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THE LAST DAYS

Chapter 1
STAY AWAY, JOE

N>
After ayear of hunting, | finaly caught up with Sarah.

It turned out she’d been hiding in New Jersey, which broke my heart. | mean,
Hoboken? Sarah was aways head-over-heels in love with Manhattan. For her, New
York was like another Elvis, the King remade of bricks, steel, and granite. The rest
of the world was a vast extenson of her parents basement, the last place she
wanted to wind up.

No wonder she'd had to leave when the disease took hold of her mind. Peeps
aways run from the things they used to love.

Stll, I shook my head when | found out where she was. The old Sarah wouldn't
have been caught dead in Hoboken. And yet here | was, finishing my tenth cup of
coffee in the crumbling parking lot of the old ferry terminal, armed only with my wits
and a backpack full of Elvis memorabilia. In the black mirror of the coffee’s surface,
the gray sky trembled with the beating of my heart.



It was late afternoon. I’d spent the day in a nearby diner, working my way
through the menu and waiting for the clouds to clear, praying that the bored and very
cute waitress wouldn’t start taking to me. If that happened, 1I'd have to leave and
wander around the docks dl day.

| was nervous—the usua tension of meeting an ex, with the added bonus of
facing amaniaca cannibal—and the hours stretched out torturoudly. But findly afew
shafts of sun had broken through, bright enough to trap Sarah inside the termindl.
Peeps can't stand sunlight.

It had been raining a lot that week, and green weeds pushed up through the
asphalt, cracking the old parking lot like so much dried mud. Fera cats watched me
from every hiding place, no doubt drawn here by the spiking rat population.
Predators and prey and ruin—it's amazing how quickly nature consumes human
places after we turn our backs on them. Life is a hungry thing.

According to the Night Watch’s crime blotters, this spot didn’t show any of the
usua signs of a predator. No transit workers gone missing, no homeless people
turning psychotically violent. But every time New Jersey Pest Control did another
round of poisoning, the hordes of rats just reappeared, despite the fact that there
wasn't much garbage to eat in this deserted part of town. The only explanation was a
resident peep. When the Night Watch had tested one of the rats, it had turned out to
be of my bloodline, once removed.

That could only mean Sarah. Except for her and Morgan, every other girl 1I'd ever
kissed was aready locked up tight. (And Morgan, | was certain, was not hiding out
inan old ferry termina in Hoboken.)

Big yellow stickers plastered the termind’s padlocked doors, warning of rat
poison, but it looked like the guys a pest control were starting to get spooked.
They’d dropped off their little packets of death, slapped up a few warning stickers,
and then gotten the heck out of there.

Good for them. They don’t get paid enough to ded with peeps.

Of course, neither do I, despite the excellent hedlth benefits. But | had a certain
responsibility here. Sarah wasn't just the first of my bloodline—she was my first red
girlfriend.

My only red girlfriend, if you must know.

We met the opening day of classes—freshman year, Philosophy 101—and soon
found ourselves in a big argument about free will and predetermination. The
discussion spilled out of class, into a café, and dl the way back to her room that
night. Sarah was very into free will. | was very into Sarah.



The argument went on that whole semester. As a bio mgjor, | figured “free will”
meant chemicalsin your brain teling you what to do, the molecules bouncing around
in a way that felt like choosing but was actualy the dance of little gears—neurons
and hormones bubbling up into decisions like clockwork. You don’t use your body;
it uses you.

Guess | won that one.

There were signs of Sarah everywhere. All the windows a eye levd were
smashed, every expanse of reflective metd smeared with dirt or something worse.

And of course there were rats. Lots of them. | could hear that even from outside.

| squeezed between the loosdly padlocked doors, then stood waiting for my
vison to adjust to the darkness. The sound of little feet skittered aong the gloomy
edges of the vast interior space. My entrance had the effect of a stone landing in a
dill pond: The rippling rats took awhile to settle.

| listened for my ex-girlfriend but heard only wind whistling over broken glass
and the myriad nostrils snuffling around me.

They stayed in the shadows, smelling the familiarity of me, wondering if | was
part of the family. Rats have evolved into an arrangement with the disease, you see.
They don’t suffer from infection.

Human beings aren't so lucky. Even people like me—who don’'t turn into
ravening monsters, who don’t have to run from everything they love—we suffer too.
Exquistely.

| dropped my backpack to the floor and pulled out a poster, unrolling it and
taping it to the insde of the door.

| stepped back, and the King smiled down a me through the darkness,
resplendent againgt black velvet. No way could Sarah get past those piercing green
eyes and that radiant smile.

Feding safer under his gaze, | moved farther into the darkness. Long benches
lined the floor like church pews, and the faded smell of long-gone human crowds
rose up. Passengers had once sat here to await the next ferry to Manhattan. There
were a few beds of newspaper where homeless people had dept, but my nose
informed me that they’d lain empty for weeks.

Since the predator had arrived.
The hordes of tiny footsteps followed me warily, still unsure of what | was.

| taped a black-velvet Elvis poster onto each exit from the termind, the bright
colors clashing with the dingy yellow of the rat-poison warnings. Then | postered the
broken windows, plastering every means of escape with the King's face.



Againgt one wadll, | found pieces of a shredded shirt. Stained with fresh-smelling
blood, it had been flung aside like a discarded candy wrapper. | had to remind
mysdf that this creature wasn't redly Sarah, full of free will and tidbits of Elvis trivia
This was a cold-blooded killer.

Before | zipped the backpack closed, | pulled out an eight-inch ‘68 Comeback
Specia action figure and put it in my pocket. | hoped my familiar face would protect
me, but it never hurts to have a trusty anathema close at hand.

| heard something from above, where the old ferry administration offices jutted
out from the back wadl, overlooking the waiting room. Peeps prefer to nest in small,
high places.

There was only one set of stairs, the steps sagging like aflat tirein the middle. As
my weight pressed into the first one, it creaked unhappily.

The noise didn't matter—Sarah had to know already someone was here—but |
went carefully, letting the staircase’s sway settle between every step. The guys in
Records had warned me that this place had been condemned for a decade.

| took advantage of the slow ascent to leave a few items from my backpack on
the stairs. A sequined cape, a miniature blue Christmas tree, an dbum of Elvis Sngs
Gospdl .

From the top of the stairs, arow of skulls looked down a me.

I'd seen lairs marked this way before, part territoridism—a warning to other
predators to stay away—and partly the sort of thing that peeps just ... liked. Not
free will but those chemicals in the brain again, determining aesthetic responses, as
predictable as a middle-aged guy buying a red sports car.

More tiny feet skittered when | kicked one of the skulls into the gloom. It rolled
with a limping, asymmetrical ka-thump, ka-thump across the floor. As the echoes
died away, | heard something human-size breathing. But she didn’t show hersdlf,
didn't attack. | wondered if she recognized my smell.

“It'sme,” | caled softly, not expecting any response.
“Ca?

| froze, not believing my ears. None of the other girls I’d ever dated had spoken
a dl when I'd tracked them down, much less said my name.

But | recognized Sarah’s voice. Even raspy and desiccated, as dry and brittle as
alost contact lens, it was her. | heard her dry throat swallow.

“I'm here to help you,” | said.

There was no answer, no movement of rats' feet. The sounds of her breathing
had stopped. Peeps can do that, subsist on pockets of oxygen stored in the
parasite’s cysts.



The balcony stretched before me, arow of doors leading to abandoned offices. |
took a few steps and glanced into the first one. It was stripped of furniture, but |
could see the outlines of tiny cubicles imprinted into the gray industrial carpet. Not a
terrible place to work, though: Iron-framed windows overlooked the harbor, the
views magnificent, even though the glass was broken and smeared.

Manhattan lay across the river, the downtown spires lighting up as the sun went
down, painting the glass towers orange. Strange that Sarah would stay here, in sight
of theidand she’'d loved. How could she stand it?

Maybe she was different.

Old clothes and a couple of crack vids littered the floor, along with more human
bones. | wondered where she had been hunting and how the Watch had missed the
kills. That’ s the thing about predators. They leave a huge statistical footprint on any
ecosystem. Get more than a dozen of them in even the biggest city and the
homicides show up like a house on fire. The disease has spent the last thousand
years evolving to conceal itsdlf, but it gets tougher and tougher for man-eaters to
stay hidden. Human beings are prey with cel phones, after dl.

| stepped back into the hal and closed my eyes, listening again. Hearing nothing.
When | opened them, Sarah stood before me.

| sucked in a breath and the most trivid of thoughts went through me: She's lost
weight. Her wiry body almost disappeared in the stolen rags she wore, like a child in
borrowed, grown-up clothes. As dways when running into an ex after a long time,
there was the welrdness of seeing a once-familiar face transformed.

| could see why the legends call them beautiful: that bone structure right there on
the surface, like heroin chic without the bad skin. And a peep’s gaze is so intense.
Adapted to the darkness, their irises and pupils are huge, the skin around the orbitals
pulled back in a predatory facdlift, revealing more of the eyeballs. Like Botoxed
movie stars, they always look surprised and amost never blink.

For a brief and horrible moment, | thought | was in love with her again. But it was
just the insatiable parasite insde me.

“Sarah,” | breathed out.

She hissed. Peeps hate the sound of their own names, which cuts into the tangled
channels of ther brains just like an anathema. But she'd said, “Cal...”

“Go away,” came the raspy voice.

| could see hunger in her eyes—peeps are dways hungry—but she didn’t want
me. | was too familiar.

Rats began to swirl around my feet, thinking a kill was coming. | stamped one of
my rat-proof cowboy boots down hard to send them scurrying. Sarah bared her
teeth at the noise and my stomach clenched. | had to remind mysdf that she



wouldn’'t eat me, couldn’t eat me.

“1 have to take you out of here,” | said, my fingers closing on the action figure in
my pocket. They never went without a fight, but Sarah was my first red love. |
thought maybe . .

She struck like lightning, her open pam landing upside my head, a dap that felt
like it had burst my eardrum.

| staggered back, the world ringing, and more blows pummeled my stomach,
driving the breath from me. And then | was lying on my back, Sarah’s weight on my
chest, her body as sinewy as a bag full of pissed-off snakes, her smdl thick in my
nostrils.

She pushed my head back, baring my throat, but then froze, something fighting
behind her Botoxed eyes. Her love for me? Or just the anathema of my familiar face?

“Ray’s Origind, First Avenue and Eighth Street,” | said quickly, invoking her
favorite pizza place. “Vanilla vodka on the rocks. Viva Las Vegas.” That last one
scored, so | added, “His mother’s middle name was Love.”

At this second Elvis reference, Sarah hissed like a snake, one hand curling into a
claw. The fingernails, like a corpse’s, keep growing as everything else is eaten away,
and hers were as gnarled and black as dried beetle husks.

| stopped her with the password for our shared video store account, then rattled
off her old cell-phone number and the names of the goldfish she'd left behind. Sarah
flinched, battered by these old, familiar signifiers. Then she let out a howl, her mouth
stretching wide to bare the awful teeth again. A dark claw raised up.

| pulled the action figure from my pocket and thrust it into her face.

It was the King, of course, in Comeback Specia black, complete with leather
wristband and four-inch guitar. This was my only keepsake from her former
life—I"d stolen it from under her roommate’s nose, dropping by a week after Sarah
had disappeared, ingtinctively knowing she wasn't coming back. Wanting something
of hers.

Sarah howled, closing her fist and bringing it down on my chest. The blow left
me coughing, my eyes filling with tears. But her weight was suddenly gone.

| rolled over, gasping, trying to regain my feet. As my eyes cleared, | saw baoiling
fur in every direction, the ratsin a panic a their mistress's distress.

She had started down the stairs, but now the anathema had taken hold of her
mind. The Elvis memorabilia I'd placed on the steps did its job—Sarah twisted in
mid-course at the sequined cape, like a horse glimpsing a rattlesnake, and crashed
through the rickety banister.

| scrambled to the balcony’ s edge and looked down. She crouched on one of the
pews, glaring up a me.



“Are you okay, Sarah?’

The sound of her own name got her moving, gliding across the waiting room,
bare feet slent on the backs of the benches. But she stumbled to a hdt as she came
face-to-face with the black velvet King poster, a horrible wail filling the echoing
termind. It was one of those spine-tingling transformations, like when a forlorn cat
suddenly makes the sound of a human child, Sarah uttering the cry of some other
Species.

Rats swept toward me from al sides—attacking, | thought for a moment. But
they were smply fresking out, swirling without purpose around my boots,
disappearing through holes and into office doorways.

As| ran down the staircase, the metd bolts that held it to the wall yanked at their
berths in a screeching chorus. Sarah darted from exit to exit, mewling at the sight of
the King's face. She froze and hissed at me again.

She knew | had her cornered and watched warily as | put the doll back in my
pocket.

“Stay there. | won't hurt you.” | dowly climbed down the rest of the swaying
stairs. It was about as steady as standing in a canoe.

The moment one of my feet touched the ground floor, Sarah ran straight toward
the far wall. She leaped high, her black claws grasping one of a web of steam pipes
that fed a long radiator. Her long black fingernails made pinging sounds on the
empty pipes as she climbed up and along the wal toward a high window | hadn’t
bothered to cover. She moved like a spider, fast and jerky.

There was no Elvis between her and freedom. | was going to lose her.

Swearing, | turned and dashed back up the swaying stairs. A series of pops came
from behind me, bolts failing, and just as | reached the top, the whole staircase
pulled away, freeing itself from thewadl at last. But it didn’'t crash to the ground, just
sagged exhaustedly, afew bolts dill clinging to the upper floor like rusty fingernails.

Sarah reached the high window and put her fist through it, smeared glass
shattering onto a jagged patch of gray sky. But as she pulled hersdf up into the
window frame, a bright shaft of sun struck through the clouds, hitting her square in
the face.

The rosy light filled the termina, and Sarah screamed again, swinging from one
hand, the other flailing. She tried to hoist hersalf through the broken window twice
more, but the punishing sunlight forced her back. Findly she scurried away, fleeing
aong the pipes and leaping to the balcony, darting through the farthest doorway
from me.

| was aready running.
The last office was the darkest, but | could smdl the rats, the man nest of her



brood. When | reached the door they turned to face me in awful unison, red eyes
illuminated by the dusty shaft of sunlight filtering in behind me. There was a bed in
one corner, its rusty springs covered with rotting clothes. Most peeps didn’t bother
with beds. Had it been left here by squatters? Or had Sarah salvaged it from some
rubbish heap?

She'd adways been a fussy deeper, bringing her own pillow to college from
Tennessee. Did she till care what she dept on?

Sarah watched me from the bed, her eyes hdf closed. It was only because the
sunlight had burned them, but it made her ook more human.

| approached carefully, one hand on the action figure in my pocket. But | didn’t
pull it out. Maybe | could take her without any more struggle. She’d said my name,
after dl.

The motionless rats made me nervous. | took a plastic bag from my pocket and
emptied it onto my boots. The brood parted, scenting Cornelius's dander. My
ancient cat hadn’t hunted in years, but the rats didn’t know that. Suddenly, | smelled
like a predator.

Sarah clung to the bed’ s spindly frame, which began to shudder. | paused to pull
aKevlar glove onto my left hand and dropped two knockout pills into its palm.

“Let me give you these. They’ll make you better.”

Sarah squinted at me, ill wary, but listening. She had dways forgotten to take
her pills, and it had been my job to remind her. Maybe this ritual would cam her,
something remembered, but not fondly enough to be an anathema. | could hear her
breathing, her heart il beating as fast as it had during the chase.

She could spring at me at any moment.

| took another ow step and sat down beside her. The bed’s rusty springs made
aquestioning sound.

“Take these. They’'re good for you.”

Sarah stared at the smal white pills cupped in my pam. | felt her relax for a
moment, maybe recalling what it was like to be sick—just normal sick—and have a
boyfriend look after you.

I’m not as fast as a full-blown peep, or as strong, but | am pretty quick. | cupped
my hand over her mouth in a flash and heard the pills snick into her dehydrated
throat. Her hands gripped my shoulders, but | pressed her head back with my whole
weight, letting her teeth savage the thick glove. Sarah’s black nails didn’t go for my
face, and | saw swallows pulsing along her pale neck.

The pills took her down in seconds. With a metabolism as fast as ours, drugs hit
right away—I fed tipsy about a minute after alcohol touches my tongue, and | damn
near need an IV to keep a coffee buzz going.



“Wdl done, Sarah.” | et her go and saw that her eyes were ill open. “You'll be
okay now, | promise.”

| pulled the glove off. The outer water-resistant layer was shredded, but her teeth
hadn’t broken the Kevlar. (It has happened, though.)

My cdl phone showed one lonely bar of reception, but the cdl went straight
through. “It was her. Pick us up.”

As the phone went dark, | wondered if | should have mentioned the crumbling
stairs. Oh, well. They’d figure out how to get up.

“Ca?

| started at the sound, but her ditted eyes didn't seem to pose a threat. “What is
it, Sarah?’

“Show me again.”

“Show you what?’

She tried to speak, but a pained look crossed her face.

“You mean...” Hisname would hurt her if | said it. “The King?’

She nodded.

“You don’'t want that. It'll only burn you. Like the sun did.”

“But | miss him.” Her voice was fading, sleep taking her.

| swallowed, feding something flat and heavy settle over me. “I know you do.”

Sarah knew alot about Elvis, but she enjoyed obscure facts the most. She loved
it that his mother’s middle name was Love. She searched the Web for MP3s of the
B-sides of rare seventies singles. Her favorite movie was one that you’'ve probably
never heard of: Stay Away, Joe.

Init, Elvisis a haf-Navgo bronco buster on a reservation. Sarah claimed it was
the role he was born to play, because he redly was part Native American. Y eah,
right. His great-great-great-grandmother was Cherokee. And, like most of us, he had
Sixteen great-great-great-grandmothers. Not much genetic impact there. But Sarah
didn’t care. She said obscure influences were the most important.

That's a philosophy major for you.

In the movie, Elvis sdls pieces of his car whenever he needs money. The doors
go, then the roof, then the seats, one by one. By the end he's riding along on an
empty frame—Elvis at the steering whed, four tires and a sputtering engine on an
open road.



As the disease had settled across her, Sarah had held onto Elvis the longest. After
she’'d thrown out dl her books and clothes, erased every photograph from her hard
drive, and broken dl the mirrors in her dorm bathroom, the Elvis posters sill clung
to her walls, crumpled and scratched from bitter blows, but hanging on. As her mind
transformed, Sarah shouted more than once that she couldn’t stand the sight of me,
but she never said a word against the King.

Findly, she fled, deciding to disappear into the night rather than tear down those
dyly grinning faces she could no longer bear to look at.

As | waited for the transport squad, | watched her shivering on the bed and
thought of Elvis clutching the steering whed of his skeletd car.

Sarah had lost everything, shedding the pieces of her life one by one to placate
the anathema, until she was left here in this dark place, clinging to a shuddering,
rickety frame.

Chapter 2
TREMATODES

&N >»
The naturd world is jaw-droppingly horrible. Appalling, nasty, vile.
Take trematodes, for example.

Trematodes are tiny fish that live in the stomach of a bird. (How did that happen?
Horribly. Just keep reading.) They lay their eggs in the bird’s stomach. One day, the
bird takes a crap into a pond, and the eggs are on their way. They hatch and swim
around the pond looking for a snail. These trematodes are microscopic, smal
enough to lay eggsin asnail’s eye, as we used to say in Texas.

Well, okay. We never said that in Texas. But trematodes actudly do it. For some
reason, they always choose the left eye. When the babies hatch, they eat the snail’s
left eye and spread throughout its body. (Didn't | say this would be horrible?) But
they don’t kill the snail. Not right away.

First, the half-blind snail gets a gnawing feding in the pit of its stomach and thinks
it's hungry. It starts to eat but for some reason can never get enough food. You see,
when the food gets to where the snail’ s stomach used to be, dl that’s left down there
Is trematodes, getting their meals delivered. The snail can’'t mate, or deep, or enjoy
life in any other snaily way. It has become a hungry robot dedicated to gathering
food for its horrible little passengers.

After a while, the trematodes get bored with this and pull the plug on their poor
host. They invade the snail’ s antennae, making them twitch. They turn the snail’s left



eye bright colors. A bird passing overhead sees this brightly colored, twitching snail
and says, “Yum...”

The snall gets eaten, and the trematodes are back up in a bird’s stomach, ready
to parachute into the next pond over.

Welcome to the wonderful world of parasites.

Thisiswherel live.

One more thing, and then | promise no more horrific biology (for afew pages).

When | first read about trematodes, | aways wondered why the bird would eat
this twitching, oddly colored snail. Eventualy, wouldn’'t the birds evolve to avoid
any snail with a glowing left eye? This is a nasty, trematode-infected snail, after dl.
Why would you eat it?

Turns out the trematodes don’'t do anything unpleasant to their flying host.
They’re polite guests, living quietly in the bird’s gut, not messing with its food or its
left eye or anything. The bird hardly knows they’re there, just craps them out into the
next pond over, like alittle parasite bomb.

It's amost like the bird and the trematodes have a ded between them. You give
us aridein your stomach, and we ll arrange some haf-blind snails for you to eat.

Isn’'t cooperation a beautiful thing?

Unless, of course, you happen to be the snall ...

Chapter 3
ANATHEMA

&N >»
Okay, let’'s clear up some myths about vampires.

First of dl, you won't see me using the V-word much. In the Night Watch, we
prefer the term parasite-positives, or peeps, for short.

The main thing to remember is that there’s no magic involved. No flying. Humans
don't have hollow bones or wings—the disease doesn't change that. No
transforming into bats or rats ether. It's impossible to turn into something much
smdler than yourself—where would the extra mass go?

On the other hand, | can see how people in centuries past got confused. Hordes
of rats, and sometimes bats, accompany peeps. They get infected from feasting on



peep leftovers. Rodents make good “reservoirs,” which means they're like storage
containers for the disease. Rats give the parasite a place to hide in case the peep gets
hunted down.

Infected rats are devoted to their peeps, tracking them by smell. The rat brood
also serves as a handy food source for the peep when there aren’t humans around to
hunt. (Icky, | know. But that’s nature for you.)

Back to the myths:

Parasite-positives do appear in mirrors. | mean, get red: How would the mirror
know what was behind the peep?

But this legend also has a basis in fact. As the parasite takes control, peeps begin
to despise the sight of their own reflections. They smash dl their mirrors. But if
they’re so beautiful, why do they hate their own faces?

Wedl, it’s dl about the anathema

The most famous example of disease mind control is rabies. When a dog
becomes rabid, it has an uncontrollable urge to bite anything that moves. squirrels,
other dogs, you. Thisis how rabies reproduces; hiting spreads the virus from host
to host.

A long time ago, the parasite was probably like rabies. When people got infected,
they had an overpowering urge to bite other humans. So they bit them. Success!

But eventually human beings got organized in ways that dogs and squirrels can't.
We invented posses and lynch mobs, made up laws, and appointed law enforcers.
As a result, the biting maniacs among us tend to have farly short careers. The only
peeps who survived were the ones who ran away and hid, sneaking back at night to
feed their mania.

The parasite followed this survival strategy to the extreme. It evolved over the
generations to transform the minds of its victims, finding a chemical switch among
the pathways of the human brain. When that switch is thrown, we despise everything
we once loved. Peegps cower when confronted with their old obsessions, despise
their loved ones, and flee from any signifier of home.

Love is easy to switch to hatred, it turns out. The term for this is the anathema
effect.

The anathema effect forced peeps from their medieva villages and out into the
wild, where they were safe from lynch mobs. And it spread the disease
geographicaly. Peeps moved to the next valey over, then the next country, pushed
farther and farther by their hatred of everything familiar.

As cities grew, with more police and bigger lynch mobs, peeps had to adopt new
strategies to stay hidden. They learned to love the night and see in the dark, until the



sun itsdf became anathema to them.

But come on: They don't burst into flame in daylight. They just redly, redly hate
it.

The anathema also created some familiar vampire legends. If you grew up in
Europe in the Middle Ages, chances were you were a Christian. You went to church
a least twice a week, prayed three times a day, and had a crucifix hanging in every
room. You made the sign of the cross every time you ate food or wished for good
luck. So it’s not surprising that most peeps back then had major cruciphobia—they
could actualy be repelled by the sight of a cross, just like in the movies.

In the Middle Ages, the crucifix was the big anathema: Elvis and Manhattan and
your boyfriend dl rolled into one.

Things were so much smpler back then.

These days, we hunters have to do our homework before we go after a peep.
What were their favorite foods? What music did they like? What movie stars did
they have crushes on? Sure, we ill find a few cases of cruciphobia, especidly
down in the Bible Bdt, but you' re much more likely to stop peeps with an iPod full
of ther favorite tunes. (With certain geeky peeps, I've heard, the Apple logo aone
does the trick.)

That's why new peep hunters like me start with people they used to know, so we
don’t have to guess what their anathemas are. Hunting the people who once loved us
Isas easy asit gets. Our own faces work as a reminder of their former lives. We are
the anathema.

So what am 1? you may be asking.

| am parasite-positive, technicaly a peep, but | can 4ill listen to Kill Fee and
Deathmatch, watch a sunset, or put Tabasco on scrambled eggs without howling.
Through some trick of evolution, I'm partly immune, the lucky winner of the peep
genetic lottery. Peeps like me are rarer than hens' teeth: Only one in every hundred
victims becomes stronger and faster, with incredible hearing and a great sense of
smdl, without being driven crazy by the anathema.

We're cdled carriers, because we have the disease without dl the symptoms.
Although there is this one extra symptom that we do have: The disease makes us
horny. All the time.

The parasite doesn’t want us carriers to go to waste, after dl. We can ill spread
the disease to other humans. Like that of the maniacs, our sdiva caries the
parasite’s spores. But we don'’t hite; we kiss, the longer and harder the better.

The parasite makes sure that I'm like the dways-hungry snail, except hungry for
sex. I’'m constantly aroused, aware of every female in the room, every cell screaming



for me to go out and shag someone!

None of which makes me wildly different from most other nineteen-year-old
guys, | suppose. Except for one smdl fact: If | act on my urges, my unlucky lovers
become monsters, like Sarah did. And thisis not much fun to watch.

Dr. Rat showed up first, like she’d been waiting by the phone.

Her footsteps echoed through the ferry terminal, dong with a rattling noise. | left
Sarah’s side and went out to the balcony. Dr. Rat had a dozen folding cages
strapped to her back, like some giant insect with old-lady hair and unsteady metd
wings, ready to trap some samples of Sarah’s brood.

“Couldn’t wait, could you?’ | called.
“No,” sheydled up. “It'sabig one, isn't it?’

“Seems to be.” The brood was 4ill behind me, quietly attending to its sleeping
mistress.

She looked at the hdf-falen staircase with annoyance. “Did you do that?’
“Um, sort of.”
“So how am | supposed to get up there, Kid?’

| just shrugged. I’'m not a big fan of the nickname “Kid.” They dl cal me that at
the Night Watch, just because I'm a peep hunter at nineteen, a job where the average
age is about a hundred and seventy-five. All peep hunters are carriers. Only carriers
are fast and strong enough to hunt down our crazy, violent cousins.

Dr. Rat's usualy pretty cool, though. She doesn’'t mind her own nickname,
mostly because she actualy likes rats. And even though she’s about sixty and wears
enough hair-spray to stick a bear to the ceiling, she plays good aternative meta and
lets me rip her CDs—Kill Fee hasn't made a dime off me since | met Dr. Rat. And
mercifully, she fdls wdl off my sexua radar, so | can actudly concentrate in the
Night Watch classes she teaches (Rats 101, Peep Hunting 101, and Early Plagues
and Pestilence).

Like most people who work at the Night Watch, she's not parasite-positive.
She's just a working stiff who loves her job. You have to, working at the Night
Watch. The pay’s not great.

With one last look at the crumpled staircase, Dr. Rat began to set out her traps,
then started laying out piles of poison.

“lsn’t there enough of that stuff around already?’ | asked.

“Not like this. Something new I'm trying. It's marked with Essence of Cal
Thompson. A few swabs of your sweat on each pile and they’ll eat hearty.”



“My what?’ | said. “Where' d you get my sweat?”’

“From a pencil | borrowed from you in Rats 101, after that pop quiz last week.
Did you know pop quizzes make you sweat, Ca?’

“Not that much!”
“Only takes a little—aong with some peanut butter.”
| wiped my palms on my jacket, not sure how annoyed to be.

Rats are great smellers, gourmets of garbage. When they eat, they can detect one
part of rat poison in a million. And they can smel their peegps from a mile away.
Because | was Sarah’ s progenitor, my familiar smell would cover the taint of poison.

| supposed it was worth having my sweat stolen. We had to kill off Sarah’'s
brood before it fdl apart and scattered into the rest of Hoboken. A hungry brood
that has lost its peep can be dangerous, and the parasite occasionally spreads from
rats back into humans. The last thing New Jersey needed was another peep.

That's the interesting thing about Dr. Rat: She loves rats but also loves coming
up with new and exciting ways to kill them. Like | said, love and hatred aren’t that far

apart.

The transport squad arrived ten minutes later. They didn't wait for sunset, just
cut the locks off the biggest set of doors and backed their garbage truck right up to
them, its reverse beep echoing through the termind to wake the dead. Garbage
trucks are perfect for the transport squad. They’'re like the digestive system of the
modern world—no one ever thinks twice about them. They’re built like tanks and yet
are completely invishble to regular people going about their regular business. And if
the guys who ride on them happen to be wearing thick protective suits and rubber
gloves, wdl, nothing funny about that, is there? Garbage is dangerous stuff, after all.

Rather than chance the ruined staircase, the transport guys reached into their
truck for rope ladders with grappling hooks. They climbed up, then lowered Sarah
to the ground floor in alitter. They always carry mountain-rescue gear, it turns out.

| watched the whole operation while | did my paperwork, then asked the
transport boss if | could come along in the truck with Sarah.

He shook his head and said, “No rides, Kid. Anyway, the Shrink wants to see
you.”

“Oh,” | said.
When the Shrink calls, you go.

By thetime | got back into Manhattan, darkness had fallen.



In New York City, they grind up old glass, mix it into concrete, and make
sidewalks out of it. Glassphalt 1ooks pretty, especidly if you've got peep eyesight. It
sparkled underfoot as | walked, catching the orange glow of streetlights.

Most important, the glassphalt gave me something to look at besides the women
passing by—trendy Villagers with chunky shoes and cool accessories, tourists
looking around dl wide-eyed and wanting to ask directions, NYU dance students in
formfitting regdia The worst thing about New York is that it's full of beautiful
women, enough to make my head start spinning with unthinkable thoughts.

My senses were gill at the pitch that hunting brings them to. | could fed the
rumble of distant subway trains through my feet and hear the buzz of Sreetlight
timersin their metd boxes. | caught the smells of perfume, body lotion, and scented
shampoo.

And stared at the sparkling sidewalk.

| was more depressed than horny, though. | kept seeing Sarah on that bare and
rickety bed, asking for one last glimpse of the King, however painful.

I’d dways thought that once | found her, things would uncrumble a little. Life
would never be completely normal again, but at least certain debts had been settled.
With her in recovery, my chain of the infection had been broken.

But | ill felt crappy.

The Shrink aways warned me that carriers stay wracked with lifdong guilt. It's
not an uplifting thing having turned lovers into monsters. We fed bad that we haven't
turned into monsters ourselves—survivor’s guilt, that's caled. And we fed a hit
stupid that we didn’t notice our own symptoms earlier. | mean, 1’d been sort of
wondering why the Atkins diet was giving me night vison. But that hadn’t seemed
like something to worry about...

And there was the burning question: Why hadn’t | been more concerned when
my one red girlfriend, two girls I'd had a few dates with, and another 1I'd made out
with on New Year's Eve had all gone crazy?

I’d just thought that was a New Y ork thing.

Vigting the Shrink makes my ears pop.

She livesin the bowels of a Colonial-era town house, the originad headquarters of
the Night Watch, her office a the end of along, narrow corridor. A soft but steady
breeze pushes you toward her, like a phantom hand in the middle of your back. But
it isn't magic; it's something called a negative-pressure prophylaxis, which is
basicaly a big condom made of arr. Throughout the house, a constant wind blows
toward the Shrink from dl directions. No stray microbes can escape from her out
into the rest of the city, because dl the ar in the house moves toward her. After



she's breathed it, this air gets microfiltered, chlorine-gassed, and roasted at about
two hundred degrees Celsius before it pops out of the town house's
aways-smoking chimney. It's the same setup they have at bioweapons factories, and
a the lab in Atlanta where scientists keep smallpox virusin alocked freezer.

The Shrink actualy has smallpox, she once told me. She's a carrier, like us
hunters, but she's been dive a lot longer, even longer than the Night Mayor. Old
enough to have been around before inoculations were invented, back when meases
and smallpox killed more people than war. The parasite makes her immune from al
that stuff, of course, but she ill wound up catching it, and she carries bits and
pieces of various human scourges to this day. So they keep her in a bubble.

And yes, we peeps can live aredly long time.

New York’s city government goes back about three hundred and fifty years, a
century and a haf older than the United States of America. The Night Watch
Authority may have split off from officid City Hal a while back—Ilike the peeps we
hunt, we have to hide ourselves—but the Night Mayor was appointed for a lifedong
termin 1687. It just so happens he's ill dive. That makes us the oldest authority in
the New World, edging the Freemasons by forty-six years. Not too shabby.

The Night Mayor was around to personally watch the witch trids of the 1690s.
He was here during the Revolutionary War, when the black rats who used to run the
city got pushed out by the gray Norwegian ones who sill do, and he was here for
the attempted Illuminati takeover in 1794. We know this town.

The shelves behind the Shrink’s desk were filled with her ancient doll collection,
therr crumbling heads sprouting hair made from horses’ manes and hand-spun flax.
They sat in the dim light wearing stiff, painted smiles. | could imagine the sticky
scent |eft by centuries of stroking kiddie fingers. And the Shrink hadn’t bought them
as antiques, she’'d lifted every one from the grasp of a deeping child, back in the
days when they were new.

Now that’'s aweird kink, but it beats any fetishes that would spread the disease, |
suppose. Sometimes | wonder if the whole living-in-a-bubble thing is just a way to
keep the Shrink’s ancient and unfulfilled desires at bay. Summer days in Manhattan,
when every woman in town is wearing a tank top or a sundress, | wish they’d lock
me in a bubble somewhere.

“Hey, Kid,” she said, looking up from the papers on her desk.

| frowned but could hardly complain. After being around five centuries, you can
pretty much call everybody “Kid.”

| took a seat, careful to stay wel behind the red line painted on the floor. If you
step over it, the Shrink’s minders take everything you're wearing and burn it, and
you have to go home in these pendty clothes that are too small, like the jacket and tie



they force you to wear at fancy restaurants when you show up underdressed.
Everyone a the Watch remembers a carrier peep named Typhoid Mary, who
wandered around too addled by the parasite to know that she was spreading typhus
to everyone she dept with.

“Good evening, Doctor Prolix,” | said, careful not to raise my voice. It's dways
weird talking to other carriers. The red line kept me and the Shrink about twenty feet
apart, but we both had peep hearing, so it was rude to shout. Socia reflexes take a
long time to catch up to superpowers.

| closed my eyes, adjusting to the weird sensation of a total absence of smell.
This doesn’t happen very often in New York City, and it never happens to me,
except in the Shrink’s superclean office. As an aimost-predator, | can smdl the sdt
when someone’s crying, the acid tang of used AA batteries, and the mold living
between the pages of an old book.

The Shrink’s reading light buzzed, set so low that its filament barely glowed,
softening her features. As carriers get older, they begin to look more like full-blown
peeps—wiry, wide-eyed, and gauntly beautiful. They don’t have enough flesh to get
wrinkles, the parasite burns caories like running a marathon. Even after my afternoon
a the diner, | was alittle hungry myself.

After a few moments, she took her hands from the papers, steepled her fingers,
and peered a me. “ S0, let me guess...”

This was how Dr. Prolix started every session, telling me what was in my own
head. She wasn't much for the so-how-does-that-make-you-fee school of
head-shrinking. | noticed that her voice had the same dry timbre as Sarah’'s, with a
hint of dead, rustling leaves among her words.

“You have findly reached your god,” she said. “And yet your long-sought
redemption isn’t what you thought it would be.”

| had to sigh. The worst part of vidting the Shrink was being read like a book.
But | decided not to make things too easy for her and just shrugged. “I don’t know.
| had along day drinking coffee and waiting for the clouds to clear. And then Sarah
put up awicked fight.”

“But the difficulty of a chdlenge usudly makes its accomplishment more
satisfying, not less.”

“Easy for you to say.” The bruises on my chest were Hill throbbing, and my ribs
were knitting back together in an itchy way. “But it wasn't redly the fight. The
messed-up thing was that Sarah recognized me. She said my name.”

Dr. Prolix’s Botoxed eyes widened even farther. “When you captured your other
girlfriends, they didn’t speak to you, did they?’

“No. Just screamed when they saw my face.”



She smiled gently. “That means they loved you.”

“l doubt it. None of them knew me that well.” Other than Sarah, who I'd met
before | turned contagious, every woman I'd ever started a relationship with had
begun to change in a matter of weeks.

“But they must have felt something for you, or the anathema wouldn’t have taken
hold.” She smiled. “Y ou're avery attractive boy, Cal.”

| cleared my throat. A compliment from a five-hundred-year-old is like when your
aunt says you' re cute. Not helpful in any way.

“How’ s that going anyway?’ she added.
“What? The enforced celibacy? Just great. Loving it.”
“Did you try the rubber band trick?’

| held up my wrist. The Shrink had suggested | wear a rubber band there and
ping mysalf with it every time | had a sexua thought. Negative reinforcement, like
swatting your dog with arolled-up newspaper.

“Mmm. A bit raw, isn't it?’ she said.

| glanced down a my wrist, which looked like I'd been wearing a razor-wire
bracelet. “Evolution versus a rubber band. Which would you bet on?’

She nodded sympathetically. “ Shall we turn back to Sarah?’

“Please. At least | know she redlly loved me; she amost killed me.” | stretched in
the chair, my dtill-tender ribs creaking. “Here's the funny thing, though. She was
nested upstairs, with these big-ass windows looking out over the river. You could
see Manhattan perfectly.”

“What' s so strange about that, Cd?’

| glanced away from her gaze, but the blank eyes of the dolls weren't much
better. Findly, | stared a the floor, where a tiny tumbleweed of dust was being
sucked toward Dr. Prolix. Inescapably.

“Sarah was in love with Manhattan. The streets, the parks, everything about it.
She owned dl these New York photo books, knew the histories of buildings. How
could she stand to look at the skyline?” | glanced up a Dr. Prolix. “Could her
anathema be, like, broken somehow?’

The Shrink’s fingers stegpled again as she shook her head. “Not broken, exactly.
The anathema can work in mysterious ways. My patients and the legends both report
amilar obsessions. | beieve your generation calsit stalking.”

“Um, maybe. How do you mean?’
“The anathema creates a great hatred for beloved things. But that doesn’t mean



that the love itsdlf is entirely extinguished.”
| frowned. “But | thought that was the point. Getting you to rgect your old life.”

“Yes, but the human heart is a strange vessal. Love and hatred can exist side by
side.” Dr. Prolix leaned back in her chair. “You’'re nineteen, Ca. Haven't you ever
known someone rejected by alover, who, consumed by rage and jealousy, never lets
go? They look on from a distance, unseen but boiling inside. The emotion never
seems to tire, this hatred mixed with intense obsession, even with a kind of twisted
love.”

“Uh, yeah. That would pretty much be staking.” | nodded. “Kind of a fatd
attraction thing?’

“Yes, fatal is an apt word. It happens among the undead as well.”

A little shiver went through me. Only the redly old hunters use the word undead,
but you have to admit it has a certain ring to it.

“There are legends,” she said, “and modern case studies in my files. Some of the
undead find a balancing point between the attraction of their old obsessions and the
revulson of the anathema. They live on this knife's edge, adways pushed and
pulled.”

“Hoboken,” | said softly. Or my sex life, for that matter .

We were slent for a while, and | remembered Sarah’s face after the pills had
taken effect. She'd gazed at me without terror. | wondered if Sarah had ever stalked
me, watching from the darkness after disappearing from my life, wanting a last
glimpse before her Manhattan anathema had driven her across the river.

| cleared my throat. “Couldn’t that mean that Sarah might be more human than
most peeps? After | gave her the pills, she wanted to see her Elvis doll ... that is, the
anathema I’ d brought. She asked to seeiit.”

Dr. Prolix raised an eyebrow. “Cal, you aren't fantasizing that Sarah might
recover completely, are you?’

“Um ... no?’

“That you might one day get back together? That you could have a lover again?
One your own age, whom you couldn’t infect, because she aready carries the
disease?’

| swallowed and shook my head no, not wanting the lecture in Peeps 101
repeated to me: Full-blown peeps never come back.

You can whack the parasite into submission with drugs, but it's hard to wipe it
out completely. Like a tapeworm, it starts off microscopic but grows much bigger,
flooding your body with different parts of itsdf. It wraps around your spine, creates
cysts in your brain, changes your whole being to suit its purposes. Even if you could



remove it surgically, the eggs can hide in your bone marrow or your brain. The
symptoms can be controlled, but skip one pill, miss one shot, or just have a redly
upsetting bad-hair day, and you go ferd dl over again. Sarah could never be let
loose in a norma human community.

Worse, the mental changes the parasite makes are permanent. Once those
anathema switches get thrown in a peep’s brain, it's pretty hard to convince a peep
that they redly, redly used to love chocolate. Or, say, this guy from Texas cdled
Ca.

“But don’t some peeps come back more than others?’ | asked.

“The sad truth is, for most of those like Sarah, the struggle never ends. She may
wdl stay this way for the rest of her life, on the edge between anathema and
obsession. An uncomfortable fate.”

“Is there any way | can help?” My own words surprised me. I'd never been to
the recovery hospital. All | knew about it was that it was way out in the Montana
wilds, a safe distance from any cities. Recovering peeps usually don’t want their old
boyfriends showing up, but maybe Sarah would be different.

“A familiar face may help her treatment, in time. But not until you ded with your
own disquiet, Cal.”

| Sumped in my chair. “I don’t even know what my disquiet is. Sarah freaked me
outisdl. I think I'm till...” | waved ahand inthe air. “I just don't fed... done yet.”

The Shrink nodded sagely. “Perhaps that’s because you aren't done, Ca. There
Is, after dl, one more matter to be settled. Y our progenitor.”

| sighed. I’d been over dl this before, with Dr. Prolix and the older hunters, and
in my own head about a hundred thousand times. It never did any good.

You may have been wondering: If Sarah was my first girlfriend, where did | catch
the disease?

| wish | knew.

Okay, | obvioudly knew how it happened, and the exact date and pretty close to
the exact time. Y ou don't forget losing your virginity, after al.

But | didn't actudly know who it was. | mean, | got her name and
everything—Morgan. Wdll, her first name anyway.

The big problem was, | didn’t remember where. Not a clue.

Widl, one clue: “Bahamaama-Dingdong.”



It was only two days after | first got to New York, fresh off the plane from
Texas, ready to start my first year a college. | aready wanted to study biology, even
though I’ d heard that was a tough mgor.

Little did | know.

At that point, | could hardly find my way around the city. | got the genera
concept of uptown and downtown, athough they didn’t redly match north and
south, | knew from my compass. (Don't laugh, they’re useful.) I'm pretty sure that
this dl happened somewhere downtown, because the buildings weren't quite so tal
and the streets were pretty busy that night. | remember lights rippling on water at
some point, so | might have been close to the Hudson. Or maybe the East River.

And | remember the Bahamalama-Dingdong. Severd, in fact. They’re some kind
of drink. My sense of smel wasn't superhuman back then, but I'm pretty sure they
had rum in them. Whatever they had, there was a lot of it. And something sweset too.
Maybe pineapple juice, which would make the Bahamalama-Dingdong a close cousin
of the Bahama Mama.

Now, the Bahama Mama can be found on Google or in cocktail books. It's rum,
pineapple juice, and aliqueur called Nassau Royale, and it is from the Bahamas. But
the Bahama ama-Dingdong has much more shadowy origins. After | found out what
I’d been infected with and realized who must have done it, | searched every bar |
could find in the Village. But | never met a sngle bartender who knew how to make
one. Or who'd even heard of them.

Like a certain Morgan Whatever, the Bahamaama-Dingdong had come out of the
darkness, seduced me, then disappeared.

These searches didn't evoke a single memory flashback. No hazy images of
pinbal machines jumped out a me, no sudden glimpses of Morgan’s long dark hair
and pale skin. And, no—being a carrier doesn't make you pae-skinned or
gothy-looking. Get rea. Morgan was probably just some goth type who didn’t know
she was about to turn into a bloodthirsty maniac.

Unless, of course, she was someone like me: a carrier. But one who got off on
changing lovers into Deeps. Either way, | hadn’t seen her since.

So thisisdl | can remember:

There | was, dtting in abar in New Y ork City and thinking, Wow, I'm sitting in a
bar in New York City. This thought probably runs through the heads of a lot of
newly arrived freshmen who manage to get served. | was drinking a
Bahamaama-Dingdong because the bar | was dtting in was “The Home of the
Bahamalama-Dingdong.” It said so on a sign outside.

A pale-skinned woman with long dark hair sat beside me and said, “What the hell
Is that thing?’

Maybe it was the frozen banana bobbing in my drink that provoked the question.



| suddenly felt a bit slly. “Wadll, it’s this drink that lives here. Says so on the sign out
front.”

“Isit good?’
It was good, but | only shrugged. “Y eah. Kind of sweet, though.”
“Kind of girly-looking, don’t you think?’

| did think. The drink had been a vague sort of embarrassment to me since it had
arrived, frozen banana bobbing to the music. But the other guys in the bar had
seemed not to notice. And they were dl pretty tough-looking, what with their |eather
chaps and 4dl.

| pushed the banana down into the drink, but it popped back up. It wasn't redly
trying to be obnoxious, but frozen bananas have a lower specific density than rum
and pineapple juice, it turns out.

“1 don’t know about girly,” | said. “Looks like a boy to me.”
She smiled at my accent. “ Yerr not from around here, are yew?’
“Nope. I'm from Texas.” | took a sip.

“Texas? Wdl, hel!” She slapped me on the back. 1’d aready figured out in those
two days that Texas is one of the “brand-name”’ states. Being from Texas is much
cooler than being from a merely recognizable state, like Connecticut or Florida, or a
huh? state, like South Dakota. Texas gets you noticed.

“I'll ' have one of those” she said to the bartender, pointing to my
Bahamalama-Dingdong, which pointed back. Then she said her name was Morgan.

Morgan drank hers, | drank mine. We both drank a few more. My recal of
subsequent events gets steadily worse. But | do remember that she had a cat, a
flat-screen TV, black satin sheets, and a knack for saying what she thought—and
that's pretty much al | remember, except for waking up the next morning, getting
kicked out of an unfamiliar apartment because she had to go somewhere and was
looking dl embarrassed, and heading home with a hangover that made navigation
difficult. By the time | got back to my dorm room, | had no idea where I'd started
out.

All | had to show for the event was a newfound confidence with women, dowly
manifesting superpowers, and an appetite for rare mest.

“We've been over dl that,” | said to Dr. Prolix. “I ill can’t help you.”

“Thisis not about helping me,” she said firmly. “You won't come to terms with
your disease until you find your progenitor.”

“Yeah, wdl, I've tried. But like you've said before, she must have moved away



or died or something.” That had aways been the big mystery. If Morgan was ill
around, we'd be seeing her handiwork everywhere—peeps popping up dl over the
city, a bloodbath every time she picked up some foolish young Texan in a bar. Or at
least afew corpses every now and then. “I mean, it's been over ayear, and we don’t
have asingle clue.”

“Didn’t have a clue,” she said, and rang a smdl, high-pitched bell on her desk.
Somewhere out of sight but within earshot, a minder tapped away a a computer
keyboard. A moment later, the printer on my side of the red line began to hum, its
cartridge jerking to life below the plastic cover.

“This was recently brought to my attention, Cal. Now that you've dedt with
Sarah, | thought you might want to see it.”

| stood and went to the printer and lifted with trembling fingers the warm piece of
paper that did into its tray. It was a scanned handhill, like they pass out on the street
sometimes:

Dick’sBar IsBack in Business!
—Seven Days a Week—
The Health Department Couldn’t Keep Us Down!
*The One and Only Home of the Bahamalama-Dingdong*

Dr. Prolix watched me read it, steepling her fingers again.
“Feding thirsty?’ she asked.

Chapter 4
TOXOPLASMA
&K N>
Flip acoin. Tails? Relax.
Heads? Y ou’ve got parasitesin your brain.

That's right. Haf of us carry the Toxoplasma gondii parasite. But don't reach
for the power drill just yet.

Toxoplasma is microscopic. Human immune systems usudly kick its ass, so if
you've got it, you'll probably never even know. In fact, toxoplasma doesn't even



want to be in your head. Trapped insde your thick skull, under assault by your
immune defenses, it can't lay eggs, which is a big evolutionary Game Over.

Toxoplasma would much rather live in your cat’s digestive system, eating cat
food and laying eggs. Then, when kitty takes a crap, these eggs wind up on the
ground, waiting for other scurrying creatures. Like, say, rats.

A quick word about rats. They’re basically parasite subway trains, carrying them
from place to place. In my job, we cdl this being a vector. Rats go everywhere in the
world, and they breed like crazy. Catching a ride on the Rat Express is a mgor way
that diseases have evolved to spread themselves.

When toxoplasma gets into arat, the parasite starts to make changes to its host’s
brain. If a norma rat bumps into something that smells like a cat, it freaks out and
runs away. But toxoplasma-infected rats actudly like the smdl of cats. Kitty pee
makes them curious. They’ Il explore for hours trying to find the source.

Which isa cat. Which eats them.

And that makes toxoplasma happy, because toxoplasma redly, redly wants to
live in the stomach of a cat.

Parasite geeks have a phrase for what cats are to toxoplasma: the “fina host.”

A find host is the place where a parasite can live happily ever after, getting free
food, having lots of babies. Most parasites live in more than one kind of animal, but
they're dl trying to reach their fina host, the ultimate vector ... parasite heaven.

Toxoplasma uses mind control to get to its heaven. It makes the rat want to go
looking for cats and get eaten. Spooky, huh?

But nothing like that would work on us humans, right?

Widl, maybe. No one's redly sure what toxoplasma does to human beings. But
when researchers collected a bunch of people with and without toxoplasma, gave
them persondlity tests, observed their habits, and interviewed thelr friends, this is
whét they learned:

Men infected with toxoplasma don’t shave every day, don’t wear ties too much,
and don’t like following social rules. Women infected with toxoplasma like to spend
money on clothes, and they tend to have lots of friends. The rest of us think they’re
more attractive than non-infected women. In genera, the researchers found that
infected people are more interesting to be around.

On the other hand, people without toxoplasma in ther brains like following the
rules. If you lend them money, they’re more likely to pay you back. They show up
for work on time. The men get into fewer fights. The women have fewer boyfriends.



Could this be toxoplasma mind control?
But that's just too weird, isn't it? There has to be another explanation.

Maybe some people always hated getting to work on time, and they like having
felines around because cats wouldn’t go to work on time ether, if they had any work
to go to. These people adopted cats and then got toxoplasma.

Maybe the other haf of humanity, the ones who enjoy following the rules, usualy
get dogs. Fetch. Sit. Stay. So, thelr brains stay toxoplasma-free.

Maybe these are two kinds of people who were already different.
Or maybe not.

That's the thing about parasites: It’'s hard to tel if they’re the chicken or the egg.
Maybe we're dl redly robots, waking around doing the bidding of our parasites.
Just like those hungry, twitching snails ...

Do you redly love your cat? Or is the toxoplasmain your head teling you to take
care of kitty, itsfind host, so that one day it too will reach parasite heaven?

Chapter 5
BAHAMALAMA-DINGDONG

&N »
Dick’s Bar hadn’t changed dl that much, but | had.

It wasn't just my superpowers. | was older, wiser, and had lived in New York for
just over ayear now. | had grown-up eyes.

It turned out that Dick’s Bar didn’'t get alot of femae patronage. Not much at dl.
Just a lot of guys playing pool in ther leather chaps, drinking beer and swigging the
occasional JdI-O shot, listening to a mix of country and classic disco. A typica
West Village bar.

It was arelief, redly. | could hang out here without having to stare into my drink,
trying to avoid contact with any hot girls. Even better, any woman who was a regular
would stick out like a banana in a highball glass. Surdly someone would remember a
tal, pae-skinned creature wearing a long black dress and picking up wayward
Texans.

“Drink?’ the bartender asked.
| nodded. A little stimulus for my fugitive memories wouldn’t hurt.

“A Bahamalama-Dingdong, please.”



The bartender raised an eyebrow, then turned to ring a bdl over the bar. A few
guys playing pool in the back chuckled, and something dislodged itsdf from the
cloudy sky of memoriesinsde my head.

Ding! sad my bran, as | recdled that whenever anyone ordered a
Bahamaama-Dingdong, they rang a specia bell. Hence the “dingdong” part of the
name.

Wi, partly. | watched the bartender take a banana from the freezer. He put it in a
tdl highbal glass and poured rum over it, then mystery juice from a plastic container
marked BID, and finaly a careful layer of red liqueur across the top. | detected a
scent like cough medicine rising up.

“Nassau Royae?’ | asked.

The bartender nodded. “Y eah. Do | remember you?’

“Y ou mean, from before the Hedlth Department shut you down?’ | asked.
“Yeah,” he said. “You don’t look so familiar, though.”

| nodded. “I’ve only been here once, actualy. But | had a friend who used to
come dl the time. Named Morgan?’

“Morgan?’

“Yeah. Tall, dark hair, pale skin. Black dresses. Kind of gothy?’

Pause. “A woman?”

“Yegh”

He shook his head. “Not ringing a bell. Y ou sure you got the right place?’

| looked down at the Bahamaama-Dingdong, the Nassau Royale-stained banana
looking back a me like a bloodshot eye, and took a sip. Tropical fruit sweetness
poured over my tongue, textured by strips of rind shedding from the frozen banana.
That night of more than a year before began to flood back into my mind, carried on
pineapples and the burnt taste of dark rum.

“I"'m posgitive,” | said.

There wasn't much to do but get drunk.

The bartender asked around, but no one remembered Morgan or even vagudy
recalled a gothlike woman who had hung out here in the old days. Maybe, like me,
she’'d randomly wandered in off the street that night.

On the other hand, if her inner parasite had been pulling her strings, making her



desperately horny, then why had she chosen a gay bar, the place she was least likdy
to get lucky? (Had she been as clueless as my younger self? Hmm.)

| let the drinks take hold, ringing more bells, bringing back stray fragments of
memory from that night. There definitedly had been a river involved; | recalled
reflected lights rippling in boat wakes. All the Bahamalama-Dingdongs that Morgan
and | had drunk had put a little stumble into our step. I’d been worried she’'d go
over the rall and 1'd have to legp into the cold water to save her, even though |
wasn't fit to walk a dog.

We had strolled out to the end of along pier and stood looking at the river. The
Hudson or the East River, though?

Then | remembered: At some point I’d checked my compass and announced that
we were facing northwest, which made her laugh. Definitely the Hudson, then. We'd
been looking at New Jersey.

What had happened next?

| tried to press the hazy memories forward in time, but my mind was stuck on
that image of New Jersey reflected in the river—Hoboken aready teasing me from
across the water. No matter how hard | concentrated, | couldn’t recall a single step
of the route we' d taken back to Morgan’s apartment.

A guy came up next to me, back here in the present.

It took a few moments to pull mysdf out of my BahamalamaDingdong reverie,
but | could tdl from his scent that he'd just come back into the bar from catching a
smoke outside. His leather vest was cow-smell new, and he wore an intrigued
expression. Maybe he’'d heard |’ d been asking about Morgan.

“Hey,” | said.

“Hey. What’ s your name?’

“Cal.” | reached to shake his hand.

“I'm Dave. SO ... what are you into, Ca?’ he asked.
| paused for a second before answering.

| couldn’t tel him what | was really into: finding the woman who had turned me
into a superhuman freak, taking the next step in destroying my bloodline—dealing
with my progenitor, then hunting down any more peeps she had created, and then
delving further into the endless, knotted tree of the parasite’s spread. So | cast my
mind back to the homework I’ d been reading in the diner that morning as I'd waited
for the clouds to clear.

“Hookworms,” | said.

“Hookworms?’ He took the seat next to me. “Never heard of that.”



| sipped from my third Bahamalama-Dingdong.

“Wéll, they burrow in through your feet, using this enzyme that breaks down skin
tissue, then travel adong the bloodstream till they get into your lungs. They mess up
your breathing, so you cough them up. But you know how you aways swalow a
little bit of phlegm?”’

One of his eyebrows raised, but he admitted he did.

“Well, a feaw hookworm eggs get swalowed aong with the phlegm and travel
down into your intestines, where they grow to be about haf an inch long.” | held up
my fingers a hookworm'’s length apart. “And they develop this circle of teeth in ther
mouths, like a coil of barbed wire. They start chomping into your intestina wal and
sucking your blood.” | redized | was going into drunken detail here and paused to
check if he was il interested.

“Redly?’ His voice sounded abit dry.

| nodded. “Wouldn't lie to you, Dave. But here’s the cool thing. They produce
this special anticlotting factor, kind of like blood antifreeze, so the wound doesn’t
scab over. You become a sort of temporary hemophiliac, just in that one spot. Y our
intestines won't stop bleeding until the hookworm gets its fill!”

“Hookworms, huh?’ he asked.
“That’s what they’re called.”

Dave nodded gravely, standing back up. He grasped my shoulder firmly, a
serious expression on his face. His thoughtful features seemed to reflect for a
moment the hard road | had in front of me.

“Good luck with that,” he said.

| figured seven Bahamalama-Dingdongs would do the job.

That was probably more than I'd drunk my first time at Dick’s, but these days |
was older and more superhuman. | did a professional job of getting off my stool,
and my feet got into a pretty good rhythm after shuffling a bit at first. My
metabolism may be peeped up, but there's only so much rum even my body can
process before it starts to sputter. All in dl, I'd managed a pretty fair reconstruction
of my first redly wicked buzz in New Y ork City.

| headed off to retrace my ssumbling path from a year before.

The bartender watched me go with an impressed-looking nod, and Dave waved
from behind the pool table. As the evening had progressed, he'd sent some of his
friends over to ask about hookworms, and they’d dl listened attentively. I’d thrown
in some stuff about blood flukes, too. So it hadn’t been like drinking aone.

Outside Dick’s Bar, the streetlights wore coronas of orange, and the glassphalt



shimmered like sugar crystals on top of lemon meringue pie. My breath curled out
steamy, but the warmth from inside Dick’s ill saturated my jacket, its fingers
nestled around me like a cluster of liver worms.

Okay, bad image. But | was alittle drunk.

My feet carried me toward the river automaticaly, but | wasn't remembering the
route to Morgan’s yet. It was just gravity doing its job.

Skateboarding around the city, |I'd noticed the Hump, how the ground rises in the
center of Manhattan and fals awvay toward the rivers, like the dippery back of a giant
whae emerging from the harbor. A really giat whde The dlope is barely
perceptible—you only fed it on a board or a bike, or if your stride is lubricated by
seven or so Bahamaama-Dingdongs.

My feet had wheels, and | rolled toward the water effortlesdly.

Soon | glimpsed the river at the end of the street, sparkling as it had that night. A
walkway stretched adong the water. By instinct, | turned north. It was a little tricky
staying between the pedestrian lines, though. A few bikers and skaters whirred
around me, leaving annoyed comments in their wake. | commented right back at
them, my words a little dlurred. Outside the warm company of Dick’s Bar, my
Bahamalama:-Dingdongs had made me antisocial.

But my mood lifted when | saw the pier.

It stretched out into the water, as long as a football field. Mismatched beats from
various boom boxes echoed across the water from it, and bright lights beamed
down from high posts.

Was that the same pier Morgan and | had stood on that night?

There was one way to find out. | shambled to the end of the pier, trying to ignore
kissing couples and a group of very cute roller-dancing girls, and pulled my trusty
compass out. The needle steadied itself to magnetic north.

| was facing northwest, the exact reading I’ d taken a year before.

| breathed in deeply, tasting ocean sdlt, green agae, and motor ail in the ar, dl
familiar from that night. This had to be the place.

But what now?

| gazed out onto the river. On either side of me, the timbers of abandoned piers
rose up from the water like rotting black teeth. More pieces of my memory were
fdling into place, like a blurry picture downloading in waves, gradudly becoming
Clearer.

Then | saw the dark hulk of a building across the Hudson, its three giant maws
open to the river. The Hoboken Ferry Terminal. Without knowing it, I'd had a
glimpse of my future that night a year before.



My peep-strength eyes caught aflicker of lights in its second-story windows. Dr.
Rat was Hill up there, probably with a dozen or so of her colleagues from Research
and Development, studying the nesting habits of Sarah’s brood. Weighing and
measuring poisoned apha rats and punks. Maybe looking for a rare “rat king’—a
bunch of rats with tangled-up tails who travel in a pack dl tied together, like dogs
being walked by a professional dog walker, ten leashes in hand.

With Sarah gone, her brood would be disintegrating over the next few days,
scattering into nearby aleys and sewers like runoff from an autumn storm. |
wondered if the rats would miss her. Did they get something more than |eftovers
from their peeps? A sense of belonging?

The thought of dl those orphaned creatures depressed me, and | turned back
toward Manhattan.

My heart drunkenly skipped a beat.
Before me, just across the highway, a razor-thin high-rise stood.

Buildings get their personality from their windows, just like people express
themselves with their eyes. This building had a schizophrenic look. Its lower floors
were cluttered with tiny balconies, but aong the top floor stretched floor-to-ceiling
windows, wide open with surprise. | remembered Morgan pointing the building out
to me, giggling and squeezing my hand...

“That’s where | livel” she'd said, thus marking the exact moment when | had
been absolutely positive | was going to get laid.

How the hell does anyone forget a moment like that? | wondered.

Shaking my head in amazement, | stumbled back up the pier.

The first trick was getting in.

Funny. | hadn’t remotely remembered that Morgan lived in a luxury building: river
views and duplex penthouses, a lobby encased in marble and brass, the uniformed
doorman watching six TV monitors.

Give a boy the loss of hisvirginity and much else is forgotten.

| watched from across the street, hiding behind a cluster of newspaper boxes,
waiting for just the right bunch of residents to follow through the door—my age or
so, alittle bit drunk, and enough of them for me to follow along unnoticed.

Of course, if | was redly lucky I'd see Morgan hersalf. But what was | going to
say to her? Hey, do you know you're carrying vampirism? What's up with that?

The minutes passed dowly, the night growing steadily colder. The wind roaring
off the river stopped being invigorating and veered over into crue. My
Bahamaama-Dingdong buzz began to wear off, and soon my system started



demanding more blood sugar. It occurred to me that the only solid food I’d had for
dinner was seven frozen bananas, not enough for my voracious parasites.

Bad host. Hungry parasites can provoke crazy behavior.

Worst of al, | fdt like | was being the stalker now, stuck between anathema and
obsession.

Just after midnight, | spotted my ticket insde.

They were three girls and two guys, college-aged, dressed for a night out. They
shouted jokes at one another, their voices sill pitched for whatever loud bar they had
spent the evening in.

| left my cover and started across the street, timing my move to reach the outer
door just as they did.

They hardly noticed me, still arguing about what kind of pizza to order. “Lots of
cheese. Hangover helper,” one guy was saying. The others laughed and voted their
way to a split ticket of two large—one mushroom and one pepperoni, both with
extra cheese. Sounded pretty good to me, after dl those drinks. As we approached
the door, | tried to look interested in the conversation while hanging at the back of
the pack.

Through the glass, the doorman looked up with a smile of weary and indulgent
recognition, and the inner door buzzed as one of the women reached for its handle.
Warm air rushed over us, and | was inside.

As we crossed the lobby toward the elevators together, the woman who’d
opened the door glanced back a me. A questioning look troubled her expression. |
returned her gaze blankly. With four friends around her, she shouldn’t be so nervous
about a stranger, but sometimes normal humans get a weird fedling from us predator

types.
Of course, | was getting aweird feding about her too.

She wore a leather jacket over a short plaid dress that left her knees bare to the
cold. Her hair lay across her forehead in a jet-black fringe that had grown out too
long, ending just above her dark brown eyes. It took me a moment to redize that in
the days before | lusted after all women all the time, this girl would have been my

type.
She kept watching me as her friends prattled on, her expression more thoughtful

than suspicious. When she ran her tongue between her lips in a distracted way, a
little shudder went through me, and | tore my eyes away.

Bad carrier, | scolded mysdlf, snapping a menta rubber band against my wrist.

The elevator dinged and opened, and the sx of us crowded inside. | tucked
mysdf into the corner. The pizza consensus had become unglued, and everyone
besides the girl in the leather jacket was arguing again, the reflected sound from the



shiny stedl walls sharpening their voices.

Then a smel reached me—jasmine shampoo. | glanced up and saw the girl
pushing her fingers through her hair. Somehow, the fragrance cut through the
cigarette smoke clinging to ther clothes, the alcohol on their breath; it carried her
human scent to my nose—the smell of her skin, the natural oils on her fingers.

| shuddered again.
She pressed seven, glanced at me. “What floor?”’

| stared at the controls. The array of buttons covered one through fifteen (without
the thirteen), in three columns. | tried to imagine Morgan's hand reaching out and
pressing one of them, but my mind was in turmoil over the smell of jasmine.

The Bahamaama-Dingdong memory injection had findly let me down.
“Any particular floor?’ she said dowly.
“Um, | uh...” | managed, my voice dry. “Do you know Morgan?’

She froze, one finger sill hovering near the buttons, and the rest of them fell into
asudden silence. They dl stared a me.

The elevator meeped away a couple of floors.
“Morgan on the seventh floor?’ she said.

“Yeah ... | think so,” | answered. How many Morgans could there be in one
building?

“Hey, isn't that the—?" one of the boys asked, but the other three shushed him.
“She moved out last winter,” leather-jacket girl said, her voice controlled and flat.

“Oh, wow. It's been awhile, | guess.” | lit up abig fake smile. “You don’t know
where she lives now, do you?’

She shook her head dowly. “Not a clue.”

The eevator did open on the seventh floor. The doors stirred the air, and |
caught something under the cigarettes and alcohol on their breath, an animd smell
that cut through even the jasmine. For a moment, | smelled fear.

Morgan's name had scared them.

The other four piled out efficiently, ill in silence, but leather-jacket girl held her
ground, one fingertip squashed white against the Open Door button. She was staring
a me like | was someone she haf recognized, thinking hard. Maybe she was trying
to figure out why | set her prey hackles on fire.

| wanted to drop my eyes to the floor, sending a classic signd from Mammad
Behavior 101 | don’'t want to fight you. Humans can be touchy when they fed



threatened by us, and | didn't want her telling the doorman | had snuck in behind
them.

But | held her gaze, my eyes captured.
“Guess I'll just go, then.” | settled back against the elevator wall.
“Yeah, sure.” She took one step back out of the elevator, ill staring.

The doors began to dide closed, but at the last second her hand shot through.
There was a binging sound as her leather-clad forearm was squeezed; then the doors
jumped back.

“Got aminute, dude?’ she asked. “Maybe there’'s something you can explan for
me.”

Apartment 701 was full of dga vu.

The long, narrow living room had a haf kitchen a one end. At the other, glass
doors looked out onto atiny balcony, the river, and the ghostly lights of New Jersey.
Two more doors led to a bathroom and a small bedroom.

A classic upscale Manhattan one-bedroom apartment, but the devil was in the
details. the stainless sted fridge, diding dimmers instead of regular light switches,
fancy brass handles on the doors—everything was sending waves of recognition
through me.

“Did she live here?’ | asked.

“Morgan? Hell, no,” the girl said, dipping off her leather jacket and tossing it
onto a chair. The other four kept their coats on, | noticed. Their expressions
reminded me of people at a party right after the cops turn the lights on, their buzz
thoroughly killed. “ She lived down the hal.”

| nodded. All the apartments in the building must have looked pretty much the
same. “ So you know her?’

She shook her head.

“Lace moved in after,” one of the boys volunteered. The rest of them gave him a
Shut up! look.

“After what?’ | said.
She didn’t answer.

“Come on, Lace,” the boy said. “You're going to show him the thing, aren’t
you? That’s why you asked himin, right?’

“Roger, why don’t you cdl for the pizza?’ Lace said sharply.



He retreated to the kitchen muttering. | heard the manic beeps of speed-dialing,
then Roger specifying extra cheese in a wounded tone.

The rest of us had filtered into the living room. Lace's three other friends took
seats, ill keeping their coats on.

“How wdl do you know Morgan?’ Lace asked. She and | remained standing, as
if faced off against each other, but out of the confines of the elevator, her smel was
more diffuse, and | found it easier not to stare so maniacaly.

To distract myself ,T cataloged the furniture: urban rescue, musty couches and
other cast-offs, a coffee table held up by a pair of wooden produce boxes. The
tattered décor didn’t go with the sanded floorboards or the million-dollar views.

“Don’'t know her that well, redly,” | said. She frowned, so | added, “But we're
related. Cousins.”

Kind of afib, | know. But our parasites are related, after al. That has to count
for something.

Lace nodded dowly. “You're related, but you don’t know where she lives?’

“She’s hard to find sometimes.” | shrugged, like it was no big dedl. “My name's
Cdl, by the way.”

“Lace, short for Lacey. Look, Cal, | never met this girl. She disappeared before |
got here.”

“Disappeared?”’
“Moved out.”
“Oh. How long ago was that?’

“1 got in here at the beginning of March. She'd dready been gone a month, as far
as anyone knows. She was the weird one, according to the other people in the
building.”

“The weird one?’

“The weirdest on the seventh floor,” she said. “They were dl kind of strange,
people tel me.”

“The whole floor was strange?’
Lace just shrugged.

| raised an eyebrow. New Yorkers don’'t usualy bond with their neighbors, not
enough to gossip about former tenants—unless, of course, there are some really
good stories to tdl. | wondered what Lace had heard.

But my instincts told me to back off for the moment. The five of them were 4ill
twitchy, and there was something Lace didn't want to say in front of the others. |



could smell her indecision, tinged with a weird sort of embarrassment. She wanted
something from me.

| opened my hands, like | had nothing to hide. “In the elevator, you said you had
aquestion?’

Lace bit her lip, having along, dow think. Then she sighed and sat down in the
center of the couch. The other two girls scrunched into its corners to make room for
her.

“Yeah, maybe there’'s something you can tdl me, dude.” She swallowed and
lowered her voice. “Why am | only paying a thousand bucks a month for this
place?’

When the shocked silence findly broke, the others were appalled.

“You told me sixteen hundred when | stayed herel” Roger screamed through the
kitchen doorway.

Lace rolled her eyes a him. “That was just so you'd pay your long-distance hill.
It's not like you were paying any rent!”

“A thousand? That's all 7’ said one of the girls, dtting bolt upright on the couch.
“But you' ve got a doorman!”

Hel hath no fury like New Y orkers in someone else’s cheap apartment. And what
with the elevator, the doorman in his marble lobby, and those sunset views across
the river, | reckoned the place should be about three thousand a month at least. Or
maybe four? So far out of my league | wouldn’'t even know.

“| take it thisisn’'t arent-control thing?’ | said.

Lace shook her head. “They just built this place last year. I'm only the second
tenant in my apartment, like everyone else on the seventh floor. We dl moved in
around the same time.”

“You mean dl the firgt tenants moved out together 7’ | asked.
“From dl four apartments on the seventh floor. Yeah.”

“A thousand bucks?’ Roger said. “Wow. That makes me fed a lot better about
the thing.”

“Shut up about the thing!” Lace said. She looked at me, rolled her eyes again. “It
never made any sense. | spent dl last winter degping on my sister's couch in
Brooklyn, trying to find a place to stay closer to school. But everything in Manhattan
was too expensive, and | was way over roommates.”

“Hey, thanks alot,” Roger said.



Lace ignored him. “But then my sister's super says he's got a line on this
building they’re trying to fill up fast. A whole floor of people totaly skipped out on
thar rent, and they want new tenants right away. So it's cheap. Way cheap.” Her
voice trailed off.

“You sound unhappy,” | said. “Why’s that?’

“We only signed up to finish the previous tenants' leases,” she said. “There's
only a couple of months left. Everyone on seven’s taking about how they’re going
to raise the rent, push us out one by one.”

| shrugged. “So how can | help you?’
“You know more than you' re saying, dude,” she said flatly.

The certainty in her eyes silenced me—I didn’'t deny it, and Lace nodded dowly,
positive now | wasn't some long-lost cousin.

“Something happened here,” Lace said. “Something the landlords wanted to
cover up. | need to know what it was.”

“Why?"

“Because | need leverage.” She leaned forward on the couch, fingers gripping the
cushions with white-knuckled strength. “1’m not going back to my sister’s couch!”

Like | said: hel hath no fury.

| held up my hands in surrender. To get anything more out of her, | was going to
have to give her some of the truth, but | needed time to get my story straight.

“Okay. I'll tdl you what | know,” | said. “But first ... show me the thing.”
She smiled. “I was going to anyway.”

“Thething is so cool,” Roger said.

They’d done this before.

Without being told, the other two women turned off the lamps at either end of the
couch. Roger flicked off the kitchen light and came through, sitting cross-legged in
front of the white expanse of wall, aimost likeit wasa TV screen.

It was dark now, the room glowing with dim orange from distant Jersey
streetlights, accented by a bluish strip of night-light from under the bathroom door.

The other guy got out of his chair, scraping it out of our way, turning around to
get his own view of the blank white wall.

“Isthisadide show?’ | asked.
“Yeah, sure,” Roger said, giggling and hugging his knees. “Fire up the projector,



Lace.

She grunted, rooting around under the coffee table and pulling out a fat candle
and a pack of matches. She crossed the room carefully in the darkness and knelt
beside the blank wall, setting the candle against the baseboard.

“Farther away,” Roger said.
“Shut up,” Lace countered. “I’ ve done this more than you have.”

The match flared in her hand, and she put it to the candle’s wick. Just before the
scent of sandalwood overpowered my nostrils, | detected the human smel of
nervous anticipation.

The wadl flickered like an empty movie screen, little peaks of stucco casting
elongated shadows, like miniature mountains a sunset. The mottled texture of the
wdl became exaggerated, and my peep vison sharpened in the gloom, recording
every imperfection. | could see the hurried, uneven paths that the rollers had
followed up and down when the wal had been painted.

“What am | looking at?’ | asked. “A bad paint job?’
“l told you,” Roger said. “Moveit out alittle.”

Lace growled but did the candle farther from the wall.
The words appeared...

They glowed faintly through the shadows, their edges indistinct. A dightly darker
layer of paint showed through the top coat, as often happens when landlords don’t
bother with primer.

Like when they’re in a big rush.
Thewdl said:
so pRetty i hAd to Eat hiM

| crossed to the wall. The darker layer was less noticeable up close. | ran my
fingertips across the letters. The cheap water-based paint fet as dry as a piece of
chalk.

With one fingernail, | incised a curved mark in the paint, about the size of afully
grown hookworm. The dark color showed through alittle more clearly there.

| brought my fingertip to my nose and sniffed.
“Dude, that’s weird,” Roger said.

“Smell is the most senditive of our senses, Roger,” | said. But | didn’t mention
the substance humans are most senditive to: ethyl mercaptan, the odorant that gives



rotten mest its particular tang. Y our nose can detect one four-billionth of a gram of it
inasingle breath of air.

My nose is about ten times better.

| also didn’t mention to Roger that my one little sniff had made me certain of
something—the words had been painted in blood.

It turned out to be more than blood, though. As | incised the wal again with my
sted-hard fingernails, breathing in the substances preserved under the hasty coat of
paint, | caught a whole range of tissues from the human body. The iron tang of
blood was joined by the medy smdl of ground bone, the saltiness of muscle, the flat
scent of liver, and the ethyl mercaptan effluence of skin tissues.

| believe the layman’stermis gristle.

There were other, sharper smells mixed in—chemical agents used to clean away
the message. By the time they’d found it, though, the blood must have already
soaked deep into the plaster, where it dill clung tenaciously. They had painted it
over, but the letters remained.

| mean, redly: water-based paint? What isit with New Y ork landlords?

“What the hell are you doing?’ Lace said softly.

| turned and saw that they were dl gtting there wide-eyed. | tend to forget how
norma humans are made uncomfortable by the sniffing thing.

“Well...” | started, searching for a good excuse among the dregs of rum in my
system. What was | going to say?

The buzzer sounded.
“Pizza's here!” Roger cried, jumping up and running to the door.
“Sounds good to me,” | said.

For some reason, | was starving.

Chapter 6
SLIMEBALLS
&N »
Ants have this religion, and it’'s caused by dimeballs.
It dl starts with a tiny creature called Dicrocoelium dendriticum—though even



parasite geeks don’t bother saying that out loud. We just cal them “lancet flukes.”

Likealot of parasites, these flukes start out in a stomach. Stomachs are the most
popular organs of find hosts, you may have noticed. Well, duh—there’s food in
them. In this case, we're talking about the stomach of a cow.

When the infected cow makes a cow pie, as we say in Texas, a passel of lancet
fluke eggs winds up in the pasture. A snail comes aong and eats some of the cow
pie, because that’s what snails do. Now the snall is infected. The fluke eggs hatch
inside the unlucky snail’s belly and then start to drill their way out through its skin.

Fortunately for the snail, it has away to protect itsdf: dime.

The diminess of the snail’s skin lubricates the flukes as they drill their way out,
and the snall survives ther exit. By the time the flukes escape, they're entirdy
encased in a dimebal, unable to move. They’ll never mess with any snails again,
that’s for sure.

But the flukes don’t mind this turn of events. It turns out they wanted to be
covered in dime. The whole trip through the snail was just evolution’s way of getting
the flukes dl dimy. Because they’re headed to their next host: an ant.

Here's something you didn’t want to know: Ants love dimeballs.

Simeballs make a delicious med, even when they have a few hundred flukes
Inside. So sooner or later, some unlucky ant comes aong, eats the dimebal, and
winds up with a bellyful of parasites.

Inside the ant, the lancet flukes quickly organize themselves. They get ready for
some parasite mind control.

“Do ants even have minds?’ you may ask. Hard to say. But they do have tiny
clusters of nerves, about midway in complexity between human brains and TV
remote controls. A few dozen flukes take up a position a each of these nerve
clusters and begin to change the ant’s behavior.

The flukey ant gets religion. Sort of.

During the day, it acts normal. It wanders around on the ground, gathering food
(possibly more dimeballs) and hanging out with the other ants. It sill smells healthy
to them, so they don’t try to drive it off as they would a sick ant.

But when night falls, the ant does something flukey.

It leaves the other ants behind and climbs up atdl blade of grass, getting as high
as it can off the ground. Up there under the stars, it waits dl night alone.

What does it think it's doing? | aways wonder.



Ants may not think anything ever. But if they do, maybe they have visons of
strange creatures coming aong to carry them to another world, like X-Files geeks in
the Roswell desert waiting for a spaceship to whisk them away. Or perhaps
Dicrocoelium dendriticum redly is a reigion, and the ant thinks some gredat
revelation will strike if it just spends enough nights up at the top of a blade of grass.
Like a swami meditating on a mountain, or a monk fasting in atiny cell.

I’d like to think that in its find moments the ant is happy, or at least relieved,
when a cow’ s mouth comes chomping down on its little blade of grass.

| know the flukes are happy. They’re back in a cow’s stomach, after dl.

Parasite heaven.

Chapter 7
OPTIMUM VIRULENCE

KN >»
| didn’t redly deep that night. | never do.

Sure, | take my clothes off, get into bed, and close my eyes. But the whole
unconsciousness thing doesn’t quite happen. My mind keeps humming, like in those
hours when you're coming down with something—not quite sick yet, but a bit
light-headed, a fever threatening, illness buzzing at the edge of your awareness like a
mosquito in the dark.

The Shrink says it's the sound of my immune system fighting the parasite.
There’'s a war in my body every minute, a thousand T-and B-cells battering the
horned head of the beast, prying at its hooks along my muscles and spine, finding
and destroying its spores hidden inside transmuted red blood cells. On top of which
there' s the parasite fighting back, reprogramming my own tissues to feed it, tangling
up my immune defenses with false alarms and bogus enemies.

This guerrilla war is dways going on, but only when I’'m lying in silence can |
actudly hear it.

You'd think this constant battle would tear me apart, or leave me exhausted come
daylight, but the parasite is too wdl made for that. It doesn’'t want me dead. I'm a
carrier, after dl—I have to stay dive to ensure its spread. Like every parasite, the
thing inside me has evolved to find a precarious balance called optimum virulence. It
takes as much as it can get away with, sucking out the nutrients it needs to create
more offspring. But no parasite wants to starve the host too quickly, not while it’'s
getting a free ride. So, as long as it gets fed, it backs off. | may ea like a



four-hundred-pound guy, but | never get fat. The parasite uses the nutrients to churn
out its spores in my blood and sdiva and semen, with enough left over to give me
predatory strength and hyped-up senses.

Optimum virulence is why most deaths from parasites are long and lingering—in
the case of a carrier like me, the time it takes to die happens to be longer than a
norma human life span. That’s the way the older peep hunters tak about it: not so
much immortality as a centuries-long downward spiral. Maybe that’s why they use
the word undead.

So | lie awake every night, listening to the gnawing, calorie-burning struggle inside
me, and getting up for the occasional midnight snack.

That particular long night, | found mysdlf thinking about Lace, remembering her
smell, aong with another flood of details | hadn’'t even known 1I’d spotted. Her right
hand sometimes made a fist when she talked, her eyebrows moved alot beneath their
concedling fringe, and—unlike girls back in Texas—her voice didn’'t rise in pitch at
the end of a sentence, unlessit redly was a question, and sometimes not even then.

We'd agreed to meet in my favorite diner at noon the next day, after her morning
class. Nether of us wanted to discuss things in front of her friends, and something
about the aftertaste of pepperoni doesn’'t go with talk of gristle on the wall.

Normdly, | don’t like to torture myself, hanging around with cute girls my age,
but this was job-related, after dl. Besides, maybe a little bit of torture is okay. |
didn't want to wind up like the Shrink, after dl, collecting old dolls or something
even weirder.

And | figured it would be nice to hang out with someone from outside the Night
Watch once in awhile, someone who thought | was a norma guy.

So | stayed awake dl night, thinking of liesto tell her.

| got up early and reported to the Night Watch first.

The Watch’'s offices are pretty much like any other city government building,
except older, danker, and even deeper underground. There are the usua metd
detectors, petty bureaucrats behind glass, and ancient wooden file drawers stuffed
with four centuries’ worth of paperwork. Except for the odd fanatic like Dr. Rat, no
one looks remotely happy to be a work there, or even dightly motivated.

It's awonder the whole city isn't infected.

| went to Records first. In terms of square footage, Records is the biggest
department of the Watch. They’ve got back doors into regular city data, and also
their own paper trails going back to the days when Manhattan was caled New
Amsterdam. Records can find out who owns what anywhere in the city, who owned
it before that, and before that ... back to the Dutch farmers who stole it from the



Manhattan Indians.

And they're not just into red estate—Records has a database of every suspicious
death or disappearance since 1648 and can produce a clipping of pretty much every
newspaper story involving infectious diseases, lunatic attackers, or rat population
explosions published since the printing press reached the New World.

Records has two mottos. Oneis
The Secrets of the City Are Ours
The other:

NO, WE DO NOT HAVE PENS!

Bring your own. You'll need them. You see, like every other department in the
city, Records runs on Almighty Forms. There are forms that tell the Night Mayor’s
office what we hunters are doing—starting an investigation, ending one, or reaching
various points dong the way. There are forms that make things happen, from
ingalling rat traps to getting lab work done. There are forms with which to
requisition peep-hunting equipment, from tiger cages to Tasers. (The form for
commandeering a genuine NYC garbage truck may be thirty-four pages long, but
one day | will think of some reason to fill it out, | swear to you.) There are even
forms that activate other forms or switch them off, that cause other forms to mutate,
thus bringing newly formed forms into the world. Put together, dl these forms are
the vast spira of information that defines us, guides our growth, and makes sure our
future looks like our past—they are the DNA of the Night Watch.

Fortunately, what | wanted that morning wasn't quite DNA-complicated. First, |
requisitioned some standard equipment, the sort of peep-hunting toys that you can
pull off the rack. Then | asked for some information about Lace's building: who
owned it, who had origindly rented dl the seventh-floor apartments, and if anything
noticeably weird had ever happened there. Getting answers to these smple questions
wasn't easy, of course. Nothing ever is, down in the bowels of a bureaucracy. But
after only three hours, my paperwork passed muster with the ancient form-dragon
behind the bulletproof glass, was rolled into a pneumatic-tube missile, and was
launched on its journey into the Underworld with a swish.

They’d cdl me when it came back, so | headed off to meet Lace at my favorite
diner. On the way, | realized that this was my first date in sx months—even if it was
only a “date” in the lame sense of being an arrangement to meet someone. Still, the
concept made me nervous, dl my underused muscles of dating anxiety springing into
action. | started checking out my reflection in shop windows and wondering if Lace
would like the Kill Fee T-shirt | was wearing. Why hadn’'t | put on something less
threadbare? And what was with my hair these days? Apparently, Dr. Rat, the Shrink,
and my other Night Watch pals didn’t fed compelled to tell me it was sticking out at
the sides.

After two minutes in front of a bank window, trying to stick it behind my ears, |



despaired of fixing it. Then | despaired of my lifein generdl.

What was the point of a good haircut when nothing could come of it anyway?

Lace sat down across from me, wearing the same leather jacket as the night
before, thistime over a wool dress. Under a beret that was the same dark brown as
her eyes, her hair qill smelled like jasmine-scented shampoo. She looked like she'd
had about as much sleep as | had.

Seeing Lace in the daylight, both of us sober, | redized for the first time that she
might be afew years older than me. Her leather jacket was brown—with buttons, not
black and zippered like mine—and the rest of her outfit looked like something you
would wear to an office job. My Kill Fee T-shirt fet suddenly dorky, and | hunched
my shoulders together so my jacket would fdl across the screaming demon on my
chest.

“What up?’ she said, feding my scrutiny, and | dropped my eyes back to the
table,

“Uh, nothing. How was your class?’ | asked, spattering some more Tabasco
over my scrambled eggs and bacon. Before she’'d arrived, 1'd aready consumed a
pepper steak to cadm my nerves.

“All right, I guess. Some guest lecturer yakking about ethics.”
“Ethics?’
“Journaligtic ethics.”

“Oh.” | stirred my black coffee for no particular reason. “Journaists have
ethics?’

Lace cast her eyes around for a waiter or waitress, one finger pointing a my
coffee. She nodded as the connection was made, then turned back to me. “They’'re
supposed to. You know, don’t reved your sources. Don't destroy people’'s lives
just to get astory. Don't pay people for interviews.”

“You're studying journaism?’
“Journalism and the law, actualy.”

| nodded, wondering if that was an undergraduate major. Somehow, it didn’t
sound like one. | revised Lace's age up to the lower to mid-twenties and felt myself
relax alittle. Suddenly, this was even less a date than it had been a moment before.

“Cool,” | said.
She looked at me like | might be retarded.
| tried to smile back at her, redizing that my smal-talk muscles were incredibly



rusty, the result of socidizing only with people in a secret organization who pretty
much only sociadized with one another. Of course, if | could just steer the
conversation to rinderpest infection ratesin Africa, | knew I’d blow her away.

Rebecky—at sixty-seven and three hundred pounds, my favorite waitress in the
world to flirt with—appeared and handed Lace a cup of coffee and a menu.

“How’re you doing there, Ca?’ she asked.

“Just fine, thanks.”

“You sure? You haven't been eating much lately.” She gave me ady wink.
“On adiet,” | said, patting my stomach.

Her standard response: “Wish that diet worked on me.”

Rebecky chuckled as she walked away. She's amazed by my appetite, but her
repertoire of where-does-Cal-put-it-all jokes had shrunk to the bare minimum over
the last months. As a guy with something to hide, there's one thing I’ve learned:
People only worry about the uncanny for about a week; that's the end of ther
attention span. After that, suspicions turn into shtick.

Lace looked up from her menu. “Speaking of funny diets, Cal, what the hell
happened in my building last winter?’

| leaned back and sipped coffee. Evidently, Lace wasn't up for smal tak either.
“You inahurry or something?’

“My lease is up in two months, dude. And last night you promised you wouldn't
jerk me around.”

“I’m not jerking you around. Y ou should try the pepper steak.”
“Vegetarian.”
“Oh,” | said, my parasite rumbling at the concept.

Lace flagged down Rebecky and ordered potato salad, while | crammed some
bacon into my mouth. Potato salad is an Atkins nightmare, and more important, the
parasite hates it. Peeps prefer protein, red in tooth and claw.

“So tell me what you know,” she said.
“Okay.” | cleared my throat. “First of dl, I’'m not redly Morgan’s cousin.”
[1] Duh.”

| frowned. This revelation hadn’t provided the same oomph that it had on my
mental flowchart of the conversation. “But | am looking for her.”

“Agan: duh, dude. So you're like a private detective or something? Or stalker
ex-boyfriend?’



“No. | work for the city.”
“Cal, you are o not a cop.”

| wasn't quite sure how she’d come to this assessment, but | couldn’t argue.
“No, I'm not. | work for the Department of Hedth and Mental Hygiene, Sexudly
Transmitted Disease Control.”

“Sexually transmitted?’ She raised an eyebrow. “Wait. Are you sure you're not a
salker?’

| reached for my wallet and flopped it open, revealing one of the items I’d picked
up from the Night Watch that morning. We've got a big machine that spits out
laminated ID cards and badges, credentials for dozens of city agencies, both red
and imaginary. This slver-plated badge was very impressive, with the words Health
Field Officer curving aong the bottom. In the ID case next to it, my photo stared
grimly out at her.

She stared at it for a moment, then said, “You know you're wearing the same
shirt today asin that picture?’

| froze for a second, redizing that, yep, | hadn’t changed since that morning. In a

brilliant save, | glanced down at my Kill Fee T-shirt and said, “What? Y ou don't like
it?’

“Not particularly. So what’s that job dl about? Do you, like, hunt people down
and arrest them for spreading the clap?’

| cleared my throat, pushing my empty plate away. “Okay, here’s how it works.
About a year ago, | was given a disease. Um, let me put that another way—I was
assigned a specific carrier of a certain disease. | tracked down dl his sexual partners
and encouraged them to get tested, then | tracked down their sexual partners, and so
on.” | shrugged. “I just keep going where the chain of infection leads me, informing
people adong the way. Sometimes | don’t get enough specific information about
someone, so | have to poke around a little, like | was last night. For one thing, |
don’'t even know Morgan’s last name.” | raised my eyebrows hopefully.

Lace shrugged. “Me neither. So let me get this straight: You tdl people they’ve
got STDs? That’s your job, dude?’

“No, their doctors do that. All I’'m alowed to do istell them they're at risk. Then
| try to get them to cooperate and give me a list of people they've dept with.
Someone’s got to do it.”

“l guess. Wow, though.”

“So far I've spent a whole year tracking down the offspring—or rather, the
Infections from that one carrier.” | smiled a my cover story’s cleverness. Nifty how
| worked the truth in there, huh?

“Wow,” Lace repeated softly, her eyes ill wide.



Now that | thought about it, the job I’d chosen for myself did sound pretty cool.
A little bit of undercover work, some social consciousness, an ar of illict mystery
and human tragedy. One of those careers where you'd have to face life's harsh
redities and be a good listener. By now, she had to figure | was older than
nineteen—more like her age, and probably wise beyond my years.

Her potato salad arrived, and after a fortifying bite of carbs, she said, “So what’'s
your disease?’

“My disease? | didn’t say | had a disease.”
“The one you're tracking, dude.”
“Oh. Right. I’'m not at liberty to say. Confidentidity. We have ethics too.”

“Sure you do.” Her eyes narrowed. “And that's why you didn’t want to tak in
front of my friends last night?’

| nodded. My cover story was diding into place perfectly.

She put down her fork. “But it's one of those sexudly transmitted diseases that
makes people paint stuff on the walls in blood?’

| swallowed, wondering if perhaps my cover story might have a few loose ends.

“Well, some STDs can cause dementia” | said. “Late-stage syphilis, for
example, makes you go crazy. It eats your brain. Not that syphilis is what we're
taking about here, necessarily.”

“Wait a second, Cal. You think dl the people on the seventh floor of my building
were shagging one another? And going dl demented from it?" She made aface at her
potato salad. “Do you guys get alot of that kind of thing?’

“Um, it happens. Some STDs can cause ... promiscuity. Sort of.” | fdt my
cover story entering the late stages of its life span and suppressed an urge to mention
rabies (which was alittle too close to the truth, what with the frothing and the biting).
“Right now, | can’'t be sure what happened up there. But my job isto find out where
dl those people went, especidly if they’re infected.”

“And why the landlord is covering it up.”
“Yeah, because thisis dl about your rent.”

She raised her hands. “Hey, | didn't know you were dl into saving the world,
okay? | just thought you were a stalker ex-boyfriend or a weird psycho cousin or
something. But I'm glad you're the good guys, and | want to help. It's not just my
rent Situation, you know. | have to live with that thing on the wal.”

| put down my coffee cup with authoritative force. “Okay. I'm glad you're
helping. | thank you, and your city thanks you.”

In fact, | was just glad the cover story had made it through the worst of Lace's



suspicions. I'd never redly worked undercover before; lies aren't my thing. She
frowned, eating a few more bites of potato salad, and | wondered if Lace's help was
worth involving her. So far, she'd been a little too smart for comfort. But smart
wasn't dl bad. It wouldn't hurt to have a pair of sharp eyes on the seventh floor.

And frankly, | was enjoying her company, especially the way she didn’'t hide her
thoughts and opinions. That wasn’'t aluxury | could indulge in myself, of course, but
it was good to hear Lace voicing every suspicion that went through her head. Saved
me from being paranoid about what she was thinking.

On top of which, I was feding very in control, hanging out with a desirable
woman without having a sexua fantasy every few seconds. Maybe every few
minutes or so, but still, you have to crawl before you can walk.

“Dude, why are you scratching your wrist like that?”

“l am? Oh, crap.”

“What the hell, Ca? It's dl red.”

“Um, it's judt...” | ransacked my internd database of skin parasites, then
announced,

“Pigeon mites!” “Pigeon whats?’

“You know. When pigeons sit on your window and shake ther feathers?
Sometimes these little mites fal off and nest in your pillows. They bite your skin and
cause...” | waved my oft-pinged wrist.

“Eww. One more reason not to like pigeons.” She glared out the window at a few
of them scavenging on the sidewalk. “ So what do we do now?’

“How about this? You take me back to your building and show me which
apartment used to be Morgan’'s.”

“And then what?’

“Leave that to me.”

As we passed the doorman | made sure to catch his eye and smile. If | came in
with Lace afew more times, maybe the staff would start to recognize me.

On the seventh floor, she led me to the far end of the hal, gesturing a a door
marked 704. There were just four apartments on this floor, dl the one-bedrooms you
could squeeze into the diver-thin building.

“That’s where she lived, according to the two guys upstairs. Loud and freaky in
bed, they tdl me.”

| coughed into afist, again damning my fugitive memories. “Y ou know who lives



here now?’
“Guy caled Max. He works days.”
| knocked hard. No answer.
Lace sighed. “I told you he wouldn’t be home.”

“Glad to hear it.” | pulled out another of the items requisitioned that morning and
knelt by the door: The lock was a standard piece-of-crap deadbolt, five tumblers.
Into its keyhole | sprayed some graphite, which is the same gray stuff that gets on
your fingersif you fiddle with the end of a pencil, and does the same thing to locks
that Bahamaama-Dingdongs do to repressed memories—Ilubricates them. Two of
the tumblers rolled over as my pick did in. Easy-peasy.

“Dude,” Lace whispered, “shouldn’t you get a warrant or something?’

| was ready for this one. “Doesn’t matter. You only need a warrant if you want
the evidence to stand up in court. But I'm not taking anyone to court.” Another
tumbler rolled over. “Thisisn’t acrimina investigation.”

“But you can't just break into people’s apartments!”
“I’m not breaking. Just looking.”
“Stillt”

“Look, Lace, maybe this isn’'t dtrictly legd. But if people in my job didn’'t cut a
few corners every now and then, everyone in this city would be infected, okay?’

She paused for a moment, but the ring of truth had filled my words. I've seen
smulations of what would happen if the parasite were to spread unchecked, and
believe me, it’s not pretty. Zombie Apocalypse, we cdl it.

Findly, she scowled. “You better not steal anything.”

“l won't.” The last two tumblers went, and | opened the door. “Y ou can stay out
here if you want. Knock hard if Max comes out of that elevator.”

“Forget it,” she said. “I’'m going to make sure you don’'t do anything weird.
Besides, he's had my blender for four months.”

She pushed in past me, heading for the kitchen. | sighed, putting my lock-pick
away and closing the door behind us.

The apartment was a carbon copy of Lace’s, but with better furniture. The shape
of the living room refired my recognition pistons. Findly, | had found the place
where the parasite had entered me, making me a carrier and changing my life forever.

It was much tidier than Lace’ s apartment, which might be a problem. After seven
months of living there, an obsessive cleaner would have swept away a lot of
evidence.



| crossed to the diding glass doors and shut the curtains to make it darker, trying
to ignore the clatter of pots and pans from the kitchen.

“You know,” | called, “you're the one who's going to have to explain to Max
how you got your blender back.”

“I'll tell him | astral-projected. Butt-head.”
“Huh?’
“Him, not you. He had my blender dl summer. Margarita season.”

“Oh.” 1 shook my head—infection, cannibalism, blender appropriation. The
Curse of 704 was dive and well.

| pulled out another little toy 1'd picked up that morning—an ultraviolet
wand—and flicked it on. The demon’s eyes on my Kill Fee shirt began to give off an
otherworldly glow. | swept the wand across the same wadl that, back in Lace's
apartment, had held the words written in gristle.

“Dude! Flashback!” Lace said, crossing the living room. She smiled, and her
teeth flickered as white as a radioactive beach at noon.

“Fashback?’
“Yeah, your teeth are glowing, like at a dance club.”
| shrugged. “Don’t go to clubs much sincel ... got thisjob.”

“No, | guess you wouldn’t,” she said. “All that sexual transmission just waiting to
happen.”

“Huh? Hey, | don’t have anything against—"
She smiled. “Just kidding, dude. Relax.”
“Ah.” | cleared my throat.

Nothing glowed on the wal in the ultraviolet. | held the wand closer, casting weird
shadows across the stucco mountainscape. No pattern of a hurried paint roller
appeared. | cut into a few spots at random with my fingernail, but nothing bright
shone through.

The other walls were just as clean.
“ S0 does that thing make blood show up?’ she asked.
“Blood and other bodily fluids.”

“Bodily fluids? You are so CS.” She said thislike it was a cool thing, and | gave
her a amile.

“Let’s try the bedroom,” she said.



“Good idea.”

We went through the door, and my d§a vu ramped up to another level. This was
where | had lost my virginity and become a monster, dl in one night.

Like the living room, the bedroom was impeccably clean. Lace sat on the bed
while | scanned the walls with UV.

“This goo you're looking for, it isn't fill ... active, isit?’

“Active? Oh, you mean infectious.” | shook my head. “One thing about
parasites—they’re gredat at living insde other organisms, but once they hit the outside
world, they’re not so tough.”

“Parasites?”’

“Oh, pretend you didn't hear that. Anyway, after seven months, you're totaly
safe from catching it.” | cleared my throat. “Asam |.”

“So, what’ s with the glow stick?’

“I"'m trying to see if the same thing happened here as in your apartment.”
“The wal-writing dementia fetival, you mean? Does that redly happen alot?’
“Not really.”

“Didn’t think so. Lived in New York dl my life, and | never saw anything like that
on the news.”

| shot her a look, the word news making me wonder if her journaistic instincts
were kicking in. Which would be a bad thing.

“What disease isthis again?’ she asked.
“Not tdling.”
“Please!”

| waved the wand at her, and severd luminous streaks appeared on the blanket
underneath her.

“What'’s that?’

| grinned. “Bodily fluids.”

“Dude!” She leaped to her fest.

“That’s nothing compared to the skin mites.”

L ace was rubbing her hands together. “Which are what?’

“Microscopic insects that hang out in beds, feeding on dead skin cells.”

“I'll be washing out my blender,” she said, and left me aone.



| chuckled to mysdlf and turned the wand on the other walls, the floors, inside the
closet. Other than Max’s blanket and a pair of underwear under the bed, the UV
didn’t get arise out of anything. Picking at the stucco didn’'t help; nothing had been
painted over in this apartment.

Max was a lot neater than most single men, I’d say that for the guy. Or maybe
Morgan knew not to eat where she dept.

Suddenly, my ears caught ajingling sound. Keysin a lock.

“Crap,” | said. Max was home early. “Uh, Cad?" Lace's voice cdled softly, her
vocal cords tight.

“Shh!” | flicked off the wand, shoved it into my pocket, and ran into the living
room. Lace was standing there, clutching her wet blender.

“Put that down!” | hissed, dragging her toward the glass doors that led to the
bal cony.

| heard the lock’s bolt shoot closed. A lucky break—I had left the apartment
unlocked behind us, so whoever was coming in had just relocked the door, thinking
they were unlocking it.

Muffled Spanish swearing filtered through, a femae voice, and | redized that
Max’s apartment was spotless because he had a cleaner.

| yanked the diding glass door open and pushed Lace out into the cold. When it
was shut behind us, | watched the thick curtains swing lazily to a hat, hiding us from
the living room. Pressing one ear to the icy glass, paming the other to mute the roar
of traffic, | listened. My heartbeat was ramped up with excitement, adrenaline making
the parasite start to churn, my muscles tightening. Through the glass came the sound
of a graphite-lubricated dead-bolt shooting free, and the door creaked open.

“Mio!” an annoyed voice muttered. Fingers fumbling for a light switch. The
apartment was too dark to work in—she would probably be opening the curtainsin a
few moments.

| turned to Lace, whose eyes were wide, her pupils huge from the excitement. On
the tiny balcony, we were only a foot apart, and | could smdl her perfectly—the
jasmine hair, a salt smdl of nerves. We were too close for comfort. | pulled my eyes
away from her and pointed at the next balcony over. “Who lives there?’

“Um, thisgirl called Freddie,” Lace whispered.

“She at home?’

L ace shrugged.

“Well, let’s hope not.” | jumped up onto the rail and across.

“Jesus, dude!” Lace squeaked.



| turned back to look down through the two-and-a-half-foot gap, redizing |
should at least pretend to show fear, if only for Lace's sake. The parasite doesn’t
want its peeps too cautious; it wants us picking fights, complete with the biting and
the scratching and other disease-spreading activities. We carriers don’t mind a little
danger.

Lace, though, was fully human, and her eyes widened farther as she stared down.
“Come on,” | whispered soothingly. “It’s just a couple of feet.”
She glared a me. “A couple of feet across. Seven stories down!”

| sighed and jumped back up, steadied mysdf with one loot on each rail, and
leaned back against the building. “Okay, I'll swing you across. | promise | won't
drop you.”

“No way, dude!” she said, her panic breaking through the whisper.

| wondered if the cleaner had heard us and was dready cdling the cops. My
Hedth and Menta badge looked red, and if a policeman called the phone number on
the 1D, there would be a Night Watch employee gitting at the other end. But Lace
had been right about the whole illegd entry thing, and if someone went looking to
complain to my boss in person, they would find only a bricked-up doorway in a
forgotten basement of City Hal. The Night Watch had cut most of its officid ties
two hundred years ago; only a few bureaucrats remained who knew the secret
histories.

| leaned down and grabbed Lace' s wrist. “Sorry, but...”

“What are you—7?" She squealed as | lifted her up and over, setting her down on
the next balcony.

When | jumped down beside her, Lace's face was white,

“You ... | could have...” she sputtered. Her mouth was open, and she was
breathing hard. On the tiny balcony, my senses started to tangle up with one another,
sndl and sight and taste, the parasite pushing its advantage. Excitement radiated
from Lace; | knew it was only fear making her pupils expand, her heart pound, but
my body responded in its own blind way, construing it dl as signs of arousal. My
hands were itching to take hold of her shoulders and taste her lips.

“Excuse me,” | squeaked, pushing her away from the balcony door.

| knelt and pulled out lock-picking equipment, desperate to get off that balcony
and insde, anything to be a few feet farther away from Lace. My fingers fumbled,
and | banged my head against the glass on purpose, clearing my brain long enough
to squirt the keyhole with graphite.

Seconds later, the door did open.

| stumbled inside Freddie’'s apartment, away from Lace' s smdl, sucking in the



odors of industrial carpet, recently assembled Ikea furniture, and a musty couch.
Anything but jasmine.

When | managed to get back under control, | put my ear to the wadl. The
welcome roar of a vacuum cleaner rumbled back and forth next door. Taking
another deep breath, | collapsed onto the couch. | hadn’t kissed Lace and the cops
weren't on their way—two near disasters averted.

Without catching Lace's eye, | looked around. Another clone of Morgan's
apartment, the walls innocently white. “Might as well check in here too.”

Lace didn't say a word, staring at me from where she stood just insde the
balcony door. Her expression was sill intense, and when | switched on the UV light,
the whites of her eyes glowed fiercely. She was rubbing her wrist where I'd grabbed
it to lift her across.

She said camly “How did you do that?’

“Do what?’

“Pick me up. Swing melikeacat.”

| attempted a cavalier smile. “Is that how cats are swung?’
She snarled, reveding aflash of ultraviolet teeth. “Tell me.”

| redlized she was Hill angry and tried to channd Dr. Rat’s lecture voice. “Well,
the human body is capable of great strength, you know. Mothers whose babies are
in danger have been known to lift cars. And people high on PCP can snap sted
handcuffs or even pull their own teeth out with pliers.”

This was a point often made in Hunting 101: Peeps aren’'t stronger than normal
people in any hedthy sense—the parasite just turns them into psychos, setting ther
muscles at emergency strength, like a car with its gas pedal stuck down. (Which
would sort of make carrier peeps controlled psychos, | suppose, though nobody at
the Night Watch ever put it like that.)

“So which category do you fdl into?’ Lace said. “Concerned mother or insane
drug addict?’

“Um ... more like concerned mother, | guess?’

Lace advanced on me, stuck one iff forefinger into the center of my chest, her
andl overwhelming me as she shouted, “Wéll, let’s get something straight, Cal. | am
not... your... baby!”

She spun on her hed and stomped to the apartment door, unlocking it and
yanking it open. She turned back, pulling something from her pocket. For a second,
| thought she was going to throw it a mein awild rage.

But her voice was even. “I found this in Max’s kitchen trash. Guess Morgan
never bothered to get her mall forwarded.”



She flicked it at me after dl, the envelope spinning like aninja’s star.

| plucked it from the air and turned it over. It was addressed to Morgan. Just a
random piece of junk mail, but now | had alast name.

“Morgan Ryder. Hey, thanks for—"
The door dammed shut. Lace was gone.

| stared after her for awhile, the echo of her exit ringing in my exquisite hearing. |
could still smell the jasmine fragrance in the air, the scent of her anger, and traces of
her skin oil and sweat on my fingers. Her departure had been so sudden, it took a
moment to accept it.

It was better this way, of course. I’d been lucky so far. Those moments on the
balcony had been too intense and unexpected. It was one thing Sitting across a table
from Lace in a crowded restaurant, but | couldn’t be aone with her, not in small
spaces. | liked her too much, and after six months of celibacy, the parasite was
stronger than | was.

And once she thought about my cover story alittle more, she’d probably figure |
was some kind of thief or con man or just plain freaky. So maybe she’'d steer clear
of me from now on.

| let out along, sad sigh, then continued sweeping for bodily fluids.

Chapter 8
LICE AGE

KN »

A long time ago human beings were hary dl over, like monkeys. Nowadays,
however, we wear clothes to keep us warm.

How did this switch happen? Did we lose the fur and then decide to invent
clothes? Or did we invent clothing and then lose the body hair that we no longer
needed?

The answer isn't in any history books, because writing hadn’t been invented yet
when it happened. But fortunately, our little friends the parasites remember. They
carry the answer in their genes.

Lice are bloodsuckers that live on people's heads. So smdl that you can barely



see them, they hide in your hair. Once they’ ve infested one person, they spread like a
rumor, carrying trench fever, typhus, and relapsing fever. Like most bloodsuckers,
lice are unpopular. That’s why the word lousy is generdly not a compliment.

You can't fault lousy loyaty, though. Human lice have been with us for five
million years, since our ancestors split off from chimpanzees. That's a long run
together. (The tapeworm, for comparison, has only been insde us for about eight
thousand years, a total parasite-come-lately.) At the same time we were evolving
away from monkeys, our parasites were evolving from monkey parasites—coming
adong for the ride.

But | bet that our lice wish they hadn’t bothered. You see, while the chimps
stayed hairy, we humans lost most of our body hair. So now human lice have only
our hairy heads to hide in. On top of that, they’re aways getting poisoned by
shampoo and conditioner, which is why lice have become rare in wedthy countries.

But lice aren't utterly doomed. When people started wearing clothing, some lice
evolved to take advantage of the new Situation. They developed claws that are
adapted for clinging to fabric instead of hair. So these days, there are two species of
human lice: hair-loving head lice and clothes-loving body lice.

Evolution marches on. Maybe one day we'll have space suit lice.

So what does this have to do with the invention of clothing?

Not long ago, scientists compared the DNA of three kinds of lice: head lice, body
lice, and the old origina chimp lice. Astime passes, DNA changes at a fixed rate, so
scientists can tell roughly how long ago any two species split up from each other.
Comparing lice DNA soon settled the question of what came first—the clothes or
the nakedness.

Here' s how it happened:

Human lice and monkey lice split off from each other about 1.8 million years ago.
That's when ancient humans lost their body hair and the lice we inherited from the
chimps had to adapt, evolving to stick to our heads.

But head lice and body lice didn’t split until seventy-two thousand years ago, an
eternity later (especialy in lice years). That's when human beings invented clothes,
and body lice evolved to reclam some of ther lost red estate. They got brand-new
claws and spread down into our brand-new clothing.

So that’'s the answer: Clothes got invented after we lost our body hair. And not
right away; our primate ancestors ran around naked and hairless for wel over a
million years.

That part of human evolution is written in lousy history, in the genes of the things



that suck our blood.

Chapter 9
UNDERWORLD

&K N »

Just as | finished Freddie's apartment (finding no glimmer of bodily fluids), my
phone buzzed. One of the Shrink’s minders was on the other end, saying that she
wanted to see me again. My stack of forms had returned from Records, chock-full
of enough intrigue to bounce dl the way up to the Shrink. That was dways a sgn of
progress.

Stll, I sometimes wished she would just talk to me on the phone and not insist on
quite so much face time. But she's so old-school that telephones just aren't her
thing. In fact, electricity isn't her thing.

| wonder if I'll ever get that ancient.

| took the subway down to Wall Street, then waked across. The Shrink’s house
Is on a crooked dley paved with cobblestones, barely one car wide. It's one of
those New Amsterdam originas that the Dutch laid down four centuries ago, running
on the diagond, flouting the grid in the same grumpy way that the Shrink ignores
telephones. Those early streets possess their own logic; they were built atop the
age-old hunting trails of the Manhattan Indians. Of course, the Indians were only
following even more ancient paths created by deer.

And who were the deer copying?| wondered. Maybe my route had first been cut
through the primeva forest by aline of hungry ants.

One thing about carrying the parasite—it makes you fed connected to the past.
Asapeep, I'm ablood brother to every other parasite-positive throughout the ages.
There' s an unbroken chain of biting, scratching, unprotected sex, rat reservoirs, and
various other forms of fluid-sharing between me and that origind davering maniac,
the poor human who was first infected with the disease.

S where did he or she get it from? you may ask. From elsewhere in the anima
kingdom. Most parasites leap to humanity from other species. Of course, it was a
long time ago, so the original parasite-positive wasn't exactly what we'd cal human.
More likely the first peep was some early Cro-Magnon who was bitten by a dire wolf
or giant sloth or saber-toothed weasdl.

| kicked a bag of garbage next to the Shrink’s stoop and heard the skittering of
tiny clawsinsideit. A few little faces peeked out to glare at me; then one rat jumped
free and scampered afew yards down the dley, disappearing down a hole among the



cobblestones.
There are more of those holes than you' d think.

When | first came to the city, | saw only street leved, or sometimes caught
glimpses of the netherworld through exhaust grates or down empty subway tracks.
But in the Night Watch we see the city in layers. We fed the sewers and the hollow
sidewaks carrying dectrical cables and steam pipes, and below that the older
spaces. the basements of fdlen buildings, the giant buried caskets of abandoned
breweries, the ancient septic tanks, the forgotten graveyards. And, struggling to get
free underneath, the old streambeds and natural springs—all those pockets where
rats, and much bigger things, can thrive.

Dr. Rat says that the only creatures that ever come out onto the surface are the
week ones, the punks who aren’t competitive enough to feed themselves down
where it's safe. The redly big things, the rat kings and the other alpha beasties, live
and die without ever troubling the daylight world. Think about that for a second:
There are creatures down there who' ve never seen a human being.

The laden sky rumbled overhead, and | smelled rain.

History. Nature. Weather. My head was pounding, full of those big, abstract
words that have their own cable channels.

But it was the sound of those tiny scratching feet insde the garbage bag that
followed me into the Shrink’s house and down the corridor to her session room,
pushed along by an invisble wind.

“Most impressive, Ca.” She leafed through papers on her desk. “All it took was
afew drinks to get you back to Morgan’s house.”

“Yeah. But it was an apartment, Dr. Prolix. Not many houses in Manhattan these
days, you might have noticed.”

The guy from Records in the other visitor's chair raised his eyebrows a my tone,
but the Shrink only folded her hands and smiled. “Still glum? But you're making
such progress.”

| chewed my lip. The Shrink didn’t need to know what | was bummed about. Not
that it mattered anymore, the whole stupid way 1'd had Lace help me. Even if she'd
gone on bdieving me, hanging out with her would have just gotten more and more
torturous.

Worse than that, it had been dangerous. Lace hadn't showed a bit of
interest—not that kind of interest anyway—and I’ d still come close to kissing her.

Never again. Lesson learned. Move on. | was back in lone-hunter mode now.

“Yeah, galons of progress,” | said. “You saw what | found on the wal?’



“I read your 1158-S from this morning, yes.”

“Wdll, | went back there today but didn't find anything more on the creepy
greffiti front. Or much else. Morgan moved out a least seven months, ago. Not
exactly an oven-fresh trail.”

“Cd, eght months is the blink of an eye for Records. To find out where Morgan
has gone, perhaps we should look at where she came from.”

“What do you mean?’

“The history of that property has proven interesting.” She turned to the Records
guy and waved her pale hand.

“When the landlords in question filed their initid rent-control forms,” he began,
“there were four residents on the seventh floor.” His voice quivered dightly, and
once or twice as he read, his eyes darted up to the creepy dolls, confirming that he
wasn't comfortable in the Shrink’ s office. Not a hunter, just an average working stiff
with a city job. His chair was backed as far away from the red line as it could go. No
typhoid germs for him. “We ran the names of these individuals through the city
databases and hit a missing persons report from March this year.”

“Only one?’ | asked. “I figured they’d dl be missing.”

He shook his head. “More than one missing person from the same address, and
we would have already filed an MP-2068 with you guys. But there was only one hit.
NYPD has no leads, and at this point it’s pretty much a dead investigation.”

Given what 1'd seen in Lace's apartment, that wording was appropriate. “So let
me guess. The guy who lived in 701 is gone.” So pretty | just had to eat him.

The man from Records nodded. “That’s right, 701. Jesus Delanzo, age
twenty-seven. Photographer.” He looked up a me, and when | didn’t say anything,
he continued, “Apartment 702 was occupied by Angela Dreyfus, age thirty-four.
Broker.”

“Where does she live now?”’

He frowned. “We don’t exactly have an address for her. Just a post office box in
Brooklyn, and a cell phone that doesn’t answer.”

“Rather anonymous, don’t you think?’ the Shrink said.

“And her friends and family don’t think it's weird she livesin a post office box?’
| asked.

“We don’'t know,” the Records guy said. “If they're worried, they haven't filed
with the NYPD.”

| frowned, but the Records guy kept going. “A couple lived in the other
apartment—703. Patricia and Joseph Moore, both age twenty-eight. And guess what:
Their mail forwards to the same post office box as Angela Dreyfus's, and they have



the same phone number.” He leaned back, crossed his legs, and smiled, rather
pleased to have put such ajuicy coincidence on my plate.

But his last words hadn’'t even gotten through to me yet. Something else was
redly wrong.

“That’s only three apartments. What about 7047’

He raised an eyebrow, looked down a his printouts, and shrugged.
“Unoccupied.”

“Unoccupied?’ | turned to the Shrink. “But that’s where Morgan lived. Her junk
mall is gill showing up there.”

The Records guy nodded. “The post office doesn’t forward junk mail.”
“But why don’'t you have a record of her?’

He leafed through his folder as he shook his head. “Because the landlord never
filed an occupancy form for that apartment. Maybe they were letting her live there for
free”

“For free? Fat chance,” | said. “That’s a three-grand-a-month apartment.”
“Actually, more like thirty-five hundred,” the Records guy corrected.
“Ouch,” | said.

“The rent is not the most unsettling thing about that building, Cal,” the Shrink
said. “There was something else Records didn’t notice until you prompted them to
look.”

The guy glanced sheepishly down at his papers. “It’s not anything we usualy flag
for investigation. But it is ... odd.” He shuffled papers and unrolled a large set of
blueprints across his knees. “The building plans show an oversize foundation, much
deeper and more elaborate than one would expect.”

“A foundation?’ | said. “Y ou mean, the part that’s underground?’

He nodded. “They didn’'t have the ar rights to put up a tdl building, because it
would block views of the river. So they decided to make some extra space below.
There are severa subbasements descending into the granite bedrock, spreading out
wider than the building overhead. Room for a two-floor hedth club, supposedly.”

“Hedlth club in the basement.” | shrugged. “Not surprising in a ritzy place like
that.”

The Shrink drew hersalf up. “Unfortunately, this hedth club is not in a particularly
hedthy location. They excavated too close to the PATH tunndl, an area where the
idand is very ... porous. That tunnel was only finished in 1908. Not everything
stirred up by the intrusion has settled yet.”



“Not settled yet?’ | said. “After ahundred years?’

The Shrink steepled her fingers. “The big things down there awaken dowly, Kid.
And they settle dowly, too.”

| swallowed. Every old city in the world has a Night Watch of some kind, and
they dl get nervous when the citizens start digging. The asphalt is there for a very
good reason—to put something solid between you and the things that live
underneath.

“It's possible that this excavation has opened the lower environs,” the Shrink
said, “alowing something old to bubble up.”

“You think they uncovered a reservoir?’
Neither of them said anything.

Remember what | said about rats carrying the disease? How broods store the
parasite in their blood when their peeps die? Those broods can last a long time after
the peeps are gone, spreading the disease down generations of rats. Old cities carry
the parasite in their bones, the way chicken pox can live in your spina column for
decades, ready to pop out as horrible blistersin old age.

“The hedth club, huh?’ | said, shaking my head. “That's what people get for
working out.”

“It may be more than a reservoir, Cal. There may be larger things than rats and
peeps to worry about.” The Shrink paused. “And then ... there are the owners.”

“The owners?’ | asked.
The man from Records glanced at the Shrink, and the Shrink looked at me.
“A first family,” she said.

“Oh, crap,” | answered. One thing about the carriers of the Night Watch: They
have a specia affection for the families after whom the oldest streets are named.
Back in the 1600s, New Amsterdam was a smdl town, only a few thousand people,
and everyone was someone’s cousin or uncle or indentured servant. Certain loyalties
go back along way, and in blood.

“Who are they? Boerums? Stuys?’

The Shrink’s eyes ditted as she spoke, one hand gesturing vaguely toward the
half-forgotten world outside her town house. “If | remember correctly, Joseph once
lived on this very street. And Aaron built his first home on Golden Hill, where Gold
Street and Fulton now meet. Mercer Ryder’s farm was up north a ways—he grew
whest in a fied off Verdant Lane, although that field is called Times Square these
days. And they had more farmland in Brooklyn. They were good boys, the Ryders,
and the Night Mayor has kept up with their descendants, | believe.”

| found my voice. “Ryder, you said?’



“With ay,” the Records guy offered softly.
| swallowed. “My progenitor’s name is Morgan Ryder.”

“Then we have a problem,” said the Shrink.

The guy from Records, whose name was Chip, took me down to his cubicle. We
were going over the history of the Hoboken PATH tunnd, which was a lot more
exciting than you’d think.

“The first incident was in 1880, killed twenty workers,” Chip said. “Then another
in 1882 killed a few more than that. They were supposedly explosions, and the
company had the body parts to prove it.”

“Handy,” | said.

“And leggy,” he chuckled. Out from under the soulless eyes of the Shrink’s doll
collection, Chip was a certified laugh riot. “That brought the project to a hat for a
couple of decades. Those incidents were in Jersey, but on this side of the river we
never bought the cover story.”

“Why not?’

“There are ancient tunnels that travel through the bedrock, dl around these parts.
And around the PATH train, the tunnels are ... newer.” His fingers drifted aong the
tunnd blueprints on his desk. “Check it out, Cd: If you add up the weight of dl the
plants and animals that live under the ground, it's actualy more than everything that
lives above. About a hillion organismsin every pinch of soil.”

“Yeah, none of which is big enough to eat twenty people.”

He lowered his voice. “But that’'s what happens after you're buried, Kid. Things
in the ground eat you.”

Great, now Records was cdling me Kid. “Okay, Chip,” | said. “But worms don’t
edt people who are Hill dive.”

“But there's a food chain down there,” he said. “ Something has to be at the
top.”

“You guys don’'t have a clue, do you?’

Chip shook his head. “We have clues. Those tunnels? They're alot like the trails
of an earthworm through the dirt.”

| frowned and dropped my eyes back to the blueprints for Lace’s building. The
fine-lined drawings—precisely scaled and covered in tiny symbols—showed only
the shapes that human machines had carved from the soil. No hint at the environment
surrounding our descent into the earth. “So you think there are giant worms down
there? | thought you guys in Records were alittle more ... factual.”



“Yeah, wdl, we read a lot of weird stuff.” He pointed his pen a the edge of the
levd labeled Hedth Club, Lower. “This is what somebody should have
noticed—and then filed a great big ST-57.” The pen tapped. “The excavation goes
too deep for comfort; it's only afew yards above part of the exhaust system for the
PATH tunnel. Any variation from these plans, and they’ re connected.”

“Connected to what?’

“You ever seen those big exhaust towers by the river? The fans are about eighty
feet across, sucking ar dl day. Bad.”

“Air is bad?’

“They’re pumping oxygen down therel” Chip shook his head, tossed the pen
disgustedly down onto the plans. “That’s like pouring fertilizer on your weeds. Lack
of oxygen is the growth-limiting factor in a subterranean biome!”

“Ah, so things are growing. But those ‘explosions’ in Jersey were a hundred and
twenty years ago, after dl. We're just taking rats these days, right?’

“Probably,” Chip said.

“Probably. Wonderful.” Standing there in the gloom, | redlized that Chip and |
were underground right now, tons of bricks and mortar piled up over our heads. The
squeaking celling fan labored to bring oxygen down to us, without the flickering
fluorescents it would be too dark even for my peep eyes to see. Down here was
hostile territory—a place for corpses and worms, and the bigger things that ate the
worms, and the bigger things that ate them...

“But our guys a the PATH say that there are a few places under the exhaust
towers that their workers have abandoned,” Chip added. “They aren’t officidly
condemned, but nobody goes down there anymore.”

“Great. And how close is that to Morgan’s building?’
“Not far. A couple hundred yards?’

My nose wrinkled, as if a bad smell had wafted into the cubicle. Why couldn’t |
have just lost my virginity the normal way? No vampiric infections, no subterranean
menaces. “ Okay, so what’s the best way for me to get down there?’

“Through the front door.” Chip ran a finger across the building plans, pointing
out a set of symbols. “They’ve got mgor security dl over the joint; cameras
everywhere, especidly in the lower levels.”

[1] Crap.”

“1 thought you had an inside line. That girl you mentioned in your 1158-S, the one
who lives there now? Tell her you want to check out the basement.”

“She had an attitude problem. 1’d rather break in. I’'m good with locks.”



Chip raised an eyebrow.

“Or a Sanitation badge,” | flailed. “Maybe a Hedth Inspector of Hedth Clubs?’
“What happened between you and her?’

“Nothing!”

“You can tdl me, Kid.”

| groaned, but Chip fixed me with his big brown eyes. “Look, it’'s just that she...
We had this...” My voice fel. “There was a Superhuman Reveation Incident, sort
of.”

“There was?’ Chip frowned. “Have you filed an SRI-27/457

“No, | haven't filed an SRI-27/45. It’'s not like she saw me climbing up awal or
anything. All | did was sort of ... lift her up, and only for a second.”

“And?’

“And swing her from one balcony to another. Otherwise we were going to get
caught breaking and entering. Just entering, | mean—nothing was broken.” | decided
not to get into the Grand Theft Blender issue. “Look, Chip, dl | need are some traps
and a Pest Control badge. Catch a few rats, let the Doctor test their blood, see if
We ve got arunning reservoir. First things first. No big dedl.”

Chip nodded dowly, then looked down and continued detailing the lower depths
of the Hoboken PATH tunnél, letting his expression say it dl.

“Pretty late, isn't it?”

“Tdl me about it,” | grunted at the doorman, willing him not to look too closely
a my face. He was the same guy from that afternoon, but now | was dressed in a
standard city-issue hazmat suit, a wool cap pulled down to my eyebrows. My
oven-fresh Sanitation badge was flopped open in his face. In more ways than one, |
was presenting a different picture than | had nine hours before.

“Yeah, I’'m on till midnight mysalf,” he said, his eyes dropping from my face as
he pulled out a desk drawer. He hadn’t recognized me. The clothes do make the
man, as far as most people are concerned.

He yanked out a clattering ring of keys, and we headed to the elevator.

“Did you guys get a complaint from one of our tenants? | never heard nothing
about rats here.”

“No, just some problems nearby. Population explosion by the river.”

“Yeah, theriver. Always smells damp down in the basement. Kind of fishy.” The
elevator door opened. He leaned one shoulder against it, blocking its attempts to



close while he counted through the keys until he found one marked with a green
plastic ring. He dlipped it into a keyhole marked B2 at the bottom of the controls and
gave it ahdf turn.

“You ever heard of atenant getting bitten here?’ | asked. “Maybe a year ago or
so?’

He looked up a me. “Didn’t work here then. No one did. They hired dl new staff
early this year. The old guys were running some kind of payroll scam, | hear.”

“Ah. | see.” | made a menta note to run dl those doormen’s and janitors names
through Records.

He pressed the B2 button, keeping one hand on the door’s rubber bumpers.
“Not that hardly that many people use it down there. Only a few diehards. Like |
said, smells funny. By the way, when you come back up, don't forget to mention
you're leaving to whoever’s on the door. It's supposed to be locked up down there
this time of night.”

“No problem.” | lifted my duffd bag in weary half saute.

He smiled and |t the door close. The eevator took me down.

It did smell funny.

There were about fifty kinds of mold growing down there, and | could smell the
rot of wooden beams behind the walls, dried human sweat on the padded weight
benches, assorted shoes decaying behind the dats of locker doors.

But behind the hedth club smells, something else was brewing. | couldn’t quite
figure out what. Smells are not as easy to place as sights and sounds. They're like
suppressed memories: Y ou sometimes have to let them bubble up on their own.

| let the elevator close its door and glide away, not switching on any lights. |
didn’'t want the doorman watching me on the security cameras. | was hoping he
would forget | was down here and go off his shift without mentioning me to the next

guy.

Once my eyes adjusted, the red glow of the thermostats and exercise machine
controls were enough to see by. For a few minutes, though, | just stood there,
listening for the sounds of tiny feet.

It didn't seem a likely spot for a rat invasion; there wasn't any source of food
down here, not even a candy machine. In any case, street-level garbage eaters
weren't the only issue here. | was looking for big apha rats—and, if Chip was right,
unnamed other things—bubbling up from below. Things that had never heard of
M&M'’s.

All' 1 could hear was the refrigerator in the juice machine, the hiss of steam het,



and a distant steady rumble. | knelt and pressed one pam flat againgt the floor,
feding the vibration spreading into my flesh along with the chill of the cement. The
rumble was cycling dowly—maybe it was those eighty-foot fan blades that gave
Chip nightmares.

But | didn't hear any rats, or any of Chip’s monsters, for that matter. | moved
among the dark shapes of machines, the red eyes of their controls winking a me.
The smell of chlorine rose from a covered Jacuzzi. That other scent, the one |
couldn’t identify, seemed to grow stronger as | moved toward the back wall.

Then | fet a draft, the dightest hint of cold. | swept my eyes across the
baseboard behind the radiator, searching for a rat-hole letting in the autumn chill of
the earth. Rats don’t need much space to crawl through; they can break down their
own skeletons and squeeze through holes the size of quarters. (We peeps can
supposedly do that too, but it hurts like hell, I’ ve heard.)

There weren’t any openings along the floor. The fittings around the steam pipes
were tight. | didn’t spot any doors to dip under, no loose tiles in the celling. No way
for anything to bubble up from the depths.

But in the farthest corner of the gym, the paneled walls themselves radiated cold.
| gave the wdl a thump.
It was hollow.

Hearing the empty sound, | redlized something about the darkened hedth club—it
didn't have any stairs down. The second level promised in the blueprints didn’t
exist. Or it was hidden.

My duffel bag clanked againgt the concrete floor. From a pocket, | pulled the
plans that Chip had printed for me, checking my compass. According to the
blueprints, the sub-basement stairs were only a few yards away, on the other side of
the wall.

The wood paneling didn’'t give a dl when | pushed; there was something solid
behind it. Of course, my duffd bag was full of drills, hacksaws, bolt cutters, and a
crowbar, or | could have just put my fist through the wal. But | ill had to come
back in my Sanitation costume to reclam any rats my traps caught, and the staff
doesn’t like it when you break ther building.

| moved dong the wall, pressing and thumping. The echoes were muffled, which
meant that lots of crisscrossed S beams supported the panding. The stairs were
solidly sealed off as well, with no easy way in. Had they just abandoned a whole
subbasement down there?

The wood paneling ended at arow of lockers—too heavy to move, even with my
peep muscles. | tapped the floor with my feet, wondering what was hidden beneath.
From the ceiling, the red eyes of security cameras glowed mockingly in the darkness.



Then | redized something: All of the cameras were pointed more or less at me.
Were they tracking me?

| moved a few yards, back into the cold corner, but the cameras didn’'t follow.
They dl stayed pointed at the same target—the row of lockers. Whoever had set the
security system up didn’'t care what happened in the rest of the health club, as long
as they could watch that one spot.

| walked aong the lockers, running my fingers against them, smelling the dirty
socks and chlorinated swimsuits inside. The metal grew colder as | went.

In the center, one locker was icy to my touch, and through its ventilation dats that
haf-familiar scent—the one | couldn’'t quite identify—floated on a draft of chilled
ar. | looked up at the cameras; they were dl pointed directly at me now.

The padlock was an off-the-shelf Master Lock, though with four tumblers instead
of the usua three, more expensive than the others. | knelt, cradling it like a cell phone
to my head. As the numbers spun left, then right, | heard the tiny sted teeth
connecting, the tumblers digning ... until it sprang open, as loud as a gunshot in my
eqr.

Sliding the lock off the hasp, | opened the door.

There was nothing inside—nothingness, in fact. No hanging clothes, no hooks or
shelves, just a black void that consumed the dim light of the gym. A chill wind came
from the darkness, bearing that same haf-familiar smell, sharpened now.

| reached into the locker. My hand went back into the darkness and cold,
disappearing into nothingness.

Let me get this straight about my night vison: When I’'m a home, the only light |
keep on isthe red LED of my cell-phone charger; | can read fine print by starlight; |
have to tape over the glowing clock face of my DVD player, because otherwise it's
too bright to sleep in my bedroom.

But | couldn’t see jack insde this locker.

There is something called cave darkness, which is ten times darker than gitting in
a closet with towels stuffed under the door, covering your eyes with your
hands—basically darker than anything you’'ve ever experienced except down in a
cave. Your hands disappear in front of your face, you can’t tel whether your eyes
are open or not, random red lights seem to flicker in your peripheral vision as your
brain freaks out from the total absence of light.

“Great,” | said.
Hoisting my duffel bag, | dipped through into the void.

The standard Night Watch flashlight has three settings. One is a low-light mode



designed not to burn out peep night vision. The second setting is a normal flashlight,
useful for norma people. The third is a ten-thousand-lumen eyeball-blaster intended
to blow away peeps, scare away rat hordes, and generdly indicate panic. Held a few
inches from your skin, it will actualy give you a suntan.

Switching on the tiny light, | found mysalf in a narrow halway, squeezed between
the foundation’s cement wal and the back side of the maniacaly reinforced wood
panding. The floor was covered with little globs of something gooey. | kndt and
sniffed and realized what I’d been smdlling dl along—peanut butter, mixed with the
chaky funk of rat poison. Someone had lad out about a hundred jars of weaponized
extra-crunchy back here. The bottom of the false wall was smeared with it to prevent
the wood paneling from being gnawed through.

| stepped carefully among the gooey smears, and the hallway led me back to the
corner where the missing stairs should have been. An industrid-strength metal door
stood there, reinforced with yards of chain and generous wads of steel wool stuffed
into the crack beneath it.

Stedd wool is one thing rats can't chew through. Someone was working
conscientioudly on the rat issue. Hopefully that meant Chip was crazy on the giant
monster issue, and dl there was down here was some peep’s long-lost brood.

The chains wound back and forth between the door’ s push-bar handle and a sted!
ring cemented into the wall, secured with big, fat padlocks that took keys instead of
combinations. To save time, | pulled bolt cutters from my bag and snipped the
chains. Astaut as rubber bands, they snapped loose and clattered to the floor.

Funny, | thought, chains don’t keep out rats.

Ignoring that uncomfortable fact, | gave the door a good hard push; it scraped
inward a few inches. Through the gap, the promised stairs led downward into
andlier smells and colder ar and darker darkness. Sounds filtered up: little feet
scurrying, the snufflings of tiny noses, the nibblings of razor-sharp teeth. An dl-night
rat fiesta—but what were they eating down there?

Not chocolate, was my guess.
| pulled on thick rubber gloves.

The gap was just big enough to squeeze through. As | descended, | kept one
thumb on the flashlight’'s eyeball-blaster switch, ready to blaze away if there was a
peep down here. | couldn’'t hear anything bigger than a rat, but, as I've said,
parasite-positives can hold their breath for along time.

The rats must have heard me cutting the chains, but they didn't sound nervous.
Did they get alot of visitors?

At the bottom of the stairs, my night vison began to adjust to the profound
darkness, and the basement eased into focus. At first | thought the floor was danted,
then | saw that a long swimming pool dominated the room, sloping away from me.



The paired arcs of chrome ladders glowed on either side, and a diving board thrust
out from the edge of the deep end.

The pool contained something much worse than water, though.

Along its bottom skittered a mass of rats, a boiling surface of pae fur, dithering
talls, and tiny rippling muscles. They scrambled aong the pool’s edges, gathered in
feeding frenzies around piles of something | couldn’t see. All of them had the wormy
look of deep-underground rats, dowly losing their gray camouflage—and ultimately
even thar eyesight—as they spent generation after generation out of the sun.

A fair number of ratty skeletons were lined up on one side of the basement, bare
ribs as thin as toothpicks—as if someone had put out glue traps in a neat row.

There were a lot of smells (as you might imagine) but one stood out among the
others, raising my hackles. It was the scent mark of a predator. In Hunting 101, we
had been taught to cdl it by its active molecule: 4-mercapto-4-methylpentan-2-1. But
most folks just cdl it “cat pee.”

What the hell was a cat doing down here? Sure, there are ferd felines in New
York. But they live on the surface, in abandoned buildings and vacant lots, within
paw’ s reach of humanity. They stay out of the Underworld, and rats stay away from
them. When it comes to rats, cats are on our side.

If one had stumbled down here, it would be lean pickings by now.

| forced that last image from my mind and reached into the duffel bag for an
infrared camera. Its little screen winked to life, turning the horde of rats into a blobby
green snowstorm. | set the camera on the pool’s edge, pointing down into the
maelstrom. Dr. Rat and her Research and Development pals could watch this stuff
for hours.

Then | realized something: | didn’t smell chlorine.

With my nose, even a swvimming pool that’s been drained for years retains that
tangy chemica scent. The pool had never been filled, which meant that the rat
invasion had happened before they'd finished construction down here. | looked at
the pool: The black line at water height had been half started, then abandoned.

| remembered Dr. Rat’s standard checklist: My first job was to figure out if this
brood had access to the surface. | began a dow wak around the edge of the
basement, flashlight still set low, moving carefully, looking for any holesin the walls.

The rats hardly noticed me. If this was the brood that had infected Morgan, they
would find my scent comforting—our parasites were closely related, after dl. On the
other hand, true Underworld rats might behave this way with anyone. Never having
seen a human being before, their little pink eyes wouldn’t know what to make of me.

The walls looked solid, not even harline cracks in the cement. Of course, this
building was just over a year old—the foundation should have been rat-proof for



another decade or so.

| peered over the edge. In the deep end, right where the drain should have been,
was a boiling mass of rats. Pade bodies struggled against one another, some
disappearing into the mass, others thrashing their way up and out. The brood did
have away out of this basement, | realized, but it didn’t go up to the surface...

It went down.

| swallowed. The Night Watch would want to know exactly how big this opening
was. Merdy rat-size? Or were bigger things afoot?

| walked dowly back around to the shalow end of the pool and picked up the
infrared camera. With it in one hand and the flashlight in the other, | put one tentative
foot into the pool.

The sole of my boot didn’t make a sound. A layer of something soft was strewn
across against the bottom of the pool, fluttering beneath the claws of darting rats. It
was too dark to see what.

Something ran across my boot, and | shuddered.

“Okay, guys, let’'s observe some persona space here,” | said, then took another
step.

Something answered my words, something that wasn't arat. A long, high-pitched
moan echoed through the room, like the sound of a mewling infant...

At the very end of the diving board, two reflective eyes opened, and another
annoyed growl rumbled out.

A cat was looking a me, its deepy eyes floating against invisbly black fur. A
host of big, gnarly alpharats sat around it on the diving board, like kingly attendants
to an emperor, when they should have been running for thelr lives.

The eyes blinked once, strangely red in the flashlight’s glow. The cat looked like
anorma cat of normal-cat size, but this was not a normal place for any cat to be.

But cats didn't carry the parasite. If they did, we'd all be peeps by now. They
live with us, after dl.

My eyes fdl from the feline's unblinking gaze, and | saw what the rats were
eding. pigeons. Ther feathers were the soft layer lining the pool. The cat was
hunting for its brood, just like a peep would. And | heard a sound below the ratty
squeaks—the cat purring softly, asif trying to cam me down.

It was family to me.

Suddenly, the floor began trembling, a vibration that traveled up through my
cowboy boots and into my muscle-clenched stomach. My vision began to shudder,
as if an eectric toothbrush had been jammed into my brain. A new smell rose up
from the svimming pool drain, something | couldn’t recognize—ancient and foul, it



made me think of rotten corpses. It made me want to run screaming.
And through it dl, the cat’s low purr of satisfaction filled the room.
| squeezed my eyes shut and switched the flashlight to full power.

| could only hear (and fed) what happened next: a thousand rats panicking,
pouring out of the pool to race for the dark corners of the room, flowing past my
legsin afurry torrent. Hundreds more scrambled to escape down the drain and into
the darkness below, their claws scraping the broken concrete as they fought to flee
the horrifying light. Bloated rat king bodies flopped from the diving board and
landed on the struggling mass, squedaling like squeaky toys dropped from a height.

| fumbled a pair of sunglasses out of a pocket, got them on, and opened one eye
adit: The cat was unperturbed, sill curled at the end of the diving board, eyes shut
againgt the light, looking like an ordinary cat lying happily in the sun. It yawned.

The trembling of the floor had begun to fade, and the traffic jam of escaping rats
was starting to break up. The drain hole looked to be more than a yard across; the
deep end of the pool had cracked open, crumbling into some larger cavity below.
The rats were il roiling, disappearing into it like crap down aflushing toilet.

Squinting up at the cat again, | saw that it had risen to its feet. It was stretching
lazily, yawning, its tongue curling pink and obscene.

“You just stay there, kitty,” | caled above the din, and took another step toward
the drain. How deep was the hole? Cat-size? Peep-size? Monster-size?

| only needed one glimpse and | was out of there.

Between my blazing flashlight and the squeaks and scrambling feet echoing off
the sides of the pool, | was amost blind and practically deafened. But the weird
andl of death was fading, and just as the last rats were findly clearing out, | caught
the dightest whiff of something new in the air. Something close ...

A sharp hiss sounded behind me, someone sucking in air. As | spun around, the
flashlight dlipped from my swesty fingers...

It cracked on the swimming pool floor, and everything went very dark.

| was completely blind, but before the flashlight had died I’d glimpsed a human
form at the edge of the pool. Following the bright image burned into my retinas, | ran
the few steps up the slope and leaped from the pool, raisng the camera like a club.

As | swung, | caught her smdl again, freezing just in time.

Jasmine shampoo, mixed with human fear and peanut butter... and | knew who it
was.

“Ca? Lace said.



Chapter 10
MONKEYSAND MAGGOTS...OR PARASITESFOR

PEACE
| &N
Howler monkeys live in the jungles of Centrd America They have a specid
resonating bone that amplifies their cries—hence the name “howler monkey.” Even

though they’re only two feet tal, you can hear a howler monkey scream from three
miles awvay.

Especidly if they’ve got screwworms.

Meset the screwfly, which livesin the same jungles as howler monkeys. Screwflies
look pretty much like norma houseflies, except bigger. They aren't parasites
themsalves, but their babies are.

When it comes time to have baby flies, screwflies look for a wounded mamma to
lay their eggs in. They’re not picky about what kind of mammal, and they don’t need
avery large wound. Even a scratch the size of afleabiteis plenty big.

When the eggs hatch, the larvae—aso known by such charming names as
“maggots’ or “screwworms’—are hungry. As they grow, they begin to devour the
flesh around them.

Most maggots are very fussy and only eat dead flesh, so they’'re not a problem
for their host. They can actualy help to clean the wounds that they hatch into. In a
pinch, doctors gill use maggots to sterilize the wounds of soldiers.

But screwworms—screwfly maggots—are another matter. They are born
ravenous, and they consume everything they can get their teeth into. As they devour
the anima’ s hedlthy flesh, the wound gets bigger, luring more screwflies to come and
lay their eggs. Those eggs hatch, and the wound gets even bigger...

Eww. Yuck. Repeat.
At the end of this cycle isapainful death for many a howler monkey.
But screwflies also bring a message of peace.

Like dl primates, howler monkeys want mates, food, and territory—all the stuff
that makes being a howler monkey fun. So they compete with one another for these
resources—in other words, they get into fights.

But no matter how angry they get, howler monkeys never use their teeth or claws.
Even if one of the monkeys is much bigger, dl it ever does is dap the other one



around and (of course) howl! alot.

You seg, it's just not worth it to get into ared fight. Because even if the smaller
monkey gets its monkey ass totaly kicked, dl it has to do is get in one tiny scratch,
and the fight becomes a lose-lose proposition. One little scratch, after dl, is dl a
screwfly needs to lay its eggs inside you.

Many scientists bdieve that the howler monkeys developed their awesome
howling ability because of screwworms. Any monkeys who resolved their conflicts
by scratching and biting (and getting bitten and scratched in return) were eaten from
within by screwworms. Game over for dl the scratchy and bitey howler monkey
genes.

Eventudly, dl that was left in the jungle were non-scratchy monkeys. Surviva of
the fittest, which in this case were the non-scratchiest.

But there were ill mates and bananas to be fought over, so the non-scratchy
monkeys evolved a non-scratchy way to compete: howling. Surviva of the loudest.
And that’s how we got howler monkeys.

See? Parasites aren't dl bad. They take primates who otherwise might be killing
one another and leave them merely yelling.

Chapter 11
MAJOR REVELATION INCIDENT
&N »
“What are you doing down here?’ | yelled.

“What are you doing down here?’ Lace ydled back, grabbing two blind fistfuls

of my hazmat suit in the darkness. “Where the hdl are we anyway? Were those rats
?1

“Yes, those were rats!”

She started hopping. “Crap! | thought so. Why did it go dl dark?’
“1 kind of dropped my flashlight.”

“Dude! Let's get out of herel”

We did. | could see only leftover streaks etched into my retinas by the flashlight,
but Lace's eyes weren't as sendtive as mine. She pulled me stumbling back up the
stairs, and as we squished through the poisoned-peanut-butter halway, my vison
began to return—Ilight was pouring in from the hedlth club through the open locker



door.

Lace squeezed out, and | followed, danming the locker shut behind me.
Fluorescents buzzed overhead, and the basement |ooked shockingly normal.

“What was that down there?’ Lace cried.

“Wait a second.” | pulled her away from the security cameras and over to a row
of weight benches. Sitting down, | tried to blink away the spots on my vision. Lace
stayed standing, eyes wide, nervoudy shifting from one foot to the other.

“What the hell?” was dl she could say.

| stared at her, hdf blind and ill astonished by her sudden appearance. Then |
remembered the doorman setting the elevator’s controls, leaving them unlocked so
that | could return to the ground floor.

| hadn’t paid close enough attention. It was dl my fault. I'd blown the first rule of
every Night Watch investigation: Secure the site. But | was positive I'd closed the
locker door behind me...

“How did you get down here?’ | sputtered. “I thought the health club was closed
a night!”

“Dude, you think | came down here to exercise?’ She was 4ill shifting from foot
to foot. “I was headed out and Manny said, ‘Y ou know that guy you came in with
this afternoon? He's here spraying for rats.” And I'm like, ‘What? And he's like,
“Yeah, did you know he was an exterminator? He's down in the hedth club right
now, looking to kill some rats!’ ” Lace spread her open palms wide. “But you told
me you were looking for Morgan. So what the hell?’

| didn’t answer, just sighed.

“And when | came down here,” she continued in a breathless rush, “the lights
weren't even on. | thought Manny had lost his mind or something. But when the
elevator closed behind me, it was totally dark.” She pointed. “Except suddenly that
locker was doing this ... glowing thing.”

| groaned. On its killer setting, my Night Watch flashlight had been visible from
up here.

Stll hyperventilating, Lace continued. “And there was a hidden halway, and the
floor was covered with weird goo, and there were stairs at the end, with this insane
squeaky pandemonium coming up from below. | cdled your name, but dl | heard
wes rats!”

“And that made you want to go down the stairs?’ | asked.

“No!” Lace cried. “But by then | figured you were down here, somewhere,
maybe in trouble.”



My eyes widened. “Y ou came down to help me?’
“Dude, things didn’'t look so good down there.”

| couldn’t argue with that. No one else could have messed this up quite as totally
as | had. Things were bad enough, with a great big rat reservoir bubbling up from the
Underworld, dong with a weird peeplike cat and something big enough to make the
earth shudder. And right smack in the middle of it dl, I’d managed to insert Lace—a
Magor Revelation Incident.

| was screwed. But | found mysdlf staring at Lace with admiration.

“All those rats...” A note of exhaustion crept into her voice as hysteria subsided.
“Do you think they’ll follow us?’

“No.” | pointed at her shoe. “ That stuff will stop them.”

“What the ...?" She stood on one foot, staring at the bottom of her other shoe.
“What the hdl is this crap anyway?’

“Watch out! It’s poisonous!”
She sniffed the air. “It smellslike peanut butter.”
“It’s poisonous peanut butter!”

Shelet out asigh. “Whatever—| wasn’t going to esat it. Note to Ca: | do not eat
stuff off my shoe.”

“Right. But it’s dangerous!”

“Yeah, no kidding. This whole place should be condemned. There were, like,
thousands of ratsin that pool.”

| swallowed, nodding dowly. “Yeah. At least.”

“So what'’s the deal? What are you doing here, Ca? You're not an exterminator.
Don't tel me that you investigate STDs and spray for rats.”

“Um, not usualy.”
“ S0 does this building have the plague or something?’

Rats and plague did go together. Would Lace beieve that one? My mind began
to race.

“No, dude,” Lace said firmly, risng to her feet and putting a finger in my face.
“Don’t gt there making shit up. Tdl me the truth.”

“Uh ... | can't.”
“You're trying to hide this? That’s nuts!”
| stood and put my hands on her shoulders. “Listen, | can’'t say anything. Except



that it's very important that you don’t tell anyone about what’s down there.”

“Why the hdl would | keep quiet? There's a swimming pool full of rats in my
basement!”

“You just have to trust me.”

“Trust you? Screw that!” She set her jaw, and her voice rose. “There's a disease
that makes people write on the walls in blood spreading through my building, and
I’m supposed to keep it a secret?”’

“Um, yes?’

“Wel, ligten to this, then, Cal. You think this should be a secret? Wait till | tdl
Manny what | saw down there, and Max and Freddie and everyone ese in the
building, and the New York Times and the Post and Daily News, for that matter. It
won't be very secret then, will it?’

| tried to pull off ashrug. “No. Thenit'll just be abuilding in New York City with
rats in the basement.”

“Not with that thing on my wall.”

| swallowed and had to admit she had something there. With Morgan’s gristle
greffiti added into the mix, the NY PD would have a reason to reopen apartment 701
'S missng persons case, which might lead them in dl sorts of uncomfortable
directions. The Night Watch was usudly pretty good a making investigations go
away, but this one would be tricky.

Which meant | was supposed to cdl the Shrink right now and tell her what had
happened. But the problem with that was, | dready knew what she'd tdl me to do.
Lace would have to disappear forever. All because she'd tried to help me.

| stood there in silence, paralyzed.

“1 just want the truth,” Lace said softly. She sat down heavily on a weight bench,
asif her nervous energy had run out.

“It’s redly complicated, Lace.”

“Yeah, wdl, it's pretty smple for me—I live here, Cal. Something redly hideous
IS going on under our feet, and something insane happened right in my living room.
It's starting to freak me out.”

On those last words, her voice broke.

She could smdl it now. With dl she'd seen, Lace could fed the capital-N Nature
bubbling up from below—not the fuzzy Nature at the petting zoo, or even the deadly
but noble kind on the Nature Channel. This was the agppalling, nasty, real-world
version, snails eyes getting eaten by trematodes; hookworms living inside a billion
human beings, sucking at their guts, parasites controlling your mind and body and
turning you into their personal breeding ground.



| sat down next to her. “Listen, | understand you're scared. But knowing the
truth won’'t make it any better. The truth sucks.”

“Maybe. But it’s gtill the truth. All you've doneislie since you met me, Cal.”
| blinked. She didn’t. “Yeah,” | said. “But—"
“But what?’

At that moment, | knew what | redly wanted. After sx months of the natura
world getting steadily more horrible, of my own body turning against me, | was just
as scared as Lace. | needed someone to share that fear with, someone to cling to.

And | wanted it to be her.

“Maybe | can explain some of it.” | breathed out owly, a shudder going through
me. “But you'd have to promise not to tell anyone else. This isn't some journaism
class project, okay? Thisis deadly serious. It has to stay secret.”

Lace thought for a few seconds. “Okay.” She raised a finger in warning. “As
long as you don’t lieto me. Ever.”

| swalowed. She'd agreed way too fast. How could | believe her? She was
studying to be a reporter, after dl. Of course, my only other choice was the phone
cdl that would make her disappear.

| stared into her face, trying to divine the truth of her promise, which probably
wasn't the best idea. Her brown eyes were Hill wide with shock, her breathing il
hard. My whole awareness focused itsalf upon her, a tangle of hyped-up senses
drinking her in.

My guess is the parasite insde me made the choice. Partly anyway.

“Okay. Ded.” | put out my hand. As Lace shook it, a strange thing happened:
Instead of shame, | felt relief. After keeping this secret from the whole world for half
ayear, | wasfindly teling someone. It was like kicking my boots off at the end of a
redly long day.

Lace didn’t let go of my hand, her grip strengthening as she said, “But you can't
lieto me.”

“l won't.” My mind was clearing, beginning to work logicaly for the first time
since the earth had started to tremble, and | redlized what | had to do next. “But
before | tdl you, | have to sort out a couple of things.”

Lace narrowed her eyes. “Like what?’

“1 need to secure the basement: Chain up that big door behind the wal and lock
that locker.” | could leave my duffel bag downstairs, | redized. The rats wouldn’t
sed it, and I’ d need the equipment right where it was the next time | went down. But
there was one last thing | had to get before we left. “Um, do you have a flashlight?
Or alighter on you?’



“Yeah, I've got a lighter. But Cal, tdl me you're not going down those stairs
agan.”

“Just for a second.”

“What the hdl for?’

| looked into her brown eyes, wide with rekindled fear, but if Lace wanted to
know the truth, it was time she found out how nasty it could be.

“Well, since we're dready down here and everything, | redly should catch arat.”

“Okay, I'm tracking a disease. That part of my story was true.”
“No kidding. | mean, rats? Madness? Bodily fluids? What else could it be?’
“Oh, right. Nothing, | guess.”

We were up in Lace’s apartment. She was drinking chamomile tea and staring out
a the river; | was cleaning poisonous peanut butter out of my boot treads, hoping
the task would distract me from the fact that Lace was wearing a bathrobe. A rat
caled Possible New Strain was dtting under a spaghetti strainer held down with a
pile of journaism textbooks, saying rude things in rat-speak.

I’d caught PNS at the top of the stairs, snatching him up in a rubber-gloved hand
as he sniffed one of Lace’'s peanutty footprints.

Lace cleared her throat. “So, is this a terrorist attack or something? Or a genetic
engineering thing that went wrong?’

“No. It's just adisease. The regular kind, but secret.”
“Okay.” She didn’'t sound convinced. “So how do | avoid getting it?’

“WEell, you can be exposed through unprotected sex, or if someone bites you and
draws blood.”

“Bites you?’

“Yeah. It'slike rabies. It makes its hosts want to bite other animas.”
“Asin ‘So pretty | had to eat him’'?’

“Exactly. Cannibalism is also a symptom.”

“That’s a symptom?’ She shuddered and took a sip. “So what’s with dl the
rets?’

“At Hedlth and Mentd they cdl rats ‘germ elevators,’ because they bring germs
that are down in the sewers up to where people live, like this high-rise. A rat bite is
probably how Morgan, or someone else up here, got infected in the first place.”



| saw another shudder pass through the shoulders of her bathrobe. Lace had
taken a shower while I'd called Manny and told him to lock up the hedth club. Her
face looked pink from a hard scrubbing, and her wet hair was till giving off curls of
steam. | turned my attention back to my boots.

At the mention of rat bites, she lifted her feet up from the floor and tucked them
under her on the chair. “So, sex and rats. Anything else | should worry about?’

“Well, we think there used to be a strain that infected wolves, based on certain
historical ... evidence.” | decided not to mention the bigger things that Chip was
worried about, or whatever had made the basement tremble, and | cleared my throat.
“But as far as we know, wolves are too smdl a population to support the parasite
these days. So, you'rein luck there.”

“Oh, good. Because | was redly worried about wolves.” She turned to me. “So,
it's a parasite? Like atick or something?’

“Yeah. It's not like aflu or the common cold. It's an animd.”
“What the hdl kind of anima?’

“Sort of like a tapeworm. It starts off as a tiny spore, but it grows big, taking
over your whole body. It changes your muscles, your senses, and most of dl, your
brain. Y ou become a crazed killer, an animal.”

“Wow, that is redly freaky and disgusting, Cal,” she said, cinching her bathrobe
tighter.

Tell me about it, | thought, but didn’t say anything. | might have promised not to
lieto her, but my persona medical history was not her business.

“S0,” Lace said, “does this disease have a name?’

| swallowed, thinking about the various things it had been called over the
centuries—vampirism, lycanthropy, zombification, demonic possession. But none of
those old words was going to make this any easier for Lace to deal with.

“Technicaly, the parasite is known as Echinococcus cannibillus. But seeing as
how that takes too long to say, we usudly just cdl it ‘the parasite” People with the
disease are ‘parasite-positives,” but we mostly say ‘ peeps,’ for short.”

“Peeps. Cute.” She looked at me, frowning. “So who's this we you're talking
about anyway? You're not redly with the city, are you? You're some sort of
Homeland Security guy or something.”

“No, | do work for the city, like | said. The federd government doesn’t know
about this.”

“What? You mean there's some insane disease spreading and the government
doesn’t even know about it? That’'s crazy!”

| sighed, beginning to wonder if this had been aredly bad idea. Lace didn’t even



understand the basics yet—all I’d managed to do was freak her out. The Shrink
employed awhole department of psych specialists to break the news to new carriers
like me; they had a library full of musty but impressive books and a spanking new
lab full of blinking lights and creepy specimens. All | was doing was haphazardly
answering questions, strictly amateur hour.

| pulled a chair over and sat down in front of her. “I’'m not explaining this right,
Lace. Thisisn't an acute Situation. It’s chronic.”

“Meaning what?’

“That this disease is ancient. It's been part of human biology and culture for a
long time. It amost destroyed Europe in the fourteenth century.”

“Hang on. You said this wasn't the plague.”

“It isn’t, but bubonic plague was a side effect. In the 1300s, the parasite began to
spread from humans to rats, which had just arrived from Asia. But it didn’t reach
optimum virulence with rodents for a few decades, so it mostly just killed them. As
the rats died, the fleas that carried plague jumped over to human hosts.”

“Okay. Excuse me, but what?’

“Oh, right. Sorry, got ahead of myself,” | said, knocking my head with my fists.
The last sx months had been one big crash course in parasitology for me; 1'd
amogt forgotten that most people didn’'t spend days thinking about find hosts,
Immune responses, or optimum virulence,

| took a deep breath. “Okay, let me start over. The parasite goes way back, to
before civilization even. The people | work for, the Night Watch, also go way back.
We existed before the United States did. It's our job to protect the city from the
disease.”

“By doing what? Sticking rats in spaghetti strainers?’
Release me! squeaked PNS.

“No. By finding people with the parasite and treating them. And by destroying
their broods—um, | mean, killing any rats who carry the disease.”

She shook her head. “It doesn’t make sense, Ca. Why keep it a secret? Aren't
you Hedth Department guys supposed to educate people about diseases? Not lie to
them?’

| chewed my lip. “There’s no point in making it public, Lace. The disease is very
rare; there’'s only a serious outbreak every few decades. Nobody tries to get bitten
by arat, after al.”

“Hmm. | guess not. But ill, this secrecy thing seems like a bad idea.”

“Wéll, the Night Watch up in Boston once tried what you're taking about—a
program of education to keep the citizens on the lookout for possible symptoms.



They wound up with nonstop accusations of witchcraft, a handful of
seventeen-year-olds claming they’d had sex with the devil, and a lot of innocent
bystanders getting barbecued. It took about a hundred years for things to settle
down again.”

L ace raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, we did that play in high school. But wasn't that a
long time ago? Before science and stuff?’

| looked her in the eye. “Most people don’t know jack about science. They don’t
believe in evolution because it makes them uncomfortable. Or they think AIDS is a
curse sent down from God. How do you think those people would dedl with the
parasite?’

“Yeah, well, people are stupid. But you wouldn’t keep AIDS a secret, would
you?’

“No, but the parasite is different. It's specia.”
“How?’

| paused. This was the tricky part. In my own debriefing, the Night Watch psychs
had presented dl the science stuff for hours before taking about the legends, and it
had been a solid week before they’ d uttered the V-word.

“Well, some fears go farther back than science, deeper than rational thought. Y ou
can find peep legends in dmost every culture on the globe; certain of the parasite’s
symptoms lend themselves to scary stories. If we ever get a mgor outbreak of this,
there will be hdl to pay.”

“Certain symptoms? Like what?’

“Think about it, Lace. Peeps are light-fearing, disease-carrying cannibals who
revel in blood.”

As the words left my mouth, | redlized I’d said too much too quickly.
She snorted. “Cal, are we taking about vampires?’
As| struggled to find the right words, her amused expression faded.

“Cdl, you are not talking about vampires.” She leaned closer. “Tel me. You're
not supposed to lie to me!”

| sighed. “Yeah, peeps are vampires. Or zombies in Haiti, or tengu in Japan, or
nian in China. But like | said, we prefer the term parasite-positive.”

“Oh. Vampires,” Lace said softly, looking away. She shook her head, and |
thought for a moment that the dender thread of her trust had broken. But then |
redlized that her gaze was directed at the wall where the words written in blood many
months before showed through.

Lace' s shoulders umped in defeat, and she drew the robe tightly around her. “I



dill don’t see why you have to lie about it.”

| sighed again. “Okay, imagine if people heard that vampires were red. What
would they do?’

“| don’'t know. Freak out?’

“Some would. And some wouldn’t believe it, and some would go see for
themselves,” | said. “We figure a least a thousand amateurs would head down into
the bowels of New Y ork to look for adventure and mystery, and they would become
human germ elevators. Your building is just one acute case. There are dozens of rat
reservoirs full of the parasite down there, enough to infect everyone who takes the
time to look for them.”

| stood up and started to move around the room, recdling dl the motivationa
classes in Peep Hunting 101.

“The disease sits under us like a burned-down camp-fire, Lace, and dl it needs is
for afew idiots to start sirring the embers. Peeps were deadly enough to terrorize
people back in tiny, far-flung villages. Imagine massive outbreaks in a modern-day
city, with millions of people piled on top of one another, close enough to sink their
teeth into any passing stranger!”

Lace raised her hands in surrender. “Dude, | dready promised. I'm not going to
tel anyone, unless you lie to me.”

| took a deep breath, then sat down. Maybe this was going better than I'd
thought. “I’ll be handling this personally. All you have to do is st tight.”

“Sit tight? Yeah, right! | bet Morgan was dtting tight when she got bitten. There's
probably some little rat tunnedl that leads dl the way up here from the basement!” Her
eyes swept the apartment, searching for tiny cracks in the walls, holes that could let
the pestilence inside. Already the old fears were stirring inside her.

“Well, maybe a year ago there was,” | said soothingly. “But now there's sted
wool stuffed under that chained-up door, and a ton of peanut butter behind the false
wall. The disease is probably contained for the moment.”

“Probably? So you' re asking me to trust my life to steel wool and peanut butter
?1

“Poisoned peanut butter.”

“Cd, | don't careif it's nuclear peanut butter.” She stood up and stomped into
her bedroom. | heard the scrape of vinyl across the floor, the sound of zippers, and
the clatter of clothes hangers.

| went to her doorway and saw that she was packing a bag.
“You're splitting?’
“No shit, Sherlock.”



“Oh,” | said. The sight of her packing had sent a twinge through me. I'd just
shared my biggest secret in the world with Lace, and she was leaving. “Well, that’s
probably a good idea. It won't take long to clear things up downstairs, now that we
know what’'s going on.” | cleared my throat. “You should tel me where you're
going, though, so | can keep in touch. Tdl you when it’'s safe.”

“No problem there. I’'m coming to your place.”
“Um ... you're doing what?’

She stopped with a half-folded shirt in her hands and stared a me. “Like | told
you last night: I'm not going back to my sister’s couch. Her boyfriend' s there dl the
time now, and he's a total dick. And my parents moved out to Connecticut last
year.”

“But you can't stay with me!”
“Why not?’

“Why would you want to? You don’t even know me! What if | ... turn out to be
apsychopath or something?’

She returned to folding the shirt. “Y ou? Every time | think you're taking crazy, |
remember what | saw down in the basement, or what's in there.” She nodded toward
the living room, where the thing on the wall lurked. “And nuts or not, you've got the
insde line on a huge story. Did you redly expect me to go off and read textbooks
tonight or something? Why do you think | went into journalism anyway?’

My voice went up an octave. “A sory? What about keeping this a secret? You
promised. Aren’'t you supposed to have journdistic ethics or something?’

“Sure.” She smiled. “But if you break your promise and lie to me, | can break
mine. So maybe I'll get lucky.”

| opened my mouth and a strangled noise came out. How was | supposed to
explain that | was a psycho, that a raging parasite insde me desperately wanted to
spread itself by any means possible? That just standing here in the same room with
her was aready torture?

“Besides,” she continued, “you don’t want me staying anywhere else if you want
to keep this a secret.”

“I don't?”’

She finished folding the shirt. “No, you don’t. | tak in my sleep like crazy.”

By the time we left her apartment, it was the dead of night.

| stabbed the button for the hedth club repeatedly as we rode down. It didn’t
light up.



“Dude, don't do that.”
“Just making sure Manny locked the elevator.”

Lace shifted her suitcase from one hand to another. “Yeah, but it'll be open again
tomorrow, won't it?’

“Not for long.” | could requisition a fake court order in the morning, enough to
shut down the lower levels for a week or so. And as soon as possible, | was going
down there with Dr. Rat and a full extermination team, carrying enough poison to
exterminate this particular dice of the Underworld halfway to the earth’s core.

The doormen had changed shifts, and the new guy looked up at us through thick
glasses as we crossed the lobby, reflections of the litle TVs on his console
flickering in them. It gave me an idea.

“Talk to him for a second,” | whispered.
“About what?’

“Anything.”

“Like what’sin your bag?’

I will be avenged! came PNS's muffled squeak. He was trapped between the
spaghetti strainer and a dinner plate, duct-taped together and wrapped in a towel for
slence, the whole thing shoved insde the Barneys shopping bag in my hand. |
figured his little rat lungs had another minute of oxygen left before I'd have to take
the towel off.

“No. Just distract the guy. Quick.”

| steered Lace over to the doorman’s desk, elbowing her until she launched into a
rant about her water taking too long to heat up. As the doorman tried to placate her,
| eased around to where | could see his security monitors,

The little screens showed the insides of elevators, halways, the sidewak outside
the building’s entrance, but nothing from the floor below. That was why no one had
noticed our comings and goings—the cameras downstairs didn’t work anymore.

Or did they? | remembered their red lights glowing in the dark. This building was
owned by an old family, after al. They hadn’t smply walled up the rat invasion,
they’d left a secret passage through the locker and turned the cameras to face it.
Someone was interested in what was going on downstairs. There could be videotape
of us somewhere, waiting to be watched...

“Come on,” | said, pulling Lace away in mid-sentence.

The arr outside was cold and damp. | paused to unwrap a corner of PNS's cage
to let him breathe. He squeaked vengeance and rebellion, and Lace glanced at the



bag and took a step back.
“You owe me aplate and a strainer, dude,” she said.
“Y ou owe me an earth-shattering secret history.”
“1’d rather have a spaghetti strainer.”

“Fine, take mine when you leave.” | pointed east, up Leroy Street. “We can catch
the B on Fourth.”

“What? Take the subway? Go underground al the way to Brooklyn?' Lace
shuddered. “No way. We're cabbing it.”

“But that's like twenty bucks!”
“Split two ways, it's only ten. Duh. Come on, we can grab one on Christopher.”

She started off, and | walked a little behind her, redizing that my lifestyle was
dready changing, and my guest hadn’'t even set foot in my agpartment yet. I'd
considered giving Lace my keys and taking PNS downtown for immediate testing,
but the thought of her tromping through my personal space alone had killed that
idea—there were books lying around that detailed the few Night Watch secrets |
hadn’t dready spilled. I’d promised to tdl her the truth about the disease, not teach a
college course on it.

As we waked up Leroy, | glanced a the loading docks of the big industrial
buildings, wondering if any of the brood had found a way up to street levd. A
couple of rats sat atop a glistening pile of plastic garbage bags, but they had the
furry look of surface-dwellers, not the pale greasiness of the brood in the basement.

Then | saw another shape, something lean and deek moving in the shadows. It
had the stride of a predator—a cat.

| couldn’t spot any markings, only a dark silhouette and the shine of fur. The cat
in the basement had aso been solid black, but so were about a million other cats in
the world.

Suddenly the anima froze, looking straight at me. Its eyes caught a streetlight, the
reflective cells behind them igniting with aflash. My stride slowed to a halt.

“What isit?’ Lace asked from a few yards ahead. At the sound of her voice, the
cat blinked once, then disappeared into the darkness.

“Cal? What's wrong?”’

“Um, | just remembered something | didn’t tel you, another vector for the
disease.”

“Just what | was hoping for. Another thing to worry about.”
“Well, it's not very likely, but you should be careful of any cats you see in this



neighborhood.”
“Cats?’ Her gaze followed mine into the shadows. “They can get it too?!’
“Maybe. Not sure yet.”

“All right.” She pulled her coat tighter again. “You know, Ca ... the guys
upstairs from Morgan said that she had a cat. A loud one.”

A shudder traveled through me, another memory from that fateful night. There
had been a cat in Morgan’s apartment, greeting us as we came in the door, watching
as | dressed to leave the next morning. But had it been the one down in the
basement?

Or the one watching us right now?

“That reminds me, Lace,” | said. “Are you dlergic to cats?’
“No.”

“Good. You'll like Corndlius.”

“You have a cat? Even though they spread the disease?”

“Not this one. Rats are afraid of him. Now let’s get out of here.”

Corndlius was waiting for us, yowling from the moment my keys jingled in the
lock, demanding food and attention. Once the door was open, he dipped out into
the hdl and did a quick figure eight through my legs, then darted back inside. We
followed.

“Hey, baby,” | said, picking Cornélius up and cradling him.
Save me from the beast! squeaked PNS from his Barneys bag.

Cornelius's claws unsheathed as he climbed painfully up my coat and down my
back, leaping to the floor to paw the bag and yowl.

“Um, Cd?' Lace said. “I’m seeing a possible vector-thingy here.”

“Huh? Oh.” | whisked the bag away from Cornelius and across the room to the
closet. Kicking aside a pile of dirty laundry, | deposited PNS's entire containment
system on the floor inside and shut the closet door tight.

“So that's enough?’ Lace asked. “A closet?’

“Like | said, the parasite has to be spread by biting,” | explained. “It’s not like
the flu; it doesn’t travel through the air.”

“Ynneeeeow!” complained Corndlius, and sounds of ratty panic answered from
ingde the closet.



“But we're going to be listening to that dl night?’

“No. Watch this.” | picked up a can of cat food and ransacked the siverware
drawer for a can opener. “Nummy-time!”

As the opener’s teeth incised the can, a million years of predatory evolution was
sandblasted from Cornelius's brain by the smell of Crunchy Tuna. He padded back
over to the kitchen and sat on his haunches, staring raptly up at me.

“See? Cornelius has priorities,” | said, spooning the tunainto a bowl.
“ ‘Nummy-time’ 7’ Lace asked.

| swallowed, redizing that | wasn't used to filtering my cat-to-owner gibberish.
Lace was the first guest ever to set foot in this apartment. Between peep hunting and
parasitology textbooks, | hadn’t had much time for socidizing. Especialy not with
women.

The whole thing made me nervous, like | was being invaded. But | kept reminding
mysdlf that | wouldn’t lose control like | amost had on the balcony. That had been a
moment of fear and excitement in a very smdl space.

| was considering, however, putting another rubber band around my wrist.
“It'sjust athing Cornelius and | do,” | said, placing his bowl on the floor.

Lace didn’t respond. She was touring the apartment, adl one room of it, stretching
from the kitchen to the futon squished into one corner. It was the same size as most,
but | was suddenly self-conscious. Scoring an apartment in a fancy building had
probably dampened Lace’s enthusiasm for dumming.

She was ingpecting my CD tower.
“Ashlee Simpson?’

“Oh, wait, no. That was an old girlfriend’s obsession.” Actualy, more of an
anathema, lately. When I’d tracked Maria—the unfortunate girl I'd made out with at
aNew Year's Eve party—to an abandoned 6-train station below Eighteenth Street,
I’d brought a boom box full of Ashlee for self-defense. “I’m more into Kill Fee.”

“Kill Fee? Aren't they, like, heavy metd?’
“Excuse me, alternative metd.”

Sherolled her eyes. “Whatever. But you redize that having a girlfriend who's into
Ashlee Simpson isn’'t much better than liking it yourself.”

“Ex-girlfriend,” | said, moving around the room and putting away my books from
the Night Watch library. “And she wasn't redly... It was a short-term thing.”

“But you stocked up on tunes she liked? Very smooth.”

| groaned. “Listen, you can stay here, but you don’t have to snoop.”



Lace glanced a a T-shirt on the floor. “Yeah, well, a least | didn’'t bring my
ultraviolet wand.”

“Hey that was for work. | don’t usualy seek out bodily fluids.” | crossed to the
futon and pulled it out straight. “ Speaking of which, I'll put clean sheets on this. You
can haveit.”

“Listen, | don’t want to kick you out of your bed.” She looked a my run-down
couch. “I'll be okay there. It’s not like I’'m deeping that close to the floor again ever,
especidly not with an infected rat about ten feet away.”

| glanced at the closet, but gpparently PNS had no comment.
“No, | can take the couch.”
She shook her head. “You're too tdl. You'll wake up crumpled.”

She sat down, her houndstooth-check coat ill wrapped around her. “And I'm
too tired to care; I’m even too tired to worry about your pigeon mites. So keep your
bed, okay?’

“Um, sure.” At least the couch and the futon were a decent distance apart.
Lace's jasmine smell was aready filling the apartment, making my palms sweat.

She lay down, coat and dl. “Just wake me up before ten.”

“Aren’'t you going to brush your teeth?’

“| forgot to pack atoothbrush. Got an extra one?’

“No. Sorry.”

“Man, | forgot pretty much everything. That happens when things scare me.”
“Sorry.”

“Not your fault, dude.”

She closed her eyes, and | went into the bathroom, trying to be slent, every
sound | made rattling my super-hearing. | hid my toothbrush, just in case Lace got
desperate in the morning. It's not a good idea to share a toothbrush with a positive,
seeing as your gums bleed atiny amount every time the brush scrapes across them.
Not a very likey vector, but it could happen.

When | emerged, Cornelius had finished eating and was eyeing the closet. | knelt
to stroke him for awhile, building up a good purr. He wasn't strong enough to open
the closet door—but | didn't want him and PNS ydling at each other dl night. As
adways, | saved the fur that shed from his coat in a plastic Ziploc bag.

| went to bed in my clothes. Lace hadn’'t stirred since closing her eyes. She
looked pretty crumpled herself, huddled there, and | fdt quilty for having the
amost-red bed, and for having blown up her world.



It took a long time for silence to come. At first, | was too aware of Cornelius
purring a my feet and the panicky short breaths of PNS as he shivered in his metd
prison. | could smell cat food and Cornelius dander and even the scent of infected
rat with its weird hint of family. | could aso smell Lace's jasmine shampoo and the
oilsin her hair. From her breathing, | knew she wasn't adeep yet.

Finaly she stirred and pulled her coat off.

“Cal?’ she said softly. “Thanks for letting me stay here.”
“That’s okay. Sorry for messing up your life”

She made the dightest movement—something like a shrug.

“Maybe you saved it. | knew that damn apartment was too good to be true. But |
didn’'t think it would try to kill me.”

“It won't.”

“No, thanks to you.” She sighed. “I mean, | dways figured one day I'd be a
fearless reporter and everything, but your job? Going down into that basement
knowing what might be down there? Looking for those peep thingies instead of
running away? Y ou must be redly brave, dude. Or redly stupid.”

| fet a flush of pride, even though she didn’'t know the pathetic truth. | hadn’t
redly chosen my job; I’ d been infected by it.

“Hey, you followed me down there,” | said. “That was pretty brave.”

“Yeah, but that was before | knew about the cannibals, you know?”’

“Mmm,” was dl | said.

“Anyway, | don’'t think | would've dept at dl tonight, if I’d been alone. Thanks.”

We fdl sllent, and the glow insde me from Lace's words stayed for along time.
Her smell was intense, dl around me, and | seemed to be expanding as | breathed it
in. | redly did want to get up and kiss her good night, but | don’t think it was the
parasite that wanted her. Not entirely.

And somehow, that made it easier to lie there, unmoving.

After awhile, Lace’s breathing slowed. My ears grew accustomed to the stirrings
of cat and mouse. The rattle of steam heating and the rush of passing traffic
graduadly faded away. Findly, dl that was left was the unfamiliar sound of someone
breathing close to me. It was something | hadn't heard since the Night Watch had
informed me that any loversin my future were guaranteed to go crazy.

It kept spinning around in my head that Lace trusted me, a guy she’d only met the
day before. Maybe it was something more than trust. Before the parasite, I'd
wondered every few minutes if one girl or another liked me, but it had been a long
sx months since I’ d entertained the question serioudy. The fact that the answer was



worthless didn't stop my brain from turning it over and over again. It was pure
torture, but in afunny way it was better than nothing. Better than being alone.

| listened for hours as Lace drifted deeper into sleep, rose up dowly, amost
breaching the surface of consciousness to utter a few words of some imagined
conversation, then descended again into dreaml essness.

Even those sounds faded as | reached my own half-waking sumber, trapped
adone insgde my head with the rumble of the beast, the hum of the never-ending war
raging inside me, the keen of optimum virulence ... until something strange and
wonderful happened.

| fell asleep.

Chapter 12
THE MASTER PARASITE

KN »
Meet wolbachia, the parasite that wants to rule the world.

Wolbachia is tiny, smadler than a single cell, but its powers are enormous. It can
change its hosts geneticaly, tamper with their unborn children, and create whole new
species of carriers ... whatever it takes to fill the world with wolbachia.

No one knows how many creatures on earth are infected. At least twenty
thousand insect species carry it, and so do alot of worms and lice. That’s trillions
of carriers as far as we know. And every new place scientists ook, they find more.

So, do you have to worry about wolbachia? We Il get back to that later.

Here's the strangest thing about wolbachias No living creature has ever been
infected with it. That’s right, you don’t catch wolbachia; you are born with it.

Huh?

You see, wolbachia is like one of those scrawny supervillains with a big brain.
Wolbachia is a wimp: It can never leave its host’s body, not even in a drop of
blood. At some point in its evolutionary history, wolbachia gave up the whole
jumping-between-creatures thing and adopted a strategy of staying in safe
territory—it spends its whole life insde one host.

So how does it spread? Very cunningly. Rather than risk the outside world,
wolbachia infects new carriers before they're born. That's right: Every infected
creature gets the disease from its own mother.



But what happens when wolbachia is born into a mae host? Males can't have
children, so they’re a dead end for the infection, right?

Thisis the evil genius part.

In many insect species, wolbachia scrambles its mae hosts' genes with a secret
code. Only other wolbachia (living inside a femae) know how to decode the genes
and make them work right. So when an infected insect tries to mate with a healthy
one, the kids are born with horrible mutations, and they dl die.

Over hundreds of generations of breeding only with one another, the infected
insects dowly evolve into a new species. This species is one hundred percent
infected with wolbachia and dependent on its own parasite to have children. (Insert
evil laugh here)

And thisisn't wolbachia s only species-altering trick.

In some kinds of wasps, wolbachia has an even more power-crazed solution to
the mae problem. It smply changes dl its host’s unborn children into females. No
boys ever get born. Then wolbachia gives these femaes a specia power: They can
have kids without mating. And of course, dl of those kids are born femae too. In
other words, maes become completely irrdevant. Because of wolbachia, some
species of wasp have become entirely female. All the boys are dead.

In fact, some scientists believe that wolbachia's tricks may be responsible for
creating a big chunk of the insect and worm species on our planet. Some of those
species, like parasitic wasps, go on to infect other creatures. (That's right, even
parasites have parasites. Isn’t nature wonderful?) In this way, wolbachia is dowly
remaking the world in its own image; without ever leaving the safety of home.

So what about you? You're not an insect or a worm. Why worry about
wolbachia?

Meet the filarid worm, a parasite that infects biting flies. It happens to be one of
wolbachia’s big success stories. All of these worms are infected. If you “cure’ a
filarid worm with antibiotics, it can’t have kids anymore. It’s dependent on its own
parasites—one of many species geneticaly engineered to be wolbachia carriers.

So what happens when a fly infected with filarid worms bites you? The worms
crawl into your skin and lay eggs there. The eggs hatch, and the babies swim around
in your bloodstream, some of them winding up in your eyeballs. Fortunately, the
baby worms don’t hurt your eyes. Unfortunately, the wolbachia they carry sets off a
red aert in your immune system. Your own immune system attacks your eyeballs,
and you go blind.

Why does wolbachia do this? What is its evolutionary strategy in blinding human



beings?

No one knows. One thing is for sure, though: Wolbachia wants to rule the world.

Chapter 13
HOPEFUL MONSTERS

KN »
“Dude, get up.”

My brain came awake dowly, appalled at the interruption of its first red deep in
ages. Then | smelled Lace’'s jasmine hair, heard Cornelius's claws scratching the
closet door, felt the rat’s infection in the air... and dl of yesterday’s memories
crashed into place.

There was a deadly reservoir bubbling to the surface near the Hudson River. The
parasite had jumped to a new vector species. | had betrayed the Night Watch, risking
civilization as | knew it. And the most important thing? For the first time in sx
months | had spent the night with a girl, if only in the most narrow, technical sense.

Suddenly, | was awake, and feding pretty decent.

“Come on, dude,” Lace said, stabbing my shoulder with the toe of her shoe.
“I’ve got class, but | want to show you something.”

“Okay.” | pulled mysalf from the bed, eyes gummy, my dept-in clothes clinging
to me. Lace had adready showered and changed, and a wondrous smell filled the
gpartment, even more wondrous than hers. “Is that coffee?’

She handed me a cup, smiling. “You got it, Sherlock. Man, you seep like a dead
dog.”

“Huh. Guess | needed it” | gulped the coffee, strong and welcome, while
crossing to the fridge and pulling out a package of emergency franks. My parasite
was screaming for meat, having missed out on its usua midnight snacks. | ripped the
plastic open and shoved a cylinder of cold flesh in my mouth.

“Whoa,” Lace said. “Breakfast of crackheads.”
“Hungry.” It came out muffled through the half-chewed meat.

“Whatever wakes you up.” Lace sat at the tiny table that separated the kitchen
from my living room and pointed to a piece of paper on it.

Cornelius was screaming for food, winding around my feet. On autopilot, |
opened a can.



“So | got this out of your coat pocket,” Lace said. “And | noticed something
weird.”

“Walit. You did what?’ | looked over her shoulder—spread across the table were
the building plans Chip had printed for me. “Y ou went through my pockets?’

“It was sticking out, dude. Besides, you and | have no secrets now.” She
shuddered. “ Except that food; close your mouth while chewing.”

| did, managing a hecessary swallow.

“This is the basement of my building, right?’ Lace continued. “No, don’t open
your mouth. | know it is.” She stabbed at one corner of the printout. “And this is the
rat pool below the hedth club. Did you get these plans from city records?’

“Mmm-hmm.”

“Very interesting. Because they don't match redity. They don't show a
swvimming pool at al.”

| swallowed. “Y ou know how to read blueprints?’

“1 know how to do research—and how to read.” Her fingers traced a grid of little
squares that filled one corner of the page. Next to it, the words Sorage Units were
nestly written. “See? No pool.”

| studied the plans slently for a moment—remembering what Chip had said the
day before. The pool was a few yards deep, just deep enough to reach the
Underworld. Because someone had added a swimming pool, Morgan had been
infected. Then me and Sarah and Maria ...

“A smplelittle change,” | said softly. “How ironic.”

“Dude, screw irony. | just wanted you to see how clever we journalism students
are.”

“Y ou mean how snoopy you are.”

Lace just grinned, then ran her eyes across my crumpled clothes and up-sticking
hair. “Dude, you are bed-raggled.”

“I"'m what?’
“Bed-raggled. You know, you're dl raggled from being in bed.”
The gearsin my head moved dowly. “Um, isn't it bedraggled?’

“Yeah, no kidding. But my verson makes more sense, you know?' Lace
checked the time on her phone. “Anyway, I’ve got to run.” She swept up her bag
from the table and headed for the door. Opening it, she turned back to face me.

“Oh, | don’t have any keys to this place.”



“Right. Wdll, I might get back pretty late tonight—I'm aready behind schedule
today.” | cleared my throat, pointing at the fruit crate by the door. “There' s an extra
set inthat coffee can.”

Lace stuck her fingersinto the can, rummaging through laundry quarters until she
pulled out aring of keys.

“Okay. Thanks. And, um, see you tonight, | guess.”
| smiled. “ See you tonight.”

She didn't move for a moment, then shuddered. “Wow, dl the discomfort of a
one-night stand, with none of the sex. Later, dude.”

The door dammed shut as | stood there, wondering what exactly she’d meant by
that. That she was uncomfortable with me? That she hated being here?

That she’d wanted to have sex the night before?

Then | realized something ese: | had trusted the biggest secret in the world to this
woman, and | didn’t even know her last name.

“There's actually a form for that?’

“Wedll, not for cats specificaly.” Dr. Rat tapped a few keys on her computer.
“But yeah, here it is. ZTM-47/74: Zootropic Transmission to New Species.” She
pressed a button, and her printer whirred to life.

| blinked. 1 had imagined a citywide Watch det, an extermination team
scrambling and heading for the West Side, maybe even a meeting with the Night
Mayor. Not a one-page form.

“That'sit?" | asked.

“Look, it says, ‘ Process immediately’ at the top. That’s not nothing.”
“But...”

“What are so you worried about, Kid? Y ou secured the site, didn’t you?’

“Um, of course. But does this happen a lot? A whole new species getting
infected?’

“Don’'t you remember Plagues and Pestilence?’ Dr. Rat said, disappointment on
her face. “ That whole week we spent on the 1300s?’

“Yes. But | don’t consider once in the last seven hundred years to be a lot.”

“Don’t forget werewolves, and those bats in Mexico last century.” She leaned
back in her chair, staring up into the mysteries of the squeaking row of rat cages.

Dr. Rat’s lar sort of freaks me out, what with dl the rattling cages of rodents, the



brand-new textbooks and musty bestiaries, and the shiny tools lined up to one side
of the dissection table. (There's just something about dissection tables.)

“You know,” Dr. Rat said, “there might even be some history of a cat-friendly
grain. The Spanish Inquisition thought that felines were the devil’s familiars and
barbecued a whole bunch of them. Their theory was that cats stole your breath at
night.”

“1 can see where they got that one,” | said, remembering how often I’d woken up
with dl fourteen pounds of Cornelius sitting on my chest.

“But it's paranoid to focus on a handful of transmissions, Ca,” Dr. Rat said.
“You've got to keep your eye on the big picture. Evolution is always cranking out
mutations, and parasites are constantly trying out new hosts—some kind of worm
takes a crack at your intestines pretty much every time you egt arare steak.”

“Oh, nice. Thanks for that image.”

“But most of them fail, Kid. Evolution is mostly about mutations that don’t
work, sort of like the music business.” She pointed a her boom box, which was
cranking Deathmatch at that very moment. “For every Deathmatch or Kill Fee, there
are a hundred useless bands you never heard of that go nowhere. Same with lifeé's
rich pageant. That's why Dawin called mutations ‘hopeful monsters.” It's a
crapshoot; most fal in the first generation.”

“The Hopeful Monsters,” | said. “Cool band name.”
Dr. Rat considered this for a moment. “Too artsy-fartsy.”

“Whatever. But this peep cat looked pretty successful to me. | mean, it had a
huge brood and was catching birds to feed them. Doesn’'t that sound like an
adaptation for spreading the parasite?’

“That’s nothing new.” Dr. Rat threw a pencil in the air and caught it. “ Cats bring
their humans little offerings dl the time. 1t's how they feed their kittens, sometimes
they get confused.”

“Yeah, well, this peep cat looked hedlthy. Not like an evolutionary failure.”

Dr. Rat nodded, drumming her fingers on the top of PNS's cage. She'd aready
drawn the rat’s blood and attached the test tube to a centrifuge in the corner of her
lair. 1t had spun itsdf into a solid blur, rumbling like a paint mixer in a hardware
store.

“That’s not bad—given how many parasite mutations kill their hosts in a few
days. But evolution doesn’'t care how strong or hedthy you are, unless you
reproduce.”

“Sure ... but this brood was redly big. Thousands of them.”
“Maybe,” she said, “but the question is, how does this new strain get into



another cat?’
“You're asking me?’ | said. “You're the expert.”

She shrugged. “Wdll, | don’t know either, Kid. And that’s the deal-breaker. If the
new strain doesn’t have a way back into another kitty fina host, then the adaptation
isjust a dead end. Like toxoplasma in humans, it'll never go anywhere.”

| nodded dowly, wrapping my brain around this. If this new strain couldn’t find a
way to infect more cats, then it would die when the peep cat died. Game over.

| looked hopefully at Dr. Rat. “So we might not be facing a civilization-ending
threat to humanity?’

“Look, cats would be a great vector for the parasite to jump from rats to humans,
I'll give you that. A |ot more people get bitten by cats every year than rats. But it's
much more likdy this is a one-off freak mutation. In fact, it's even more likdy you
just got spooked and didn’t know what you were seeing.”

| thought of the rumbling basement, the awful smell—maybe that had been a
hallucination, but the peep cat | redly had seen. “Well, thanks for the pep talk.” |
stood. “Hope you're right.”

“Metoo,” Dr. Rat said softly, looking down at PNS.

| pulled the ZTM-47/74 off the printer. There would be many more forms to fill
out that day; my writing hand was sore just thinking about it.

| stopped at the door. “Still, let me know what you think about that video. It
looked like the peep cat was being worshipped by its brood of rats. Seems like that
dynamic would take a few generations to evolve.”

Dr. Rat patted the videotape I'd brought her. “I’m going to watch it right now,
Kid.” She gestured at the centrifuge. “And I'll let you know if Possible New Strain is
ardative of yours. But | have one question.”

“What?’
“Does he smdl like one?”’

| paused to take one last sniff of PNS, catching the little fluffs of joy the rat gave
off as he consumed the lettuce she’'d given him. Dr. Rat knows a lot about smells,
which chemicals give each fruit and flower its distinctive aroma—nbut she'll never
have the olfactory sense of a predator. Her nose has to live vicarioudy through us
carriers.

“Yeah,” | admitted. “He smdllslike family.”

“Well, your nose probably knows what it's smelling. But I'll cal you when | get
firm results. In the meantime, here’'s a little something that might come in handy.”
She tossed me alittle vid of ydlow liquid. “That’s Essence of Ca Thompson. Y our
amel. Might be useful if that brood is related to you. Just use it carefully. You don’t



want to cause arat riot.”

It looked like piss in a perfume bottle, and holding it gave me an equdly
unpleasant feding. “ Gee, thanks.”

“And one more thing, Kid.”
| paused, half out the door. “What?’

“Why did you use a spaghetti strainer? Don't they give you guys cages
anymore?’

“Long story. See you later.”

Waking down the hdls of the Night Watch, | started to fed guilty.

While I'd been taking to Dr. Rat, | hadn’t felt so bad about my indiscretions of
the night before. We were pals, and | could amost believe she'd understand if | told
her about spilling the beans to Lace. But as the implacable file cabinets rose on ether
side of me on my way into Records, | could fed the weight of my Mgor Reveation
Incident growing with every step. It had made sense the night before, with Lace
threatening to go to the newspapers, but this morning | felt like a traitor.

On the other hand, there was no changing my mind. | ill didn’t want Lace to
disappear.

When | reached Chip’'s office, he looked up a me with a gaze that seemed
somehow reproachful. “Morning, Kid.”

“Hey, Chip.” | cleared my throat and brushed away the guilty thoughts. “I found
out what happened. They added a swvimming pool.”

“Who added a what?’

| pointed at the blueprints for Lace's building sill spread across his desk, half
obscured by stray papers and books. “A swimming pool afew yards deep, right on
the lowest level. That's how the rat reservoir came up.”

Chip stared at the blueprints, then at the ydlowing plans of the PATH tunnel, his
fingers finding the spot where the two intersected.

Findly, he nodded. “Yeah. If the pool had a drain, that would do it.” He looked
up at me.

“There was a big hole in the degp end,” | said. “And | smelled something pretty
bad coming from it. And felt a sort of... trembling. Like something big going under
me.”

“Like a subway train?’

| raised an eyebrow. That explanation hadn’t occurred to me. “Maybe. But



anyway, that hole is where the rats dl disappeared when | cranked up my flashlight.”
“The flashlight you broke?’
“Yes, the one | broke. Who told you that?’
He shrugged. “I hear things. Have you—7?"
“Yes, I'll fileaDE-37.” | waved the growing stack of formsin my hand.

He chuckled, shaking his head. “Man, you hunters. | break a pencil and there's
hdl to pay.”

“1 can see how that’s deeply unfair, Chip. Especidly if that pencil should try to
kill you with its teeth and claws, or launch its brood of athousand deadly paper clips
against you.”

Chip chuckled again, raisng his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. Won't say
another word against hunters. But don’t say that Records never helped you out. We
got some interesting data about your seventh-floor tenants this morning. | think
you'll find it useful.”

“You know where they are?’

“Afraid not. They've disappeared completely.” He pulled out an envelope and
removed five photographs. “But this is what they look like, or did last year anyway.
Probably thinner now, those of them that are till dive.”

| recognized Morgan, her dark hair and pale skin, eyebrows perfectly arched.
“Thanks.” | took the photos from him and did them into my jacket pocket.

“And one more thing,” Chip said, unfolding a printed T-shirt across his chest.
“Thisisfor you.”

| stared a the smiling face, the sequined guitar, the good-natured bdly
overlapping his bdt: Garth Brooks.

“Um, Chip, am | missing something?’

“It’s an anathema, Kid!” He grinned. “We found some online posts by a couple
of your missing persons—Patricia and Joseph Moore. Both big Garth Brooks fans.”

“And you went out and bought that thing?’
“Nope. Bdieveit or not, Hunt Equipment had it on file.”
My eyebrows rose. “We had a Garth Brooks T-shirt on file?’

“Yeah. You know that big outbreak on the Upper West Side eight years ago?
Couple of those guys were redly into country music.” He tossed the shirt to me.
“Wear it next time you go down. Just in case our missing persons have gone
subterranean.”



“Great.” | stuffed the T-shirt in my backpack. “Anything €l se?’
“Nope. But don’'t worry, we'll keep looking.”

“You do that. And if you find out that Morgan was into Ashlee Simpson, don’t
worry—I’ve aready got it covered.”

Dr. Rat had been right about the ZTM-47/74—it was a form that made things
happen. Unfortunately, they weren’t the things that I’ d wanted to happen. Instead of
a well-armed extermination team heading for Lace’'s building that afternoon, there
was only me.

| was not empty-handed, though. | had avid of Dr. Rat’s Eau de Cal, a Ziploc
bag of Cornelius dander, the Garth Brooks T-shirt on under my hazmat suit, a new
flashlight and some other equipment in my duffd bag, and a work order signed by
the Night Mayor himself, instructing me to capture the aleged peep cat. That last one
was why | was flying solo. Apparently, a big squad of poison-wielding attackers
might scare kitty away, and kitty was needed for testing.

So that meant me alone.

On my way across town, | stopped at a grocery store and bought two Crunchy
Tunas and a can opener. Dr. Rat’s experimental Ca extract might attract the peep
cat, but | prefer the classics.

Manny was back at the door; he gave me a knowing wink.
“You going upstairs or downstairs, my friend?’

“Down, unfortunately.” | slapped afake By-Order-of-Sanitation document on his
desk. Manny’s eyes widened as he scanned it.

“Whoa, man. Y ou're telling me we' re getting shut down?’
“Just the hedlth club. We found rats, a whole bunch.”
“Oh, that's bad.” He shook his head.

“Hey, there’'s no reason to make a fuss. You can say whatever you want about
why it’s off limits. Tell the tenants there’s a gas leak or something.”

“Okay.” He exhaled through his teeth. “But the landlords aren't going to like
this.”

“Tdl them the extermination won't cost anything. The city will handleit dl.”
“Redlly?’
“Yeah, I’ve personaly got it covered. Just one thing, though.”

He looked up from the document.



“I'll need the keys to the devator,” | said. “All of them. We don’t want anyone
wandering around in the basement. Not even building staff.”

“Redly?
| leaned closer. “These rats ... very dangerous.”

Manny looked doubtful about surrendering his keys. But after cdling the fake
phone number on the fake Sanitation order, he found himsef reassured by a fake
city official that everything would be okay as long as he cooperated. Soon | was
headed down into the darkness again.

First, | dedlt with the security cameras, sticking a piece of black tape over each of
ther lenses. Easy-peasy and some useful information might turn up for my trouble. If
anyone bothered to fix the cameras, at least I'd know someone was paying attention.

Opening the locker, | stepped into the cave darkness, flicked on my new
flasnlight, and crept down the hidden halway. Lace' s and my footprints were ill
there, preserved in peanut butter, but no new ones had appeared.

| cut open the chained-up door again, and this time when | closed it behind me, |
jammed wedges into the cracks, restuffing the steel wool underneath.

The site secured, | descended the stairs, flashlight in hand.

The swimming pool was almost qui€t.

In the soft red glow | saw only a few dozen rats and the picked-clean skeletons
of pigeons, Stting undisturbed. Apparently it wasn't feeding time. The peep cat
wasn't in sight.

| found my abandoned duffel bag and | transferred a few necessary items to my
new one, then stepped into the empty pool. My boots trod softly across the pigeon
feathers. The few rats perching on the pool’s edge watched me descend toward the
deep end, mildly curious. A big fat one leaned his chin over the diving board,
looking down at me.

Without a thousand panicking rodents in the way, | could see the drain much
better. The concrete around it had collapsed, and through the jagged hole was a
deeper darkness that offered up a damp and earthy smell. No scent of death.

The hole was big enough for a dender human body to dip through. Hunkering at
the edge, | opened a can of cat food. The smdl of Crunchy Tuna infused the air,
and | heard little noses sniffing around me. But nothing came to investigate.

Dr. Rat has a word for what rats are: neophobic. In other words, they don’t like
new things. Related to them or not, | was something new in their environment, and
Crunchy Tuna was too.



| pushed a chunk of Crunchy Tuna down into the hole. A liquid splat came from
below. The space down there was big; | could hear its size in the echoes.

After afew minutes of waiting, | switched off the flashlight completely. Blind in
the darkness, | hoped my ears might begin to listen harder. The few rats around me
continued going about their business, cleaning themselves and squabbling. A few got
up the courage to dart past me and down into the hole. They sniffed the dollop of
cat food below, but | heard no little teeth daring to take a bite. They were a cautious
bunch.

Rats send chemica signas to one another, emotions carried by smells. One
nervous individual can make a whole pack of rats anxious, fear spreading through
the population like a dirty rumor. And sometimes, a pack will suddenly abandon a
place dl a once, collectively deciding that it has bad vibes.

| wondered if the peep cat’s brood was 4ill jittery from my flashlight blast the
night before. Maybe they had Ieft this basement forever, fleeing far down into the
Underworld.

Then | heard the meow.

It reached me from a long distance, deepy and annoyed-sounding, through a
prism of echoes. The cat was ill down here.

But it wasn't coming to me; | had to go to it.

The concrete was brittle—a few solid kicks opened the hole enough for me to
climb through. | lowered my duffel bag as far as possible, then dropped it. The
clunk of metal told me that the floor was about ten feet below.

Holding onto the flashlight carefully, | dlipped through and let mysdf fall. My
boots hit solid ground with a crunch of shattered concrete that echoed like a
gunshot.

| switched my flasnlight on low again.

A tunnd stretched away into the darkness, extending as far as | could see in both
directions. Decades of dust had settled in here, filling the bottom with a loose dirt
floor. It was lined with uneven stones, century-old mortar barely holding them
together. They were cold and wet to the touch—the tons of dirt over my head
sgueezing the groundwater through them like afist around a wet rag.

A dight breeze moved through the passage, carrying the smells of rats, earth, and
fungus. Stll, nothing as foul and horrible as what | had scented the day before.

The breeze fdt fresh; it had to be coming from some sort of opening a the
surface. | decided to move upwind. With the air blowing into my face, |1 could smell
whatever was in front of me without it smelling me.

I’ve been in alot of underground spaces in New Y ork—subway tracks, sewers,
steam pipe tunnels—but this one was different. There were no stray bits of paper, no



garbage, no smdlls of piss. Maybe it had lan undisturbed by human beings for the
century since it had been built, carrying only air, rats, and the occasional peep cat
beneath the city streets. The tunnd inclined dightly as | walked, awinding stain in the
center of the floor showing where ran had trickled down the slope for the last
hundred years.

Then | smelled something human on the breeze. Well... haf human.

Peeps have a subtle scent. Their feverish bodies consume amost everything they
edt, leaving few smells of waste. Ther dry skin exudes none of the salty sweat of a
regular person. But no metabolism is perfect—my predator’ s nose detected a hint of
rotten meat and the whiff of dead skin cells, like fresh leather hanging on a boot
factory wall.

The breeze died and | froze, waiting for it to come again. | didn’t want my scent
to drift ahead of me. A moment later, the air moved again, and the intimate smell of
family washed over me.

This peep was ardative.

As softly as | could, | laid the duffel bag on the ground and pulled a knockout
injector from the zippered pocket of my hazmat suit.

| switched off the flashlight and began to crawl, a wave of nerves rushing through
me. This was the first peep I’ d ever hunted who was an absolute unknown. The only
anathema | had was the Garth Brooks T-shirt, which somehow didn’t seem equa to
the task. The darkness seemed to stretch forever before me, until a hint of light
played across the blackness. Gradualy | was able to make out the stones in the
passage walls again, and my hands in front of my face ... and then something else.

What looked like tiny clouds were rolling adong the floor, carried by the breeze.
They glided toward me, silent and insubstantial, and when | waved a hand close to
them, they stirred in its wake.

Feathers.

| took a pinch and held it up to my eyes. This was the soft white down from a
pigeon’s breast. As the light grew longer, | saw that the whole tunne was carpeted
with downy feathers; they clung to the celling stones and to my hazmat suit, rolling
across the floor like a slow, ghostly tide.

Somewhere ahead, there were alot of dead birds.

Larger feathers began to appear, the dirty gray and blue of pigeon and seaguill
wings, trembling in the breeze. | crawled slently across the carpeted dirt floor,
feding the softness under my palms and trying not to think of pigeon mites.

Ahead | could hear breathing, dow and relaxed for a peep.



The tunnel ended at a shaft that went straight up—light pouring down from
above, arusted iron ladder driven into the stone wall. A pile of feathers had collected
a the bottom. A few whole birds lay on top of it unmoving, their necks twisted.

| froze, watching the breeze stir the feathers until a shadow moved across them.
The peep was a the top of the ladder.

With the chill autumn air flowing down the shaft, it ill couldn't smdl me. |
wondered why it was nesting up there, instead of hiding down here in the gloom.
Pacing my flashlight on the floor to free up my hands, | crawled to the end of the
tunnel and peered up, eyes ditted against the sunlight.

He clung to the ladder twelve feet above me, staring out at the world like a
prisoner at a cal window, the reddish light of late afternoon softening his emaciated
face.

| lowered mysdlf into a crouch, gripped the injector, and jumped straight up as
high as | could.

He heard me at the last second, looking down just as | reached up to jam the
needle into his leg. He twisted away, the injector missing completely. My hand
grasped the ladder but the peep screamed and flailed his foot at me, landing a kick in
my teeth. My grip loosened ... and | was fdling.

| reached out to grab a passing rung and swung inward, bouncing against the
stone wdl and holding on for a bare second, the breath knocked from me. Then the
peep was dropping toward me, hissing, teeth bared. His body struck me broadside,
wrenching my fingers from the ladder rung. We fdl together, landing in a crumpled
heap on the pile of pigeon feathers, his wiry muscles writhing against me.

Black fingernails raked across my face, and | scrambled free and jumped away
into the tunnel, cracking my head againg the low stone celing. Dizzy from the
impact, | spun to face him, hands raised.

The peep leaped up in an explosion of feathers, his black claws lashing through
the air. | held up the injector to ward him off, and felt his flalling hand connect with
it, a brief hiss sounding before the injector flew away into the darkness. The peep’s
next blow struck my head, knocking me to the ground.

He stood over me, silhouetted by the sunlight, swaying a little, like a drunk. |
scrambled backward, crab style. He let out another scream...

Then tumbled heavily to the ground. The injection had knocked him out.
That good old peep metabolism, fast as lightning.
| blinked a few times, shaking my head, trying to force the pain away.

“Ow, ow, ow!” | said. | rubbed at a bump already risng on my scalp. “Stupid
tunnel!”



When the pain had faded a little, | checked his pulse. Sow and thready, but he
was dive—for a peep, anyway. The injection would keep him out for hours, but |
tagged him to be certain, handcuffing him to the lowest ladder rung and sticking an
electronic bracelet around his ankle. The transport squad could follow its signa here.

Findly, | sat back and grinned happily, letting arush of pride erase my pain. Even
if he was family, this was my first peep capture outside my own ex-girlfriends. |
turned him over to look at his face. Thinner than his photograph, his cheekbones
high and hair wild, this was a barely recognizable Joseph Moore. He looked way too
skinny for a seven-month-old peep, though, considering the pile of feathers he'd
accumul ated.

What had he been doing at the top of the ladder, up there in the sun?

| pulled mysalf up the ladder, noting how smooth the walls of the shaft were. Too
dick for a cat to climb, or even arat—only a human being could make use of it.

At the top, the afternoon light danted through the steel-grated window. The view
was the Hudson River, from only a few feet above the water level. From just
overhead | heard laughter and the hum of Rollerblades.

| was inside the stone bulwark at the edge of the idand, | realized, right below the
boardwalk where people jogged and skated every day, only a few feet from the
norma daylight world.

Then | saw the broken black column in front of me, a pylon from an old pier, a
rotting piece of wood just big enough for a pigeon or a seagull to perch on. There
was bird crap dl over it, and it was just within arm’s reach.

Joseph Moore had been hunting.

Then a redization swept over me, and | gripped the ladder rungs with white
knuckles, remembering the picked-clean pigeon skeletons and feathers back in the
swimming pool. Joseph Moore was too skinny to have eaten dl those birds at the
bottom of the shaft; most had been carried away. He had been hunting for the
brood. With his long human arms, he had brought them food that they couldn’t
reach.

But unlike most human peeps, Joseph Moore wasn't at the center of the brood.
He' d been stuck out here on this londly periphery, the hated sunlight shining in to
blind his eyes, forced to give up hiskills for the pack to eat.

He was nothing but a servant to the brood’ s red master.

“The cat has people,” | said aoud.



Chapter 14
SLIMEBALLSSAVE THE WORLD

&K N »

Okay, remember those dimebals? The ones with lancet flukes in them? It turns out
that they do more than just infect cows, snails, and ants. They help save the world.

Widl, okay, not the whole world. But they do make sure that the corner of the
world where ants and cows and snails live doesn’t come crashing down. Here's how
it works:

When cows are looking for something to esat, they stay away from grass that's
redly green. Green grass is good for them, but it's green because of the cow pies
fertilizing it. Now, these cow pies don’'t cause problems in themselves—cows are
smart enough not to eat them. But cow pies have lancet flukes in them. Thus, there
are fluke-infected snails nearby, which means that there must be flukey ants gtting
atop stalks of green grass, waiting to be eaten.

So cows have evolved to avoid bright green grass. They don’'t want to get
infected with lancet flukes, after dl.

But a problem arises when there are too many cows and not enough grass to go
around. The cows wind up egting the green grass, and getting lancet flukes in ther
stomachs. Less grass to go around, more sick cows. And, it turns out, sick cows
have fewer calves. The cow population drops, and there’s more grass for everyone.

Get the picture? The parasites control the population. They're part of nature’s
balance.

So what happens if you get rid of the parasites? Bad things.

Not long ago, some cattle ranchers decided to increase their herds with
paraste-killing medicine. They doped every cow until dl the parasites were gone. So
ther cattle had more and more calves, and they ate dl the grass, green or not. More
hamburgers for everyone!

For awhile.

It turned out that those little clusters of bright green, parasite-laden grass were
important. They were holding down the topsoil. Without parasites to keep the cows
in check, every square inch of grass got eaten, and soon the grassland turned into a
desert. New plants came in, desert shrubs that made it impossible for grass to return.

All the cows died. All the snails died. Even the ants got blown away.

Without our parasites to keep usin check, we're dl in trouble.



Chapter 15
THE PATH BELOW

&K N »

Joseph Moore was Hill unconscious, snoring softly on the feathers. Maybe dreaming
of his cat master.

| wondered if Dr. Rat would try to explain this new development away as just
another hopeful monster. Surely a human who served a peep cat would take a few
generations to evolve. Of course, people and cats have been getting along for
thousands of years, since the Egyptians worshipped them as gods. Maybe this was
just anew twist on that, or on the toxoplasma thing.

Whatever was going on, | had to catch this cat. The yowl I'd heard from the
svimming pool must have come from the other end of the ventilation tunnel,
downwind. Which meant that it would smell me coming.

“Fine,” | whispered. | was armed with one more can of Crunchy Tuna, after dl.

Facing the tunnd, | redized that my night vison was gone. Glimpsing the
afternoon sun across the Hudson had left me hdf blind, seeing only spots and traces
againgt the darkness. | closed my eyes to let them readjust to darkness, moving
dowly back down the tunndl.

Then | heard a noise, faint footfalls in the dirt.

My eyes sprang open, but the tunnd ahead remained absolutely black. The only
scents came from behind me—the pile of feathers and the deeping peep. | swore
softly no longer so proud of my hunting instincts. Just like Joseph Moore, | had
been cornered, blind and upwind. And my spare knockout injector was in my duffel

bag.
| crouched in a defensive stance, listening hard.
No sound at dl came from the darkness. Had | imagined the footsteps?

My stuff had to be up there somewhere, probably only afew steps away. | gritted
my teeth and scuttled forward, sweeping my hands back and forth across the dirt,
hunting for the cold metal of the flashlight.

| bardy glimpsed her before she struck, barrding out of the darkness and
crashing into me, as hard and solid as a suitcase full of books. The impact knocked
my breath away and threw me to the ground. Long fingernails raked my chest,
shredding my hazmat suit. | blindly swung a fist and connected with hard muscle,
driving a grunt from the peep.

“Patricial” | shouted, haf guessing, and she hissed at the sound, scrambling



away from the anathema of her own name. | was right—it was Joseph’s wife. The
light came from behind her now, igniting a shimmering halo of feathers wound into
her hair and sticking to her skin. With her long fingernails and half-starved face, she
looked like a human partly transformed into an awful bird of prey.

She readied herself to spring at me.

“ *I’ve got friends in low places,” ” | sang—the only Garth Brooks song that
came to mind. The refrain halted her long enough for me to tear the shredded hazmat
auit the rest of the way open.

Patricia Moore stared a my chest in horror; the jolly country singer stared back.
“Oh, yeah!” | said. “She’s my cowboy Cadillac!”

Her eyes widened and she screamed, spinning away to scuttle up the tunne
toward the light.

Another anathema awaited her there: her husband, faceup on the floor. | turned
and scrambled deeper into the darkness, sweeping the dirt floor wildly with my
palms. Where was my damn flashlight?

My racing brain wondered how long she’d been tracking me. Had she followed
me from downwind since |I'd dropped into the tunne? Or maybe she always lurked
near her husband, just as Sarah had stayed close to Manhattan.

Suddenly my knuckles grazed hard metal, sending the flashlight’s cylinder rolling
farther into the darkness. | reached out, grasping blindly, and at that moment my ears
split with Patricia Moore's scream—fear for her husband and horror at the sight of
his beloved face, mixed up in one terrible cry that echoed through the tunnel.

My hand closed on the flashlight.

She was dready headed back, loping toward me on hands and knees, growling
like a wolf.

| covered my eyes with one hand, turned the flashlight on her, and switched it to
full power. Her ferd grunts choked off, and the tunnel flooded with light so strong
that the blood-pink veinsin my eyelids were burned into my vision.

A moment later, | flicked it off and opened my eyes. Against the sunlight
streaming down the shaft, | could see Patricia Moore crouching in the center of the
tunnel, head pressed against the feather-strewn dirt, motionless, as if paralyzed by
one too many insults to her optic nerve.

| set the flashlight on low and found my duffel bag, only a few yards down the
tunnel. Pulling out the spare injector and loading it, findly thankful for dl those
tedious drillsin Hunting 101, | whirled to face her. She ill hadn’t moved.

Perhaps Patricia had despaired, thinking that her husband was dead, or maybe it
was too much to keep fighting in a world that included my rendition of “Cowboy



Cadillac.” But for whatever reason, she didn't move a muscle as | approached
across the feathered floor.

| reached out and jabbed her in the shoulder. She winced as the needle hissed,
lifted her head, and sniffed the air.

“You're one of Morgan's?’ she asked.

| blinked. My vision was ill spotted with tracers, but her expression seemed
thoughtful, ailmost curious. Her voice, like Sarah’s, was dry and harsh, but the way
she said the words sounded so reasonable, so human.

“Yeah,” | answered.
“You're sane?’
“Um ... | guess.”

She nodded dowly. “Oh. | thought you'd gone bad, like Joseph.” Her eyes
closed as the drug took effect. “ She says it's coming soon...”

“What is?’ | asked.
She opened her mouth again but fel into a heap without making another sound.

Maybe | should have headed back to the surface to rest up, reload, and share my
revelations about the parasite’s new tricks. Maybe | should have waited right there
for the transport squad, brought them in by GPS and cell phone.

Both of my captives had been so unpeeplike—Joseph facing the orange
late-afternoon sun as if the light didn't faze him, Patricia speaking so clearly once
she'd identified my scent.

Are you sane? she’d asked. Yeah, right. | wasn't the one living in a tunnd.

But it reminded me of the way Sarah had changed after I’d cornered her, asking
about Elvis, peering into my eyes without terror. Maybe | should have mentioned this
to someone right away.

Maybe | should have wondered more about what was coming soon.
But | didn’t wait around. | till had a peep cat to catch.

After handcuffing Patricia Moore, | caled the transport squad, giving them
precise GPS coordinates for the captives. They wouldn't even have to disturb
Manny and his tenants to collect the peeps. They could smply put on Con Edison
uniforms, set up a fake construction site on the Hudson River walk, and cut ther
way in through the metal 22 grate at the end of the ventilation tunnel.

They didn’t need me, and with a high-priority work order from the Mayor himself
in hand, it made perfect sense to follow the tunnd in the other direction: down the



slope, the steady breeze at my back, toward the rumble of the huge exhaust fans.

Under the swvimming pool again, | listened to the echoes bouncing down the
shattered drain. The basement overhead sounded the same—still just a few dozen
rats squabbling and skittering among the feathers. The brood hadn’t returned, and
nothing had touched the cat food I’ d Ieft behind.

| wondered how far down the tunnel the scent would travel, if floating molecules
of Crunchy Tuna would tempt the peep cat out into the open. With the wind a my
back, | was hardly going to catch it by surprise. | kept my flashlight on medium, not
wanting to get jumped in the darkness again.

The slope grew steeper, descending as the tunnel continued. The air became chill
around me, and drops of water began to plink from the celling. The low rumble of
exhaust fans grew in the distance, throbbing like a massive heartbeat at the core of
the city.

Then another sound floated up the tunnd, an impatient yowl that cut through the
low-pitched thrumming. The cat could smell me now and knew that | was coming. |
wondered if it also knew two of its pet peeps had been dispatched.

Just how smart was this thing?

The echoes of the cat’s cry suggested a large open space in front of me. The
push of the breeze at my back had strengthened, and the pulsing beat of the exhaust
fans grew more distinct.

Then | fdt something, a trembling in the earth. Unlike the rumbling of the fan, it
was building steadily under my feet, until it made the stones in the tunnd walls
vibrate visbly. | kndt on the quivering dirt, suddenly feding trapped in the narrow
tunnel. | peered deep into the darkness, one way and then the other, searching for
whatever was coming as | tried to fight off panic.

Then the rumble peaked and began to fdl away, fading into the distance, just like
... the sound of a passing train.

Chip had been right. The PATH tunnel was nearby, and the rush-hour commute
was just beginning. The disturbance hadn’'t been some rampaging creature from the
depths, just atrainload of New Jerseyites headed home. | stood, feding like an idiot.

But the earth-shaking passage had left something visble up ahead—strands of
stirred-up dust hung illuminated in the air. Flicking the flashlight off, | saw shafts of
light filtering into the tunndl. They pulsed brighter and then darker in time with the
constant throbbing—I had to be close to the exhaust fans now.

The tunnd ended alittle farther on, and | stepped down from its open maw into a
vast cathedral of machines. Whirring turbines filled the ar with the smell of grease
and an eectric hum. Above me | could see a huge pair of fans turning at a stately



pace, the blades eighty feet across; this was Chip’s ventilation system.

Between the spinning blades the sky showed through, the dark blue of early
evening.

In my days searching for Morgan's apartment, 1’d often seen this building from
the outside, a magnificent column of brick, windowless and ten stories high, like a
prison balanced on the river's edge. The inside was just as cheerless, the greasy
machines layered with a slapdash coat of gray paint and bird droppings. The scant
sunlight pulsed in time with the fans’ rotation. The ar was drawn steadily toward the
fans, carrying dust and the occasional stray feather upward.

| searched the huge space nervousdy—my peep hearing was useless. But there
was nothing unexpected in the jumble of maintenance equipment, garbage, and
empty coffee cups. Whatever my quarry was—mutation or longstanding strain of the
disease—its pet peeps weren't preying on the workers who kept these fans going.

But where had the cat gone? That last echoing yowl must have come from in
here, but the doors to the boardwalk and piers outside were locked.

The only way out that | could find was a set of meta stairs descending into the
earth. | tapped my flashlight on the handrail, sending a clanging beat into the depths.
A few seconds later, the peep cat let out along nyeeeeow.

The creature was leading me down.

“I"'m coming,” | muttered, flicking my flasnlight back on.

Bdow was a world of pipes and air shafts, cold water seeping through the
concrete that held back the river, staining it with black bruises. The stairs kept going
down, angling away from the river until the salt smdll of the Hudson faded behind me
and the walls were made of the granite bedrock of Manhattan. | was under the
PATH tunnd now, in the service area that accessed its tangle of cables and shafts.
Chip had a picture in his office of the huge machine that had bored this tunnd: a
steam-powered drill crawling through the earth, the source of dl his nightmares.

My flashlight fell on a sign hanging from chains draped across the gtairs:
DANGER
Area Closed

Asif answering my hesitation, the cat yowled again, the cry risng up from below
like a ghost’s.

| paused, sniffing the air, the hair on my neck risng. Under the dampness and
grease and rat droppings, a strange scent lay, massive and unfamiliar, like a heavy
hand on my chest, it wasn't the scent of peeps or of the deep earth. It was the same
foul smell I'd scented the day before. Like death. Deep in my genetic memory,



adarms and flashing lights were going off.

| swallowed and stepped over the sign. As my duffel bag brushed the chains,
they creaked sullenly with rust.

This far down, the earth looked wounded, wet fissures splitting the granite walls.
The darkness insde seemed to repulse my flashlight and sent back long echoes from
my footsteps. | saw no more empty coffee cups—every piece of garbage looked
smoothed down by time, haf rotted away. | remembered Chip saying that PATH
workers had abandoned this place, and | could see why.

Or at least, | could fed it: a cold presence on top of the evil smell.

Findly the stairs ended at a rupture in the rock, a fissure large enough to wak
into. | stepped insde, my flashlight glinting off mica-strewn granite. The shadows
around me turned jagged.

This was the deepest | had ever been.

The air had fdlen ill, so | smelled the brood before | heard them. They were
huddled together in aravine of stone, afew thousand rats and their peep cat. Myriad
eyes glittered back at me, unafraid of the flashlight.

The cat blinked, yawning, its eyes glittering red.

Red?| thought. That was odd. Cats' eyes should be blue or green or yelow.
“What' s with you anyway?’ | asked the peep cat softly.

It just sat there.

The posse of big fat rats ill surrounded it, an entourage of heavy, pae bodies,
larger than any rodents I'd ever seen on the surface. All the rats were the color of
dried chewing gum, their eyes pink, bred amost to abino from generations in
darkness.

| carefully pulled a video camera from my duffe bag and swept it across the
brood. Dr. Rat would be thrilled to have footage of these deep-dwellers in ther
natura habitat.

In the silence, a barely audible sound began to make itself heard.

At first, | thought it was the PATH train rumbling past again. But the noise didn’t
build steadily. It came and went, much dower than the sound of the fans. | fet the
tiny hairs on my arms moving one way and then the other and redlized that the air in
the cavern was being pushed in and out, as if a dow and huge belows was
operating.

Something down here was breathing. Something huge.
“No,” | whispered.



In answer, a spine-mdting sound washed through the cavern on a fetid breeze,
like the moan of some titanic beast. It was so low-pitched that | felt more than heard
it, like the buzz of power lines that my peep senses sometimes detect. Every nerve in
my body screamed at me to stand up and run away, the sort of panic | hadn’t fet
since I'd become a hunter.

The sound passed away, though the air till shifted back and forth.
The peep cat winked its eyes a me in satisfaction.

Okay. | was leaving now ... and taking the cat with me. | put the duffel bag aside.
If this worked, | was going to have to run fast, carrying as little as possible.

| pulled out my second can of Crunchy Tuna and dlipped my gloves on. There
was no point in using my knockout injector, which would overdose the cat.

The brood stirred when they smelled the cat food. | waited, frozen, letting the
scent carry to the peep cat.

The amost-human inteligence on its face faded, replaced by the same dull ook
that Cornelius gets when it's feeding time pure animd desire. At least the creature
wasn't some sort of diabolical genius—it was just a cat, redly, and a diseased one a
that. “Come on, kitty,” | said.

It took afew steps toward me, then sat down again.

“You know you want it,” | murmured, lapsing into my kitty voice and fanning the
andl toward the cat. The scent of the huge, hidden thing stirred, and a trickle of
sweat coursed down my side.

The cat stood again and moved gingerly across the horde of rats, like someone
stepping through a tent crowded with deeping people. They barely stirred as it
passed.

But then it stopped again, a few feet away.
“Extra nummies?’ | nudged the Crunchy Tunaalittle closer.
The peep cat just cocked its head. It wasn't budging.

Then | remembered Dr. Rat’s perfume of Cal, the family scent distilled into pure
essence. Perhaps smelling was believing.

| pulled out the tiny vid and opened it, waiting only a few seconds before
screwing the bottle top closed again, not wanting to rile up the horde of rats.

As the smell spread throughout the room, the brood stirred like a single entity
restlessin its sleep. Snufflings echoed like a horde of tiny whispers around me. The
rats would wake up fast once | made my move.

The cat stood up again, stretching, then took a few steps closer to the can of
Crunchy Tuna. It remained only inches out of arm’s reach, now staring a the can



instead of me, nose quivering, suspicion and curiosity at war inside its little brain.
Of course, it was a cat, so curiosity won...

| snatched the creature up from the floor and squashed it to my chest. Leaping up
and spinning around, | dashed back through the rough stone fissure, my flashlight
bouncing maniacdly off the walls.

The cat let out a disgruntled meow, and squeaks sounded from behind, a sudden
panic spreading as the brood redlized its master was gone. | reached the stairs and
bounded upward, the metal banging like a gong under my boots. The cat fought,
yowling and raking my chest, its claws catching the fabric of Garth Brooks's face in
adeath grip. But it couldn’t escape my gloved hand.

Stll struggling, it let out another scream, this one purposeful and harsh. The hum
of turbines and giant fans above grew louder, but before they overwhelmed my ears
| heard the rustling of a brood on the move below, like a lawn full of leaves stirred
by an impatient wind.

At the last flight of stairs, | paused to peer back down. Rats streamed upward,
shimmying aong the handrails like tightrope wakers, bounding up the stairs,
stumbling over one another in a boiling mass of fur and claws.

| dashed across the exhaust building, the image of stampeding rats spinning in my
head, my senses swamped by the pulsng sunlight and mechanica sounds. We'd
learned about massed rat attacks in Hunting 101, how a pack’s chemica messages
of panic could urge them into a state of mob hysteria. Once a horde of rats was
committed to taking down prey, even a superbright burst from a Night Watch
flashlight wouldn’t change their minds.

And that went even for normal rats, without the brood bonds and hyperactive
aggression of the parasite. The army pursuing me had a master to protect; this was
evolutionary perfection trailing me, hungering to tear me to pieces.

The tunnel leading back to the swimming pool opened up two feet above floor
levdl—an easy jump for me, but a climb that might take the rats a few extra
moments. | would need every second of lead time to get to safety through the
jammed-shut meta door.

The cat screamed again and struggled harder, and | fdl something wet and warm
against my chest. It was pissing on me as | ran! Leaving spatters of its scent on the
floor, an unmistakable trail for the horde to follow.

“You little shit!” | yelled, legping up into the exhaust tunnel.

The cat got one leg free and lashed out a my face, getting a single curved claw
into my cheek, rapier-sharp and fiercely painful. | dropped the flashlight and grabbed
hold of the cat with both gloved hands, pulling it away from me with a rip of skin
that felt like yanking out a fishhook.



“Ow!” | screamed &t it.
It hissed back at me.

The flashlight lay a my feet, but the rumble of turbines behind me was now
joined by the rush of tiny claws—they’d amost reached the tunne entrance. |
dashed forward blindly both hands clutching the squirming cat.

Then | saw something horrible ahead ... light. Sunlight.
| stumbled to a halt.

It didn’t make sense. The only light down here was at the far end of the tunnd,
where my captured human peeps lay handcuffed, wel past the swimming pool.

| swallowed. Had | gone too far aready? Maybe the tunnd was shorter than it
had seemed while I’ d been crawling and skulking, listening between every step.

| ran afew more steps forward; then | saw them handcuffed on the sunlit ground:
Patricia and Joseph Moore. This was the other end of the tunnel, a dead end.

| felt a low rumbling overhead—the transport squad in its garbage truck, getting
ready to collect the peeps—and my heart leaped for a moment. Allies were only a
few yards away.

But a stedl grate il stood between me and them. By the time they cut through it,
the horde would have torn me to pieces.

| had to get back to the swvimming pool.

| turned from the light and ran, the murmur of the rats building in front of me,
thousands of little claws on stone, like the sound of distant surf. The peep cat
growled happily in my arms; it could smdll its brood approaching.

The blackness before me began to glitte—the glow of sunlight at my back
catching a swarm of reflective, night-seeing eyes. The brood filled the tunnd floor,
spreading hafway up the walls like a shimmering pink smile.

| tore the remaining shreds of hazmat suit off and wrapped the cat in them to
slence it, then pulled out Dr. Rat’s Essence of Cal. You don’'t want to cause a rat
riot, she had said.

Maybe | did.

| knelt on the ground, facing away from the horde, my body wrapped tightly
around the cat. Its muffled growls rumbled like a hungry stomach.

Twisting the cap from the bottle, | hurled it spinning down the tunnd as far as |
could and ducked my head to the floor.

Seconds later, they flowed over me, rat claws nicking through the Garth Brooks
T-shirt like an Astroturf massage, their thin cries building as they scented what was



ahead.

Rats are smart. They learn, they adapt, they know to be suspicious of free peanut
butter. But these weren't rats anymore—they were a mob, whipped into a frenzy,
running on instinct and chemica signals. And right in front of them was atral of cat
piss leading to a great big bottle of distilled Cal, the creature they knew had stolen
thelir master.

When the last few had passed, | leaped to my feet, keeping the cat clutched
tightly to my chest. It growled uselessly. The brood had found the bottle and falen
upon it in a churning mass.

| dashed back toward the swimming pool, haf suffocating the peep cat to keep it
slent, knowing they would be following me again in afew moments.

Thistime, | didn’t miss the echoing presence of the pool overhead. | climbed up
into the deep end, then headed for the stairs, grabbing the duffel bag I’ d left the night
before. A few rats scented their master, but they had hardly begun to stir by the time
| got the heavy metal door open. From the other side, | shoved it closed again hard,
stuffing stedl wool back into the cracks, securing the snipped chains with a Night
Watch deadbolt and squishing through the poisonous peanut butter to safety.

When the locker door dammed shut behind me, | collapsed on the floor, shaking
in the darkened hedlth club. The peep cat heaved as | loosened my grip to let it
breathe again. It growled once, low and long.

You're dead meat, its eyes said.
“Oh, yeah?’ | answered. “Y ou and what army?’
Possibly the army I’ d just run from like a headless chicken.

When I’d stopped shaking, | stood up and emptied the duffel bag onto the floor.
Stuffing my struggling captive into it wasn't easy, but | findly zipped the bag closed,
muffling its yowls,

| was sill panting, still haf in shock, but as | pulled off my gloves | redized that
I’d escaped. My clawed cheek fdt like a pencil had been shoved through it, but the
mission into the Underworld had been a success.

And the peep cat wasn't so tough after dl. Maybe Dr. Rat was right, and this new
mutation was no big deal, just another evolutionary experiment gone awry.

It was Hill pissed off, though. The bag danced, needle-sharp claw tips poking
through the vinyl. Not the best confinement system, but it would do for the moment.
| only had to make it to the transport squad, a few blocks away. They would have a
proper cage, and in any case, | had to drop by and warn them about the loose brood
rampaging in the tunnel below.

And that other thing, the big breathing thing, whatever the hell that was ...



Manny’s eyes widened when he saw me.
“Are you okay, man?’ he said.
| shrugged. “Yeah. But | wouldn’t go down thereif | were you.”

His gaze went from my shredded hazmat coveralls to my bloodied face, then fell
on the struggling bulge in the duffel bag. “What the hdl is that?’

“Just one less thing for you to worry about, Manny. But be careful; there's more
down there.”

“Jesus, it looks as big as a cat!” He sniffed the air, smdling the tunne muck and
pigeon feathers and feline piss dl over me. “What happened down there?’

“Just got alittle ugly isdl. But it’s under control.”
One hand went to his face. “Maybe you should go to a doctor, man.”

| nodded, redizing that Dr. Rat would be with the transport squad. “Yep. That's
right where I’'m headed.”

| left Manny there at his desk, till wide-eyed and bemused, and headed down the
river toward the entrance of the tunnd.

On the way, | spotted a stray cat lurking in the lengthening shadows. A block
farther, another peered out from beneath a Dumpster full of garbage. | began to wak
faster.

It's not unusua to see groups of rodents in the city, of course, but wild felines
tend to stay alone. That's just predator-prey mathematics. It takes hundreds of the
hunted to keep one hunter in business—there are dways lots of sheep for every
wolf.

The cats smooth movements were so different from those of the scurrying
rats—rather than displaying the manic wariness of lunch-meat species, predators
aways glide along with confidence and grace. Like they belong here and you don't.

| told mysdlf it was just a datistical fluke, seeing two of them. Maybe it was
because Lace lived so close to the meatpacking district, a place with lots of potential
rat food lying around, and therefore lots of prey for ferd cats. Or maybe with an
angry mutant feline in my duffel bag, | was smply paying more attention than usual.

Like the cat I'd noticed the night before, these two followed my progress with
cold, reflective eyes. My nerves were shot from the long day, but | got the definite
feding they knew | had a cat in my duffel bag and were not amused.

When | spotted the activity of the Night Watch across the highway, | didn’t wait
for the traffic lights to change.



“Well, look what the cat dragged in!” Dr. Rat called out.
“Other way around: I’'m dragging it.”

Her eyes lit up as she spotted the squirming duffel bag on my shoulder. “You
caught the beastie?’

“Yeah. And its little friends are going crazy down there. You should warn the
transport guys.”

“Loose brood? I'll let them know.”

As she went to talk to them, | dipped under the orange hazard tape strung around
the site. The Con Ed truck was parked on the Hudson River boardwalk, its engine
humming to power the work lights in the taped-off area. The sun had amost set,
bleeding red into the clouds, but it was sill warmer up here than down in the depths.
After breathing the funk of the Underworld, alittle fresh air felt good in my lungs.

The shriek of whirling metd came from the edge of the river, and showers of
sparks erupted into the air. The transport guys had built a platform over the water
and were cutting through the grate. As Dr. Rat spoke to the team leader, he and a
few others started to get into full extermination gear; the Watch could clean out the
tunnel properly now that the peep cat wasin custody.

Everything was sorted out, more or less.

| wondered about the big thing under the ventilation towers, and if anyone was
going to believe me about something |I'd smelled and heard—and felt—but not seen.

“Let me put something on that.” Dr. Rat had returned with a first-aid kit, thick
rubber gloves protecting her hands. She swabbed stingy stuff onto Joseph Moore's
fingernall marks, then plastered a bandage over the cat scratch on my cheek.
Infections don’t get very far with us carriers, but it gill feels weird to leave a
bleeding wound untreated.

“Okay,” Dr. Rat said when my face was fixed up. “Let’s take a look at your
fdine friend.”

“All right. Just be careful.”

“Don’'t worry about me.” Through the vinyl, she squished the cat into one corner
of the bag, then unzipped the top and reached in to grab it. With any other
noncarrier, | would have been nervous, but Dr. Rat handles infected rats dl day.

The peep cat emerged into the sunlight, growling.
She dangled it by the scruff of its neck. “Not too different from aregular cat.”

| took my first good look at the peep cat and frowned. Up here in the rea world,
it didn’t seem very frightening—no strange gauntness or peeped-up musculature, no



spind ridge to show where the parasite was wound into its nervous system. Just
those weirdly red-reflecting eyes.

“Maybe the parasite doesn’'t have much effect on felines,” Dr. Rat said.
“Maybe not on the outside,” | said. “But it had its own brood!”

Dr. Rat shrugged, turning the cat around to look at dl sides. It wailed a the
indignity. “Rats may just tolerate it because it smells familiar.”

“I haven't noticed much smdl from it,” | said. “And it's related to me.”

She shrugged again. “Well, so far | haven't gotten any positive results with PNS.
I’ve injected some of its blood into a few test cats, and they don’'t show any signs
of turning positive. Thisis an evolutionary dead end, just like | figured.” She looked
closer a the peep cat, which took an angry swing a her nose with one claw, coming
up short by an inch. “Or maybe this cat is the mutant, and your strain of parasite is
the same old stuff.”

“Well, now you can check for cat-to-cat transmission,” | said.

“Sure thing. Just don’t get your hopes up, Kid.” She smiled. “I know it’s exciting
to discover something new, and you want to fed like it's abig deal and everything.
But like | keep saying, fallure is the rule when it comes to evolution.”

“Maybe.” | looked up the river to where the exhaust towers stood. “But this cat
was redly smart, amost like it was leading me down. And | think there was ...
something el se down there.”

Dr. Rat looked at me. “Like what?’
“Kind of ahuge rumbling thing, and it was breathing.”
“Rumbling?’ She laughed. “Probably just the PATH train.”

“No, it wasn't.” | cleared my throat. “I mean, yeah, there was a train down there.
But this was something else, even deeper. It smelled like nothing | ever smelled
before. And it seemed like the cat was taking me aong for areason, asif it wanted to
... show me what was down there.”

Dr. Rat frowned, looking at the captive cat dubioudly, then her eyes swept across
my sweat-matted hair, my bandaged face, and my torn Garth Brooks T-shirt. “Cal,
maybe you should get some rest.”

“Hey, I'm not being crazy here. That guy Chip in Records says that redly big,
old, monstery things can get woken up when tunnels get dug. And this was right
under those exhaust fans.”

She chuckled. “1 know al about Records. They're always telling stories that give
you hunters nightmares. They spend a lot of time reading ancient mythology, you
know. But in R&D we try to focus more on the science side of things.”



| shook my head. “This thing wasn't mythological. It was redly big and smelled
evil, and it was breathing.”

She lowered the struggling peep cat a bit and stared a me, trying to decide
whether | was kidding or in some sort of shock or just plain bat-shit. | held her gaze
steadily.

Findly, she shrugged. “Wdll, you can dwaysfill out a US-29.”

| nodded. The Unknown Subterranean form, also known as the Sasquatch Alert.
“Maybe | will.”

“But not till tomorrow, Kid. Right now you should go home and lie down.”

| started to argue, but at that moment a wave of exhaustion and hunger hit me,
and | redlized that | could go home to Cornelius and Lace and probably Seep for
red again. The orange tape was up, the transport squad was here—the site was
secured.

Maybe this could wait until tomorrow.

Chapter 16
THE WEALTHY DISEASE

KN >»
Some more thoughts on the goodness of parasites ...
Meet Crohn’s disease, a nasty alment of the digestive system. It gives you the
runs and causes severe pain in your stomach, and there’'s no known way to cure it.
No matter what foods you egt, the pain of Crohn’s won't stop. The disease keeps

its victims awake night after night and is strong enough to drive many into a deep
depression.

People who get Crohn’s often suffer therr entire lives. The symptoms may go
away for a few years but invariably return in dl their destructive glory. There is no
escape.

So what kind of parasite causes Crohn’s?

Hah, fooled you! Unlike dl the other diseases in this book, Crohn’s is not caused
by parasites. Quite the opposite. It is probably caused by the absence of parasites.

Say what now? Well, no one knows for sure, but here's what some scientists
have noticed:

Crohn’s disease didn't exist before the 1930s, when members of a few wedthy



familiesin New York City got it. As time passed, the disease spread to the rest of
the United States. It dways started in rich neighborhoods first, only making its way
into the bad parts of town much later. It took until the 1970s to reach the poorest
parts of our country.

These days, Crohn’s is on the march across the world. In the 1980s, it appeared
in Japan, just when a lot of Japanese were starting to get redly rich. Latey it's been
making its way through South Koreg, in the wake of that country’s economic boom.

And guess what? It gill doesn’t exist anywhere in the third world. Poor people
never get Crohn's disease. And this has led many scientists to think that Crohn’s
results from the most common sign of arich society: clean water.

That’ s right: clean water.

You see, most of the invaders of our guts come from dirty water. If you drink
clean water your whole life, you'll have a lot fewer parasites. But that can actudly be
a problem. Your immune system has evolved to expect parasites in your stomach.
And when no parasites show up, your immune defenses can get kind of ... twitchy.
Sort of like a night watchman with nothing to do, drinking too much coffee and
cleaning his gun again and again.

So when your twitchy, understimulated immune system detects the dightest little
stomach bug, it launches into emergency mode and goes looking for a hookworm to
kill. Unfortunately, there are no hookworms inside you, because your water supply is
cleaner than at any time in human history. (Which you thought was a good thing.)

But your immune defenses have to do something, so they attack your digestive
system, tearing it to pieces.

Lucky you.

We humans have lived with our parasites for a long time, evolving aongside
them, waking hand in hand down the generations. So maybe it's not surprising that
when we get rid of them dl a once, strange things happen. Our bodies freak out in
the absence of our little friends.

So the next time you' re eating a rare steak and start worrying about parasites, just
remember: All those worms and worts and other little creatures trying to wriggle
down your throat can’t be dl bad.

They’ ve been making us their home for along, long time.



Chapter 17
TROUBLE IN BROOKLYN

&N >»
On the way home, | bought bacon.

The gnawing in my stomach was reaching critical proportions, my body crying
out for meat to keep the parasite happy. One thing about being a carrier. Saving the
world from mutant felinesis no excuse for missing meals.

| put a can of tunain front of Cornelius, then headed straight for the stove and set
it dight. Then | shut the gas off, sniffing the air.

Something was different about my apartment.

Then | redlized what it was—the smell of Lace dl around me. She'd dept here,
filling the place like a low infusion.

My parasite growled with hunger and lust, and | hurriedly relit the stove, working
until my largest dinner plate was filled with a stack of crispy strips of bacon. |
carried it to the table and sat down.

The first piece was hdfway into my mouth when keys jingled in the door. Lace
burst through, dropping her backpack to the floor.

“Excdlent smdl, dude,” she said.

For a second, | forgot to eat, a piece of bacon hovering in midair. Her face was
lit up with happiness, so different than it had been the night before. An amost
orgasmic look of contentment came over her as she breathed in the scent of bacon.

“What?' she said, meeting my dorky stare with a raised eyebrow.

“Um, nothing. Want some?’ | pushed the bacon into the center of the table, then
remembered the vegetarian thing and pulled it back. “Oh, right. Sorry.”

“Hey, no problem.” She put down her backpack. “I’m not a vegan or anything.”

“Um, Lace, this is bacon. That’s not a judgment cal on the plant-or-animal
Issue.”

“Thanks for the biology lesson. But like | said, it smells good, and I'm going to
enjoy it.” She sat down across from me.

| smiled. On the excdlent-smell front, Lace's scent was much more powerful in
person. | let mysdlf breathe it in, carefully sampling it in between bites. | had
expected her staying in my apartment to be torture every minute, but maybe it was
worth fighting my urges, just for this smple pleasure.

Stll, | ate fast to keep the beast in check.



“S0,” | asked, “are you one of those fake vegetarians?’

“No, not fake. | haven't eaten mest in, like, a year?’ She frowned at the plate of
seared flesh and dumped a tub of potato salad and a brand-new toothbrush onto the
table from a paper bag. “But the whole vampire thing has been very stressful, and
that smell is comforting, like Mom cooking up a big breakfast. It takes me back.”

“That's natural. When humans were evolving, the smeling part of our monkey
brains got assigned to the task of remembering stuff. So our memories get dl tangled
up with smells.”

“Huh,” she said. “Is that why locker rooms make me think of high school 7’

| nodded, recdling my descent under the exhaust towers, how powerfully the
scent of the huge hidden thing had affected me. Maybe |I'd never smelled anything
like the beast before the day before, but some fears went deeper than memory. As
deep as the parasite’ s traces hidden in my marrow.

Evolution is a wonderful thing. Somewhere back in prehistoric time, there were
probably humans who actualy liked the smdl of lions, tigers, or bears. But those
humans tended to get eaten, and so did ther kids. You and | are descended from
folks who ran like hell when they smelled predators.

Lace had opened her tub of potato salad and was digging in with a plastic ddli
fork. After afew bites, she said, “ So, what’ s with the face?’

“Oh, this” | touched the bandage gingerly. “Remember how | warned you about
cats?’

Lace nodded.

“Wdl, I went down into the Underworld through your swimming pool this
afternoon. And | managed to catch... Um, what’s wrong?’

Lace looked like she' d bitten down on a cockroach. She blinked, then shook her
head. “ Sorry, Cal. But are you wearing a Garth Brooks T-shirt?’

| glanced down a my chest. Through the muck and puckered claw marks, his
amiling face looked back a me. I'd been too hungry coming in to take a shower or
even change my shirt. “Uh, yes, it is.”

“Ashlee Simpson, and now Garth Brooks?’
“It’s not what you think. It's really more sort of... protection.”
“From what? Getting laid?’

| coughed, bits of bacon lodging in my throat, but | managed to swallow them.
“Wéll, it has to do with the parasite.”

“Sure, it does, Cal. Everything's about the parasite.”



“No, redly. There's this thing that happens to peeps: They hate dl the stuff they
used to love.”

She paused, aforkful of potato salad hafway to her mouth. “They do what?’

“Okay, let's say you're a peep. And before you got infected you loved
chocolate—the parasite changes your brain chemistry so that you can’t even stand
to look at a Hershey’s Kiss, the way movie vampires are afraid of crucifixes.”

“What the hdl is that dl about?’

“It's an evolutionary strategy, so that peeps hide themselves. That's why they
live underground, to escape signs of humanity, and the sun too. A lot of them redly
do have cruciphobia—| mean, are afraid of crosses—because they used to be
religious.”

“Okay, Ca.” She nodded dowly. “Now this is the part where you explain what
this has to do with Garth Brooks.”

| grabbed a piece of bacon, which was starting to glisten as it cooled, and
chewed quickly. “Records, the department that helps us with investigations, found
out that some of the folks who lived on your floor were Garth Brooks fans. So they
gave me this shirt in case there was an encounter underground. Which there was.”

Her eyes widened. “Dude! A peep did that to your face?’

“Yeah, this scratch here was a peep. But this one here was a cat—Morgan’s cat,
probably—that sort of put up afight.”

“Sort of ? Looks like you lost.”
“Hey, | made it home tonight. The cat didn’t.”
Her expression froze. “Cal, you didn’t kill it, did you?’

“Of course not.” My hands went up in surrender. “lI don't kill when | can
capture. No vampires were harmed in the making of this film, okay? Jeez,
vegetarians.” | grabbed another strip from the plate.

“So thisinfected cat is where?’ Lace glanced at the closet where PNS had spent
the previous night.

“Elsewhere,” | said, chewing. “I left it with the experts; they’re testing to seeif it
can spread the disease to other cats or not. And the good news is that a Night
Watch team is aready cleaning up the rats under your building. It may take a few
days to sedl off that swvimming pool, but then you can go home.”

“Redlly?’
“Yes. They’re professionals, since 1653.”

“So you found Morgan?’



“Wéll, not her. But you don’t have to worry about Morgan. She disappeared.”
Lace crossed her arms. “ Sure, she did.”
| shrugged. “We can’t find her, okay?’

“And it's redly safe in my apartment? You're not just saying that to get rid of
me?’

“Of course not.” | paused. “I mean, of courseit’ll be safe. And of course not on
the getting-rid-of-you part, which | wouldn’'t do. | mean, you can stay here as long
as you want... which you won't need to, of course, because it's safe at home and
everything.” | managed to shut up.

“That’'s great.” Lace reached across the table and took my hand. The contact,
the first since 1’d pulled her over the balcony, sent an electric shock through me. She
smiled a my expression. “Not that it's been totaly horrible, dude. Except for not
having any of my stuff, commuting dl the way from Brooklyn, and having your
heavy-ass cat lie on me dl night. Other than that, it's been kind of ... nice. So
thanks.”

She let go of me, and | managed to smile back at her while scraping up the last
shards of bacon from the plate. | could ill fed where she’d touched me, like the
flush of a sunburn coming up. “Y ou’re welcome.”

Lace looked down at her potato salad unhappily. She dropped her fork. “You
know what? This stuff sucks, and I’'m till hungry.”

“Me too. Starving.”
“You want to go somewhere?’
“Absolutely.”

Lace waited for me to shower and change, then took me over to Boerum Hill, one
of the origind Brooklyn neighborhoods. The eegant old mansions had been split up
into apartments, and the sidewaks were cracked by ancient tree roots pushing up
beneath our feet, but there were sill old-school touches. Instead of numbers, the
streets had Dutch family names—Wyckoff and Bergen and Boerum.

“My sister lives pretty close,” Lace said. “I remember a couple of good places
around here.”

She followed the street signs hesitantly, letting memories fdl into place, but |
didn’t mind wandering along beside her. Moonlight lanced through the dense cover
of ancient trees, and the cold air was filled with the smell of leaves rotting on the
earth. Lace and | walked close, the shoulders of our jackets touching sometimes, like
animals sharing warmth. Out here in the open air it wasn't so intense, being close to
her.



We wound up a an Itdian place, with white tablecloths and waiters wearing ties
and aprons, candles on the tables. It smelled gorgeoudy of flesh, smoked and
seared and hanging from the ceiling. Meet dl over.

It was so much like a date, it was weird. Even before the parasite switched off my
romantic life, taking women to fancy restaurants hadn’'t been my thing. | found
mysdlf thinking about the fact that everyone who saw us would assume we were
dating. | pretended for a while in my head that they were right, pushing the awful
truth to the back of my mind.

When the waiter came around, | ordered a pile of spicy sausage, the perfect dish
to beat my parasite into overfed submission. The night before it had taken forever,
but I’ d findly reached a deep dleep. Maybe tonight it would be easier.

“So, dude, aren't you worried about that? She was looking a my wounded
cheek again. Dr. Rat’s bandage had dlipped off in the shower, and | hadn’t bothered
to replace it. The scar gave me a rakish doesn’ t-know-how-to-shave look.

“It’s not bleeding, isit?’ | dabbed the spot with a napkin.
“No, it doesn’t look bad. But what if it got ... infected or something?’

“Oh, right,” | said. Lace, of course, didn't know that | didn't have to worry
about the parasite, having aready been there and done that. | shrugged. “You can’t
get the disease from scratches. Only bites.” This was more or less true.

“But what if it was licking its paws?’ she said, quite sensibly.
| shrugged again. “I’ ve had worse.”

Lace didn’t look convinced. “1 just don’t want you turning dl vampire on me in
the middle of the night... Okay, that sounded weird.” She looked down, her fingers
redigning the slverware on the crisp white linen.

| laughed. “Don’'t worry about that. It takes at least a few weeks to go
killing-and-eating-people crazy. Most strains take a lot longer.”

She looked up again, narrowing her eyes. “Y ou’ ve seen it happen, haven't you?’
| paused for a moment.

“Dude, no lying to me. Remember?’

“All right, Lace. Yes, |I've seen someone change.”

“A friend?’

| nodded.

A satisfied expression crept onto Lace's face. “That's how you got into this
Night Watch business, isn't it?’

“Yeah. That's right.” | looked at the other tables to see if anyone was listening,



hoping that Lace didn’t go much further with this line of questioning. | could hardly
tdl her that my first peep experience had been with a lover; she knew the parasite
was sexudly transmitted. “A friend of mine got the disease. | saw her change.”

Oops. Should | have said her?

“So, it's like you said when you were pretending to be a hedth guy—you're
following a chain of infection. You're tracking down dl the people who caught the
disease from that friend of yours. Morgan was someone who dept with someone
who dept with your friend who turned, right?’

Now | was playing with my own siverware. “More or less.”

“Makes sense,” she said softly. “Today | was thinking that some people must
find out about the disease on their own, just by accident, like | did. So the Night
Watch has to recruit them to keep the whole thing a secret. And that must be where
you guys get new staff. It’s not like you can advertise in Help Wanted, after dl.”

“No shit, Sherlock.” | tried to chuckle. “Y ou’re not looking for a job, are you?’

She was dlent for a moment, not answering my little jest, which made me
extremdy nervous. The waiter arrived with two steaming plates, uncovering them
with a flourish. He hovered over us, grinding pepper onto Lace's pasta and pouring
me more water. The smell of sausage rose up from my plate, switching my
dtill-hungry body into a higher gear. | dug in the moment the waiter left, the taste of
cooked flesh and spices making me shudder with bliss.

Hopefully, the uncomfortable questions were done with. | watched as Lace
wound a big gob of spaghetti onto her fork, a process that seemed to absorb dl her
concentration, and as the dlence stretched out and the calories entered my
bloodstream, | told myself to chill.

It wasn't so surprising that Lace had spent a whole day thinking about my
revelations of the night before. It was crazy to get dl jumpy about a few obvious
guestions. As the sausage suffused my system, placating the parasite, | began to
relax.

Then Lace spoke up again. “I mean, | wouldn’t want your job. Mucking around
in tunnels and stuff. No way.”

| coughed into my fist. “Um, Lace...”

“But you've got those guys who gave you the building plans, right? Records,
you called them? And you have to research the history of the sewers and subways
and stuff. | was thinking about that today. That's why | went into journalism, you
know.”

“For the sewer research?”

“No, dude. To find out what's redly going on, to get behind the scenes. | mean,
there’ s this whole other world that no one knows about. How cool is that?’



I put my fork and knife down firmly. “Listen, Lace. | don’'t know if you're
serious, but it's out of the question. The people who work in Records come from
old families; they grew up with this secret history. They can speak Middle English
and Dutch and identify clerks who lived centuries ago by their handwriting. They’ve
dl known one another for generations. Y ou can't just show up and ask for ajob.”

“That's dl very impressive,” she said, then smirked. “But they suck at finding
people.”

“Pardon me?’

Lace' s grin grew wider as she wound another spindle of spaghetti onto her fork,
then put it into her mouth, chewing dowly. Findly, she swallowed.

“| said they suck at finding people.”
“What do you mean?’

“Let me show you something, dude.” She pulled out a few folded photocopies
from her insde jacket pocket and handed them to me. | pushed my empty plate
aside and unfolded them on the white tablecl oth.

They were the floor plans to a house, a big one. The labels were written by hand
in a flowing script, and the photocopies had that gray tinge that meant the originals
had been on old, ydlowing paper.

“What is this?’

“That's Morgan Ryder’s house.”

| blinked. “Her what?’

“Her family’s, actualy, but she’s staying there now.”

“No way.”

“Way, dude.”

| shook my head. “Records would have found her already.”

Lace shrugged, her fork twirling, the last strands of spaghetti on her plate trailing
like a satdllite picture of a hurricane. “It wasn’t even that hard. All I had to do was go
through the phonebook, caling al the Ryders, asking for Morgan. The first dozen
said there was nobody there by that name. Then one of them got dl paranoid and
asked me who the hell | was.” She laughed. “1 got nervous and hung up.”

“That doesn’t prove anything.”

Lace pointed at the papers in my hand. “That's the place, according to the
address in the phone book. It's even in the historical register—belonged to the
Ryders since it was built.”

| stared at the plans, shaking my head. There was no way this could have gotten



past Records; the Mayor’s office would have checked with her family directly. “But
she’'s not there. She's missing, likel said.”

“You said pale? Dark hair and kind of gothy?’

| opened my mouth, but it took a while for sound to come out. “You went
there?’

Lace nodded, beginning to wind another spindle of pasta. “Of course, | didn’'t
knock on the door. I’'m more into investigation than confrontation. But the house has
these big bay windows. And the welrdest thing is, Morgan doesn’t look crazy at dl.
Just bored, ditting at the window and reading. Do peeps read, dude?’

| remembered the photos Chip had given me and pulled them from my jacket.
Lace took one glance at Morgan’s and nodded. “ That’s the girl.”

“It can't be.” My head was svimming. The Night Watch couldn’t have screwed
up like this. If Morgan was dtting around in plain view, someone would have spotted
her. “Maybe she has a sister,” | muttered, but darker thoughts were aready coursing
through my mind. The Ryders were an old family. Maybe they were pulling strings,
using their connections to keep her hidden. Or maybe Records was afraid to go after
the Mayor’s old friends.

Or maybe I’ d filled out the wrong damn form.

Whatever had happened, | felt like an idiot. Everyone dways joked about how we
hunters were too lazy to do our own research, waiting for Records or the Health and
Mentd moles to tel us where the peeps were. I’d never even thought to open a
phone book and look for Morgan Ryder myself.

“Don’'t look so bummed, dude,” Lace said. “Morgan might not be infected, after
dl. 1 mean, she looked dl normal. | thought you said peeps were maniacs.”

Stll dazed, | shook my head and answered, “Well, she could be a carrier.”
Too late, | bit my tongue.

“A carrier?’ Lace asked.

“Um, yes. Carries the disease, but without the symptoms.”

She paused, spaghetti dangling from her fork. “You mean, like Typhoid Mary?
Spreading typhus dl over the place but never coming down with it?” Lace laughed at
my expression. “Don’t look so surprised, dude. I’ ve been reading about diseases al

day.”
“Lace, you have to stop doing this!”

“What? Acting like | have a brain? Puh-lease.” She took a bite. “So there are
people who just carry the parasite? Infected but not crazy?’

“Yes,” | sad, swalowing. “But it’s very rare.”



“Huh. Wdl, there’'s one way to find out. We should go over there.”
13 \A/el?,

“Yeah, we're practically there aready.” She hooked her thumb toward the door,
another satisfied grin spreading across her face. “It’sright at the end of this street.”

Ryder House filled an entire corner lot, a three-story mansion with al the
trimmings. bay windows, tdl corner turrets, widow’s watches peering down a us
with arched eyebrows. In the moonlight, the house had an intimidating look—a little
too wdl maintained to play the part of the haunted manor, but a good headquarters
for the bad guys.

| reached into my jacket pocket to heft the cold meta of my knockout injector.
I’d reloaded it after taking down Patricia Moore and had decided not to hand it over
to the transport squad when 1I'd turned in my duffel bag. However much Chip
complained, sloppy equipment-keeping sometimes had its advantages.

“And you're sure it was her?’

“Totally, dude.” Lace pointed at a bay of three windows bulging out from the
second floor. “Right up there, sitting and reading. So what do we do? Knock on the
door?’

“We don’'t do anything!” | said harshly. “You go back to my apartment and
wait.”

“l can wait here”

“No way. She might see you.”

“Dude, it's too dark.”

“Peeps can seeinthe dark!” | hissed.

Lace's eyes narrowed. “But she’s like Typhoid Mary, right? No symptoms.”

| groaned. “Okay, with typhus, that’s true. But peep carriers do have some
symptoms. Like night vison and good hearing.”

“And they're redly strong too, aren’t they?

“Listen, just get out of here. If she—" My voice dropped off. From the darkness
beneath the Ryders' bushes, a pair of eyes had just blinked at us, glinting in the
moonlight. “Crap.”

“What isit, Cal?’

My eyes scanned the shadowed street. In the bushes, under cars, from a high
window in the mansion, at least seven cats were watching us.



“Cats,” | whispered.

“Oh, yeah,” Lace said, her voice also dropping. “I noticed that this afternoon.
The whole neighborhood’ s crawling with them. Is that bad?’

| took a slow, deep bresath, trying to channel Dr. Rat’s quiet confidence. It would
take generations for the parasite to adapt to new hosts, to find a path from cat to cat.
The creatures watching us could be just norma felines, the brood of a crazy
cat-lady, not a vampire. Maybe.

Then one of the cats' eyes caught the light of a passing car, flashing red for a
fraction of a second. | tried to swalow, but my mouth was dry.

Most predators have areflective layer behind their eyes that helps them see in the
dark. But cats’ eyes reflect green or blue or ydlow, not red. It's human eyes that
give off red reflections, as we've dl noticed in bad photographs.

These cats were ... special.

“Okay, Lace, I'm going to sneak in there. But you have to go back to my place.
I’ll come home and tell you everything | see.”

Lace paused for a moment, thoughts racing across her face. “But what if you get
caught? Y ou said Morgan can hear redly wdll.”

“Yeah, maybe. But this is my job, okay?’ | fet the reassuring weight of the
injector in my pocket. “I know how to deal with peeps.”

“Sure, dude, but how about this: While I'm waking home, | could lean on a few
parked cars, get some aarms going for you. Maybe that’'ll cover up your noise.”

“Good idea” | took her shoulder. “But don't stick around. It isn't safe here.”
“I"m not sticking around. Do | look stupid?”

| shook my head and smiled. “Actudly, you're pretty damn smart.”

She smiled back. “Y ou have no idea, dude.”

Around the corner and out of Lace's sight, | chose a four-story brownstone to
climb. The outthrust stone sl of a second-floor window was an easy jump, and its
chimney was pocked with missing bricks and old Slapdash repairs—perfect
handholds. It took about ten seconds for me to reach the top, so fast that anyone
watching from a nearby window wouldn’'t have believed their eyes.

From the roof, | had a good view of the back side of Ryder House. As Lace's
plans had indicated, a balcony jutted out from the highest floor, its wrought-iron
doors closed over darkened glass. All | had to do was get to the building next door
to the Ryders and climb down.



| dropped to the next roof, leaped an eight-foot aleyway, then scaled the next
building, winding up perched a few yards above the Ryders balcony, where | took
off my boots. Even after Lace got some car adarms started, 1I'd have to step
carefully. Three-century-old houses have away of being creaky.

The cold began to numb my feet, but my peep metabolism fought back, churning
from nervousness and dl that meat in my stomach. | waited, rubbing my feet to keep
them warm.

A few minutes later, the first car darm began to wall, then more, building like a
chorus of demons. | shook my head as the cacophony spread, getting the distinct
Impression that Lace was enjoying herself.

That girl was trouble.

| dropped onto the balcony softly, its cold metd dats sending a shiver up my
spine. The lock on the wrought-iron door was easy to pick.

Insde was a bedroom, the big four-poster covered with a white lace spread. It
didn't smell of peep at dl, just clean laundry and mothballs. | crossed the wooden
floor carefully, testing every step to avoid any squeaky boards.

A strip of light showed under the door, but when | pressed my ear to it, | heard
nothing except the wailing alarms down on the street. According to the plans Lace
had copied, the next room had been a smdl servants' kitchen back in the olden

days.

The door opened without creaking, and | dipped through. So far, the house
looked very norma—the kitchen counters were crowded with the usua pots and
pans. There wasn't anything weird, like sides of raw beef hung up and dripping
blood into the sink.

But then my nose caught the scents wafting from the floor.

Fourteen mismatched bowls stood in a row, licked clean but smeling of canned
cat food—salmon and chicken and beef talow, malted barley flour and brewer’s
rice, the tang of phosphoric acid.

Fourteen—one peep cat was a hopeful monster; fourteen were an epidemic.

Voices filtered up through the shrieking alarms, and the house creaked as people
walked across one of the floors below me. | crossed the kitchen carefully, taking
advantage of the car darmswhile | sill could. One by one, they were being switched
off, replaced by a chorus of dogs barking in retdiation. Soon enough, the
neighborhood would return to peace and quiet.

| crept into the hdlway and leaned over the banister, trying to distinguish words
amid the chatter downstairs. Then recognition shivered through me... | heard
Morgan’s voice. Lace had been right. My progenitor was redly here.

My hands tightened on the banister, and | shut my eyes, dl my certainties fdling



away. Had Records redly screwed up, or was someone in the Night Watch helping
Morgan hide?

The last car darms had been silenced, so | decided to crawl down the stairs on
my stomach. | crept forward in inches, moving only during bursts of laughter or
loud conversation below.

There were at least three other voices besides Morgan’ s—another woman and
two men. The four of them were laughing and telling stories, flirting and drinking, the
clink of ice rattling in their glasses. | could smell an open bottle of rum, the alcohol
molecules wafting up the stairs. One of the men began to sweat nervoudly as he told
along joke. They dl laughed too hard a the punch line, with the anxious sound of
people who've just met one another.

| couldn’t smell Morgan, which hopefully meant she couldn’t smell me. In any
case, I'd just showered, and athough my jacket ill carried a whiff of the Itdian
place, the rum and aftershave of the two men downstairs would drown it out.

The last car darm choked off into silence outside.

| inched forward on my belly, oozing down the steps like a big slug, and soon |
could see their shadows moving on the floor. Just one more step down and | would
be able to peer into the parlor.

Through the dats of the banister, | findly saw her—Morgan Ryder, dressed in
cod black against pae skin, swirling a drink in her hand. Her eyes glittered, her
whole attention focused on the man sitting next to her. The four of them had broken
Into two conversations, two couples.

Then | redized who the other woman was. Angda Dreyfus, the find missing
person from the seventh floor. Her eyes were wide with perpetua surprise, set in a
face as thin as a Vogue model’s. And her voice sounded dry and harsh, even though
she kept sipping from her drink. She had to be parasite-positive. And yet Angela
Dreyfus was sane, cogent, flirting coolly with the man dtting beside her on the
overstuffed couch.

Another carrier.

My head spun. That made three of us. Morgan, Angela, and me, out of the
people who'd been infected in Lace’ s building. But only one percent of humans has
natura immunity, so it should take a population of hundreds to make three carriers.
But here we had three out of five.

That was one hdl of a statistical fluke.

Then | remembered Patricia Moore taking to me amost coherently after the
knockout drugs had hit her, just as Sarah had. And how Joseph Moore had braved
the sunlight, hunting with such determination. None of them had been your standard
wild-eyed vampire.



Cats, carriers, and non-crazy peeps. My strain of the parasite was more than just
ahopeful monster; this was a pattern of adaptations.

But what did they dl add up to?

Something stirred the air behind me, and my muscles stiffened. Soft footsteps fdl
on the stairs above, so light that the centuries-old boards didn’t complain. A deek
flank brushed against my legs, and tiny clawed feet strode across my back.

A cat was waking over me.

It stepped from my shoulders, then sat on the step below my head, looking
directly into my eyes, perhaps a bit puzzled as to why | was snaking down the stairs.
| blew on it to make it go away. It blinked its eyes in annoyance but didn’t budge.

| stole a glance a Morgan, but she was gill focused on her man, touching his
shoulder softly as he made them dl more drinks. At the sight, a surge of random
jealousy moved through me, and my heart began to beat faster.

Morgan and Angela were seducing these men, | redlized, just as Morgan had
seduced me; they were spreading the strain.

Did they know what they were doing?

The cat licked my nose. | suppressed a curse and tried to give the creature a
shove down the stairs. It just rubbed its head against my fingers, demanding to be
scratched.

Giving up, | began to stroke its scalp, sniffing its dander. Just like the cat beneath
Lace's building, it had no particular smell. But | watched its eyes, until they
glimmered in the light from below. Bloodred.

| lay there, unable to move, 4ill nervoudy petting the peep cat as Angda and
Morgan flirted and joked and drank, readying the unknowing men to be infected. Or
eaten? Were they pretty enough? The cat purred beneath my fingers, unconcerned.

How many more peep cats were out there? And how had this dl happened here in
Brooklyn, right under the nose of the Night Watch?

After an interminable time, the peep cat stretched and padded the rest of the way
downgtairs. | started to think about dinking back up to the servants kitchen and
escaping. But as the cat crossed the floor toward Morgan, my heart rose into my
throat.

It jumped into her Iap, and she began to stroke its head.
No, | mouthed slently.

A troubled look crossed Morgan’s face. She fdl slent, bringing her hand up and
sniffing it. A look of recognition crossed her face.

She peered at the stairs, and | saw her eyes find me through the banister.



“Cal?’ shecdled. “Is that you?
We carriers never forget a scent.
| scrambled to get upright, dizzy from the blood gathered in my head.

“Cal from Texas?' Morgan had crossed to the bottom of the stairs, her drink ill
in her hand.

“There’s someone up there?’ one of the men asked, rising to his fest.

As | stumbled backward up the stairs, Angda Dreyfus joined Morgan at the
bottom. My knockout injector only carried one load, and these women weren't
wild-eyed peeps; they were not only as strong and fast as me, they were as smart.

“Wait a second, Cal,” Morgan said. She put one foot on the bottom step.

| turned and bolted up the stairs, racing through the kitchen and the bedroom.
Footsteps followed, floorboards creaking indignantly, the old house exploding with
the sounds of a chase.

Bursting out onto the balcony | leaped up and grabbed the edge of the next roof,
pulling mysalf over and snatching up my boots. Stll in my socks, | took the
one-story drop that followed, sending a stunning jolt up my spine. | stumbled and
fdl, rolling onto my back as | yanked my boots back on.

Springing to my feet, | jumped across the eight-foot aleyway and scrambled up
onto the roof of the brownstone. | paused for a moment, looking back at Ryder
House.

Morgan stood on the balcony, shaking her head in disappoi ntment.

“Cal,” she cdled, her voice not too loud—perfectly pitched for my peep hearing.
“You don’'t know what’s going on.”

“Damnright | don’'t!” | said.
“Wait there.” She dipped off her high-hedled shoes.

A door dammed somewhere below me, and | took a step back toward the front
edge of the brownstone, glancing over my shoulder. A flicker of movement on the
street caught my eye. Angda Dreyfus was moving through the shadows, a squad of
smdl, black forms dinking along beside her.

They had me surrounded.

“Crap,” | said, and ran. | leaped to the next building and raced across it, meeting
a dead end: an dley fifteen feet across. If | didn't make the jump, I’d be diding
down awindowless brick wal to the asphalt, four stories below.

A fire escape snaked down the back of the building, where a high fence
surrounded a smal yard. | pounded down the metd stairs, taking each flight with



two quick jumps, my thudding footsteps making the whole fire escape ring. Once on
the ground | scrambled across the grass and over the fence into another yard.

| kept moving, jumping fences, stumbling over stored bicycles and tarp-covered
barbecue sets. At the opposite corner from Ryder House, a narrow dley full of
garbage bags led out to the street—only a ten-foot-high iron fence and a spira of
razor wire between me and freedom.

| tossed my jacket over the wire, then climbed the wet plastic bags, sending rats
scurrying in dl directions. The mountain of garbage swaying beneath me, | jumped,
rolling over the fence, feding the razor wire compress like giant springs through the
jacket.

Then the street rushed up to meet me like an asphalt fist.

Bruised and gasping for breath, | rolled over, listening for the sounds of Morgan
following me. There was nothing except the footsteps of the ill-scattering rats. |
scanned the streets, but Angela was nowhere to be seen.

A sngle cat was watching me, however, peering out from underneath a parked
car. Its eyes flashed red.

Scrambling to my feet, | tried to pull my jacket off the razor wire, but it stayed
caught. Abandoning it, | started limping hurriedly in the opposite direction from
Ryder House, the wind cutting through my T-shirt, my right elbow bleeding from the
fdl.

One block later, a cab stopped for my raised hand and | jumped in, shivering like
awet dog.

An epidemic was loose in Brooklyn.

My apartment was dark. | flipped the light switch but nothing happened.
| stood there shivering for a moment, my eyes adjusting to the gloom.
“Hedlo?’ | cdled.

In the glow of the DVD-player clock, | saw a human form gtting at the kitchen
table. The smédll of jasmine wasin the air.

“Lace? Why are the lights—?’
Something zoomed through the air at me.

My hands shot up and caught the missile, plastic and soft. | looked at it,
dumbfounded—my spatula, generaly used for flipping pancakes.

“Um, Lace? What are you doing?’

“You can seein the dark,” she said.



“1... oh.”

She hissed out a breath. “Y ou dumb-ass. Did you think I’d forgotten about when
you swung me across to Freddie’s balcony?’

“Well—"

“Or that | didn’'t notice when you sniffed that thing on my wal? Or that you eat
nothing but meat?’ I had some bread tonight.”

“Or that | wouldn't bother to follow you for haf a block, and watch you climb
up afucking building?’

Her voice cracked at the last word, and | smelled her anger in the room. Even
Cornelius had been quieted by its force.

“We had aded, Ca. You weren't supposed to lieto me.”
“I didn't lie” | said firmly.

“That is such crap!” she shouted. “You're a carrier, and you didn’t even tdl me
there was such athing until tonight!”

[1] But_”

“And what did you say to me? ‘A friend of mine dept with Morgan.” | can't
believe | didn’t see through that. A friend, my ass. You got it from her, didn’t you?’

| sighed. “Yeah, | did. But | never lied to you. | just didn’t bring it up.”

“Listen, Cal, there are certain things you're supposed to mention without being
asked. Being infected with vampirism is one.”

“No, Lace,” | said. “It's one of those things | have to hide every day of my life.
From everyone.”

She was glent for a moment, and we sat in the darkness, glaring at each other.
“When were you going to tdl me?’ she findly asked.

“Never,” | said. “Don’'t you get it? Having this disease means never teling
anyone.”

“But what if...” she started, then shook her head dowly, her voice dropping to a
whisper. “What if you want to sleep with someone, Ca? Y ou'd have to tell them.”

“l can’'t slegp with anyone,” | said.
“Jesus, Cal, even people with HIV have sex. They just wear a condom.”

My heart was pounding as | repeated the bleak dogma of Peeps 101. “The
parasite’s spores are viable even in sdiva, and they’'re smal enough to penetrate
latex. Any kind of sex is dangerous, Lace.”



“But you...” Shetrailed off.

“In other words, Lace, it just can't happen. | can’'t even kiss anyone!” | spat
these last words at her, furious that | was having to say this dl out loud, making it
red and inescapable again. | remembered my pathetic little fantasy at the restaurant,
hoping someone might mistake us for a couple, confusing me for a norma human
being.

She shook her head again. “And you didn’t think this would be important to
me?’

My pounding head reverberated with this question for a while, remembering the
sound of her breath filling the room the night before. “Important to you?’

“Yeah.” She stood and dragged her chair under the overhead light, climbed up
onto it, and screwed the bulb back in. It flickered once in her hand, then stayed on.

| squinted against the glare. “| guess everything's important to you. Do you want
to read my diary now? Go through my closet? | told you practicaly everything!”

Lace stepped down from the chair and crossed to the door. Her backpack lay
there, aready full. She was leaving.

“Practically everything wasn't enough, Cal,” she said. “Y ou should have told me.
Y ou should have known I'd want to know.” She took a step closer, placed a folded
piece of paper on the table, and kissed me on the forehead. “I’'m redly sorry you're
sick, Cdl. I'll be a my sister’s.”

My mind was racing, trapped in one of those nightmarish hamster whedls when
you know it really matters what you say next, but you can’t even get your mouth
open.

Findly, aflicker of will broke through the chaos. “Why? Why do you care if I'm
sck?’

“Christ, Cal! Because | thought we had something.” She shrugged. “The way
you keep looking a me. From the first time we saw each other in that elevator.”

“That’s because ... | dolikeyou.” | fdt my throat swelling, my eyes stinging, but
| was not going to cry. “But there's nothing | can do about it.”

“You could have told me. It’s like you were playing a game with me.”

| opened my mouth to protest but redized that she was right. Except I'd been
mostly playing the game with mysdf, not admitting how much | liked her, trying to
forget the fact that it was bound to come to this—her feding disappointed and
betrayed, me caught in my deception, sputtering hopelesdly.

But | didn’t know how to say dl that, so | didn’'t say anything at al.
L ace opened the door and |eft.



| sat there for awhile, trying not to cry, clinging to that minuscule place insde me
that somehow managed to be quietly pleased: Lace had liked me too. Yay.

Sometime later | fed Cornelius and got ready for along night awake in the throes
of optimum virulence. | unhid my spore-ridden toothbrush and got out dl the Night
Watch books I'd secreted away, returning the apartment to how it had been before
Lace had arrived. | even sprayed the couch with window cleaner, trying to erase her
scent.

But before | went to leep | looked at the folded piece of paper she'd left behind.
It was a cell-phone number.

So | could cal and tdl her when her building was safe? Or when | was ready to
send a replacement spaghetti strainer? Or was it an invitation to a really frustrating
friendship?

| lay down on the futon and let Cornelius sit on my chest, comforting me with dl
his fourteen pounds, and getting ready to relish these questions and others as they
danced behind my eydlids for the next eight hours.

Wait, did | say eight hours?

| meant four hundred years.

Chapter 18
PLASMODIUM

&N >»
Imagine dying from a mosquito bite.

About two million people every year do just that, thanks to a parasite called
Plasmodium. Here's how it works:

When an infected mosquito bites you, Plasmodium is injected into your
bloodstream. It moves through your body until it reaches your liver, where it stays
for about a week. During that time it changes into a new form—sort of like a
caterpillar turning into a butterfly.

Did | say butterfly? Actudly, it's more like a microscopic tank. Plasmodium
grows treads that alow it to crawl aong your blood vessel walls, and it develops a
sort of missile launcher on its head. This launcher helps the parasite blast its way into
one of your red blood cells.

Inside the blood cell, Plasmodium is safe, hidden from your immune system. But
it stays busy. It consumes the insides of the cdl and uses them to build sixteen



copies of itsalf. Those burst forth and go on to invade more of your blood cells,
where they each make sixteen more copies of themselves...

Y ou can see where this might become a problem. This problem is called maaria

Getting maaria sucks. As your blood cells are consumed by Plasmodium, you
get chills, then a high fever that comes back every few days. Your liver and spleen
expand, and your urine turns black with dead blood cells.

It gets worse. All those blood cells are supposed to be carrying oxygen through
your body. As they get turned into plasmodium-breeding factories, the oxygen stops
flowing. Your skin turns yelow, and you become delirious. If your mdaria remains
untreated, you'll eventualy go into a coma and die.

But why is Plasmodium so nasty? Why would a parasite want to kill you, when
that means that it too will die? This seems to go against the law of optimum
virulence.

Here's the thing: Humans can’'t give one another maaria, because most people
don’'t bite each other. So to infect other humans, Plasmodium needs to get back into
amosquito.

Thisistrickier than it sounds, because when a mosquito bites you, it only sucks a
tiny, mosquito-size drop of blood. But plasmodium doesn’t know which drop of
blood will get sucked, so it has to be everywhere in your bloodstream, even if that
winds up killing you.

In this case, optimum virulence means total domination.

But plasmodium isn't completely lacking in subtlety. Sometimes it takes a break
from killing you.

Why? Because if too many humans in one place get maaria at the same time, it
might wind up killing them al. This would be very bad for Plasmodium; it needs a
human population to keep breeding. So every once in a while, Plasmodium plays it
cool. In fact, one strain can hang around inside you for as long as thirty years before
it makes its move,

It lets you think that you're okay, but it's gill there, hiding in your liver, waiting
for the right moment to unleash its engines of destruction.

Clever, huh?



Chapter 19
VECTOR

&N >»
| woke up in afoul mood, ready to kick some ass. | started with Chip in Records.
1 HW, Kid.”
“Okay, first thing: Don’'t cdl me Kid!”

“Jeez, Cal.” Chip’'s big brown eyes looked hurt. “What’s with you? Didn’t get
enough seep last night?’

“No, | didn’t. Something about Morgan Ryder living haf a mile avay kept me
awake.”

He blinked. “You did what now?’

| sighed as | sat down in his visitor’'s chair. I’d been practicing that dramatic line
dl the way here, and Chip was looking a me like | was speaking Middle Dutch.
“Okay, Chip. Listen carefully. 1 found Morgan Ryder, my progenitor, the
high-priority peep that you guys have been looking for since the day before
yesterday. In the phone book!”

“Huh. Wdll, don't look a me.”

“Um, Chip, | am looking at you.” It was true. | was looking a him. “This is
Records, isit not? You guys do have phone books down here, don’t you?’

“Sure, but—"
“But you' ve been messing with me, haven't you?”’

He raised his hands. “No one’s messing with you, Cal.” Then he leaned forward,
lowering his voice a bit. “At least, no one in Recordsis. | can tell you that.”

| stopped, mouth aready loaded with my next sarcastic remark. It took me a
moment to switch gears. “What do you mean, no one in Records?’

He looked over his shoulder. “No one in Records is messing with you.”
The calling fan squeaked overhead.
“Who?" | whispered.

Chip took a breath and gestured me closer. “All | can say is, that case got lifted
from us.”

“Define lifted.”

“Transferred to a higher levd. High priority, like you said. After you found out
her last name, certain individuas told us to track down the other three missing



persons but to leave Morgan Ryder alone. They wanted to handle her special.”
A little shudder went through me. “The Mayor’s office?’
Chip said nothing, which said everything.
“Um, does that happen alot?’

Chip shrugged unconvincingly. “Well...” He chewed his lower lip. “Actudly, it
doesn’t happen that much. Especialy not this way.”

“Which way?’

He leaned even closer, his whisper barely audible above the squesking of the
calling fan. “With no one tdling you about it, Cal. Y ou see, we were supposed to be
copied on any info that the Mayor’s office found and then pass it dong to you. But
you weren't supposed to know that we'd been pulled off the case. And I'm not
supposed to be tdling you this now, in case you haven't figured that out yet.”

“Oh.” | leaned back heavily in Chip’s spare chair, my righteous anger turning to
mush. Ydling at Chip was one thing, but busting in to raise hel with the Night Mayor
was something | couldn’t visudize. Four-hundred-year-old vampires have that effect
on me.

So this was a conspiracy. But the Night Mayor? He was the head guy, the big
cheese. Who would he even be conspiring against?

All of us? The whole Night Watch?
Humanity?

| leaned over the desk again. “Um, Chip? Seeing as how you weren't supposed
to tell me this, maybe we should pretend that you didn’t?’

Chip didn’'t say a word, just pointed to the biggest of the many signs on his
bulletin board—even bigger than the We Do Not Have Pens sign—and | knew
absolutely that our secret was safe.

In large block letters were the words When in Doubt, Cover Your Ass.

Next, | went to see Dr. Rat.

If I could trust anyone at the Watch, it would be her. Unlike the Shrink and the
Mayor, she wasn't a carrier. She hadn’t been dive for centuries and didn’t give a
rat’s ass about the old families. She was a scientis—her only loydty was to the
truth.

Stll, I decided to proceed alittle more cautioudy than | had with Chip.
“ *‘Morning, Dr. Rat.”



“ *Morning, Kid!” She smiled. “Just the guy | wanted to see.”
“Oh, yeah?’ | forced asmile onto my face. “Why’s that?’

She leaned back in her chair. “Those peeps you brought in yesterday—did you
know they can talk?’

| raised an eyebrow. “Sure, of course. Patricia Moore spoke to me.”
“1’ve never seen anything like it before.”
“What about Sarah? She talked to me.”

Dr. Rat shook her head. “No, Cdl, thisis different. | mean, alot of peeps become
lucid for afew moments after you hit them with knockout drugs. But those two you
caught yesterday have been having flat-out conversations.”

| sat down heavily. “But they’re husband and wife. What about the anathema?
Shouldn’t they start screaming at the mere thought of each other?’

“That's what you'd think.” She shrugged. “But they’ve been cdling from one
holding pen to another. Aslong as they don’t actualy see each other, they're fine.”

“Isit the drugs?’

Dr. Rat pursed her lips. “After one night? No way. And as far as | can tdl, this
isn't the first time they’ ve had these conversations. | think they were living together
down in that tunnel—sharing the hunting duties, talking to each other in the darkness.
Damnedest thing I’ ve ever seen. They're practically...” She trailed off.

“Sane?’ | said softly.
“Yeah. Almost.”
“Um, except for the cannibas-living-in-atunnel part?’

Dr. Rat shook her head again. “We didn’t find any human remains in that tunnel,
Cal. They were just egting pigeons. Come to think of it, those skulls in Sarah’s lair
dated at more than six months old. That’s why it took so long to find her—she'd
stopped preying on people, had switched over to edating rats.”

“Eww. Ex-boyfriend dtting right here.”

She flashed her don’t-be-a-wuss look a me. “Y eah, wdll, rat consumption is a lot
better than eating people. | think your strainis ... different.”

“What about, * So pretty | had to eat him’?”’

Dr. Rat sat back down at her desk, spreading her hands. “Well, maybe the onset
symptoms of the strain are just as bad as a norma peep’'s. But eventudly the
parasite settles down. It doesn’t seem to turn people into raving monsters ... not
forever anyway.”



| nodded. That theory fit with what 1’d seen of Morgan and Angda Dreyfus the
night before.

“Maybe we caused this,” Dr. Rat said softly.
“Huh? We who?’

“The Night Watch. It's hard for crazed peeps to run amok in a modern city,
especidly with us on the case. So this could be an adaptation to the Night Watch.
Maybe you're part of awhole new strain, Cal, one that has a lower levd of optimum
virulence—the peeps are less violent and insane, the transmission usualy sexud. It's
more likely to survivein a city organized to catch maniacs.”

“So more than one in a hundred people would be immune?’

“Sure” Dr. Rat nodded dowly. “Makes sense, redly. Except for the
cat-worshipping.” She noticed the change in my expression and frowned. “You
okay, Ca?’

“Um, I'm great. But did you just say ‘cat-worshipping’ ?’

“Yeah, | did.” Dr. Rat smiled and rolled her eyes. “Those two you caught
yesterday will not shut up about the peep cat. Is kitty okay? Can they see it? Is it
getting enough food?” She laughed. “It’s like the anathema in reverse; like maybe
they used to hate cats and now they love them—I don’t know. Weird mutation,
huh?’

“Mutation? A cat-worshipping mutation? One that appears a exactly the same
time as a cat-infecting mutation?’ | groaned. “Doesn’t that seem like too much of a
coincidence to you, Doctor?”’

“But it’s dill just a coincidence, Kid.”
“How can you be so sure?’

“Because the peep cat isn't viable.” She stood and walked to the far wal, where
apile of cages were filled with various cats, dl of whom had the scruffy, streetwise
look of strays. “See these little guys? Since yesterday |I’ve been trying to produce
transmission from the peep cat to one of them ... and nothing. Doesn’'t matter if
they lick each other, eat from the same bowl. Zilch. It's like trying to force two
mosquitoes to give each other mdaria; it's hopeless.”

“But what about transmission through rats?’

She shook her head. “I’ ve been testing that too. I’ve tried biting, ingestion, even
blood transfusion, and | haven't gotten the parasite to move to a single rat, much
less from rat to cat. That peep cat isadead end.”

| had to bite my lip to keep from arguing. The peep cat wasn't a dead end; |
knew about a dozen others. But how could | explain about them to Dr. Rat without
teling her everything I’ d seen the night before? If | told her about Ryder House, 1'd



have to mention Morgan and Angela, and how I’d found them ... which would mean
bringing up what Chip had told me about the Mayor’s office. And once | admitted
my suspicions about the Night Mayor, I'd have to start my own counterconspiracy.

Suddenly my racing mind was halted by the smell of Dr. Rat’s lair, a scent that
had been conspicuously absent the night before: rats. Ryder House had been so
clean. No piles of garbage, no reeking decay. No sign at dl of a brood of rodents.

“What if rats don’'t matter?’ | said softly.
She snorted. “Y ou found a huge brood down in the tunndl, Cal.”

“No, that's not what | mean. Those rats carry the parasite, sure. They were the
reservoir. But what if they weren't the vector for the peep cat getting infected?’

“But | told you, it doesn’t travel from cat to cat. So what else is left?’
“Humans.”
She frowned.

“What if this strain redlly is like maaria?’ | continued. “Except with cats instead
of mosquitoes? Maybe it just bounces back and forth between felines and people.”

Dr. Rat smiled. “Interesting theory, Kid, but there’s one problem.” She crossed
to the cage where the peep cat lay cadmly watching us and stuck a finger in through
the bars.

“Um, Dr. Rat, | wouldn’t do that...”

She chuckled; the cat was sniffing her finger, its whiskers vibrating. “This cat
isn't violent. It doesn’t bite.”

My hand went to my cheek. “Are you forgetting what it did to my face?’

Dr. Rat gave a snort. “ Any cat will attack if you get it mad enough. And anyway
that’s a scratch, not a bite.” She turned back to the cat, rubbing its forehead through
the wires of the cage. It closed its eyes and began to purr.

“But the cats are important somehow!” | shouted. “I know they are!”

She turned to face me. “The cats? Plurd?’

“Oh.” | cleared my throat. “Well, potentialy plura.”

Dr. Rat narrowed her eyes. “Cal, is there something you' re not teling me?’

There were lots of things | hadn’t told her. But a that moment a horrible thought
crossed my mind...

“Wait a second,” | said. “What if the strain spreads between cats and humans
without biting? How would that work?’

Dr. Rat’s suspicious expression didn't waver, but she answered me. “Wel, it



could happen in afew ways. Remember toxoplasma?’
“Who could forget toxoplasma? It's in my brain.”

She nodded. “Mine too. Toxoplasma spores are airborne. Cats leave them in the
litter box, then they go up your nose. But that would only work from cat to human,
not the other way around. For two-way transmission, you and a cat would have to
breathe on each other alot at short range...”

| remembered something Dr. Rat had said the day before, and my stomach did a
back flip. “You mean, if the cat stole your breath?’

She smiled. “Like in those old legends where cats were demons? Yeah. That
might work.” A frown crossed her face. “And you know, those old stories date
from around the time of the plague.”

“Yeah. Plague.”

Dr. Rat’s eyes widened. My face must have been turning odd colors. “What did
| say, Cd?

| didn't answer. A smdl but horrible memory had drifted through my mind,
something Lace had said the night before.

“Yeah,” | said softly, “redly nice.”

“What's redly nice?’ said Dr. Rat.

“l have to go now.”

“What’'s wrong, Ca?’

“Nothing.” | stood shakily. “I have to go homeisal.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Feding sick?’

“No, I'm fine. This conversation just reminded me, though... My cat is, um,
unwell.”

“Oh.” She frowned. “Nothing serious, | hope.”

| shrugged, dizzy from standing up too fast. My throat was dry. What | was
thinking could not be true. “Probably not too serious. Y ou know how cats are.”

The cab ride back to Brooklyn was the most unpleasant twenty dollars 1I'd ever
spent. | stared out the window as we soared across the Williamsburg Bridge,
wondering if I’d gone insane. Wondering if Cornelius had redly contracted the
disease from me.

The old cat had never bitten me, hadn’'t even scratched mein the last year.
Airborne, Dr. Rat had said.



That had to be nuts. Diseases transmitted by fluids didn’t just suddenly become
airborne. If they did, we'd dl die from Ebola, we'd dl get rabies from a wak in the
woods, we'd dl be carrying HIV ...

We'd dl be vampires.

Of course, diseases change. Evolution never slegps. But my strain was too well
developed to be brand-new. It infected cats, turned its victims into
feline-worshippers and carriers, created smarter and saner peeps. A whole raft of
adaptations.

And those ancient legends about cats stedling breath—those stories were seven
hundred years old. If this strain had been around for seven hundred years, where had
it been hiding?

Then | remembered the pale rats below the surface, buried deep until the reservoir
had bubbled up beneath the PATH train. Could they have been down there in the
darkness for centuries, kegping an ancient strain of the parasite hidden?

And the foul thing I'd smelled but not encountered down there. What did a
hidden strain of the parasite have to do with that unseen subterranean creature?

The ride took forever, my swesting palms leaving handprints on the vinyl seats,
the sunlight flashing through the struts of the bridge, the taxi meter ticking like a time
bomb, and the memory that had struck me in Dr. Rat’s office replaying, Lace's
voice saying again and again: “Except for not having any of my stuff, commuting dl
the way from Brooklyn, and having your heavy-ass cat lie on me all night. Other
than that, it's been kind of ... nice”

“Yeah. Redly nice,” | whispered again.

| picked up aflashlight at the dollar store on the way home.
“Here, kitty, kitty!” | caled as the door swung open. “It’s nummy-time.”

For a moment | heard nothing and wondered if Cornelius had somehow figured
out that | knew his secret and had escaped my apartment for the wider world. But
then he padded out from the bathroom to greet me.

| switched on the flashlight, shining it straight into his eyes...
They flashed bloodred. He blinked at me and cocked his head.

| crumpled to the floor, dropping the flasnlight. In addition to al my girlfriends,
I’d infected my own cat. How much did that suck? “Oh, Corny.”

He meowed.

After a whole year, how had | not noticed his eyes? Of course, with my night
vison, | amost never kept the lights on. Cornelius came to rest his head on my knee



and let out a soft meow. | rubbed him, stoking up a good purr.
“How long?’ | wondered aoud.

Probably for most of the last year. Cornelius aways sept with me on the futon,
and | couldn’t count the number of times I’d woken up with him perched on my
chest, bathing me in Crunchy Tuna breath. He could have contracted the parasite
even before I’ d noticed the changes in mysdlf.

Maybe it had been through him that Sarah had been infected. She'd adways
complained of his bladder-crushing weight in the morning.

Maybe the sex had been irrelevant. Maybe she’ d been his peep, not mine. Maybe
Lace was dready ...

| stood up and fed Cornelius, going through the motions on autopilot, fighting off
panic. She'd only spent one night here, after dl. And even if she’d been infected, it
wouldn’'t be as bad as Sarah. This was an early diagnosis. | just had to get her into
treatment as soon as possible.

Of course, getting her into treatment meant going to the Night Watch and
admitting that I'd committed a Magor Revelation Incident. And tdling them
everything 1I'd seen out in Brooklyn, and that the Mayor's office was covering
something up. And trusting them with Lace's life, when | didn’t even trust them to
use the phone book anymore.

| began to redize just how badly everything was about to crumble. The Night
Watch had been corrupted and the parasite had gone airborne, helped aong by
Morgan Ryder—a new Typhoid Mary, with the added bonus of feline familiars.

Even if Lace wasn't dready infected, | had to warn her. No matter how
nonviolent Patricia and Joseph Moore might seem a the moment, someone had
egten the guy in 701 and turned his guts into graffiti.

| remembered the motivational computer simulations Dr. Rat had shown in Peep
Hunting 101—showing how we were helping to save the world. On their way to
being epidemics, diseases reach something called critical mass, the point a which
chaos begins to feed upon itsef—roving peeps in the streets, garbagemen afraid to
go to work, garbage piling up, rats breeding and biting—more peeps. Except that
this strain would include nervous people getting cats to save them from the rats, and
the cats making more peeps...

Y ou get the picture. In the days and weeks ahead, the time bombs set by Morgan
and Angela would begin to explode into temporary cannibals. New York City was
going to get nasty.

| took a deep breath. | couldn’t think about dl that yet. The first thing | had to do
was find Lace and test her for early signs of infection. | took her cell-phone number
from where it lay on the table and diaed.



She answered on the first ring. “Lace here.”

| swallowed. “Hey. It's me, Cal.”

“Oh. Hi, Cal.” Her tone sounded flat. “That was fast.”
“Um, what was fast?’

“What do you think? Y ou cadling me was fast, dumb-ass.”
“Oh, right,” | said. “Wdll, | had to.”

“You did?’ Her voice gave ahint of interest.

“Yeah ... something’'s come up.”

“Like what, dude?’

“Like...” You have contracted a deadly disease. Soon, you may begin to eat
your neighbors—but don’'t worry, you will eventually switch to pigeons, or
perhaps rats. “Um, | can’t redly tak about it on the phone.”

She groaned. “ Still with the top secret, huh? Need-to-know basis?’
“Yeah. But thisis something you really need to know.”

There was a long pause, then a sigh. “Okay. | was kind of hoping you'd call. |
mean, maybe | was alittle bit hard on you last night. But | was kind of angry with ...
the way things are.”

“Oh. Right.” | had the feding she was about to get angrier.
“Okay. So where and when?’
“Right now. Except I’'m out in Brooklyn. Twenty minutes?’

“Okay. I’'m hungry anyway. How about that diner where we ate before? Where
was that?’

“Bob’ s? Broadway and Eleventh. See you there. And thanks.”
“For what?’

“Not hanging up on me.”

A pause. “We'll see”

We said good-bye and disconnected. Lace had sounded so normal, | thought,
dlowing mysdf to hope. Maybe it took a peep cat more than one night to spread the
parasite. Or maybe | was grasping at straws. If she'd been infected the night before
last, the only symptom Lace would display so far would be a dight increase in night
vision.

| headed for the door.



“Meow,” Cornelius cried. He was lying in my way.

“Sorry, Corny. Can't stay.”

He yowled again, louder.

| did him away from the door with my foot. “Move. | have to go.”
He scrambled over my boot and back to the door, ill yowling.

“You can't go out, okay?’ | yelled and picked him up, planning to step out and
then toss him back through from the other side. He started to struggle.

“What’ s your problem?’ | said, pulling open the door.

Morgan and Angela stood there, grinning from ear to ear.

“How did you find me?’ | findly managed.

“| don’t forget the names of people | deep with, Cal Thompson,” Morgan said.
“Oh.”

“And | thought that looked like you on the tapes, monkeying around in the
basement of my old building, being dl brave and daring.” Morgan laughed and
turned to Angela. “Cal’s from Texas.”

“Yeah, you told me,” Angdla said.

“And look, he has a kitty!” Morgan said, reaching out to tickle Cornelius's chin.
“lsn’t it cute?’

“Yes, heis,” | answered, and threw Cornédliusin her face.

| followed the yowling bal of cat through the door, whipping the knockout
injector from my pocket. Angela’'s hands went up to defend herself, the injector
hissing as the needle sank into her forearm.

“You Texas butt-head!” she shouted, then crumpled to the floor.
| ignored the squawling mass of cat and Morgan and headed for the stairs.

Halfway down, Morgan’s voice echoed through the stairwell. “ Stop, Ca! You're
being a pain!”

| kept running, taking each flight of stairs with a single, bone-jarring leap.

“Your Night Watch isn't going to help you now, you know!” she called, her
sneakers squeaking on the concrete steps behind me.

I’d aready figured that much was true; | didn’t trust the Night Watch anymore.
But | wasn't about to trust the person who'd infected me either. From now on, |
was on my own.

Reaching the last flights of stairs, | ran through the lobby and burst out the front



doors of my building, hoping that by some miracle a cab would be waiting there.
The street, of course, was empty of cabs.

But not of cats.

There were dozens of them, maybe a hundred, perched on postboxes and
garbage bags, crowding the stoops across the street, dl watching me with the same
expression of mild amusement.

My knees grew weak, and the world went dizzy; | amost fdl to the concrete. But
Morgan was right behind me. | pulled my belt from around my waist and cinched it
through the curving handles of the front door. Then | took a few deep breaths until
the faintness passed.

The cats around me hadn't moved. Maybe Dr. Rat was right—they were
nonviolent.

Seconds later, Morgan approached the other side of the glass door, grabbed the
insgde handles, and pulled. The belt held tight. It would take her a while to wear
down the leather, or for some random passerby to let her out.

| stumbled back from the door.

“Cal!” she called, her voice muffled through the glass. “ Stop!”

| shook my head and turned to walk down the street, ignoring her cries.
“Ca!” The sound faded behind me.

The cats watched placidly, no concern in their expressions. But somehow their
collective gaze kept me from running—some threat implicit in thelir eyes suggested
that if | disturbed the quiet street, they would turn into an angry horde and devour
me.

So | walked dowly, feding their red-flickering eyes with every step.

Another two blocks up was Flatbush Avenue, busy and normal and not overrun
with cats. | stuck out my shaking arm and hailed ataxi to Manhattan.

Hafway across the bridge, my phone rang. It was the Shrink.
“Kid, we need to talk.”
“Don’'t cdl me Kid!”

There was a long silence on the other end. Evidently, the words had surprised the
Shrink just as much as they had me.

“Um, if you don’'t mind?’ | added lamely.
“Certainly ... Ca.”



| frowned. “Hey, wait a second. | thought you didn’t like talking on phones.”
“l don't, but the world is changing, Cal. And one must adapt.”

| wanted to point out that telephones were 0 1881—not exactly cutting
edge—nbut the Shrink’s choice of words froze the remark in my mouth.

“The world is changing?’ | said hoarsdly.
“You hadn’t noticed?’

“Um, I’d say there's been some weird stuff going on.” | cleared my throat. “And
I’m starting to fed like nobody’ s keeping me in the loop.”

“Wedll, perhaps you' re right. Perhaps we haven't been far to you.”

The cab slowed as the bridge descended into Chinatown, and a few moments of
reception crackle interrupted the conversation. Ahead of me were crowds of
workday pedestrians—all within arm’s length of one another—a perfect breeding
ground for infection and for sudden violence spinning out of control.

When the rattle in my ear subsided, | said, “And you're going to tel me what's
going on?’

“Of course. I, for one, have dways wanted you to know what’s going on. I’'ve
adways trusted you, Cal. But you see, you're so very young compared to the rest of
us.”

“The rest of the Night Watch?’

“Not the Watch. We carriers, Ca, with dl those centuries behind us. And those
of usinthe old families. Some thought you wouldn’t understand the way things were
changing.” She sighed. “I’m afraid we' ve been treating you as a bit of a human.”

“Um, last time | checked, | was one.”
The Shrink laughed. “No, Cd, you’'re one of us.”

| groaned, not wanting to get into some weird semantic argument. “Could you
just tell me what’ s going on!”

“I'll let her tel you.”
“Her who?’

“Just get where you're going. Don’'t worry. She'll be there.” Click. She'd hung
up.

How did the Shrink know where | was going? | couldn’t imagine the Mayor’'s
office having tapped my phone. That was way too high-tech for them. Then |
remembered Corndlius sitting by the door, yowling. He'd smelled Morgan out there,
which meant that Morgan could have heard my conversation with Lace. | replayed it
inmy mind... Bob’s on Broadway and Eleventh, | had helpfully said aloud.



She would be waiting? But who was she?

| dided Lace's number on my cell, but there was no answer. Out of service, the
recorded voice said. We were approaching Houston, the cars around us dowing to a
waking pace. | paid, jumped out, and ran toward Broadway and Eleventh, trying to
untangle the meaning of the Shrink’s call.

The Shrink knew that | knew. My first thought was that Chip had broken his
promise and talked to the Mayor’s office, but then Morgan's words a my door
came back to me: “| don't forget the names of people | deep with, Ca Thompson.”

Morgan knew that | had forgotten her last name, something the Shrink had aways
chided me about. But how would Morgan have known that, unless someone had told
her?

They were dl in it together—Morgan Ryder, the Shrink, and the Night Mayor,
adong with the other carriers and the old families of New York—all of them knew
something about my strain of the parasite and what it meant. They had kept mein the
dark from the beginning.

And if it hadn’t been for Lace’ s detective work, | would till be in the dark.
Lace ... | thought, speeding up.

Rebecky greeted me at the door. “Hey, Cal! Hungry again aready?’
| tried not to pant. “Y eah. Meeting someone.”
“So | noticed.” Rebecky winked. “I never forget a face. She's right back there.”

| nodded and headed toward the rear corner table, Hill breathing heavily, 4ill
dizzy, ill trying to put together everything | had to explain to Lace, so harried and
distracted that it wasn't until I'd thunked mysdlf down into the booth that | redized
the girl ditting across from me wasn't Lace.

It was Sarah.

Chapter 20
THE PARASITE OF MY PARASITEISMY FRIEND

&N »
Here is the story of how parasitic wasps saved twenty million lives.

But to tell the tale, first you get to hear about mealworms, a kind of insect that’'s
just as unpleasant as its name. Meaworms aren’'t very big—a cluster of thousands



looks like atiny white speck. But this single speck can devastate whole continents.
Here's how:

The average medworm has eight hundred kids, aimost dl of which are femde.
Each of these offspring can have eight hundred more kids. Do the math: One
mealworm can produce five hundred million great-grandchildren. And they aren’'t
redly worms at al; the young ones can fly, carried from plant to plant on the wind,
spreading infection as they go.

Thirty years ago, a species of mealworm rampaged through Africa, attacking a
staple crop called cassava and almost starving twenty million people. That’s a pretty
big death toll for a microscopic parasite. Fortunately, however, cassava mealworms
have their own parasite, a species of wasp from South America.

A word about parasitic wasps. nasty. Instead of a stinger, they kill with
something called an ovipositor, which injects eggs instead of venom. And, believe
me, these eggs are much worse than poison. At least with poison, you die fast.

Here's what wasp eggs do to their unlucky hosts. Some hatch into “soldiers,”
which have big teeth and hooked tails. They roam around in the victim's
bloodstream, sucking out the guts of any children left by other wasps. (Parasitic
wasps are very territorial.) Other eggs hatch into wasp larvae, which are basically big
bloated stomachs with mouths. Protected by their soldier siblings, they ravenoudy
consume the host from within, sucking away its juices as they grow into wasps
themselves. Once they’re big enough to grow wings, the larvae eat their way out into
the world and fly off to lay more eggs. The soldiers don't leave, they just stay
behind with the dried-up, dying host, having done their duty for their waspy brothers
and sisters. (Isn’t that sweet?)

So what happened in Africa? Long story short: The crops were saved.

Once the right species of wasp was let loose, the meaworms were dead meat.
Mealworms may spread as fast as the wind, but wherever they go, the wasps can
follow. Wasps can fly too, after dl, and they’re pretty much psychic when it comes
to finding mealworms. If asingle plant in a huge field is infected, the wasps will find
the mealworms and inject them with their eggs. No one redly knows how wasps
track down microscopic mealworms, but some scientists have an intriguing theory:

The infected plant asks for help.

That's right: When a cassava plant is attacked by meaworms, it begins to send
out signals to any wasps in the area. Some unknown chemica rises up and draws the
wasps toward it, like a big red highway flare saying, Help me! Help me!

Of course, another way to trandate the message is Mealworms! Get your hot
delicious mealworms!



You could say that the cassava and the parasitic wasp have an evolutionary ded:
“I'll tell you when I’'m infected with mealworms, and you come and deposit your
deadly eggs in them.”

It's a great relationship, because the parasite of your parasite is your friend.

Chapter 21
EX

&N »
“Hiya, darling,” Sarah said. “Y ou’re looking good.”

| didn’t say anything, paralyzed by the sight of her. Sarah was utterly transformed
from my last glimpse before the transport squad had taken her away. Her hair was
clean, her fingernalls pink and negtly trimmed; there was no demented gleam in her
eye. As her familiar scent reached me through the smel of grease and frying eggs,
Bob’ s Diner seemed to shudder, asif time were snapping backward.

She was even wearing a thick black leather wristband, a definite reference to
Elvis's 1968 Comeback Special. Very appropriate.

Rebecky slapped down a cup of coffee in front of me, breaking the spell.
“Thought | recognized you,” she said to Sarah. “It’s been awhile since you've been
in here, right?’

“Been out of town. Hoboken mostly, then a few days in Montana, of al places,”
Sarah said, shaking her head. “But I'm back to stay.”

“Wedll, good. Looks like Ca here sure missed you.” She patted me on the
shoulder, chuckling a my blank expression. “The usual, Cal?’

| nodded. When Rebecky had gone away, | found my voice. “You're looking
good too, Sarah.”

“Been putting on some weight, actually,” she said, shrugging and taking a huge
bite of the hamburger in front of her.

“It suits you,” | said. “Makes you look more...”
“Human?’ Sarah grinned.

“Yeah, | guess.” My mind started to struggle for a better word, but an darm was
going off deep in my brain. “Where's Lace?’

“Lace, huh?’ Sarah frowned. “What kind of name is that?’



“Short for Lacey. Where is she? You guys didn't...” | looked around for the
Shrink’s minders, sniffed the ar for other predators. All | smelled was Bob's:
potatoes and meat and onions, dl turning brown on the grill—and Sarah, who
smelled of family.

She shrugged. “Look, Cal, | don’t know who you’' re meeting here. Dr. Prolix just
caled me ten minutes ago and told me to come here and talk to you. She thought
you' d listen to someone your own age. She said maybe you needed ajolt.”

“Well, mission accomplished on that.”

“And she figured it wouldn’t hurt if you saw how wdl | was doing.”
“Yeah. You look ... so sane.”

“Am sane. Feels good.”

| shook my head, trying to think straight through the tangle of memories welling
up in me. Lace would get here any moment now. Maybe | could run and try to catch
her on the way. If Lace said the wrong thing in front of Sarah, the Watch might
figure out that she knew too much.

| looked out the window, searching the street for Lace's face among the
lunchtime crowds. But my gaze kept coming back to the girl in front of me—Sarah,
dive and wdl and human.

| couldn’t run yet; | had to know... “What happened?’

Sarah chewed a hite of burger thoughtfully, then swallowed. “Well, first this total
dickhead gave me a disease.”

“Oh, yeah.” | drank some coffee, frowned & its bitterness. “| never had a chance
to say sorry about that. | didn’t know—"

“Yeah, yeah. | guess we're both to blame. Safe sex, blah, blah, blah.” Sarah
sighed. “Then there was my little ... breakdown. But you saw most of that.”

| nodded. “Until you disappeared.”

Sarah took along breath, staring out the window. “Well, the parts you missed out
on are kind of hazy for me, too. Sort of like a long, bad dream. About being
hungry.” She shuddered. “And eating. Then there you were again, rescuing me.” She
smiled tiredly then took another bite.

“Rescuing you?’ | swallowed, never having thought of it that way mysdf. “It was
the least | could do. But, Sarah, how did you get so normal? So fast?’

“Good question, which reminds me.” She pulled out a bottle of pills, dumped
two into her pam, and swallowed. “Two with every med.”

| blinked. “There's a cure?’



“Sure. They had me straightened out about six hours after | got to Montana.”
“When did that happen? The cure, | mean.”
“At least seven hundred years ago.”

There it was again, that seven-hundred-year thing. “The plague? This doesn’t
make any sense, Sarah.”

“It will, Cal. Just listen up. I'm here to tdl you everything. Doctor’s orders.” She
bit deep into her burger, hurrying now that she was only a few swallows from the
end.

“Which doctor? Prolix?’

“Yep, the Shrink. She's been telling me dl about what’'s coming.” Sarah looked
out at the crowds on the sdewalk. “They figured | could take it, because of my
personal eating habits lately.” She looked down a her hamburger with momentary
suspicion, then took another bite. “And because they don’t have time to mess with
me. Or with you, anymore. Time to face facts, Cal.”

Suddenly, the restaurant felt overcrowded, claustrophobic. | could smell the
people in the booth behind me, the pressure of the passersby on the street. “The
disease is out of control, isn't it? We're going to wake up one day in one of those
zombie-apocalypse movies, the parasite spreading faster than anyone can stop it.”

“No, Cal. Don't be dlly. The disease is in control, the way it should be. The
parasite’ s cdling the shots now.”

“It's doing what?’

“It's in charge, making things happen. The way it's supposed to. The Night
Watch was always just a holding pattern, keeping down the mutation while waiting
for the old strain to come back.”

| shook my head. “Wait. What?’

Sarah held up her fork and knife, looking from one to the other. “Okay. There's
two versions of the parasite. The new kind and the old kind. Right?’

“Two strains, | know.” | nodded. “And we' ve got the new one, you and me.”

Sarah sighed. “No, dickhead, we have the old kind. The origind.” She rattled her
pill bottle. “This is mandrake and garlic, mostly. Totally old-school. Until seven
hundred years ago, people used to totally control this disease.”

“Until the plague?’

“Bingo. That’'s when the new strain showed up.” Sarah shook her head. “You've
got to blame the Inquisition for that. You know, when Christians got it into their
heads that cats were evil and started killing loads of them? That was bad for the old
verson of the parasite, seeing as how it jumps back and forth between feines and



humans.”
“Right... | know about that. But that’s the old verson?’

“Yes. Pay attention, Cal. As | was saying, it's 1300 a.d. and everyone's killing
cats. So with hardly any cats around, the rat population grows like crazy. More
human-to-rat contact, evolution of various diseases, fleas and ticks, blah, blah,
blah.” She waved her hand. “Plague.”

“Um, | think you’re skipping over something there.”

She snorted. “1"m not the one going for a biology degree. I'm just a philosophy
maor who eats people. But here's the bio-for-philosophers version: A new strain of
the parasite appeared, one that moved back and forth between rats and humans,
without cats. Of course, as with any new strain, the optimum virulence was a mess;
the peeps were much more violent and difficult to control. A total zombie movie, like
you said.”

“And the old strain went underground.”
“Very good.” Sarah smiled. “They told me you’' d understand.”
“But that was Europe. Thisis New York.”

“Rats go everywhere, Cal. They love ships, so of course the new parasites made
it to the New World. Even here, the old strain was pushed down into the deep.”

“But now it's coming back up,” | said. “Why aren’t we doing something about
it? Why are the old carriers hiding it from the rest of the Watch?’

“Excelent questions.” She nodded dowly, chewing the last bite of her
hamburger. “That’s what you scientists never seem to understand: The whys are
adways more important than the hows.”

“Sarah, just tel me!”
“Okay.” She placed her palms on the table. “Fed that?’

| looked at the surface of my coffee; its black mirror reflected the lights overhead
with a pulsing shimmer. “Y ou mean the subway going by?’

She shook her head, her eyes closed. “Feel deeper.”

| placed my hands on the table, and as the train faded, | felt another, more subtle
shudder in its wake. Like something disturbed in its sleep, turning over. Like the
trembling I’ d felt through my cowboy boots, the first time I’ d seen the peep cat.

Sarah opened her eyes. “Our strain is coming up because it’'s being pushed up.”

| remembered the unseen thing I'd smelled in the Underworld, and the shudder in
my hands took over my whole body for a moment. “By what?’

Sarah lifted her pams from the table, sighed, then shrugged. “There are a lot of



things down there, Cal, things human beings haven't seen in a long time. We lost a
lot of knowledge during the plague. But the old guys do know one thing: When the
ground starts to tremble, the old strain will rise up. They need us.”

“Wait a second. Who needs who?’

“They”—she looked out the window at the passing crowds—*“need us. We're
the immune system for our species, Cd. Like those kick-ass T-cells and B-cdlls you
dways told me about, we get activated by an invasion. New-strainers are just
zombies, vampires. But those of us with the old disease, the carrier strain, we're
soldiers.”

My mind spun, trying to reconcile what Sarah was saying with what 1'd seen
Morgan doing, spreading the disease haphazardly, enlisting hordes of cats. “But why
Isthis a secret? | mean, why didn’t this come up in my Night Watch courses? Does
Dr. Rat know about it? Or Records?’

“It’s older than Records. Older than science. Even older than New York. So the
carriers kept it a secret from the Night Watch humans, Ca. It's not going to be
pleasant for them, the next few months. But we need dl the soldiers we can get.
Fast.”

“So you're spreading the disease on purpose?’ | asked, but Sarah’s eyes had |eft
mine, looking over my right shoulder, a pleasant smilefilling her face.

A hand fell on me. “Uh, hey, Cal. Sorry I'm late.”
| looked up. Lace was staring down at Sarah, alittle unsure.

“Oh, hi.” | cleared my throat, redizing I’ d waited too long; the inevitable collision
had happened. “Thisis Sarah. My ex.”

“And you must be Lacey.” Sarah extended her hand.
“Uh, yeah. Lace, actually.” They shook.

“Hot stuff, coming through!” said Rebecky, diding a plate of pepper steak in
front of me. Lace sat down next to me, wary of the woman across from her.
Rebecky’ s gaze moved among us, intrigued by the obvious discomfort of it al.

“Coffee, honey?’ she asked Lace.

“Yeah, please.”

“Metoo,” | said.

“Methree,” Sarah added. “And another hamburger.”

“And one of those.” Lace pointed at my pepper steak. “I’m starving.”
“Pepper steak?’ | said. “Oh, crap.”

“Hey, it's not against the law, dude,” Lace muttered as Rebecky waked away.



“What isn't against the law?’ Sarah asked, licking her fingers.
“Eating meat,” Lace said. “ Sometimes people change, you know?’
Sarah smiled. “Oh. Used to be avegetarian, did you?’

| started in ravenoudly on my own pepper steak. Otherwise, | was going to faint.
“She was. Until recently.”

Sarah looked from Lace to me, then giggled. “Y ou’ ve been very naughty, haven't
you, Ca?’

“It was Cornelius.”
“Could someone please tel me what’s going on?’ Lace asked.
Sarah sighed. “Wdll, Lacey, things are about to get complicated.”

Lace raised her hands. “Don’'t look a me, girl. | never even kissed this guy. In
fact, I'm redly pissed at him right now.”

“Oh, poor Ca!” Sarah said. Then she added in a cruel baby voice, “Did kitty
beat you to it?’

“What the hell are you guys taking about?’ Lace said.

| dropped my fork to the table. Things were spinning out of control, and | had to
do something to unspin them. Most important, | had to get Lace out of here, or she
would wind up in Montana.

Sweeping Sarah’s bottle of pills into my pocket, | pushed Lace out of the booth
and dragged her toward the door.

“What the hdl!” she shouted.
“Cd,” Sarah cdled. “Wait a second!”
“We have to leave,” | hissed to Lace. “She's one of them.”

“What, an old girlfriend? | could tdll that.” Lace paused, looking back at Sarah.
“Oh, you mean ...7

“Yes!”
“Whoa, dude.”

As we reached the door, | glanced back. Sarah wasn’t following us, just watching
our retreat with an amused expression. She pulled out a cdl phone but paused to
wave it a me shoo. For some reason—old loydty? lingering insanity?—she was
giving us time to get away.

The street in front of us was thronged with pedestrians, but | didn’t smdl any
predators among the crowd—just lots of humans crammed together, ready for
infection and daughter. | kept us moving, tugging Lace adong in one random



direction after another.
“Where are we going, Ca?”’
“l don’'t know,” | said. “But we have to get out of here. They know about you.”
“Know what about me? That you told me dl your Night Watch stuff?’

| didn’t answer for a moment, trying to think, but Lace pulled me to a stop. “Ca?
Tdl me the truth, or I'll have to kill you.”

| glanced behind her—still no signs of pursuit. “They sent Sarah to find me.”
“And you told her about me?’

“No! You did. When you ordered that pepper steak!” | tried to get Lace moving
again, but she pulled me to a stop.

“What the hdl? What’ s pepper steak got to do with this?’
“You're starving, right? Fedling faint? And you’ ve been craving mesat dl day...”

She didn’t answer, just stood there with eyes narrowed, my words finaly sinking
in. “Um, earth to Cd: You and | didn’t deep together.”

“Believe me, | know. But you see, there' s this new strain... | mean, turns out it's
an old gtrain, and it has to do with cats. They’re the vectors we have to worry about
now.”

Unsurprisingly, this explanation didn’t adter Lace’s perplexed expression. She just
stood there staring back at me. A few passersby bumped into her, but the contact
didn’t register. Finally, after ten long seconds, she spoke dowly and clearly. “Are
you saying that your fat-ass cat has turned me into a vampire?’

“Um, maybe?’ | coughed. “But | can test you, and we'll know for sure.”
“Dude, you are so dead.”

“Fine, but wait until we find someplace to test you.”

“ Someplace like where?’

“Someplace dark.”

Finding pitch blackness in Manhattan isn't easy at noon. In fact, finding pitch
blackness in Manhattan isn’t easy anytime.

| considered going to Lace’s apartment, but if the Watch was looking for us, they
were as likey to start there as anywhere. | aso thought about renting a hotel room
and yanking the curtains closed, but if Lace was infected, there was no point
throwing away money. We might be on the run for awhile,



The pills were ill clutched in my hand; even if Lace was infected, we could
control the parasite. | could anayze the garlic-and-mandrake compound and keep
her human. We could escape whatever the old carriers had planned for the end of
civilization.

“What about a movie theater?’ Lace asked.

“Not dark enough.” The light from exit signs adways drives me crazy during
movies. “We need cave darkness, Lace.”

“Cave darkness? Not alot of caves in Manhattan, Cal.”

“You'd be surprised.” My nerves twitched as a trembling came through the soles
of my boots. We were standing on the sidewalk grates over Union Square station. |
pulled her toward an entrance.

| swiped us through aturnstile and tugged Lace down the stairs and to the very
end of the platform, pointing into the darkness ahead. “That way.”

“On the tracks? Are you kidding?’

“There’'s an old abandoned station at Eighteenth. I’ve been there before. Plenty
dark.”

She leaned over the tracks; a smal and scampering thing darted among discarded
coffee cups.

“The rats won't bite you,” | said. “Promise.”
“Forget it.”
“Lace, we subway-hacked dl the timein Peep Hunting 101.”

She pulled away, glanced at the couple on the platform watching us, and hissed,
“Yeah, well, | didn't sign up for that class.”

“No, you didn’t. You didn't sign up for any of this. But we have to know if
you're infected.”

Lace stared a me, her eyes gleaming darkly, like wet ink. “What happens if | am
avampire? Do you, like, vanquish me or something?’

“You're not avampire, Lace, just sick, maybe. And this strain is easy to control.
Look.” | pulled the pills from my pocket and rattled them. “We'll get out of the city.
Otherwise, they’ll put you into treatment. In Montana.”

“Montana?’
| nodded, pointing down the dark tunnel. “The choice is yours.”

The 6 train rattled into view, and we waited as the platform cleared. | tugged Lace
into the security camera blind spot, just next to the access ladder down to the tracks.



She looked down the tunnd. “And you can cure me?’
“Not cure. Control the parasite. Make you like me.”
“What, dl superstrong and stuff?’

“Yeah. IU'll be great!” After the canniba stage was over.
“But the disease will kill me eventually, right?’

| shrugged. “Y eah. After afew hundred years.”

Lace blinked. “Dude. Mgor consolation prize.”

We ran down the middle of the tracks.

“Don’t touch that,” | said, pointing down a the wood-covered ral running
between our track and the next one over. “Unless you want to get fried.”

“The famous third rail?’ Lace said. “No problem. I'm a lot more worried about
trains.”

“The locd just passed. We' ve got afew minutes.”
“A few!”

“The abandoned station’s only four blocks away, Lace. I'll know if the rails start
rumbling. Supersenses and everything.” | pointed between the columns that held up
the streets over our heads, the safe spots. “And if a tran does come, just stand
there.”

“Oh, yeah, that looks totally safe.”

We charged down the tunndl, and | tried not to notice that Lace wasn't stumbling
over the tracks and rubbish, as if the darkness didn’'t bother her. But it wasn't cave
dark yet. Work lights dangled around us, casting our manic and fractured shadows
againgt the tracks.

The express train swerved into view ahead, taking the dow curve with one long
screaming complaint. The cold white eyes of its headlights flickered through the steel
columns like the light of an old movie projector. In the strobing light, | saw that Lace
had come to a hat. The train was on the express track; it wouldn’'t hit us, but the
approaching shriek of meta wheels had parayzed her.

The wdl of metd flew past, whipping Lace's hair around her face and throwing
sparks at our feet. Light from the passing windows flickered madly around us, and a
few passengers faces shot by, looking down with astonished expressions. | put my
am around Lace, the rhythm of the train’s passage shuddering through our bodies.
Its roar battered the air, loud enough to force my eyeids shui.

When the sound had faded into the distance, | asked, “Are you okay?’



She blinked. “Dude, that was loud!”

Lace's voice sounded thin in my ringing ears. “No kidding. Come on, before
another train comes.”

She nodded dumbly, and | pulled her the rest of the way to the abandoned
station.

The Eighteenth Street station opened up in 1904, the same time as the rest of the
6; part of that turn-of-the-century dig-fest, | suppose.

Back then, dl subway trains were five cars long. In the 1940s, with the city’s
population booming, they were doubled up to ten, which left the old subway
platforms a couple hundred feet too short. During the station-stretching project, a
few in-between stations like Eighteenth were deemed not worth the trouble and shut
down.

The Trangt Authority may have forgotten these underground vaults, but they are
remembered by a host of urban adventurers, graffiti artists, and other assorted
spelunkers. For the next sixty years, the abandoned stations were spray-painted,
vandalized, and made the subject of drunken dares, urban myths, and fannish Web
sites. They are tourist stops for amateur subterraneans, training grounds for the
Night Watch—the twilight zone between the human habitat and the Underworld.

| pulled Lace up onto the dark and empty platform. Six decades of graffiti
swirled around us, the once-bright spray paint darkened by accumulated grime.
Crumbling mosaic signs spelled out the street number and pointed toward exits that
had been sealed for decades. As Lace steadied hersdf at the platform’s edge, she
looked around with wide eyes, and my heart sank. It was awfully close to cave
darkness here; a normal person should have been waving a hand in front of her face.

“So what now?’ she said.

“This way.” Deciding to give her ared test, | led her to the door of the men’s
bathroom, arelic of sixty years ago. The broken remains of a snk clung to one wall,
and the broken wooden doors of the stalls leaned at haphazard angles. The last
smells of disinfectant had faded; dl that remained was warmish subway air filled with
the scent of rats and mold and decay. Distant work lights reflected dimly from the
grimy tiles. Even with my fully formed peep vision, | could hardly see.

| pointed into the last stall. “Can you read that?’

She peered unerringly at the one legible line among the tangled layers of graffiti.
For a moment, she was slent, then said softly, “This is how it dl started. Reading
something written on awall.”

“Can you seeit?



“It says, Take ashit, Linus.’ ”

| closed my eyes. Lace was infected. The parasite must have been working
overtime, gathering reflective cells behind her corneas, readying her for a life of
nocturnal hunting, of hiding from the sun.

“Who'’s Linus?’ Lace asked.
“Who knows? That’ s been there for awhile”

“Oh. So what happens now?’ she said. “I mean, Cal, did you bring me down
hereto ... get rid of me or something?’

“Get rid—? Of course not!” | pulled the pills from my pocket. “Here, take two of
these, right now.”

She shook out two and swallowed them, the pills catching for a moment in her
dry throat. She coughed once, then said, “Is it redly that dark down here? This isn’'t
some trick you're pulling? | can redly see in the dark?’

“Yeah, anorma person would be totaly blind.”

“And | got this from your cat?’

“I'm afraid so0.”

“You know, Cdl, it's not like | had sex with your cat ether.”

“But he sat on your chest while you dept and ... exchanged breath with you, or
something. Apparently that’s the way the old strain spreads, but nobody ever told
me about it. Things are redly screwed up right now at the Watch. In fact, things are
about to go nuts in generd.” | turned her to face me. “We'll have to get out of the
city. There’'s going to be alot of trouble as the infections set in.”

“Like you said when you first told me about the Watch? Everyone biting one
another, atotal zombie movie? So why not give everyone the pills?’

| chewed my lip. “Because they want the disease to spread, for some reason. But
maybe they’ | eventually use the pills, and things will settle down, but until then...”

She looked at the bottle, squinting at its label. “ And these redly work?’

“You saw Sarah—she's norma now. When | captured her, she was edting rats
and hiding from the sun and living in Hoboken.”

“Oh, great, dude,” Lace said. “So that’s what | have to look forward to?’

“l hope not,” | said softly, reaching for her hand. She didn’t pull away. “Sarah
didn't have any pills at first. Maybe you'll just go straight to the superpowers. |
mean, you'll be redly strong and have great hearing, and a great sense of smell, too.”

“But Cal, what about the Garth Brooks thing?’



“Garth Brooks? Oh, the anathema.”
“It makes you start hating your old life, right?’

“Yeah.” | nodded. “But Sarah’s over that too. She was even wearing an Elvis
armband.”

“Elvis? What is it with your girlfriends?’ Lace sighed. “But the anathema won't
happen to me?’

| paused, redizing | didn't know anything for sure. None of my classes had
covered the cat-borne strain or the ancient garlic-and-mandrake cure—it had dl been
kept secret from me. | didn’t know what symptoms to look for, or how to adjust the
dosage if Lace started to grow long black fingernails or fear her own reflection.

| cleared my throat. “Well, we'll have to watch for symptoms. |s there anything in
particular you redly like? Potato salad?’ | wracked my brain, redizing how little |
knew about Lace. “Hip-hop? Heavy meta? Oh, yeah, the smdl of bacon. Anything
else | should worry about if you start despising it?’

She sighed. “I thought we covered this already.”
“What? Potato salad?’
“No, stupid.” And then she kissed me.

Her mouth was warm against mine, her heart ill beating hard from our dash
through the darkness, from the creepiness of the abandoned station, from the news
that she would soon turn into a vampire. Or maybe just from kissng me—I could
fed it pounding in her lips, full of blood. My own heartbeat seemed to rush into my
head, strong enough to pulse red at the corners of my vision.

A predator’ s kiss: endless, insistent, and my first in sx long months.

When we findly parted, Lace whispered, “Y ou fed like you've got afever.”
Stll dizzy, | smiled. “All the time. Supermetabolism.”

“And you’ ve got supersmell too?’

“Oh, yeah.”

“Dude.” She sniffed the air and frowned. “ So what do | smdl like?’

| inhdled softly, letting Lace's scent clam me, the familiar jasmine of her
shampoo somehow settling the chaos of the past twenty-four hours. We could kiss
again, | realized, do anything we wanted. It was safe now, even with the parasite’s
spores in my blood and saliva, because she was infected, just like me,

“Butterflies,” | said after a moment of thought.

“Butterflies?’



“Yeah. You use some kind of jasmine-scented shampoo, right? Sméls like
butterflies.”

“Wait a second. Butterflies have asmdl? And it’s jasmine?’

My body was ill humming from the kiss, my mind gill reding from dl the
revelations of the day, and there was something comforting about being asked a
question | knew the answer to. | let the wonders of biology flow forth. “It's the
other way around. Flowers imitate insects—patterning their petals after wings,
geding their smells. Jasmine tricks butterflies into landing on it, so they carry pollen
from one flower to another. That’'s how jasmine flowers have sex with each other.”

“Dude. Jasmine has sex? Using butterflies?’
“Yeah. How about that?’

“Huh.” She was dlent for a moment, ill holding me, thinking about dl those
flowers having butterfly-mediated sex. Finaly, she said, “ So when butterflies land on
my hair, do they think they’ re having jasmine-sex with it?’

“Probably.” | leaned closer, burying my nose in her smell. Maybe the natura
world wasn't so jaw-droppingly horrible—appalling, nasty, vile. Sometimes nature
could be quite sweset, redly, as ddlicate as a confused and horny butterfly.

The subway platform trembled under us again, another train coming. Eventualy,
we' d have to return to the surface, to face the sunlight and the coming crumbling of
civilization, to ride out whatever tumult the old carriers had planned now that the old
strain was surging into daylight. But for the moment | was content to stand there, the
thought of an apocalyptic future suddenly less panicking. | had something that 1'd
thought lost forever, another person warm in my arms. Whatever happened next
seemed bearable.

“Will the disease make me hate you, Ca?’ she asked again. “Even if | take the
pills?’

| started to say | wasn't sure, but in that moment the rumbling underfoot shifted,
no longer building steadily. Then it shifted again, like something winding toward us,
and among the fase butterflies of Lace's hair | caught another scent, ancient and
dire.

“ca?
“Wait a second,” | said, and took a deeper breath.

The foul smel redoubled, sweeping over us like ar pushed up through subway
grates by a passing train. And | knew something as thoroughly as my ancestors had
known the scents of lions and tigers and bears...

A bad thing was on its way.



Chapter 22
SNAKESON A STICK
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The next time you go to the doctor, check out the plagues on the wal. One of them,
usually the biggest, will be decorated with an intriguing symbol: two snakes climbing
up awinged staff.

Ask your doctor what this symbol means, and you'll probably get this line The
staff is caled the caduceus. It's the sign of Hermes, god of alchemists, and the
symbol of the American Medical Association.

But that is only half the truth.

Mest the guinea worm. It hangs around in ponds, too small to see with the naked
eye. If you drink guinea-worm-infected water, one of these beasties may find its way
into your stomach. From there, it will make its way to one of your legs, working
chemica magic to hide from your immune system. It will grow much bigger, as long
as two feet.

And it will have babies.

Adult guinea worms may be invisble to your immune system, but their kids have
adifferent strategy—they set off every darm they can.

Why? Well, overexcited immune defenses are tricky, painful, dangerous things.
With dl those baby guinea worms raising a ruckus, your infected leg becomes
inflamed. Huge blisters appear, which makes you run screaming to the nearest pond
to cool them down.

Very clever. The young guinea worms smell the water and pop out of the blisters.
Then they settle down to begin their wait for the next unwary drinker of pond water.

Ew, yuck, repesat.

Guinea worms have been pulling this trick for a long time. In fact, it was
thousands of years ago that ancient heders found out how to cure them. The
procedure is smple, in theory. Just pull the adult worms out of the victim's leg. But
there's a trick: If you pull too quickly, the worm breaks in haf, and the part left
insde rots away, causing aterrible infection. The patient usualy dies.

Here' s how the doctors of the ancient world did it:



Carefully draw one end of the worm out, and wrap it around a stick. Then, over
the next seven days or so, wind the guinea worm outward, like reding in a fish in
very slow motion. That's right: It takes seven days. Don't rush! It won't be the most
enjoyable week you ever spent, but at the end you'll have your body back in good
working order. And you'll also have a stick with a wormy thing wrapped around it.

And thisicky leftover will become the symbol of medicine.

Ew.

But maybe it's not such a weird symbol. Historians figure that guinea-worm
remova was the first-ever form of surgery. Back then, it was probably a pretty
amazing feat, pulling a snake out of a human body. Maybe the doctors hung the
snake-wrapped stick on their walls afterward, just to show that they could get the job
done.

So the next time you're a the doctor’s office, be on the lookout for this
heartwarming symbol of the ancient heding arts. (And don’'t believe dl that crap
about the great god Hermes; it’s dl about the guinea worms.)

Chapter 23
WORM
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“Stay here,” | said.
“What’s up?’
“l samell something.”
Lace frowned. “Dude. It's not me, isit?’

“No! Hush.” | squatted, pressing my palms flat against the trembling platform.
The shudder in the graffitied concrete built, then gradualy faded again, tacking
toward us, back and forth through the warrens of the Underworld. The hairs on the
back of my neck pricked up, sensing alow and shuddering note hanging in the air,
the same vast moan I’ d heard below the exhaust towers.

“Cal? What the hdl?’
“1 think something’'s coming.”
“ Something? Not atrain?’



“l don't know what it is, except that it's part of dl this craziness. And it’s old
and big, and ... getting closer.”

A crumbling exit sign pointed up a set of stairs, but | knew from Hunting 101 that
it had been long since paved over. We would have to run back to Union Square
aong the tracks.

But first | needed a weapon.

| brushed past Lace and through the bathroom stall, kicking away the last pieces
of wood clinging to one corner of its metd frame. | wrenched the seven feet of
rust-caked iron from the crumbling cement and weighed it in my hands. Bruta and
straightforward.

“What about me?’ Lace said from the doorway.

“What about you?’

“Don’'t | get a club-thingy?’

“Lace, you couldn’t even pick this up. You don’t have superpowers yet.”

She scowled a me and lifted a fragment of rusty iron from the floor. “Wéll,
whatever’s coming, it’s not catching me empty-handed. It smellslike death.”

“You can smdl it? Already?’
“Duh.” She sniffed and made aface. “Dead rat on steroids.”

| blinked. Lace was changing faster than any peep I'd ever seen, as if the new
strain was mutating at some hyped-up pace, changing as it moved from host to host.
Or maybe the beastie smply smelled bad. The stench was overpowering now,
sending signals of darm and fury coursing through my body. Though my mind
screamed run, my muscles were itching for afight.

And somehow, | was certain they were going to get one. My ingtincts sang to me
that the creature knew we were here; it was hunting us.

“Let’'sgo,” | said.

We jumped from the platform, landing with a crunch on the gravel bed. As we
dashed headlong up the tracks, the lights of the next station glimmered along the
curved rails, seeming to pull away from us as we ran. It was only four blocks; and |
told mysdlf we were going to make it.

Then | saw—through one of the bolt holes that workers jump into if they get
caught by an approaching train—a blackness deeper than the subway tunnel’s
gloom. A hole in the earth. A few yards closer, a cold draft hit us, goose-pimpling
my flesh and carrying another wave of the beast’ s smell.



“It's coming,” Lace said, nose in the air. She had come to a halt, holding her
foot-long piece of iron high, as if she were going to stake a vampire. But this was
bigger than any peep, and | was fairly sure that it didn’t have a heart.

“Stay behind me,” | said. | pointed toward the opening. “It’'ll come out of there.”

Her eyes peered into the blacker-than-black space for a moment. “So what is this
thing again?’

“Like | said, | don't...” My voice trailed off, an answer dawning on me. Not so
much words or images, but a feeling—a generations-forgotten dread, an enemy long
buried, a warning never to lose the old knowledge, because the sun can't aways
protect us from what lives in the lower depths. | fdt again the shuddering revelation
from my first biology courses, that the natural world is less concerned with our
survival than we ever admit. As individuas, even as a species—we are here on
borrowed time, and death is as cold and dark and permanent as the deepest fissures
in the stones we walk on.

“What isit, Ca?’ Lace asked again.

“It’s the reason we're here” | swalowed. The words came from my mouth
unbidden. “Why peeps are here.”

She nodded gravely. “Is that why | want to kill it so much?’

| might have answered her, but | didn’t get a chance, because the thing finaly
showed its face—if you could cal it that. The white-pale, squirming shape emerged
into the tunnel without eyes or nose, or discernable top or bottom, just a mouth—a
ring of spikes set in a glistening hole, like the maw of some mutant and predatory
earthworm, adapted to chew through rock as easly as flesh.

Segments ran down its length, like a rat’s tail, and | wondered for a moment if
this was just a part of a much greater monster. This white, gelatinous mass emerging
from the tunnd might have been its head, or a clawed tentacle, or a bulbous and
spiny tongue; | couldn’t tell. All 1 knew was what the parasite insde me wanted: My
constant hunger had turned suddenly to boundliess energy—attack, the parasite
demanded.

Inablind fury, | ran toward the beast, the rusty iron in my hands hissing through
the ar like ancient hatred.

The eyeless beast sensed me coming, its body flinching away, and the tip of my
swinging iron barely scraped its flesh, tearing a stringy tendril from its side, which
unraveled like a thread pulled from a garment. The tendril flailed angrily, but no
blood gushed—all that flowed from the wound was another wave of the beast’s
smdl.

While | teetered off balance, it struck back, the mouth shooting toward me on a
column of pale flesh. | stumbled backward, and the teeth reached their limit a few
short inches from my leg, gnashing wetly at the air before snapping back into the



beast.

| swung again, striking home in the monster’s flank and squishing to a hdt as if
I’d hit a wadl of jdly, the impact ringing dully in my hands. The huge pale body
wrapped itsdf around the staff, like a human doubling over from a blow to the
stomach.

| tried to pull away, but the iron was firmly stuck, and the toothed maw shot out
toward me again. The extended mouth slashed past my legs, one stray tooth
catching and ripping my jeans. | jumped straight into the air, scomping down on the
appendage with one cowboy boot. My weight forced it to the ground, but its dick
hide slipped out from under my foot, toppling me backward onto the tracks. The
whole beast uncurled over me, rolling more of itself out from the tunnel to crush me.

Then Lace flashed into view, her iron stake dashing through the ar and straight
into the ring of teeth. At this contact the creature let out an earsplitting screech. The
noise was metdlic and grinding, like a sack of naills dumped into a wood-chipper.
The beast twisted back, crashing against the subway wal, its bulk disodging a
shower of grit.

Lace pulled me to my feet as | yanked the iron staff free, both of us stumbling
backward, certain we'd hurt the thing. But the grinding turned to a violent hissing,
and a spray of meta shards shot out from its maw, battering us. The creature's ring
of teeth had rendered the iron into shrapnel, which it spat out like a ran of rusty
coins. We fdl to our knees, and | saw it rearing up again, a new set of teeth jumping
out from its hide.

| raised up the iron staff and fet Lace’s hands join mine on the weapon.

“The ral!” she shouted in my ear, tugging at the iron. | didn't have breath to
answer, but | understood, and let her dide the butt of the weapon toward the edge of
the track as the monstrous mass descended, impaling itself. Lace jumped away from
the pole; | knew | should let go, but the murderous imperative that had filled me from
the moment I'd smelled the creature kept my hands on the weapon, guiding it
backward until it lodged firmly againgt the third ralil.

A shower of sparks cascaded from the point of contact, the mad buzz of
electrocution sweeping across my body, every muscle locked fast by the wild
energies moving through me—enough juice to power a subway train. And yet,
despite the pain, dl | felt was the satisfaction that the worm, my age-old enemy, was
feding it too, glowing from insde, spiderwebs of red veins pulsng insde its
gligening skin.

That pleasure lasted hadf a second; then Lace was pulling me away by my jacket,
breaking my mortal grip on the iron staff. More sparks flew, but the beast didn’t
make a sound; it just flailed randomly, like some giant, exposed muscle struck with a
doctor’ s hammer again and again. Findly, it pulled itsdf free, retreating back into its
tunnel, leaving behind a burned scent of injury and defeat.



But it wasn’t fatally wounded, | somehow knew; it was tougher than that. | swore
and fdl back on the tracks, shivering.

Lace wrapped her arms around me. “Are you okay? You smel ... totdly
toasted.” She opened my pams, which were black with charred flesh. “Jesus, Cal.
Y ou were supposed to let go.”

“Had to kill it!” | managed through electrocution-lockjaw.
“Chill, dude. It's gone.” She peered up the tunnel. “ And there’'s aloca coming.”

That focused my mind, and we scrambled into the mouth of the thing's tunnd,
pulling out of sight just as the headlights flared around the corner. The train roared
past as we cowered together.

“So this is what you fed?” she yelled over the noise. “When you fight those
things?’

“Never saw one before,” | sad.

“Redly? But it fdt...” She was breathing deep, her brown eyes wide and
gleaming. “It felt like something we were supposed to do. Like that strength you
were talking about, when mothers save their kids.”

| nodded. It seemed too soon for Lace, but | couldn't deny how wdl she'd
fought. The worm and the parasite were connected; maybe seeing the beast had
accelerated her change.

Since my first sight of the creature, the puzzles of the last few days had begun to
solve themsalves in the back of my brain. This invasion, these ancient creatures
risng up through the century-old cracks in the city’s shews—halting it was what the
old, cat-vector strain was for. This was why peeps had been created.

There were more of those things down here, | could tell—a plague of worms that
humanity had faced before. Lace and Sarah and Morgan and | were only the
vanguard; we needed lots of help.

Now | understood what Morgan was doing, spreading the old strain of the
parasite, massing a new army to face the coming days. And suddenly | could fed a
amilar imperative surging through my own body—every bit as strong as the six
hundred and twenty-five volts from the third rail—something | had suppressed for
gx long months.

| took Lace's hand. “Are you feding what I’ m feding? A sort of post-battle...”
“Horniness?’ she finished. “Yeah. Weird, isn't it?’

“Maybe not.” Our lips met again, a kiss as intense as the passing train’s thunder
inour ears.



Chapter 24
PARASITESR US
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Let us recap:
Parasites are bad.

They suck your blood out of the lining of your stomach. They grow into
two-foot-long snakes and roost in the skin of your leg. They infect your cat and then
jump up your nose to live in cysts insde your brain, turning you feline-centric and
irresponsible. They take over your blood cells in hopes of infecting passing
mosquitoes, leaving your liver and brain crumbling from lack of oxygen. They
Incense your immune system, causing it to destroy your eyeballs. They take terrible
advantage of snails and birds and ants and monkeys and cows, stedling their bodies
and their food and their evolutionary futures. They amost starved twenty million
people in Africa to death.

Basicaly, they want to rule the world and will crumple whole species like balls of
paper and then reshape them in order to carry out their plans. They turn us into
waking undead, ravaged hosts that serve only their reproduction.

That's bad. But...

Parasites are a'so good.

They have bred howler monkeys to live in peace with one another. Their lousy
genes help track the history of the human species. They prevent cows from
overgrazing grasslands into windblown deserts. They tame your immune system so it
doesn’'t destroy your own stomach lining. Then they go and save those twenty
million people in Africa, by laying their eggs in those other parasites, the ones trying
to starve them.

Which isdl quite good, redly.

So parasites are bad and good. We depend on them, like dl the other checks and
balances of the naturd world; predators and prey, vegetarians and carnivores,
parasites and hosts al need one another to survive.

Here s the thing: They’re part of the system. Like government bureaucracies with
dl those forms that have to be filled out in triplicate, they may be a pain, but we're
stuck with them. If every parasite suddenly disappeared from the earth one day, it
would be a much bigger disaster than you' d think. The natural order would crumble.

In short, parasites are here to stay, which is a good thing, redly. We are what we



eat, and we consume them every day, the worms lodged in dlices of rare beef or the
toxoplasma spores floating up our noses from boxes of cat litter. And they eat us
every day too, from ticks sucking our blood to microscopic invaders reshaping our
cells. The exchange goes on unendingly, as certain as the earth traveling around the
sun.

In amanner of speaking, parasites are us.
Ded with it.

Chapter 25
MORGAN'SARMY
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When we pulled ourselves back up onto the subway platform, everyone gave us a
wide berth.

You could hardly blame them. We were covered in dust and sweat, our palms
reddened with rust, our expressions crazed. And the funny thing was, we were dl
over each other. Fighting the worm had redoubled my usual implacable desires, and
somehow Lace was affected too. We kept stopping just to smell each other, to hold
hands tightly, to taste each other’s lips.

“Thisiswelrd,” she said.

“Yeah. But good.”

“Mmm. Let’s go somewhere alittle more private.”
| nodded. “Where?’

“ Anywhere.”

We ran up the stairs and into Union Square, crossing the park, waking without a
plan. The city seemed weirdly blurry around us. My connection with Lace was so
intense, everyone else seemed faded and remote. The parasite’s imperative mixed
with six months of celibacy screaming inside me, heady and insistent.

| thought about risking her apartment—after dl, she’d have to pick up some
clothes some time—and started to draw Lace toward the Hudson. But then my eyes
began to catch glimpses of them. Their smells grew under the current of humanity in
the streets.

Predators.
They were spread out across the crowd, waking not much faster than norma



humans, but somehow completely different. They moved like leopards through high
grass, leaving only the faintest stir behind them. Maybe a dozen, dl more or less my

age.

No one else seemed to notice them, but their uncanny movements made my head
pound. I'd never seen so many carriers in one place before. Night Watch hunters
adways work aone, but this was a pack.

And the funny thing was, they were redly sexy.
“Cal...?7" Lace said softly.

“Yeah. | see them.”

“What are they?’

“They’'re like us. Infected.”

“The Night Watch?’

“No. Something else.”

By the time | spotted Morgan Ryder, she was aready standing in front of us,
blocking our path, wearing dl black and an amused expression.

“What do we do?’ Lace asked, squeezing my hand hard.
| sighed, bringing her to a hat.

“l guess we tak to them.”

“How did you find us?’

Morgan smiled, taking a drink of water before she answered. She'd taken us to a
hotel bar on Union Square. The others had kept moving, except for one waiting at
the door of the place and cradling a cell phone. Occasionally, he glanced back at her
and signaled.

Even with Lace beside me, | was having trouble not staring at Morgan. Memories
of the night I'd been infected were rushing back into me. Her eyes were green, |
findly recalled. And her black hair set such a contrast, gathered in locks as thick as
shoelaces against her pale skin.

“We didn’t find you,” she said. “That is, we weren't looking for you. We were
after something else. Something underneath.”

“The worm,” Lace said.
Morgan nodded. “You smdled it?’

“We saw it,” Lace said. “Took abig chunk out of it too.”



“It was in the old Eighteenth Street station,” | said.

Morgan nodded and made a hand gesture to the carrier in front, and he spoke
into his cell phone.

Our beers arrived, and Morgan raised hers into the air. “Well done, then.”
“What’s going on?’ | said.
“What? Are you findly going to listen to me, Ca? Not going to run away?’

“I"'m listening. And we aready know about the old strain and the new, and that
we' re meant to fight the worms. But what you’ re doing is crazy—infecting people at
random is no way to go about this.”

“It's not as random as you think, Ca.” She leaned back into the plush couch.
“Immune systems are tricky things. They can do alot of damage.”

| nodded, thinking about wolbachia driving T- and B-cells crazy, your immune
defenses eating your own eyeballs.

But Lace hadn’'t benefited from sx months of parasitology. “How do you
mean?’

Morgan held the cold beer against her cheek. “Let's say you've got a deadly
fever—your body temperature is climbing past the limit, high enough to damage your
brain. That’s your immune system hoping that your illness will fry before you do.
Killing the invader is worth losing a few brain cells.”

Lace blinked. “Dude. What does that have to do with monsters?’

“We're our species immune system, Lace. Humanity needs a lot of us, and
soon. The worms are a lot worse than a few more peeps, and chaos is a fair trade
for our protection. It's like losing those brain cells when you get a fever.” Morgan
turned to me. “And it’s hardly random, Cal. It's quite elegant, redly. As the worms
push closer to the surface, they create panic in the Underworld broods; a nervous
reaction spreads through the rat reservoirs that carry the old strain. The rats come up
through the sewers and PATH tunnels and swimming pool drains. Then a few lucky
people, like me, get bitten and we begin to spread the strain. It's happening dl over
the world, right now.”

“So where's the Night Watch in dl this? | mean, who elected you the carrier
queen? Or whatever?’

“I"'m in charge because my family knew what to do, once they saw what | had
become. Once | fdt the basement cdling me, drawing me down.” Her eydids haf
closed, fluttering, and she took a slow, deep breath. “| knew the whole planet was in
trouble... | was so horny.”

Lace and | exchanged a glance.

“As for the Night Watch”—Morgan rolled her eyes—"they were never more than



atemporary measure. | mean, come on, Cal. If you were redly fighting to save the
world from vampires, you wouldn’t keep it a secret, would you?’

“Yeah, that's what | said.” Lace spread her hands. “You don't hide diseases,
you publicize them. And eventualy someone comes up with a cure.”

Morgan nodded. “Which is exactly what the old carriers were afraid of—science.
A cure for the parasite would erase both peeps and carriers. Meaning that the next
time the worms rose up from the Underworld, humanity wouldn’t have anyone to
protect it—like switching off your own immune system.” She laughed and took a
long drink of beer. “There’s only one logica reason you' d have a secret government
organization hunt vampires—if you wanted the vampires to survive.”

“Oh.” | gripped my beer glass, certainties fdling away dl around me. | saw the
rows of dusty file cabinets, the ancient pneumatic tubes, the stacks of endless forms.
Inefficiency perfected. “So I’ ve been working for abig joke?’

“Don’t be whiny, Ca. The Watch had its uses. By keeping a lid on the new
grain, it allowed that to happen.” Morgan pointed out the window at the crowded
streets. “Big old cities are like houses of cards, giant cauldrons of infection waiting
to happen. This was adways the plan, huge reservoirs of humans, a potential army of
carriers to take on the ancient enemy.” Morgan’s eyes were bright as she downed the
rest of her beer, her throat working to empty it. “We're just the beginning.”

She thumped her glass on the table, laughing, proud that she was one chosen to
be the harbinger of doom. And | could smell the parasite humming in her, making
every man and woman in the room glance in our direction, making their palms sweat.
Without knowing it, everyone wanted to join Morgan's army.

The whole thing was madness, but amid dl the insanity, one thing kept bugging
me. “Why was | kept in the dark? I’m an old-strain carrier, after al.”

For a moment, Morgan looked sheepish. “You were ... um, an accident.”

“A what?’

“A little indiscretion of mine. It's not easy, you know, being a sexud vector.”
“Tell me about it. But | was an accident?’

She sighed. “We didn’'t want the science types at the Night Watch catching on,
not until we'd reached critical mass. So we started in a controlled way at first, with
our house cats and a few kids from the old families. Except for you, Ca.” Morgan
sighed. “I only wanted a drink that night. But your accent is just so cute.”

“So you just infected me?’ | closed my eyes, redizing how much this sucked.
“God, you mean | lost my virginity to the apocalypse?’

Morgan sighed again. “The whole thing was redly embarrassing; my parents sent
me to Brooklyn when they found out.” She shrugged. “I thought I’ d be safe in a gay
bar, okay? What were you doing in there anyway?’



Lace looked a me sidelong. “Y ou were where?’

| took a sip of beer, swalowed it. “I, uh, hadn’'t been in the city ... very long. |
didn’t know.”

“Hmph. Freshmen. Thank God you turned out to be a natura carrier.” Morgan
smiled and patted my knee. “So no harm done.”

“Sure, easy for you to say,” | grumbled. “Couldn’t you have a least told me the
truth a little sooner?’

“When those geeks at the Night Watch found you before | did, we couldn’t tell
you right away. It just would have confused your pretty head.”

“So when were you going to tel me?’ | cried.

“Uh, Ca? Did you miss the last two days? | kept trying. But you kept running
away.”

“Oh. Right.”
“A freshman?’ Lace said, frowning. “How old are you anyway?’

“Oh, I’'m sure he's much more grown up now,” Morgan said, patting my knee
agan. “Aren’'t you, Ca?’

Hoping to move the conversation along, | said, “ So what happens now?’

Morgan shrugged. “You two can do whatever you want. Run. Stay. Get laid dl
over town. But you should probably join up.”

“Join up ... with you?’

“Sure. The New Watch could use you.” She waved for the waitress. “And |
could use another beer. We' ve been chasing that stupid worm dl day.”

| looked at Lace, and she looked back a me. As usua, | didn't know what to
say, but the thought of us fighting together, the exhilaration we' d shared down in the
tunnel, sure beat the idea of running off to Montana. This was our city, after dl, our
Species.

“What do you want to do, Cal?’ Lace said softly.

| took a deep breath, wondering if | was saying too much, too soon, but saying it
anyway. “| want to stay here, with you.”

She nodded dowly, her eyes locked with mine. “Me too.”
“God, you two,” Morgan said. “Just get a room.”

| redized that this was in fact a hotel bar, and that Brooklyn or the West Side
seemed much too far away right now. | raised an eyebrow.

Lace smiled. “Dude. Why not?’



EPILOGUE
INFLAMMATION
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The orange was fading from the sky, but through my binoculars, the waters of the
Hudson sparkled like teeth capped with gold, the river’'s choppy surface holding the
last dregs of the pollution sunset, which was turning bloodred as it disappeared
behind the spiked jaw of New Jersey’s skyline.

A warm, insstent body pushed against my ankles, making noises under its breath.
| looked down. “What’ s the matter, Corny? | thought you liked it up here.”

He looked up with hungry eyes, assuring me that his annoyance had nothing to
do with a fear of heights. Just impatience: It was taking the promised nummies too
long to arrive.

At first, bringing Cornélius up to the roof had made me nervous, but Dr. Rat says
that peep cats have an improved sense of self-preservation. She also talks alot about
fdine high-rise syndrome, the magica ability of cats to survive afdl from any height.
In fact, with dl the time Dr. Rat spends taking about cats these days, she may need
anew nickname.

“Don’t worry, Corny. She'll be back soon.”

On cue, | heard the scrape of cowboy boots on concrete. A hand reached over
the edge of the roof, then another, and Lace pulled hersalf into view, her face faintly
red from the effort.

| frowned. “Don’t you think it's alittle light out to be climbing buildings?’
“You should talk, dude!” Lace said. “At least | wasn't on the street side.”
“Like there aren’t amillion people on the piers?’

She snorted. “They’re dl watching the sunset.”

Cornelius yowled, sensing that our argument was delaying nummies.

“Yes, Corny, | love you too,” Lace muttered, dipping off her backpack and
unzipping it. She pulled out a paper bag, which gave off the mouthwatering scent of
rare hamburgers.

Cornelius began to purr as Lace opened one of the foil-wrapped burgers for him,
laying to one side the pointless bun and wilted leaf of lettuce. He liked the mayo,
though, and licked it off her fingers as she placed the hamburger on the black-tar
roof. Then he dug noisly into the main event.



Lace looked at her cat-spittled fingers. “Great. Now I'm supposed to eat with
these?’

| laughed, pulling my burger from the bag. “Relax. Corny doesn't have any
diseases. Nothing you haven't aready got anyway.”

“Tdl me about it,” she said, glancing over the roof’s edge. “What's Dr. Rat
adways saying? About how cats can fadl from any distance?’

“Hey!” | kndt and protectively stroked his flank. He munched away, paying no
attention to her threats.

“You'reright anyway,” Lace said. “A fat-ass cat like him would probably leave a
crack in the sdewalk, big enough for monsters to get through. Manny wouldn’t like
that.”

Manny did like Corny, though. Pets weren't officialy alowed in Lace's building,
but he and the staff had started to make exceptions. With so many people
complaining about rat noises in their walls, we'd been lending Cornelius out
overnight. A lot of Lace's fdlow tenants took us up on the offer, after we'd
explained how once a cat gets its dander inside your apartment, rodents will give you
awide berth. You just had to get used to waking up with him dtting on your chest.

This building was on the front line, after dl; Lace and | had made it something of
apersonal project.

Plus, Lace dill had that apartment with the cheap rent and the good views. Once
Hedth and Menta had fired off a few nasty memos to her landlords about the rat
issue, they’d extended those seventh-floor leases indefinitely. These particular
landlords had plenty of money aready, having been New York City landowners for
amost four hundred years.

Of course, we know that staying in town won't be a cakewalk. New York City
can be very stressful. There are rough days ahead, right around the corner. It takes
some getting used to, going to Bob’s Diner for pepper steak, innocently chatting
with Rebecky while fully aware of what's coming next—the meltdown, the
crumbling of civilization, the zombie apocalypse.

Or, asthey cdl it in the New Watch these days, the Inflammation.

When the burgers were eaten, | said, “We should get back to work.”

Lace rolled her eyes, dways ready to demonstrate her incredulity that | officidly
outranked her in the New Watch. But she lifted her binoculars, training them on the
red-tinged river. “ So what are we looking for again?’

“Worm signs,” | said.

“No duh. But no one ever tdls me, what in fact are the signs of aworm?’



| shrugged. “Worminess?’
She turned from her vigil long enough to stick her tongue out at me.

| smiled and raised my own binoculars. “You'll know them when you see them.
We adways do.”

“Sure. But do they even like water?’

“Another good question. After dl, the PATH tunnel doesn’t actualy go through
the water, just under it.” | swept my amplified gaze across to the exhaust towers, the
dynamos of subterranean fresh air that had caused this whole turn of the worm.
Above the windowless column of bricks, shapes circled in the fading light, ther
white feathers toasted a dull orange by the sunset. This was a new thing, the wheding
cloud of seagulls that perpetually hovered over the towers. No one knew what it
meant.

Some new airborne vector? Mere coincidence? Scavengers sensing a coming kill?
| sighed. “Sometimes | don’t think we actualy know anything.”
“Don’t worry, Cal,” she said. “It’s ill early days.”

The whoop of a siren filtered up from the street, and we ran to the other side of
the building, peering down into the darkness. The flash of police-car lights filled the
cavern between our building and the one across the street, the pop of radios echoing
up. Definitdy an arrest.

“Got your badge?’ | asked.
“Always. Best part of the job.”

We sometimes have to intervene, when the police are about to take a confused
and violent newbie off to jal. We flash our Homeland Security badges and tak some
bio-warfare crap, and everyone backs off red quick. Ten hours later, the peep isin
Montana, hooked up to an intravenous garlic drip and getting the lowdown way too
fast.

Of course, newbies take a lot less convincing, these days. The signs are
everywhere.

| focused my binoculars, training them on the crowd gathered around the police
car. The cops were putting handcuffs on some guy, and awoman was yeling a him,
shaking her purse by its broken strap. A walet and some other stuff lay scattered
across the sdewalk. A backup police car rolled down the block at a leisurely speed.

| sighed, lowering the binoculars. “Looks like a purse-snatching, just a perp, not
ap%p.”
One thing you can say for them, peeps don’'t steal, except for maybe the

occasiona chunk of meat. They can’'t think far enough ahead to go for the cash.
And it's interesting how, even with the Inflammation going on, regular crime il



happens. Maybe more so. End of the world or not, people aren't going to change
that much.

“Yeah,” Lace sighed, lowering her binoculars. “This sucks.” Her teeth chewed at
her lower lip.

“Don’'t worry,” | reassured her. “We'll get some action tonight. We aways do.”
“Yeah, whatever.” She shook her head. “I’m just bummed.”

“Why?’

She let out along breath. “ Side effects.”

My eyebrows raised. “From the pills?’

“No, the disease.” Lace turned to me and made a face. “I don’t like potato salad
anymore.”

| had to laugh. “Don’t worry. Carbs just don’'t do it for the parasite.”

“Sure, but what if it's ... you know, the anathema. What if I’'m starting to hate
stuff?’

“Is that what you're worried about?’ | nodded sagely. “Well, maybe we should
do alittle testing, just to make sure.”

| drew her closer, and we kissed. The chill wind kicked up, and Corny padded
over to dide figure eights between our ankles, but our mouths stayed locked, warm
and unbreakable. So much was changing around us, it was good how this feding
stayed the same.

She Hill smelled wonderful.
“Hating me yet?’ | asked after awhile.
“No. In fact...” She stopped. “Whoa. Did you fed that?’

| knelt and placed a padm on the black tar. The dightest rumble filtered up
through the fourteen stories of the building. “Two big ones, fading now.”

“I'll call themin,” Lace said, pulling out her phone, her thumbs darting out a text
message to the tracking office.

| sniffed the air, smeling traces of the beasts. Impressive how the scent reached
dl the way up here, asif the earth were growing more porous every day.

But dl | wanted to do was hold Lace again.

“Funny how that happens,” | said. “How we're dways kissing, or about to, when
they come around?’

She pressed send, looked up from the tiny screen, and smiled. “Y ou’ve noticed
that too?’



| nodded dowly. “Remember, Morgan said she could fed something here, after
she'd been infected. She’'d sneak down into the basement and the darkness would
turn her on. Drive her crazy.”

“That's parasite mind control, right? Making carriers horny so the disease
spreads fastest where it's needed most?’ Lace smiled, pleased at her own analysis,
she was starting to get the biology down.

“Sure, mind control.” | frowned. “But you and | are already both infected. Why
does it care what we do?’

“Maybe it just likes us, dude,” Lace said.

She pulled me close again, and our mouths met. The scent of the worms began to
fade, overwhelmed by Lace's jasmine and the salt of the Hudson. We stayed there
on the roof for awhile, letting the warmth between us build, moved by nothing more
than what our bodies wanted from each other. The monsters had passed for now.

Stll, part of me is always waiting for the tremors in the earth to come again.

* * *

And they will, soon.

Y ou may have seen the signs where you live. Garbage piling higher and higher on
the streets. Pale rats scurrying along the subway tracks. Strangers in black trying to
pick you up in bars. A red flash in the eyes of your cat, or its weight heavy on your
chest in the morning.

But that's nothing. When the epidemic redly starts to rall, civilization will
crumble, blood will run in the streets, and some of your neighbors may try to eat
you. But resist the temptation to buy a shotgun and start blowing their heads off.
Just feed them garlic and plenty of sausage, and eventudly they’ll cam down. You
see, they’'re not the red enemy. Compared to the monsters coming next, those
ravening cannibals aren’t so bad. In fact, they’re on your side.

The red enemy will be close behind, though, and that shotgun won’t help you
one bit. Nothing in the arsena of science will avail against these creatures. A lot of us
will die.

Don’'t panic, though. Nature has provided. There has aways been a defense
againgt the worms, a disease hidden in the sewers and deep cracks, coursing through
the veins of afew old families, waiting for its time to bubble up.

So stock up on some bottled water and a few cans of pasta sauce, maybe the
kind with extra garlic. Set aside afew good books and DVDs, and buy a decent lock
for your door. Try not to watch TV for afew months—it will only upset you. Don’t
take the subway.



And leave the rest to us vampires. We' ve got your back.

THE END

AFTERWORD
HOW TO AVOID PARASITES
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The parasites described in the even-numbered chapters of this novel are dl red.
Every terifying process is going on right now in a meadow, pond, or digestive
system near you. Possibly in your own body.

As this book may freak out certain readers with its graphic biological details, |
fed compelled to share some of the preventative measures | discovered during my
research. Sure, parasites are part of the ecosystem, part of our evolution, blah, blah,
blah. But that doesn't mean you want hookworms in your gut, chewing on your
stomach lining and sucking your blood. Right?

So follow these smple rules, and you will be much less likdy to be invaded by
parasites. No guarantees, though. (Sorry.)

1. Sing “Happy Birthday”

Many microscopic parasites (and other germs) exist in the air and on everyday
surfaces. They get on your hands, and when you touch your mouth, eyes, or food,
they take the opportunity to dip into your body. So wash your hands often, and
when you do:

a Use warm water.
b) Use soap.

c) Sing “Happy Birthday” a a norma tempo. Do not stop washing until you're
done with the entire song.

And by the way, quit rubbing your eyes so much!
(Thanks to Y vette Christianse for this one.)

2. 1f You Eat Meat, Cook It Good

A mgor vector of parasites is predation: one animd eating another. That's
because when you eat an animal, you're exposing yourself to every parasite adapted



to living insde that animal, and every parasite adapted to dl the things it eats.

Meat-borne parasites include hookworms, tapeworms, blood flukes, and more.
There ae zllions of them. Your humble author is a vegetarian (for
non-parasite-related reasons), but you don’t have to go that far. It doesn’t hurt to eat
afew worms every once in awhile, as long as they’re thoroughly cooked. So don't
edt rare meat, and memorize this smple rhyme:

If your burger oozesred,

Send it back; them worms ain’t dead.

3. Don’'t Swimin Tropical Rivers

The tropics are the warmest places on earth, and warm water is a great place for
parasites to spend time outside a host. Commonly, tropical parasites jump from their
host into a river, then swim around looking for the next host to invade. They can
enter your body through your skin, mouth, eyes, and other orifices. These parasites
include the famous guinea worms, those snaky things that roost in your leg and have
to be spooled out like spaghetti on afork. Ew.

The ocean is fine (it's sdty) and so are swimming pools (chlorinated), but don’t
svim in tropical rivers. And if you must swim in tropica rivers, for heaven's sake
don't pee! Your urine will attract a spiny creature called a candiru, which swims
furioudy toward any urine it smells, and will lodge in your ... Wel, where it lodges
depends on whether you' re male or female, but either way, you don’t want it lodging
there.

Just don’'t peein tropical rivers. Trust me.

4. Don’'t Have Unsafe Sex

Parasites and viruses and bacteria that have evolved to live in human beings are
often found in ... human beings. For this and many other obvious reasons, be
careful with your body when you' re getting close to someone else’s.

5. You Have Parasites—So Ded With It

Okay, here's the thing: No matter how careful you are, eventualy you'll wind up
parasitized. Some scientists consider dl bacteria and viruses parasites, by this
definition, having a smple head cold means that millions of little parasites are living
inside you. But don’t freak out about it. It's dl part of the rich tapestry of life, blah,
blah, blah.

Tough luck. Nature isn't just the smple barnyard set you got when you were five
years old: pigs, cows, goats, and a dog. It's aso liver flukes, guinea worms, and



skin mites. All of nature’s creatures have to eat, and it just so happens that some eat
you. But it’s not worth losing sleep over. Humans have had these little friends aong
since the beginning of our species. So dea with it. Hey, at least they’re mostly too
andl to see, and that’s better than, you know, lions egting you.

And remember, the vast mgority of human beings in the developed world die in
car wrecks and from cancer, heart disease, and smoking—mnot blood flukes,
lung-worms, rinderpest, or toxoplasmic brain infestations.

Just don’'t peein tropical rivers. Redlly. Just don't.
No, redly.
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Here are some books for reading more about parasites and rats and other icky
things. Because you know you want to.

Parasite Rex by Carl Zimmer (Touchstone, 2000)

Practicaly every parasite mentioned in this novel can be found in this very
enjoyable book, plus many more. Without Parasite Rex, Peeps could not have been
written. And it has pictures. But trust me, if you vaue your sleep, don’'t look at the
pictures.

Rats. Observations on the History and Habitat of the City's Most Unwanted
Inhabitants by Robert Sullivan (Bloomsbury, 2004)

A beautifully written history of ratsin New York City. As a bonus, there's afidd
guide to rat-watching in Ryder’'s Alley, a tiny little rodent heaven downtown. And
yes, there redly is afamily caled the Ryders, who I’'m fairly sure are nice people and
not redlly vampires.

Bitten: True Medical Sories of Bites and Stings by Pamela Nagami (St. Martins
Press, 2004)

All you ever wanted to know about diseases that spread through bites and stings,
and then some. Did you know that if you punch someone in the mouth, there’'s a
bacteria that can spread from their teeth to your knuckles and eat your hand away?
Hitting people is bad.



The Origin of Species by Charles Darwin (going strong since 1859)

The book that started it dl. The key to understanding modern biology, from DNA
to dinosaurs, and of dl the great books of science, the most readable. And those
stickers on textbooks, the ones stating that evolution is “only a theory”? Not true.
When scientists use the word theory, they don’t mean “something that hasn’'t been
proven to be a fact.” They mean “a framework for understanding the facts.” So
guess what, it's a fact that human beings have evolved from other primates over the
last five million years. (Like we share 98 percent of our DNA with chimps by
accident?) But the framework we use to make sense of this fact is caled
evolutionary theory, Darwin's awesome mash-up of severa concepts. inherited
traits, mutation, and surviva of the fittest. So yes, we're dl distantly related to
modern-day apes. Find that hard to believe? Dude, ook around you.

ARE THE LAST DAY SHERE?

The summer is stifling, and strange things are happening in New York City. Rats
have taken over the borough of Brooklyn. A weird, black, oily substance is oozing
from fire hydrants and faucets.

In the midst of dl this, five teenagers are trying to ignore the madness and
concentrate on something really important: their new band.

But will their music stave off the end of the world? Or summon it?

The apocalypse that began in Pegps continuesin

THE LAST DAYS
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Turn the page for afrightening glimpse into the future,

GARBAGE
—PEARL—

“One of those boys was rather fetching.”



“Yeah, | noticed that, Mom. Thanks for pointing it out, though, in case | missed
it.”

“A bit scruffy, though. And that dirge you were playing was making the china
rettle dl afternoon.”

“It wasn't all afternoon.” | sighed, staring out the window of the limo. “Maybe
two hours.”

Getting a ride with Mom was nine kinds of annoying. But deepest Brooklyn was
such a pain by subway, and | had to see Minerva right away. Her esoterica kept
saying that hearing good news helped the heding process. And my news was better
than good.

“Besides, Mom, ‘that dirge’ istotaly fexcellent.”

“It's feculent?” She made a quiet scoffing sound. “Don’t you know that feculent
means foul 7’

| giggled, reminding myself to tell Zahler that one. Maybe we could cal ourselves
the Feculents. But that sounded sort of British, and we didn’t.

We sounded like the kind of band that rattled the china. The Rattlers? Too
country and western. The Good China? Nah. People would think we were from
Tawan.

“Will they be coming over again?’ my mother asked in a small voice.

“Yes. They will.” | played with my window buttons, filling the limo’s backseat
with little bursts of summer hest.

She sighed. “1’d hoped that we were past dl this band practice.”

| let out a groan. “Band practice is what marching bands do, Mom. But don’t
worry. We'll be moving our gear to Sixteenth Street in a week or so. Your china will
soon be safe.”

“Oh. That place.”

| peered at her, pushing my glasses up my nose. “Yes, full of musicians. How
awful.”

“They look more like drug addicts.” She shivered a little, which made her icicles
tinkle. Mom was dl blinged out for some fund-raiser a the Brooklyn Museum,
wearing cocktail black and too much makeup. Her being dressed up like that always
creeps me out, like we' re headed to a funeral.

Of course, | was creeped out anyway—we were in Minerva's neighborhood
now. Big brooding brownstones did past outside, dl tricked out like haunted
houses, turrets and iron railings and tiny windows way up high. My stomach started
to flutter, and | suddenly wished it was both of us going to some dress-up party,
everyone drinking champagne and being clueless, and next year's budget for the



Egyptian Wing the big topic of consternation. Or, a worst, taking about the
sanitation crisis, instead of staring out the window at it.

Mom detected my flutters—which she's pretty good at—and took my hand.
“How’ s Minerva doing, poor thing?’

| shrugged, glad now that I’d scrounged a ride. Mom’'s minor annoyances had
distracted me ailmost the whole way. Waiting for the subway, staring down at the rats
on the tracks, would' ve totally reminded me of where | was going.

“Better. She says.”
“What do the doctors say?’

| didn't even shrug. | wasn't allowed to tdl Mom that there were no doctors
anymore, just an esoterica. We stayed dlent until the limo pulled up outside
Minerva's house. Night was fdling by then, lights going on. The brownstone’s
darkened windows made the block ook like it was missing a tooth.

The street looked different, as if the last two months had sapped something from
it. Garbage was piled high on the streets, the sanitation crisis much more obvious out
here in Brooklyn, but | didn’'t see any rats scuttling around. There seemed to be a lot
of stray cats, though.

“This used to be such a nice neighborhood,” Mom said. “Do you need Elvis to
collect you?’

“No. That’s okay.”

“Well, cdl him if you change your mind,” Mom said as the door opened. “And
don’t take the train too late.”

| slipped out past Elvis, annoyance risng in me again. Mom knew | hated the
subway late at night, and that Minerva's company didn’t exactly make me want to
dally.

Elvisand | traded our funny little salute. But then he glanced up at the house, lines
creasing his forehead. Something skittered in the garbage bags by our feet—stray
cats or not, rats were in residence.

“Are you sure you won't be wanting a ride home, Pearl?’ he rumbled softly.
“Positive. Thanks, though.”

Mom likes dl conversations to include her, so she scooted closer across the
limo’'s backseat. “What time did you get in last night anyway?’

“Right after eleven.”

She pursed her lips the dightest discernible amount, showing she knew | was
lying, and | gave her the tiniest possible eye-roll to show | didn’t care.



“Well, see you at eeven tonight, then.”

| snorted alittle for Elvis. The only way Mom was coming home before midnight
was if they ran out of champagne at the museum, or if the mummies dl got loose.

| imagined old-movie mummies in tattered bandages. Nice and nonscary.
Then her voice softened. “Give my love to Minerva.”

“Okay,” | said, waving and turning away, flinching as the door boomed shut
behind me. “I’ll try.”

Luz de la Sueno opened the door and waved me in quick, like she was worried
about flies zipping in behind. Or maybe she didn’t want the neighbors to see her new
decorations, seeing as how Halloween was more than two months away.

My nostrils wrinkled at the smdll of garlic tea brewing, not to mention the other
scents coming from the kitchen, overpowering and unidentifiable. These days, New
York seemed to disappear behind me when | came through Minerva s door, as if the
brownstone had one foot in some other city, somewhere ancient and crumbling,
overgrown.

“She is much better,” Luz said, ushering me toward the stairs. “And excited you
arevigting.”

“That’'s great,” | said, but | hesitated for a moment in the foyer. Luz's take on
Minerva's illness had aways been a bit too mystical for me, but after what I'd
witnessed the night before, | figured the esoterica was at least alittle noncrazy.

“Luz, can | ask you a question? About something | saw?’

“You saw something? Outside? Her eyes widened, drifting to the shaded
windows.

“No, back in Manhattan.”
“S7?7 Luz said. The intengity of her gaze was freaking me out as usual.

“There was this woman,” | said. “Around the corner from us. She went crazy,
throwing dl this stuff out the window.”

“S.” Luz nodded. “That is the sickness. It is spreading now. You are ill
careful, yes?’

“Yep. No boys for me.” | put my hands up. Luz believed everything was because
of too much sex—part of her religious thing. “But it looked like her own stuff. Not
like when Minerva broke up with Mark, hating everything he'd given her.”

“Yes, but it is the same. The sickness, it makes the infected not want to be what
they were before. They must throw away everything to make the change.” She



crossed herself—the change was what she was trying to prevent in Minerva
“But Min didn’t trash dl her stuff did she?’

“Not so much.” Luz fingered the cross around her neck. “She is very spiritual,
not joined to things. But to people, and to la musica.”

“Oh.” That made a kind of sense. When Minerva had cracked up, she’'d thrown
away Mark and the rest of Nervous System first. And then her classes and dl our
friends, one by one. I'd stuck with her the longest, until everyone hated me for
staying friends with her, and then she’ d findly tossed me too.

That meant Moz had been right: the crazy woman had been getting rid of her own
stuff, throwing her whole life out the window. | wondered how he' d known.

| thought about the mirrors upstairs, dl covered with velvet. Min didn’t want to
see her own face, to hear her own name—suddenly it dl made sense.

Luz touched my shoulder. “That is why it is good you are here. | think maybe
now, Pearl, you can do more than |.”

| felt the music player in my pocket, loaded up with Big Riff. | couldn't do
anything mysaelf—I wasn’t some kind of skull-wielding esoterica—but maybe this
fexcdlent music ...

Luz started up the stairs, waving for me to follow.
“One more thing: | think | saw angels.”

She stopped and turned, crossing herself again. “Angeles de la lucha? They
were fast? On the rooftops?’

| nodded. “Like you told me to watch for around here.”
“And they took this woman?’
| shrugged. “I don’t know. | got the hdl out of there.”

“Good.” She reached out and stroked my face, her fingers rough and smdlling of
herbs. “It is not for you, the struggle that is coming.”

“So where do the angels take you?’ | whispered.
Luz closed her eyes. “To somewhere far away.”
“Wheat, like heaven?’

She shook her head. “No. On an arplane. To a place where they make the
change firm in you. So you can fight for them in the struggle.” She took my hand.
“But that is not for you—not for Minerva. Come.”

The rest of the way up, there were lots of new decorations to check out. The



sairway walls were covered with wooden crosses, a thousand little stamped-metal
figures nailed into each one. The figures were nonweird shapes—shoes, dresses,
trees, dogs, musica instruments—but the wild jumble of them made me wonder if
someone had put normality into a blender, then set it on disintegrate.

And of course there were the skulls. Their painted black eyes stared down a us
from the shadows, every floor a little darker as we climbed. The windows up here
were blacked out, the mirrors draped with red velvet. Street noises faded as we
climbed, the air growing as dill as a sunken ship.

Outside Minerva's room, Luz bent to pick up a towe from the floor, sighing
apologeticaly. “It is only me tonight. The family are more tired every day.”

“Anything | can do to help?’ | whispered.
Luz smiled. “You are here. That is help.”

She pulled a few leaves from her pocket, crusning them together in her hands.
They smelled like fresh-cut grass, or mint. She knelt and rubbed her palms on my
sneakers and the legs of my jeans.

I’d aways kind of rolled my eyes a her spells before, but tonight | felt in need of
protection.

“Maybe you will sing to her.”

| swallowed, wondering if Luz had somehow divined what 1'd been planning.
“Sing? But you dways said—"

“S.” Her eyes sparked in the darkness. “But she is better now. However, to keep
you safe...”

She pressed a familiar little doll into my hands, stroking its tattered red yarn hair
into place. It stared up a me, smiling maniacaly, one button eye dangling from two
black threads, setting my stomach fluttering again.

The doll was the creepiest of Luz's rituas of protection. But suddenly it made
sense. It had aways been Min's favorite back when we were little, the only object
she’'d ever redly been attached to, besides the ring she’d thrown a Mark in front of
the whole System. | was glad to have the doll tonight, even if Minerva hadn’t been
violent since her family had given up on drugs and doctors and had switched to Luz.

| wondered how they’d found her. Were esotericas listed in the phone book?
Was Esoterica a cool band name, or too laterd? Was the Big Riff in my pocket
redly akind of magic—

“Don’t be afraid,” Luz whispered. Then she opened the door with one strong
hand, the other pushing me into the darkness. “Go and sing.”

—MINERVA—



Pearl was glowing. Her face shimmered as the door swung closed, setting the
candle flickering jaggedly.

“You're shiny,” | murmured, squinting.

She swallowed, licking her upper lip. | could smell her nervous saltiness.
“It’s hot out.”

“It's summer, right?’

“Yeah, middle of August.” Pearl frowned, even though I’ d been right.

| closed my eyes, remembering April, May ... dl the way up to graduation. Pearl
was jealous because she had to go back to Juilliard next year, though everyone else
in the Nerv—

The thing inside me flinched.

Zombie made a grumpy noise and rolled over on my belly. His big green eyes
opened dowly, surveying Pearl.

“1 have good news,” she said softly. When | first got sick, | hated the sound of
her voice, but not anymore. | was getting better—I didn’t hate Pearl, or anyone
human. All | hated now was the Vile Thing she brought every time she visited. It
hung from her hands, one eyebadl dangling, leering a me.

| tried to smile, but the lenses of Pearl’s glasses caught the candldlight, bright as a
camera flash, and | had to turn away.

She raised her voice alittle. “Y ou okay?’

“Sure. It's just a little bright today.” Sometimes | blew out the candle, but that
made Luz cross. She said 1'd have to get used to it if | was ever going to leave this
room again.

But my room was nice. It smeled like Zombie and me and the thing inside us.

“So | met these guys” Pearl said, taking fast now, forgetting to whisper.
“They’ve been playing together for a while. They’re nine kinds of raw, not like
Nervous—"

| must have flinched again, because Pearl went quiet. Zombie murrowed and
dropped heavily to the floor. He started toward her, winding his way through my old
toys and clothes and sheet music, dl the objects on the floor that crept closer every
night while | slept.

“We weren't so bad,” | managed to say.

“Yeah, but these guys are fawesome.” She paused, smiling a hersdf. Pearl
adways liked dlly, made-up words. “They’'re sort of New Sound, like Morgan's
Army, but more raw. Like when we started, before you-know-who messed up your



head. But without Six composers trying to write one song. These two guys are much
more...”

“Controllable?’ | said.
Pearl frowned, and the Vile Thing in her hands glared at me.
“1 was going to say mellow.”

Zombie had tiptoed up behind Pearl, like he’'d been planning to wind through her
legs. But he was dinking close to the floor now, sniffing at her shoes suspicioudly.
He didn’t like the smell of anyone but me these days.

“But | was thinking, and maybe this is stupid.” Pearl shifted her weight from one
foot to the other. “If these guys work out, and you keep getting better—"

“I"'m aready better.”

“That's what Luz says. The three of us aren’'t ready yet, but maybe by the time
we are...” Her voice wavered, sounding fragile. “It would be great if you could sing
for us.”

Her words made me close my eyes, something huge moving through my body,
haf painful, haf restless. It took a moment to recognize, because it had been gone
for so long.

To twist and turn, spreading out and surrounding people, drowning them—my
voice seething, boiling, filling up the air.

| wanted to sing again...

A dow dgh deflated me. What if it sill hurt, like everything else that wasn’'t
Zombie or darkness? | had to test mysdf firgt.

“Could you do something for me, Pearl?’
“Anything.”

“Say my name.”

“Crap, no way. Luz would kick my ass.”

| smelled Pearl’s fear in the room and heard Zombie's soft footfalls retreating
from her. He jumped up onto the bed, warm and nervous next to me. | opened my
eyes, trying not to squint in the candle-brightness.

Pearl was sweating again, pacing like Zombie does because Luz never lets him go
outside. “ She said that singing might be okay. But your name? Are you sure?’

“I"'m not sure, Pearl. That’s why you have to.”
She swallowed. “Okay ... Min.”
| snorted. “Shiny, smelly Pearl. Can’'t even do the whole thing?’



She stared a me for along moment, then said softly, “Minerva?’

| shuddered out of habit, but the sickness didn’t come. Then she said the name
again, and nothing swept through me. Nothing but relief. Even Luz had never
managed that.

It felt outlandish and magnificent, as naughty as a cigarette after voice class. |
closed my eyes and smiled.

“Are you okay?’ she whispered.
“Very. And | want to sing for your band, Pearl. You brought music, didn’'t you?’

She nodded, smiling back a me. “Yeah. | mean, | wasn't sure if you... But we
have this redly cool riff.” She reached into her pocket for a little white diver of
plastic, then began to unwind the earphones wrapped around it. “This is after only
one day of practice—well, six years and a day—but there’'s no chorus or anything
yet. You can write your own words.”

“l can do words.” Words were the first thing I'd gotten back. There were
notebooks full of scrawl underneath the bed, filled with dl my new secrets. New
songs about the deep.

Pearl had an adapter in one hand. She was looking around for my stereo.
“I brokeit,” | said sadly.

“Your Bang and Olufsen? That's a drag.” She frowned. “Say, you didn’'t throw
it out the window, did you?’

| giggled. “No, dlly. Down the stairs.” | reached out my hand. “Come here. We
can share.”

She paused for a moment, glancing back at the door.

“Don’'t worry. Luz went downstairs already.” She was working in the kitchen
now, preparing my nighttime botanicas. | could hear the rumble of water through the
pipes and smedl garlic and mandrake tea being strained. “ She trusts you enough not
to lisen in.”

“Oh. That’s good, | guess.” Pearl put the adapter back in her pocket and took a
step closer, the Vile Thing leering at me from her hand.

“But you have to put that thing down,” | said, waving one hand.
She paused, and | could smdl her start to sweat again.

“Don’t you trust me, shiny Pearl?’ | squinted up a her. “You know | would
never eat you.”

“Um, yeah.” She swallowed. “And that’s redly non-threatening of you, Minerva.”
| smiled again at the sound of my own name, and Pearl smiled back, findly



believing how much better | was. She knelt, placing the Vile Thing carefully on the
floor, like it might explode.

Taking a deep breath, she began to cross the room with measured steps. Zombie
padded away as she grew closer, and | smelled the catnip on Pearl’s shoes. That's
why he was being so edgy. She smelled like his old toys, which he hated these days.

He went over to sniff the Vile Thing, which suddenly had turned into just some
old dall. It looked lifeless and defeated there on the floor, not nearly as vile as it had
been.

More rdief flowed through me. Just the thought of singing was making me
stronger. Even the shiny candldlight didn’t seem so jagged.

Pearl sat next to me on the bed, the music player in her hand glowing now. | saw
the apple shape on it and flinched a little, remembering that | had thrown something
out the window—eighty gigs of music that smelly boy had given me.

Pearl reached across, pushing my hair back behind one ear with trembling fingers.
| redlized how greasy it was, even though Luz made me shower every single
Saturday.

“Do | look horrible?’ | asked quietly. | hadn’t seen mysdlf in ... two months, if it
was August.

“No. You're dill beautiful.” She grinned, putting one earphone in her own ear.
“Maybe alittle skinny. Doesn’'t Luz feed you?’

| smiled, thinking of dl the raw meat 1’ d eaten for lunch. Bacon cold and sdty the
strips still clinging together, fresh from between plastic. And then the chicken whose
neck 1'd heard Luz wring in the backyard, its skin dill prickly from being plucked,
its living blood hot down my throat. And ill | was hungry.

As Pearl leaned forward in the Apple glow, | saw the pulse in her throat, and the
beast inside me growled.

Mustn't eat Pearl, | reminded myself.

She gave the other earphone to me, and | put it in. We looked into each other’s
eyes from a few inches away, tethered by the split white cord. It was strange and
intense—no one but Luz had dared get this close to me since I'd bitten that stupid
doctor.

| could smdl coffee on Pearl’s breath, the clean sweat of summer heat, the
separate scent of fear. Her pupils were huge, and | remembered that to her eyes, my
room was dark. My life was spent in shadows now.

There was a hint of moisture between her upper lip and nose, in that little
depression the size of afingertip. | leaned forward, wanting to lick it, to see if it was
sdty like the bacon had been...



Then she squeezed the player, and music spilled into me.

It started abruptly—a rough edit, not even on the downbeat—but the riff was too
gutsy to care. One guitar rumbled underneath, smple as a bass part, someone
playing with three untutored fingers. Another guitar played up high, full of restless
and cluttered energy, seductively neurotic.

Neither was Pearl, | could tdl.

Then she entered on keys, spindly and thin but fitting perfectly. She was even
leaving room for me, laying low, like she never had back in the System.

That thought made me jealous—Iittle Pearl growing up a bit while I’d been lying
here in shadows. Suddenly, | wanted to get up and put on clothes and sunglasses,
go out into the world.

Soon, | thought, Hill listening. The music had me humming, venturing into the
spaces Pearl had Ieft open, finding lines to twist and turn. She was right—it was New
Sound-ish, like dl those indie bands we'd loved last spring. But less frantic, as
smooth as water. My whole body wanted to jump into this music.

But when my lips first parted, only random curses spilled out, verses from the
earliest, most unreadable scrawl in the notebooks under my bed. Then they sputtered
to a halt, like the fading geyser from a shaken beer bottle, and | gradualy gained
control. | began to murmur a jagged, wordless song across the music.

For afew moments it was beautiful, a savage version of my old sdlf, though with
new spellsinit. The sound of my own singing made the beast insde me burn, but
clever Pearl had cheated it for afew moments: | could only hear myself with one ear.
The other was filled with the riff, a dense and splendid protection.

But soon enough the sickness closed my throat, the song choking to a stop. |
looked at Pearl, to seeif I’d imagined it. Her eyes, inches from mine, glowed like her
music player’s screen.

Catching my breath, | concentrated on the riff again, listening. She was right:
They were way outside the System, this oddball pair of guitarists. They had pulled
something out of me, slipped it right past the beast.

“Where did you find them?’
“Sixth Street. Totally random.”
“Hmm. The one who can redly play, he sounds...” | swallowed.

“Yeah,” Pearl said. “He's laterd and raw, like | aways wanted Nervous System
to be. No lessons, or at least not many, and no theory classes. Almost out of
control, but like you said, controllable.”

| smiled. All those things were true, but | hadn’t been thinking them.

To me, he sounded more like ... yummy.
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