something important, something vital, but her brain wasn’t putting it together. Bits and pieces of a larger picture.

“There were two vaccines,” she said. “Two.”

“That’s right.”

“Why?”

“Chadwick’s responsibility was to develop and produce the virus,” he said. “He was a brilliant doctor, brilliant. But he was a bit unhinged. I never really trusted him. I didn’t know what he would do. I knew I would never be able to control what he did in Nebraska. And so your grandfather worked with Dr. Rogers to create the second vaccine. We knew the Citadel would come undone after they discovered their vaccine had sterilized the women.”

“Aren’t you breaking the bad-guy code?” she asked, smiling, a little punch drunk.

“What do you mean?”

“Telling me your whole plan?”

His face darkened as he leaned in close, his lips at her ear. His warm breath tickled her skin.

“I wanted you to know. I wanted you to know that you owe whatever life you’ve led for the past thirteen years to me. I wanted you to know your grandfather paid for your life with the human race.”

Her stomach clenched as he spoke, his words like dark clouds raining blood and death on the ground of her soul. In that moment, she was glad her father was dead, that he would never have to know this terrible truth about his own father, about their family. Death would be better than having to walk around with this knowledge in her head. This was worse than survivor’s guilt, a feeling that this was somehow her fault, that the dead world around her was her fault.

“Anyway, back to the Lottery,” he said. “We carefully control the number of births because the babies born here are going to live a very long time.”

“What?”

“The nanovaccine does more than protect you from PB-815.”

“I’m not following.”

He smiled strangely at her.

“Rachel, have you been sick even once in the last fifteen years?”

Her brow furrowed as she considered the question.

“I, uh. Yeah, sure.”

“When?”

She scoured her memory banks, thinking back to the last time she’d been under the weather, fighting off a cold or stomach bug.

“Think back to the last few years before the plague. Did you miss a single day of high school because you were sick?”

No.

She had not.

At her graduation, the principal had handed her a certificate for never having missed a day of high school. It was the only time, Principal Greyson had said, the school had ever awarded that certificate. Her freshman year in college, less than a year before the outbreak, a stomach bug had ravaged her dorm, but she had remained healthy. Every single person on her floor had come down with it except her. She escaped outbreaks of mononucleosis, influenza, even ringworm.

“No.”

“And after the epidemic, did you ever get sick, even once?”

Cold and flu had still circulated during their years at the warehouse; there seemed to be enough human contact to keep the bugs moving, especially in the absence of annual flu shots. And they had dealt with other illnesses, cholera, even an outbreak of typhoid fever. But again, she had never gotten sick, not once.

Her three months with Millicent unspooled like a home movie. She’d had sex with dozens of men, and she had never come down with so much as a urinary tract infection. Every one of the girls had contracted at least one sexually transmitted disease – but not Rachel. Not once.

And Will had never been sick in his life. Never once. No ear infections. No croup. No sniffles. Not one runny nose. He had never thrown up, had never even run a fever. How had she never noticed that before?

“No,” she said through gritted teeth. She didn’t want the answer to be no, she didn’t want to believe what Gruber was telling her.

“You’ve received the ultimate gift,” he said. “The gift of life. A hundred years from now, I’ll still be here. Five hundred years from now. All these people, you’ve met, they’ll still be here. That’s why I don’t care about this bleak world you’re so despondent about. All those people will die. In time, even the skies will clear, and we will have this beautiful, pure world to call our own.”

Rachel simply stared at him, her mouth hanging open.

“What are you doing here?” he asked. “Why did you come?”

“I wanted to know the truth.”

“And now that you know it, was it worth it?”

“Yes.”

“You could’ve lived the rest of your very long life in peace.”

Her head was spinning. She was dead; Gruber was going to kill her, probably in the next few minutes. But Will. Her heart broke for him. Bad enough he’d grown up in this world. Worse was knowing he might be wandering the earth out there alone for God knew how long.

Should she try to cut a deal?

Bring him in?

Tell Gruber about him?

If these people didn’t know the truth about the plague, then maybe Will could live with them in beautiful, blessed, blissful ignorance. His conscience would be rightfully clear. He could be around other kids for the first time in his life. He could be happy. Maybe Gruber would spare her too. Will would have his mother. They could have a life.

And she would carry this secret about the plague to her grave. And when she died, if there was a Maker to meet, if there were debts to be paid, they could settle this matter then.

Throwing her lot in with Leon Gruber.

That was a tough pill to swallow.

But she could someday try to make it right. To make things better. There were women out there right now who could become mothers again. That valise with the vials of vaccine, she could take it one day, take it out into the world and vaccinate women so they could have kids again. If Gruber was right, they could wait for the climate to stabilize again and maybe the crops would grow again.

But would he even want to cut a deal?

He might kill Will just to spite her.

She sat there, mulling it over, this terrible choice. Will. It had to be about Will. Since the day he’d been born, every choice was for him, to make his life better, to fill his toolbox as best as she could so when the day came, he could take care of himself, protect himself, perhaps extract some joy from this mine of misery in which they lived.

But she couldn’t do it; she couldn’t bring herself to say the words to Gruber. She didn’t even want him to know Will existed. He didn’t deserve to know about Will. She was afraid it would bring him joy to see her grandfather’s wish granted at yet another level.

“What now?” she asked.

He rubbed his chin.

“Seems like I have three choices. One, I let you go. You don’t know where we are. You live your life. I feel like I might owe that to your grandfather.”

He studied her carefully, like he was trying to decide between two entrees on a dinner menu.

“But you’re a bright girl. You might someday find your way back here. After all, you’re going to have the time to look. I don’t want to spend my life looking over my shoulder.

“Two, I let you stay here. The others would accept you. But I sense you’re a crusader. That you’ll undo everything here out of some misguided sense of justice or duty.”

“What’s the third option?”

“I kill you.”

Her skin turned to ice.

“Put yourself in my shoes,” he said. “I’ve made it. I succeeded. The game is over. The people here are going to outlive everyone out there.”

He made a dismissive motion with his hand, as though she and all the other survivors were nothing more than roaches scurrying about.

“Give me the vaccine, and you’ll never see me again.”

“I personally vetted the Penumbra employees I brought here before the plague. They were chosen for their intellect, for their psychological mettle, for their physical health. And they’ve done beautifully.”

“Don’t you see the flaw in your own thinking?”

“What flaw?”

“Complex systems are unpredictable. They want to collapse, they trend toward failure. Why is this any different? By extending everyone’s lifespan, you’ve simply increased the chance of that happening.”

His face darkened for a split second then brightened just as quickly.

“You are indeed Jack’s granddaughter. But you’re wrong, Ms. Fisher. No theory is infallible. And if chaos theory is not infallible, that means it can be proven wrong. And that is exactly what I intend to do.”

“You can’t design your way around human nature. We are who we are. These people, their little psychological quirks will pop on you sooner or later. You’re a fool. Just like Miles Chadwick was.”

He reared back and smacked her across the face, the pop of flesh echoing in the empty room. Blood rushed to her cheek and it felt warm, but she made no move to cradle it with her hand.

“See?”

Another smack, harder this time, so hard it toppled the chair over. Her shoulder hit the concrete floor first and a bolt of pain shot through it. As her shoulder throbbed, Gruber knelt next to her, grabbed her ear, pulled her head off the ground.

“Thank you, Rachel. You’ve made my decision very easy.”
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The night crawled by, Priya’s deadline looming ever larger in her head. Exhaustion enveloped her, but she couldn’t sleep, a combination of the cold and the fear. She didn’t know what the air temperature was, but she didn’t need to know. The misty puffs she expelled with each breath told her all she needed to know. It wasn’t cold enough for her to freeze to death, although she was starting to wish it were.

Tell him about Will, a tiny voice cried out.

Will was all the insurance either of them would ever need. Gruber’s guarantee of his safety would be more than enough to buy her silence. In her mind, the next decade, things that had yet to pass played out. Over and over, she saw Will playing with kids his own age, Will growing up.

But she hadn’t been able to say the words.

She sat there on the cold floor, her elbows propped on her knees, her head in her hands. The words hadn’t come out when she had the chance. Because she would know. She would know Will’s future would have come at a terrible price. She was his mother. Her job was to do what was best for him. That was it. The problem was that it wasn’t as easy as it looked on the surface.

Doing what was best didn’t mean only finding food and a safe place to lay his head. It was more than that. If she gave him up to Gruber, the truth would eat at her like lye, dissolving her insides. In some way, she would be endorsing what he had done, what Chadwick had done to those women. Fruit of the poisonous tree.

And if that meant no happy ending for her, for her sweet Will, then that’s how it would be. She would die on her feet. She would die with her soul intact. She didn’t want to die, no more than anyone, but thanks to this la-dee-dah vaccine running through her veins, it sounded like she’d have to be able to feed herself for a good while to come. And who knew when the skies would clear, when the crops would grow again.

In the end, she would know she had done her job as a mother.

As she sat there, acceptance of her fate curing like concrete, the door screeched open. When she looked up, she was surprised to see Jody standing in the doorway. She wore jeans and a heavy gray fleece.

“What did you do?” she whispered. Her words, even muted, echoed across the empty chamber.

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m on kitchen duty,” she said. “I’m supposed to ask you what you want. For your last meal. It’s for tonight. What did you do?”

“I guess I’ve overstayed my welcome.”

“I don’t understand.”

“There’s a lot you don’t understand.”

“I don’t have a lot of time,” she said. “Please tell me.”

Rachel climbed to her feet.

“The lab. Do you know where it is?”

“Yes.”

“Can you take me there?”

Her shoulders sagged.

“I’m not sure I should.”

A long silence as Rachel considered an alternative. She couldn’t afford to wait for Jody to make peace with her decision.

“It was him, right? Gruber?” she asked suddenly. “The outbreak?”

“Yes. He was behind it.”

Her jaw clenched, her lips tightening.

“Deep down, I’ve always known,” she said. “I think most people do. No one wants to be the one to say it. There’s always been a shadow over this place. It seemed too perfect, too clean. You know that feeling when you know something and you don’t want to admit it?”

“I do.”

“I would push it away, tell myself I was just imagining it.”

Her eyes were shiny with tears now.

“Why do you stay?”

“We have nowhere to go,” she said. “He’s telling the truth about that, right?”

She nodded.

“Few years back, there was an unauthorized pregnancy,” Jody said. “They took her outside, right in the square behind the chalet. Put a blindfold on her. Shot her in the head. We all had to watch.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It never happened again.”

Another pause.

“We have to go now,” Rachel said. “I don’t have a lot of time to explain. But he showed me a metal valise. It had hundreds of doses of the vaccine inside. If we can get these out, back to where I came from, it will give people hope. Maybe we can figure out the food problem.”

She was talking crazy now, but she didn’t care. It was worth the risk. It was worth dying for.

“The seeds,” she said. “He mentioned hybrid seeds that grow in this climate.”

“Those are kept in a safe too.”

“Dammit.”

There had to be a way.

“Take me to the lab,” she said.

“Can’t. The guard is outside the door.”

Rachel held up a single finger and closed her eyes, taking a moment to get her bearings. She couldn’t do it all at once. It had to be like one of her coding sessions.

One thing at a time.

“I’ve got an idea,” Rachel said.

She moved to the back of the room, away from the door and began running in place as hard as she could. After a minute, her legs began to ache and a deep burn settled into her chest. Her legs pistoned quickly beneath her, a muscle car revving its engine. A necklace of sweat formed at the hollow of her neck as her body began to cool itself. She pushed herself even harder, the sweat dripping off her now, even in the chill of the room.

When her muscles began to fail, she nodded toward Jody. She lay down on the cold hard floor and began twitching as violently as she could. Her legs flopped, her eyes rolled back in her head, and she left her mouth partly open, a bit of drool snaking to the floor underneath her. She was completely winded, her mouth hanging open, sucking in huge gobs of air. The altitude had taken its toll on her; if she kept this pace up, it wouldn’t be an act much longer.

“Help!” Jody called out, banging on the door. “Something’s wrong!”

The guard rushed into the room, his rifle up.

“She’s having a seizure,” Jody yelled, her voice breaking with worry.

“What the hell is wrong with her?”

“I don’t know,” Jody said breathlessly. “She said she wasn’t feeling well, and then she collapsed.”

“She’s fakin’!” the man said. “She knows what’s coming.”

Rachel went still, her eyes closed as Jody pleaded with the guard.

“Look at her, she’s beet red,” Jody said.

“Check her forehead,” the guard said.

Rachel felt Jody’s warm hand against her forehead.

“Jesus, she’s burning up.”

“Let me see.”

The guard’s bigger, rougher hand replaced Jody’s and pulled back just as quickly.

“Shit. Is she breathing?”

“I think so,” Jody said, her voice appropriately spiced with panic. “Look, her chest is moving. What do you think’s wrong with her?”

“Fuck all if I know,” he said. “But I ain’t taking any chances.”

“You think it’s Medusa?”

“Jesus Christ, now I do!” he said, stepping back and wiping his hands on his shirt. “The hell with this, I’m getting out of here.”

“I’ll tell Gruber.”

The man grunted in frustration.

“Remember, we’re vaccinated.”

“Right,” the man said, his breath ragged. “OK, I’ll get her to the clinic. You get word to Gruber.”

Rachel went as limp as she could as the guard yoked her into his arms. Through half-lidded eyes, she could see how big the man was. He outweighed her by at least a hundred pounds and carrying her would not be much of an issue. Jody led the way, the guard trailing behind.

The pair hustled out the door and into a small anteroom that was bracketed with a stone staircase at its opposite end. Up the stairs. Rachel lay limp, feeling helpless now. A bottle bobbing along the surface of the ocean, its fate still in doubt. Maybe it would wash up on the shore, or perhaps it would be dashed along the rocks.

The stairs brought them to a short corridor that led outside. He was focused on getting her to the lab, which afforded her the chance to steal a few glances of their route. They were behind the main chalet, headed for the same building where Gruber had caught her earlier. It was still daylight, the weak sun at its peak. There were people out and about, getting on with their day, doing their jobs, living their lives. Maybe it could have been like that for them. Maybe not.

Then inside again; the warmth felt good against her chilling skin. Her body temperature was returning to normal, so that part of the ruse would be lost. Too bad. Nothing worried people more than a high fever. Shades of Medusa. He navigated a long corridor before making a sharp left at a T-intersection.

A noisy commotion erupted around her.

“What the hell is this?”

“She’s sick,” the guard barked. “She spiked a fever and then started having seizures.”

“Get her into Exam 2.”

Now she was on an examination table, the crinkle of sterile paper under her body as her weight settled onto it.

“Get the zip ties off her.”

The room exploded into a cacophony of panicked medical jargon. An oxygen mask was strapped to her face. The squeeze of a blood pressure cuff on her arm. Someone slid a pulse oximeter onto her fingertip. A sharp point into her arm as blood was drawn.

BP one-sixty over one-twenty.

O2 sat is normal.

Pulse is one-forty-five.

Check her for signs of trauma.

Need a Chem-7, full workup. I want those results ASAP.

She lay perfectly still, wondering how long she could maintain the charade, how long she would have to keep up the charade, hoping the numerical value assigned to the former outweighed the latter. Eventually, the activity began to subside as the condition of the patient stabilized. Increasingly confident their most precious patient wasn’t going to die on them, their voices returned to normal.

“What do you think happened?” a woman asked.

“Hard to say,” said a second woman. “Maybe altitude sickness. Stress could have triggered an autoimmune response. We’ll have to see what the blood work says.”

The last two care providers exited the room, leaving her by herself. It gave her a chance to explore her environs for the first time. Nothing spectacular. A standard examination room. A long counter with a series of cabinets mounted underneath.

Don’t suppose the secret vaccine briefcase would be in here, huh?

As she waited in the room, she repeated the workout, driving her heart rate and body temperature upward. When the doorknob jiggled, she quickly lay down on the exam table. The door swung open, and Leon Gruber stood before her, his arm wrapped around Jody’s neck, a large knife to her throat. Her eyes were wide with horror, tears spilling down her cheeks. Dangling from his right hand, the one holding the knife, was the silver valise.

Then he slashed Jody’s throat open.

Rachel screamed, scurrying toward the back corner of the bed as Jody’s lifeless body crumpled to the ground. If Rachel hadn’t been sedated, she might have had that heart attack after all.

“Quite the performance,” Gruber said. “Very impressive.”

Rachel could not take her eyes off Jody’s body, which had been nearly separated from her head. A pool of blood was spreading across the floor, shading the floor in a deep crimson red. The glug of blood cascading onto the linoleum floor reminded her of an upturned cup of coffee.

“You came for this,” he said, lifting the briefcase.

A glint of silver flashed under the fluorescent light, pulling Rachel’s gaze from Jody’s body. After setting the briefcase down on the counter, he unhitched the latches and flipped open the lid. Then he plucked a vial out and held it out for her to see. Rolled it between his fingers. Tossed it in the air, making Rachel gasp, saving it from its gravity-defined fate at the last second.

“This is all the vaccine we have left,” he said. “This little bottle. This is enough for twelve people. You could give this to twelve women, kill the antibodies to the virus, and they would have beautiful, bouncing, healthy babies. Babies who would grow up.”

He tossed the vial into the middle of the room. It arced, end over end, before striking the floor and shattering into a thousand pieces. He repeated the act six more times with six more vials, the floor now slick with a thin mixture of Jody’s blood and vaccine solution.

Rachel looked for something to say, but the well was dry. What was there to say in the face of such evil, of such darkness? Maybe Eddie had been right. Maybe they should have made the deal with Priya. Maybe Priya would have found the answer where she and her father had failed. Maybe there was method in her madness; maybe the end justified the means. Instead, she was here, watching Leon Gruber extinguish humanity’s fire, perhaps forever. There would be no way to undo what he was doing, no way to turn back the clock to a place where they still had a future.

As she watched the clear liquid of the vaccine swirl together with Jody’s blood, an empty finality settled deep inside her. Not sadness, not regret. Not even a sense that she’d come so close to seeing it all the way through. A giant void. Perhaps it was better this way. Perhaps humanity was capable of nothing better than destroying itself.

A memory of San Diego flickered, a rocky outcrop overlooking the beach she’d found in high school. It wasn’t far from their house, a ten-minute walk up Dunlap Avenue. Sometimes she would stop for tacos and eat while watching the waves gently caress the shoreline, the way a new mother might kiss her baby at night. Her view pulled out suddenly, like an overhead satellite view, retracting from the tiny you-are-here of the little rock and then she could see all of it, the entire country, the strange cartographic shape of the country, which had always reminded her of a terrifyingly obese turkey, the big belly of Texas scraping the ground, the proud plumage in the northeast. Then the sky-blue of the oceans, she wondered about the oceans; how had marine life done in the years since the plague? Had the changes in the climate wreaked their havoc on them?

An empty planet.

A faint boom reached her ears. At first, she thought she was hallucinating, a side effect of the sedative they’d given her. Then a second one; Gruber’s head tilted toward the door as he reacted to the sound as well. Something was happening.

“Get up,” he barked. “Now.”

He moved fluidly across the room, his heavy boots crunching the bits of glass underneath. His aged countenance concealed his vim and vigor, and he was on her, yanking her off the bed with the coiled strength of a man half his age.

“We’re moving,” he said. “Try anything and I snap your little neck. We clear?”

She nodded.

“Say it.”

“Clear.”

Gruber dragged her back outside, where they walked into a maelstrom of panic. The far end of the chalet was ablaze. Thick black smoke curled into the late afternoon sky, catching the wind like a child’s balloon and drifting east.

What the hell?

Small arms fire peppered the afternoon air.

A whistling sound, followed by another boom as the chalet took another hit.

Briefly, she entertained the fantasy that Jody had somehow spread the truth about Gruber to the others, that they were rising up against him, casting off the shackles of lies that he’d used to keep them here. But that fantasy died as quickly as it had been born. Wishful, naïve thinking. Jody had been right. These people knew the score. They wouldn’t bite the hand that fed them, no matter how dirty the hand.

One of Gruber’s men flagged him down.

“What the hell is going on?” he snapped.

“An attack.”

One chance. While he was distracted. She cocked an elbow and drove it backward into Gruber’s flank; he grunted and his grip loosened just enough for her to slip free. She bolted for the building housing the clinic, where Gruber had left the metal briefcase.

“Kill her!”

She took a zig-zag route as she sprinted across the clearing; the bullets chewed up ground behind and around her, but she remained a clean sheet for her would-be killer. The gunfire ramped up sharply as the battle below her intensified. It was chaos around her, and her thoughts went to the children who lived here. Where were they? Would they live? Would they die?

Once inside the clinic, she retraced the route back to her examination room, where the briefcase sat perched on the counter, right where Gruber had left it. Jody’s body lay where it had fallen. Rachel grabbed the briefcase. She had it. It was in her hands. In the chaos outside, she could slip away. She had no dog in this fight. Back down to Priya. She would hide some of the vaccine. She could do it.

The sounds of battle had drawn closer to the front of the clinic, so she retreated deeper into the building, looking for another exit. Her heart was racing, racing, her mind locked on the children of this place. She paused again along a rear corridor, small Exit signs marking the way.

She was fooling herself if she thought there was a decision to make. The decision was made. It had been made long before she arrived here, probably long before she had even had Will. She couldn’t leave the kids here to die. There was no plan beyond that, but simply leaving them here was not an option. Save as many kids as she could.

She peeked outside. Bodies littered the ground in the plaza; the fighting continued unabated as Gruber’s troops had begun to shake off the surprise and mount a counter-offensive. The air was thick with the pungent tang of smoke, of gunpowder. Rachel scanned the woods surrounding the chalet, wondering if she could get out that way. This building backed up to the rear of the narrow valley in which the chalet compound was nestled. Beyond that, the mountain climbed sharply, disappearing into a thick scarf of fog.

If nothing else, it would be a good place to stash some of the vaccine. Not all of it. Some of it. An insurance policy. She edged her way around the building, toward the tree closest to the corner. She stepped around to the tree’s backside and dropped to her knees, digging out a hole in the snow between a pair of crossed roots. She dug until her fingers were numb. Then she flipped open the valise, revealing four rows of twelve vials each. Hundreds of doses, nestled in red velvet compartments. A starter kit for humanity. But she couldn’t keep all of them; she needed to give most of them to Priya. Four vials. That’s how many she would keep. The vials were factory sealed and would probably survive a few hours buried in the snow here. One by one, the small bottles disappeared into the pockets she’d carved out. This method of vaccine storage probably wouldn’t pass muster with the FDA, but hey what did they know anyway? When she was done, thirty-eight vials remained. She could only hope Priya would believe her.

She clapped her hands clear of the snow and climbed back to her feet. Now she had a clear line toward the woods. Keeping her eye on the melee, she sprinted across an open patch of ground. This brought her to the rear of the main chalet, where she hugged the wall, staying in shadows growing longer as the afternoon wore on. Shouts and screams filled the air as people battled the blaze still burning in the corner. It appeared to be under control, or at least, it wasn’t spreading.

About fifty yards north of her, a door swung open, and a mass of humanity poured out. A heavy stream of folks, mostly children, a few adults, escaping the fire. Many were crying, some of them uncontrollably. Rachel counted three women and two men shepherding the kids.

“This way, kids,” the younger woman snapped, guiding them toward the mountain. “Right now.”

A huge explosion rocked the valley, the world knocked off its axis before snapping back into place. Rachel turned in time to see a bloom of fire erupt from the opposite end of the chalet, chunks of concrete and glass spraying the ground. The first column of smoke now had an eager twin.

They had to get away from the building.

She sprinted toward the group, gesturing toward the woods as she drew closer.

“That way!” she yelled. “Into the tree line.”

The woman stopped and turned to face, sizing her up.

“You’re the granddaughter.”

“Rachel.”

“We tried putting out the fire, but the smoke got too thick.”

“What happened?”

“Not sure. We were in the classroom. Lot of dead back there. I don’t know where all the parents are.”

“Are these all the kids?”

“Most of them. I can’t be sure.”

The chatter of gunfire interrupted them.

“We need to move.”

Like a swarm of fish, they flowed along the edge of the building en masse. At the end, in groups of three and four, they raced up the hillside and into the woods, the snowpack thick around the base of the trees.

They came to a clearing, where Rachel stopped the group.

“What’s your name?” Rachel asked one of the women at the front.

“Iris.”

She was young, probably in her early twenties, rail thin, her skin as black as onyx, contrasting sharply against the white snow.

“Iris, can you get us a vehicle?”

The girl pressed the heels of her hands against her forehead, her jaw clenched.

“I’m not sure,” she said. “We don’t have that many.”

Rachel felt panic rising in her. She still had to get back to Will with the briefcase, and she was God knew how many miles away from the rally point. These people were in the biggest trouble of their lives and Rachel did not know what to do for them. She looked down at the faces of the children, standing in the cold, some of them not even wearing jackets.

Farther down the mountain was nothing but trouble. Cold, cold death.

Up top, there were supplies, weapons, vehicles.

The vaccine she’d hidden away.

If she were careful, if she were stealthy, she could exploit the gaps created by this sudden skirmish to her advantage. She swept her gaze over her the faces in this crowd, looking longingly up at her, feeling very much their tutelary. She had to trust they would do what she said. That she could leave them for a little while and not worry herself sick over two dozen small children.

“Wait here. Don’t go anywhere. Don’t wander off. I’ll be back soon.”

“Where are you going?”

“Get us a ride.”
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Rachel followed her footsteps through the snow, the powder crunching under feet. Back at the tree line, she paused and spied on the battlefield. From here, removed from the core of battle, it looked like a video game, tiny characters moving back and forth on a pixelated backdrop. The gunfire continued, but it had a far-away quality to it.

She moved up a bit higher through the trees, which gave her a panoramic view of the huge compound. The main gate was smashed, the metal folded in over itself like some great being had punched it in the stomach. Two bodies lay prone in the snow, surrounded by reddish snow cones. Her gaze moved farther up toward the chalet. Parts of it were on fire, the blaze taking its time but moving steadily. Soon, the entire structure would be engulfed.

The firefight continued in earnest below. One group of attackers had taken cover behind the black SUVs, firing machine guns. Another paced their impromptu perimeter with rocket-propelled grenade launchers. Still more prowled the grounds.

A whistling sound. She looked up in time to see another explosion, this one in the heart of the chalet building. This strike must have hit something load-bearing; the roof collapsed like a failed soufflé. Smoke and debris poured from the gash in the building as a section of the outer wall crumbled.

Just another day in the good ole U.S. of A.

She turned her sights on the area around and behind the chalet, where she saw more similarly dressed attackers combing the grounds. Dozens of bodies littered the grounds. These people had no chance. They were reaping what Gruber had sown. No matter now. She needed to get to one of those trucks and get her raggedy group of refugees down the mountain. She needed to get back to Will.

She pushed a bit farther up the mountain, her feet sinking into the snow. A large tree at the edge of the trail gave her decent cover, let her review her options. A straight line to the trucks wouldn’t work; she’d be too exposed, there were too many attackers. Her best bet would be to go back around the burning chalet, stay as close to the building as possible. The body of an attacker lay in the snow about midway from her current spot and the corner of the building; the muzzle of his gun was pinned under his body. A weapon.

It would take her a good thirty seconds to cover the distance, during which she would be completely exposed. At this point, there was nothing she could do but hope for the best. Maybe pray a little. She wondered where Gruber was, whether he was even still alive. A little part of her had expected a final showdown with him, because that’s how these things were supposed to go, right? She, her dad and Sarah had had one with Miles Chadwick and it had been a doozy. But that’s not the way life played out. Life was messy and twisty and not all the plot threads tied together. And so was death.

It scared her a little. Not that she might die. She’d long ago made her peace with that. But that she would die and Will would never know what happened to her. Her body would lie here in the snow, slowly decomposing until there was nothing left but the bones. Whenever she saw human remains, and man alive, had she seen a lot of them in the past thirteen years, it always made her sad to think that that had been it, that whatever that person had been had stopped forever.

She took a deep breath and bolted before she could change her mind. She flew across the snow like an arrow, her feet churning, kicking up clouds of in her wake. A few feet shy of the body, she slid low, coming to rest abreast of the dead woman’s body. The woman was on her stomach, her left arm reaching out over her head, her legs forever origamied into a runner’s pose. When Rachel saw the woman’s face, she gasped.

One of Priya’s.

Priya was here.

But how?

And where had Priya gotten all these people? When she’d left them, there were only about ten of them.

Did it matter? They were here.

Had she brought Will with them? Was he down there right now?

Sweetie, wait in the car, we gotta go kill everyone.

Quickly she searched the dead woman’s go-bag. Binoculars. Ammo. A grenade. After taking a moment to ensure she was still alone, she pressed the field glasses to her face and zeroed in on the main caravan of vehicles, four in all. Two more vehicles than she’d left behind at the lab. Where had they come from? The windows were lightly tinted, which partially obscured her view of the interior. Maybe a silhouette of a small figure in the back seat, maybe a trick of light and shadow. She zoomed out her view, focused now on finding Priya.

A slower sweep this time, moving from one vehicle to the next. Nothing. The attack was concentrated on the main chalet now, as they seemed hell-bent on turning the building into rubble. Despite being outnumbered, the group was still riding the element of surprise like a wave. But the tide appeared to be turning; perhaps Priya’s group had bitten off more than it could chew.

She stuffed the binoculars back in the bag and tucked the submachine gun under her arm before continuing down the hill to the cover of the building. As she did so, she considered her best option to save Will. It was simple when you thought about it. She had to help Gruber’s people fight off this attack.

In the cover of the building, she paused to study her new weapon. It was an M4, not unlike the one her father had given her, passed on from Sarah Wells. Knowing she had the same weapon Sarah carried on her final mission made her feel better. Rachel had only spent a few minutes with the woman, right there at the end of her life, right before she had sacrificed herself for Adam and Rachel. Her father had loved her deeply, that much she could tell. And she had loved her father back. At a time when you saw what people were made of, what people were really made of, Sarah Wells had chosen to die for them.

A round of gunfire chipped away at the wall around the corner, breaking her out of her daydream, showering her face with bits of concrete dust. She steadied the gun and returned fire, hitting nothing, but tamping down the attack. The gunfire resumed, countered with another burst from her weapon. A flicker of movement to her left caught her eye. Two more shooters were approaching from the left, but she couldn’t tell if they’d spotted her. She fired again, missed again.

As she moved, she fired off a couple more bursts, painfully aware of her limited ammunition. There were two more clips she had taken from the bag, but that was it. And her problems were multiplying; the two new players drew closer. In the fog and smoke, she couldn’t make out if they were Gruber’s or Priya’s.

She fired.

The pair dropped to the ground and returned fire, pushing her back around the corner. A way out was what she needed, trouble closing in quickly around her. Both sides would be out to kill her. There was a door a few yards ahead of her, hanging slightly open. She flung the door open and ducked in.

Smoke curled along the baseboards, but it was still cool down here. She took a moment to soak her shirt in the snowmelt at the threshold before continuing down the hallway, trying to keep her bearings. Her destination would be the other side of the building; all she needed to do was keep a steady course.

The corridor here was wide, a bit smokier now. She pressed the wet shirt to her nose, the icy fabric a glorious relief from the smoke, and kept moving. Fifty yards deeper in, she came to an intersection, took in one branch, took in the other. She went left because it seemed too obvious to go right. Panic began stirring inside her; maybe not fully awake yet, but blinking the sleep out of its eyes.

The place was deserted, the fire pushing everyone outside. On her left was a control room, equipped with computer workstations, the wall adorned with maps of the surrounding area. She paused at the door, trying to think if there would be anything worth scavenging here. Her mind came up empty; she pressed onward.

Supply closets and storage rooms awaited her in this part of the chalet, but she passed those by as well. The smoke had thickened, but there were no signs of fire yet. Up next was a large kitchen, which did warrant a stop. She made a quick run, grabbing whatever food she could. Bread ends, a box of crackers, and a box of beef jerky went in her pack. She ate a piece of jerky as she made her way back out to the corridor and headed deeper into the chalet.

Smokier now, blacker and denser, rolling, twisting, almost alive, another entity in here with her now. She tied the wet shirt around the lower half her face. Memories of fire safety drills from elementary school came back to her, reminding her to stay low, so she got on her hands and knees.

This made for slow going, but it was worth it - the air was clearer down by the floor. Her skin grew warmer with every inch, sweat slicking her body in the rising warmth. She made another right turn, back toward the middle, hoping beyond hope the ceiling had not caved in.

A few more minutes of crawling brought her first taste of fire. The flames were inside the walls here, starting to push their way out like angry apparitions, licking at the ceiling, popping, cracking. In some places, the walls had disintegrated, replaced by ramparts of fire. There were a few bodies here. This was bad, this was very bad, but she kept on. It couldn’t be much farther to the main entrance.

The coughing started in earnest here, her makeshift breathing mask starting to fail under these deteriorating conditions. The first spasm was bad, her lungs straining, her eyes watering. She took a quick break to clear the irritants from her lungs, but a quick one because the air quality was only going to get worse.

After a few more yards, the corridor opened up onto a large reception area. A pile of rubble from the partially collapsed ceiling lay in the middle of the foyer, bisecting it into two equal sections. Above her, the sounds of cracking and warping as the guts of the building began to feel the burn.

Ahead of her was the main entrance. And ahead of her was her biggest problem. A curtain of fire ringed the doorway like a beaded curtain in a college freshman’s dorm room. It was lightly burning now, but there was no way to get through without exposing herself to the flames. Behind her, there was a huge crack and splintering as another part of the ceiling caved in. Immediately, the temperature jumped ten degrees, the heat searing her back now.

She draped the still damp shirt over her head and face and, without another thought in her head, bolted for the exit. She hit the door at full speed as the flames seemingly reached out to grab her, kissing and licking at her arms, the terrible heat eating away at her coat. Screaming, she fell through the doorway and into the outside, angling her body toward one of the large fake plants guarding the entryway.

As she crouched behind the heavy pot, which was almost as tall as she was, she winced in pain, careful not to cry out. She took in a couple deep breaths, the cold damp air soothing on her battered lungs. She used handfuls of snow to extinguish any hotspots on her clothing. While she caught her breath, she conducted a quick surveillance.

A long circular drive connected the main access road to the chalet’s entrance plaza, putting the caravan a good fifty yards away from her position. Priya no longer appeared to be focused on the chalet itself, given the extensive damage they had already inflicted. Running a mobile strike team in an operation this large, she would be concerned about supplies and ammunition.

Another sweep of the caravan with the binoculars. Once more, she focused on the second vehicle. Keeping her hands steady, she looked for any clue of the vehicle’s occupants. Perhaps a shimmer of movement. Maybe not. She was going to have to get closer.

The front lines of the battle had shifted to her right, Priya’s troops hunkered down behind the vehicles and a small outbuilding. Gruber’s army had the higher ground, using the fountains and a ski rental shop as its base of operations. There was about a hundred yards of open ground between them, a no man’s land laced with crossfire.

Staying low, she scurried across the driveway toward a support post and took cover again. Still a long way to go. The good news was that she didn’t have to worry about being too quiet. The gunbattle was deafening, a veritable shooting gallery, the report of dozens of automatic weapons echoing in the valley, bouncing off the mountains.

Another scan of her surroundings, checking in front and behind her, side to side. The chalet was really burning now, rapidly approaching a point of no return if it hadn’t hit it already. The next chunk of the route would be the most dangerous; she would be totally exposed to Gruber’s people, who would shoot her first and not bother asking any questions if they saw her. But the angle of her planned route gave her a bit of hope. To see her, they would have to turn their heads more than ninety degrees, and in their current situation, that would be unlikely.

She switched out the magazine for a fresh one, slamming it home as she ran. Her burned arms throbbed with pain as she ran, making it uncomfortable to even hold the weapon. Still, she held it fast as she neared the rear vehicle.

She came in at the right rear bumper of the trail vehicle, staying low, creeping along the edge of the car. Priya’s team had shifted a bit farther north, away from her. But they had concentrated the bulk of their force at the lead and second vehicles, which would make approaching it very risky.

Now she was inching along, certain each step would be her last. The cacophony of the gunfire grew steadily as she moved, a terrible wave of sound crashing down on her until she could barely think. Her target was the rear passenger door of that second vehicle. What she would do when she got there remained a bit of mystery.

Improvisation! A programmer’s best friend!

Then she was there.

She crept along, passing the rear of the still-running vehicle, passing through a cloud of exhaust, a single whiff of which made her head a bit swimmy. She paused at the rear passenger door, contorting her body to peek through the window. Two of Priya’s soldiers were about twenty feet away from her, the driver-side doors open to give them cover and shield. Again, her position left her exposed, virtually a sitting duck for Gruber’s shooters.

Then an idea came to her.

Thinking back to her game with Will, she tapped rhythmically five times against the door and waited.

Tap, tap, tap-tap, tap

She steadied her gun, her finger snug on the trigger, ready to unload on any non-Will individuals who emerged from the car. Nothing.

She repeated the knock.

After an eternity, she got her answer.

Tap, TAP.

Will.

Gently, the latch released and the door swung open slowly. Her entire body froze, the moment stretching out forever, the laws of space and time no longer applicable here. Then a little hand wrapped around the doorframe, pulling its owner toward the opening. Then he was there, his face shaded by the edge of the door, the shadow of the front passenger seat.

They locked eyes, and she motioned for him to join her. He nodded his head, his eyes wide, his lips pulled tight. She smiled her biggest smile, trying to defuse his fears, hoping they covered the terror in her eyes. He extended a skinny leg and started to climb out before freezing in place.

Rachel sensed movement behind her, and her stomach flipped. The feel of cold metal at the base of her skull. She glanced behind her.

Leon Gruber.
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“Get up,” said Gruber. “I see that machine gun, so do it slow.”

Rachel considered her options. If she made a scene, she might draw the attention of Priya’s people. She stood up slowly, keeping the gun close to her body.

“You have a son.”

“I do.”

“Get inside the car,” he said. “Leave the gun on the seat. Son, stay where you are.”

She climbed over Will, giving his arm a quick squeeze as she went by, and crouched in the second row of the car, by the passenger window. The Suburban was spacious and gave her room to draw back from Gruber, keep some distance from the man.

“The gun now.”

She set it down on the first row.

A flicker of movement drew her attention.

“No one move,” Priya said, stepping up behind Gruber and pressing a gun to his head. Gruber froze, his face tightening into a grimace.

Rachel eyed her carefully as she struggled to take control of Gruber. Quickly, she reclaimed her gun from the seat and trained it on them. Priya kept Gruber between Rachel and herself as a human shield. She pushed them inside the vehicle and pulled the door closed behind them.

“Mommy!”

“Quiet,” Priya snapped.

Then Gruber drove an elbow into Priya’s midsection and dove to the floorboard, bringing his gun up toward Priya. Rachel swung her gun back toward Gruber, painfully aware of Will’s presence in a potential crossfire between these three. Priya recovered quickly and retrained her gun at Rachel’s head.

“Don’t you see?” he asked, cutting his eyes toward Rachel but keeping his gun trained on Priya.

“See what?”

“It’s almost poetic, this predicament.”

She ran the permutations through her analytical head. A stalemate. Any move right now would almost certainly prove fatal. But there had to be a way out. It was a proof to be solved, a math problem, game theory. The best solution was for everyone to walk away. If these two simply thought it through, they would come to the same conclusion.

“What do you want?” Gruber asked, directing his query to Priya. “Why did you come here?”

“To burn it all down,” she said.

Rachel turned slightly toward Priya, keeping her eyes squarely on Gruber.

“What?”

“Humanity had its chance, my dear,” Priya said coldly. “I’m here to finish the job.”

“But you said-”

“You were right not to trust me.”

“You could’ve killed us.”

“And I’m glad I didn’t. Because then I would never have found out about this place, and my work will have been for nothing. This is the holy grail. Humanity’s last gasp. Once we finish here, there will be no more second chances, no more Hail Marys. This is where it ends. I’m in no hurry to die, but it matters little whether I survive this or not.”

The briefcase.

That was the key.

That it live on beyond today.

Gruber may have had his moment in the lab with her, playing God, torturing her with his power over her, over life itself. Priya, destroying it all. Two sides of the same coin of evil here in the car with her.

“Wow,” she said, the word slipping free like a puff of wind.

It was growing steadily warmer in the car, which was becoming pungent with the gamey smell of fear and stress. Faces were flushed, breathing heavy. There was no way out of here, she saw that now. They would all die. Game theory assumed the players would act rationally.

But, Rachel reminded herself, Priya wasn’t acting in her best interest; she was playing toward an irrational end game. She was the wild card. She was the threat. Whatever had brought her to this point was irrelevant. Whether Rachel liked it or not, Gruber’s people were the solution, always had been. She had to dispatch Priya first.

But the thing was, the thing she couldn’t get out of her head - maybe she wasn’t acting in her own best interest either. She was acting in Will’s best interest. And Will’s life currently sat in the hands of a very irrational actor.

Her shoulder began to ache, and her singed arms stung; the others were fatiguing as well, hitching their shoulders, their arms trembling. They were reaching the endgame here. And if she didn’t come up with a solution quickly, she would be left to the mercy of fate.

And then it hit her.

“I want to show you something.”

Keeping her gun up and her eyes on her adversaries, she reached down into her pack and rooted around until she found it. Then she held up the grenade for everyone to see.

“Anyone moves, we all die.”

“What the hell are you doing?” Priya asked softly.

“We’re all gonna die here today,” Rachel said. “I see that now. This way, I get to pick when we go out. And I want you to know that you didn’t control shit. You have until the count of three to let my son go. Or we all die.”

“You’re bluffing,” Priya said.

“Three.”

“You didn’t have time to remove the pin.”

“Two.”

“You’re both fucking crazy,” said Gruber.

“One.”

Rachel lobbed the grenade like a softball, taking the moment to kick up the gun and slide her finger into the trigger well. Priya’s grip on her son softened, her eyes tracking the grenade as it arced end over end and began its downward trajectory. It clattered harmlessly to the ground, and a moment later, it became clear the grenade was still secured, the pin still in place.

It would have to be enough.

“Will, get down!”

The boy pushed free of his captor just as Rachel kicked up the gun, sliding her finger in the trigger well as he dove to the floorboards. Her timing would have to be perfect. Mindful of her son’s presence near Priya, she turned and fired a burst into Gruber’s chest. She swung back to take out Priya, but it was too late. She had pulled Will close to her, the gun pressed squarely against his head.

“No!”

Behind her, Gruber grunted, the sound of his gurgling huge, the coppery smell of his blood and gunpowder hanging in the air. Her arms ached, her body ached, her head hurt.

There was only one card left to play. And she was going to play it. At the end of the day, she was Will’s mother, and she was going to pick Will’s life over the life of all the babies yet to be born. How could she not? She was his mother. History could judge her, fate could judge her, God Himself could judge her. She would pick her son every day of the week and twice on Sunday. If God or fate or karma had wanted a different outcome, these would not have been the stakes.

“If I give you what you want, will you let us go?”

“What is it you think I want?”

“I hid a suitcase full of vaccine in the woods,” she said, her heart breaking as she gave in. “Hundreds of doses. It lets women give birth to Medusa-immune babies. If you get that, it doesn’t matter what happened here.”

Rachel watched her work it out in her head.

A fighter came up to Priya. He was injured, bleeding from a wound in his shoulder.

“We can’t hold them off much longer,” he said, struggling for breath in the thinner altitude.

“Look,” Rachel said, “if I’m lying you can kill us both.”

Priya looked to her soldier, glanced out the windshield toward the battlefield, where it was becoming clear her gambit had failed. Much of the compound was destroyed, but it had come at a terrible price. And now there was nothing to stop her from cutting her losses, simply killing her and Will right here in this Suburban.

“Let’s go.”

They alighted from the car into a chilling quiet that had descended on the chalet. The battle appeared to be over. This was it. In a few minutes, Rachel would surrender virtually all of humanity’s last hopes to this woman.

“Give me two guys. We’re taking a little stroll into the woods.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

They waited a few minutes until her two charges joined them. After explaining what they were doing, she shoved Rachel in the back and they started anew, following the cut of the driveway, around the ruined chalet, and then to the tree line. The mishmash of footprints pointed the way to the edge of the property and into the woods.

“Keep moving,” she said. “If you don’t do exactly what I say, I’ll splatter his brains all over the snow. How do you think that would look?”

She ignored her, watching her footing, studying the terrain, looking for the tiniest opening that would let her save Will. They dropped into the woods, their pace slowing a bit now. Ahead, she could hear her flock, chattering nervously. The barren trees were thick here. Heavy roots crisscrossed the ground, more akin to a relief map. Clouds of fine snow wafted about in the steady breeze that had picked up.

“There are others,” Rachel said. “They escaped with me.”

“Make it clear to them. If I sense any trouble, the boy dies.”

She paused and turned to face her son. He looked scared but alert.

“You OK, buddy?”

He nodded.

“It’s almost over. Can you hold it together for Miss Priya a little bit longer?”

“Yeah,” he said it, almost sighing the word.

They covered the last fifty yards in silence, concentrating on negotiating what little trail there was here. Here the trees were so numerous there was barely enough room to slip through them. It made for slow going and all but eliminated any possibility of escape. After about a hundred yards, the trees began to thin out and the trail opened up on a large clearing, where the group was waiting for Rachel. She could hear them before they saw them.

“Stop,” Priya said

Rachel and Will froze.

“What’s that sound?”

The children. Priya could hear the children. She didn’t know about them yet.

“I said there were others.”

Priya was visibly shaken now, her eyes wide, her hand tightly gripping the barrel of her weapon. They continued through the trees, Rachel’s mind on overdrive now. Surprise. The element of surprise was on her side now. She knew what lay ahead. She’d seen them. After a few minutes, the trees thinned, giving her her first glance at the group, now seated in a circle, talking quietly. There was a narrow trailhead here, allowing them to walk single file.

“Buddy,” she whispered, “slide ahead of me.”

Will did as he was told.

Behind her, the crunch of the trio’s footsteps in the snow grew louder as they hurried to catch up. As she neared the clearing, she slowed down, narrowing the gap between herself and Priya. She hazarded a glance back toward the woman; her head swiveled from side to side, anxious, on alert. Her gun was up, aimed squarely at Rachel’s back. Her escorts had lagged back a bit.

Twenty yards now from the clearing.

A giggle.

“What is that?” Priya asked, her voice suddenly cloaked with fear. It was a strange sound, Rachel now knew, when you hadn’t heard it in a decade.

The sound of a child laughing.

Ten yards.

“What the hell is going on?” she asked.

Rachel played it off.

“We’re almost there,” she said.

Five yards.

Rachel cleared the trees and stepped to the side of the clearing, just enough to give Priya room to come through.

A few more seconds.

Priya stepped into the clearing and saw the children.

“Dear God,” Priya said.

Rachel glanced back at the woman, who stared at the children with her jaw hanging open. There it was. Their future, right here. The future Priya was desperate to stop was already underway.

Now, Rachel. Now.

She lowered her shoulder and drove into Priya’s midsection like a linebacker. The shock of seeing the children must have frozen her because she put up virtually no defense at all. Her gun flew out of her hand, banging against a tree at the edge of the clearing and dropping down into the snow.

She reared back and delivered a jab to Priya’s chin. The woman turned slightly at the last second, reducing the punch to a glancing blow. But she was still recovering from the hit Rachel had laid on her, gasping, clawing for air. Rachel lunged for the gun, reminding herself this was now a one-on-three battle. She flipped over to her seat and slithered up against the tree as Priya rolled over onto all fours.

Adrenaline flowed through Rachel’s veins as she struggled to get a bead on her target, even as the two escorts closed in on the scene. Then they were in the clearing as well, and they too were stunned into still life by what they saw.

Rachel swung the gun toward them and fired twice. At such close range, they were easy pickings. Each took a round in the torso, dropping them to the snow. That threat was now neutralized. But it had given Priya time to recover; she leaped onto Rachel and grasped wildly for the gun, which proved tough to hang onto with cold fingers.

They were face-to-face now, inches apart, Priya’s forearm sliding up Rachel’s neck toward her throat. Rachel pushed the gun up, near her clavicle, pointed toward Priya’s face. But she couldn’t fire, she couldn’t get her finger inside the trigger well. And Priya’s forearm was now pressing against her throat, cutting off her full intake of oxygen. Priya had the upper hand here, the leverage; in a few more seconds, she wouldn’t be able to breathe at all.

“Mommy!”

Will’s voice was everywhere in the clearing.

Fight, goddammit, fight!

They locked eyes, Priya’s round brown eyes, filled with hate, filled with rage, filled with sadness, staring at her. The sadness of the world lost, the sadness of the babies lost, of the babies that had never been born.

From the corner of her eye, she detected movement. A blur of movement coming toward them. Will.

“Mommy!”

No. No, sweet Will, stay away.

He jumped on Priya’s back and tried to pull her free, but the woman was too strong; she had locked herself to Rachel’s body. She reared back and grabbed Will by the collar, swinging him clear and back into the snow. But her weight shifted, just a hair, just a smidgen, giving Rachel clearance to get her finger around the trigger.

She fired.

The boom echoed through the clearing and up the mountain, the vibrations rattling free the beards of snow clinging to trees, showering the area around them with fluffs of white.

Priya’s body went slack, her forearm easing up on Rachel’s throat as the bullet tore through her, but her eyes remained open. They went blank, totally blank, as though someone had pulled the plug on her. Rachel shoved Priya’s body off her and pushed up onto her hands and knees. She vomited in the snow.

“Mommy!” Will called out, sliding next to her, throwing his little arm around her back.

“You OK, Spoon?” she croaked.

“Yeah,” he said. “Is it over?”

She wept.

“It’s over.”

She washed her mouth out with a handful of snow; then she pulled her son close, hugging him tightly, breathing him in. He had saved her. He had turned the tide. Around them, the crowd stood mute, watching the bizarre scene unfold before them. She kissed him on the cheek and then stood up.

“Love you, bud.”

He nodded.

Nearly twenty people in her charge now, nearly all of them children. There would be many more back at the ruins of Olympus, wondering what to do now.

They had little food. Their shelter was in ruins.

But they were free. These women were no longer bound by the stricture of their oppressive Lottery. These children would have a future, that much she would see to. They were in her charge now. And most important of all, they had the vaccine.

She passed out the little bit of food remaining in her pack, told the group to share it. They ate in silence. Their faces were long and dirty and sad. Will sat quietly in a group of kids for the first time in his life, his eyes bouncing from child to child. He had never spent time with other kids. Ever. The enormity of that burden made her tear up as she sat there. It hadn’t been fair. Not fair at all.

A little girl, maybe seven, approached her. She wore a heavy jacket and ski pants. Her face was small and round and Rachel wanted to scoop her up and read her stories and drink hot chocolate with her.

“I want my mommy.”

“We’ll go back and look for her.”

“Is she dead?”

“I don’t know. We’ll try to find out.”

“OK.”

She tottered away, chewing on her jerky.

They would find out, Rachel decided. They would wait. They would scavenge for supplies. They would find the hybrid seeds Gruber had mentioned. They would do the best they could, and they would press on. If Gruber’s wild claim was to be believed, they all had many decades ahead of them.

They would start again.

She thought about her father.

I hope you can rest now, Dad. I forgive you.

Whatever debt he had built up to her, he had paid off in spades. He had done the best he could with the equipment he had. She liked to think she had done the best she could with Will. No beating around the bush. It was a terrible world out there. If the last few months had taught her anything, it was that every day, every minute could be their last. Maybe there would be no happy ending for all of them, for any of them. Maybe they would have to be satisfied with a happy present. A happy moment. Here and there. Putting those moments together like a puzzle until it resembled a picture worth looking at.

She saw Will smile at something one of the kids said.

Then he laughed.
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