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            BOOK 1 SUMMARY

          

        

      

    

    
      A swarm of mutant cicadas emerges in America’s Corn Belt, killing everything it touches and leaving a trail of deadly venom in its wake. While out in California, wildfires rage. It’s not just the fire that kills, it’s the smoke.

      

      In rural Illinois, Dr. Diana Stewart, Senior Crop Scientist for Matreus Inc., a firm with deep roots in agro-business, witnesses one of the first cicada-induced deaths. But when her bosses demand her silence, she sets off ahead of the brood to find answers.

      

      After witnessing a raging fire start in a Teff field and overtake the farmworkers, including her father, California journalist Anayeli Alfaro collects the rest of her family and rushes them to safety at her apartment so she can file her story about the fires with her newspaper editor. But when the rampaging fires rapidly approach the city, Anayeli is forced to flee again, this time taking refuge in the American River in a raft she hopes will take her family to the nearest evacuation center.

      

      Further south, at UC Berkeley, boy genius Sam Leary gets a call from his friend Dr. Diana Stewart about killer cicadas. Curious about the new species, Diana offers to bring him samples, hoping he can figure out what’s going on. As he waits for her to show up, his colleague and academic rival, Frank Dorset, goes on the rampage, insistent that he be allowed to take possession of Sam’s flannel moth research that’s tied up in government contracts. Stuck between self-preservation and keeping his promise to wait for his friend, Sam must devise a way to keep himself and his research away from Frank while remaining at his post.

      

      While over The Pond, Ron Frobisher, fixer to the rich, is summoned to the ancestral home of his patron, and tasked with escorting unidentified, live cargo from England to the west coast of Africa. Ron supervises the loading of Bio Better’s crates, only to discover three crates have gone missing. A sojourn to the seedy side of Southampton’s underbelly leads to a bloody confrontation, and the release of an entire crate of mutant cicadas onto the streets of Great Britain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOK 2 SUMMARY

          

        

      

    

    
      When out-of-control wildfires with abnormally lethal smoke threaten Sydney, café owner Kim Walker embarks on a perilous journey to check on her only child, Emma’s, well-being. A loner since she gave her daughter up for adoption, Kim has promised herself that one day she would prove she was worthy of being a mother. But what is normally a three-hour drive turns into a dangerous fight for her life when everyday citizens become desperate as they struggle to survive in the sudden chaos.

      

      Boulder, Colorado has been mostly shielded from the unfolding mayhem, and Dr. Keiko Sato leads the scientific community’s effort to isolate a cause for the cicadas’ rapid breed cycles and to discover an antitoxin. Her world collapses when a rogue gang of white supremacists burns down her house and her former mentor forces her out of her lab. Choking on toxic smoke and directly in the path of the advancing cicada hordes, Keiko and her young daughter flee with a group of survivors to the mountain village of Breckenridge, where her world-saving research, and their lives, are in peril.

      

      Emile Harris manages the longshoremen at the shipping port of Redwood City, California, vigilant in his care of the workers and the company and determined to stay on task. When he loses more than half his crew to the swarm, Emile battles his past, toxic smoke, killer insects, and his coworker, David Sackman, who challenges Emile’s ability to lead. With the promised return of the toxic cicadas and no food in the warehouse, Emile is forced to leave the safety of the warehouse and get his people to safety.

      

      Jeremy Curtis is on a mission to bond with Brandon, the son who barely acknowledges his existence. The pair hike the famed Half Dome in Yosemite National Park, but the acrid smoke drives them—and all the other hikers marooned on the treacherous slopes—up the Dome, to the promised airlift. But when the pilot dies and the chopper is commandeered by a civilian, it plunges off the Dome, leaving the Curtis boys to hike their way through the fires to safety. Battling the elements and their fellow travelers, the pair face off against a mighty foe in a battle that leaves Brandon fighting for his life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOK 3 SUMMARY

          

        

      

    

    
      At an evacuation center in Sacramento, California, Anayeli’s brother is hospitalized and Anayeli and her sister are separated from their mother, who is taken to an undisclosed location. As Anayeli searches for her mother, she discovers the evacuees have all become test subjects for Matreus and the U.S. government. She manages to free her mother, but Anayeli’s desperate escape attempt goes horribly awry when another wave of fire approaches the evacuation center, forcing her and some of her family to board a military convoy out of Sacramento, California.

      

      Claire Moon is called to action, in a black ops mission to gather the leaders of Britain’s think tank, Lazarus. England and Wales are falling into chaos as Claire and her team battle the authorities, the elements, and a ghost ship tainted with cicada toxin. When she finally delivers her charge to Lazarus’ meeting house, deep in the Cumbrian countryside, Ron Frobisher calls to let her know another vessel is headed for British docks, laden with the killer insect.

      

      Dr. Diana Stewart is imprisoned in Matreus’ headquarters in Chicago. Her cruel, unyielding husband is only one of her many jailers and Diana isn’t sure who she can trust, or who holds the answers she needs to unravel the mystery surrounding the fertilizer-accelerator, Feedit, which she suspects might have something to do with the emergence of the cicadas. In spite of her injuries, Diana breaks into her bosses’ offices and downloads the files they’ve been hiding from her before she, and a gaggle of Matreus families, break out of their prison and head for the last train out of town.

      

      Dale Curtis witnesses his wife’s shocking and untimely death. Her dying wish is that he and their twin girls travel to the States to rescue their adopted son, Brandon, who’s hiking Half Dome in Yosemite National Park. Dale will stop at nothing to keep his promise to his wife, but leaving England has never been harder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOK 4 SUMMARY

          

        

      

    

    
      Ron Frobisher and The Fairwinds’ captain, Vivienne Alva, return to mainland Britain under assumed identities and are holed up in a cheap motel, where Ron believes his boss, Ann Pilkington, won’t find them.

      Ron connects with British intelligence operative, Claire Moone, and scientist Dr. Keiko Sato, who brief him on the missing cicada crates and the research into the swarm. Ron’s orders are to go to Wales to collect samples of the cicadas for Dr. Sato.

      Ron ditches Captain Alva and travels across the devastated landscape, meets a family who has taken over a mansion, and is tracked down by Captain Alva, only to save her from the swarm. The mansion has been converted into a convalescent hospital and the head nurse believes she’s observed three reactions to the swarm: the highly allergic, who die no matter what treatment is administered; the moderately allergic, who respond to treatment, but who have to be careful not to be exposed to the toxin a second time; and the immune. Ron, it turns out, is one of the few with a natural immunity to the cicada toxin. Armed with this knowledge, Ron collects living samples for Dr. Sato, blasts the swarm out of the trees, and heads for the government’s most secretive science park, Porton Downs.

      Kim Walker’s only goal is to keep her daughter, Emma, safe, but Emma’s adoptive mother, Natalie, is torn between protecting her daughter, rescuing her husband, Simon, and getting back to her team in Matreus’ Australian headquarters.

      The trio drive through the ash-covered mountains to a convention center housed in a spa, where Natalie believes Simon is waiting for them. The spa is overrun with thugs bent on killing the man responsible for jailing their brother. In a disastrous game of cat and mouse, Kim outwits the thugs, but is too late to save Simon or prevent Natalie from drinking her stress away. After a final shootout, the three women power over the mountains to Matreus’ compound just in time to board the last plane out.

      Brandon Curtis wakes to find himself in a chopper, with pilot Darren, Master Sergeant Fatima Kassis, Carlotta Alfaro and her neighbor, Bailey Rae. Brandon’s biological father, Jeremy, isn’t on the helicopter. Although Darren says they have enough fuel to make it to Montana, where Jeremy’s grandparents have a ranch, the bird crashes into the forest canopy, Darren is impaled on a branch and dies, but the rest of the band make it to the forest floor.

      Fleeing fires, and alert to the fact that the people they run into might not be friendlies, they cross paths with some hikers, right as a cicada swarm sweeps through their camp. Brandon takes his people to safety, but the hikers are all wiped out. The next set of strangers meet Brandon and the women at a logging camp, where they imprison the women and leave Brandon in the dirt to be killed by the bugs.

      Brandon wakes, covered in the cicada toxin, and dedicates however long he has left to rescuing his friends. He dispatches the scum who’ve threatened Fatima, Carlotta, and Bailey Rae with both blade and the toxin that covers his hands, but he doesn’t die and the band leaves the camp on ATVs, determined to outrun the bugs and fires.

      Dr. Diana Stewart entrusts the kid, Jesse, to Sam Leary’s care, but after a hair-raising trip across the desert, Sam finds himself in a strange compound—not unlike the Burning Man encampment—run by a madwoman. Sam’s science brain is put to the test. Either he finds a way to rebuff the cicadas and save the camp, or Jesse will suffer the consequences. Sam builds a Tesla-coil-powered bug zapper, all the while planning his escape. He finds Jesse, detonates his charges, and sneaks away under the cover of chaos.

      Dr. Diana Stewart leaves the Matreus Inc. office in Chicago, as well as her abusive ex-husband, on the last train and heads for Texas, where she hopes she’ll meet up with boy-genius Sam Leary, and the child who fell to her care, Jesse.

      The train is ambushed several times and eventually forced off the rails and wrecked. Diana has to take to the woods with her friend, former Watseka sheriff, Ben, and other Matreus families.

      The survivors escape their attackers, as well as the swarm, and make for Sam’s godfather’s house. Sam is delighted to see Diana, but Jesse is madder than hell. She said she’d come right back, and then she left him. Jesse gives Diana the cold shoulder and, though she’s kept it together through years of violence and bullying, the child’s indifference breaks her.

      Anayeli Alfaro is trapped on a truck in an army convoy with dogs Cricket and Roxy, as well as her brother, Ernesto, and her mother. Word reaches her that her sister, Carlotta, and neighbor, Bailey Rae, were killed in a helicopter crash in Oregon, so this is all that’s left of her familia.

      The convoy heads for Salt Lake City, but after seeing the Silver Fox colonel and the newly-sworn-in president talking to Matreus executives, she decides to make a run for it with her folks and Andrew, a soldier she’s befriended.

      After a fistfight with the hostile soldier she’s come to know as Creepy Colin, they hijack a vehicle and head away from the convoy, hoping to make it to the Montana ranch Jeremy Curtis mentioned. His parents said they’d all be welcome, and Anayeli can only hope they meant what they said.

      They take refuge in a barn, where all but one of the horses and a lone goat have died. Anayeli works out that what her father called ‘the loco hay’ is infested with cicada larvae, whereas the alfalfa in the horse and goat stall is not. They hit the road again, but are tracked by someone who means them real harm. Once Anayeli realizes that it’s Creepy Colin who’s following them, she sets a fire and makes a run for it. Their transport is taken out of commission by a flat tire, but Anayeli is determined to keep her familia safe.
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        Dale Curtis. Police holding cell, near Wichita, Kansas

      

      

      If you believed everything you saw in the movies, breaking out of a jail cell was as easy as digging a hole through a three-foot concrete wall with a spoon, scaling a barbed wire fence, and outsmarting several armed guards; none of which Dale was equipped to do. He’d made it to America with the twins in tow, but that was where their luck had ended. Customs turned into a logistical nightmare—after one of the girls told a foolish, foolish joke—ending in the clanging of some pretty hefty bars. He needed to play it safe if there was any chance of getting out.

      Jojo and Kitty were somewhere nearby and he wasn’t about to attempt some ‘heroics’ when their welfare was on the line. They’d already seen enough trouble, what with the customs agents and police involvement and being separated from each other by force. His only hope was that the arresting officer had kept the girls together. They’d go bananas if they were split up for the night.

      He rolled off his cot and found his tin cup, crashing it against the cell bars. “Kitty!” Silence. “Jojo!” The clang was right out of an old-school western when the triangle-alarm was sounded, but no one came to his rescue and the girls didn’t reply.

      He was sure he’d heard—or maybe imagined—them during the night, whispering in twin-speak, hatching plans. He wasn’t mad at them per se, but they’d closed ranks since they deplaned and he had no idea why. Terri would have known what to do. She’d have sat them down at the dining room table and waded through the endless, spooling reams of teenage angst to uncover what nonsense was circulating at school this time. He couldn’t keep up with the repeated crises. “My bangs are too short. These cut offs are too long. I’m not wearing that color!” They weren’t vain girls, nor were they stupid, but the pressure that the fashion industry brought to bear on their lives was relentless. He didn’t remember it being so dire during his own high school years. Then again, he was a jock with a brain and with a foot in both camps, and he didn’t honestly know what it was like to be—what did Terri call them?—‘budding fashionistas!’

      He slumped back on his bunk, landing with a thump. They hadn’t provided him with a mattress or a pillow, just a bench and a sheet. There were no working lights or, if there were, they weren’t turned on in the cells. It was just him and his thoughts, cramped in the gloom, worrying about his children.

      Brandon was so far away he was practically a dream. They’d come all this way to find him, but the diversion to Wichita airport meant they were days away from his last known location. Dale needed to check in with his folks and find out what they knew. At least he had that one, solid anchor to hold on to: his folks were at their ranch in Montana. That would be his lodestar. The family might be scattered to the winds, but in the end they’d always head back to the homestead. Mom would be up to her elbows in buttermilk biscuits and Dad would be riding the fenceline, making sure the livestock was safe. Just thinking about their life—the continuity, the stability, and all the love they’d poured into that land—calmed his spirit. They’d find a way through; the Curtises always did.

      Meanwhile, he had to work on getting the three of them out of jail and on the road. It was beyond ridiculous that they’d been detained. In any other year—including some of the troubling times when Homeland Security had been on high alert—they’d have been questioned, the misunderstanding would have been cleared up, and they’d have been released, not put under lock and key miles from the airport with a truculent police officer and an almost-retired, drug-sniffing Alsatian!

      What would Terri do? She’d have rolled her sleeves up and given the arresting officer a jolly serious talking to—English style! She was unstoppable, his wife! The thought caught him with a grappling hook, right in the center of his chest; the memory of her light going out one final time something he clung to while trying to bury it deep. Terri Curtis would never take another bureaucrat to task and the world was a poorer place for it.

      They can’t keep us here indefinitely. Even with the crushing disasters the States were tackling—raging fires and endless bug attacks—there was going to be someone in an office somewhere who saw their British passports, realized that his girls were JOKING ABOUT THE BOMBS! and arrange for their immediate release.

      The squeak of the main door had him on his feet and at his cell door, fists around the bars and smile at the ready. “Do you have our release papers?”

      There were boots on the cement, crisp and clear, accompanied by the padding of paws and click-click-click of nails that needed trimming. They stopped a few feet clear of Dale’s cell. Keys in a lock. More hinges that screamed for attention. A gruff exchange that ended in a laugh. Then those hinges again.

      “Good morning to you!” Dale was determined to project nothing but cooperation and positive energy. “I’m Dale Curtis. We haven’t met.”

      The guard slid Dale’s breakfast tray under the bottom of the door, the bacon wafting tempting maple notes in his direction.

      The dog sat, eyes hard on the tray, tongue lolling, but she didn’t lunge or grab and when the guard straightened the dog only sighed and smacked her chops.

      “Any word on our release?” Dale matched the guard’s steps, craning to see down the corridor. “There was a misunderstanding. Which I get. We can’t be too careful about terrorist threats, but…”

      The guard paused, another breakfast tray still in hand, and lifted her weary eyes to Dale’s. “Under Section 412 of the Patriot Act, sir, we are at liberty to hold you without charge for seven days. I’d ask that you step back from the cell door.”

      The Alsatian’s growl was just below the level of a direct threat, but all the more menacing for that. Her face didn’t change and she hadn’t broken eye contact with Dale’s breakfast, but she could hear her handler’s stress and had added her two cents to the conversation.

      “Good girl, Sass. You’re my best, best girl. Now, ‘release.’”

      Sass flopped to the floor, ears relaxed and tongue a little closer to Dale’s food.

      “I won’t say it again, Mr. Curtis. Step away from the door. I don’t want to restrain you electronically, but if you pose a threat, I will.” Her hand was close to her Taser, and for a second Dale thought she had to be kidding, but the scowl and the fact that Sass’ ears had pricked up meant she was dead serious.

      “But, ma’am, we didn’t do anything. It was all a misunderstanding. A joke!” Dale stepped back, half his attention on Sass as he memorized the guard’s badge number. In the absence of a name it was all he had to identify her if things went sideways.

      “There are no jokes when it comes to national security, sir. Those girls might not be smart enough to know you can’t joke about ‘bombs,’ but you’re old enough to know better.”

      Dale’s heart skipped a couple of beats. He hadn’t dared mention the girls for fear of bringing the wrong kind of attention to them. “Are they okay? Kitty and Jojo? Are they safe? I thought I could hear them…”

      “They’re minors, Mr. Curtis. We’re keeping them out of harm’s way.”

      Ack. Does that mean they’ve gotten social services involved? Please, no. Please don’t take my girls away.

      “That Jojo character. Lord have mercy!” The guard’s flat hostility was replaced with a smile, her face folding into creases that said she laughed often. Sass sat up, her eyes trained on her handler, waiting for her next instruction. “She’s talking a mile a minute. Wants to know about the tornadoes. Made me show her the fraidy hole. Hasn’t stopped yakking since she set foot in the place.”

      That was Jojo—interested in everything around her, always looking to learn something new, charming people and making new friends, no matter where she landed.

      “And Kitty?” How’s she holding up? “She’s something of an introvert until you get to know her, at which point she’s a straight up chatterbox. She’s an enneagram four, if you’re interested in personality profiling. It’s not at all like horoscopes—”

      The guard hiked her belt up, her trousers loose on her scrawny frame and the smile she’d just been sporting replaced by the original scowl. Her sidekick read every minute change in her handler’s emotional weather, casting her ears back and baring her teeth at Dale. There’d been no command—or at least none he’d heard—but he was under close surveillance.

      “You’d be the best kind of terrorist, Dale Curtis. You look like a family man, but are you? Really? Or are you something else, with your fancy talk and big old smile?” Her hand went to her dog’s ears. “I trust Sass. If she says you’re wrong, you’re wrong. Always trust the dog!”

      Dale’s ‘get out of jail’ fantasy skidded to a halt. The guard might have taken a shine to Jojo, but both she and her high-class mutt had sided against him. Talking about the girls had made him look—well, not what he was aiming for in any case. The guard was even more close-faced and skeptical than she’d been when she first walked in, and the sniffer dog was ready to rip his legs off.

      “I believe I’m allowed a phone call.”

      The guard smirked. “I assume this will be from the penthouse suite?” She disappeared, shaking her head, delivered her last tray, and sauntered back.

      Sass didn’t leave her place outside Dale’s cell door.

      “There are no phones, Mr. Curtis. We’re cut off.” She pulled her walkie-talkie off her belt. “Haven’t been able to raise my Norm in three days. That’s three days longer than we’ve ever been apart.”

      ‘Norm’ could be a son, a brother, or a husband, but he was someone important to her.

      “Phones are down. Comms are down. People have got their dander up. You’re better off in here where you can’t get into trouble or make problems for anyone else. Eat your food and be glad you’re out of the disaster zone.” She slammed out of the corridor, her dog at her heels and her keys heavy in the lock.

      Dale had been expecting bacon and eggs based solely on the smell, but there wasn’t a hint of bacon in the bowl at his feet. The sodden mess on his plate was something best left for the bugs and beetles. He shuddered. The stories they’d heard on the plane over were enough to freeze your blood—toxic swarms that stripped the crops to the ground, killing as they went.

      He wasn’t a scientist by trade but he’d spent a lot of time in nature, determined to give more than he took. The cicadas—Brood X, he’d heard the flight attendant call them—made no sense, or if they did it was the kind of sense that befuddled his scant training.

      The number of bugs that were emerging far outstripped all swarms that had gone before and that was saying something. Cicadas lived underground, going about their business for years—aerating the soil, feasting on roots—before emerging en masse to mate, deposit their offspring, die, and fertilize the very ground that had hosted them. They were big, noisy, clumsy, and local—but not toxic, and certainly not far ranging. This new breed was like a different species. But why the mutation? What did the breed gain? He was no cicada expert, but even he knew there was something ‘sus’—as the girls would say—about this swarm.

      The light outside crept from a low pink to a light orange, the square of light on the floor taking shape as the sun rose. Another day meant another chance for them to be sprung from their cells. He tidied his cuffs and ran his finger around the inside of his collar. He was in need of a shower and shave, but the facility in the corner allowed for no such luxuries. He’d learned the hard way that flushing was a thing of the past and the miniature tap that fed the tank on the back of the toilet had dripped its last drop. If the police station had lost water, things were far worse than he’d anticipated.

      The quality of light in his cell changed by the hour, but there were no sounds from the offices outside, nothing to tell him what was going on with his case. Sometime before noon the squeak of the door let their guard in and a prisoner out. Dale only caught a glimpse of the businessman with the carry-on suitcase, but if he was getting a reprieve things were looking up!

      “Hello, there? Am I next? Who do I need to talk to? Can I see the girls? What’s going on? Hello?”

      The door closed on his questions.

      “There are no rules, pally.” It was the first voice, other than his jailer’s, that he’d heard since he’d been incarcerated. And it was coming from the cell on the other side of his. Better yet, it was a voice from the old country! “I’ve been here for four bleedin’ days. I was supposed to be goin’ back to London. Just a hop, skip, and a jump from Lagos! All flights diverted away from central Europe because of one of those damned fires. First here, then there, before you know it I’m half way ‘round the world with all the wrong stamps in my passport. Think they’re going to let me out? No sir, they are not.”

      “You’re a Scot!”

      “Maximum frickin’ points for statin’ the obvious, son.” The laugh was a welcome break in the dark. “They call me Grouse. What do they call you when you’re at home?”

      “Dale, Dale Curtis. I’m here with my girls. Came to look for my son, but…”

      “Aye. We were all looking for something. Might as well look, eh? You’re a long time dead.”

      Dale hadn’t heard that expression in a long time, but Grouse wasn’t wrong—live for today, because once you’re gone, you’re gone.

      “What were you doing in Nigeria?” He’d asked to pass the time of day, but the stillness between the two cells told him that it wasn’t the icebreaker Grouse was looking for.

      “Where’s your son?” Unlike the English, the Scots weren’t known for smoothing social faux pas. Grouse had steered them away from the topic of his African trip, hard, and Dale had to respect that.

      “Last anyone heard, he was in Yosemite, but the fires were too fierce. He must have moved on.” Truth was, he had no idea where Brandon was. ‘In America’ seemed like a lame answer, but it was the truth.

      “Take my advice, keep away from the major cities. If you can stick to B-roads, or whatever they call them here, use those. The major motorways are done for.”

      Dale had figured as much, but it was interesting to hear the Scotsman say it with such authority.

      “The military’s moving in soon enough, mark my words. Stocks and stores will be routed to them, so if you’ve got yourself an old army buddy, give them a tinkle on the old blower!” Once again, Grouse’s laugh echoed off the walls. “If that feisty old bampot out there ever lets you near her sat phone!”

      Dale hadn’t seen any sat phones when he’d been marched through the front offices, but his mind had been on the girls rather than his surroundings. “I need to talk to my parents. They’re going to have more info on where Brandon—that’s my son, Brandon’s my son—might be.”

      “Good luck to you, brother. I’m going to be on the first boat out of here. Heading back to the motherland, where we stand a cat in hell’s chance of beating this thing. Smaller footprint see? Got to think local. That’s the only way we’re going to beat this beast; one tiny square of land at a time. So, no planes leaving the US of A?! Fine. Shoot me down the Mississippi all the way to the Gulf and I’ll paddle me way haem!”

      Dale hadn’t thought about boats. Not in Kansas. And he wasn’t sure—his Midwestern geography not being that strong—but he was ninety-nine percent certain the Mississippi River didn’t pass through the state.

      “America’s done for. Her card’s been punched. Her number’s up. She’s headed down the tubes.” Grouse wasn’t what you’d call optimistic. Dale had only the tales he’d heard on the news—and then on the plane over—to go on, but he hadn’t written an entire continent off.

      Grouse’s cell door rattled. “I wannae talk to mae boss!” Just as Dale had done earlier, he used his cup as a noisemaker. “Call Gandalf!”

      Oh, dear. He seemed like a genuinely nice chap, but it seems he’s got a screw loose.

      “If you can’t reach Gandalf, try Artemis!” Grouse kept at it, hammering his bars, screaming those names, until the guard returned. “About bloody time!”

      “I don’t know who you are, Mr. Grouse, but I’ve been instructed to release you on your own recognizance.”

      Dale didn’t know what a bampot was, but the guard had been stripped of her menace and was borderline friendly toward Grouse.

      “Let this wee chappie see his bairns.” Grouse towered over the guard, a hulking great mass of a man. “He’s about lost his marbles worrying after them.”

      The guard shot Dale a look, rolling her eyes. “I’ll give you two minutes. No touching through the bars. No code talk. Nothing that I can’t see. We understand each other?”

      “Thank you!” Dale’s heart did backflips. “And you, Grouse. Thank you!”

      Grouse was almost out the doors. “I’m not done with you yet, Dale Curtis. Our paths will cross again. De nae fear that.” The Scot patted Sass’ head on his way out and clapped Jojo on the shoulders, filling the cells with his booming laugh. “Tell your old man to get you out of here. Youze girls want to be gone home already.”

      If he said anything else, Dale couldn’t hear it for the sound of the girls squealing in delight.
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        Dr. Diana Stewart. Austin, Texas

      

      

      

      The transit van coughed and stuttered its way down from Sam’s parents’ house, its passengers riding in silence. Jesse sat in the back with Ben, and Patti had moved into the front to take over the driving.

      Diana was numb. She’d spent so much of herself trying to get back to Jesse, as she’d promised. She’d even persuaded herself that he and she had become close in their flight to California. How ridiculous! The poor kid had only known her for a few days and had just lost his father. He couldn’t possibly care how hard she’d fought to get back to him.

      Patti glanced across at her. “You okay, sugar?”

      Diana mustered a smile. “Not great.”

      Patti scowled. “If by that you mean ‘having a perfectly reasonable reaction to a brat slapping you down after you literally risked your life schlepping a thousand miles to come back to him,’ you’ve got a right to feel bad.”

      “He’s not a brat. He’s gone through a lot, stuff no one should have to go through. And it’s not like he’s known me for that long. I just—I just got a bit carried away I guess. He made a joke that we were twins and I thought that meant something. My bad.”

      Patti’s scowl did not lift, but as they went up an incline, the van slowed. “That’s not good. How far is this place? We’ve got half a tank of fuel from the farm, but it was the last of what they had, and Sam’s dad said it was likely to be full of sludge. I don’t know how far we can get on it.”

      “Jesse’s aunt lives to the northwest of the city, more or less. It’s not that far from the commune where Ben’s daughter and his partner are staying. All we can do is head that way. Maybe there’ll be a car we can siphon diesel from on the way.” But as the van lurched its way through the streets, Diana knew the chances would be small.

      Ben and Jesse chatted in the back. At least the kid was responding to someone. The sheriff from Watseka was a good sort.

      “I was sorry to hear about your dad, Jesse. He was a good man.”

      “He’s dead.”

      “I know, son. But Diana will look after you. She’s been really worried about you.”

      “She’s taking me to my dad’s aunt.” Jesse’s voice wobbled. “I don’t know her. I only met her once. I don’t want to go.”

      “She’s the only family you have left?” There was a silence. Ben went on, “Jesse, they’ll be worried about you.”

      “Why should they? Last time I saw them they kept calling me Oliver. They never came to see us when my mom died. They don’t care about us—about me. Nobody does.”

      Ben put an arm round the boy. “Now you know that isn’t true. Diana cares so much she traveled all the way here from Chicago to get back to you. And I care about you too.” There was a hiccupped sob, and he continued. “How long have I known you? Ever since you were too small to remember, eh? How often have you seen me up at the farm chatting to your dad? Often enough, I reckon. You know me, Jesse, so you know I mean it when I say that we’ll make sure you’re safe, okay?”

      “Yes sir. Thank you, sir.”

      “You can call me Ben. We Watseka boys, we have to stick together, right?”

      “Yes, sir. I mean Ben.”

      Diana felt a little of the tension leave her body as they chatted. Even if she had dreamed up her connection with Jesse, so long as he could talk to Ben he’d be okay. But she was still heartbroken at his reception.

      “A thousand miles between us and Chicago and things are just the same here as there,” Patti murmured. “I’d hoped that it was just some local nightmare.” She steered the ailing van between wrecked, burned out cars.

      “You heard what Sam’s godfather said, right?” Diana dropped her voice too, in case Jesse was listening. “It’s not local. It’s all over. The towns we went through… all the corpses, the burned out cars, the houses standing empty of anything except flies. What if it all turns to gangs and violence?” She paused, imagining what that world would look like. “How can it not? Someone said it’s the whole world, but I can’t believe that’s right. There are cicadas where they shouldn’t even be, and if I’m right, they’re reproducing a lot faster than they should. There are wildfires everywhere, and from the way they were talking about them in Matreus Towers, I think they might be something to do with Feedit too, though I’m not just sure how. And my team was responsible for that, Patti. My team was responsible for developing Feedit. All these deaths. Everyone you see. We did that.”

      “Diana—” Patti slowed the van to ease it past a truck that was still smoldering.

      “It’s semantics to say it wasn’t me directly. In the absence of Dan or Ed, I’m the senior scientist on my team. Bryce may disagree, but it’s the truth. I know more about it than any of my staff, and I have the data. This is my mess to clean up.”

      “This is past any one person’s help, Di. This is an act of God.”

      “It’s an act of Matreus, which Bryce would no doubt think was the same thing. But whatever it is, it’s our responsibility, and given he’s not likely to do anything to contain it unless it makes him a tidy profit, once the immediate crisis is over it’s up to me to make sure it ends here. No one else will.”

      They drove in silence, the van getting slower and slower until it spluttered and slowed to a stop.

      “Dammit.” Patti turned the keys in the ignition. The engine barked anemically a couple of times and then went dead. “I think that’s as far as we’re getting in this one. How far is Jesse’s aunt’s house?”

      “Further than we’d like.” Diana got out of the van and the others came to join her. She took the map out and unfolded it. “Okay, we’re here. This is where we need to get to.” She looked around them, and pointed. “West, about ten miles. That’s going to take a few hours’ walking unless we can find another vehicle.”

      “I guess we’d better start looking.” Ben limped off to try the door of the nearest car, Jesse close behind him.

      They spent the time packing the provisions Sam’s family had given them into the backpacks, but there were large bottles of water and extra blankets that they couldn’t carry between them. “I really hope we can get some more fuel.” Patti packed the last of the water bottles under the seat and arranged a blanket over them. “If we have to leave this lot behind, the chances of it still being there when we come back aren’t good.”

      “We have a few water purification tabs, but not many.” Diana slid them into the pocket of her backpack. “Once we’ve used those we’ll have to get river water and boil that.” She didn’t like the idea of having to follow the river when it didn’t go back to the ranch.

      Ten minutes of fruitless searching later, Ben came back frustrated. “Nothing. Everything that isn’t burned out has already been siphoned dry.”

      “We’ll try a little further on.” Patti nodded at the backpacks. “They’ll be heavy, but better that than leave it behind and regret it. There’s a bag for you there, Jesse.”

      Jesse frowned and pouted as the adults heaved their bags onto their shoulders but when Patti held out a backpack for him he turned and let her help him into it.

      “Will you be all right to walk, Ben?” Diana tightened the straps on her backpack and clicked the waistband into place, hefting the bag until it was comfortable.

      “Guess I’ll have to be.” He hitched his backpack. “Come on, let’s get gone. If there’s no water or food to be had out here, we’re going to be prime targets with these bags.”

      Diana shuddered. “I hadn’t thought of that.” And with Ben’s injury and Jesse in tow, their chances of outrunning anyone were small. They grouped together and struck off down the road. “Stay close, Jesse.”

      He didn’t answer but fell into step with Ben.

      The day dragged on, getting hotter and hotter. The acrid smell that had plagued them on the train was stronger, and starting to catch at Diana’s throat. There was a hint of smoke about it, and something else she couldn’t quite put her finger on. When the wind changed to the south, it cleared a little but even so, it made her twitchy. Fires and cicadas were never far from her mind.

      But mostly, it was the heat that beat her down. Diana was devoutly glad that they were wandering through the wooded area above the river, but even then it was so humid that sweat beaded on her skin, trickling down her neck and spine. She had taken off the jacket she’d stolen from Garrick and rolled up the pants legs as far as she could, but her clothes were far too heavy for the heat, and she stank of sweat, just like the others. She longed for her shower and her humble deodorant, but the last time she’d had the use of that was in Matreus Tower.

      They walked for a couple of hours. At first they chatted, but it hadn’t taken long before they all fell silent, concentrating on putting one foot in front of another. The road had been quiet at least, but as the temperature rose, they lost speed. The road was steep and the air shimmered with heat. The crickets’ chitter was loud in her ears. It made her jumpy; every buzz had her looking for cicadas. Jesse walked with Patti a little way ahead, investigating things on either side of the road and then trotted back to show Patti who was either genuinely interested or doing a very good job of pretending to be.

      Beside her, Ben stumbled and she grabbed his arm. “Steady there! You okay?”

      “Yep.” He paused for a moment, a brief spasm crossing his face. “Ouch.”

      She waited with him, steadying him till he could put his weight back on his injured leg. “Pretty sure this is not doing you any favors. Are you sure you want to do this now?”

      “Maybe it wasn’t the best of ideas, but if you think I’m going back to sit in a van with no air conditioning for a couple of days, you’re sadly mistaken.” He snorted. “Besides, I need to get to Rachel, and unless you have a Segway hidden in that pack of yours, this is about as good as our options get.” He released her arm, and began to limp onward again. “We won’t get there tonight, though. It’s getting too hot. We should look for somewhere to stop for the night.”

      Jesse dashed back to Patti with a feather, talking animatedly and gesticulating to the sky.

      “There’s a place where the road goes near the river. There’s plenty of shade in the woods and there is a house there. It might be risky to go and knock on the door, but if it looks deserted…” She didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t have to. If the house was deserted they would check and clear it for dead bodies, then take shelter and hope for abandoned water or food. “At any rate, we can at least take a dip in the river there and cool off.”

      “That sounds like a great idea right now.” Ben wiped the sweat from his forehead. He stumbled again, and caught himself.

      Diana frowned, and scanned the woodland around them. “Do you still have that knife Bud gave you?”

      “You want it?” He passed it to her.

      She set her bag on the ground and went to a small stand of saplings, where with a bit of difficulty she managed to hack off a branch maybe two inches in diameter. She sawed vertically, down the severed branch, so she was left with a Y-shaped stick. “Try that. And watch for splinters.” She handed him the makeshift walking stick and his knife, and struggled back into her own heavy backpack while he tested the stick, hooking his arm over the forked part. “Better?”

      “Much. Thank you.” He was exaggerating; but was clearly pleased with it. That was nice. “So… You got to see your friend again. He looked okay?”

      They set off walking again. “Sam? Well, he was alive and in one piece at least. Lost his dog though, who was the creature he was closest to in this world for years.” She sighed. “You know, there was a time when I’d’ve been devastated by that, but now… I can’t feel anything. It’s just part of all this.” She gestured around. “It seems peaceful, but every time a cricket buzzes too loud I’m scanning the horizon for cicadas and trying to work out how we shelter from them. And it’s so hot that if there’s a random wildfire out here, there’s no way we could outrun it. How can such a calm day be so…” She searched for a word.

      “Full of threat?” he suggested quietly. “I have been wondering when we will ever be able to fully relax again. Maybe when winter comes.”

      Diana didn’t answer, but she thought of their dwindling stores of water. Bud and his family had given them some food, including a couple of MREs, but even so, they would be in big trouble if they couldn’t find more. She took her canteen out and took a sip of water, sloshing it round her mouth before swallowing it, then held it out to Ben, who did the same. “Not far now, and we’ll stop for a while. According to the map, the road comes down to meet the river just round that bend.”

      The river revealed itself and Jesse turned back to them. “I’m really hot,” he announced in Diana’s general direction, but without looking directly at her. “Can I go in the water?”

      “Please,” Ben growled.

      “Please.”

      “So long as you stay near the edge.” Diana scanned a nearby building—a house. There was no movement. “Patti, could you keep an eye on Jesse please? We’ll go and see if anyone’s home.”

      “Of course.”

      The house proved to be deserted, but the previous inhabitants lay in various rooms, and the stench was too appalling, even for her. She felt her gorge rising, and from the look on Ben’s face, so did he. She checked through the kitchen cupboards, but the doors were smashed and hanging off, and there was very little to find. They dragged out mattresses and cushions from the uninhabited rooms, and with a bit of ingenuity and a length of clothesline they made a couple of shelters between the trees on the river’s edge.

      “Well?” Patti asked, coming back from the river to find a pile of towels ready to dry herself on.

      “It’s been raided already. There wasn’t much left, though we did find these in a corner of the kitchen.” Ben handed her a dented tin of peaches.

      “After the amount of salted peanuts and chips I ate on that train, this is more than welcome!” Patti paused. “You found a tin opener too, right?”

      Ben chuckled.

      They passed the heat of the day alternately swimming in the river and drying off in the shade of the makeshift tents Diana and Ben had fashioned from sheets and rope. By the time it was cool enough to walk again it was nearly dark, and none of them thought that would be a good idea, so they shared the peaches and bedded down for the night, Patti and Diana under one shelter and Jesse and Ben under the other; and though Diana was increasingly twitchy about sleeping in the open, she was exhausted enough that when her head hit the mattress, she was asleep in seconds.

      Jesse, of course, was the first one up, and he woke them when the sun was barely above the horizon. Diana had no way of telling what the time actually was, but it felt early. They ate in the hush of early dawn, and were on their way after one last splash in the water.

      The morning trek was easier because it was, if not actually cool, at least cooler than the previous day. Besides, there were clouds in the sky so they were spared the worst of the heat.

      “A couple more hours should do it.” Diana was walking with Patti today. “We’re only a few miles away now.”

      “Thank goodness for that.” Patti scowled at Garrick’s boots, which she was still wearing. “That ex-husband of yours has weird-shaped feet if these are anything to go by. They’re starting to make my heels sore.”

      Jesse was once again trotting back and forth, this time with Ben. Diana sighed. Being persona-non-grata hurt.

      “He’s a great kid, but he’s not being very kind to you right now,” Patti observed.

      “He doesn’t mean anything by it, I guess.”

      “He doesn’t know how much he’s hurting you, I agree. But all the same, he is pointedly excluding you.” Patti resettled the straps of her backpack, shifting it to a more comfortable position. “He might pretend he doesn’t care, but if he didn’t, he wouldn’t bother excluding you. If that’s any comfort.”

      Diana watched the child mime kicking a football, and Ben laughing. “I’m so confused, Patti. I don’t know what he wants and if I’m honest, I don’t know if I want to care.” But as she said it, she knew that was a lie. She did care, and there wasn’t much she could do about it.

      The sun was starting to clear the clouds, and the temperature was on the rise again. There was no hint of moisture or any kind of rain that might make the landscape less matchstick-dry, just the increasing heat and the acrid, smoky smell that made their throats raw. When they finally walked along the long, straight track which ended in a small cluster of farmhouse buildings, Diana had never been so eager to get inside and out of the sun. “Do you recognize this place, Jesse?”

      

      “No.” He was sullen and surly.

      “You sure?”

      “I’ve never been here before.” He stalked off and picked up a stick, savagely swinging it at the long grasses that grew stiff and yellowed along the driveway.

      Ben called after him, “Jesse, that was rude!”

      He swung at the grasses again. “Yeah, sorry?” He wasn’t particularly sincere.

      “Leave him.” Diana nodded at the house. “He’ll be all kinds of nervous. So am I.”

      Ben nodded, and the adults followed Jesse up the track. The farm was rickety and dilapidated, and very quiet.

      “What if they’re dead?” Patti whispered.

      Diana had no answer to that. Her heart leaped at the idea that she would not have to hand Jesse over to strangers; but these were his family; this was where he should be. “Let’s find out.” She resolutely walked up to the door and knocked. “Hello? Anyone home?”

      There were noises from inside, and then a bedroom window creaked open, to reveal a rifle barrel pointed straight at her. “Go away before I shoot you!” The elderly voice wavered. “We don’t have anything you want. Leave us in peace!”

      “Please, we don’t want any of your belongings.” She raised her hands so he could see she was unarmed. “You’re related to Jonah Sanders, right? He passed away and as far as we can see, you’re his son’s only remaining relatives. Can we come in and talk?”

      The rifle wavered as much as the voice had; but then it disappeared from the window and a bewhiskered old face leaned up to the gap. “Is that Jesse there with you?” The old man looked down at the little group. “I suppose you better come in.”
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        Kim Walker. Los Angeles International Airport

      

      

      Since leaving the comfort of her hometown, Kim Walker had learned the hard way there was more than one way to die. And as she took that first step out of the U.S. Air Force plane and onto the mobile stairway, her heart dove into freefall. The hope she’d harbored that America would be a safe haven for her daughter, Emma, shriveled. Los Angeles lay before her stunned eyes like a caricature of a ruined city. The bones of charred buildings smoldered while thin streams of smoke drifted into the thick, orange-colored smoke layer smothering the sky. Ash drifted down, covering the airport like fine snow. There was no rumble of traffic nor blare of alarms to mark the usual signs of human activity. No incoming or outgoing planes. A radio tower was snapped in two and the roof of a massive section of the terminal had crushed onto the floors below. Shuttered planes littered LAX’s runways, surrounded by abandoned luggage carts, discarded and broken bags, and mounds of…clothing?

      No, not clothing. Bodies.

      A breeze ruffled Kim’s hair. The fetid stench of rotting flesh tainted the hot, humid air and clawed at the back of her throat. Her nostrils stung. She whipped her elbow up to cover the lower part of her face. The bulging duffel bags she clutched banged against the metal railing. Dropping the bags onto the steps, she fumbled with the mini bug out pack she wore over her shoulders and retrieved her full face respirator. “Emma, Natalie, put your masks on.”

      “What’s going on? Why have you stopped moving?” Emma poked her head around the tall, fair-haired man standing in the doorway of the plane.

      “Mask, please, Emma.”

      “Not again!” came the whining reply.

      A distant gunshot cracked through the heavy humidity. Kim spun around and pinned Natalie Shields, who hovered behind her, with a furious glare that could have dropped a charging bull. “You said there’d been reports of a wildfire—one fire—not this! Whatever this is!” She flung out a hand in emphasis, then wrestled the mask over her face. Picking up the bags, she stomped down the steps then stood to one side.

      The older blonde-haired woman shuffled past, like Kim, carrying a duffel bag in each hand. “We both know that even if I’d told you everything about what’s happened here, you would still have come.”

      The blasted woman had hit the nail on the head. No way was Kim leaving Emma’s side until the danger had passed and she knew the kid would be safe. But then neither had she expected to confront a city that appeared to be on the verge of collapse. “Check out this place. It looks like a war zone. Even if I can find a rental, Emma and I will probably be mugged before we get two blocks.”

      A worried frown wrinkling her face, Natalie placed her bags on the ground. “Once we’re in Austin, I’m positive I can organize a safe passage to Montana.”

      “Austin? As in Austin, Texas? That’s even further from Montana than California.” Natalie and her secrets. Somewhere at the back of Kim’s mind had been the idea that she would soon be on a plane back home. But even if that wasn’t on the cards, she had to stay the course, no matter where the path led. “You could use that sat phone of yours and get us some transport. Maybe fly us straight to Montana from here. Isn’t it time you thought about Emma instead of your job?”

      “I’m not leaving Mom.” Emma clattered down the steps.

      Natalie crouched beside the bags. “You don’t know what’s at stake.”

      “That’s because you won’t share.” Kim glowered at the woman before breaking eye contact, then swept her gaze around the desolate airport. “We need to work on our trust issues. I can’t keep operating in the dark when Emma’s life is at stake.”

      “Honestly? I haven’t been given any U.S. contact details. You’re not the only one who’s been kept in the dark.” Natalie pulled out her mask from one of the bag’s side pockets. She straightened and struggled with the straps, her fingers visibly shaking.

      “Here, allow me.” Elijah Rush, the fair-haired man who’d been their Matreus escort since Hawaii, swung past with his trademark panther-like stride. Giving a smooth smile, he picked up Natalie’s bags. “I’ve organized for a private charter to take us to Austin.”

      Natalie placed her hand on his arm. “Is it possible for the plane to take my daughter and a friend on to Montana?”

      Elijah’s cool eyes settled on Kim for a moment before he turned back to Natalie. “Leave it with me. I’ll see what can be arranged after we arrive. Now, if you’ll follow me.”

      “That is so kind of you, Elijah.” Natalie adjusted her mask over cheeks that were an interesting pink, before trotting by his side.

      “What was that? Was Mom blushing?” Emma jumped the last two steps, her dark brown hair, braided into one long plait, flipped over her shoulder. The pet carrier she held swung out and caught Kim on the back of her left knee.

      The cat’s green eyes glinted with malice as she took a swipe at Kim through the mesh door. Tamping down her irritation, she skipped sideways. The creature was always keen to take a piece of her whenever it had the chance. “Careful. That hurt.”

      “Don’t be such a baby.” Even through the respirator, Emma’s snarky amusement was evident. “Didi definitely doesn’t like you.”

      “The feeling is mutual.”

      Emma stopped, her sharp indrawn breath audible as she took in their grim surroundings. “Wait! Is that…are they…?”

      “Yeah. Don’t look if you can help it. Hurry up. You’re blocking the steps.” Kim walked off taking a route that would lead her and Emma away from the bloated bodies.

      “And the city…it’s on fire. What happened?” Emma’s voice rose. “Mom said it was safer here.”

      Kim hurried back to where Emma was rooted to the ground. A bald man and an older woman wearing a pale pink hijab, both with laptop cases in hand, edged around her and made a dash for the other plane. They were members of the mysterious ‘team’ and their significant others who had boarded their plane in Hawaii with Mr. Smooth (aka Elijah Rush). “I’m not sure yet, but I’ll find out. As for your mother, she said she didn’t know.”

      “She always knows.”

      “Not this time. Come on, kid. I know it doesn’t look like it at the moment but I promise everything’s going to be okay.”

      And for the first time since they’d reconnected after eight years apart, Emma didn’t argue. Maybe Emma needed to hang on to the hope—no matter how tenuous—that everything would be alright.

      Whatever the reason, Kim didn’t care—she took heart that maybe Emma was warming to her. Maybe ready to forgive her for giving her up for adoption. “Let’s hurry up. Your mother and Mr. Smooth are already at the plane. We don’t want them to leave without us.”

      “As if Mom would leave me.” Emma tossed her head but followed after Kim when she set off again. “Seriously, though. Did you see Mom’s face? It’s like she’s forgotten about Dad already.”

      Kim flexed her tense shoulders. The trip from Hawaii to LA had not been pleasant. They’d spent the majority of the time strapped in tight on hard metal seats as the plane bucked and shuddered. But whether that had been from turbulence or its damaged engines was difficult to work out. “Give her a break. It’s been tough for her.”

      Emma choked back a sob. “Yeah. Well, news alert. It’s been tough on me too.”

      “I can believe that.” Kim softened her tone. “I’m sure your mother hasn’t forgotten him. She’s just responding to a good-looking bloke. Perfectly natural.”

      “But you don’t look at him the same way she just did.”

      “I’ve met guys like him before, all smiles, all charm, and super careful about hiding what’s underneath.”

      “Then you don’t like him.” Emma sounded satisfied, as if they were both on the same page.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Didn’t have to.” And with that parting shot, Emma raced ahead to join her mother.

      Two Air Force personnel manning a luggage cart loaded with plastic containers and boxes shot past. At least two containers had biohazard stickers on the side, and one of them looked like it had tiny air holes punched into the hard plastic. Kim quickened her pace, and a few seconds later caught up to a small group of people milling about on the tarmac arguing with Mr. Smooth who barred the way up the short stairway. Judging by his cap and the epaulets on his white shirt, it was the pilot who shook his fist in Mr. Smooth’s face.

      Three young boys had congregated around Emma, who’d opened the mesh door of her pet carrier. The shortest was crouched over and had his hand inside stroking the cat. Gray ash sprinkled over his back and sandy hair. The tallest, spoke to Emma in a rush of words, his shock of bright red hair bouncing as the words tumbled out. “…and the bugs came out of nowhere. Everyone was screaming and yelling. Pop made us hide inside a stranger’s house until the swarm passed.”

      A swarm of bugs? The hair lifted on the back of Kim’s neck. She jostled Natalie with her shoulder and they both stepped away from the others. “What’s going on?”

      “The pilot wants his sister and her family on the plane, but they aren’t on the manifest.”

      “So? The plane looks as if it could carry a good fifty people. And when you add us and the Hawaii team together, that’s only nineteen bums on seats. Not counting the crew of course.” Kim placed the heavy duffel bags on the ground and flexed her stiff fingers.

      “They haven’t paid.”

      “And we have?” She shook ash from her hair before slapping a baseball cap over her head. “That boy mentioned bugs. What the hell have you gotten us into this time?”

      After giving Elijah a furtive glance, Natalie lowered her voice to a whisper. “Flights in and out of LA have been canceled for a while now. Our entire trip—accommodation, customs, everything—was organized and paid for by my employer. This flight to Austin is off the books. Elijah told me the crew had to be bribed with two million each before they would agree. And that’s on top of what they paid the carrier for the hire of the plane. It’s a risky trip. There’s no one manning the flight towers.”

      “They must want you to get to Texas real bad. Care to share more?” Kim thought back to that moment in Bathurst when a worried scientist had pressed a USB stick into Natalie’s reluctant hands and which she hadn’t mentioned since. The woman was made of secrets.

      “My job is to downplay any role Matreus may have had in the ferocity of the fires.”

      “I don’t buy that—they must have heaps of spin doctors on the payroll. I’m betting the company had something to do with the toxicity of the smoke. But that’s not why you’re here.” Kim craned her neck to where the contents of the luggage cart were being loaded onto the new plane. “I recognize the labels on some of those containers. Looks like the ones I saw in Bathurst, some I’m positive contained blood samples.”

      Elijah stopped talking and looked over at them. His thin brows drew together, then he pushed his way through the small crowd.

      “Keep your voice down!” Natalie grabbed Kim’s hand and squeezed it hard. “I meant what I said earlier—I don’t have all the answers. But I will have soon. And as soon as we arrive, I’ll make sure Emma and you are on your way to Montana.” Dropping Kim’s hand, Natalie smiled as Rush stepped into their space. “Are we good to go?”

      “The pilot isn’t budging. He’s refusing to fly unless his people are on board.” Rush’s lips thinned, and for a split second something ugly flashed over his face.

      Kim curled her fists and rocked back on her boots. “It’s a no-brainer. Let them come with. I want out of LA before trouble finds us.” Ignoring Rush’s glower, she turned to Natalie. “If I had allowed Leanne to leave the spa with us, maybe she’d still be alive. I’m not leaving any more kids behind.”

      Squaring her shoulders, she strode over to the scowling pilot, who stood with his hands on his hips beside a thirtyish-year-old woman with the same reddish hair as the three boys. A stockily built, dark-haired man dressed in a checkered shirt and jeans wrung his hands by her side. “Grab your kids and board the plane. Everyone else, let’s find our seats.”

      The pilot muttered his thanks before clattering up the steps while the flight attendant stood aside. The Air Force personnel slammed the cargo door shut and, leaving the luggage cart where it sat, ran back toward their own plane. One of their buddies waved them to get a move on from the open doorway as the Air Force plane’s engines roared into life.

      Elijah gripped Kim’s upper arm in a punishing hold. “You don’t give the orders around here.”

      She ripped herself free. “Maybe not. But do you want this family’s fate on your conscience?”

      Shadows flickered in his cold, gray eyes. “You can’t save everyone.”

      “True. But we can give this one family a chance.” She was eager to get this last leg of their journey done and in the books. Instead of the two hour layover in Hawaii, they’d ended up stuck in a hotel for four days. The Air Force plane they’d expected to board had had to undergo emergency repairs after its flight out of the U.S. What had caused the damage, no one would say, and the delay had played havoc with Natalie’s nerves. She’d done little but pace and make furtive calls on her satellite phone, and judging by the dark smudges beneath her eyes, had slept little. But that was hardly surprising given what had happened since the bushfires had raged out of control, ravaging most of Australia. First, there’d been the deadly smoke that had killed so many people. Then Simon’s murder. And they’d barely survived that terrifying game of hunt and kill. If Kim hadn’t shot the leader and his brother when she did, all of them would be dead—either by torture or by being burned alive as the firestorm evolved around them.

      Kim hovered beside Emma, who was taking her sweet time refastening the mesh door to the pet carrier. Despite the horror of the past days and being haunted by those she’d lost, Kim was grateful for the few days of rest. Her battered body had healed, not fully, but she was close to her normal, fit self. Even the pain of her badly bruised ribs had eased to a tolerable level and her blistered feet no longer resembled a burn victim’s. She had to be ready for whatever was coming next—because even if the kid never liked her, she was going to protect her daughter.

      From around the side of the damaged terminal, an open-bed truck stormed toward them.

      Kim pointed at a man aiming a rifle in their direction. “Let’s go!”

      The flight attendant raced up the steps, followed by the remaining team members, while the couple rounded up their sons. Behind them, the Air Force plane thundered down the runway.

      A rifle boomed. The bullet drilled into the stairway. The chartered plane kickstarted with a shriek that sent goosebumps over her scalp before its engines settled into a steady thrumming rhythm. Adrenaline pumping, Kim stepped back, waving Emma then the family ahead of her. Another shot rang out. Then another. She ducked her head and bolted up the steps. When she reached the top, a figure filled the doorway.

      Rush.

      His hand reached out and grabbed the door lever. He paused and as their eyes met, the total absence of expression on his face chilled her to her core. For one long horrifying moment, she had the distinct impression he intended to slam the door in her face. Leave her there—defenseless. Alone. Separated from Emma and with little hope of finding her again.

      Her heart hammered like a death squad marching over her bones.

      Then he squished himself sideways, giving her room to pass. He smiled. “After you.”

      She barged into the cabin, claiming the first vacant spot. After stuffing the bags into the overhead compartment she collapsed into the seat. Emma sat across the aisle hugging the pet carrier close. Her eyes were shut as she hummed to her cat.

      Kim’s shaky pulse steadied, and she snapped on her seat belt. The plane jolted and rolled forward.

      A bullet pinged into metal fuselage. Leaning forward she slid open the window shade. The truck was close enough for the men in the back to be visible and every one of them was armed.

      “Come on. Come on,” she chanted as she closed the blind.

      The plane surged faster along the runway. A barrage of bullets bit into its side until, with an ear-splitting scream, the aircraft bounced once then rose into the sky. As the plane banked, something buzzed over her head and landed where the fingers of her left hand dug into the armrest. Her blood froze cold as the insect, with its bright orange eyes, crawled closer.
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        Anayeli Alfaro. Salmon, Idaho

      

      

      A firework of sparks sprayed behind the trailer, glowing bright in the gloom, but Anayeli didn’t ease off the gas. They’d been driving with the trailer’s flat tire for miles, thirty-six to be exact, the sparks from the wheel rim sometimes better and sometimes worse, depending on how Fortune the horse shifted around in the trailer and how rough the pavement was. At least the trailer had double axles so it wasn’t as bad as if the truck had gotten a flat.

      “There goes another one!” Ernesto had taken it upon himself to track the sparks that made it to the tinder dry grass on the highway’s shoulder, which did nothing to ease the gnawing sensation in Anayeli’s belly. “That makes fourteen.”

      Fourteen fires they’d potentially set, because of that stupid flat. The only advantage Anayeli could see was if they had set any spot fires, maybe the flames would stop whoever had laid out the nails in the road and slashed at Cricket, leaving an angry scratch down his chest. The poor dog—his fur only just starting to grow back in the places where he’d been singed, and now he was injured again because some jerk had tried to kill him, to shut him up, probably. If someone would try to kill a dog, she hated to imagine what other cruelties they’d be willing to enact.

      She’d made Andrew use some of the first aid supplies she’d jammed in her backpack to clean Cricket’s wound, but there was no good way to wrap the dog’s chest. The cut wasn’t life-threatening, but if it got infected, she had nothing to treat him with. Roxy kept trying to lick it which, sweet as it was, wasn’t doing Cricket any good. She wished for the millionth time that they’d been able to bring Nurse Kerry with them. She would’ve been able to help.

      But Cricket’s injury was the least of their problems. Either the truck was running on fumes or the gas gauge was wildly inaccurate or Mama’s prayers for a miracle had been answered because the gas light had been on for ages. She didn’t want to think about what would happen if they didn’t get to a town with a working gas station soon, but she couldn’t help it. Whoever was behind them, whoever had been hiding in the woods, the fires they’d accidentally set, and maybe even Creepy Colin, if he’d somehow managed to survive the Teff hay fire she’d set—any of those things catching up to them was its own little nightmare.

      “Mira!” Anayeli startled as Mama’s arm jabbed from the back seat, between Anayeli and Andrew, her finger pointing out the windshield toward a light ahead.

      “What is that?” It was an unanswerable question at their current distance, but it didn’t look like a fire—the cool light didn’t have the flickering glow or the raging bright orange flare of the fires they’d outrun in California or at the Pocatello racetrack. But light most likely meant people, and people… who knew what they meant. They might be racing headlong into worse danger than they’d left behind, but they hardly had a choice.

      The four humans in the truck sat in silent expectation as she drove closer and closer to whatever it was. Cricket’s head rested on Anayeli’s thigh. His eyes were closed, but he occasionally let out a high, thin whimper. In the rearview mirror, Anayeli caught Mama’s lips moving silently—still praying.

      “There’s buildings!” Ernesto poked a finger against the passenger side window. A smattering of boxy shapes rose out of the murky air, the kind of low slung construction that spoke of ranch houses, trailers, or garages. If they were approaching another town, maybe there’d be a vet...

      Relief washed through Anayeli, followed hard by a twist in her gut and a prickling up her spine, like she’d felt back on the road when the trailer tire had gone flat. Like they were being watched. Even if there was a vet in town, there’d be no time for one. They had to focus on the essentials: gas for the tank and air for the trailer’s spare tire. Cricket was going to have to survive on sheer will, at least until they got somewhere safe—to the Curtis Family Compound.

      No one else seemed as worried, though. Mama stopped her praying. Ernesto leaned forward, like he wanted to climb into the front seat. Only Andrew’s jiggling knee gave any indication he might be feeling any kind of nerves over what might happen next.

      But the truck kept running, the trailer wheel stopped sparking, the road was clear, and it led straight to the light they’d seen—a glowing white marquee announcing GAS, BEER, SUPPLIES. Fortune was finally on their side—maybe the horse’s name really was a good omen.

      “Gracias a Dios.” Mama’s voice was a whisper from the back seat, but her words were exactly the same as Anayeli felt as she eased the truck and trailer into the gas station.

      The place was pristine and well-maintained, with none of the long-deserted vibes of the last gas station they’d tried, even though it was just as empty. There were no other vehicles at the gas pumps. No one was parked in the four spots perpendicular to the mini-mart or around the side, where employees might hide their cars. But there was no sign of looting either. All of the store’s windows were intact. The locked cage of propane canisters by the mini-mart entrance was upright, and though it wasn’t exactly full, it wasn’t close to empty either. There were even bundles of firewood, like people on a camping trip might buy, stacked against the same wall.

      For the first time in forever, a grin pulled at Anayeli’s lips. “We might be in luck, mis amigos.” It was too much to expect, but she couldn’t stop herself from hoping the air pump station was still functional or that there would be cans of air or a tire repair kit inside the store and that she could figure out how to switch the gas pumps on. There must be a generator somewhere, because the lights were on. And maybe there’d be more first aid supplies to replenish what they’d already used for Cricket, and—she stopped herself. She was treading too close to fantasy. “You all stay here. I’ll go in, see what I can find.”

      “I’ll come with you.” Andrew unbuckled his seat belt.

      “No. I need you here.” She didn’t say the rest—to protect everyone I love—but she hoped he could see it in her eyes. They’d be better off with him as their guard.

      She moved to untwist the wires Andrew had stripped to hotwire the truck, to spare whatever gas they still had, but Andrew reached out and stayed her hand. “Keep it running.” He glanced about the empty parking lot. “Just in case.”

      Anayeli nodded. “Smart. Okay. Hold on to the dogs. I don’t want Cricket trying to jump out.”

      Andrew grabbed Roxy’s collar, and Ernesto reached over the bench seat and put both hands on Cricket’s shoulders. As she swung open the door, the dog lifted his eyebrows and gave Anayeli the saddest look she’d ever seen. “You stay.” He whined, but did as he was told. “I’ll be right back.” She wasn’t sure whether she was talking to the dog, or to all of them, or to herself.

      “Anayeli. Wait.” With his free hand, Andrew dug in his pack, resting at his feet along with hers. He pulled out his military-issued weapon, set it in his lap, then held out her pack to her. “You should take yours.”

      “But—” She’d stuffed Creepy Colin’s gun in her pack back in Salt Lake City, but that had just been a precaution. She didn’t want to kill anyone else. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t. “There’s no one here.” It was a thin excuse.

      “Take it.” His usually earnest expression burned with something fierce. He let go of Roxy and opened Anayeli’s pack. When he pulled out her gun, her heart rabbited, beating way too fast. He held it out to her. “It’s loaded, so be careful.”

      “No, I don’t—”

      “Yeli!” Ernesto said her name the way Carlota would, with an accent on the beginning and a rising inflection at the end. It had the same intensity as a yell. “Just take it.”

      She did as Ernesto and Andrew wanted, tucking the weapon into her back waistband as she stood behind the truck’s open door. Every other time she’d walked away from her family flashed through her mind. She wanted to tell them te quiero—I love you—but her mouth was too dry to speak. Instead she gave a nod, then turned for the mini-mart. Behind her, Fortune shifted in the trailer, making it bounce.

      Walking across the parking lot under the cold, glaring fluorescent lights didn’t make her feel any calmer. She had no reason to be so nervous, she just was. Maybe because she was going into the market alone. Or because the last time she’d walked into a gas station mini-mart, things hadn’t gone so well. But they needed to get the tire fixed and get some gas—though if someone had bothered to stay to man the store, she didn’t know what she’d pay with. Her wallet was long gone. Maybe whoever was inside would take something in trade—food, or some hay, or… She guessed it depended on how well-stocked the store was and what people in a small rural town needed. Maybe her weapon would be enough. She tried to swallow and gagged instead.

      She hopped up the curb, and reached for the door handle. When it opened easily, she realized she’d been expecting it to be locked. She shot a quick glance over her shoulder. Three sets of eyes were pinned to hers. She gave a little wave, then pulled the door open and stepped through.

      The inside of the store was just as pristine as the outside. The shelves holding candy and chips and sunflower seeds weren’t exactly well-stocked, but they weren’t completely bare. The refrigerator cases along the back wall were dim, but the shelves still held a diminished assortment of drinks—a handful of beers, sports drinks, sweet coffee beverages. To her right, the cashier’s stand was empty, unmanned. It didn’t make sense. The place should have been stripped—empty. What in the world?

      She should have been hurrying forward, taking whatever she wanted because their granola bars weren’t going to cut it for long, but instead she took a step back.

      Too late.

      Static crackled from somewhere—not a radio, but something else, a walkie-talkie, maybe—and there was a scuffling noise that made her jump. Two figures popped up from behind the nearest shelf, with two guns pointed straight at her.

      “Put your hands out where we can see them!” One of the men, the slightly older one with the sweat-stained trucker cap, stepped sideways out into the walkway, tracking her with his gun and his eyes. He was dressed like she’d imagined rural Idahoans might—like a rancher, in a plaid shirt, worn jeans and rough boots. He looked like a regular guy—someone’s husband, some kid’s dad. Both men did.

      She must’ve taken too long to do what he said, because Trucker Cap jerked the gun at her. “Hands up!”

      Instead of grabbing her gun out of her waistband like she should have, she was an idiota and lifted her arms, her weapon out of reach and useless, the outline of it pressing into her back. But even if she had gotten her hand on it, the chances of her getting a shot off fast enough, or aiming well enough to hit either man, were slim to none. Her hands shook as she held them up.

      “Please—we’re just—” Her voice came out weird, half-choked, but it got their attention and raised some kind of question between them—or at least, she figured from the way the two men exchanged a glance. She took the chance to slide one foot back and kept talking. “We’re only passing through. We got a flat and we need—”

      “What you need is to listen. And don’t speak unless it’s to answer a direct question. Got it?” Trucker Cap was clearly the boss.

      “I understand, but—” Somehow she was talking and running calculations at the same time, things like how much sympathy she could make them have if she told them more of her story, and how quickly she could shoot one before the other fired, and how close she was to the door and whether she could reach it and pull down one of the wire racks holding IDAHO! postcards before bolting…

      “Shut up!” Trucker Cap did a tight little head nod and the second guy inched around the other end of the shelves he’d been hiding behind. They were approaching her from opposite sides, boxing her in. Oh hell no.

      “We’re going to need you to cooperate and tell your people to get out of that truck.” Trucker Cap looked at her like he expected her to say something.

      “Well?” The second guy—Belt Buckle—had found his voice.

      “Well what? You didn’t ask me a question.” It was estupida, sassing these pendejos, but something inside her had gone cold and steely. She’d come too far and lost too many people to think rolling over and being placating would do any good. If Carlota could hear her from el cielo, she’d be cheering. “And why should I tell my family to do what you want?”

      There was a moment of silence—maybe they were stunned she was talking back or they were reassessing the brilliance of whatever plan they’d had—and she took the opportunity. There were twenty-four packs of cheap light beer stacked alongside the door. A little closer, and she could reach them. “Look. It’s my mom and little brother in the truck”—she’d let armed National Guardsman Andrew be a surprise—“and our dogs—”

      “Yeah, we know. And we know there’s more—” Belt Buckle strode closer, another burst of static punctuating the air, a muffled voice she couldn’t understand.

      Alarm bells screamed in her head before she even had time to figure out why his “we know” made every fiber of her body explode into movement. She whirled on instinct, flinging an arm out. The impact hurt, but she crashed a tower of beer cases to the floor, taking down the postcard rack at the same time. Two thoughts filling her head: A moving target was hardest to hit, and Corre! Run!

      She slammed through the door, dashing for the truck at the same instant two shots rang out, shattering the glass.

      There were shouts from behind her and screams in front of her—from the truck, so loud they rang out above all the other noise—but she slowed just long enough to snatch hold of the wire cage holding the propane tanks. She yanked hard, half expecting it to be bolted to the wall, immovable.

      But there was a rending sound and a metallic clanging so loud it drowned out everything else as the canisters bounced against each other, the rotten egg smell of propane filling the air. Another shot rang out.

      Corre!

      She ran as hard as she could, away from the propane cage as it toppled behind her, blocking the doorway, she hoped. There was no time to look back to see. “Go!” She screamed the word at the top of her lungs as another gunshot ripped behind her and then a surge of heat and a deep booming roar filled her ears again—a propane canister exploding.

      She’d been so stupid, parking the truck facing the mini-mart, instead of pointing it toward the exit. But someone was behind the wheel, pulling the truck around, swinging the passenger side toward her. The truck door flung open—Ernesto’s dark head visible as he leaned over the back of the seat—and she threw herself inside. “Stay low!” Her voice was a desperate shriek. If Ernesto got shot—

      From the driver’s seat Andrew grabbed for her, hauling her in, almost pulling her on top of Cricket, her shins scraping against the truck’s running boards. As she scrabbled onto the seat and fumbled for her gun, Andrew accelerated past the gas pumps. There was a blaze at the mini-mart entrance and flames in a human shape rolling around on the ground, an animalistic screech of agony cutting through the chaos.

      She tore the gun from her waistband and took aim, the passenger door still swinging wide, heat blasting into the cab as the flames intensified and shot upwards. It was only a matter of time before every propane canister overheated and went the same way as the first. She leaned at a precarious angle, reaching to close the passenger side door. If the whole lot blew, they needed all the protection they could get from the blast.

      For the second time in as many days they were running from a fire she’d had a hand in setting, except their chances of putting any real distance between themselves and the blaze with their already-empty gas tank were basically non-existent. They were alive though. That was all that mattered.

      The truck rounded the last gas pump, finally pointed toward the exit, but before they got there, a cluster of ATVs and gators thundered out of the haze. Each carried two or three men, all armed and looking exactly like Trucker Cap and Belt Buckle. The ATV mob was coming from the same direction as where the nail barricade had been, and they were headed straight for the gas station’s entrance, swinging wide to block them in.

      “Punch it!” The words ripped from Anayeli’s throat, even as one of the men on the nearest ATV raised his weapon and aimed at their windshield. “Get down!” She scrunched as low as she could and still see out. There was just enough space and the truck was big. Andrew could win a game of chicken and force their way through, if that’s what it came to. “Andrew! The gap!”

      Andrew saw it too and gunned the engine.

      A series of booming roars detonated behind them. The truck and trailer rocked violently—from the nearness of the explosions or the impact of ricocheting shrapnel or from Fortune’s panicked scrambling inside the trailer, or all of it. The ATVs screeched to skidding stops, the men’s faces glowing orange.

      Andrew whipped the steering wheel around, and tore past the stunned men, the trailer fishtailing wildly. The men wouldn’t stay stunned long, and they didn’t look like the types to let Trucker Cap and Belt Buckle go unavenged. They had to put as much distance between themselves and the men as they could, before they ran out of gas or the fire turned into yet another land-gobbling conflagration.
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        Keiko Sato. Southwest Texas. The Stefan J. Donck Molecular Research Institute Solar Laboratory. University of Texas, El Paso

      

      

      Keiko gasped at the message spray painted on the Subaru. “America First.” And the swastika keyed into the Outback’s hood. And the lab’s shattered glass doors, wrenched from their moorings and hanging drunkenly from the frame that had once been the front entrance.

      Keiko scuffed the toe of her boot against shards of broken glass, then raised her head to the mangled doors. Just then, Gretchen Taylor-Davis’ stout frame rounded the corner of the building. “Keiko, did you know one of the windows is… good grief, what happened here?”

      “I’m wondering myself. It’s like someone backed a truck up and ripped the doors off their hinges.”

      Gretchen stepped behind Keiko. “Actually, you might not be far off. Look at these.” She pointed at two ruts scudded into the bare earth in front of the doors and a pair of tire tracks heading toward the road leading away from the lab and out into the high desert.

      A dark cocktail of emotions slithered around in Keiko’s gut. A mixture of fury, fear, and dread. Something she’d felt almost non-stop from the night she’d stumbled into Netsy’s assault the night her house was burned down until her arrival at the UTEP Stefan J. Donck Molecular Research Institute Solar Lab.

      Her stress levels made her feel like twenty gallons of water poured into a ten-gallon aquarium, but she’d been able to lose herself in the science and, despite knowing the world had gone to hell in a handbasket, she’d finally begun to feel the stress was containable. She and Gretchen had made progress on the cicada genetics thanks to the toxin sample she had scooped off the dying redneck in Breckenridge and a new epifluorescence microscopy protocol Gretchen had pioneered.

      “We’re so close to cracking the cicada toxin code… and now this!”

      Gretchen tapped Keiko’s shoulder. “Come on. We better go see what it looks like inside.”

      Keiko rubbed her eyes and picked her way through the broken glass, through the bent door frames, and followed Gretchen down the darkened hall. Tears brimmed when they reached the door to the lab and found it torn from its hinges. Her daughter Maiko’s crayon art that had been taped to the door—a drawing of a house perched on a green hill with a happy little chimney sending a curlicue of smoke up toward a smiling sun—was painted over with a swastika. She was relieved that Maiko and Netsy were off somewhere else and not here to see this nonsense. It would take some work, but maybe they could get the worst of it cleaned up before the girls were further traumatized by seeing it.

      She flipped the light switch just inside the door. Nothing happened. “Power’s out.”

      Gretchen shook her head and clicked her tongue. “Welp, that’s just fabulous.” She spread her arms wide. “All of this… it’s just fabulous.”

      Broad beams of sunlight streamed through east-facing windows, and even without the electric lights, it was clear the lab was an utter ruin. Whoever it was had smashed everything. Keiko stooped to pick up a microscope and went to put it on a counter, but the counter was covered in broken glass from the shattered overhead cabinets. She swept a swath of glass onto the floor with her sleeve and set the microscope down.

      “Mom? Hey, Mom?”

      Maiko. Keiko closed her eyes. Not now. She turned toward the sound of Maiko’s voice and found her daughter standing in the doorway holding the picture she’d drawn.

      “Mom, look what someone did to my drawing.”

      Just then Netsy ran into the lab. “Sorry! She got away from me.” She took Maiko’s hand, then looked around the lab. “Wow…what bomb went off in here?”

      Gretchen shouted from the far end of the lab where she stood beside a pair of desks. Everything had been disgracefully vandalized. She looked furious. “Who the hell are these people?”

      A sharp furrow rose between Keiko’s eyebrows. “I have a pretty good idea. A white supremacist group from Boulder with the oh-so-clever name of the Boulder Boyz.” It had to be the Boulder Boyz. They’d found her in El Paso. How—and why—they’d tracked her to the solar lab was anyone’s guess, but they’d done it and they’d made sure to leave wreckage as their calling card. Either that or they had allies in Texas—but again, how would they have known where to find her? They were two states and at least a ten hour drive away from Boulder.

      “And what do white supremacists want with you?”

      Keiko slowly turned toward Netsy, then looked back at Gretchen. A look of understanding passed over Gretchen’s face.

      “They assaulted me.” The matter-of-factness of Netsy’s statement stunned Keiko.

      Keiko covered her face with her hands, then looked up. “They burned down my house… and murdered a Thai family that protected us when they chased us through Boulder.”

      Gretchen looked back over her shoulder at her desk and papers. “So not the kind of people you’d invite home to meet the parents.”

      The mention of the word parents shook Keiko. She’d forgotten the Boulder Boyz had murdered Netsy’s parents. She went over to Netsy and hugged her. “I’m so sorry.”

      Netsy wiped her eyes. “It’s okay. Well, not really, but it’s okay.”

      “Mom?” Keiko looked down. Maiko was tugging at her cardigan. “Mom?”

      “What is it Maiko?” There was an edge to Keiko’s voice that she didn’t intend, so she softened it by adding Maiko-chan, her pet name for Maiko.

      “There’s more words painted on the walls. One of them is the F-word.”

      Keiko slid her hands up to Netsy’s shoulders and held her for a moment. “Would you mind terribly taking Maiko back to the trailers? She doesn’t need to see all this. We’ll clean things up as best we can and come get you, okay?”

      Netsy nodded. “Sure thing, Miss Keiko. I can do that.” Her voice sounded tired. Then she took Maiko’s hand. “Come on, girlfriend. Let’s go play. We’ll draw some new pictures to hang in the lab.”

      Keiko watched them leave. It was remarkable how well they got along. She could never have asked for a better big sister for Maiko than Netsy.

      Gretchen interrupted her train of thought. “Welp, we won’t be doing any fancy-pants epifluorescence microscopy analysis anytime in the near future.” Gretchen raised a mangled microscope with both hands and set it on the counter. “Not only did they wreck the equipment, they swiped the chemicals.”

      “Are you sure? I know I locked them up after we finished last night.” Keiko rolled a broken desk chair out of the way and walked to an unopened steel cabinet. The edges of the cabinet door were scratched all to hell—but some good luck—the jerks hadn’t been able to force it. There was a note stuck to the cabinet, written in her own hand, which said cicada stuff…handle with care. Someone had crossed out her message and scrawled a second one: What’s in here, doc?

      She took a key chain from her pocket, selected a key, unlocked the cabinet, and opened the door.

      “Are they there?” Gretchen’s voice came from the far side of the lab.

      “They’re here.” She sighed. The chemicals—specially formulated to glow when injected into the organelles of cicada cells—were 100% intact.

      “So we’ve got that going for us. Fat lot of good they’ll do with no power and an electron microscope that’s been smashed to quarks.” Gretchen headed for the door.

      “Where are you going?” asked Keiko.

      “To check our food and water. If they’ve messed with those, we’re screwed.”

      Gretchen was right. Mobile phones and utility power were down all across the country. Since the lab was solar powered, they’d been able to continue working, but no matter what channel they’d tried on the television, there were no broadcasts. Neither of them had been able to get a cell signal for days and days.

      Keiko found a broom and swept up the broken glass, trying to ignore Gretchen’s raging that echoed through the halls from different parts of the building, hoping against hope Gretchen was only reacting to minor devastations and not to anything catastrophic.

      Half an hour later, Gretchen emerged through the doorway. “I’ve got good news and bad news.”

      Keiko swallowed hard. “Bad news first.”

      “The bad news is they’ve wrecked the power connections to the solar farm, stolen our food and bottled water, smashed the greenhouse, torn up the veggies, and pulled the cistern over.”

      The blood rushed away from Keiko’s head. Swaying, she grabbed the back of a chair for support. “What’s the good news?”

      “The good news is it can’t possibly get any worse.”

      Keiko staggered backward and slumped against a wall, then slid down until she sat on the floor. She drew her knees to her chest and put her head in her hands. “I can’t do this anymore, Gretchen.” She took away her hands and gazed up at her lab partner. Tears ran down her face. “I just can’t.”

      Gretchen knelt and took Keiko’s hands in hers. “Sure you can. You have to. We have to.”

      Keiko shook her head and snuffled. “No.” She shook her head. “No, no, no. I can’t. I’m done. Netsy… the killings… my house… Maiko’s father… and now this. It’s only a question of what’s next.”

      Gretchen rubbed Keiko’s folded hands between her own. “Keiko, we can do this. We’ll find a way to work. And you know why? Because you’re the best scientist…”

      “No! You don’t understand! They know where we are!” Keiko pounded her fists against the floor. “They know where we are and they’ll be back. And they’ll keep coming back again and again and again until they get whatever it is that they want.”

      Netsy burst into the lab. “Miss Keiko!” she sobbed, sprinting through the wreckage and stopped in front of Keiko. “Miss Keiko, they’ve got Maiko!”

      “They… Who?” The bottom fell out of the world, but Keiko pressed herself to her feet and grabbed Netsy and shook her hard. “Who? Who has her? The Boulder Boyz?”

      Netsy nodded, her tears dripping from her chin and cheeks.

      Gretchen pulled Keiko’s hands off Netsy and pushed Keiko against the wall. “Keiko, stop. Shaking Netsy to death doesn’t help anyone.”

      “They have my daughter!”

      “Miss Keiko, I’m so sorry.”

      Something clicked in Keiko. Something hard. The human part of her mind closed off. Keiko the scientist disappeared as if she had never existed. A new Keiko—a remorseless, vengeful, amoral Keiko—stepped forward. She ripped herself free from Gretchen and strode to the lab door. “Where are you going?”

      Keiko spun around. “Where do you think I’m going?”

      Gretchen pressed her palms together like she was praying. “Listen to me—we’ve got to think this through.”

      “I’m going to get my daughter.”

      Gretchen took a deep breath. “Keiko, I know… We’ll find Maiko, okay. But please don’t leave. I need you. I can’t do this without you. We’re talking about all of humanity here.”

      “You can talk about humanity all you want. I’m talking about my daughter! A six-year-old girl! How can you even pretend to be serious and tell me to my face that my daughter isn’t important?”

      “I didn’t…”

      “And how can you talk about something as abstract as ‘all of humanity’ right now? When there is a very specific, non-abstract human…” Keiko waved her arms wide. “Look around you—the lab is destroyed. There are other scientists who can do this work!”

      “But you are the best.”

      “And since when has that mattered for anything?”

      “Listen, I know how you feel, really I…”

      “How do you even remotely know how I feel?” Keiko stormed through the open doorway.

      Gretchen chased after her. “…the police…”

      Keiko stopped at the broken doorway and turned on Gretchen. Netsy was there too. Fine, gang up on me. “Gretchen, there are no police! Haven’t you paid any attention? The world is done.” She clenched her fists at her sides and her whole body trembled. “Keiko the scientist is done. I am the police now!” She turned to leave and then, white hot with rage, she spun on her heel to face Netsy. “And you! How could you let this happen?”

      Netsy blinked and shook her head. “Wait, what? You’re blaming me?”

      “You were supposed to be watching Maiko. Keeping her safe…”

      “Miss Keiko, there were four…”

      Keiko went up close to Netsy until her face was inches from the girl’s. “You were supposed to keep her safe!” Her voice splintered as she screamed.

      “But Miss…”

      Keiko sprinted across the quarter-mile stretch of bare earth toward the stand of trees sheltering the trailers where they’d lived the past three weeks. Her mind raced. Her side hurt. Gasping—as much from rage as from the sudden exertion—she fumbled for her keys.

      Someone grabbed Keiko’s arm. Keiko spun to face her assailant. “That’s enough, Keiko,” said Gretchen. “It’s not Netsy’s fault, any more than it is yours or mine.”

      Keiko tore free. She unlocked the trailer door and flung it wide, consciously ignoring the loud wham! it made as it slammed against the trailer’s side. She threw the door shut in Gretchen’s face and crossed the trailer, where she shoved her hand under her pillow and wrapped it around the cool metal of Christopher’s M45A1. She drew the weapon out. For a gun that only weighed a couple of pounds, it felt like it weighed a ton. She raised the handgun and stared at the trigger, the hammer, the grip housing seven .45-caliber bullets, then felt an overwhelming urge to turn the weapon on herself.

      “Nothing works.” Tears streamed down her cheeks. “Nothing ever, ever works.”

      Correct, Sato. Everything you touch turns to crap.

      She stared down the gun barrel, struggling to keep her mouth shut and not stick the barrel in.

      In her mind, the gunshots that killed her Christopher still echoed. Then an image of Christopher crumpling to the ground in Breckenridge. The mocking tone of Bryce Matreus’ gunman—Christopher’s executioner—…give him a few minutes, then yes, he’ll be dead. That gunman had been looking for Netsy. Christopher died protecting her. And what did Netsy do to repay that debt? She stood around while the Boulder Boyz kidnapped Maiko.

      The trailer door pushed open and Keiko turned. Netsy stood in the doorway, crying silently. Gretchen stood behind her two steps down from the door. “Miss Keiko, I don’t know what to say, so I’ll just…” Her eyes grew wide. “What are you doing?”

      Keiko stared down the barrel of the gun, then turned the .45 away from her face. She burned with embarrassment. “I don’t want to hear it. This is both of your faults!” She opened her cardigan to flash the 9mm holstered under her arm. “Where is your gun?”

      Netsy patted her side under her armpit. Keiko sneered. “Exactly. It’s not there.”

      “It’s locked up in my trailer. I didn’t think…”

      “Precisely,” hissed Keiko. “You didn’t think. And now my beautiful baby girl… You know what? I don’t have time for this.” She chambered a round in the .45, took two extra magazines, then shoved the gun inside her jeans at the small of her back and tucked her Metallica tee between the gun and her skin. She crashed past Netsy and made straight for the Subaru Outback. Gretchen’s hurried footsteps followed. Keiko ripped open the car door and threw herself down in the driver’s seat.

      Gretchen grabbed her arm. “Please, Keiko. Stay. We’ll get her back. I promise. But first…”

      Keiko ripped her arm free. “Let go of me. Don’t touch me!” She lowered her voice to the stillness of death. “I’ll be clear. There is no ‘first’ before Maiko. Nothing comes before her. Do you understand me? Nothing. Not if every person in the world bleeding from every orifice stood on the doorstep of this lab… None of that matters anymore. Maiko is all there is.” Her voice cracked. “There is no one else.” She started the car and threw it into reverse.

      Gretchen leaped out of the way as the Outback tore backward through the parking lot, then stopped, paused, and sped forward. Reflected in the rearview, Gretchen cupped her hands to her mouth and shouted. “Keiko! Where are you going? Keiko!”

      Keiko peeled out of the parking lot, the Outback’s tires kicking up dirt and gravel, and sped east along the lab’s access road, curving through the hills that looked down on her from either side. She took the .45 from the back of her pants and bounced it in her hand. It was so sleek. Nothing extraneous anywhere on it. A tool designed with one objective—killing people. She’d made an absolute mess of Jacob Horowitz with this same .45 two weeks ago at the gas station outside Breckenridge. And now she would make a mess of every one of those little thugs who had taken her girl. And not only them. She’d make a mess out of anyone else who got in her way.

      You are not the one to die today, Sato. It was the amoral avenging angel inside her. You know what you have to do. Kill ‘em all.

      She tossed the .45 onto the passenger seat. Her knuckles whitened on the steering wheel. “Be strong, Maiko-chan. Mommy’s coming for you.”
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        Dale Curtis. Police Station near Wichita Airport, Kansas

      

      

      The key turned in the lock. The cell door opened and the guard crowded the meager light from the doorway.

      “Have you brought me a lawyer or contacted the British Consulate? I keep telling you, we’re British citizens, for goodness’ sake!”

      An unexpectedly feminine voice spoke up. “Dale, you’re leaving today. I’ve arranged for all three of you to be released. We have stuff to do, places to go.”

      The guard moved out of the doorway and Ingrid stepped forward.

      “Grab your things, we’re going now.” Ingrid’s voice was crisp and piercing, a shock to his system.

      How had she found them!? Miracle worker! Dale followed her out of his cell. “Where are the girls?”

      “They’re out in the station lobby. I guessed that their need was greater than yours, so I sprang them first. Come on. We can catch up on the road.”

      She winked and grinned at him, and Dale couldn’t help but smile. Ingrid hadn’t changed a bit. They’d been under lock and key—fed nothing more than gruel, been denied washing facilities—but she was as breezy as if they’d spent the weekend at Disneyworld.

      Kitty and Jojo rushed toward him, smothering him in a tight embrace. They signed for their personal effects—heavily supervised by the dog, Sass, who they seemed to have befriended—collected their luggage, and looked to Ingrid for the next cue. She had a handle on what was going on.

      Dale took the girls by the hand, squeezed them, and followed Ingrid into the parking lot, pulling their luggage behind them and hoisting the cases into the back of her RV.

      Jojo turned to Ingrid. “I need the bathroom now!” Kitty nodded and joined her sister, walking toward the hotel on the other side of the parking lot. The world looked so…normal. Not the kind of place you could be locked up for a single, stray sentence.

      Jojo and Kitty were already deep in conversation, heads down with no checks for what was around them. Their situational awareness was appalling.

      Dale called after them, “Walk through the main doors and head straight for the ladies. If you carry yourselves as if you own the place, no one will stop you.”

      The girls disappeared into the hotel.

      “So how did you spring us? I’ve been asking the sheriff to put me in touch with the British Consulate, demanded a lawyer, but it’s all fallen on deaf ears.” No point mentioning the Scotsman; he’d been a blip on the radar, fascinating but ultimately a distraction. “But you turn up and we’re out in a flash. Thank you. It’s so good to see you Ingrid, it’s been so long. So much has happened…” The loss and grief rose, gripping his heart and threatening to overwhelm him. He swallowed hard, setting his jaw. Now wasn’t the time or place to get overly emotional. The girls needed him to be strong and Ingrid probably had her own feelings about Terri’s death. Dale didn’t want to make things worse for any of them. “So, how did you do it?”

      Ingrid smiled at him so warmly and kindly it brought another lump to his throat. This was Terri’s best friend, heck she’d even become one of his closest friends. He wasn’t going to get away with wearing a mask with her.

      “Whatever went down at the airport caused a boatload of trouble—”

      “Get off her, leave her alone!” It was one of the twins.

      Four guys were circling Jojo, taking it in turns to grab at her. Dale froze. This trip was a walking nightmare: one horror after another. One of the guys grabbed at Jojo’s jacket, but she twisted out of it, and broke out of the circle of mockery.

      There was a resounding crack, and a bullet ricocheted off the hotel wall. The guys ducked away, and Ingrid lowered her handgun so that she had the ringleader dead to rights. “The next one won’t go over your heads. Back off now—or test me. I dare you.” The guys turned and ran, taking Jojo’s jacket with them.

      Ingrid holstered her gun.

      “My jacket!” Jojo took a step as if to go after them.

      “Let it go.” Ingrid called. “We’re not going after them, not for a jacket.”

      “But Auntie Ingrid—”

      “No buts, sweetie. Get into the RV. It’s time we got out of here.”

      The twins moved in unison without another word, clambering into the RV. Dale's hands were shaking so much it took him three tries to fasten his seatbelt.

      Ingrid circled the parking lot, checking for Jojo’s assailant. “Good.” She revved toward the exit. “Good riddance to bad rubbish.”

      The roads around the airport were shockingly empty. There was the occasional abandoned car at the side of the highway, but no traffic jams or delays.

      “There’s a cooler in the back, girls. No ice, sorry, but there’s soda if you don’t mind your Pepsi being warm.”

      Jojo handed Dale a bottle of iced coffee, though it wasn’t iced and the sugar content alone made it more candy bar than morning beverage.

      “So?” Ingrid wove through a series of burned-out wrecks. “Tell me everything. How did you end up way down here?”

      “We were diverted from Chicago O’Hare about three hours before scheduled touchdown. Once we landed, we headed to passport control. Some stickler took issue with our passenger landing cards along with our British passports, asking us what we were doing in Wichita and how we intended to travel on to Chicago. Nothing I said satisfied the man and I was getting frustrated. Then my darling daughter came to my aid. What was it you said again Kitty?”

      Dale caught Kitty’s eye in the rearview mirror, blushing from root to tip.

      She mumbled, “I just said: “For goodness’ sake, let us through. It’s not like we’re packing bombs or anything.”

      Dale fought a smile. “So the next thing you know, we’re being escorted to the holding cells and being told that we’ll have Homeland Security coming to talk to us. Our bags were taken, we were moved out here to the police station, and it’s been a fiasco ever since. We’ve been denied contact with the consulate or a lawyer.”

      “You know what they say? ‘May you live in interesting times’ isn’t considered a blessing in Chinese. More like a curse! And here we are, in very, very interesting times.”

      “Tell me about it.” Dale twisted the top back on his bottled coffee and handed it off to Kitty. “Got any water back there? My teeth are fuzzy!”

      Kitty dug through the cooler. “Ooh, there’s an itty-bitty tiny one. Not American-style.” She handed him the single-serving of water. “That’s the last one, Dad. Enjoy!”

      Jojo mumbled something and the twins fell back into their inaudible, impenetrable chatter.

      Dale rinsed his mouth, glad of the lukewarm water. “How did you get us out?”

      “I just oiled the machine a little.” Ingrid winked at him.

      “You did what?” Dale shook his head. He was mortgaged up to the hilt, the house riding the line; to say nothing of the fact that Terri had transferred money into the twins’ account without discussing it with him. If Ingrid had bribed the officials, they could be talking tens of thousands of dollars. He was never going to be able to repay her. Ever. “How much?”

      “Never you mind my lovely, it’s just good to have you out of there. You could have spent a long time there, under the present circumstances.”

      “Dad.” Jojo was leaning forward. “My jacket, the travelers check I was carrying is in my jacket. Those guys ran off with it.”

      Ingrid cut across the conversation. “Hey sweetie, I told you. It wasn’t worth chasing those guys. They are pure trouble. At any rate, you’re with your Aunt Ingrid. I got your back. Don’t give it another thought.”

      “My check has gone too!” Kitty waved her passport wallet. “The check has gone. I know it was there when we got arrested.”

      Dale sputtered, his brain overheating and running ahead of his mouth. “£20,000? You’ve managed to lose £20,000 between you?”

      Ingrid grinned at him and patted his knee. “I got you, my friend. Don’t sweat the small stuff. You know as well as I do you can claim it on the insurance. You can get those checks replaced. Now relax, we’ll have plenty of real issues to worry about before this thing is over, if I’m reading the signs right.”

      “Got any liquor in that cooler?” He laughed, but the sound was hollow and insincere.

      “Dad?” Jojo broke from her conversation with her sister. “Did you ask for booze?”

      They didn’t keep any in the house, not after Jeremy’s infamous visit the year he found out Brandon was his son.

      “Sorry. I didn’t think to pack for the grown-ups!” Ingrid flashed her high beams at an oncoming truck. “Stay in your own lane, buddy!”

      Dale sank down in his seat. The emotional burden of the past weeks hung like an anvil around his neck. With the combined domino effect of Terri’s death, the flight being re-routed farther away from their target destination, being locked up, interrogation by the Department of Homeland Security, losing twenty thousand blummin’ pounds… the physical and emotional burden overwhelmed him. He let the thoughts and feelings cascade while the engine of the RV made a steady hypnotic hum. The road signs whipped past and the miles sped on by, their time in the police station fading in the rearview mirror until it was barely even a memory. But he was turned around. They were heading south, which wasn’t what he was expecting. “Hey, Ingrid, how far is it to my folk’s compound in Montana?”

      “We’re taking a bit of a detour. We’re currently a couple of hours away from my Uncle Dan’s ranch in beautiful Osage County, Oklahoma.”

      “Oklahoma? But… isn’t that the wrong direction?”

      “Yes, honey. But we won’t make it too far if we don’t go and visit Dan first. This country has gone to hell in a handbasket. We don’t know when we’ll be able to get gas or supplies. Visiting with Dan is the smart move. He’ll get us sorted out.” Ingrid yawned and stretched. “Okay, buddy, I’ve been driving for longer than I care to remember. I’m going to pull over and we can swap places.”

      Once Ingrid had pulled up and they had swapped seats, Dale took the wheel. “Want to tell me where we’re headed, or do I just roll out and follow the road?”

      “Very funny, mister. But, basically, yes. Keep driving straight until I tell you to turn. This isn’t like England. The roads here go for miles and miles and miles.”

      She wasn’t joking. The drive was interminable and the roads wide and, for the most part, deserted.

      Ingrid gave good directions—plenty of warning and plenty of specifics—and was great company, regaling them with tales of the swarms that had been grazing their way across the land. Before he knew it, they were into eastern Oklahoma, driving through an arched gateway and onto a gravel track which stretched out toward the horizon. America was built on a different scale than the UK. Only someone very well-to-do would have had a spread that size back home. “So, this is Dan’s Ranch.”

      As Dale pulled up, a couple approached the RV from the house and greeted them warmly. “You’re Dale, and you two beauties must be Jojo and Kitty. Welcome to Hackberry Ranch. Ingrid has told us so much about you. Dan Ploner.”

      Ingrid strode across the drive, in front of the RV. “Guys, this is Uncle Dan and Aunt Stella. These guys are just the best people.”

      Stella smiled. “Now hush, we’re just a couple of horse lovers trying to carve out a living. You folks look like you could do with a good meal, a bath, and a comfortable bed. Come on in! Dan’s had some ribs marinating.”

      See, Grouse? You were wrong. America is NOT done for. These people are still marinating ribs! Bet they’ve got radios, too!

      Dan had been leaning up against the cab of his Chevy pickup. “Can you handle a gun, son?”

      Dale stood to attention. “Yes sir, it’s been a while, but I was raised in Montana and grew up hunting with my daddy.”

      “Great, let’s get you a rifle. Stella, get these young ladies inside, we’ve got some business to attend to. Buster just called and told me the north fence has been cut through. It looks like those rustlers are back. Ingrid, you’re with us. Come on, let’s catch them while they’re finding their way about.”

      Dale followed Dan across the yard and mounted the cab of his Chevy, with Ingrid following. They’d only just arrived, but already he was being put to work. These were his kind of people.

      Dan pulled the glove compartment open and handed Dale a handgun. “This is a Glock 34. You can’t go far wrong with that.”

      Dale unclipped the magazine, checked the contents, fitted it back into the hilt of the gun, and placed it in his lap. Ingrid was to his right, showing him her SIG P365. Grinning his satisfaction at their collective firepower, Dan pulled the farm truck off the drive and rolled across the field behind the house, engine purring, lights off.

      The radio kicked into life. A low, guttural voice whispered into the cab. “I see you, boss. Stop there and I’ll put the hunting lights on. It looks like there’s three of them, south of you and east of me. I’ll catch them unawares. Going bright in 20 seconds.”

      “10-4, Buster.” Dan sprang down from the cab, waving for Dale and Ingrid to follow suit. No sooner had they stepped clear of the pickup, lights flooded the field in front of them, exposing three men with handguns, wire cutters, and reins, trapped in the floodlight.

      The guys pulled their guns, shooting blindly. A crack pierced the air as a shot from Buster’s high-powered rifle took the foremost rustler clean off his feet and onto his back, blasting a hole right through his chest. The other two rustlers stopped dead and dropped their handguns.

      Dan strode forward to confront the horse thieves. “You boys seem to have lost your way and run into a little bit of trouble.”

      The terrified thieves turned and faced the old rancher.

      “I’ll give you one chance to walk away from here boys, and this is how it’s going to work.”

      Dale collected their sidearms as Dan stood in front of them, leveling his gun at first one chest, then the other.

      “We’re going to keep your firearms and you’re going to collect the body of your friend, throw him over your shoulder and carry him back to that horse trailer you have parked up the other side of my fence. You’re going to load your friend’s body in the trailer, and you’re going to drive away and forget that this ranch ever existed. Am I making myself clear?”

      Tasting bile in his mouth, Dale spat. The thunderclap of the rifle, the force of the shot taking the thief off his feet, the sight of the man with a bloody hole ripped through his chest; in all his years of hunting with his dad, nothing had prepared him for that.

      “You’ll never get away with this old man, you killed William!”

      Dan cocked his gun and leveled it at the intruder. “You’re a brave one, but more than a li’l stupid. You cut a hole in my fence, trespassed on my ranch, and shot at my ranch hand before anyone opened fire on you. You’d be up on felony charges, whereas I’m well within my rights—”

      The thief didn’t wait to hear more. He hoisted the body of his dead friend over his shoulder and headed back to the breach in the fence with his partner in crime and the corpse of their accomplice. As they were loading William’s body into the trailer, one of them got brave and Dale heard his shout of protest carried on the wind. “You haven’t heard the last of this, old man. We’ll see who has the last laugh.”

      Dan was already getting back in his cab, grinning. “Don’t worry, we won’t be here when they get back. We’re going to go eat, pack up, and go. Jump in.”

      At the main house the smells from the kitchen quickened their steps. The three of them joined Stella, Kitty, and Jojo at the table, just as Stella was serving up. “Well Dale, what charming and beautiful daughters you have. Smart and creative too. Dan, these girls have been riding since they were old enough to sit in the saddle.”

      “Riding’s good.” Ingrid’s uncle didn’t hide his approval, nodding and smiling and winking at the girls. “I think this calls for a celebration. What do you think, Mother?”

      Stella produced a bottle of brandy and a tray of snifters. “I’m going to miss these! They were a wedding present from my great-aunt. I thought we’d never use fancy crystal, but it turns out there’s plenty to celebrate, if you let yourself enjoy the little things.”

      Dale took his crystal glass and sniffed the heady scent. He hadn’t had a drink in decades, but the world was about to run out of liquor for a good, long time. One tot wasn’t going to hurt anyone. He sipped. His taste buds lit up, the sweet notes as familiar as the lines on the back of his hand. He let the drop roll across his tongue and hit the back of his throat, warm and welcoming, like a friend he didn’t know was missing.

      “Don’t give me that look, Stella, it’s medicinal.” Dan handed a mini-tot to Jojo, then Kitty. “And, in any case, Dale and I rode those villains off our land.”

      Dale took another sip, rolling the brandy around in his mouth. The last time he’d had a drink was in the beer cellar at college. He’d been to Will Grecko’s stag do and they’d moved back to the college bar, because the barkeep would occasionally do a lock in for them, letting them drink after hours. Jon Howard had cranked the jukebox and Brittany Spears was ‘Oopsing’ in the corner while he and Kraus Miller played the world’s most drunken game of pool. He was a couple of pockets away from victory, when someone tapped him on the shoulder.

      Barry—barkeep extraordinaire—hooked his thumb over his shoulder. “Someone needs you, mate. She’s up in the quad.”

      Dale stumbled up the stairs, out into the cool of the night. The light from the music room threw a beam his way, catching in Terri’s hair like a crown. She had her head in her hands, sobbing like it was going out of fashion. His brother’s girlfriend was like no one he’d ever met before—smart and funny, hardworking and snarky, gorgeous and talented and kind—he’d loved her long before he admitted it to himself.

      Her blotched face and runny nose didn’t sober him up, exactly, but the pleasant haze that had hung over him throughout the night evaporated, leaving him with the sensation of looking at the world through cotton wool. And he didn’t want that, not when he was looking at Terri.

      “He’s gone.” She blew her nose for the third time.

      “Who?”

      “Jeremy. He’s left me. Cleared out. His room’s empty.” The sobs came back with double ferocity.

      Dale put his arm around her, careful not to squeeze her too tight. His low-down, no-good, runaway brother had done it again; and this time, he was not forgiven. Dale had cleaned up after Jeremy’s so-called ‘meltdowns’ since they were kids, but no more. “We’re done.”

      “How are they with handling a firearm?” Dan’s question snapped Dale back into the Oklahoma rancher’s dining room.

      Dale’s heart skipped a beat. “What? No! Look, Dan, I don’t think…”

      “Buddy I know you’re a good man and all, but you ain’t thinking. Open your eyes. This place is descending into anarchy. Ingrid, take them down to the range after dinner and show them how to handle a sidearm. You know where they are. Then get them strapped and loaded.”

      How could Dale argue with that? Anarchy had to be met with right force. He didn’t want his girls to have to see what he’d just seen, but he didn’t want them to be sitting ducks, either.

      After dinner the twins went to the range. No argument from their dad. He nursed his brandy, cradling it like the delicate treasure it was.
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        Kim Walker. Flight path to Arizona

      

      

      Like a rollercoaster, the plane dropped several feet for the fourth time in as many seconds, gave a sideways jolt, then leveled out. Exhaling a shaky breath, Kim rubbed a hand over her churning belly before reaching for the water bottle in the pocket of the seat in front of her. While gulping down the water, she eyed the small mush of yellowish-green goo smashed against the window shade, all that remained of the bug she’d killed with her seat’s rolled-up safety card. For some reason, she’d shifted into the aisle seat not wanting to touch any gooey surface. Even though it was dead, the thing gave her a serious case of the heebie-jeebies.

      The overhead warning signs flicked on, then flicked off. They’d been in the air for well over an hour, and to her mind were probably somewhere over New Mexico or western Texas. Possibly nothing but desert below them. Maybe the plane had electronic problems, which didn’t bode well. She twisted around as the flight attendant trotted down the aisle. His face was pinched tight, and he held, of all things, a can of insect spray. He quickened his pace before disappearing toward the cockpit.

      Cold sweat formed along Kim’s spine as memories flashed through her mind. There had been that crazy swarm of insects that had attacked a bunch of people in Bathurst. Then one of the pilot’s nephews had told Emma his family had hidden from a swarm in Los Angeles. Kim didn’t believe in coincidences—not after everything that had gone down of late. She hadn’t failed to notice that when she’d questioned Natalie if she knew anything about bugs going crazy, the woman hadn’t given an answer.

      Kim leaned across the aisle and tapped Emma on the arm. She’d let Didi out of her pet carrier and the cat perched on her lap. The way its unblinking stare appeared to be fixed on the squashed bug caused Kim’s scalp to prickle. “Okay if I sit beside you?”

      The kid rolled her eyes. “If you have to.”

      Scooping up her mini bug out bag out from the overhead compartment, along with a stack of folded blankets, Kim changed seats. After she stashed the bag between her legs and balanced the blankets on the armrest she buckled her belt, noting that Emma already had hers fastened. “Listen, I wanted to ask you about what that kid said back in LA. About some bugs.”

      Emma turned her head, her gaze drifting past Kim to the opposite window, and stiffened. For a few seconds she eerily resembled her cat. “I’ve been thinking about that, too.”

      A shudder ran through the plane, rattling the overhead compartment doors. Someone cried out.

      Kim pushed down her own rising fear. It was turbulence—that was all. “What exactly did the boy say?”

      “Wyatt. His name is Wyatt.” Emma settled back into her seat and ran a hand over Didi’s head. Apart from a minor twitch of its ears, the cat didn’t budge from its death stare. “He didn’t say much other than they hid in a stranger’s house until the swarm passed.”

      “I wonder if these insects are similar to the ones that attacked those people back home. Their allergic reactions were really extreme—a lot worse than anything I’ve heard of before.”

      “What was that? Did you say the cicadas are like this in Australia?” The pilot’s brother-in-law had leaned forward and poked his head with its mess of black curls through the small space between Kim and Emma’s seats. He waved a hand. “I’m Tio Andino and this is my wife, Shelah.”

      Kim twisted around to look at the couple behind her. “Pleased to meet you. I’m Kim and this is Emma. You were saying?”

      Tio’s red-haired wife smiled before leaning over her seat to tell her sons, who were seated behind them, to stop teasing each other. “Ahh, I see now. Mother and daughter—you are much alike.”

      Kim bit her tongue.

      Emma shot her an evil look. “I’m nothing like her.”

      “Those insects.” Tio tsked as he continued his story. “It was terrible. Never have I seen such a thing. People were swelling up—like poof! Bleeding blood and pus.”

      “Disgusting.” Mouth turning down, Emma squished herself as far as she could into the corner of the seat.

      “And people died. Then came the smoke from the fires and no one could breathe. Everywhere was burning. There were dead in the streets.” Tio jabbed his fingers in the air. “We couldn’t wait any longer. We had to get home.”

      “Which is where?”

      “Beatrice, a little south from Lincoln, but a long way from Austin, I know. We have friends there who will help us get home.” His chest swelled as he beamed. “On our organic farm, we grow the best, the most natural produce in all the state of Nebraska. Three and a half weeks ago, we came to Los Angeles to meet the head of a big restaurant franchise. He is very impressed with the quality. And I tell him, all natural. None of this Feedit crap in my soil.”

      Someone from the front of the plane squealed and Kim spun around, her heart leaping to her throat for a second time.

      Rush stood in the aisle, arms folded. He bared his teeth in a grim smile, before heading to the restrooms in the rear. He’d been listening, she was certain of it. Problem was, she had no idea what part of the conversation had caught his attention.

      A man shouted a curse and the timbre of the soft murmuring voices of the other passengers sharpened as tension rolled through the cabin. A woman’s shriek echoed down the plane along with the sounds of slapping and thuds. Heads bobbed over the seats as people checked out the commotion in the forward section.

      Emma let out a whispered half-sob as she wrestled her hissing cat back into the carrier. “Something awful is going to happen. I can feel it.”

      “Yeah. Me too.” Kim handed her a blanket. “Here. Pull your hoodie up over your head and use the blanket to cover your entire body. Including the cat.”

      “You don’t think they’re onboard?” Emma fumbled with the blanket, her eyes so wide the whites showed.

      Kim adjusted her baseball cap, pulling it lower over her eyes. “Judging by the noise the people up front are making, I’m guessing that’s a good probability. I’ve killed one already, and the flight attendant had insect spray.” She grabbed the rest of the blankets and, turning around, tossed them to Tio. “Get yourselves and your kids undercover.”

      His face paling, Tio muttered a swift expletive and made the sign of the cross. Scooping up the blankets, his wife slipped out of her seat and made her way to their sons.

      An insect whirred down the aisle toward the rear emitting a weird screeching noise, followed by five more. Ducking low, Shelah screamed and flung the last blanket over one of the kids while Kim tucked a blanket over Emma’s head, ensuring not an inch of her was exposed. “Don’t take it off until it’s safe.”

      Snatching the safety card from the seat pocket, she rolled it and swiped at the slowest insect. The bug smacked to the carpeted floor where she whacked it again. She unrolled the card and dropped it over the bilious colored goo that oozed from its crushed body.

      “Good idea! We must kill them.” Tio surged from his seat.

      Kim went to undo her seatbelt. In her haste, her fingers slipped over the mechanism. “No! Wait!”

      But Tio was already chasing the bugs down the aisle, swatting as he went with a rolled-up magazine. Bedlam erupted. Yelling and shouting, people jumped up, thrashing at the air, some using their bare hands.

      Kim’s belt unlatched and she pushed herself to her feet. “Tio! Everyone! Don’t let the bug juice get on your skin.”

      The plane pitched into a steep nosedive, sending everyone not in their seats flying and tumbling about the cabin. Alarms blared. Kim catapulted over the seat in front of her. Flinging out a desperate hand, she managed to grab an armrest, stopping herself from rocketing all the way to the cockpit. Her arm wrenched tight, agony tearing over her ribs and shoulders. The plane’s engines roared as it hurtled downwards. Dazed, her heart thrummed, and a vicious pain stabbed at her eardrums as she lunged for the other armrest. Grabbing onto it, she pulled her body between the two seats and wrapped her aching arms around the seat’s steel legs that were bolted to the floor. A man with black hair rolled down the aisle. Tio? But Kim couldn’t help him. Oxygen masks dropped down, useless because no one could reach them due to the plane’s angle. Among the screams and sobs, the thuds and bangs, Kim registered Emma’s voice crying out for her mother. For Natalie.

      Emma!

      As the plane shuddered and the near vertical dive leveled somewhat, someone shouted over the intercom, “Remain seated!”

      Kim risked raising her head. The cabin was nothing short of chaos. Bags had burst their contents everywhere. Someone had vomited, spackling the wall and part of the ceiling. Groans and pleas for help resonated through the air, competing with the shrieking engines. Rush raced past where she crouched in her tight space.

      Of course. The last time Kim had seen him, he’d been on his way to the rear of the plane. Wriggling forward, she poked her head out. Rush stood near the door to the cockpit, hand wrapped around a safety handle, legs apart to help maintain his balance. He appeared to be arguing with the flight attendant who was strapped in a jump seat next to the galley. The plane lurched, eliciting another wave of screams before it banked to the left. With terror carved into his face, the flight attendant leaned up and punched a code into the lock. Rush yanked open the cockpit door and disappeared inside as the aircraft quaked from one end to the other.

      Another bone-shaking jerk was followed by a long, squealing judder coming from the beneath the fuselage. The landing gear. Ears popping from the rapid descent, Kim scrabbled into the aisle and, one hand at a time, hauled herself onto the seat back beside Emma. Planting her feet hard on the floor to stop herself from slamming into the seat in front, she snapped on the seat belt then gripped the armrests. The blanket had fallen off Emma’s head, revealing her terrified face. “Hang on tight, kid!”

      Emma squeezed her eyes shut and bent over her pet carrier, while Kim groped one-handed for her pack, finding it scrunched up behind a large case that had stopped it from sliding any further forward. The plane screamed through the sky, plummeting toward the earth, bucking and shaking. Kim’s fingers closed over the pack. She dragged it toward her feet and, scooping it into her lap and hunching over it.

      The aircraft skewed to the right, then the front end flipped upwards with such a kick that Kim bounced hard in her seat, missing her head on the ceiling by a whisker. The noise from the protesting engines exploded through the cabin, drowning the passengers’ cries. Kim flung herself sideways, cradling her body over Emma’s hunched form. A piece of hardshell luggage cracked onto her back, as something else bounced onto the seat beside her.

      Rocking from side to side, the plane kissed the earth with a force that sent it recoiling into the air again and pitching sideways. A soundless scream ripped through her as she clung to her child and the seat for dear life. The plane lurched onto its side and spun in a dizzying half-circle. Her seatbelt gave way with a savage tug as the overhead lockers spilled the end of their contents. Losing her grip, she tumbled off the seat in a whirl of limbs and smacked against the window. Her desperate fingers scrabbled for something to hang on to. There was a horrendous sound, like the plane was being rent in two. The aircraft catapulted forward as if released from a spring.

      Kim skidded backward until she latched onto a headrest. Wrapping her arms around it, she swallowed her sob as the plane bombed sideways onto the ground, barreling forward, its engines one huge crescendo of noise. The headrest she was holding onto broke apart. Something heavy fell onto her, pinning her down. She was trapped. The plane wasn’t going to stop. Any second, they could slam into a mountain. Fall off a cliff. Explode into flames. She’d never be able to claw her way to Emma’s side. She wouldn’t be able to save her daughter. Her gut clenched as she anticipated the impact. Bile clogged her throat.

      But finally, the aircraft slowed its bumping and scraping over the rough terrain until it shuddered to a halt. The engines spluttered into a low whine, then ceased.

      In the leaden silence that followed, Kim became aware of the blood filling her mouth and the pain radiating over her back. She gagged on the metallic tang, raising her head a little so she could spit out the fluid before her churning stomach rebelled and she lost her lunch. Even that tiny movement sent a shaft of pain through her battered body. Nothing but stifling hot darkness surrounded her. A gripping sense of urgency to get to Emma fused strength into her quaking soul. Flexing her fingers, she tested each one for injury. Then her wrists and arms, before she moved on to her feet and legs. She attempted to shift her body into a stronger position. A few inches at a time were all she could manage. Whatever was crushing her to the wall was heavy, heavy, heavy. But inch by inch, she maneuvered her hands under her chest and was able to tuck her knees closer to her torso. Trusting she hadn’t sustained any major organ damage, she pushed off with her hands and shoulders. The weight shifted a tad to the right. Once more she heaved, and the heaviness slid a good six inches away from her, not much, but it was sufficient for her to wiggle out from under the broken seat.

      A rush of fresh air flooded over her face, and she sucked it down while she got her bearings. One of the wings must have snapped clear off as the crumpled plane lay on its left-hand side. Whispers and weeping mingled with the rustle of clothing and bumping and scraping noises, as those who could fought their way clear of debris and the remains of the shattered plane. The dimness of fading daylight couldn’t disguise the blood painting every surface. Nor the sight of someone’s arm a mere two feet from her face, wrenched off at the elbow, bone, muscle and sinew trailing from the ragged, torn flesh.

      Heat and smoke hit her simultaneously. “Emma!” Her pulse rocketed to life as she chucked broken cases and pieces of seats from her path. So hard to work out where Emma had been sitting in the swath of destruction surrounding her.

      “I’m here!” Her daughter’s voice, although a thin thread of sound, called to Kim like a siren.

      Thoughts of her aching body forgotten, she crawled over, heaven forbid, some poor woman’s bloodied remains wedged half in and half out of a jagged hole ripped into the side of the plane. Sweat trickling under her armpits, she climbed up a small mountain of broken seats and luggage to where Emma’s white face peered back at her.

      Emma lifted the pet carrier up. Terrified meows assaulted her ears. “Take Didi while I cut myself free from the seat belt.”

      “Any pain? Can you move your feet and legs?” Eyes burning with unshed tears, Kim took the carrier and edged back a foot to give Emma more room.

      “Bruises. Maybe some cuts. Hopefully nothing major.” Lowering her head, Emma fiddled with something beyond Kim’s vision. “The catch is locked up. I’m using my pocketknife. Lucky I had it on me.” She gave Kim a shaky grin. “I’m done.”

      “Wait a sec while I put Her Royal Highness someplace safe in case you need help.” Turning away, Kim slid down the back of a seat then leaned against the upturned drinks cart. She lowered the carrier onto the floor which had, moments ago, been the other side of the plane. Two seconds later she was back, hands outstretched ready to pull her only child from what could have been her grave.

      That tug, the release, Emma emerging—alive and free and unharmed—was like a miraculous birth. Kim held off a sob.

      She groped around Emma’s chair and located her bag before scrambling over to join her. With Emma clutching her pet carrier with whitened knuckles and Kim’s arm about her waist, they staggered their painful way to where the tail end of the plane should have been. All that met their horrified gazes was a long snail’s trail of debris that snaked out over a desert, studded here and there with the spiked paddles of prickly pear cactus scattered among small clumps of knee-high scrub and scraggly-looking bushes. In the distance to the north and east, craggy mountain ranges rose from the rough-edged desert floor.

      A small group of people staggered about as if in a daze, and there were at least two people lying motionless on the ground. A small group of three huddled on the gravel-covered dirt. One of them had blonde hair.

      Kim pointed toward the front of the wrecked plane. “Your mother’s over there.” Compressing her mouth, Kim guided Emma away from the tattered fuselage.

      “Mom!” Emma dropped to her knees.

      Natalie was propped up by a middle-aged man with a bad comb-over and wearing a blood-stained shirt. She gave a tiny sob and managed a smile. Blood seeped from her hair and trickled down her pallid face. Her left leg bent awkwardly and was stretched out in front of her. Natalie clutched at her knee with both hands. A blood-streaked Rush knelt beside her holding a bandage, an open first-aid kit on the ground.

      “Ma! Pop!” Three smaller figures approached in a stumbling run. The Andino boys. The youngest, whose blank face and staring eyes betrayed his shock, trailed a blanket behind him, while the tallest, Wyatt, held an arm close to his chest with his other arm around the shoulder of the middle boy.

      Wyatt turned red-rimmed, tear-filled eyes toward Kim. “Have you seen Ma and Pop?”

      Even though the last thing Kim wanted to do was to enter that plane again, she placed a hand on Wyatt’s shoulder. “No, but I’ll look for them. You and your brothers stay here and help Emma. Okay?”

      It didn’t take long to locate Tio Andino—or what was left of him. Unmistakable black curls betrayed the identity of the lifeless body lying broken in the front of the cabin, a length of steel piping sticking out of his pulped face. Sadness spiking her belly, Kim picked up a grubby towel and did her best to cover his remains. His wife was harder to find but Kim recognized the edge of her blue skirt where a section of the plane had pancaked, crushing everything and anyone who’d been beneath. The pooling dark blood was congealing. Her mind roiling from the horror of it all, she turned away.

      The wind picked up, whistling over the desolate landscape and bringing with it the thick stale scent of wildfire smoke and spilled jet fuel. It whipped through the plane wreckage and snatched up the fetid stench of blood and death. Gagging, she stumbled out of the plane.

      “Please…” a voice whimpered.

      Someone was still trapped inside. There could be others who needed immediate medical attention or they would die. But no matter which direction Kim looked there was no sign of civilization—not even a barn. About to call for one of the surviving passengers to give her a hand, she froze as the feral howl of a coyote sliced through the gathering shadows.
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        Ron Frobisher. Salisbury, England

      

      

      Salisbury Cathedral rose above the city, the spire reaching for the heavens, but Ron wasn’t much interested in things ethereal. He was much more focused on getting his sat phone to work. He’d done precisely what Dr. Sato had asked of him—collected cicada samples and hugged the road from Wales to Wiltshire—only to be soundly rebuffed by a snotty Ministry of Defense police officer who manned the gate at Britain’s most heavily guarded science base, Porton Down.

      When it came to germ warfare, the English took themselves quite seriously. Sure, the MOD’s ‘secret’ base was badass. They’d done things that rivaled the Russians, when it came to ‘experimenting on your own people’—asking for volunteers to test a compound that was ‘a cure for the common cold,’ then spraying them with sarin gas (and not telling them). For decades. Then tinkering with the doses until they accidentally killed a ‘volunteer.’ They hushed it up—again, for decades—defying an order to stop the experiments and were only brought to ‘justice’ when one of the volunteers turned state’s evidence. Though, that’s not what they called it. It had some cute name that was probably derived from the Latin. Ron had never tangled with the British jurisprudence system and he had no intention of starting any time soon.

      It was precisely because of this badass reputation—which they’d all bought into—that the uniformed boy at the gate didn’t believe that Ron was on a government-authorized mission. It all came down to being on the list. Which he was not.

      Ron didn’t bother arguing with the peon. He was only following orders. Ron needed to reach high into the administration and get his people to pull some strings. “I’ll get the PM on the line.” He wasn’t sure there was a Prime Minister anymore, but he needed the kid who held the power to let him into Porton or keep him out, to believe he did. But the English weather had other ideas. The cloud cover meant no satellite connection, which meant no call to the upper echelons of power, and no gate opening miraculously.

      “I’ll be back in a few.” He mounted his motorbike, grateful that he had just enough gas to race away rather than pushing the thing to the side of the road and walking.

      Porton Down science base was a few miles from the historic city of Salisbury. The city streets were empty, doors and windows shuttered and bolted, but the cathedral doors were wide open, which was what gave him the idea to climb the spire.

      The vicar—pastor? priest? man in a long, black frock coat—scuttled down the aisle toward the staircase that led to the room. “There are no phones, sir. No working phones.”

      “I know that.”

      “How can I help?” The little man had to run to keep up with Ron. “If you want to retire to the sacristy, I can rustle up a nice cup of tea.”

      The English and their tea. The world could be—no, was!—imploding all around them and they’d find a way to offer you ‘a nice cuppa.’

      “We’re out of sugar, I’m afraid. And milk, of course. But I’ve been reusing my own tea bag, stretching it until there’s nothing left, so that I can offer tea when guests arrive.”

      Ron took the spiral staircase, two at a time, hoping to outstrip the holy man. What he had to say was ears only. “Perhaps if you’d like to offer up a weather prayer?” He couldn’t help himself. The snark came naturally when he was irked. He’d spent an hour dealing with an official ninny and his mood was bleak, bordering on hostile. “If the Big Guy wouldn’t mind parting the clouds for me so I can get this—” He halted right before he cussed. “If I can get above this charming English squall, I’d be grateful.”

      The pastor was huffing and wheezing. Ron picked up the pace. The upper door broke onto a spectacular roof, the artistry a genuinely awe-inspiring show stopper, with curlicues on top of finials on top of gargoyles and stone-chiseled saints, but none of it meant diddly if he couldn’t deliver his bugs to the scientists. He stalked the parapet, phone in hand.

      The city below was blanketed in fluffy, white, scudding clouds, but they were thinner and wispier around the roof. “Come ye winds, that tend on mortal thoughts…” He’d adapted Lady Macbeth, but God would understand. Desperate times called for desperate measures. He raised the phone’s antenna and held down the red button, waiting while the phone powered up.

      The pastor, glowing with sweat, bumbled onto the roof just as the red light went off, indicating that he was connected.

      “Brother.” Ron thrust the phone into the startled pastor’s face. “This call could change the fate of this country.”

      “Yes. Right. Okay?” He hadn’t moved back toward the staircase. So much for English subtlety.

      It wouldn’t be fair to roll out the old ‘if I tell you, then I’ll have to kill you’ chestnut. Not while they were three hundred feet above ground, but he needed to be heard and heeded.

      “It’s a matter of national security. I get that you’re used to keeping secrets, but this one isn’t something we can share. So, if you don’t mind heading back downstairs.” The man wasn’t moving. Ron was hit with an idea so brilliant, he almost laughed. “Go and get the kettle on! I’ll come down and join you for that cup of tea when I’m done.”

      It was as if he’d hit a magic switch, sending the vicar—that’s what they called them! vicars!—down the stairs with a stream of ‘yeses’ and ‘I’m on it!’

      When the footfall fell to silence, Ron hit dial. Artemis wasn’t usually his first call, but he needed someone with tendrils miles deep into the administration. The phone rang and rang, but there was no reply.

      “Don’t let me down.” He hit Claire Moone’s number.

      “You took your time.” It was as if the heavens had parted and an angel of mercy had landed right on his dendrites. “Report?” She was a no-muss, no-fuss operative and he loved her for it.

      “Have the samples. Need to deliver.” They kept all chatter as vanilla as possible. The Cold War might be over, but there were—or at least there had been—plenty of global pots of rebellion, revolution, and revulsion ready to boil over. The enemy was always at the gate—or at least that’s how Ron chose to comport himself. Always ready, never caught with your pants around your ankles. It wasn’t a mantra so much as a way of life.

      “DSTL, ready and waiting.”

      Yes. He’d been to the Defense Science and Technology Laboratory—the less inflammatory name for Porton Down—and been turned away. “Copy that. Jobsworth doing their job.” ‘Jobsworth’ was a fantastic Englishism that had never caught on in the States. It described someone who adhered to the rules with the kind of fanaticism that defied logic. Ron could prove who he was, who he was working for, why he was at Porton Down’s gates, but without ‘official verification’ that kid-soldier was never going to let him in.

      “I’ll see to it.” She would, too. A call from Claire Moone meant you were in business. “Anything else?”

      They needed a secure link so that they could talk properly. He needed to tell her about the Welsh family at Llanarth Court, the fact that he was immune, the on-the-ground research that Gwyneth Jones was doing. But that was classified and had to wait. “You good?” Last time they’d talked she’d been on the hunt for one of the Bio Better crates that had been boosted when he was loading The Fairwinds. Wow! If that wasn’t ten lifetimes ago.

      “Dawn and Morning both neutralized.” Those were the Chinese boats she’d been tracking. “But no dice. Search continues.” She was as brilliant as she was concise and he wasn’t going to get any more intel from her. “Give me half an hour and you’re in.”

      Half an hour meant tea with the vicar, a leisurely stroll through town, and a pleasant ride back to the base.

      “Over.” She was gone before he could thank her. Just as well, the phone was low on juice and he needed to conserve it for emergencies.

      The vicar had done himself proud, producing not one but two types of cookies—biscuits, as the English insisted on calling them—and a cup of tea so strong Ron could have stood his spoon up in it.

      “How’s the world faring, Mr. Fielding?”

      Ron had gone back to one of his familiar aliases. “Well, vicar, not great.” The chocolate digestive was sweet and crumbly, a taste that belonged to a fading world. “How’s it been for you?”

      The vicar sipped his anemic tea—more water than leaf—his smile a sad affair that barely lifted the sides of his mouth. “At first, the people flocked to the cathedral. The walls are thick and ancient and the windows leaded and secure.” He pushed the plate of biscuits toward his guest. “But the food ran out and the bugs kept coming, then there were reports of fires.”

      Ron made a noise he hoped was encouraging.

      “We don’t have wildfires like you do, Mr. Fielding. We’re a watery country, known for rain and Wellington boots, rather than fire and brimstone. It’s one of the reasons—and this is just a pet theory of mine, not part of the Church of England’s teaching—that we have fewer parishioners these days.”

      Ron didn’t agree, but he also didn’t open his mouth. America had been built by Puritans fleeing the debauchery of the British. They literally wanted less dancing. That was the main reason their churches remained populated and the Brits had become more and more secular.

      “They didn’t leave all at once. There wasn’t ‘an event’ that led to an exodus. More of the drip, drip, drip of endless uncertainty. They had family elsewhere, the roads were jam-packed, the shop shelves empty. Those biscuits were a gift from a parishioner who’s been coming here all her life. She donated the entire contents of her pantry, then threw herself off the roof.”

      The biscuit turned to dust and ashes in his mouth, suddenly a symbol of the desperation and despair that had gripped the world. He washed the clumps down with the end of his too-strong tea and gripped the vicar’s hand in his. “We’re working on it. This is all going to come out right.”

      “I have a favor to ask, Mr. Fielding.”

      “Name it.”

      “I haven’t seen anyone in as many days as I can remember and Vicky’s still out there.”

      Vicky?

      “I decided that she’ll be buried in consecrated ground. Again, not what the church teaches, but she was a good woman. Lived her life according to a moral code that most people wouldn’t understand. One moment of madness should not put her beyond the parish boundary.”

      “You want me to dig her grave?”

      The vicar drained his tea, if it could be called tea; it looked like dishwater. “I have an old injury.” He nursed his shoulder. “Afghanistan.”

      The world never ceased to amaze him. A soldier-turned-vicar, looking for a small kindness, had served in the same part of the world as he had. He couldn’t say that. What he’d been doing out there wasn’t public domain and wouldn’t be. At least not in his lifetime. The ops were Top Secret, SCI, the intel derived from a fractured and heavily damaged intelligence cell.

      “It would be my honor.” Ron pushed his chair back under the table. “And thank you for your service.”

      The vicar fussed, blushing. “It’s not something we hear over here. But, thank you all the same.”

      They made their way to the graveyard, stopping at the caretaker’s closet to get a shovel, and picked through the weeds that had invaded during the apoc. Ron was glad of life, whether it be dandelion or lily. The earth had her own way of healing, no matter how much destruction humankind wrought on her skin.

      “Vicky loved this place.” The stone markers were a throwback to a time when the rich spent inordinate sums to memorialize their dead. “No one’s been buried here for…” He ran his fingers over the top of a waist high grave marker, engraved with angels and pocked with lichen.

      “Centuries?” Ron put his weight behind the first dig.

      “There’s been a church hereabouts since 1070. It’s mentioned in the Domesday Book.” The Welsh family had referenced the same document. Ron wasn’t sure how to respond.

      “We have an original copy of the Magna Carta.” The vicar laid that one on him like a challenge, so Ron stopped digging and gave the fact a moment of respectful silence.

      Satisfied that Ron was duly impressed, the vicar ran on. “Saint Osmund is buried in the cathedral, though he was buried in Old Sarum before. Came over with Willian the Conqueror.”

      The vicar was happy to talk and Ron was happy to let him. The ground gave easily enough, but digging a hole large enough and deep enough for a grown woman wasn’t child’s play.

      “He’s the patron saint of mental illness, paralysis, ruptures, and toothache.”

      Ron stopped digging for a second. “That’s a joke, right? Toothache?”

      “Not a joke. But he’s not to be confused with Saint Apollonia, who’s the patron saint of dentistry, but on the papal side, rather than our more humble church.” He’d warmed to his subject, rattling off where one might find reliquaries containing fragments of her bone and stories of her teeth being sold as remedies.

      Ron was tempted to add his own story of being offered a shard of the Cross during his travels in Jerusalem, but that would lead to a conversation about being in Israel and he didn’t need that.

      “The grave of St. Osmund, which we passed on our way out of the church, has rounded holes—portals almost—carved in either side of the memorial so that pilgrims could reach in and be closer to the bones of the saint.”

      What a rum lot humans were.

      “Of course the patron saint of England is Saint George, which has always struck me as rather strange. I supposed St. Edmund—who was the patron saint of this land before George—wasn’t warlike enough.” The vicar had eased himself onto the grass and was threading daisies as he lectured Ron on the history of the saints. “Between you and me, the idea that George slew the dragon in Berkshire, of all places, is ludicrous. He was born in Cappadocia, a soldier in the Roman army. It’s pure fiction to imagine he was here.”

      Ron kept digging and thinking. The sun was past the yardarm and his pass to enter Porton was probably stamped, sealed, and sitting on the guardsman’s desk. Digitally speaking. He redoubled his efforts, throwing the dirt over his shoulder as the sweat dripped off him in great gobs. The sound of metal on wood was distinctive, the thunk sending shock waves up his arms.

      “Ah.” The vicar—whose name remained a mystery—was on his feet and at the graveside in a single bound. “Well, I never. You hear about these things—drift and shifting earth—but I’ve never seen one before.”

      Ron bit back an irritated sigh. He didn’t have time to dig a second grave. He had to come up with some rationalization, fast. “Talk about living history!” He hefted himself out of the grave. “The way I look at it, this is a kind of honor for Vicky.”

      “We don’t know who that is down there.”

      “I don’t know this joint like you do, father, but from what I’ve seen you’ve got a mix of saints, soldiers, and statesmen. Your high ranking, hard-working, deeply venerated dead made it to this ground. It’s not like you’re going to be laying her to rest with a bunch of loser layabouts.”

      The vicar’s shoulders dropped a foot or two. “The City of London has started a program of double-stacking their dead.” He was talking himself into it. Excellent.

      “Where is she?”

      The vicar blanched. “The cathedral doesn’t have foundations.”

      “Okay…”

      “The water table hereabouts is too high, so we don’t have a nice, cool cellar. So I put her in the cloisters.”

      “Lead the way.”

      The archways, ornate stone ceilings, and towering pillars dwarfed the two men as they made their way to Vicky’s penultimate resting place.

      “I wrapped her in a tarpaulin that one of the workers left behind. More of a drop cloth, really, but needs must.”

      The blanket had fallen away, leaving Vicky’s arm exposed to the bugs and beetles; flies and larvae; maggots, mealworms, and mice.

      “Gloves?” Ron held out his hand. Everyone and their dog had some form of PPE and the vicar wasn’t the exception. “All respect, Vicky, but this is not a fireman’s lift situation.” The drop cloth was precisely that, a large piece of fabric with no sealant. “How long has she been dead, vicar?”

      “Two weeks, give or take?”

      That would explain the smell. She was going to be liquefied on the underside, which meant he was going to have to drag her. What an inglorious end. “Don’t suppose the workers left any other supplies?”

      They made their way back to the nave, where a scaffold and ladders graced the wall.

      “That’s everything. There. I tidied it into the corner, because… It’s a house of God, after all.”

      Ron climbed the scaffold, unhooking the plastic curtain that was wrapped around the outer wall of the structure. “This’ll do, nicely.”

      He wrapped the corpse as gently as he could and carried her sodden remains out to the grounds, willing himself not to bat away the flies, and lay her in the ground.

      “Vicky Palfry, late of this parish, may you rest in peace.” The vicar offered prayers, consigning her to her Maker, then helped Ron fill in the hole.

      “I’m off.” Ron shucked his gloves and found his helmet.

      “Solve this?” The vicar stood in the arched door to the cathedral. “Up there, you said your people were going to solve this.”

      He’d said it to get rid of the troublesome priest, but he hoped it was true. Maybe?

      “We’ll do our best.” With a smile and a salute, Ron rode back to Porton Down.
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        Keiko Sato. Southwest Texas. The Stefan J. Donck Molecular Research Institute Solar Laboratory. University of Texas, El Paso

      

      

      Keiko pounded on the steering wheel of the old Outback, barely able to see out the windshield through the tears. She floored the gas. “Why can’t this stupid thing go any faster?” She swiped at her eyes with the heel of her hand and the car swerved wildly toward a barbed wire fence running parallel to the road. She screamed and gripped the wheel, hauling the Outback back onto the hard-packed dirt road that split the rugged hills among which the solar lab was nestled.

      “Dammit!” She pounded the steering wheel again as she skidded through the hairpin curve fronting Daily Tank, the small natural reservoir that provided water to the lab. Provided. Past tense. The Boulder Boyz had wrecked the water tank when they trashed the lab.

      And now they had Maiko. An icy fear coursed through her, then a strangling tightness in her chest, like a huge fist squeezing her heart. She rolled down the window. A hot wind blew in from the north, a change from the previous three weeks of windless days. She glanced down at the .45 sitting on the passenger seat, its clean lines blurred by her tears. “I’m coming, Maiko-chan. Mommy is on her way.” The words came out of her like the last drop of water wrung from a sponge.

      She knew it wasn’t Netsy’s fault. She said there had been four of them. But she needed someone to blame and Netsy was it. It certainly wasn’t her own fault. She hadn’t been the one watching Maiko. But maybe she should have been. Maybe Christopher, her ex—her dead ex—executed by one of Bryce Matreus’ thugs back in Breckenridge…maybe he’d been right. Maybe she was unfit to be a mother.

      Just add it to the long list of things you’re unfit to be, Sato. Mother, colleague, friend, lover, wife. Face facts. You’re a hot mess who’s good at two things—looking through a microscope and being a bitch to your colleagues.

      She crashed her feet down on the brake pedal. The Outback fishtailed as it screeched to a halt at the four-way intersection with Loma Linda Road. Decision time. Which way did they go?

      “Okay, if I were a teenage neo-Nazi, which way…” Think, Keiko. Think fast. Maiko is out there. She took her foot off the gas when she realized she was revving the engine. “Left goes to New Mexico”—and nothing but empty high desert. There was nothing there for the Boulder Boyz. She looked right. “But you…” meaning the road “…you go to El Paso.” They had to have gone right. They had to have.

      Loma Linda Road ran straight on until it hit Highway 62, which ran west into El Paso. But Highway 62 also ran close to the Mexican border. Horror gripped her as she thought about what the Boulder Boyz might do with her beautiful little girl in cartel-infested Juárez. Who they might sell her to. And for what purposes.

      “No! No no no no no. Don’t even go there!” She covered her face with her hands. “Think, Keiko, think! Where would they go?” Thoughts shot through her mind like crisscrossing machine gun bullets. Mexico…New Mexico…back to Colorado… Highway 62 went to I-10, which went to I-25, which went north back to Boulder. But Boulder was a wasteland—there was no reason to go there. They’d never make it anyway—not without stopping for gas—and no one had gas anymore.

      Then it struck her. Hueco Tanks State Park. The only place around with any amenities. There was a gun club nearby…with a shooting range. A perfect place for a gang of loser kidnappers to set up shop.

      “Enough!” Maiko was out there…somewhere…and every second she dillydallied let the Boulder Boyz take her farther away. Keiko rubbed the little Colombian flag that hung from the rearview for luck, punched the accelerator, dragged right on the wheel, and ripped southwest down Loma Linda toward the Hueco Tanks turnoff.

      For the second time in ten minutes Keiko brought the Outback to a tire-squealing, fishtailing halt. A barricade blocked the road ahead. Two men milled behind the barricade drinking…and now three, as one emerged from behind a familiar white pickup truck.

      Boulder Boyz.

      Two of the men stepped in front of the sawhorses they’d set up across the road, leaning back on them with rifles cradled against their chests. They set what looked like beer cans on top of the sawhorses while the third man—the one who’d stepped out from behind the truck—leaned forward, bracing himself on his hands. He tipped up the visor of his baseball cap and spit a wad of chew on the dirt road.

      Keiko dabbed at her eyes with the hemmed edge of her Metallica tee. This was not the time to be crying. No, she wanted her vision sharp so she wouldn’t miss when she took aim at the faces of these monsters. When she’d dried her eyes, she dropped the shirt’s hem, slid her hand around the haft of the .45, and slipped the safety off. Two magazines of shells remained on the passenger seat, one for the .45 and one for the SIG tucked away in the holster under her arm. Hopefully 38 rounds—seven-plus-one in the .45 and twelve-plus-one in the SIG, plus what was in the two clips—would be enough.

      The sky crackled. The Outback shuddered and Keiko screamed. She hadn’t seen the first shooter raise a rifle to fire, but she did see a second gunman raise his rifle. She dove behind the dashboard and flattened herself across the front seats. The Outback shuddered again, but this time from farther to the right. She cautiously raised her head and peered over the dash. The man behind the barricade, Baseball Cap, raised his hand and the shooter lowered his rifle, holding it with both hands across his midsection.

      Baseball Cap cupped his hands to his mouth. “Doctor Sato! Get out of the car!”

      Keiko hesitated, then sat up. She slid the .45 onto her lap, ready to roll with whatever was about to go down.

      “Sato! I’m not telling you a second time. Out of the car!”

      Keiko slowly opened the door, setting the .45 on the seat as she stepped out of the car.

      “Hands up where we can see them.”

      Keiko raised her hands. She’d never felt smaller than she did at that moment, standing alone beside a battered, shot-up Subaru, baking in the high desert, flanked on the right by scrubby, forbidding hills, an open, featureless range stretching forever to the horizon on her left, and three idiots in front of her, three rifles raised, all of them aimed at her. It all added up. Execute an immigrant in the middle of nowhere and ditch her body where she’d never be found by anyone or anything—other than coyotes and vultures.

      One of the boys—it was Baseball Cap—lowered his rifle. She could see now that they weren’t men, but teenagers. Baseball Cap sneered. “You’re awful cute, Doctor Sato…for a subhuman.” The other boys laughed.

      Sure, laugh it up, you morons. Staring straight ahead at Baseball Cap, she made a quick calculation on how quickly she could grab the .45, aim it, and fire. She could squeeze off at least two rounds…and being a good shot, that meant two kills before the third could react. Plus, they were drinking. That increased her chances. No. The odds weren’t good enough. It was too risky. Especially considering her little girl’s life was on the line.

      “Where’s Maiko?”

      Baseball Cap grinned. “She’s here with us. Well, not here here, but close by here.”

      “Give her to me. I mean it. Give her to me now.”

      “’fraid we can’t do that, Miss Sato.” She knew that voice. It was Shane. Netsy’s rapist.

      Shane emerged from the white pickup behind the roadblock. It amused her, in a dark and entirely inappropriately timed way, that Shane, whom she’d advised at a STEM conference the previous year, called her Miss Sato. Clearly, she’d given this jackass the wrong advice. ‘Look into nanorobotics’ should have been, ‘Don’t murder. Don’t kidnap. Don’t rape.’ She regretted now more than ever that she’d missed the little punk when she’d shot at him in the darkened alley behind her house.

      Shane tapped Baseball Cap on the shoulder and he moved, making room for Shane between the two shooters. Baseball Cap took a flat can from his chest pocket and gave it to Shane, who opened it and then inserted a plug of tobacco in his mouth. “This is all pretty cut and dried, Miss Sato. You have something we want. We have something you want.” He spread his arms wide. “We’re not bad guys. We’re willing to deal.”

      “Why did you take Maiko? Netsy is the one you want. I don’t know why you didn’t take her when you had the chance.” Keiko’s blood ran cold. Had she just said that?

      Why, yes, Sato. Yes you did.

      Shane laughed. “Netsy wasn’t there.”

      Keiko flushed with rage. Netsy wasn’t there? Netsy hadn’t said anything about that! Where the hell had she been when the Boulder Boyz kidnapped Maiko? She didn’t know what to think. Who to believe. Anger and doubt tore at her guts.

      “Listen, here’s the deal. We’ll give you back your kid if you bring us what’s in the locked cabinet.”

      “What locked cabinet?”

      “Don’t be dense, Miss Sato.”

      “I’m not being dense. There are a lot of locked cabinets in the lab.”

      Shane drew a small square in the air with his fingertips. “But only one had a sticky.”

      “A sticky?”

      Shane sighed audibly. “The sticky that said cicada stuff…do not touch.”

      “Oh, that sticky.” ‘That sticky’ was the sticky she’d left to make sure there was no mistake about what was inside the cabinet—the epifluorescence chemicals critical to the research.

      “Okay, so now we’re getting somewhere…”

      Keiko interrupted. “I can’t bring you those. Their necessary for our research into the cicada toxins. You remember what happened to your buddy Joe McCarty? How he breathed in all that smoke and then choked and bled out from the eyes?”

      “I seem to remember Netsy shooting Joe in the face. But who cares about Joe McCarty? He’s dead and he was an ass anyway. Bring me what’s in that cabinet and we’ll give you your kid back. And I’ve changed my mind.” He tugged at his crotch. “Bring Netsy, too. Do that and you’ll get your kid back with both ears still attached.”

      Baseball Cap turned his hat around backward. “Yeah, otherwise she’ll be hearing in mono.” Shane rolled his eyes.

      Keiko willed herself to keep silent. What she wanted to do was dive into the car and floor it. Drive it straight through the barricade. She’d take out at least two of the jerks, but then the others would kill her and then goodness knows what would happen to Maiko. No, she couldn’t risk it. What was infuriating was that she had two guns and an automotive battering ram but she couldn’t use any of them. Not while they had her daughter.

      “Show me Maiko.”

      Shane laughed. “Why?”

      “You want what I’ve got, and I want what you’ve got. Show me my daughter.”

      “You act like you’ve got some kind of leverage here, but fine. Whatever.” Shane nodded and Shooter #2 went around to the far side of the pickup truck, returning a few moments later leading a little girl by the arm.

      “Mama!”

      A jolt of electricity—a rush of adrenaline—surged through Keiko and her heart rose in her throat. “Maiko-chan, my little love. Mommy is here.” Keiko wanted to shout her baby girl’s name. She wanted to run to her and scoop her up and kiss her and give her all the cuddles. She wanted to take her home…wherever and whatever that was anymore…and away from the human garbage holding her hostage. She wanted so much in that moment, but she willed herself to keep cool. A strong gust of wind kicked up, blowing her thick dark hair forward into her face. For just a moment, she turned to look at the sky behind her. A low, dark line sat on the horizon.

      Shane spit a wad of tobacco on the road ahead of him. “Happy now?”

      Keiko squinted. “Not even close, kusoyaro.”

      Shane clapped his hands on the barricade, then stood up straight and stepped back. “Get us what we want. Maybe you’ll be happy then.” He turned to Shooter #2. “Put the kid back in the truck.”

      Maiko screamed and Keiko’s heart died. “Mommy’s coming back, banī,” she shouted. “She’ll come back very soon! Suki da yo! I love you!”

      Shooter #2 returned cradling his rifle. Shane nodded in Keiko’s direction. “Are we done now? Because this whole scene is boring me.”

      “We’re done here…for now. I’ll bring you the chemicals. Just know that what you’re asking me to do will impede critical research into a cure for the cicada toxin. You’ll have the blood of millions on your hands.”

      Shane made a yapping gesture with his hand. “Blah blah blah. Those chemicals will make me a fortune on the black market. Get them or your daughter is buzzard bait. You have until noon.”

      Keiko lowered her hands. Something broke free inside her and plummeted into the depths of her guts. No matter what it took, no matter what she would have to do, she would not be denied her daughter. She couldn’t be. It simply wasn’t an option. She’d get the chemicals and trade them for Maiko. Everything else could burn. Someone else could find the antitoxin.
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        Dale Curtis. Pawhuska, Oklahoma

      

      

      The ranch had several guest rooms, each of them fitted-out in what Dale believed was ‘country chic,’ a bit flowery, a bit down-home, but warm and comfortable and, best of all, not a jail cell.

      Breakfast was an enormous, multi-frying-pan affair, with sausage, bacon, eggs, pancakes, and waffles, all dripping with butter and syrup. The girls ate stacks of pancakes and vied for time with the waffle maker, serving up blueberry delights that they both swooned over.

      “No rush, Dale, but when you’re ready?” Dan was dressed for business, his coveralls tucked into his boots and his cap jammed down hard over his wayward hair. “We’re going to take care of the horses, now, Mother.”

      Stella didn’t turn around from the stove.

      “Did you hear me?” Dan scooted his baseball cap back and scratched his bald spot. “Mother?”

      “I’ve said my goodbyes.”

      Ingrid rushed to her aunt’s side, wrapping her arm around the older woman’s shaking shoulders. “It’s for the best, Aunt Stella.”

      The day was already heating up, the sun a soft yellow-orange on the horizon. The men followed the drive for a couple of hundred yards before switching east, Dan humming to himself and Dale wondering about his place in this new and terrifying world.

      He wasn’t cut out for anarchy. He’d promised to love and protect Terri, but had been powerless when her life slipped away in front of him. He’d tried to provide for his daughters as they traveled into this hostile and alien world that he hardly recognized as his own country, but their travelers’ checks had been swiped. He’d meant to ask about making a call to his folks, but he’d been swept along by the rhythm of this couple who already had a plan in place. It felt like he was stacking one failure on top of the other and losing ground.

      “Here we are.” Dan strode to the barn’s double doors, unlocked them, and threw them open. “Right Dale, I’ll take the stalls on the left, you take the right. Slide the bolts and swing the doors wide until you can hook them to the adjoining wall, then take the next one. You’ll see names above each stall. Don’t open Chief Blackbird, Kahlua, or Fidget—we’ll be taking them with us.” Dan was already striding up the left side of the stables, unlocking doors and hooking them open.

      Dale followed suit, wondering what this crazy old man was up to, but things were moving at such a pace that all he could do was follow the instructions.

      As they reached the far end of the barn, Dan whistled a shrill call, clapped, and hollered down the length of the building. First one and then another horse left their stall at a startled trot. It was as if a faucet had been turned on. They streamed out of the open doors of the building and into the wide expanse of the ranch.

      As the last stall emptied, Dan approached the doors at the back of the barn and opened them. A large trailer stood outside. Dan dropped the ramp and led Chief Blackbird up and into the trailer. He took his time, talking to her, promising it was all going to work out. Once she was in her stall, he walked Kahlua, then Fidget, into the trailer. Dale mimicked Dan, soothing the beasts as they whinnied and nickered. The horses were edgy. Their friends were running free, but they were consigned to a metal box.

      “Right sir! These guys are ready to go. The rest of the herd is out there and will find their own way. It ain’t going to be easy, but this is horse country. Someone as needs them will find them and give them a good home. God willing.”

      That explains Stella’s tears.

      Dan turned away from the galloping majesty in the adjoining field. He had to feel the loss as deeply as his wife, but he made no show of it. “We need to get back to the house, load up our stuff, ask the ladies to join us. You ready?”

      Dale nodded.

      Back at the house Stella and Ingrid were moving boxes of dry goods into the back of the pickup. Stella turned to the men. “We left the fuel for you to haul. There are ten jerry cans, each with five gallons of gas. They’re by the side door. Dale, can you shift those into the rear of the RV?” She dropped her voice. “Something’s not right here, Dan. We’ve seen figures sliding around the grounds.”

      “Figures.” Dan took a couple of boxes from her, stacked them by the door and returned to the kitchen for more. “There was a few rounds dropped on the stable floor, not from any of my guns. We need to get out now.”

      Dale shifted a couple of the gas cans to the RV. As he stepped off the porch his jaw dropped and he came to an abrupt halt.

      Kitty slid a pistol into a holster on her left side.

      Ingrid cut in front of him, waving him away from the girls. “They’re fine Dale. They’re naturals with a handgun, you should see them shoot. And if my trip to Wichita taught me anything, it was that it’s handy to have some firepower to hand.”

      Dale resigned himself to the fact that the tide was coming in and there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it.

      The vehicles were loaded up and secured and Stella locked up the house before joining Dan at the Chevy.

      “We’ll take the lead. You follow in the RV.” Dan handed Dale the keys. “You good driving on the right side of the road?”

      Dale clicked the fob, unlocking the RV doors, and watched the girls pile in. “I drove on my daddy’s ranch in Montana. I’m happy on American roads…”

      Dan didn’t wait for more. Without so much as a by-your-leave, he and Stella headed away from the life they’d built for themselves.

      Dale’s guts churned; it hadn’t occurred to him that they might never see their house—the home that he and Terri had built with such love—again. He’d left England with a kind of blind bravado, but the more he saw, the deeper his sense of dread. These people—Ingrid’s aunt and uncle—had let tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of their stock out to roam free without looking back.

      As they approached the ranch gates, the windows rattled in the doorframes as an almighty explosion ripped the morning calm. The sky in the rearview mirror was crimson as a fireball lit the air. No one spoke, not even the twins. It was the strangest of times and only getting stranger.

      The drive back west was slow going, but even worse once they hit I-35 and turned north toward Kansas, with abandoned vehicles—some burned out and others crushed and concertinaed—littering the highway. The road was pitted where fire had melted the asphalt, lending the trip an air of foreboding.

      

      Tailing Dan and Stella, Dale shifted in his seat, aware that the hours they were about to spend on the road would turn into days, or even weeks, heaven help them. The horizon was an orange glow and smoke snaked across the road ahead.

      The girls were locked into their own private world and Ingrid chatted amicably, occasionally trying the radio but finding only static.

      “When we have a chance…” Dale kept his voice low. “I need to make a call?”

      “Don’t we all!” Ingrid kicked off her shoes and ran her feet up on the dash. “My uncle probably knows people who have CB radios. Or at least did. From what I can see, most farms have been abandoned. But…” She leaned and fiddled with the radio for the tenth time in as many minutes. “We can always ask when we stop.”

      The Chevy slowed and turned off the main highway. He couldn’t see around the trailer, but they seemed to be approaching a camp with a sentry barrier. The sign read: Armed Forces Reserve Center. Waiting in the RV, expecting a delay while security checked their credentials, Dale snapped into action when the Chevy rolled into the camp after the briefest chat with the soldier on duty. The young guard, all discipline and crisp in his uniform, saluted Dale and Ingrid and waved them through.

      The Chevy pulled to the side and Dan and Stella strode to the RV.

      “This is our stopover for the next couple of hours. We’ll rest up a little, turn the horses out and let them stretch their legs, eat, get some more fuel, and head on northward.”

      “How did we just roll in here Dan?” Dale hadn’t asked, but he’d expected cookouts and camping, not army bases and refueling. It was a welcome surprise. “Isn’t this place restricted?”

      “I served in Afghanistan, Special Forces. I used to instruct soldiers in weapons and tactics here before I retired. I’ve got a lot of friends hereabouts.”

      The anarchy that had erupted back at the ranch wasn’t evident in the Reserve Center. Soldiers marching in formation, vehicles moving around the compound—the reservists had purpose and direction. It was as if a tiny slice of normality had been preserved.

      “Sir!” A patrolman saluted. “Good to see you, sir.”

      Dan saluted. “Farrow. How’s it going, my good man?” They shook hands, then Dan clasped Dale’s and forced the handshake on him. “We served together. I got out, he went sideways! Military MP? Gotta say, it looks good on you.”

      “I’ve got a crew here, chomping at the bit to do anything other than march. Tell me what needs doing and I’ll set them to it.” Farrow’s smile was almost as wide as his shoulders, his teeth American-white and gleaming.

      

      “We have some horses that need seeing to. Three, to be precise.”

      “Say no more.” Farrow held up a hand and called a squad—platoon? Dale wasn’t sure what a group of soldiers that small was called—“You boys ready to show a bit of elbow grease?”

      “You’re a pal, Farrow.” Dan watched as the young men unlocked the trailer. “They’ll be fine.” He turned back to Dale. “Let’s take the RV. The fuel dump is 500 yards from here, behind the engineering block.”

      Dale hopped back into the RV and, shifting it into gear, followed Dan’s directions, pulling up at the fuel dump. As they stepped down, two soldiers moved a dozen more filled jerry cans into the RV, saluted Dan and marched back to the engineering block.

      “Food my friend, fuel for the body, let’s go.” Dan pointed Dale to the mess hall. “Over there.”

      Following Dan into the dining room, smiling at the incongruous sight of their ladies, Dale waved. Stella, Ingrid, and the twins were conspicuous as the only other folks in civilian dress in the hall. Kitty and Jojo seemed oblivious to anything but the food before them, digging through the trays of baked potatoes and soft, fluffy bread rolls. They piled their plates so high, it was as if breakfast hadn’t happened and dinner never would. Grinning at the sight, Dale helped himself to a bowl of hearty stew, grabbed a black coffee and joined the ladies. Dan slipped in opposite him, his grin as big as Dale’s.

      Dan leaned in toward him. “The Army knows how to survive in the wilderness for months, my friend. They’ll keep this place ticking for a while, then likely go out on maneuvers.”

      “It’s impressive Dan. I appreciate you getting us kitted out, but...”

      “No buts, Dale, we’ve just outrun some scum that aren’t satisfied stealing horses. They’re packing iron and demolishing ranches too. Ingrid was saying to Stella that you guys ran into your own trouble back in Wichita. Now it seems that there’s some lawlessness going about. I say we get some more hardware for the trip.”

      “If you’d asked me a month ago, I’d have said you were crazy but...”

      “But, now you know I’m right. Finish up and follow me. Ladies, we’ll be heading out soon, I’m just going to gather some more supplies.” He winked at Stella. “If you want to get yourself cleaned up, now’s the time, I don’t know when we’re likely to get another chance. Stella, show them to the washrooms at the gym.”

      Stella nodded and waved him away.

      With their meal over Dan led the way across the parade ground to the armory.

      Dan chatted with the quartermaster as if he was discussing the upcoming holiday while the quartermaster went back and forth in his store fetching various pieces of weaponry and placing them on the counter in front of them. The quartermaster patted the counter. “Dan, give me ten minutes and these are yours, my friend.”

      “Ten minutes?”

      “I need to devise a paper trail, sir. Someone will be doing an inventory before too long. I don’t need awkward questions.”

      Dale inspected the weapons while Dan’s friend signed and stamped a hundred papers, possibly in triplicate. He saluted and led them to the back door, then helped them pack the hardware into the RV.

      Dan shook his comrade’s hand. “I owe you one, son.”

      “Don’t owe me a thing, sir. This is for Operation Phantom Fury. We all know what you did and we’re grateful.”

      Dan didn’t fill in the blanks, but once they slammed the RV doors shut there was enough tension to keep Dale from asking any questions. What a man did during war was his to tell. Or not.

      The ladies were waiting for them when they finished loading the RV, refreshed and chatty. You could almost—almost, but not quite—believe that the world would be set to rights.

      With another twenty gallons of fuel, an M4 carbine with eighteen hundred 5.56x45mm rounds, ten M67 grenades, a rocket launcher, and a trio of freshly turned out horses, the party went to their respective vehicles, left the base, and continued away in convoy, the Chevy leading.

      Dale shifted his weight in his seat again.

      Ingrid patted his arm. “Hey, you okay big guy?”

      “I didn’t see us traveling through a wilderness with crazies at every corner and the need to arm ourselves to the teeth, is all. I’ll be okay.”

      No sooner were they back on the Interstate than a Dodge Charger tore past them, the driver leaning on his horn. It screeched to a stop half a mile ahead of them, turned, revved as if it was at a drag racing track, and tore back up the road toward them, pulling into their path at the last minute.

      Slamming on the brakes and bringing the RV to an abrupt halt, Dale cursed.

      Up ahead, Dan pulled the trailer to the side of the road.

      Unclipping his seat belt, Dale turned to the twins and forced a whisper. “Keep in the back and stay low and out of sight. Do not… I repeat, do not show your faces.”

      The Charger’s occupants were standing in front of their car with handguns raised. “Get down slowly and keep your hands where we can see them.”

      Dale and Ingrid stepped down from the RV, hands raised.

      “You’re that broad who shot at us in Wichita. So where are those hot girls you were so keen to rescue?”

      Stepping forward, Dale addressed the thug. “No luck, dude. We dropped them with their grandparents. Now put your guns away before someone gets hurt.”

      Obviously unimpressed, the young man motioned him and Ingrid to the side of the road. The men went to the side of the RV and opened the door.

      “If you value your lives, you’ll step away from that RV.” Dan’s voice thrummed with authority. He’d exited his vehicle and snuck up on them so quietly, even Dale jumped.

      The men hesitated, letting go of the door and stepping away. Then the silent one of the two swung his arm up, his smile more leer than cheer, but never got a shot off. A hail of bullets from Dan’s M4 tore through both would-be assailants, killing them stone dead.

      Blood wreathed out of the thug closest to Dale, ribbon-like, inching ever closer to his boot. He tried to move, but he was leaden and fixed, watching their lives stain the ground in front of him.

      

      “Dad!” Jojo scrambled out of the vehicle and clutched Dale’s arm, her face buried in his shoulder.

      

      He pulled her in close, her shakes becoming his. “It’s going to be okay. We’re going to be alright.”

      

      Kitty had flung herself on Ingrid and was sobbing uncontrollably. “That’s because of us. They’re dead because of us…”

      

      Dan stacked his rifle in the back of his vehicle. “Mother, you want to say something over these poor boys? Bring a blessing down on them?”

      

      The cognitive dissonance was too much. The man had shot two kids and now wanted to pray?

      

      Stella bowed her head and folded her hands. “Heavenly Father, these boys lost their way.”

      

      Dale kept Jojo facing away from the carnage. The dead kids—who’d meant to do them violence and who had been given fair warning—weren’t merely dead, they were shredded.

      

      “We ask that you find them, Lord, and turn them to the light that they may know how they have disobeyed and fallen from Your grace.”

      

      Dale had never heard of a post-death theology, but Stella was swaying to her own rhythm and he didn’t have anything more cogent to add.

      

      “If it pleases you, Lord, we ask that You bring them to You in the final accounting and weigh their hearts with those of the faithful. In Jesus’ name we pray, amen.”

      

      “Amen.” Dan produced a shovel. “Dale? If you don’t mind? We’re going to give these boys the best chance we can. Bury them facing east so that they may rise and meet Our Lord when he comes again.”

      

      Dale couldn’t bend his brain around what he’d heard. Salvation after death? He took the shovel. “Jojo, how about you and Kitty go sit inside and maybe make us…” He couldn’t think of what they had to hand.

      

      Ingrid was talking, sweeping the girls away, wrapping them in the chatter of her sensible self and heading for the horse trailer while he staggered to the edge of the road. He didn’t want to break the tree line, but neither was he about to bury the kids directly on the side of the highway. If they were going to do this—and it seemed they were—they might as well do it properly.

      

      He checked the sky for direction. He’d never thought too much about meeting his Maker in the flesh, the way Dan and Stella were talking about, but this wasn’t his show. He outlined the grave with the tip of his shovel and put himself into the task, pressing all thoughts—sin, death, repentance, resurrection, the immutability of the soul—out of his mind.

      

      He pushed himself, digging deep to stop from seeing blood. The boys had it coming, but Terri?—who’d bled out of her eyes and nose, begging him to find Brandon—she’d only ever been the best of everything—the best wife, the best mother, friend, lover. There wasn’t a bad bone in her body, but she’d died a death worse than the villains who’d threatened his girls. And they had as much chance at salvation as his best, best, best…

      

      Dale’s tears mingled with his sweat as he recalled their last morning together. He’d tried to say, in his own clumsy way—that Terri needed to take it easy. They weren’t flush, exactly, but they had savings. If she wanted to put her feet up, he was all for it.

      

      But she’d bristled, told him that it was out of the question. “I love my work, Dale. What don’t you get about that?”

      

      “I know! It’s just…”

      

      “Don’t say it.” She shot a look at the stairs. They hadn’t told the girls. They were waiting until she hit one of the ‘big’ markers and they were sure. Or at least as sure as you could be at their age.

      

      “That’s not it.” He wasn’t one who held with the notion that women turned into wilting flowers the second they fell pregnant, but he wanted her to know that he was there for her no matter what she decided.

      

      “So? What is it?” Once she was irritated there was nothing to do but wait it out. She’d calm down—she always did—and they’d make up over dinner, laughing at how stupid it was to fight about anything when they were both, essentially, on the same page.

      

      He hadn’t allowed himself to think about the baby. He’d seen the heartbeat, watched those fists reaching for purchase, begun to imagine kicking a football around the garden. They were going to name him for Terri’s dad…

      

      “You okay there, fella?” Dan had broken from his own task, hitching himself out of the four-foot hole he’d dug. “It speaks well of your heart that you’re so moved for these sinners.”

      

      The tears weren’t for the dead boys on the asphalt, but Dan didn’t need to know that. “We’ve seen a lot these past few days. I guess it’s taken its toll. Shooting deer and shooting humans isn’t…”

      

      Dan frowned. “We never take a life unless ours is threatened, Dale, and I could see that those young men were going to harm Jojo and Kitty.” He offered Dale a hand out of the freshly dug grave, hoisting him back to terra firma. “We’ve just met, but you’re part of Ingrid’s heart-family, which means you’re part of ours, too.” He brushed his hand off on his trousers. “Don’t know about you, but I’m done making excuses for people who are only out for themselves.”

      

      Dale followed the older man back to the road.

      

      “These kids thought they were owed something they hadn’t earned.” He pulled his sleeves over his hands and grasped the kid’s wrists. “You take the ankles.”

      

      Together they rolled both boys into their graves.

      

      “You fill them in, while I just find a couple of sticks.”

      

      While Dale shoveled dirt on top of the dead bodies, careful not to meet those dead-fish eyes, Dan made a couple of rough crosses, which he planted at the head of each mound.

      

      “The mysteries of our Savior are beyond human understanding. He died for all sin, Dale. All sin. I’m not able to judge and so I don’t seek to.”

      

      Dan went through the boys’ Charger, inch by inch. “They were kin. Same last name.” He tossed their IDs in the back seat.

      

      Dale peeled back the carpet in the trunk and whistled. “Well, I’ll be…” The wheel well was packed with firearms.

      

      “Our lucky day!” Dan cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled. “Mother! Bring your books on down!”

      

      Stella came around to the back of the Charger with an accounting book and listed every gun, every round of ammunition, every eyepiece, magazine, and holster.

      

      The clop of hooves broke the surreal accounting. Ingrid leading Chief Blackbird toward them, with Jojo and Kitty steering Kahlua, and Fidget in the rear. The massive beasts, with their slow blinks and soft muzzles, had done what Dale hadn’t been able to do—they’d calmed the girls.

      

      “We found an orchard, Dad.” Kitty’s pockets brimmed with fruit.

      

      Chief Blackbird blew raspberries and lifted her head.

      

      “I know, my dear. You’ll have your fill.” Ingrid stroked the mare’s mane. “This one would have eaten an entire tree, if we’d let her.”

      

      “But horses are allowed apples, Auntie Ingrid!” Jojo had her face buried in Fidget’s hair, fingers fluttering down the soft nose. “Aren’t they?”

      

      Terri would have loved that moment—both girls calm, both of them in charge of a creature five times their size. She’d always said that they were meant for great things and she wasn’t wrong.

      

      “Is it time to trailer these beauties or do we have a little longer? Aunt Stella? Is it time…”

      

      Stella snapped her accounting book shut. “Yep. Time for them to go back into the trailer.”

      

      The women joined forces to get all three horses inside while Dan finished his inspection of the Charger. “What say you?” He stood back, admiring her sleek lines. “She’ll use less gas, but she has a lot less legroom than our vehicles.”

      

      What a waste to leave such a beautiful, working car on the side of the road, but Dale was more interested in moving than acquiring more stuff. “I say we siphon her gas, take the battery, and leave her here.”

      

      “The battery’s no use to us. The RV needs…”

      

      “I was thinking more that we wanted to disable the vehicle so that no one else can follow us.” Dale hated that his brain was tending that way, but now that the dust had settled and his heart rate almost returned to normal, he wanted to know that his daughters—unlike his son—were going to be safe.
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        Dr. Diana Stewart. Austin, Texas

      

      

      The old man, Jesse’s great-uncle, led Diana and the others upstairs to a dark, stinking room where his wife lay unconscious on the bed. She was as gaunt as he was, and when Patti opened the curtains and the windows, the light revealed a skeletal figure whose flesh was an unhealthy yellow. Even with the windows open, the room stank of urine.

      The old man limped to his chair and sat heavily. “Sarah’s been unwell for a long time, but without her meds or the nurses who used to come…” He looked away. “Well. I’ve done my best for her. But it isn’t anything like good enough.”

      Patti caught Diana’s eye. “I can help. I’m a nurse.”

      The old man patted his wife’s hand. “Anything you can do. She deserves better than this.”

      Diana stood out of Patti’s way. “Why don’t you show Patti here where everything is, and then you and the boys can wait downstairs while she and I make your wife comfortable?”

      Patti nodded and started ushering Ben and Jesse out of the door. “What’s your name, sugar?”

      The old man stood unsteadily. “I’m Hank.”

      “Well then, Hank, show me where you keep the clean bedding and perhaps some new nightclothes for your wife and I’ll have her all fresh and comfortable in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”

      Hank wavered as he stood and Diana helped him catch his balance. He tottered across to the cupboard in the corner, and pulled out a set of sheets, beautifully ironed, and then from a drawer, a new cotton nightgown.

      “Do you have food?” Diana took the linen from him.

      He shook his head. “I don’t know what’s left. We have chickens. Or we had, but I haven’t been able to feed them and the thugs from the commune have been through and emptied the cupboards. At least I assume it was them. We have a sack of oatmeal in the utility room though, and you’re welcome to have some of that.”

      Ben paused at the top of the stairs. “Hank, let’s you and me get out of the way of the ladies, eh? Jesse can go play in the yard and we’ll cook up a little oatmeal and chat, if that’s okay with you?”

      “I’m really hungry…” Jesse was interrupted by a growl from his belly, and let out a sudden giggle.

      Ben ushered him down the stairs. “Come on, grumbler.” He limped down after the boy, Hank tottering after.

      Diana set the sheets on the chair.

      Patti was taking the old woman’s pulse. She frowned and pulled one of Sarah’s eyelids up, looking into the unseeing eye briefly. “We’ll do what we can for you, honey, but I don’t think you’ll be any the wiser now.” She stood and beckoned Diana into the hallway, dropping her voice. “Her eyes are very yellow. Looks like her liver has already started to shut down, and she’s very dehydrated. I don’t know what her diagnosis was, but she won’t be with us for long. What do you want to do?”

      “We can’t just leave them, and I really doubt that Jesse would be safe here if the commune folks are raiding people’s houses. We can’t exactly move her, unless they have some form of transportation or fuel, but…” She paused to listen to the voices from the kitchen. “Ben will be itching to go and find his daughter, and with his leg the way it is…”

      “It’s responding to the antibiotics nicely but I’d rather he had someone with him.” Patti went back into the room and started stripping the stinking sheets from Sarah. “We’re just going to change the bedclothes, sugar. It won’t take two minutes.”

      Once Sarah was washed and changed and her hair combed, they joined the others downstairs. The farmhouse had once been lovely, but now it was faded and dirty, and several of the rooms had been rummaged through and the furniture had been broken and upturned. She wasn’t surprised that Hank hadn’t cleaned it up; he looked so frail that a strong wind would wash him away. The others were in the kitchen. Diana spied Jesse eating a bowl of oatmeal. “That looks good!”

      “Mmmm.” Jesse’s bowl brimmed with oatmeal and syrup. He shoveled spoonful after spoonful into his mouth, with great enthusiasm and after the ration packs they’d had recently, she could understand it.

      “Manners, boy!” Hank’s shout made them all jump. “Don’t talk with your mouth full! And keep your elbows off the table.”

      Jesse dropped his spoon with a clink, coughing as some oatmeal went down the wrong way.

      “Hank, why don’t you sit down?” Ben’s words fell into the silence. “I have your bowl ready here, if that’s enough syrup for you?”

      “Oh. Oh, yes. Of course.”

      Diana went to slap Jesse on the back, but he moved away from her and went back to his oatmeal. She reached past him to pick up a spoon from the table and went back to her seat. This family reunion was not what she’d anticipated.

      “Doc? Patti?” Ben gestured with the ladle.

      “Please.” It was far too hot to be eating oatmeal, but she was hungry, and the first spoonful tasted so good. They all fell silent; the only sound was the clinking of spoons on bowls in the stuffy little house.

      Diana was thinking hard. Eventually she set down her spoon and bowl in the sink.

      “There’s a stream out back you can wash the plates in,” Hank mumbled through his oatmeal.

      Diana collected the empty plates from the others and took them outside. The air was hot and muggy, and had that acrid aftertaste that seemed to flavor everything. Sometimes it was stronger, sometimes weaker; whatever was in the wildfires that were raging throughout the country, it didn’t smell like normal woodsmoke.

      Ben followed her out. “The old lady okay, Doc?”

      She crouched by the stream and dunked the bowl in. “Not really. I think she won’t last. What’s the word on the commune?”

      He took the cleaned bowl and reached up to a stained cloth hanging from a tree branch nearby. “Do you think this is a drying cloth?”

      “I think we might as well use it as one, given we just ate off plates washed in stream water. I just hope we don’t regret that later.”

      He pulled it down and began to dry the dishes as she handed them to him, setting them down on a tree trunk beside the water. “It sounds a lot worse than I thought. It’s not just a commune, it’s some kind of cult. I couldn’t quite work out what their deal is from what Hank was saying—I’m not sure he really knows—but it’s a religious thing where they believe that everything that happens is meant to happen, so they don’t do anything to change events one way or another. He says if it rains, they won’t use an umbrella or put on a raincoat, they just get wet because it’s what God wanted to happen that day. It all sounds like a load of nonsense to me.”

      “Would Rachel’s mother have gotten involved with something like that?” She handed him the last bowl and moved on to washing the spoons. The stream water was crystal clear, with tiny water creatures flickering around between the pebbles. At least that meant it was pure. Probably.

      “Jazz? I don’t know.” Ben paused to rub his leg. “I’m not so sure I ever really knew her now. She isn’t the person I thought she was, but this? Her family has always had pretty strong beliefs, and goodness knows they’ve never been ones to stay mainstream, but she’s never been that religious. I don’t really see her turning to religion unless things were a lot worse than anything I knew about. But that doesn’t really matter. All that matters is finding Rachel and making sure she’s okay. If Jazz wants to come too, I’ll bring her, but she’s made it increasingly clear over the last few months that this is where she wants to be and she doesn’t want me in her life. If that’s still what she wants, I’ll respect that decision.” He took the spoon Diana held out to him. “I really miss Rachel, though, and I won’t have her left in a cult. I don’t want to leave you here unprotected but—”

      “But she has to be your first priority. I get it.” Diana just hoped that Ben’s reunion with his daughter went better than her own with Jesse; but then, as she had to keep reminding herself, it might seem like a lifetime since that first cicada-strike but it probably hadn’t even been a month. Whereas Ben had been in Rachel’s life since she was born. Apples to oranges. It’s stupid to even consider them in the same light. You’re getting melodramatic again. She scrubbed at the spoon. She might have left Garrick for dead in Chicago, but she’d never managed to get his voice out of her head.

      A crunch of footsteps heralded Patti and Jesse following moodily behind her. He stalked past without acknowledging them. Patti dusted off an area on the tree trunk and sat down. “I’ve sent Hank upstairs to clean up and a change of clothes. It’ll make him feel better. All this socializing has tired him out, so he’ll probably go fall asleep for a while after. He says we can stay here for the time being—well, he pleaded with me to stay and look after Sarah for a while.”

      “Does he know—what stage she’s at?” Diana glanced at Jesse who had wandered a little way downstream and was paddling in the water, poking round what looked like the remains of a crumbling, old dam at the far side of a deeper pool. “Jesse, can you swim?”

      “Yes.” He poked a garden cane into the water. “It’s not very deep though, look.” He measured the wet part of the cane; it was barely up to his waist.

      “Even so, be careful.” She turned to Patti. “Sorry.”

      “Hank won’t admit it, but he knows. And once she goes, he doesn’t plan to stick around.” Patti lowered her voice. “In the bedside cabinet he has an unopened bottle of extremely good single malt. It looks about forty years old. Beside it he has enough morphine to fell an elephant, and there’s a letter addressed to ‘My beloved Hank’ in a sealed envelope. Judging from the shakiness of the writing, I’m guessing she knew what was coming and left him a goodbye note when she was still capable of writing one.”

      Diana came to sit with Patti on the tree trunk. “I can’t leave Jesse here. They can barely take care of themselves, let alone a child.” Tears prickled her eyes; but at the same time, her heart lightened at the prospect of not having to walk away from the child.

      Patti flicked a bit of lint off her pants, filthy as they were. “You and Ben must do what you think best, but I need to stay at least until Sarah passes. I can’t justify letting her spend her last few days in that sort of squalor when I could help. She has some nasty bedsores, and they need dressing and changing. Hank can’t do that. And yes, she is going to die with or without my help but I absolutely refuse to leave her like this.”

      “You think we’d object?” Ben set down the last of the plates. You’ve been working for the Matreuses for too long, lady.”

      Diana stood up and walked a couple of paces downstream. Jesse was reaching down into the water for stones which had evidently made part of the dam beforehand. He balanced a rock back in one place, seeing if it fit, and then moved it to another where it sat firmly. It blocked off a little of the flow of water and he grinned. He reached into the water for another.

      “He’ll be busy with that for hours.” Ben had come to stand next to her. “He was always making little dams in the stream at the farm, but never one as big as this. He’s happy as a clam. And it’s not a bad way for him to spend a bit of time thinking.”

      “Thank you.” Diana found she had made a decision. She turned back to the others. “Patti, you need to be here for a few days looking after Sarah, right? And this is probably as safe a place for Jesse as there is right now. There’s what looks like a root cellar round the back, so if you hear the cultists coming, take Jesse and Hank down there. If you pull the blanket over Sarah’s head, even if they do go upstairs they’ll think she’s a corpse, and there’s not much danger of her giving herself away, right?”

      Patti considered for a moment. “I don’t think so, no.”

      “Ben, you need to go find Rachel, but I don’t think you should go alone, especially if the cultists are not the nicest of people. Hank reckons it’s only a few miles up to the top of the hill, so the journey should be doable in a day, hopefully two at the most. If Patti is happy that she and Jesse will be okay staying here with Hank, I’ll come with you to the commune to find your ex and your little girl.”

      “That makes sense—” Ben started, but he was interrupted by Jesse who had emerged dripping from the water nearby.

      “See? I told you she was just waiting to get rid of me.” Jesse had a stone in his hand and scowling, he threw it to the ground by Diana’s feet. “You promised you would always come back and now you’re walking away again, just leaving me here, just like you did to Sam.”

      “Sam?” Whatever Diana had been expecting, it wasn’t that.

      “You went away with that man and left me with Sam, and we tried really hard to get back to you and Henry died, and everything was scary, and I thought everything would be okay when we found you again.” Jesse was red-faced, his hands fisted by his side as he shouted. “But even when you found me, you just walked away from Sam without even saying goodbye. He was your friend and you left him behind, just like you do everyone!”

      “Jesse—” Diana tried to gather her wits. “Jesse, I left Sam because he was with his parents. He was safe, where people love him. It was the right place for him to be.” She had forgotten to say goodbye to him, it was true, but Sam was not the sort to worry about social niceties. When they saw each other again they’d pick up right where they left off, but Jesse was too young to understand all that.

      Jesse threw another stone, creating a splash. “His parents are weird, and they don’t listen to him. He’s not happy there. He likes you better. You should have brought him with us.”

      Ben laid a hand on Jesse’s shoulder. “It’s hard to understand, I know, but it’s often better for children to be with their families than with even friendly strangers.”

      “Diana isn’t a stranger. She was my Scab Twin, and now she doesn’t even want to be that.” Jesse shrugged and kicked at a clump of mud. “I get it. You hung around with me for a bit and now you got bored and you want to go find Ben’s little girl. Go on then, see if I care.” His face screwed up. “You’ll just walk away from her too.” His lower lip trembled and he turned and ran back into the house.

      “I’ll go after him.” Patti stood. “If he wakes Hank, he’ll only get shouted at.” The crunch of her footsteps on the gravel path faded away behind them.

      Diana bent to pick up the stone from the ground where Jesse had flung it, hiding the fact that tears were brimming in her eyes.

      “You okay?” Ben asked.

      “I am so confused right now. It seems like he hates me.” The stone she held was rounded, with a hole in the middle. She ran her thumb over the smoothness of it.

      “Those ones are lucky, my grandmother told me.” Ben shifted his weight, leaning down to rub his leg. “Pretty sure he cares about you very, very much, Doc, but he’s terrified of you leaving and not coming back. Welcome to parenthood. It’s a hell of a ride.”

      Diana went prickly all over. “I can’t be a parent. It’s not safe. I can’t—”

      “Doc.” He straightened and took her hand. “You’ve already been doing just that. You brought him all the way from Watseka to California in one piece, and you’ll bring him all the way from here to wherever we end up, still in one piece. That’s the main part of parenting. And this is hardly normal life. You’ve kept him safe in the middle of—” He waved his other hand at the desiccated field before them. “Whatever this madness is. You’re doing just fine.”

      “You don’t know—” She fell quiet, concentrating on quieting her breathing. Her heart clamoring so much that her chest hurt. If he knew about her brother Charlie, he’d agree with her, but she couldn’t calm herself enough to explain.

      “There’s a whole load that I don’t know, sure, but I’ve been a parent for several years, and what I can tell you is that he needs you.” Ben leaned in for emphasis. “You specifically, Doc. Jesse has chosen you to be his family. He needs you and you need him. Forget about parenting. It’s just a word. He just needs you to care about him, and you already do.” He squeezed her hand briefly, and released it. “Rachel and I will travel with you for a while, if you like.”

      “You’ll help me not get it wrong?”

      “I don’t think you’ll need it, but yes, if I think you’re missing a trick I’ll tell you.”

      Her heart eased a bit. Ben would see she didn’t let Jesse come to harm like Charlie. And her brother had been a sickly child, whereas Jesse was a healthy, stubborn, hardy boy. It wasn’t the same, she told herself, not the same at all. “Okay. We can do this. Together, we can do it.”

      Ben took the soggy cloth he’d flipped over his shoulder and draped it over the branch. “We can, but it will take a while for Jesse to calm down so that we can talk through it all properly.”

      Diana picked up the stack of plates. “He’s not going to relax until we’ve come back from the commune. It’s still early, and it’s a much cooler day. If you think it’s okay to leave him with Patti, then let’s go get Rachel.”

      Back inside the house, they moved supplies for the afternoon’s trek from the large rucksacks into a couple of satchels that Diana found on the coatrack in the hall: water, food, cicada salve, and a couple of sheets to make sunshades from if they needed a break along the trail. Then, bidding Patti goodbye, they left. Jesse was at the stream building his dam again, but pretended not to hear Diana calling to him, so she turned away and joined Ben on the track that led back up the hill to the commune.

      “How are we getting on?” Ben asked some hours later, as they stopped to catch their breath. “This hill is steeper than it looks. We must be somewhere near the top, surely?”

      Diana unbuckled her satchel to take her water canteen out, watching a mockingbird flutter from one tree to the next. She squinted at the sun. “If we’re heading roughly north, then the next curve should see us there.” She took a little sip, rolling it around in her mouth to get the most benefit from it before swallowing.

      Ben shifted his weight to ease his wounded leg. The climb hadn’t been easy—not that he had complained. He took a mouthful from his own canteen and put it away again. “Come on, let’s get going. The sooner we’re there, the sooner we’re back.”

      “Okay.” Diana waited for him to pick up his stick and get going again. He had been quiet for the last hour or so. Undoubtedly some of that was the fact that his leg was painful, but from the contained intensity of his movements, she suspected that he wanted to sprint to the commune and make sure his family was safe. “They’ll be okay. I’m sure of it.”

      “I hope so.” He paused as the road curved around and sniffed the air. “Do you see smoke ahead?”

      “Wildfires?” Diana tensed. There was no way they’d be able to outrun them or get word to Jesse and Patti.

      “Cooking fires.” He set off again, faster now, but walking with a more pronounced limp. “Hank said they have a big walled enclosure hidden in the trees somewhere ahead, but you can’t see it from the road.”

      There was the snap of a twig behind Diana, and a voice spoke in her ear. “Hank? The old man from the bottom of the hill? He always was a talkative old coot.”

      Diana raised her hands, trying to stay calm despite the gun muzzle pressed against her back.

      Ben spun, whipping his pistol out of his holster, but the man behind her continued, “I wouldn’t, Sheriff. Oh yes, we know who you are. One wrong move and your little friend here loses a lung, so if I were you I’d drop your weapon and start talking.”
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        Kim Walker. Chihuahuan Desert, 40-50 miles northwest of Van Horn, Texas

      

      

      Someone shook Kim roughly by the upper arm, screaming in her ear, “Wake up! It’s Mom. I think she’s dying!”

      At the panic in her daughter’s voice the last of her sleep evaporated. Kim pushed herself upright. She groaned as the movement sent a shaft of pain arrowing through her body. To the east, red and gold streaks of light streamed over the Chihuahuan Desert , chasing the shadows of a long night. The cool, pre-dawn air was already warming and heavy with the threat of a hot, punishing day ahead, and already the sickening stench of decaying bodies rolled out of the plane wreckage like a putrid wave.

      Allowing Emma to tug her over to where Natalie lay beside the ashes of a cold fire, Kim rubbed a hand over her grimy face before crouching beside the prone older woman. Natalie had her eyes closed, lines of pain carved beside her mouth as she thrashed from side to side, the only thing between her body and the hard, stony ground a thin blanket. Kim placed her hand on Natalie’s forehead, then reached for a water bottle. “She’s got a fever. We need to lower her temperature. Find a small cloth, dampen it, and keep applying it to her face. Let’s hope the cut on her broken leg isn’t infected.”

      After squirting a small portion of disinfectant over her hands, Kim eased up the edges of the bandages wrapped around the two splints bound to either side of Natalie’s lower right leg. “I can’t see any red streaks marking her skin, which is a good sign.” She hoped.

      Her mouth trembling, Emma nodded as if she couldn’t trust herself to speak. Tears shimmered in her dark eyes as she patted a damp cloth over her mother’s flushed skin.

      Natalie moaned and opened her eyes to slits. Lucidity sparked and she fumbled to grasp Kim’s wrist. “Laptop. Handbag. Important. Don’t tell.” Her eyes rolled upwards as a spasm of pain rippled across her face.

      “I’m not going in there.” Emma shuddered as she shot a glance toward the crumpled plane. When she turned to Kim, her cheeks had paled. “But you could do it. You’ve gone inside more than once.”

      “That was different. I was helping the people who were trapped.” Kim’s stomach lurched at the idea of going back into that dark, crowded space heavy with the sweet stench of death. The tiny helpless light from the few working mobile phones had done little more than beat back the shadows. Along with Rush, Comb-Over Guy, and two other men, she’d worked for two hours to free the last three people trapped in the wreckage. Then that terrible moment as she and Rush struggled to carry one lady writhing in pain from the plane and she’d gasped for that one, last desperate breath. And the entire time, the howl of the coyotes had grown louder and more frequent. The urge to run had hammered like drum beats inside her head, fearing the camp would be attacked at any moment. To be honest, the past hours had been some of the worst Kim had ever experienced. And then she’d had to inform the three Andino boys their parents were dead—definitely up there as one of the most horrific things she’d ever done. Her gaze tracked to where the three kids were bundled up on the ground, covered with a rust-stained blanket. Her gut told her that whatever the day would bring for them—for all of the survivors—wasn’t going to be pleasant unless they were rescued very soon.

      “Mom said it’s important.”

      Emma’s voice snapped her back to the present. “Yeah well, a lot of things are important. Like getting shade rigged up before the sun fries us like an egg. Try and dribble some water into Natalie’s mouth. But be sparing.” After scrutinizing the other survivors beginning to stir from their sleep, Kim lowered her voice. “Keep an eye on your cat and make sure you feed her away from the others. Let’s not give these people any ideas about putting cat food on the menu.”

      “I’m worried about her. She’s been too quiet. But we’ll be rescued soon, won’t we?” Emma tilted her face toward the cloudless sky, empty apart from an eagle swirling in lazy circles above the crash site.

      “Let’s hope so.” Better to foster some hope rather than reveal her own doubts. Kim rose to her feet. “I’ll fetch the first-aid kit we found in the plane yesterday. Your mum could do with more pain killers.”

      Comb-Over Guy limped toward her from where he’d been resting against a broken seat, a pleasant smile creasing his chubby cheeks. “How is she? We can’t afford anything happening to her.”

      Kim raised her eyebrows. “We all need to stay alive.”

      “Yeah. Yeah.” He craned his neck in all directions like he was looking for something or someone. “Listen, you haven’t seen Nat’s laptop have you? I’ve taken a look inside at where she’d been sitting, but didn’t spot it.”

      “I’m not in charge of lost luggage. Excuse me.” She pushed past the man, her shoulder knocking against his, as she made for where the plane’s first-aid box sat beside a relatively unscathed seat. Rush’s seat, or at least the spot he’d claimed last night when they’d all finally stumbled off to get some rest.

      There was no sign of the smooth-tongued man. The slam of a door resounded from the forward section of the aircraft which lay on its side after their crash landing, and the thought shot through Kim’s mind that maybe Rush was also searching for Natalie’s laptop. Chills swept over Kim and she shivered as she knelt beside the box. She rummaged through its contents, coming up short. The only medication she found was one strip of Tylenol. That wasn’t good enough—Natalie needed something a lot stronger. Frowning, Kim performed a slower search, she was positive the box had held a packet of codeine. She found nothing more, which could only mean someone had raided the medical supplies, but whether it was because they needed the relief or were stockpiling for a possible future need wasn’t certain. Either way, it didn’t bode well for how these people might react if rescue didn’t materialize before they ran out of food and water.

      Two women in their twenties wandered off from the camp, making for some low-growing bushes, no doubt to relieve their bladders. Five men of varying ages wearing clothes both tattered and blood-stained sat and chatted in low voices on the other side of the fire. Three older women remained curled up on the ground while Comb-Over Guy—another Matreus employee—hovered beside Natalie and Emma, clucking his tongue. With the pilot and flight attendant dead, everyone but herself, Emma, and the Andino boys were employed by that company. And that was a thought best not to examine too closely.

      Leaving the first-aid box where she’d found it, she strode back to Natalie and Emma. She gave Comb-Over Guy a narrow glare and he strolled off. She knelt down. “There was nothing in the box we could use, only Tylenol.”

      Emma paused in her administrations with Natalie. “What about our gear? Mum definitely packed some hard-core meds and I’m positive I saw our stuff loaded onto the plane when we boarded in LA.”

      “I think there was a cargo area located in the tail end and that section was ripped off when we hit the ground.”

      “It’s worth checking. I’ll come with.” Emma placed the damp cloth over her mother’s brow, preparing to stand as the Andino boys joined them.

      The youngest slipped his hand into Kim’s, looking into her face with red-rimmed eyes as he leaned against her. The middle one, Markus, had the blanket pulled over his head and shoulders like a cape. A large bump had formed on his temple surrounded by purple and green bruising and the expression in his eyes was vacant. Probably shocked to his core, poor little mite.

      Wyatt, the eldest, although pale, jutted his chin and shoved his hands into his jeans pockets. “Where are you going? We want to come too.”

      “I won’t be long. Stay here with Emma and maybe you can give her a hand with Didi.”

      Ollie, the youngest, pulled away from Kim and sniveled. “I’m hungry.”

      “I’m sure Emma can find all of you something to eat.” As if on cue, Kim’s stomach rumbled.

      Elliot smiled while Ollie chuckled. Poor Markus stared into the distance. He needed professional help—fast.

      Emma plonked back onto her butt. “Fine. Elliott, can you bring my pet carrier and backpack here, please?”

      Leaving the boys in Emma’s care, Kim gave Ollie a pat on his shoulder and turned around, only to stop in her tracks.

      Rush and Comb-Over Guy stood a few feet away. “About the whole eating thing.” Rush flashed Kim his polished smile. “Put a stop to it. We’re gathering all food and water supplies together. Once I’ve got a handle on what we have, then I’ll divvy out the rations.”

      Kim rocked back on her boot heels. “Who put you in charge?”

      “I did.” Ever so slowly, Rush unfastened the top button on his suit jacket like he was carrying a pistol in a shoulder holster and wanted to be ready for a quick draw.

      “Seriously? You’re going to pull that trick, here and now?” She muttered under her breath ‘what a tool’ and stormed past to where their backpacks sat in the dirt. Yanking open a zipper, she delved inside and came up with four protein bars, then strode back and handed the bars out. “You intend to nick a measly protein bar off a hungry, grieving kid—be my guest. But first, you need to deal with me.”

      Rush grabbed her by her upper arm. “We could be stuck here for some time. We’ve got to be sensible.”

      “Surely there are provisions on the plane? I’m going to the rear cargo hold now to look for our bags. I’ll check for food, too.” She shook herself free. “Anyway, won’t the plane’s transponder be transmitting our position? Maybe the pilot got a Mayday call out.”

      “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news.” He didn’t look remotely sorry, merely impatient as his lips thinned and he tapped his finger against his leg. “The pilot died from a severe reaction to an insect bite. I was the one who landed the plane.” Something dark flickered in Rush’s eyes before he switched his gimlet stare from Kim’s face to the wreckage. “A couple of hours flying a Cessna didn’t prepare me for landing a bus this big. I didn’t have time to send out any calls for help. Plus, there was no air traffic control at LA when we took off. I doubt anyone has heard the signal, even if it’s working. We could be on our own.”

      Her throat closed as her heart raced. Aware the kids were close by and listening, she made an effort to button down her rising panic. “Then first up we search for food and water and next rig up some shelter from the sun. Afterwards, maybe we can work out where we are.”

      “Exactly what I was thinking. Like minds.”

      “I doubt it.” Shaking her head, she surged past him. Her boots crunched over dry grass as she stalked toward her goal, which was mapped out like a road littered with trash tossed from a car window. She kept her gaze on the ground, not wanting to miss finding something that could prove useful. Most of the debris lay smashed and broken, but she did find one unopened water bottle, three ragged blankets, and a man’s sweater.

      Rush walked beside her with Comb-Over Guy trudging along in the rear, but whether they were truly searching for supplies or looking for Natalie’s laptop she couldn’t say. Asking would be pointless. They would both lie. Somehow Kim had to find that laptop before them and then keep it hidden. The fact that Natalie didn’t want anyone else to locate her belongings was a big tell. For whatever reason, she didn’t trust any of the other Matreus employees. But whatever was going on would have to wait—in Kim’s opinion getting help had to be the top priority.

      There was little left intact of the plane’s rear section, which had splintered into smaller pieces, spilling the contents over a wide area of rough ground. Wiping her hand over the sweat beading her forehead, she stooped and lifted a large suitcase onto its wheels. The sun blazed with increasing intensity as the morning lengthened. They searched in silence for a good two hours and stacked the undamaged bags and provisions they’d found into a pile. Extra clothing would come in handy if they were forced to endure more nights outside. Even though it was the beginning of summer, the temperature still dipped to around fifty degrees Fahrenheit—cool enough for those who were injured to suffer more discomfort.

      “You puzzle me. Why are you traveling with them?” Rush appeared by her side, a large rucksack in his arms with the name Curtis marked in black ink on the top flap.

      “Good find. That’s one of ours.” Kim all but wrenched the pack from him. Crouching, she performed a swift examination of the contents. She could have shouted for joy as her hand closed over a compact first-aid kit.

      Rush knelt in the dirt, placing a hand over the straps. “You didn’t answer me.”

      “Emma is my daughter.”

      “One that you gave up for adoption years ago. Why the sudden interest in her well-being?”

      Leaving the kit inside the pack, Kim refastened the straps and stood. “Considering the tragedy we’re all living through, wouldn’t you be worried about your own kid?”

      “You helped her to safety in Sydney. You could have returned to your own life.”

      “What a busy bee you have been, sticking your nose into something that’s none of your business.” She hauled the pack over her shoulders.

      “Hey!” Comb-Over Guy trotted up, his face red and shiny with sweat and his gaze fixed on the pack. “Is that Natalie’s? Is her laptop in there?” His hand swept out as if he was about to make a lunge for the bag.

      Kim batted his hand away. “Why would it be? Natalie had it with her on the plane.”

      “Sorry. It’s just…” Comb-Over Guy faltered into silence, then shot a glance at Rush before sweeping a hand over his wispy hair. “I’m Gerry. Gerry Marshall.” He smiled. “I’m a good friend of Nat’s.”

      “That’s nice.” What a crock. Kim turned and trudged off to the stack of goods, where she hefted a plastic-wrapped carton of eight water bottles into her arms. “I’m heading back.” Wanting to avoid any more questions, she half-jogged, half-walked back to the camp site.

      Even carrying two heavy containers, Rush caught up with her easily. Falling behind, Gerry puffed and panted as he lumbered along with a couple of wheeled bags in tow and a pack on his back.

      “What are the chances of a search party finding us?” She skipped over a large rock.

      “Not good. I think we’re on our own.”

      “Then someone has to go for help.”

      Rush snorted. “Are you volunteering? What do you know about surviving in a desert by yourself?”

      “Nothing. But we can’t sit around and wait. There’s what? Enough food and water for three, maybe four days?”

      “Five, if we’re careful.” Lengthening his stride, Rush positioned himself in front of her, forcing her to stop. “But you could be right. If we wait for a rescue that may not happen, we all die. Either way, we must be prepared to make some hard choices. Sooner rather than later.”

      Kim snapped her gaping mouth shut. “What do you mean?”

      “There’s at least two people who are not going to last another day. Another three who are physically incapable of walking any length of distance through a desert. Which means we don’t waste our supplies on them.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me! That’s tantamount to murder!” She shoved the carton she carried hard against his chest, wishing she had her hands free to smack him across his arrogant, uncaring face.

      “I’m being realistic. You want your daughter to live—don’t you?”

      “So now we decide who is to live and who dies?” Her voice shook and she shouldered past, her heart pounding in unison with the fury flooding her veins. “There has to be another way.”

      “Look around you.” His words vibrated with tightly controlled savagery. “No water for miles. No houses. No rescue.”

      Sweat stung her eyes as she broke into a stumbling run. “Then we send up a flare. There had to be flare guns on board. Maybe someone will spot it.”

      “Don’t be a fool.” He raced up beside her.

      “I won’t be a party to murder.”

      “A few more hours and I’m not going to be the only one thinking like this. You better get your head on straight if you want that kid of yours to see another birthday. Side with me when the time comes, and I’ll do everything I can to make that happen.” He took off leaving her floundering in his wake.

      Her ankle turned on a stone and she tripped, falling to her knees. For three long minutes, she knelt, trembling, as Rush’s words ripped through her mind over and over until one thought crystalized. Make a deal with the devil and her daughter might survive.
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        Anayeli Alfaro. Sawtooth National Forest, North of Salmon, Idaho

      

      

      “Head up the road—as fast as you can!” Anayeli adjusted her backpack and threw a glance back over her shoulder, ignoring the aches and pains that riddled her body. The bright orange glare of flames lit the hills behind them. The gas station fire must’ve blown up and spread fast. Unless the ATV mob was fighting the flames and trying to stop them, they were probably right in front of the advancing blaze and would come upon their truck with its empty gas tank in no time.

      She hadn’t talked about a plan with Mama, Ernesto, and Andrew because so much depended on where and when the truck’s gas ran out, but that hadn’t stopped Anayeli from having one. Since the adrenaline from the gas station altercation had ebbed, she’d distributed their granola bars evenly between each of their backpacks. Then she’d started running the contingencies. She’d had to do something to keep from falling to pieces.

      Ernesto and Andrew didn’t argue, they just started jogging, Andrew angling for Ernesto and lifting Cricket from his arms within a matter of strides, Roxy bounding alongside. Anayeli’s heart gave a squeeze at all the kindnesses—Roxy’s devotion, Ernesto’s loyalty, Andrew’s consideration. They were doing what they could to hold on to their humanity.

      Ever since they’d passed a sign announcing they were entering the Sawtooth National Forest, they’d been twisting through the mountains, and between the elevation and the smoky air, there was no way her little brother could run for long, even with the dingy N95 he wore. The masks were both blessing and curse in terms of triggering an asthma attack. They filtered the smoke, but made breathing at a run harder. Watching Andrew striding easily with the added burden of Cricket, she’d never been more glad he’d left with her in Salt Lake City, even if she still didn’t understand why. He’d been saving the dogs since they’d met him back at the Sacramento evacuation center. She still didn’t know what was in it for him, why he kept helping her family, her dogs. But there wasn’t time to figure it out.

      Mama shook her head, watching the two young men head up the road, then turned to Anayeli. “Why aren’t you running with them, mija?”

      “I’m waiting for you.” It was a lie and Mama was too observant—she knew Anayeli too well to fall for it.

      Mama shouldered her own pack and moved between the truck and trailer, stepping over the trailer hitch. “If you’re going to save those animales estúpido, then I want to get the crackers I packed.”

      “Mama! We’ve got to go!” Her mother’s step hitched—and in her peripheral vision, Anayeli saw her brother ease up, and then Andrew, too. “There’s no time!”

      “You seem to think there is…” Mama pinned her with a raised eyebrow. “Why is there time for you to get what you want and not for me?”

      “We don’t have time to argue. Mama, por favor!”

      As much as they wanted—needed—the supplies they’d packed, they’d thrown everything into the truck and trailer willy-nilly. Digging through it to find the most essential, the most easily carried, would take longer than they had. They had to trust their packs had enough—the basics to get them to Montana.

      “We have to put as much distance between us and the truck! If—when—the ATV guys come, we’ve got to be far away. Or at least out of sight.” It was the truck—the supplies—the ATV guys wanted. With any luck, the men would let them go.

      In the trailer, Fortune whinnied, but Mama’s eyes were on Anayeli. “Then we should all stay together. We should all be running, sí mija?” Things still weren’t right between the two of them and maybe they never would be, but at least Mama wasn’t ignoring Anayeli anymore or refusing to speak to her. So as much as she hated herself for doing it, she turned her back on the truck and trailer and left the horse and goat—and her samples— still inside. She jogged down the road, Mama next to her, matching strides, leaving the doomed horse and goat behind.

      Anayeli made her feet move forward—one step, then another. But Fortune’s calls from the trailer echoed up the road, growing louder and more frantic. She couldn’t take it. One of her contingency plans came back to her—the original plan she’d sold everyone on back at the racetrack. Anayeli eased up, dropping a half step behind. Then another, as they caught up with Andrew and Ernesto. Mama sped up to flank Ernesto, running side-by-side and glancing back over her shoulder at Anayeli every few steps. Andrew became the he ad of their column, setting the pace, and Anayeli took up the rear, but as Mama stopped checking on her so often, she slowly slipped farther and farther behind.

      The highway followed the sinuous curves of the river visible down the embankment and through the trees, and she was far enough back that everyone else had disappeared around a bend in the road. That was when she doubled back, running hard. No way was she leaving Fortune and the goat in the trailer to burn alive. Ernesto wouldn’t be able to run for long, and then the horse would be exactly what they needed to keep moving quickly. He and Cricket could both ride.

      She made good time running downhill, but Fortune was agitated, pawing at the trailer door by the time she got back. There was heat on the breeze and a lurid orange glow gilding the trees. “Easy, lady. Easy.” She yanked at the latch and threw open the door.

      Fortune scrambled out, followed by the goat, and Anayeli snatched at the dangling lead rope, but when she tugged on the rope, Fortune didn’t move. Her head was up, her ears pricked in the direction of the fire.

      “I know, muchacha. It’s scary. That’s why we’ve got to go.” A low rumble reverberated on the hot wind, but whether it was the devouring fire or engines or something else, they couldn’t afford to wait to find out. Whatever it was, it wasn’t good. “Chispas! Come on, Fortune!” She pulled harder, and this time the horse wheeled, scrambling forward, slipping on the pavement. The goat bounded in front of them. Bounce. That’s what they should call the goat.

      She’d just grab the samples out of the cab and then catch up to her family. They probably hadn’t even noticed she was gone yet. Something up the road caught her eye and her heart squeezed again. They’d turned back for her. All three of them were stopped in the road, waiting, watching her, Mama’s hands on her hips.

      She didn’t know whether to be glad or furious that Mama was so stuck on the idea of them all staying together. If Anayeli had put them in danger again…—but the whole world was an unpredictable danger. The hot wind at her back and the rumble filling her ears was proof of that.

      She took off running.

      Andrew still held Cricket. And Ernesto was shouting something but she couldn’t make out the words over the frantic clopping of Fortune’s shod hooves. As Anayeli got closer, Roxy came sprinting to meet her, barking the whole way.

      Ernesto pointed up the hillside, his finger stabbing the air with urgent intensity and Anayeli whipped her head to follow—the quickest of glances—and nearly stumbled. Weaving through the trees and underbrush at breakneck speed was the source of the rumbling.

      A herd of cattle, dust at their heels and smoke rising from their backs. They barreled down the hillside, headed straight for her, panicked. No way could she outrun them.

      Stampeding livestock wasn’t covered in her contingency plans, but for the herd to be in such a state, it could only mean something worse was chasing behind them. Fire. Closer than she expected and from a different direction too. Didn’t matter. She was going to get trampled if she didn’t move. She threw her own arm out toward the river, the movement sending a jolt of pain through her arm that she ignored. One word ripped from her throat. “Down!” She had to get off the road, down the embankment.

      “The river!” That’s what Ernesto was shouting. “Go to the river!”

      Not another river!

      But there was no other choice, not when the first tongues of flame were visible on the ridge, licking at the sky.

      She leaped off the road, yanking Fortune after her, leaving Bounce to figure out survival for herself—at least the goat had a better chance out of the trailer than locked inside it. Anayeli angled toward her family, hoping that would be enough to get her ahead of the cattle, so if the herd crossed the highway and kept going toward the river instead of turning onto the road, she and her family would be descending the embankment, parallel to the stampede. She scurry-slid in the loose dirt and pine needles, dodging trees and fallen branches, Fortune’s hooves clipping the heels of her boots. She almost dropped the lead rope just so Fortune would stop stepping on her, but she couldn’t risk losing the horse. Instead she let the animal get ahead and pull her down the hill, so fast she could hardly keep her feet under her.

      Fortune tried to take off upstream as soon as she hit the wide, graveled riverbank, spooking at the loud crackling coming from behind —the cattle had followed, and were charging down the hill after them. Anayeli barely managed to hold onto the lead rope, running alongside Fortune toward the clump that was her family.

      “Upstream! Go upstream!” Out of breath and hardly able to speak, she wasn’t sure if they could hear her, but it was like they were waiting for her, or else stunned, motionless in their small cluster. It wasn’t until she had almost reached Ernesto and Mama that they did as she said, Andrew stumbling forward with Cricket in his arms, Mama grabbing hold of Ernesto’s hand, keeping him safe from the clutches of the river. “Keep going!”

      They put as much distance between themselves and the loose livestock as they could. The fire was coming, the orange embers wafting on the hot wind made that very clear—and if it crossed the highway, they were going to have to take shelter in the water, and the animals’ hooves would be deadly. It was going to be dangerous enough trying to keep Fortune close by without getting clipped or stepped on or dragged.

      They went as far upriver as fast as they could until the beach narrowed and the bank became too steep and rocky to walk along, all of it feeling like Groundhog Day and Palm Springs remade into an apocalyptic nightmare on repeat. They’d done this before, but this time there were no rafts and no other people, just panicked animals crowding into the river. And it wasn’t just cattle filling the beach, either, though the cows kept coming, the new arrivals pushing the first ones farther into the churning water. There were deer dashing through the trees and down the hill, along with other forest creatures of all sizes—birds and squirrels and raccoons—even skunks and lumbering possums. In a nearby tree, a family of foxes huddled along a branch, watching the dogs. Roxy’s hackles were up and she stayed at Ernesto’s side, wading into the shallows. Bounce hopped onto a fallen log that jutted out into the water from the shore and tiptoed along its length, while Fortune paced, refusing to do more than touch the water with one hoof before leaping back.

      “Go across! To the other side!” The last place they wanted to be when the fire came was in the water with panicking animals who were certain to get more frantic the closer the flames came. She tried to drag Fortune in, but the horse sat back against the pressure, scared. The fact cows were already in the water did nothing to persuade her it was safe. She’d probably never seen running water. And Bounce was no help at all, bleating from where she stood on her log. Goats and their stupid hatred of water.

      Andrew was already halfway across, thigh deep, Cricket still cradled in his arms, Roxy paddling furiously against the slow current in his wake. But Ernesto was dragging, waiting for Anayeli, while Mama pulled at him, urging him deeper.

      “Forget the horse, Yeli!” Ernesto stretched out a hand for her, but she couldn’t let go of Fortune. They needed the horse.

      “Keep going, Ernesto! Please!” Anayeli yanked harder at Fortune’s lead rope, but still the horse wouldn’t budge. Her head shot up, her ears swiveling, and she whinnied, craning her neck toward the road.

      There was an answer from somewhere in the trees, and a stocky buckskin horse dragging its lead rope crashed out of the woods. The buckskin barged past Fortune and straight into the water. Fortune leaped after the new horse, the herd instinct at work. Anayeli only just managed to jump out of the way in time, the lead rope yanking out of her hands.

      She fell on her backside, Mama’s screams in her ears—a terrible repeat of her screams for Luz and Carlota. The icy water stole Anayeli’s breath. But the water was shallow, and she was back on her feet in an instant, stumbling and splashing as she chased after the horses and her family as best she could.

      The snowmelt-cold water made her bones ache, but it was only waist deep, even in the middle—enough to slow the horses some. But Anayeli didn’t stop splashing through the water until she’d caught Fortune’s lead rope and made it to the other bank where the buckskin stood, arching its neck and blowing. She took the chance to snatch up the buckskin’s lead rope too. Two horses, if she could manage to keep hold of them.

      “We made it!” Ernesto cheered when they were all finally on the other shore, but Mama was beside herself, tears streaking her cheeks.

      “Why did you do it?” Mama’s voice was raw, fabric ripping, and she dissolved into sobs before Anayeli could answer. “I can’t lose you, too. I can’t lose you all!”

      Something inside Anayeli broke, and she was surprised to discover everything hadn’t already shattered.

      “Lo siento, Mama. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I was trying—” The air crackled, like the instant before a lightning strike, stealing her words. Every animal went quiet, even Bounce.

      A buzzing roar—distant and low—vibrated and bounced through the trees, growing louder.

      “Do you hear that?” Andrew still cradled Cricket in his arms, the dog trembling, though whether from pain or fear or cold or some combination there was no way to tell. “Is it—” But whatever he thought it might be, he didn’t say, as if naming it would call it down, bring bad luck.

      Ash filtered through the trees, dotting on the water’s surface, embers sizzling and dying. They breathed into the living silence, all of them—the animals, the humans—waiting, expectant, terrified.

      And then something moved up on the road. Dark shapes, moving quickly. Not the fire. Not animals either.

      Shouts echoed off the hillside—people. And then Anayeli understood what the sound was, why it seemed familiar. The ATV mob. The men must’ve found the truck and trailer.

      “We can’t let them find us!” The smoke had gotten thicker, the ash falling in larger flakes. If finding the truck and plundering everything left in it wasn’t enough to satisfy the ATV mob, then the last thing Anayeli wanted was for the men to know they were close by and to have reason to keep hunting them.

      “Grab sticks or branches! Rocks! Chase the cows back!” It was a crazy idea, but it was the only thing she could think to do—to send the stampede back toward the ATV mob and chase them away, distract them. She snatched up a handful of rocks and threw them at the nearest cattle.

      Ernesto found a branch and began poking at the cows. When that didn’t work, he smacked it down on the nearest cow’s hindquarters. The animal let out a loud, indignant moo, and shifted away. Ernesto doubled his efforts while Anayeli threw more stones at the herd, their noise and agitation increasing with every blow. Anayeli prayed the livestock would explain the movement and noise to anyone watching—the ATV mob was still up on the road, their whistles piercing the thick air and engine noise as they maneuvered their vehicles, to better load supplies probably.

      The herd’s agitation was enough to excite Roxy. She dashed along the waters’ edge, barking and snapping, and Cricket writhed and twisted until Andrew had to put him down or else drop him. Cricket was vicious—clearly having worked cattle before, and the cows knew it.

      Shouts from the ATV mob echoed and it was that combination—the dogs and sticks and rocks below, the shouting above, the smoke and heat and ash descending—that finally stacked enough triggers to be intolerable. The deer gathered on the other shore exploded, bolting through the trees, setting off a chain reaction of panic through the cattle and horses.

      Anayeli braced herself for the horses to try to run and when the cattle surged out of the water after the deer, it took every ounce of her strength to keep control of them. They both whirled around her, spinning like floundering kites at the end of their leads instead of charging with the other animals back up to the road.

      The excited shouts that had echoed from the highway turned to bellows as the cattle boiled out of the trees, caught between the two groups of humans and the scent of approaching fire. The ATVs roared and then were gone, just as flames shot up from the road.

      They waited on the other side of the river for a long while until the road went quiet. The flames were no longer visible and the chill of night cut through the heat the flames had left.

      “I’ll go see if there’s anything to salvage.” She pulled at the horses’ leads. They’d gone docile, exhausted as they all were after everything that had happened.

      She splashed across the river, Mama and Ernesto and Andrew right alongside her. They trudged onto the road, and Anayeli froze. Mama stood on one side and Ernesto at her other, with stoic Andrew just beyond.

      “Oh no.” Her voice came out so small but her defeat was consuming. There was nothing worth saving. She’d thought she was prepared for it. She’d expected as much, but it was still a blow to find the truck nothing but a smoking, burned-out shell, the trailer a blackened husk. All of their supplies, their food—gone. The samples from the convoy she’d carefully packed, destroyed.

      “We can make it.” Andrew set Cricket down and adjusted his pack. That done, he bent to pick up the dog again. “We’ve got our packs. It’ll be enough. The border can’t be far.”

      First-aid supplies. Granola bars. A wet weapon. That’s what was in her pack. Hardly survival gear, and all of it wet and potentially ruined.

      The toxicology reports. Anayeli dug frantically—but the papers were sodden. Destroyed. She had nothing, no proof of what had happened back at the evacuation center. Not that it mattered anymore. That story had been dead longer than her sisters. Had been dead the instant Papa hit the ground. A sob escaped her.

      Ernesto took her hand then, and squeezed. “Let’s go, Yeli.” He was wheezing again, but he was at her side. “Luz and Lota would want us to.”

      She started crying in earnest. The first time since the night in the other river. She’d lost so much—kept losing more and more.

      But Mama’s arm came around her shoulders. “We can do it, mija. We have to.”

      She hadn’t lost everything. She had Mama and Ernesto. She had the dogs and Bounce, who had found them as soon as they’d set foot back across the river. And she’d managed to keep hold of the horses, both of their lead ropes still clutched tight in her uninjured hand.

      She nodded, digging into her reserves, which should have been long depleted. “Get on, Ernesto.” Anayeli pointed to Fortune and then the buckskin. “Mama, you too. We’ll ride out of here.”
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        Dale Curtis. Oasis RV Park, South-Central Kansas

      

      

      Whenever Dale visited his folks in Montana, he reminded the twins that America was a vast, beautiful country and that it had far more peace-loving citizens than the shoot-em-up movies and TV shows would have them believe, but that wasn’t being borne out in their search to find Brandon. Since they’d landed in the States, they’d been harassed, arrested, hunted, shot at, buried a couple of boys who weren’t that much older than the twins, and lost most of Dale’s life savings. And their journey had barely begun.

      Ingrid’s Uncle Dan had saved their lives, but watching a couple of hoodlums be taken down wasn’t anything Dale wanted to see again.

      They’d camped overnight at the abandoned Oasis RV Park just across the border in Kansas, so that ‘we’ll have plenty of space to see them coming.’ Dan was all about tactical this and tactical that. They couldn’t even sleep without him lecturing them on the need to ‘keep the eyes in the back of your head open.’ He wouldn’t allow them to search the nearby Motel 6 for food, on account of the fact that the ‘sight lines aren’t conducive…’

      But it had been an uneventful night and the morning was sweet and calm, the humidity at a level Dale could just about tolerate.

      Stella tended to the horses. “We found some clover!” It was on the far side of the farthest RV lot, but the dapple gray and two chestnuts had their heads down and their teeth shaving that yummy stuff down to the dirt.

      Dan was running his ‘morning lesson’ which Jojo and Kitty were obliged to attend. It wasn’t like they could say no; they were guests of the Ploners, driving their vehicles, eating their food, and hauling their incredible cache of weapons across the state!

      “We’re soldiers. All of us. That’s the only way we’re going to make it through this.” Dan, a former Marine, would see it that way, but Dale didn’t want his girls to be ‘soldiers.’ He wanted them to be kids for as long as possible, then do… He’d thought ‘whatever they wanted’ but the world had changed so dramatically, he wasn’t sure if what they wanted would ever exist again.

      “I don’t want to be wasting ammunition, so you girls are going to be doing my learn-as-you-go course on lining up your shot and taking the enemy down.”

      Jojo had her dummy gun—a stick that Dale had fashioned for her—at the ready, but Kitty was using hers to doodle in the dirt.

      Dale was exhausted, fractious, and ready to say something. Almost.

      Ingrid wrapped an arm around his shoulder. “I can see that brain of yours working overtime.” That was the thing about old, old friends, they could read you. “Spit it out.”

      Dale turned his back on the gun lesson. “I don’t mean to be rude—”

      “Dale Curtis, you couldn’t be rude if a herd of monkeys was trashing your campsite and a dinosaur sat on your car. You being you, all you’d say is, ‘I’m sorry, but would you mind…?”

      Dale laughed, which felt good and bad at the same time. He hadn’t laughed since Terri’s death. But Ingrid was right, saying something ‘harsh’—taking someone to task—was almost impossible. “He’s very kind, your uncle…”

      Ingrid studied his face. She was going to drag it out of him eventually, so he needed to get it out.

      “I want to protect the girls from this. I want their innocence to last as long as—”

      Ingrid’s hug got tighter. “I hear you, Dale.”

      “Terri wouldn’t have liked this. The guns? They’re not what she would have wanted.”

      The sweat beaded on his upper lip. Part stress, but mostly the humidity. The sun had barely cracked the horizon, but the heat was ratcheting up. “I spent time hunting with my dad, so this isn’t foreign to me, but it’s alien to them—”

      Ingrid steered him away from Dan and the twins. “That world—where the twins could afford not to pick up a gun—isn’t the world we live in anymore, Dale.”

      His heart sank. He’d hoped Ingrid would be on his side. She knew Terri and would have wanted to honor her wishes every bit as much as he did.

      “Those kids who harassed Kitty and Jojo followed us, Dale. They didn’t go back to whatever hole they crawled out of, which is what they would have done if they’d been opportunistic criminals. They tracked us down. Do you get what I’m saying? The world’s not the same. We’re not the same.”

      “Terri would have wanted—”

      Ingrid widened her stance and folded her arms. She was digging in for a fight, precisely the opposite of what he’d wanted. “Terri would have wanted her girls to stay alive.”

      Ouch. Gut punch!

      “Let’s say we get separated. You want them to be able to handle themselves, right?”

      Over her shoulder, Dan was schooling the girls in lining up a shot and preparing for recoil. It was a done deal, and fretting about it wasn’t going to stop Dan from his lesson or the criminals from coming after them. Much as he wanted Ingrid to be wrong—and it galled him to admit it—she was right on the money.

      “You okay?” She was a good friend and meant no harm. He didn’t want her to feel bad about pressing him so hard.

      “I’m fine.” He forced a smile.

      Stella stepped out of the RV, which Dan had parked—tactically—facing the exit of the park. “Grub’s up!” She was an outstanding cook, able to take the meagerest of ingredients and turn them into something palatable.

      Ingrid jogged back to the picnic area. “I’m starving!”

      “Chili with beans for the vegetarians and barbacoa beef for the meat eaters.”

      The MREs were better than Dale expected, but he caught a look between the twins that said they weren’t impressed.

      Dan took his meal and stalked to his ‘lookout position.’ “Wasn’t expecting to shift to this menu so soon.” He had to shout to be heard which, in Dale’s humble and not-very-tactical opinion, defeated the purpose.

      “We’re out of propane.” Stella brought the food tray to Dale. “Beef?”

      “If the stove’s out, how did you heat these?” He found a spork and took his meal, thanking Stella for her hard work.

      “There’s a flameless heater that comes with these jumbo packs. We’re good for a while.”

      “Is this cheese?” Jojo poked at her meal.

      “Oh, honey.” Stella put the tray on the ground and rushed to the twins. “I forgot! There’s a cheese whizz spread that comes with the veggie portions. That’s not something a vegan can eat. I’m so sorry.”

      Dan was back for that conversation in a heartbeat. He had ‘opinions’ about vegetarians and even stronger thoughts on veganism. “You need protein, girls.”

      “Beans have protein.” Kitty was polite, but firm, and Dale was proud of her for sticking up for herself. “Half a cup of edamame provides thirty-six percent of the recommended daily allowance of protein.”

      “You need to keep your strength up. There’s some challenging times ahead and I want my soldiers to be in tip-top condition.”

      “Venus Williams is a vegan.” Jojo smiled—uh-oh—which was the signal that the twins were about to obliterate Dan with their arguments. They’d done their research when they’d decided on veganism and could cite enough facts and figures to satisfy a barrister at the Old Bailey. They laid into Dan—even-toned and smiling—but tag-teaming so he couldn’t get a word in.

      “It’s better for you, for your cholesterol, your blood sugar, your stamina, alertness, and memory, but it’s also better for the planet.”

      Dan took the cheesy chili. “Guess you won’t be wanting this, then?” He wasn’t a sore loser and the whole argument had ended before it began. “I’m calling this second breakfast!”

      “I don’t think any of the MREs are vegan, honey. I’m so, so sorry!” Stella hadn’t joined her husband in the fight, but she’d come out of it distressed!

      “It’s fine. We can eat fruit.” Jojo headed for the RV, Stella trotting after her.

      “That’s not going to last long. And Dan’s right, a growing girl needs protein.” If Stella thought she was going to win the twins over by being the ‘good cop,’ she had another thing coming.

      Dale and Ingrid sat elbow to elbow at the picnic table. If they’d been following Dan’s instructions, they would have sat opposite one another, so they’d have ‘the best optics,’ but being on high alert 24/7 wasn’t sustainable. Not for Dale, anyway.

      “Penny for them?” Ingrid scraped the last of her beef out of the bag.

      “The last I heard, Brandon and Jeremy were still in Yosemite, which isn’t that far from my folks’ ranch.” He ducked his head when he saw Ingrid’s reaction. “Kind of?”

      “You know how you always used to complain about people asking if you knew ‘Joe Schmo’ or whoever, because ‘he lives in London’ and you did, too?”

      “I get it.”

      “I mean, Yosemite is closer than London, but it’s still nowhere near Montana.”

      “No, really, I get it.”

      She ripped her food bag open and licked the liner. “And they’ll have moved on. The fires were fierce out west. Worse than we’ve seen here, and that’s saying something, because we certainly weren’t spared. Reports have dried up, but in those first couple of days, when we still had TV, the images from the park were breathtaking. Those fires were fast and furious…” She clamped her hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

      Dale stood, crunching his package in his fist and hunting for the trash can before he remembered that they were packing out, just as if they’d been on a wild trail. “No worries.” He hadn’t allowed himself to contemplate Brandon’s death. He’d promised Terri he’d bring his boy home and that’s what he intended to do. Jeremy might be a flake, but he wasn’t so irresponsible that he’d stay in the line of fire. Together they’d have made their way out of Yosemite to safety. He held on to that notion as hard as he could, drumming up memories of Brandon hiking, Brandon running, Brandon pretty much acing everything he put his mind to. Yes! That was it! His brother might lose the plot, but his son never would. He was resourceful and smart about surviving in the wild. He’d keep them safe!

      Bolstered by his private pep talk, Dale clapped Ingrid on the shoulder. “Remember the time we all went to Ullswater?”

      “Was that the mountain on the lake?” Ingrid had a terrible memory for names. It was one of the things Terri’d always ribbed her about.

      “It’s the second largest lake in England. Up in Cumbria. Where you had the sausages you said were heavenly?”

      “Oh! Where we went canoeing and I fell in you mean?”

      Dale grinned. “Who pulled you out?”

      “Brandon.”

      “Who rescued your boat?”

      “Brandon.”

      “Who had a set of dry clothes in his pack and made you change so you wouldn’t get hypothermia, even though you insisted you were okay?”

      “Where are you going with this?”

      The sky suddenly seemed a deeper shade of blue, the clouds less glowering, the chances of them having enough gas to get to Montana not wholly insurmountable. “Brandon will have gotten them to safety. I feel it. My kid’s as resourceful as the best of them and I have complete faith in him.”

      Ingrid teared up. “You don’t think I was casting aspersions, did you? Because I know how much your kids mean to you—”

      Dale hitched his pants and headed for the car. “It’s easy to get lost in doom-thinking when the world’s falling apart. I needed to get myself back on track, that’s all.”

      Dan raced toward them, throwing his MRE package over his shoulder. “Incoming.”

      Their sight lines were unobstructed for several hundred feet toward the road, but Dale couldn’t see a moving vehicle. “On foot?”

      “Mother! We need to get the horses in.” Dan was in back of the horse trailer with his ‘vent kit’—huge cardboard squares that he’d custom cut to cover every opening in the trailer. “Get your butt in here, Dale. I need someone to hold these steady for me.”

      Dale grabbed a square of cardboard and held it up to the closest vent.

      “What number you got there, son?” Dan was already tearing huge strips of duct tape from the roll. “No, that’s number three. We want number one.”

      Dale flicked through the stack, searching for the right square. “Don’t see a number one.”

      Dan pushed him out of the way. “Dang it! Okay. Give me your shirt. Come on. We’ve got minutes here, not hours.”

      Dale took his shirt off—glad for a second that he’d worn an undershirt—and watched in awe as Dan folded it and held it to the vent. “Perfect. Hold it in place.”

      They swept around the trailer, closing up all the holes.

      “How’s it going there, Mother?” Dan’s voice carried, but Dale couldn’t hear any reply. “Can I leave you to do this?” He handed off the duct tape. “No holes. Nothing. Complete seal. These little beasties are like nothing you’ve ever seen for finding a hole.” He ran down the ramp and out past the farthest RV-hookup sites, clucking at the horses.

      Dale struggled with the thick, sticky tape. It was a two-man job, holding something in place while trying to secure it. He was ten times slower than Dan, but he kept at it.

      “Dad?” Jojo was at the bottom of the ramp, Kitty behind her biting her nails. “Can we help?”

      His heart jumped. “Get inside the RV and shut the door.”

      “But, Dad…”

      “No buts. We talked about this. Inside, now.” When they didn’t move, his temper—which was under good regulation—rose. “Do not make me repeat myself. You’ll get in that RV and close the door. On the double.” He hadn’t raised his voice and, so far as he knew, his color hadn’t changed, but the girls turned in unison and left.

      Dale did a check of the cardboard vent covers, then raced out to help with the horses. Kahlua, the chestnut, had gone into startle mode, her ears pricked and her eyes wide.

      “Come on, darling, you can do this.” Stella’s tone was gentle but firm.

      “She’s not going to budge, Mother. You know what she’s like when she gets this way.” Dan walked Fidget toward the trailer. “I’m not saying you should leave her out here. We need her. But the swarm’s coming. Let’s focus on the two that will come and hopefully she’ll follow.”

      On the horizon, a dark blur shimmered. If he hadn’t known there were toxic cicadas on the rampage, he wouldn’t have guessed that’s what he was looking at. Dan had told them stories about the insects’ ravening ways, but it was hard to believe that what passed for a relatively innocuous cloud could spell disaster.

      “Come on, my good, good girl.” A note of panic had crept into Stella’s voice. She’d never move the horse once she’d signaled that she was scared, too. They needed a lure, a bribe, a reason for the horse to move, rather than stay stock still.

      Dale ran as hard as he could, back to the RV, slammed open the door and held his palm out. “Apple.”

      “Um…” Kitty tipped the fruit bowl in his direction. “They were our lunch?”

      He mounted the steps and dug through the kitchen cupboards. Cans, packages, MREs, nothing that would tempt Kahlua.

      “What’s going on, Dad?” Kitty was at his side, concern etched across her lovely face.

      “The horses. We need a treat.”

      Jojo dug in the trash can. “Our scrunts?”

      The cores of the apples! Perfect! He planted a kiss on his daughter’s cheek, grabbed both cores, and dashed back to the edge of the RV park. “Hey good girl, look what I’ve got.” He snapped off the top of the core and held it out. Her beautiful lip curled and she stepped to him. “That’s it.” He rewarded the first step, then the second, then widened the distance between them.

      Dan was behind him, a cup of oats in hand. “See you’ve got her going. Good man.”

      Doh! Why didn’t I think of that?

      The three of them bundled Kahlua into the trailer next to Fidget and Chief Blackbird and locked the door.

      “Tape?” Dan held out his hand.

      “Oh!” Dale had left it on the floor inside the trailer.

      Dan about ripped off the door, grabbed the tape, and set about sealing the outer door.

      “Pray God keeps my little ones safe.” Stella kissed her fingertips and pressed them to the trailer door.

      “Get!” Dan chivied them toward the RV. They piled in, squishing up against the drop-down table where the remnants of their meal were set in neat rows.

      “Check doors and windows, vents and outlets, everything has to be blocked and sealed.” Dan squeezed into the front of the vehicle, checking things that they’d checked a hundred times or more, running through his list of things that could go wrong. “Even if they get into the engine, we’re fine…”

      Stella, who had probably been through some kind of ‘preparedness drill’ with her husband many, many times before, was the model of efficiency, running her hands along the window seals and calling out when she’d ascertained they were still doing their job. “West-facing window, secure!”

      Jojo and Kitty huddled in the middle of the bed, per their ‘action stations/keep out of the way’ instructions.

      Dale and Ingrid weren’t trusted to check seals either, so they busied themselves with the table, clearing everything away so that it could be raised, giving them more room to breathe.

      “Stel, did you check the bathroom, hon?” Dan had a roll of duct tape on each wrist and a box of cling-film under his arm.

      “Toilet paper in the faucets, plugs in drains…”

      “What about the skylight?”

      She closed the bathroom door, wiping her hands on her trousers. “All done, my love. We’re sealed in for the duration.”

      “How long’s the duration?” Dale shifted the cushion to the far side of the bench so Ingrid would have some support.

      Dale stacked the duct tape over the plastic wrap and stood them in a corner. “How long is a piece of string?”

      Stella took a seat on the bench next to Ingrid. “Prepare for the worst, hope for the best. That’s how we’ve made it through so far.”

      They were prepared, but what hope was there in a world of endless toxic bugs?
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        Ron Frobisher. Porton Down. Wiltshire, England

      

      

      The boy-guard had finished his shift and the new policeman at the gates to Porton Down was ready and waiting, greeting Ron like a returning hero. “They’re prepped for you, sir.” He stepped aside, making room for Ron and his motorcycle. “You’re the first American to walk through that barrier.”

      That you know of.

      “Must mean the Yanks are coming. I hope so, because this thing’s no joke.” British understatement at its finest. “You won’t be able to say, but give me a wink if I’m right. It’s all in together, now, right? They’ve come up with a cure? Or a poison to wipe these asshats out. Pardon my French, sir, but these buzzers do my head in.”

      Ron didn’t wink, though he wished the officer was right—that there were teams of scientists with answers at the ready. The fact that Dr. Sato still wanted samples suggested not.

      “This way, sir.” The officer poked his head into the guard hut where his colleague was—yep, the smell said it—pouring himself a cup of tea from a flask. “Won’t be a minute. Just going to walk him over.”

      There was nowhere to park his motorbike, but Ron didn’t want to lose it. There weren’t many ways to get around and certainly none that could maneuver through the wrecks and pile ups that littered the motorways. “Is there a safe place to park this?”

      The police officer eyed the Triumph with a tender, loving eye. The machine didn’t have the raw power of a Harley, or the speed of some of the Japanese bikes, but the Britons loved their homegrown motorbikes with a passion that defied logic. They didn’t have to be  ‘better,’ just ‘British.’

      “Why don’t we park it in the visitors’ center?”

      The day had already been fairly weird—burying a body on top of a decades-old coffin—but finding out that Porton had a visitors’ center topped that by a country mile. The desk was an ordinary reception desk and the fake plants were the kind seen in every office block. But the ordinariness ended there. The far doors opened on a long, white-walled corridor, and a young man stepped into the visitors’ center. The steel doors closed behind him with a resounding double-lock, bolts driving home.

      “Geoffrey Bount.” He was thirty, topped with a clean-shaven face, but possibly slept-in hair. He stood by the door with his hands folded behind his back. “If you’d like to follow me, Mr. Frobisher?”

      There was no lock for the bike, so Ron wheeled it behind the reception desk, stashed his helmet, and unlatched the panniers.

      “Sorry, sir. No personal belongings inside Porton.”

      Ron waited until the police officer had vacated the building. “These are the samples. This is what I’m delivering.”

      Geoffrey smacked his hand on a square button beside the door. “If you wouldn’t mind placing them on the ground, sir. The team will be here, momentarily.”

      A steady stream of suited, masked, and gloved humans wasn’t the reception Ron had been expecting. They had a large Perspex box, topped with a ventless hood, balanced precariously on a cart.

      Geoffrey held his arm across Ron’s chest, like a mother protecting her child in the front seat when she was braking too hard. “Let them do their job.”

      The largest of the recovery crew lifted the first of Ron’s jam jars and inspected the contents. “Live samples.”

      Ron wanted them all dead, but knowing that he’d delivered what the science team needed was something of a coup.

      The jam jars went into the Perspex box which was wheeled away, leaving Geoffrey and Ron in the visitors’ center.

      “Thank you.” Geoffrey proffered an elbow.

      Yeah, not happening. Ron wasn’t much for handshakes, but the elbow touch was madness. It had no cultural history and he wasn’t on board with inventing new ways to look ridiculous. “Next?”

      Geoffrey frowned. “Sorry, sir, I don’t follow.”

      “Briefing room? Science team? New orders?” Claire had been in touch, which meant they knew who he was. Playing dumb was simply irritating.

      “I think there may have been some miscommunication, Mr. Frobisher. We were informed that you had samples. You’ve delivered those samples. Your work here is done.”

      “I’m going to need to talk to your boss.”

      Geoffrey smiled. It was such an unfriendly, British kind of smile—the kind that said ‘Oh, you Americans, what you don’t know about us could fill a library.’ It made Ron want to land one, right on the kid’s snout.

      “My boss hasn’t been here for some time. I believe, though of course I can’t be sure, that he might have perished in the first wave of cicada venom.”

      What an irksome little oik. Ron found his sat phone, opened the front door, stood in the frame, and hit speed dial for Artemis.

      “Frobisher?” Hunter Moone’s voice boomed through the speaker. “You made it.”

      “Sir. I’m at Porton. Request permission to join the team.”

      “Sorry?” The old man was shouting over the mess of sound on his end of the phone. Ron had no clue where the secret hideaway for Britain’s think tank was housed, but it had a homey quality about it and none of the clinical echoes you’d expect from a lab like environment. Probably a paneled room in one of the universities. “You’re on the team already m’boy!”

      Ron handed the phone to Geoffrey. “Artemis, part of the Lazarus Group. Do you know who they are?”

      Geoffrey shook his head. Ron hadn’t factored in the clearance level of his newest acquaintance.

      “To whom am I speaking?” Even from several feet away, Ron could hear Artemis booming through the phone.

      Geoffrey stood to attention, forcing his shoulders back. “Geoffrey Bount, sir.”

      There was some muttering and that braying laugh the Foreign Minister was so famous for.

      “Ah, yes. Here we go.” Artemis was enjoying himself. “Geoffrey Alexander Bount. Twenty-three. Double first in applied biochemistry at Cambridge at age fifteen, and a Ph.D. on the Reproductive Fecundity of the Tsetse Fly soon thereafter. How am I doing so far?” Artemis loved this kind of reveal. That a government agency knew your details was a shock to all but the most ardent of conspiracy theorists. “Your mother, Felicia Bount, née Arlington, resides at Willow Cottage in Malham, Yorkshire. She’s a retired teacher and enjoys mah-jongg and racing whippets.”

      Geoffrey mouthed WTF—the letters, not the phrase, as had become common with Gen Z.

      “We’ve established that I know who you are, now let me tell you about me. I work for Her Majesty’s Government, though you won’t find me in the House of Commons or the corridors of Whitehall. I’m what you might call supernumerary to requirements, but the times we live in require men like me. Are we on the same page, Geoffrey?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Mr. Frobisher here is to be afforded every courtesy.”

      The whites of Geoffrey’s eyes were showing.

      “And by courtesy, I mean clearance. Are we understood?”

      “But sir…” There had to be procedures and protocols for granting anyone access to Porton and Ron wasn’t ‘anyone,’ he was a Yank. The boy genius was struggling with how to do what he was told while doing what his orders demanded of him. “Could I have that in writing?”

      Ron turned away, the better to hide his smile. Artemis would rip him to shreds for time wasting.

      “Mr. Bount, do you love your country?” What a very Artemis-style question. There was only one answer, which made it a clever lead.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And are you, like all of us who battle this winged and wind-borne foe, willing to do whatever it takes to banish this pestilence from our shores?”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “You will speak to General Spole, who will sign off on Mr. Frobisher’s admission to Porton. Is that sufficient for your purposes?”

      The relaxation ran visibly ran through Geoffrey’s frame, the color returning to his face and his shoulders returning to their pre-attention position. “Thank you, sir. I meant no disrespect, sir. This is my job—”

      “Put Frobisher back on.” Artemis didn’t need to listen to a boy babble his excuses.

      Ron stepped out onto the lawn in front of the center. “Sir?”

      “We’ve lost contact with Dr. Sato.” That was a blow. “We think it’s a comms issue, but it might be something else. The lawlessness in the land of our closest ally is profound.”

      “But there are people here?” Meaning people as brilliant and single-minded as Sato.

      “Use Blount. They’ve made him into some kind of tea boy. Best guess is he has no political nouse.” Ron had never heard the term, but it made sense in context. Geoffrey was green behind the ears when it came to managing up the ladder and had failed to make the kinds of friends that would get him into the labs where the action was happening.

      “Understood, sir. Anything else?”

      “Keep Claire in your thoughts. She’s tough as nails, but they’ve got her on one hell of a mission.” Ron had never heard Artemis mention his daughter.

      “Shall do, sir.”

      The call ended without a sign off.

      “Sorry?” Geoffrey held the door open. “It’s unprecedented to allow a civilian contractor access to Porton. He held his security pass over the control panel at the inner door. “You’re going to go through decon first, then I guess I need to take you to admin. I’ve never done this before.”

      “Are all the doors card key-access only?”

      “Oh, yeah. And there are cameras everywhere. We know who goes where, when. You can only go to…” He laughed. “Apparently you can go everywhere, which—not being funny, mate—isn’t happening. I’ll talk to the General, like he said, but there are maybe three people who have all-access passes.”

      The cool corridor was flanked by steel doors, most of them solid, but some of them with glass portholes. Every one of them had a ‘poison’ and ‘hazardous material’ sign, front and center.

      Geoffrey ran his pass over a scanner. “First room, undress. There’s a yellow bag. Leave everything in there. Shoes included. Second room, chem shower. Follow the instructions and you’ll be fine.” He stood aside as Ron opened the door.

      The changing room was little more than a closet with a yellow bag on a low, plastic chair. Ron stripped, amazed that he could still smell the road on himself. He’d assumed he was past the point of noticing his own stench, but nope. He was ripe. The second door opened into a tiled room, with shower nozzles studded across the walls and ceiling.

      “Please raise your hands over your head.” The voice was crisp and pleasant. Like Siri, but British. “Cleanse, commencing.”

      The jets were punishing, pummeling him from all sides. There was a bleach-like tang to the liquid.

      “Please rotate three hundred and sixty degrees, slowly, hands still over your head.”

      Ron did as instructed.

      “Slower.”

      Cameras everywhere. Including the decon unit.

      “To your left you’ll find a bar of soap. Please unwrap it and use it to lather yourself.”

      For a country that was on fire and inundated with cicadas, they were taking their time getting him to the lab. He scrubbed himself, smiling at the ceiling where he assumed the cameras were located, then tapped his teeth.

      “You’ll find a toothbrush to your right.”

      Not creepy. Nope, all fine. He brushed his teeth, which made him feel ten times better about himself. He was used to combat conditions, but that didn’t mean getting clean at the end of it wasn’t welcome.

      The drying jets came on once he’d rinsed and the door slid open. A set of blue cotton scrubs sat on the chair with a pair of slip on booties. He dressed and waited for the voice.

      The door opened and Geoffrey ushered him back into the corridor. “Here’s your badge, wear it at all times. And here’s your pass, which is more valuable than antimatter. Some people claim that Californium is the most expensive compound on the planet, but when you factor in how much energy it takes to create antimatter—CERN estimates it runs to several hundred million pounds to create a gram—you have your answer.”

      It was kinda cute to hear someone talking pure nerd. Geoffrey Bount might graduate from oik to ally, provided he didn’t throw up any more roadblocks.

      “You’ll be briefed by the General, then I’ll escort you to the cicada complex.” Geoffrey hovered by a set of heavy, steel doors. “Might as well test your card key?”

      The beep, green light, and hiss of pistons was gratifying in the extreme. The room was harshly lit, the overheads an institutional white that blared ‘nowhere to hide,’ which was ironic in the belly of some of the best kept secrets in the western hemisphere.

      The door closed behind him, Geoffrey on the other side. The far wall was hung with TV screens. The central monitor flickered to life. “Welcome to Porton Down, Mr. Frobisher. I’m Professor Bartholomew Jem, Chief Science Officer, and it’s my pleasure to talk through where we are and how it is you believe you can help.”

      Ron took a seat. “I understand Dr. Sato is unavailable.”

      “At this time. We have initiated contact, daily I understand, but we have yet to hear from her.”

      “When we last spoke, she asked me to secure cicadas.”

      “Indeed.”

      “You’re familiar with the evolving nature of these swarms?” Professor Jem had an easy manner which Ron had seen in a handful of people who were at the top of their game. He had nothing to prove, no axe to grind.

      “I am.”

      “The clock is very much against us, I’m afraid.” He tapped a couple of keys on his laptop and pulled up a chart. “As you can see, each swarm’s breed cycle has been reduced.”

      A quick scan of the screen told Ron just how much trouble they were in.

      “Porton is a special place.” Jem’s tone had changed, as had his smile. “We swim in gray waters, Mr. Frobisher, but we do so for the good of the many.”

      He knew all about their history; spraying an ‘anthrax-like’ compound on crowded southern beaches to see how far it would spread (all the while claiming that it was ‘harmless’), testing a gas on the London underground, detonating an anthrax bomb on an island off Scotland making it uninhabitable for more than forty years. ‘Gray waters’ didn’t quite cover it.

      “We’re editing the cicada’s genome.” He paused, perhaps thinking Ron didn’t understand the implications of gene editing.

      “Somatic gene editing is already underway. I know what CRISPR is and does.”

      “Excellent. Good. So, everyone’s on board with gene editing for adults when we’re talking about bone marrow and such, but when we get to germline editing we’re so deep in the ethical morass no one quite knows what to do.” If he was trying to win Ron over, he was going about it the wrong way.

      Ron knew all about the gene-edited ‘Chinese babies’ that Dr. He Jiankui had implanted in unwitting mothers (though he’d never heard what happened to the girls). Human gene editing wasn’t what they were discussing. Editing the cicada’s genome wasn’t just a good idea, it was necessary. “Professor Jem, there may come a time when mad scientists have control of a lab and go nuts creating their ‘master race.’ I get it. But we’re not going to have any scientists, mad or not, if we don’t end this plague.”

      Jem threw up another slide. “We’re looking to create a sterile swarm…” He rattled off a bunch of bio-tech terms.

      Professor Jem had strayed into tech talk that Ron didn’t track, but the gist seemed to be they could gene-edit them out of existence. “How long will that take?”

      Jem laughed. “Great question. We have all hands to the pump, but we’re going to need worldwide distribution and we’re barely able to deliver food to the people, so this is going to be a multi-pronged approach.”

      “Yeah…”

      “I understand that you were special ops?”

      Not quite, but close.

      “We could use your logistical expertise. There are nations—North Korea, Uzbekistan, Angola—where we have little to no intel and virtually no access. There are no diplomatic channels, so we’re going to need—”

      Ron raised his hand. “Let me just stop you there.”

      “Mr. Frobisher?”

      “There’s another way that I can be of use to you.” His heart tacked up, just a notch. Professor Jem’s smile hadn’t moved out of place. It was fixed, intense, bordering on predatory. That was projection and Ron knew it, but he was in the lion’s den, about to put his head in the beast’s mouth. “Rather than making me your errand boy, use me here. I’m immune.”

      Jem flicked his head, part nod, part shake, but all incredulity. “Say again?”

      “I’m immune to the cicadas’ toxin.”

      Jem leaned closer to his camera. “There were rumors—but that’s all they were—that some people made it out of Abergavenny and Manchester, but we were never able to track them.”

      “I rode through a flying swarm, was hit multiple times, then some hours later I walked into a sleeping swarm and collected those jam jar samples myself. I was then—and remain now—as healthy as I’ve ever been.”

      Jem’s smile had faded and there was something hovering around the corners of his eyes—not glee, but something close? “I’m not going to lie to you, Mr. Frobisher, this is a prayer answered.”

      But whose prayer and what they’d asked for remained unspoken. Ron’s life was about to change, big time.
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        Keiko Sato. Southwest Texas. The Stefan J. Donck Molecular Research Institute Solar Laboratory. University of Texas, El Paso.

      

      

      Keiko tried to reach around Gretchen, but her lab partner planted her feet firmly and shouldered her away from the locked cabinet holding the chemicals that were so critical to their research to find an antidote for the cicada toxin.

      “Hell no! You can’t have the epifluorescence chemicals. What are you thinking, Keiko? We need those for our work!”

      “Gretchen, it’s my daughter.” She lowered her voice. “Please,” the word was a command, not a politeness, “move and give me the key.” The words came as cold and hard as Medusa’s gaze.

      Her lab partner shook her head. “Not a chance. Look, obviously I know what the situation is. I get it.”

      “No Gretchen, you don’t get it. Not even close.” Living flesh-and-blood terrorists had kidnapped Keiko’s daughter and all Gretchen had the mental capacity to handle—or maybe the emotional capacity, or both—was the stupid freaking research. She didn’t get it at all. Not in the slightest, and the sooner Gretchen stepped away from the cabinet, the sooner Keiko could barter the chemicals for Maiko’s life.

      Gretchen laid her hands on Keiko’s shoulders. “We’ll think of something. What else can we give them that’s got value? We can give them pretty much anything we have that they haven’t already trashed—anything except those chemicals.”

      Keiko knocked away Gretchen’s hands. “Listen to me. You’re not hearing me.” Her eyes narrowed and she tapped her chest. “I. Don’t. Care. About. The. Research. The research can go to hell. I’m getting my daughter back, and you need to get that through your thick skull. There are a million capable scientists in the world. You’re one of them. Go find someone else to partner with and do the research.”

      “Um, APOCALYPSE? How am I going to ‘find’ anyone else?”

      “Not my problem.”

      There was a tense stillness. Gretchen balled her fists. “Millions of people could die, and you don’t give a rat’s...”

      “You’re right. I don’t care about millions of people. I care about Maiko.”

      “Keiko, have you ever seen a million people all at once? Do you have any concept of what that looks like? What a million lives looks like?”

      Without thinking, Keiko shook her head no, then kicked herself for reacting at all. This idiotic conversation didn’t deserve a reaction. It deserved a ‘Yes, ma’am, here’s the key to the cabinet, take what you need and go give ‘em hell.’ It boggled her that Gretchen couldn’t get that through her fat head.

      “Well,” Gretchen continued, “I haven’t seen a million people all at once either, but I was at the Women’s March in Washington, DC and I know what half a million looks like. I’m sure you saw the pictures. All those people packing the National Mall and overflowing into the side streets. Now imagine every one of those half million people dead…times six or seven hundred. And that’s just the U.S. Now imagine the world. And maybe we can be the ones to stop it.”

      I don’t care I don’t care I don’t care. “Just shut up and get out of my way!”

      “Like I said, Sato, I get it. But I can’t justify that kind of slaughter. I just can’t. We’ve got to find another way to get Maiko back.”

      Keiko pushed back on the panic rising in her throat. She wished she had her guns. She could settle this issue and have it over with real quick. But…as much as she hated it, and as much as what Gretchen was saying was drowned out by rage and fear, her lab partner had a point. Millions…even billions…of lives hinged on their research. And she was the best in her field. Actually, she was the best in multiple fields. No one but her had a reasonable shot at finding the antitoxin in time for it to be of any use. The cicadas had gone global, they bred fast and they killed fast. Without her work, the slaughter would be wholesale—and that blood would be on her hands. Christopher, her dead ex-husband, had read to her once from a family Bible that in the end times the blood would run as high as the bridles on the horses. But who knew the apocalypse would arrive on the wings of an insect with the almost whimsically dichotomous name of Magicicada apocalyptus?

      A scrabbling sound came from the doorway into the lab and Netsy came in, kicking bits of detritus skittering across the floor. “Hi, all.” She made a weak wave and slumped into a chair.

      Keiko shot Netsy a glare and turned her back. “Dammit, Gretchen, no. No, no, no. You want me to save humanity. I can’t save humanity. I can’t think or do anything as long as Maiko is in danger. Let some other bleeding heart humanitarian save the world and win the Nobel. My mission in life—the only thing of any importance—is to get my little girl.”

      No matter who or what or how many have to be sacrificed, right Sato?

      Gretchen glanced over at Netsy sitting alone by the ruined doorway and then back at Keiko. “You’re being a bit rude to Netsy, aren’t you?”

      A rush of rage rose up in Keiko. Her hands trembled. It should have been Netsy instead of Maiko. Or neither of them if Netsy had had her gun on her. But she hadn’t, and now her baby girl was gone. Still addressing Gretchen, she turned and stared at Netsy. “I’ve got nothing to say to her.”

      Netsy got up and laid her hand on Keiko’s shoulder and gave a gentle squeeze. “Miss Keiko, please, don’t be like that.”

      Keiko pointed at the gun under Netsy’s arm. “Now you remember to wear it!”

      Gretchen took Keiko by the arm. “You need to chill, Keiko. She said there were four of them. Pulling a gun would have only ensured both of them died.”

      Without breaking her gaze, Keiko ripped her arm free from Gretchen’s grasp. “Quite honestly, I could live with that easier.”

      Tears welled in Netsy’s eyes. Keiko didn’t have time for this. She had to move. To take action. Maiko was still out there. She didn’t have time to babysit the babysitter and her hurt feelings.

      Netsy didn’t bother to wipe her eyes, she just let her tears run, streaking her cheeks. “Geez, I only wanted to see how you were doing. I didn’t expect to be attacked.”

      Gretchen stepped to Netsy and embraced her, smoothing her hand up and down her back. “The Boulder Boyz said they are willing to trade Maiko for lab chemicals. The only problem is we need those chemicals for our research.”

      “Or, as an alternate, they’ll trade for you.” Ice dripped from Keiko as she spoke.

      “You’re not seriously…not after what happened before…”

      “Of course I’m not. I may be furious with you, but I’m not a complete jerk.” Keiko ground her knuckled into her eyes. “Look, I’m really struggling here, okay? You’re standing here and Maiko isn’t, okay? I don’t hate you. I mean, of course I don’t hate you. But I…I don’t know what I feel right now. I just know I have to go get my little girl. I know I’m spewing venom like a volcano, but…”

      But… maybe there was another way besides the chemicals. The idea nauseated her, but if the Boulder Boyz would trade for Netsy, maybe she could offer herself instead, her body, as trade. Let them take turns… pass her around… whatever it took.

      Keiko sagged and began to cry. She was utterly exhausted. She needed to stay sharp for Maiko, but she couldn’t stop her fears from banging around in her brain. Where was Maiko? What horrible things were the Boulder Boyz doing to her? Were they even going to keep her alive? Imagining the fear her little girl must be going through tied her guts in a knot.

      Gretchen gently touched Keiko’s arm and she yielded, letting Gretchen lead her away from the cabinet. “Let’s talk while we work. I’ve pulled together enough gear that didn’t get smashed. We can research while we strategize. You’re not meeting them until tomorrow, right?”

      “Tomorrow at noon.”

      “Then let’s get to it.” Gretchen led Keiko to a stool in front of a microscope and eased her down to the seat. “They didn’t damage the samples. Here, I’ve got everything set up for you.”

      Maybe Gretchen was right. Maybe the work would keep her brain occupied…keep her mind off Maiko. She lowered her eyes to the eyepieces, but she couldn’t see anything through her tears. She dried her face, straightened her shoulders, and blocked everything out but the work.

      She and Gretchen were a good team, well synched with little need for explanation. If it had been any other day, any other situation, she’d have been thrilled at the work they were doing. But the minutes turned to hours and her brain kept wandering back to that single word: Maiko. Maiko, Maiko, Maiko-chan.

      “I have an idea.”

      Keiko glanced at the lower corner of her computer monitor. Almost 9:30pm. They’d been hard at it for ten hours without a break. She blinked to wet her scratchy, dry eyes and spun on her stool to face Gretchen. “Is your idea to trade the epifluorescence chemicals?”

      “I’ve been thinking this through. With the progress we’re making, we probably have more of the chems than we actually need. They couldn’t open the cabinet, so they have no idea what was in there, or how much. Grab a small portion and give it to them. Tell them it’s everything and that it’ll get them a fortune on the black market—people will be desperate for anything by this point. They’ll have to take you at your word. I mean, how will they know any different?”

      “You think it will work?”

      “I don’t see why it won’t. They get what they want, you get Maiko back, and we have enough to keep going after an antitoxin.”

      Keiko stretched. The muscles between her shoulder blades were killing her from so much time stooped over the microscope. She’d burned so much energy raging and fearing and crying, there was nothing left in the tank. Not tonight anyway. And she knew she wouldn’t sleep. “It might work. But then what comes after that? What about the power? And our food? And water?”

      “If we shut down all non-essentials, then the solar batteries will last quite a long time. I found food and water stashes they missed, so we’re okay for a while there too, if we go easy.” Gretchen patted her hips. “I know I could stand taking it easy for a little bit. Anyway, it’s not much more than energy bars, but doomsday beggars can’t be choosers.”

      “And if the Boulder Boyz come back to the lab?”

      Gretchen rubbed her eyes. “Yeah, I haven’t worked that part out yet.”

      “We won’t have a chance.”

      “Yeah, well…we can only do what we can do. At least we have guns.”

      “So did the guys at the Alamo.”

      So that was the plan, flimsy as it was. She said her goodnights and trudged to her trailer, slumping face down in her cot. Sleep came, but it was filled with Maiko’s captors and their chewing tobacco and terrible, leering faces. Then came the bugs…

      Keiko woke up twisted in her sheets as tight as if a cyclone had blown through her trailer. She dragged her fingers along her hairline, wiping away the sweat that had formed there. The dream that woke her was slipping away like smoke on the wind, but she chased after it, trying to remember.

      She’d dreamed of the outdoors store in Breckenridge. Of the thick mass of cicadas pouring through the window like river water through a broken dam, flooding the store with their toxins, infecting an impossibly massive crowd, one as big as the march in DC. Tens of thousands of people coughed and spit up blood and bled from their eyes and noses and ears, their blood gushing out thick and red, pooling on the floor, swamping the dead and dying, then rising, climbing up the four-foot plinth on which the snowboard display stood, pooling over her boots and rising up her legs. The hands of the damned clawed at her, threatening to pull her down into the ocean of blood, and then Maiko-chan’s little voice cried out over the collective hemorrhaging of half a million people: “You could have saved us.” And then…nothing—she’d woken up in a sweaty horror.

      She swore and kicked off the sheets. Scooting off the bed, she slid into jeans and boots, then got her worn-out Metallica shirt and held it out in front of her to see if it was right-side out or not. It was, and there were the remnants of Netsy’s bloody handprint—she’d not been able to wash it entirely out—from… when? Two weeks ago? Three weeks? An eternity? She slipped the shirt over her head, holstered the SIG under her left arm, jammed Christopher’s .45 into the back of her jeans, filled her pockets with the magazines she’d brought from Boulder, then put on her cardigan and buttoned it up against the morning chill. Today was the day.

      It was roughly eight miles to the barricade where the Boulder Boyz had stopped her. The Outback was out of gas, so she’d have to walk. Two miles an hour was a normal walking speed. If she left at 8:00, she’d for sure reach the barricade before noon—before the Boulder Boyz arrived. Unless they were setting her up in some way. She checked her watch. Almost 6:30. She had just enough time to grab an energy bar from their stash and then wander around for an hour freaking herself out even more than she already was—not that she was especially hungry, but she was going to need the food to sustain her through what was going to be a grueling day. She took the corner of the bedsheet and pulled it neatly across the bed. It would be better to sleep, but there was no way in hell that was going to happen. She rubbed her face and cried. Why is this happening? She made her way back to the lab.

      Gretchen stood behind a bashed-up table on which sat seven bottles of liquid and a small rucksack. She smiled grimly as Keiko picked her way through the doorway. Gretchen looked at her watch. “It’s early.”

      “Couldn’t sleep.”

      “Listen, I ran some numbers last night. We can spare these.” She pointed at the bottles. “Take them to the Boulder Boyz and see if that works.”

      “It has to work. There’s no other acceptable outcome.”

      “Do you have a backup plan?”

      Keiko opened half her cardigan, flashing the holstered SIG. “Only this.”

      “That’s not going to be enough.”

      Keiko twisted and showed the .45 stuck in the back of her jeans. “I have this too.”

      “That’s not going to be enough either.”

      Keiko took a deep breath. “Yeah. I know.”

      “You want me to come with you? I don’t know what I can do, but maybe two people…”

      “No. Stay here. Save the world. No sense in us both dying.”

      They didn’t say goodbye. What was the point? Every day had a hundred goodbyes and you never knew which was going to be the real deal.

      Vapor waves bent the hard lines of the desert like clocks in a Dalí painting. The metaphor was apt. She’d walked for hours—but it felt like she’d just left—across a barren, unchanging landscape that looked the same as where she began. The hills certainly hadn’t moved, and neither had the grit or the sparse brush. She looked at her watch. 11:35. She’d walked fast and she was early. But not early enough.

      The barricade shimmered as the heat waves danced. Shane walked out in front of the barricade. He drew a gun and aimed it at Keiko. She looked around the hilly landscape to her right, where the road branched to Hueco Tanks. The rest of the Boulder Boyz were probably hidden among the rocks. Maybe having Gretchen for backup wouldn’t have been such a bad idea after all.

      Don’t be ridiculous. Exactly how many times had Gretchen faced someone down with a gun pointed at her head? And how horrific was it that she’d had one aimed at her own head more than once over the last month?

      Shane’s reedy voice floated across the rising air from the barricade. “You’re early!” He was smiling.

      “Show me Maiko.” Her throat was parched and her voice crackled. She was so freaked out about everything that she’d forgotten to bring water.

      Shane tipped the barrel of his gun toward the ground, then back at Keiko. “Put your gun on the road.”

      “I don’t have a gun.”

      “Bull. I know all about you and guns. Put it on the road. Slowly. I don’t need you shooting my ear off like you did your babysitter.”

      Keiko slowly slid the rucksack off her shoulder and set it on the road, then slipped off her cardigan and dropped it onto the rucksack—Shane didn’t know about the .45 at her back and she didn’t need the cardigan getting in the way of the gun if she needed to draw it. She removed the SIG from her shoulder holster, then knelt and set it on the cracked and battered asphalt road, orienting the weapon with the grip toward her. She could grab it and have her finger on the trigger fast.

      Shane waggled the pistol at the rucksack. “That the chemicals?”

      Keiko nodded.

      “Bring it halfway here, then set it on the road, open it… slowly… and take out whatever’s in it, then turn the bag upside down and shake it out.”

      “Show me Maiko first.”

      Shane sighed visibly. “Fine. Ronnie, get the kid and bring her here.”

      Moments later, Baseball Cap appeared leading Maiko, his shaggy, straw-colored hair spilling out from under his hat. Maiko looked at Shane, then his gun, then where it was pointed. “Mommy!!!” She tore at Baseball Cap’s grasp, but he held her tight by the wrist.

      “Maiko-chan! Mommy’s here!” She took a step forward.

      Shane waved his pistol at her. “Stop. Not a step more.”

      Her guts tied in knots, Keiko froze where she stood. Not for the first time, she wished she’d shot better that night in the alley. She was so close! Her little girl was right there! She dropped to her knees. “Maiko-chan, are you ok? Have they hurt you?”

      “We haven’t hurt your dumb kid,” shouted Baseball Cap, and Shane laughed. Maiko struggled to break free, crying “Mommy!” over and over and over.

      “The bag, please. You know what to do.”

      Keiko took her cardigan and draped it over one arm, stood up, and lifted the rucksack by its top strap. She carried the bag forward, step by step drawing nearer to Maiko, her precious, adored, beloved little Maiko-chan.

      Halfway to Shane she dropped her cardigan, set the rucksack on the road, knelt, and unzipped the bag. She took out the seven small bottles and arrayed them on the road in a straight, neat line, then stood and shook the empty bag upside down.

      “Happy? Now let Maiko go.”

      Shane was laughing.

      “Are you kidding me? That cabinet was huge…and you’re telling me this is everything that was in it?”

      “It’s everything. I swear. It’ll get you a fortune on the black market.”

      “Bull. There’s more than that.”

      “There isn’t. I’m telling you the truth. Why would I endanger my own daughter?” It was a good question. Why had she? “There wasn’t much left to start with, and this is everything. I swear.”

      Shane nodded and Baseball Cap drew a handgun and aimed it at Keiko. Shane shoved his gun into a back pocket and took out a hunting knife. “Keep hold of that kid.” Then to Keiko, “I don’t know how much Shakespeare your kind studies in Japan, but Mrs. Brock made us read Hamlet in AP English and something Queen Gertrude says applies to you. She said, ‘The lady doth protest too much, methinks.’”

      Maiko sobbed, reaching out for Keiko. If the sound of a breaking heart could be heard, Keiko’s would deafen the world.

      Shane’s eyes narrowed. “You swear that’s all there is. Fine, I’m not going to argue. I’ll let you decide if you’re lying or not. Just ask yourself this question before you decide if that’s really everything or just a small portion.” Shane knelt and held the hunting knife’s cruel blade to Maiko’s ear, pressing the blade against her flesh. Maiko’s terrified eyes raced from Shane to Keiko and she screamed as blood dribbled from her ear. “How about we give you back just a small portion of your daughter?”

      Keiko dropped to her knees. She clenched her hands together. Tears streamed down her face. She bowed her head in submission. “Don’t,” she begged. “Please…don’t. Take me instead. You can do whatever you want to me.”

      Shane rose, slipping the hunting knife into a scabbard on his hip. “You know what, this game bores me. I’ve had enough babysitting.”

      Keiko raised her eyes and looked at Shane. “Thank you.” She held out her arms to Maiko, then leaped to her feet as Shane drew a handgun and put the barrel at the base of Maiko’s skull. Maiko’s eyes widened and her little mouth opened to cry out.

      Oh no! No, no, no!

      Keiko covered half the distance before Shane pulled the trigger.
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        Dr. Diana Stewart. Northwestern Austin, Texas

      

      

      The bearded man was holding Diana’s arm uncomfortably tight, and he still had his own gun in hand. He marched them across a dry, arid patch of earth in the full sunshine. “Sit down there, and don’t move, neither of you.” He threw Diana down, and the sharp sting of scraped knees and palms made her wince.

      “Hey—” Ben was out of breath from hurrying after them.

      “It’s fine, Ben. No harm done.” If he antagonized them too much there was no telling if he’d get his daughter back, and it seemed they were predisposed to hate him on sight.

      Ben limped to her side and lowered himself to his knees.

      “Be right back. Reuben! Get yourself here!” The man shouted to a teenager. “Watch these till I get back. Draw your gun and shoot them if they so much as move an inch.” The old man stumped away to the other side of the enclosure where some ramshackle buildings huddled up against the rocky side of the hill, leaving the sullen boy leaning against a tree with his gun drawn.

      Ben eased himself into a sitting position.

      Diana checked his leg, but no blood showed on his trousers. “Well, I’ve never seen a desert prophet wearing denim dungarees and a baseball cap before.” She sat back and rubbed her knee where it had hit a stone. “He seems a little—intense, shall we say?”

      “Desert prophets usually are, I’m told.” Ben took a swig from his water canteen. “This is not what I envisaged when they told me Rachel was going to a commune near the river. It sounded a lot less dusty than this, for a start.” There was a slight breeze that was sending clouds of parched soil into the air, and he coughed as it hit them.

      Diana shielded her face from the gritty, smoke-tinged breeze. They sat on what must have once been a lawn; it was wide and flat, but there were odd tufts of grass here and there, mostly dead, and around the edges of the area, the remains of flowerbeds. At first Diana assumed that the barrenness of the valley was due to the cicadas passing over, but things hadn’t been cleared so much as just dried up and withered away.

      Here and there a stalky flower jutted up, tattered and broken. Around the lawn area there was a stone path, leading a little further up the hill to a gracious house at the top. It, too, was in disarray; she could see missing tiles on the roof and a huge bird’s nest blocking the chimney. Around it, the dilapidated huts clustered like carrion birds come to feast. Across from it, there was a huge rocky outcropping, almost smooth, where the strata of the rocks had been forced upwards by some unknown force in the course of their formation. There was something about that rock face, oddly smooth and slightly curved inward, that gave Diana pause, but she couldn’t immediately identify what.

      Everything all around her was desiccated, unloved, run-down; just like you are, Garrick’s voice murmured in her head. But even so, there was something that she was missing in the murmur of the wind and the harsh clamor of angry voices. The dry, chalky taste of the dust coated the inside of her throat and she had to take another swig of the tepid water from her canteen to clear it. “Do you think he’d really fire on us?” She nodded at the lanky teenager who was checking his gun over ostentatiously.

      Ben shifted position again to ease his leg. “Let’s hope we don’t have to find out.”

      The bearded old man came back out of the house scowling. “The Guide says you’re to come in. And you mind your manners.”

      Diana clambered to her feet and extended a hand to Ben to help him up. They followed the man, already stalking back to the house. He took off his grimy baseball cap as they walked through the door, and spoke reverently to the veiled woman who waited, covered from neck to ankle in a shapeless beige overdress despite the heat. “He asked to see them. You’re to bring the women into the audience chamber.”

      “I’ll take it from here, Ezekiel. You may leave. I’ll send an escort for the women.” The woman waited as the old man left. “The Guide welcomes you, strangers. Please come with me so that we may ready you for his presence.”

      Uh-oh. Diana did not like the sound of that. They followed the woman into a side room, where she went to a cupboard and took out another of the sackcloth overdresses and a veil. “You should wear these while you’re here. The Guide teaches us that it is not seemly for women and men to look at each other barefaced in a holy place.”

      Diana pressed her lips together.

      “Look, you don’t have to—” Ben murmured.

      Diana took the garments. “It is not a way I’m familiar or comfortable with, but I shan’t disrespect your ways in your own house.” She dragged the overdress on. It was itchy and smelled musty. “What do your men wear to protect their modesty?”

      The veiled woman stopped. “The Guide teaches that there is no need for them to wear anything if we are veiled.”

      “Uh-huh, I figured.” Diana pulled the veil over her head. “Great. The last time I wore one of these was my wedding day and I’m getting a similar feeling in my gut right now.”

      Ben got the reference, judging from the slight twitch of his eyebrows, but the veiled woman was obviously pleased. “You feel the true Word coming to us. Perhaps you can hear whispers of it in the wind? The Guide says that some of the truly gifted can, sometimes, though never as clearly as he.”

      Oh man. Still, while I have her on my side… “I’m Diana, by the way. You?”

      “We do not share names in the company of men, but…” The veiled woman leaned forward and whispered in Diana’s ear. “I am Gabrielle, the Mouthpiece of the Guide.”

      I just bet you are. Diana righted the itchy veil that was starting to slide, and followed the woman through the door into an echoing room. “Rachel and her mother, are they meeting us in here?”

      “When the Guide is ready for them.” Gabrielle bowed her head slightly every time she mentioned the Guide, Diana noticed. “I shall go tell him of your arrival now.”

      “Thank you.” As the woman glided away, Diana turned to Ben, whose expression was the same one Diana was wearing under her veil. “I don’t know why, but I genuinely do feel as if there are whispers on the edge of hearing here. However they’ve done it, it’s a good effect. It’s making me more than a little twitchy.”

      “I know what you mean. The sooner we get Rachel out of here, the happier I’ll be.” He paced back and forth, his agitation overriding his limp.

      “Agreed.” Diana was too much on edge to stay still. Pulling the veil to one side, she wandered over to the long wall, which was dotted with framed photos. “This must have been the ballroom or something. I bet it was a lovely room then.” She pulled the curtain aside. “The view down the valley from here is amazing.” The dust from the curtain made her sneeze, so she let it fall back into place and made her way along the wall, looking at the photos. “These must be the early people, I suppose. I wonder if they’re marriage pictures—it’s all couples. These ones look really old, maybe even turn of the century. The old century, I mean. The sepia is lovely.” She moved along a bit. “The early days seem to have been okay. The people look very happy. These ones, not so much. I guess the Depression would have hit by then—it looks like clothes from the Thirties and Forties. And here—wow, I guess it all went a bit off the rails in the Sixties and Seventies. There’s virtually nothing between the Fifties and the Eighties. I wonder if they stopped getting married, or if the pics were so psychedelic that they’ve taken them down?”

      “Any sign of the girls?” Ben went over to the window. “I wish they’d just bring them and be done.”

      “Hmmm.” There was no sign of anyone on the path. Diana went back to perusing the photos, moving along the wall to the far end. “These ones must be the Eighties onwards. These sack things have come in but there’s no veils yet.” She stopped. “I’m starting to see why they brought the veils in. I don’t like the look of these, not at all.”

      Ben joined her, and whistled. “That’s not good.”

      The couples’ demeanor had changed. The men were standing, the women seated, and there was not a drop of affection to be seen. The men’s faces wore hard, triumphant smiles or wary, closed expressions. The women looked scared and in some cases had visibly been crying. Some had blackened eyes; one woman had her arm in a sling and a scar right down the side of her face.

      From there onwards, all the women were veiled, and the men were guarding them like dogs guard a bone. Diana shuddered despite the hot, scratchy robe she wore. “Garrick would fit right in with that lot.”

      Ben turned away from the photographs. “If anyone has so much as raised their voice to Rachel or Jazz, never mind raised a hand, it will not go well for them.”

      The click of the door handle was loud in the room. They turned as a hospital bed was wheeled in. A wizened old man lay in state, propped up with many pillows. There was a satin sheet over him which at one point must have been a rich crimson color, but was sun-bleached now, the bluebonnets embroidered on it threadbare, faded to a dirty gray.

      “Are these the travelers of whom you spoke?” For all his frailty, the old man’s voice boomed in the quiet room, and his eyes were black and fierce under bushy eyebrows. He would have been very good-looking when he was younger, in an imposing, hawklike way.

      “They are, my Lord.” The veiled figure pushing the bed could have been anyone but it was Gabrielle’s voice. She positioned the bed and came round it to speak to Diana and Ben. “This is the Guide, he who hears the voice of God in the night, and shows us how to live in a way pleasing to Him.” She waited for a reply, but Ben seemed to have stalled.

      Diana jumped in. “Pleased to meet you.” She really wasn’t. The old man stank—not that they didn’t all stink these days, but there was an element to the stench that surrounded him that suggested infection and decay rather than simple lack of hygiene.

      The Guide’s stare was unwavering. “Do not hesitate to approach. Age is hard to bear. But it comes to all of us.”

      Not necessarily true, now more than ever.

      Gabrielle bowed to the man. “My Lord Guide, the Sheriff here has come in search of his daughter, the newcomer living with Sister Jasmine.”

      “So this is the Sheriff.” The old man’s laser-gaze rested on Ben for a few moments, but returned to Diana quickly enough. “Show me your face, daughter. Are you a Child of God?” He reached out one hand to Diana and clutched at her with surprising strength.

      “Kind of, I suppose.” Dammit. He was making her uneasy enough that she actually wanted the veil to hide behind. “I don’t not believe, but I don’t go to church or anything.” Not since her wedding day, actually, which hadn’t occurred to her before. That coincidence didn’t please her either.

      “She that was lost shall be found. You may enter into the fold with the Saved here, my child.”

      “I have commitments outside, I’m afraid.” Diana pulled her hand away, but he wouldn’t let go.

      “Ben limped closer to the hospital bed. “My daughter.” His approach distracted the Guide for a moment, but not enough for Diana to twist herself free. “I need to see her. They said she’s coming here?”

      “Your women are coming. You may speak to them, but the Child of God is coming with me.” The Guide gripped Diana’s wrist with wiry strength, so that she could not get free without damaging him. “You will stay here, daughter. God has ordained it.”

      “I’m pretty sure he hasn’t.” But as Diana spoke, a cool hand was unwrapping the Guide’s fingers from her wrist.

      “My Lord, you are tiring.” Gabrielle wrenched the Guide’s fingers free and held his hand herself. He swiveled to look at her, predatory as an owl, as she continued. “There is no need to deal with this trivia yourself when the Word is whispering. You can hear it, I know; don’t waste your time on these sinners when God Himself is waiting for you.” She returned to the head of the bed and began to push it away. “These sinners may wait here for now. You may shrive them of their wrongdoings later.”

      “The Child of God,” The Guide was still whining when the doors closed behind them. “It is her place to stay here…”

      “Phew.” Diana had barely had time to speak when the doors opened again.

      Gabrielle hurried through. “Come with me, quietly. I don’t want him to start raving while I’m here.” They followed her out and along the corridor to a decrepit bench on the veranda. “Sit down. I wish I had something to offer you but there isn’t much of anything left. I think we are in the final days of our life here.” She walked to the front of the veranda and looked out over the dusty grass below, waving at the bearded man who stood at the door of a hut on the opposite side of the dustbowl. “We have a few moments’ privacy but no more, so let me be frank. I am glad you’ve come, Sheriff. It won’t be easy to get your daughter away but it’s for the best if you do so.”

      “Yep, that was my intention. Is my intention.”

      Gabrielle paced along the veranda and back again. “Please don’t judge my husband by what you see. He’s very old now, but once he was mesmerizing.” He must have been to marry her; she had to be forty years younger than the Guide. Gabrielle went on. “When we were younger this all made sense. We kept our own community and it was so supportive and lovely; it seemed to be how things should be. But gradually things changed, and by the time I had realized that my husband was losing himself, he’d taken away any power I might have had to keep things on an even keel.” She picked up a pebble from the rail and lobbed it out over the dustbowl. “Now I walk a difficult path; by speaking with his voice I can keep things from totally falling to pieces, for the most part. But it’s slipping, more and more each day.”

      “Are you safe here?” Diana could not get the forced wedding pictures out of her head. “You could come with us. I mean, it’s all kinds of crazy out there—the cicadas and the wildfires and the looting and all the rest—but still.”

      “I can’t leave him. They’d kill him in two days flat if they realized what he had come to.” She watched three veiled figures approach. “You’ve met Ezekiel and his son. They’re typical of those who remain here. This has become a cruel, unforgiving place. And not a place for a kind young girl like Rachel.”

      “From the sound of it, unless Jazz wants to stay, she ought to come as well,” Ben murmured.

      “Perhaps she should, but I don’t know if she’ll feel able to.” Gabrielle returned the wave from the smallest of the figures approaching. “And from the sound of it the world outside these walls is no kinder for those in her position.”

      Maybe Jasmine had become pregnant? Diana wasn’t sure what to make of that.

      The veiled figures climbed the steps; the smallest flying up to Ben exclaiming, “Daddy!” and threw her arm around him. The others followed, one helping the third who walked stiffly and with a cane. If Rachel’s mother was helping her companion, she was obviously relatively caring.

      “Thank you, Naomi. You may go.” Somewhat to Diana’s surprise it was the helper who Gabrielle had dismissed. “Come into the shade, and we can unveil and talk.” She ushered them to a shady area of the veranda hidden with finely carved screens, and Gabrielle closed the gate behind them. Once in there, she took off her veil and gestured to the others to do the same. “We would not normally bare our faces in front of menfolk, but I think given that you are not one of us, we can dispense with the formalities.” She was a striking woman in late middle age with faded blonde hair. She looked tired, though, and worn down.

      “Rachel! I’m so happy to see you. I missed you so much!” Ben hugged his daughter as if he would never let go.

      “Me too, Daddy. Are we going home?” Rachel was perhaps twelve, a very pretty girl with tight black curls and big brown eyes.

      “Not home, I’m afraid.” Ben looked to the lady with the cane, who was pulling her veil back with rather more difficulty. “Jazz, it’s good to see you…” His voice trailed off.

      “Ben. You always had terrible timing.” Her face was so pinched and drawn as to be almost skeletal, her hair thin and wispy and balding in places. Only her eyes were huge and full of expression. “And yes, before you ask, I’m clean. There’s nothing stronger than coffee to be had here even if I wanted to. They don’t even believe in Tylenol.” She coughed and Gabrielle moved behind to support her down into a chair, where she lay limply, gasping, for a few seconds.

      “The cancer is very advanced now,” Gabrielle told them. “I’m doing what I can to keep her comfortable, but we really shouldn’t keep her away from her bed for long.”

      “The cancer? What…” Ben sat down, hard. “Jazz…why didn’t you tell me?”

      Jasmine wheezed until she caught her breath, and then smiled wanly. “We were going to pray it away.” Her lips curved in the ghost of a smile. “Still working on that.” Her eyes fell on Diana. “Who’s this?”

      Ben didn’t answer, so Diana did. “A friend. I’m Diana. Ben helped me when I was in Chicago and we’ve been traveling together for a week or so, so I tagged along here.”

      Gabrielle stood. “You have much to talk about. I can leave you here for a short while, but then Jasmine and Rachel must return to their quarters. It will be sunset soon. Unless you’re familiar with the area, I’d suggest you stay here for the night. Diana may stay with the ladies but you cannot, Sheriff. I’ll have a bed made up for you in the men’s quarters. We don’t have much in the way of provisions but you’re welcome to share what there is.” She paused, and lowered her voice. “But I would recommend that you be on your way as soon as possible. Ezekiel will not be happy to see you spending time with his wife.”
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        Kim Walker. Chihuahuan Desert, North of Van Horn, Texas

      

      

      Funny how all that hard-earned empathy for others in need vanished the moment Kim counted their pitiful pile of provisions. The hair on her nape bristled as she added up the number of people who had survived the crash, eighteen including herself. Rush had been right about how long they had before they died of thirst.

      Growing up, Kim had had to endure the constant hunger of an empty belly, and the laughter from other kids at her third-hand school clothes. As soon as she had a regular income, she donated to charity and had always given money to anyone who had knocked on her door. But as she redid her tally, there was a bitter taste in her mouth at the realization she would fight like an alley cat if necessary to ensure her daughter lived. But whether she could take from others in want was a question she wasn’t ready to confront. A question she might have to face sooner rather than later when two women jumped to their feet and embarked on a tug-of-war over a large bottle of water.

      After sharing a pointed glance with Rush, she strode forward, grabbing the brown-haired woman dressed in what had once been a pristine powder blue, linen skirt suit, by the arms and wrenching her sideways.

      “Enough.” Rush performed the same action with the hijab-wearing woman, who burst into tears. After he released her, she sank to the ground mumbling an apology. He waved the rest of the survivors to come closer.

      Ignoring his orders, Kim crossed to where Emma sat beside her sleeping mother and the three Andino boys. Kim set to work, erecting a makeshift tent using the largest blanket she could find and attaching it to the headrests of four broken seats, thereby giving Natalie and the kids some relief from the blazing sun.

      Gerry and Rush followed her example and soon their camp site resembled a somewhat tattered tent city. But at least they had shade, vital for those who were in pain. One woman in her late forties was in a bad way with possible internal injuries. There was a bald man in his mid-fifties with a broken arm. Natalie had hurt her leg. Two more had head wounds and others had various sprains and bruising.

      Wyatt had let Emma’s cat, Didi, out of the carrier and was coaxing the animal to eat a morsel of dry cat food while keeping a firm grip on her lead. Kim gave the kids a smile she hoped brimmed with reassurance and lowered herself to the ground. She shifted the larger of their packs, which was stuffed with survival gear, behind the closest seat and out of direct line of sight from the others. The afternoon sun seared the top of her head even through her baseball cap. Her clothes stuck to her over-warm body as sweat formed on her skin, but she refused to swap her cotton drill cargo pants and long-sleeved tee. Heat stroke was a real possibility, and she didn’t want to take any chances. Not when she had Emma and the three recently orphaned boys to care for.

      Ollie scrabbled over the dirt until he was snugged up close to her side. She gave him a hug before pushing him back under the shade. For some weird reason, the kid appeared to have latched onto her as his surrogate parent. Lord knew, she was the last person who made an ideal mother figure.

      Rush planted his hands on his hips and walked in measured strides in front of everyone until the murmurs and whining died away. He rapped his knuckles on one of the two 5-gallon containers of water taken from the plane’s galley. “We have limited food and water supplies. As of this moment, myself and Gerry Marshall will oversee strict rationing. Each person will be allocated no more than a quarter of a gallon, or approximately one liter, of water per day. This should see us through for four to five days. In this heat, dehydration will be our main problem, so limit any physical activity to early mornings and late afternoons.”

      “Five days!” The skirt suited woman hugged her waist. “Surely we’ll be rescued before then.”

      “The plane isn’t transmitting any signals. The radio is fried and there is no cell reception.” Rush held up his mobile as if in evidence.

      The woman in the grubby pale pink hijab still slumped in the dirt raised her head. “But someone is coming for us, yes?” Tears tracked narrow rivulets down her dusty face as the bald man with his arm in a sling trudged over and helped her stand. “Come Bushra. All will be well.”

      Shoulders square like a soldier on parade, Rush pocketed his phone and tugged his jacket into place. “As soon as the Austin office realizes we’re overdue, I’m certain a search party will be mobilized.”

      Austin office. He was talking about Matreus. But Kim wasn’t convinced rescuers would arrive in time, given that locating the crash site wouldn’t be easy. And time was something they didn’t have a lot of—especially for the injured.

      A tide of muttering rose, accompanied by loaded glances at the amount of provisions. Brittle tension simmered like a burning fuse as people whipped out phones and wiggled them about searching for a signal. Many had been checking on a regular basis. If any of their phones had any power left, it had to be minimal. Kim’s phone had died sometime during the night. Once everyone’s last link with civilization was gone, keeping panic low and people under control would become harder with each passing day. In the meantime, their supplies would dwindle. Those injured in the crash would deteriorate. And Kim had no faith in a rescue by a company that could well be responsible for the catastrophic fires that had started a global disaster. While she was debating internally whether to suggest someone go for help, Rush marched over.

      He stood directly in front of her. “If anyone has additional food or water on their persons or in their bags, bring it forward now.”

      Try as she might, she couldn’t control the heat flushing her cheeks although she maintained a steady gaze. Her hand landed on the top of the large knapsack, pushing it further behind her body. Given Rush’s admission about not sharing with people he thought would be dead in a day or two, she had no confidence in him overseeing the rationing fairly. No way was he getting his grubby hands on the few supplies they had.

      “We’ve got MRE’s.”

      At the sound of Natalie’s weak voice, Kim twisted around. “You’re awake.”

      “Mom. How do you feel?” Emma felt the woman’s forehead then popped a digital thermometer Kim had found in their own first-aid kit, under her right armpit.

      “Tired,” Natalie mumbled, her eyes fluttering shut. “Kim. Share our supplies. Help will be here soon.”

      Before Kim could object, Rush was already reaching for the pack. There was nothing she could do but fume as he tugged open the flap and hauled out packets of beef bolognaise, big breakfast, and chickpea curry, along with freeze-dried mashed vegetables and breakfast meals. He tossed the freeze-dried packets aside and then, after digging deeper, discovered five packets of beef jerky, the last two protein bars, and two large bottles of Gatorade. After one lightning-fast glance at Ollie, he shoved the bars back inside the pack. Gathering the MRE’s, jerky, and water, he stalked back to the small mound of provisions and added them to the stack. “This should give us one more day. Anyone else? Believe me. I will search every person and every bag if I have to.”

      At the heavy threat underlining his words, two men and one of the twenty-something women handed over candy bars, a packet of peanuts, and three small bottles of water.

      Kim kept her back to the group while she stowed the freeze-dried food back in the pack. The discarded packets might come in handy.

      A tiny beep sounded and Emma removed the digital thermometer from under Natalie’s armpit. “Thirty-seven and a half. That’s a good sign, isn’t it?” She looked at Kim as she cleaned the thermometer’s tip before replacing it inside a metal box.

      “I think so. Give it another hour and check again.”

      “Kim. Where’s my laptop?” Natalie lifted a trembling hand and touched Kim’s leg.

      Kim leaned over and kept her voice low. “Sorry. I haven’t found it.”

      “Please, check again.”

      Kim shuddered, but she couldn’t ignore the entreaty in Natalie’s bloodshot eyes. Wiping sweat from her forehead, Kim buried the queasy roiling in her gut. “All right. One last time.” She beckoned the young boys closer. “All of you stay under this shade and don’t leave Emma’s side.” She waited until they had shuffled further beneath the blanket before turning to Emma, who sat cross-legged in the dirt. Didi, her cat, slunk over to curl up in her lap and Wyatt handed over the lead. There was a bleakness in Emma’s eyes that twisted her heartstrings. “Fifteen minutes and you can give your mother another codeine tablet. Maybe try and get her to eat a protein bar. And keep an eye on our gear.”

      “Will do.”

      No snarky comeback. No rebellion. Another glaring indication that the past days had changed something inside Emma, forced her into a maturity beyond her years. But whether she had forgiven Kim for abandoning her when she was five was doubtful. Instead, there appeared to be a resigned acceptance of her presence. Kim would take any crumb offered, no matter how small. Dusting sand off her hands, she scrambled upright.

      “I heard Natalie’s voice. How is she feeling?” Hands stuffed in his suit pants pockets, Gerry Marshall rocked on his feet, his gaze darting to the shelter then back to Kim.

      “Her temperature is close to normal. Hopefully, that means she’s fought off any infection.”

      “Excellent. Anything I can help you with?”

      Scooping down, she picked up her bug out bag and dug out her face respirator. She needed it to block out the smell of decaying bodies. “Not really. I thought I’d do another look through the plane.” She fiddled with the straps before placing the respirator over her face. Her words were muffled when she continued. “I know nothing about coyotes. Any idea if they might, you know, go after the bodies?”

      “Rush! Over here!” Garry swept his arm back and forth in a wide wave.

      Jaw working as frustration stiffened her nerve endings, she dumped her bag on the ground and stomped off. That was not what she wanted. Mr. I’m-the-one-in-control shadowing her every move while she searched for Natalie’s belongings. But it was too late because Rush was already striding in her direction.

      “Kim wants to know if coyotes eat dead people!” Garry hollered in his high-pitched voice.

      She swung back and grabbed him by the upper arm. “For pity’s sake, where’s your compassion for those kids?”

      Skirt Suit Woman shrieked while her friend, a blonde-haired woman in jeans and with a grubby bandage wrapped around her head, snatched up a stick. She swished it through the air like a club. “Coyotes? I heard them last night. We have to get away from them!”

      “Everyone sit still and stop moving! Thirst is our number one enemy here. And, for the record, coyotes aren’t a problem. They’re more afraid of you than you are of them. They sound freaky, but they’re little more than feral dogs. Quit panicking about something that’s a non-issue.” A frown lining his face, Rush jabbed his forefinger in the air before turning to Kim. “What’s the problem?”

      No way could she admit she was doing another search for the laptop. “I wondered if we should bury the people who’ve died. If we could get them out of the plane, we could use it for protection from the elements. I thought I’d take another look to see if that’s a viable idea.”

      “Gerry and I’ll come with.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “I insist.”

      He didn’t trust her—that much was obvious. She’d have to lose them once she was inside. Kim approached the plane, the two men a pace behind. The cloying stench of the dead filtered through her respirator and it was all she could do not to gag as she stepped out of the brilliant light. The stifling, hot gloom sent shivers snaking along her spine, but at least the shadows masked the blood stains. She clambered over and under broken seats and spilled luggage making her way toward the front, thinking she’d start there and work her way back. The remains of Tio, the boys’ father, were easy to spot where he lay wedged against a cracked wall that separated the galley from the cabin area. The towel she’d used to partially cover his body and the steel spear that had ended his life couldn’t disguise the bloating or leakage of bodily fluids. She crouched and felt around his body, then under the jungle of shattered seats and clutter. She paid no attention to Rush and Gerry, busy performing their own searches elsewhere in the cabin.

      Minutes ticked by while the inside temperature climbed. Sweat rolled off her, although she did her best to move slowly and not attempt to shift anything heavy. About to call it a day, her scrabbling fingers traced the edges of a flat, thin surface. Stretching her arm out to its full length, she was able to snag the object and drag it from under the crush of seats. Natalie’s laptop.

      “I’ll take that.” And before she could so much as draw another breath, Rush snatched it from her hand.

      “That doesn’t belong to you.”

      Rush tucked the laptop under his arm. “It’s company property, therefore I have authority to reclaim it for my boss.”

      There was nothing more she could do about the laptop. It wasn’t like she could fight the man for it. Setting her jaw, she pushed aside a table that had snapped off from a seat. “I wasn’t joking about burying the dead.”

      “That could prove to be a problem. But burying five bodies, six if the woman with internal injuries dies, will use up too much of our water. We’ve got to be sensible.”

      He could have been discussing the weather for the amount of emotion he displayed. She didn’t bother looking at him as she leaned over and shoved her arm down into the narrow gap she’d made. “Is there a way we can barricade the plane so no animal gets in? I know you said the coyotes aren’t a genuine threat, but they’re scavengers, right? They won’t pass up free…” She stopped herself before she said ‘meat.’ “Anyway, I think we should block the entrance to the plane. As a sign of respect for the dead.” She groped the space with her fingers.

      “That could be possible. I’ll get Gerry on it. Meanwhile, I want you out of here.”

      “Not yet. I think…I think I can feel a handbag.” Hoisting herself higher until she was lying on top of an overturned seat, she hooked her finger around a strap. A few seconds later she had an oversized cross-body bag in her hands.

      Again Rush foiled her by grabbing the bag and tossing it through the cabin to where Gerry burrowed inside the smashed overhead compartment. The bag landed beside him and he stopped his search to undo the bag’s zipper. Yep. No two ways about it, they were working together. He rummaged like a crazed squirrel before lifting his head. There was no sign of his usual smile; he looked like someone quite different. “Nothing.”

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll take that.” Kim stormed past and snatched the bag from him. Leaving them in the plane, she charged outside where she removed the respirator and wiped her sweaty face with the edge of her shirt.

      The stink of decay still clogging her nostrils, she sank onto the ground beside the shade tent. Without comment, Emma handed her the bottle of water which was her ration for the day. The boys shuffled around a bit so Kim could edge herself under a portion of the blanket. Even that tiny sliver of shade over one side of her hot body was a blessing. “Thanks.”

      “Any luck?” Face flushed, her sweat-coated hair pasted to her forehead, Natalie raised herself up a tad by leaning on her elbows.

      “You look a little better.”

      “Back in the land of the living. Although my leg hurts like crazy.”

      After swallowing two mouthfuls of warm water that barely wet her parched throat, Kim screwed the lid back on and rubbed her aching ribs. “Think you can walk?”

      “I’m not sure. Possibly in a few days. Once the rescue team arrives, I will only have to hop a few steps to a helicopter.”

      “Hear that, Markus? We’re going in a chopper.” Wyatt slung an arm around his middle brother but the boy didn’t respond.

      Although the idea of a rescue was a remote possibility, Kim didn’t voice her opinion. Instead, she offered the oversized leather cross-body bag to Natalie. “Good news, I found your laptop and your handbag. Bad news, Rush has taken possession of the computer. I’m sorry. Then Gerry went through your handbag before giving it to me. Here it is. They are definitely looking for something and they’re still rummaging about inside that plane. Care to share?”

      With Emma’s help, Natalie shifted into a sitting position and tucked the bag close to her chest. She gasped, lines of pain contorting her face. “It’s probably nothing.”

      Kim stiffened as a memory struck her. “The USB the man gave you in Bathurst?”

      “It has to be. I can’t think of anything else. But how would they know about it?” Natalie picked at the bag’s strap in an agitated manner, her nails chipped and broken, her hands filthy. Such a far cry from her usual immaculate self.

      “Maybe someone in Bathurst contacted the Austin office. Whatever is on it must be important.”

      “I suppose so. But what’s interesting is that others think it contains crucial data. This could be our insurance to making it out of here alive.” Natalie’s expression hardened and her fingers stilled. “But don’t worry. They won’t find it unless I’m dead.”
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        Anayeli Alfaro. North of Darby, Montana

      

      

      The voices snapped Anayeli out of the hazy silence she’d been walking in and back into the night, into the moment.

      She’d been clutching Fortune’s lead rope for so long she no longer felt it in her hand, focusing only on the slanted hillside in front of her, one foot in front of the other as she navigated the loose, pine-needle-covered ground. Slipping would be a disaster. It was a long way down if she lost her footing. But moving was good. It dulled her gnawing hunger and parched throat and aching arm and relegated the heat and her exhaustion to background noise.

      But the voices were decidedly not good.

      She glanced up toward the highway, but the steepness of the hill, the hazy air, and the darkness of the night-day—that’s what Bailey Rae had called it back at the evacuation center—meant she couldn’t tell where the voices were coming from.

      A queasiness that spelled “adrenaline dump” oozed through her. Someone was on the road, and moving a lot faster than they could down on the rough hillside.

      She inched closer to Andrew, who was scrambling along the slope just ahead of her, leading Manteca, the horse Anayeli had caught in the stampede. He was the color of butter, and butter made everything better—hence the meaning of the Spanish name she’d given him. Mama slouched on Manteca’s broad back, her chin dropped to her chest. Anayeli had always thought sleep-riding was some cowboy movie myth, but then again, she’d never understood the real, deep, physical and mental exhaustion that came from working so hard just to survive from one moment to the next. She kept her voice low so as not to wake Mama. “Do you hear that?”

      The horses’ ears swiveled forward, then back. They were listening too.

      Andrew nodded, the movement barely visible in the darkness. “They’re farther away than it sounds—the wind carries.”

      It made sense. There’d been a steady, light breeze at their backs almost since they’d started walking, however long ago that was. She’d lost track. It could be morning or night. She had no idea—the blackness of the smoke-filled sky was unrelenting no matter the time of day.

      She laid her scarred palm on Andrew’s arm, drawing his attention from surveying the road and back to her. “You doing okay?”

      “I’m fine.” Andrew was so quiet all the time, so stoic, she had no sense of how he really was. Maybe it was his military training, though she didn’t think that was the whole of it. But if he said he was fine, she was going to take it at face value. She had enough to worry about.

      Just behind her, atop Fortune, Ernesto’s breathing was not quite normal, but his thin, high wheeze hadn’t gotten any worse. Cricket had stopped whining and was draped across Ernesto’s lap. Ernesto’s arms caged the dog, his fingers clutching Fortune’s mane to keep his balance as the horse struggled with the uneven ground.

      “Any bleeding?” She only spoke in whispers, afraid her voice would carry as much as the ones wafting on the wind, and she had to stop herself from putting a hand on Cricket to check on him. If the dog was asleep, she didn’t want to wake him.

      “No sangre. Está bien. He’s good.” Ernesto didn’t move—couldn’t, without jostling Cricket more than being on horseback already did. “But Yeli? Maybe we should rest soon?”

      “We have to keep going.” When Ernesto’s mouth popped open to argue, Anayeli went on before he could get a word out. “I want to get some more distance between us and—” She didn’t want to name what they were running from and risk calling bad luck in. Cicadas. Creepy Colin. The fires. The ATV mob. Until they made it to Thompson Falls, Montana, endurance and determination were the only things on their side. Jeremy Curtis had promised—given his solemn word—that his folks would welcome them to their ranch and she had to hold on to that small sliver of hope.

      She stroked Fortune’s skinny neck. The horse’s head hung low, bobbing when she took a bad step. For a half-starved race horse used to living in a stall, she had heart. There was no quit in that horse, from the moment Anayeli had opened her stall door. There was no quit in any of them. Roxy was still at her heel, staying right between Fortune and Manteca, keeping tabs on all her charges, just like Anayeli was. If Bounce trailed too far behind, Roxy would stop and look back until the goat caught up.

      “Maybe Ernesto is right. Maybe we should take a break?” Andrew never made demands. He asked questions that cloaked his opinions.

      “Not yet. If you’re okay to keep walking, I want to find somewhere with grass for the horses.” They’d all eaten granola bars hours ago, and Anayeli had given each horse one from her personal stash, too. It was so small as to be almost nothing—the horses couldn’t keep going on such meager rations for much longer, especially not Fortune, who was skin and bones already. But for the horses to eat, they had to find actual grass. And they all needed water. At least the animals could drink from the river. Anayeli had no idea what the rest of them would do. Risk getting sick, she guessed.

      “Oh yeah, grass would be good.” Andrew gave Manteca a pat. “All right buddy, let’s keep moving.”

      Anayeli tugged on Fortune’s lead rope, but the horse’s head shot up, her ears pricked, her attention focused down the mountain canyon, back the way they’d come.

      “Woah, easy.” Anayeli stroked her neck, trying to soothe her, but every muscle in the horse’s neck was taut, her whole body coiled and ready to spring away from whatever the threat was. Anayeli wanted to tell Ernesto to jump off, but he couldn’t with Cricket in his lap. “Hold on tight, Ernesto. She hears something.”

      Manteca had spun partway round, too, his ears pricked in the same direction as Fortune’s, raising and lowering his head, as if trying to get a better look at something. Mama sat bolt upright and wide awake, cursing under her breath, lucky to have stayed on.

      They stood like that, waiting, straining to see anything on the road they were paralleling, or on the hint of its curve below, through the trees. Anayeli’s heart beat an erratic rhythm in her chest. Roxy let out a low warning growl. A few seconds later, the wind gusted, bringing the sounds of indistinct voices and shuffling feet to her. In the gaps between the underbrush she caught movement.

      Humped shapes marched up the road—men with backpacks, holding sticks. No—rifles. More figures followed. Women maybe, or children—some of them carrying bags, and others pushing strollers or pulling wheelbarrows and carts. Families with supplies—people like them—fleeing the smoke and cicadas. For a millisecond Anayeli allowed herself to imagine joining the group. There was safety in numbers, and maybe they could blend in if Creepy Colin or the ATV mob came back. Maybe they would share their supplies—their water.

      But that was a naïve daydream and Anayeli knew it. Another man carrying a shotgun walked through the gap. It was equally possible the people were the families of the ATV guys. Truth was, they could be anyone. And whoever they were, they were armed—and making no attempt to hide the fact. Two more men carrying weapons stalked through her line of sight, and Manteca let out a loud warning snort. The armed men stopped and pivoted, their weapons aimed across the canyon.

      “Get down!” Anayeli surged into action, whirling to drag Cricket into her arms and pull Ernesto off Fortune. They needed to be smaller targets—more targets—screened behind tree trunks and horses and impossible to hit. But then she froze.

      Humans were predators. Movement caught predators’ attention. That’s why the horses had gone stock still: they were prey on high alert, hoping not to be seen but ready to bolt if they were.

      “Move slow.” Her voice was barely more than a breath.

      She squatted next to Fortune, eyes pinned on the armed men. They’d pivoted, aiming behind them, back down the twisting road they’d traveled, protecting the group as they rounded the hairpin turn, heading up the part of the highway that paralleled where Anayeli and her family were hidden. Maybe the men hadn’t heard Manteca’s snort and the wind had blown the sound away from the crowd.

      Anayeli put out her hand in the universal gesture for ‘stop’ and mouthed to Ernesto, Mama, and Andrew. “Wait.”

      They just had to stay still until the people were out of sight around the next bend. Luckily, the horses were tired enough that once they knew it was humans on the road, they stood quietly. But Bounce wandered, busily stripping needles and bark and leaves from the nearby trees and underbrush. Anayeli prayed no one above would notice the branches jerking with each yank of Bounce’s mouth.

      “Something’s down there!” The voice came from above, on the road. “Mommy! Something’s moving!”

      Bounce had her front legs up on a spindly sapling’s trunk, stretching for leaves, shaking the whole tree.

      Roxy let out a low woof and Anayeli couldn’t do anything—couldn’t shush the dog or grab for her collar. She did the only thing she could: mentally begged the dog to stay, please please please stay and prayed no one on the road peered over the guardrail.

      Andrew sank slowly slowly slowly to the ground then tooth-by-zippered-tooth opened his pack. His weapon was in there. Ernesto grabbed a fistful of the back of Anayeli’s shirt, as if he could tell how badly she wanted to bolt.

      “Peyton!” The woman’s voice was sharp. “I told you to keep up!”

      “Mommy!” At the sound of the little girl’s voice, Roxy’s tail wagged. “There’s a doggie down there! Maybe it’s Scout! I heard him! C’mere Scout!”

      Please please please stay, Roxy.

      Cricket whined in her arms. Please don’t let them see us down here.

      “Mommy! He’s whimpering! He’s hurt!”

      A flashlight beam swept the trees down the slope, a swath of brightness cutting across their trunks. “I don’t see anything, sweetie, but if it’s Scout, he’ll find us. He’s got a good sniffer and you know how fast he is. He’ll catch right up.”

      “But Mommy! See the tree wiggling? And I heard a bark. We can’t leave—” There was a scuffle and the child wailed. “No, Daddy! Scout!”

      “It’s probably a stray, Peyton. Or a wild animal. Or the wind. You and your imagination.” It was a man’s voice, hard and impatient. “Get your feet under you and let’s go.”

      “We have to keep up with everybody else, sweetie.” The woman’s voice had taken on an appeasing tone, but the child kept wailing for her dog. Anayeli hated herself for it, but she was happy for the kid’s screeching, glad the girl’s parents didn’t believe her, even though she was right about seeing something.

      The voices trailed off, and she finally did what Andrew had and sank all the way to the ground, drawing Ernesto and Cricket down with her. Roxy rushed them and licked at all of them in turn.

      “Good perrita.” She barely more than mouthed the words. Her throat was so dry.

      “I’m thirsty, Yeli.” Ernesto’s voice was raspy, and it wasn’t just because he was whispering.

      She had to stop herself from saying ‘me too.’ He didn’t need to know. She dug in her pack, though the water bottle she’d stashed there was long empty. She found it, its inside pearled with beads of condensation, and offered Ernesto what little there was, meeting Mama’s eyes as she did. Mama shook her head. They were all out of water, every one of them.

      Ernesto shook a few drops of water onto his tongue before handing it back. “Gracias.” He bumped shoulders with her—a thirteen-year-old’s version of a hug.

      They waited in the dirt until long after the voices trailed off and there was only the wind in the trees. She was dozing, the restless half-sleep of the partially vigilant, when something tugged at her.

      “Mija.”

      Anayeli jerked awake, Mama’s face looming out of the darkness right in front of her. “Vamos—up to the road.”

      Anayeli was on her feet, scooping Cricket into her arms, before she realized it was the second time Mama had called her mija since the evacuation center and the first time Mama had made a decision that wasn’t simply refusing to do what Anayeli asked. The relief was immediate and complete. She did what she was told.

      She heaved herself and Cricket up the slope, barely managing the final push to get up onto the road, the dog whimpering the whole way. “You’re going to be OK. You’re a survivor.” She planted a kiss on the dog’s head.

      Ernesto and Fortune scrambled onto the pavement behind her but instead of the firm clop of steel horseshoes against asphalt, there was a sliding metallic clink.

      The horse took several more steps, her head bobbing, then stopped, pointing her left front hoof.

      “Hold up, Ernesto.” She set Cricket down, then bent to examine the offered leg.

      “What is it?” Ernesto leaned to get a better look.

      “Shoot!” Not only was Fortune’s lightweight aluminum racing plate worn thin all over, it was loose and sprung—twisted out of shape. In all the excitement running from the stampede and the fire or else struggling in the loose soil and slippery pine needles, Fortune must’ve stepped on it and torqued it. No doubt the horse had a bruised sole.

      If they kept riding her, the hoof would only get more bruised—assuming the shoe even stayed on for much longer. If Fortune lost the shoe, going barefoot would probably make her even worse. There was no good outcome.

      “Mijos? Ven aquí.” Mama called to them from just up the road.

      Anayeli set the hoof down. “Her shoe’s looking worn, that’s all.” No way was she going to worry Ernesto or give Mama another reason to abandon the horse. As long as Fortune could walk, they were better off with her than without. At the very least, she could carry Cricket when she or Andrew or Ernesto couldn’t anymore. “We’re good. Let’s keep moving.” She scooped Cricket back into her arms.

      They’d barely gone twenty feet when lights flashed through the trees, then blazed around the same tight turn. They’d been distracted, or the wind must’ve shifted, because no way could they have missed the rumble of an engine roaring up the hill. For a split second they all stood, a tableau of shocked statues in the middle of the lane.

      “Get back! Go down!” Andrew’s gun was already in his hand, pointed at the ground.

      But there was no time before the headlights washed over them. They were bathed in light, Andrew’s face stark in the beams.

      “Behind me!” Andrew jerked his head, and Mama fell back a step. Anayeli did the same, flanking Mama, so that Andrew was the point of a triangle, the humans a tight formation, the horses off to either side.

      When Ernesto moved to stand alongside Andrew, Anayeli’s heart clutched. It was Mama who yanked him back. “No, mijo. Let el soldado be in front.”

      The truck pulled closer, struggling up the hill and around the bend, its load a heavy one. The long aluminum stock trailer it pulled rounded the curve in the highway. For one second she thought—but of course it wasn’t their truck and trailer. That rig was burned out, miles down the road.

      The headlights were so bright—high beams—she couldn’t see who was in the cab, one person or many. The truck wasn’t going very fast, its engine loud with the strain of hauling a trailer up the mountainous road. Anayeli waited one breath, then two, and by the third she knew. “He’s not stopping!”

      “Hold up!” Andrew waved his arms, gun in hand. “Stop!” He stepped closer to the truck with an insane confidence or imperviousness to danger Anayeli had never had.

      In that same moment, Bounce bounded over the guard rail and skidded on the pavement in front of Andrew. They all startled at the sudden motion. The horses scrambled sideways, pulling Mama and Ernesto across the yellow center line. No way could the truck  swerve around them.

      Carlota’s voice dropped into Anayeli’s memory. What a complete cluster.

      The truck ground to a halt ten feet away. A man leaned out of the driver’s side window, his face completely shadowed by his cowboy hat. “Wasn’t expecting to see you there!” His voice was loud enough to be heard over the engine, and it had a twang to it, and a jovial quality Anayeli thought of as ‘country nice,’ even after he’d almost run them over. She didn’t trust him.

      The man let out a bark of a guffaw. “Been through the wringer, I expect. You want some help with that livestock? Been driving around, gathering up the ones I can find.”

      The guy was a glorified cattle rustler or horse thief. One of the cows in the trailer let out a long, loud, moaning moo.

      “Depends.” Andrew sat back on his heels, still holding his gun at the side of his leg, everything about his posture expressing the wariness Anayeli felt. “Maybe you could tell us how much farther to the Montana state line?”

      “Already passed it. Maybe five, ten miles back.” The man leaned back into the cab, killed the engine and the headlights, and hopped to the ground, slow-walking to stand at the front bumper, oozing with confidence. “Look folks. Name’s Travis and I’m with Cowboy 911. Been doing disaster livestock rescue for a long time. Worked the fires over at Red Lodge and Flathead Lake in 2021. Been all over the place since, and now I’m helping out here in my backyard.” He hooked a thumb at Fortune. Her every bone was visible, her head drooped low, and she was barely putting any weight on the hoof with the twisted shoe. “That horse don’t look good.” The man scanned their whole group, his slow appraisal making no secret of the fact that he wasn’t just talking about the horse. “You wanna get her on the trailer? I got a barn at home, can feed her up a bit, maybe look to that hoof.”

      Everything he said sounded good. Too good. Probably Travis was a con artist. The single cab of his truck was empty, but no way was he alone. The moment he thought he had their trust, his buddies would jump out of the back of his truck or the trailer. Or he’d get them home and they’d be thrown into some basement nightmare. But they had nothing to speak of—for themselves or the animals. No real food. No water. No reliable transportation. Nowhere to get a real rest. At the very least, Fortune, Manteca, and Bounce would be better off with Travis.

      She flicked a glance at Mama. Mama tipped her head toward Ernesto, an entire silent conversation communicated in gestures. Anayeli passed Cricket to Ernesto, took Fortune’s lead, and stepped out from behind Andrew. “You have room for both horses and the goat?”

      Andrew turned just a fraction, his surprise a flash that cut through his ‘stoic soldier’ expression and then was gone.

      “Sure do.” Travis’ voice was bright, way too chipper. He tipped his head toward the side of the truck, as if to invite them all to follow him to the rear of the trailer, totally confident, turning his back on them, even though he must’ve seen Andrew was armed.

      Anayeli took Manteca’s lead rope from Mama and led him and Fortune to the back of the trailer, Bounce trotting along behind. Cows were visible through the slatted sides of the trailer.

      Just as Travis swung open the trailer door, the piercing whine of a small engine at max RPMs cut through the air. She’d heard that sound before, knew what it was. An ATV.

      Tension shot up Anayeli’s spine and radiated to every muscle. Fear was acid on her tongue.

      “Sounds like we got company.” Travis took the horses’ lead ropes from her without so much as a blink. “Folks, I’ve got room for all of you. Put the dogs in the cab, if you want, and you all can hop in the bed.”

      There were two things in the truck bed: a big metal tool box and a folded up tarp, strapped down. As Travis loaded the horses and the ATV engine droned closer and closer, Anayeli ripped at the tarp. “Lie down. All of you.”

      Mama and Ernesto did what she said, Mama cradling her youngest in her arms, her body curled around him protectively, their backs to the road. Anayeli unfurled the tarp, praying the smoke and the dark and the trailer would shield her from view as she flapped the tarp over her family and Andrew. She tucked the blue plastic canvas under Andrew’s boot-clad feet, then sank to the hard metal. She shimmied under the crinkly plastic until she was pushed up against Andrew, going still just in time for the ATV to roar past.

      The ATV’s high whine dropped lower and lower in pitch as it got farther away, and after what seemed an eternity, but minutes at the most, Travis gave two chipper tap-taps on the side of the truck. “We’re good, folks!”

      Anayeli’s breath came out in a whoosh.

      Travis’ truck door creaked and then slammed, but nothing happened. The engine didn’t roar to life. Travis didn’t start driving forward. There was nothing except the whine of the ATV, coming back. Anayeli bit her lip, hard. Everyone under the tarp stopped breathing and the plastic settled over their faces. Anayeli went as motionless as she could while her heart was near to exploding.

      “Howdy there!” Travis was still in ‘country nice’ mode. “What can I do you for?”

      “Got a question for you.” The voice was one she’d heard before. “I’m looking for some people. A mother, her adult daughter and teenaged son. Dark hair on all of them. And another, a National Guardsman.” Behind her, Andrew went rigid, and that’s when Anayeli realized why the voice was familiar. It was Creepy Colin. Somehow he’d survived—and tracked them.
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        Dale Curtis. Oasis RV Park, South-Central Kansas

      

      

      Dale had heard stories about the swarms, but they didn’t compare with living through an attack. The only word that came close to doing it justice was ‘biblical.’ The sky darkening, the thick, viscous bodies thudding against the metal walls of the RV, and the endless streams of goo the insects left on the window were each in their own way terrifying, but put together iced his veins.

      Jojo pulled a sheet over her sister’s head and took refuge, the two of them whispering in twin-speak. Their language was so intricate, so detailed. They had their own syntax and vocabulary. He had to wonder what they were saying under that sheet. ‘Terrifying.’ ‘What are we doing here?’ ‘Dad’s lost it.’ Whatever it was, it was theirs to know and his to find out. He couldn’t let them fret on their own. Being a parent had been a constant source of joy, for both him and Terri, but they hadn’t had to deal with an apocalypse. Seeing the girls so afraid and not being able to do anything about it tore at him.

      The smack of insect bodies on the vehicle slowed to a steady drum beat and gradually faded until there was nothing more than the occasional bump. The ‘almost over’ phase was torture. Just when he relaxed his guard, another of the heinous creepy-crawlies threw themselves against the window pane.

      “Something else, isn’t it?” Ingrid was breathy, her shoulders heaving. “It doesn’t get better with time.”

      Dale shook his head. He didn’t want the girls to hear that kind of talk.

      Dan bounded down the RV and knocked on the girls’ sheet. “Hands out in front of you, like I showed you.”

      Jojo and Kitty both held their hands out.

      “How about you wrap each other?” He handed the roll of plastic wrap to Kitty. “Not too tight, but not too loose. Like a mitten, so you can still use your hands. But no flesh sticking out. Got it?”

      “Got it.” Kitty reeled out a stretch of plastic wrap and wound it around her sister’s hand. “Show me you can flex.”

      “Mother? Hands?” Dan stretched his plastic sheet.

      Stella already had a pair of kitchen gloves on. “Just the wrists and quickly, now. I need to see to Chief Blackbird, Kahlua, and Fidget.”

      “I know it, but you need to let me do your shoes. We don’t want to track this into our vehicles.”

      Stella huffed, but sat and shot her feet out in front of her. “Come on, Pa. Hurry it up.”

      “The residue these suckers leave behind is deadly.” Dan wrapped his wife’s feet, pushing the film into the grooves of her boots so she’d have a little traction. “We touch nothing we don’t have to and shuck the plastic when we’re done. It’s a slow, laborious process, but we’re not going to be one of those suckers who accidentally puts their hand on a car door and blisters themselves to death.”

      “Can you wrap Dan?” Stella directed the question at Dale.

      “I can. Yep.”

      She dug under the sink and retrieved a spray bottle and a washcloth, then eased the door open, keeping herself angled away from the frame. “Don’t want to get dripped on.” She counted to ten and stepped down, crunching carcasses underfoot.

      “I’m just going to close this while we finish getting ready.” Dan was as cautious as his wife as he reached for the door. “Seen some of them crawl ten minutes after the action was over and done, when they had no business being alive.”

      Jojo and Kitty were giggling, the plastic wrap going around and around Jojo’s outstretched hand.

      “Now, girls…” Dan took the roll from Kitty. “That’s at least three outings worth of plastic.”

      ‘Deer in headlights’ was the phrase that sprang to Dale’s mind. The girls looked more cowed than frightened, but both possibilities stung.

      “You’re going to unravel that and use it for your feet, you hear me?” As he turned, he rolled his eyes at Dale. “It’s hard for them to understand that we’re going to run out of things we need before we’re done needing them.”

      It wasn’t the way Dale and Terri parented, talking about their kids in front of them. He knew he ought to course correct, but was leery of ticking off their host. The attack had been a lesson in just how dangerous the world had become. They needed shelter at the very least, so he bit his tongue.

      Jojo and Kitty seemed duly chastened, and measured the circumference of each other’s feet with string before cutting the wrap. It was only when he heard the snicker that Dale realized they were faking it and making fun of Dan.

      You go, girls! Your mum would be so proud of you!

      “Would you do the honors?” Dan sat and presented his feet for wrapping.

      Dale crouched and began wrapping, careful to use just enough plastic wrap, but not too much.

      Dan stomped his feet, patting down the wrap. “Okay. Spray bottles. This is rain water, so don’t go drinking it.” He gave one to Ingrid, but held on to the other. “We only spray the surfaces we’re going to touch. The rest we leave to the rain.”

      “What if it doesn’t rain?” Kitty waved her plastic-mittened paw at Dale.

      “It’s Oklahoma. Cockroaches come here for their vacation, bedbugs take their rest here, and even when there aren’t mutant swarms, we have cicadas. My point being, this is a hot, humid, rain-prone state. You don’t need to worry about the RV not getting hosed down properly.” Once again he rummaged under the kitchen sink. “I think we’ve got a third one in here.”

      Ingrid tapped Dale with the roll of wrap. “Want me to cover your hands?”

      “Why not.” He didn’t want to go out into a goo-drenched world, but at the same time he was desperate to see the carnage first hand.

      “Someone needs to stay in the RV.” Dan smiled up at Ingrid. “That way we don’t have to take off our wraps to come in.”

      “Sorry?” Ingrid ran the plastic wrap cutter down the length of the box.

      “If we need something from the RV, we have to take all of this off, come in, find what we’re looking for, then wrap up again before we go out. It’s a pain, I can tell you. We ran simulations before we left. I know what I’m talking about.”

      “Guess I’ll stay inside, then.” She moved to Dale’s right hand. “Fingers together, thumb out to one side.”

      Dan emerged from under the sink, triumphant, a miniature spray bottle in hand. “Girls, I’m going to say one of you spray and the other wipes. That’s how me and Mother do it.”

      “But if we wipe more than one surface, doesn’t that transfer diluted goo onto the next surface?” Jojo was quick with the question, but took the proffered water bottle.

      “Good question! That’s why you spray, wipe, and spray again. The washcloth is mostly to get the gross body bits off.”

      “Ew!” Jojo and Kitty swore that the ‘twin thing’ didn’t apply to them, but they were one hundred percent wrong. They didn’t just have their own language, at least once a day they responded in unison, often with sentences that were five or six words in length. He was so happy they were with him, being themselves, taking comfort in each other’s company. There’d never been a question in his mind about them coming along, but they’d bucked the idea at first, which seemed like total madness, now that they were in the thick of it. Who in their right minds would leave anyone they cared about behind? No one. Absolutely no one.

      “I’m going to run down the protocol one more time.” Dan was a good man—practical, too—but boy did he like the sound of his own voice. It took them another three minutes to get out of the RV to face a changed world.

      It was as if an insect bomb had gone off around the perimeter of the RV, the eastern side more heavily decorated than the west. Dale stepped close, his hands behind his back. Their bulbous eyes competed with their distended abdomens for ‘skeeve me out’ prize of the year. No, of the decade! They crisped underfoot, making every step a lesson in just how deep his hatred of insects went.

      He’d read somewhere—one of Terri’s endless science mags, probably—that the fear of insects was hardwired in the human brain. In the deep and distant past, humanity’s ancestors learned that ‘creepy-crawly X,’ much like moldy food or excrement, could harm or kill. That wasn’t the whole story, but the rest of the article was fuzzy. Something about the ‘disgust’ response being a survival mechanism, but also the disgust/fear neurons being close to one another. Whatever the physiology/history of it, he was feeling every ‘uck, ugh, and gross!’ The girls squealed.

      Stella was inside the horse trailer, talking to her ponies. It gladdened his heart that the beasts had made it. “We can’t walk them out until we’re clear of the bug carcasses.” Dale didn’t remove the duct tape from the cardboard vent covers, instead peeling the whole apparatus in one go and throwing it out the back of the trailer.

      Dale reached for his shirt. “I’m guessing we need to wash this before I can wear it again!”

      “Oh, I’d burn that, honey. Or just leave it be.” Stella stroked the chestnut’s mane, her plastic wrap and kitchen gloves shucked and discarded. “If they touch it, we don’t. We don’t know much about how this thing lasts over time.”

      Dale dropped the shirt, kicking it to one side.

      Dan peeled another board and chucked it out. “We know the rain washes it away, but you need a pretty good dose. Not just a spritzing. We lost a neighbor in the first wave, because they went out after a morning shower. Wasn’t pretty.”

      Another vent cover sailed out of the back of the van.

      “That was when we sat down and got ourselves thinking about how to stay safe. Back at the ranch, we had every window, door, vent, pipe, and conduit sealed and double-sealed. If it hadn’t been for the attacks, we could have stayed there and been about as safe as anyone in the country can be.”

      Except I have to find my son.

      “Preparedness. That’s what it’s all about.” Dan stepped out of the trailer. “Now, Mother, what have I told you about hands-free?”

      Stella kept on whispering whatever sweet words she had for her horses.

      “Oh, she knows I’ll help her take her shoe covers off.” Dan checked the outside of the trailer. “Hmm. Figure I might need to spray from the inside out.” There were bug guts on the glassless window bars. “Mother. It’s going to be a while.” Dan tromped to the RV and used his elbow to knock on the door. “Ingrid? Could you hand me ten washcloths? You’re a doll! Thanks, hon.”

      Dale had never heard anyone call Ingrid a ‘doll,’ but Dan was her kin and there was probably a long history of him calling her whatever he liked.

      “Mother?” Dan was back, cloths in hand. “If you step out—hands above your head, mind you—Dale and I can step in and clean the bars on the windows.” He handed Dale a stack of wipes. “Do your best. It won’t be perfect, but as long as you get the clumps off we’ll be fine.”

      It was sticky work, and mentally draining, each head or thorax or abdomen threatening to fall into the trailer and maim their beautiful stock, but he wiped each bar as thoroughly as he could, switching out the cloths when he felt they were doing more harm than good. The more they worked, the more impressed he was with the couple. They hadn’t just ‘prepped’ in the normal sense of the word, they’d thought things through and come up with novel solutions. As he finished up the final bar and tossed the cloth, he was struck by his first useful idea of the trip.

      “We should prep the next round.” He stepped out of the trailer and shoved the boards away with his foot. “Why don’t we put the duct tape on the window covers now, so that when it comes time to board the trailer up, one of us can do it alone?”

      Dan stopped cleaning. “I don’t follow.”

      “Pre-prep the vent covers. I know the duct tape will get hay and dirt and gruff on it, but it will have enough adhesive to stay in place while you rip the new duct tape.” He tried to mimic holding a sheet of cardboard in place while tearing tape off a roll, but all he got was fish mouths and wide eyes from Dan.

      “I hear what you’re saying, son.” Dan kept at his work, raising his plastic-wrapped hands over his head as he passed the horses. “But these are big, powerful creatures and they’ll kick things over, get the tape stuck to them. Or the boards could stick to each other. The idea’s great in theory, but when you poke it with a helping of logic, it comes apart at the seams.”

      So much for his bright idea.

      “The thing I forgot—which I could have kicked myself for—was the X-Acto knife. That makes it all more efficient.” He spent a couple of minutes inspecting Dale’s work, ending with two thumbs up. “Help me close up!”

      Together they closed the trailer doors. Dan waved Kitty over and had her wash the handles again.

      “Good job, team!” He demonstrated the proper way to remove the ‘not PPE, but as good as it’s going to be for us’ wrappings without getting insect goo on your skin, by taking Stella’s ‘boots’ off while his hands were still wrapped. She scooted back into the RV and beckoned Kitty to take a seat on the step.

      It took almost as long for the five of them to unwrap as it had to get wrapped, but they made it—blister free—Stella clapping as Dale closed the door behind himself.

      “This calls for a tot of brandy! How’s that for talking like one of you Brits?” Dan dug around in one of the overhead cupboards and pulled out a bottle of top shelf liquor. “Did you know…”—the man was positively cheerful—“A tot was a measure—one eighth of an imperial pint—given to sailors at noon! They might have all gotten scurvy, but by the time they’d had their tot they didn’t care!”

      Dale’s mouth watered. Dan and Stella Ploner didn’t kid around when it came to classy hooch. That was a one hundred dollar bottle of cognac Dan had in his hands.

      Stella produced a stack of miniature paper cups, the kind that the staff nurse used to dispense meds when you were in the hospital. They seemed an unlikely addition to the preppers’ stash of goodies.

      “Where did you get those?”

      Dan peeled the foil off the top of the bottle and squeezed the cork out of the neck. “I boosted those when Stel had her appendix out. Didn’t know what I’d use them for, but what the heck, I paid enough in insurance premiums, I figured we might as well take a few mementos.”

      But paper cups?

      He measured a tot out for each one of them, the girls included. “It’s not strictly legal, but I’m not going to tell anyone.”

      Dale downed his shot and held his cup out for a second round. Dan filled his miniature cup, careful not to spill a drop. Dale did him the honor of sipping the liquid fire slowly enough to feel the fumes rise in his nose.

      Jojo and Kitty had claimed their spot back on the bed, but Kitty made her way to the front of the RV and accepted her shot of liquor.

      “Thank you.” She tossed it back and held out her cup.

      “Sorry. One shot for the teenagers. You might be allowed to drink back in England, but I don’t want to get arrested for child endangerment.”

      Dale took another sip, imagining the crystal snifters Stella had brought to the dining room table back at their ranch. Those glasses held at least three times the amount of brandy Dan was doling out.

      “Dad?” Kitty tapped his brandy, bringing him back into the RV. “You going to finish that, or shall I?”

      He tipped the rest of the drink down his throat, relishing the heat. “Got to take your medicine, right?”

      Dan took the paper cup and threw it in the trash can. “Did you know ‘venomous’ and ‘poisonous’ are not synonymous?” He was off on one of his monologues, but all Dale could think about was the corked bottle over the RVs cab.
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        Dr. Diana Stewart. Commune Northwest of Austin, Texas

      

      

      It wasn’t long before Gabrielle knocked on the enclosure again and let herself in. “Ezekiel has requested that his wife return to her quarters, as is his right. Sheriff, you have quarters here in the house for your own safety, but I suggest you lock your door. Ezekiel has stirred up much bad feeling against you.” Rachel threw her arms around her father and clung on as the woman continued. “Diana, you will accompany Rachel and Jasmine back to their quarters. You will be accorded guest rights there until morning. However, I suggest you leave as early tomorrow as you can, both of you. Sentiment is running high here right now.”

      Jasmine and Rachel were re-veiling themselves already. Diana did the same in preparation to go with them, but she was far from happy about it. “Gabrielle, this is hardly—”

      “Is my wife in there?” Ezekiel’s voice echoed harshly across the valley. “She has spent more than her allotted time with the outsiders.”

      “We’re coming, husband.” Jasmine struggled up from her chair too fast and overbalanced, but Ben caught her. He set her upright gently, and she clutched at his arm for a moment before letting go. “Tomorrow morning,” she breathed. “It’s time we left. But discreetly.” Ben nodded and released her. Rachel quickly kissed her father and Jasmine took her cane and tottered toward the door.

      “Be careful, Ben,” Diana murmured. “I’ve a bad feeling about this place. Stay out of sight and lock the door. We just need to make it to tomorrow”

      “First thing.”

      “Absolutely.” Diana checked her veil was in place and followed Rachel’s mother. “Can I help, Jasmine?”

      Taking Diana’s arm, Jasmine made her way out of the screened area, Rachel following closely behind, to where Ezekiel stood, glowering.

      “Come on.” He didn’t seem very attached to his wife and set a pace she couldn’t possibly keep up with, but Jasmine tried to hurry. The air was less smoky, but there was still a tinge of it, and it couldn’t be helping her at all.

      When she felt the woman’s breath coming in gasps, Diana lost her temper. She hadn’t just escaped Garrick only to come face-to-face with someone just like him. “I’m sorry, Jasmine, we’re going to have to slow down just a tad.” Her voice sounded apologetic enough to pass, she hoped. “I twisted my ankle, you know, and I can’t keep up with you.”

      “Outsiders! You’re all weaklings.” He stalked off ahead to the hut he had been lounging by when they arrived.

      “Thank you.” Rachel, on the other side of Diana, spoke a little above a whisper.

      Diana seethed. “He’s rude. He must know that he was going too fast for you.”

      “Shhh! They hear everything, here.”

      Diana frowned; she had barely spoken above a whisper, but there was something about the quality of the sound in this valley; it was true that it carried. Her gaze was drawn to that great concave sheet of rock opposite. Could it be? She whistled quietly; it echoed and everyone around them stopped and looked round. “Wow, the acoustics are really weird here.”

      “Please! We’ll get in trouble.” Rachel scurried ahead and opened the door of the hut. Diana and Jasmine followed at a slower pace. Ezekiel stood on the veranda, watching critically. When Diana passed, he did not speak but spat on the floor and turned his back. They walked past him and into the dark little room within, where Rachel was arranging pillows on the bed and pulling the covers back. Ezekiel slammed the door behind them, and Rachel tore off the veil and overdress. “Oh, I hate those things so much! Mom, let me help you with yours.”

      When Jasmine was divested of her overgarments, they helped her into bed and made her comfortable. Diana went to hang her own overgarments by the door and Rachel brought half a glass of water for each of them. “Will they give us extra rations for having a guest, Mom?”

      Jasmine closed her eyes. “I hope so.” She looked terrible. “I’m sorry, I need to sleep for a while. The cancer makes me so weak. I have very little energy these days.”

      “Please.” Diana took the glass. “From the sound of it, we’ll have all night to chat.”

      “Thank you…” Her face relaxed. She looked almost gray, and more than halfway to a corpse. Diana sipped her water. What a place. What a nightmare. Bad enough that Rachel and Jasmine were stuck here; she really wasn’t happy that she had brought Jesse so close. But if they brought Jasmine back to the farm, Patti would be able to look after her there, and Diana was pretty sure that there would be some sort of painkillers in the pack. But they couldn’t just stay at the bottom of the hill, not with Ezekiel up here.

      “Would you like to sit?” Rachel pulled a curtain across the window by the bed. “We can sit back here and not keep her awake.” Diana set her glass down and followed her to the side door which gave out onto another screened area of the veranda, and they sat on the wooden chairs.

      “How long have you been here?” Diana leaned forward to peer through the gaps in the wooden screen.

      “I’m not sure. There’s no reception here and when my phone ran out of signal they wouldn’t recharge it. More than a week though, maybe two or three.”

      “Must have been a bit of a shock to the system.”

      “Not having my phone? It totally was. All I wanted was to phone my dad and get him to come and pick me up, but it kind of got lost in all the rest.” The girl chewed at her fingernail.

      “Did you know about your mom being ill?”

      “No. I hadn’t heard from her for ages, but that was normal. She’s never been any good at, y’know, birthday cards or emails or anything. She used to phone me occasionally, but that was when she needed some money. And then that stopped when she came here. We didn’t know she was sick.” She moved from one fingernail to the next. “Do you know about medicine? She looks pretty bad. They keep telling me it will be fine and whatever is happening is what God wants to happen. But why would God want my mom to be sick?”

      Diana sighed. “I don’t think God would. He’s the one who gave us the intelligence to find ways to make life better for people and help them to get well. I don’t think God wants us to be hurt or in pain. But sometimes humans get convinced of things, so much that they forget that God is supposed to be on our side.” And other times they realize that this is a great way to play power games, she didn’t say, thinking of the owlish old man in his sickbed.

      “So what can we do? She needs to go to a hospital!” Rachel had bitten her nail down to the quick; there was a little smear of blood on her chin.

      “Everything is in chaos out there too, Rachel. There are cicada swarms all over the place, and the wildfires must be getting closer, given the smoke. But we can give her more help than she’s getting here, and make her more comfortable, I’m certain of it. We just have to get her to—”

      There was a bang on the screen, so much so that it rattled. Rachel froze like a rabbit in the headlights.

      “Rachel, you have a visitor.” Ezekiel. “Make yourself decent and come out front.”

      “What is it?” Diana followed the girl inside where she put on the shapeless overdress and veil.

      “Ezekiel’s friend, Jacob. I don’t like him but he likes me. He keeps visiting me when he knows my mom will be asleep and I... I just don’t know what to say.” Rachel’s hands shook.

      Diana pulled on her own overdress and veil. “If he makes you feel uncomfortable then I should be there to chaperone you. Would that make you feel better?”

      “Yes! Yes it would but—” Rachel’s face clouded. “We might get in trouble. Ezekiel won’t like it.”

      “Ezekiel can go—well, he can choose from an assortment of activities I won’t bother you with now.” All of which were too obscene to relate to a twelve-year-old. Diana followed the girl out onto the porch where Ezekiel sat talking to a slightly older man, also bearded.

      “What’s this?” Ezekiel stood and strode over to stand in front of Diana, way closer than was needed.

      “Jasmine is unwell and is sleeping, so I’m chaperoning in her stead.”

      “Chaperoning?” The other man looked displeased, but he took Rachel’s wrist and pulled her to sit down on the settee next to him. “I don’t need a chaperone.”

      “No, but Rachel might.”

      “She’s a child. She doesn’t need a chaperone.” Ezekiel leaned forward even more until his nose was almost touching Diana’s veil. “Jacob is coming to see her because he enjoys her conversation.”

      “She is a child, yes.” Diana was filled with the heady fear she sometimes felt when arguing with Garrick, when there was a decent chance that she’d pay for her rebellion in blood and bruises; but where it was nearly enough to cow her for herself, this was to protect a girl who’d been taken away from her father and brought to stay with a mother she was about to lose. “And yet she has to hide herself in that dress and veil all the time. I’m intrigued. Why is that?” Whatever was going on here—and it was pretty clear from Rachel’s reaction what it was—it was not acceptable.

      “It is our custom that women should not be exposed to the lustful glances of men.” Jacob was getting angry now. “So they hide their faces out of modesty.”

      “Ah, so you are treating her as a woman who is subject to lustful gazes. Dear me.” Diana propped one hand on her hip. “That sounds very much like someone in need of a chaperone, especially given that she is very young and not practiced in the ways of the world. She might not feel able to express when she is feeling threatened and uncomfortable. Like now.”

      Jacob reddened to his hairline, and a vein started to throb in his forehead. “Ezekiel, are you going to stand for this disrespect in your own home?”

      “You are an outsider and don’t know our ways.” Ezekiel grabbed her wrist, so tight it hurt; but she was used to Garrick doing it and did not react.

      “I am doing what Jasmine would do if she were awake and well enough to do so.” She’d have bruises again. “I’ll happily stand here until your meeting is over and Rachel is allowed to go back inside.” She shifted her weight slightly to ease the pull on her arm.

      “You… you… degenerate!” Jacob shot to his feet, nearly throwing Rachel to the floor. “You come here and presume to dictate to us!”

      “Yes. I absolutely do.”

      He spat at the floor at her feet and shoved past her. “This Jezebel brings disgrace to your house, Ezekiel! No woman should talk to a man in this way! I will not wait here to be insulted by an outsider. You will hear more of this from the Elders.”

      Rachel scurried back inside. Ezekiel threw Diana away from him, and she caught herself on the railing. “Good choice. If your friend is harassing a twelve-year-old, his morals are suspect.”

      “He is of the Council of Elders!” Ezekiel thundered. “It is not for us to question the Elders!”

      “That’s where it all tends to go wrong, you know.” Resisting the urge to rub her shoulder, she turned. “Well, I won’t stop and chat.” She slipped in through the door and leaned on it, wishing there was a lock.

      There was a thump, probably a kick, and then she heard him growl, “There will be consequences to your meddling, and you will not enjoy them.”

      “What a pity; this has been a ball of laughs so far,” she muttered. “Rachel, are you okay?”

      The girl sat on the side of the bed staring at her mother. “I don’t want to have to see that man again.” She stroked the wisps of Jasmine’s hair back from her forehead. “You think my dad can get us out of here? Even with mom like this?”

      Diana looked out through the slatted windows at the dilapidated old mansion across the way. “I think when he has an idea what’s going on, he’ll get you away if he has to carry your mother on his back all the way down the hill.”

      “What’s going on?” Jasmine’s wavery voice made both of them jump.

      “Jacob again.” Rachel held onto her mother’s hand as if it was a talisman against evil. “Diana saw him off but now he and Ezekiel are really angry.”

      Jasmine pointed at the glass next to her bed, and Diana held it for her to drink from. After a couple of gulps, Jasmine seemed to come to a decision. “Rachel, could you give me a minute with Diana please?”

      “Yes, Mom.” Reluctance showing in every movement, Rachel returned to the screened area at the side of the house.

      Jasmine drank more water, sip by sip. “Thank you.” She pushed the glass away. “I mean it; thank you for looking after my kid. I should’ve been the one doing that, not you. So. Tell me a little about yourself. How did you meet Ben?”

      Diana felt herself smile, and Jasmine’s tired face brightened in response. “I met him in Watseka, but I didn’t really chat with him until Chicago.”

      Jasmine looked more animated than Diana had yet seen her, but she was wary of tiring her. Telling her about Ben’s good deeds was easy enough, but after a half hour or so, Diana hesitated. “Do you want to finish this another time?”

      “Honestly, this is keeping me distracted from—” The woman waved vaguely. “All this. And Ben is a good man. It’s good to hear about him. I had forgotten there were good men still.”

      Diana laughed. “After Garrick, I started to wonder if they existed, too, and when I found out that Victor had used me as a decoy to avoid paying more alimony, I figured they didn’t. But Ben is a good man, you’re right. He’s kind and gentle, and he’s determined to get you two to somewhere safe.”

      Jasmine leaned forward to peer into the dusky room. “Rachel’s still outside, right?”

      “Yes…” That didn’t sound good.

      “Real talk, if I may. I have cancer, you know this. And it must be obvious that I’m in the final stages but”—Jasmine fiddled restlessly with the edge of the sheet, picking at the untidy stitching. “Rachel doesn’t know it’s terminal. She probably suspects but…I just can’t bring myself to tell her. She’ll be upset and I’m too exhausted to deal with her reaction.”

      “You want me to tell her? A stranger?” Diana sat back in her chair.

      “It would be better coming from Ben, I know. But I can feel time slipping away. I don’t have much longer, and I need to know my baby is safe. You already stood up for her, and—well, not to be rude but my choices are limited right now.” Jasmine hesitated. “Diana… You care for Ben, don’t you?”

      Diana felt her mouth drop open. That was not where she’d thought the conversation was going, and she was completely at a loss for words.

      Jasmine smiled. “Ah I see. It’s a bit soon, is it? He likes you, I can tell, but it probably won’t occur to him in a thousand years that you might feel the same way. You might not, for all I know, but if you come to feel for him, he won’t have a clue. He was the same with me many years ago.” Diana opened her mouth, but no words came, so she shut it again. Jasmine smiled again. “Look, I have no right to do this, but in case I don’t get the opportunity to speak to Ben, will you tell him what we’ve discussed—well, maybe don’t say that I ratted him out—but the rest? And that I should have appreciated him when we were together?”

      “He’ll be here tomorrow.” Diana took Jasmine’s hand but Jasmine shook her head.

      “If Ezekiel’s here we’ll have a problem. But the main thing is this. Will you promise me that if it comes to a choice between Rachel and me, you’ll get Rachel out of here and somewhere safe? Make Ben take her, please. He’ll want to save both of us—you know he will—but he mustn’t put his own safety or hers—or yours for that matter—at risk for me. Because you know I won’t get far anyway.”

      There was a silence. Diana looked down at her hands, now battered and dirty from all her adventures. “Jasmine, I’m not a good person to leave your child with…”

      “Are you better or worse than Ezekiel and Jacob?” Jasmine leaned forward. “Whatever you think, when I die, if Rachel is here on her own… well, you’ve seen how they are. You know what will happen. Are you really worse than that?”

      Diana closed her eyes. Even with what happened to Charlie, she could not deny that truth. Tears prickled behind her lids suddenly. “No.” She exhaled slowly, shaken. “No, I’m not worse than that.”

      “Then…?”

      “I’ll look after Rachel as best as I can. I swear it.”

      Jasmine clutched her hand, tears streaming down her face, then laid her head back on the lumpy pillow and cleared her throat. “Well then, that’s settled. Thank you. That gives me a bit of hope, and makes it all more bearable knowing that she’ll be safe and with good people. So. Tell me about Jesse. He sounds like a handful. Oh, and we should call Rachel back in now. You should get to know her a bit.”

      By the time Jasmine had had her fill of talking it was nearly dark. “I’ve enjoyed this very much, more than you know, Diana. It’s more talking than I’ve done in a month, apart from to Rach. But it takes it out of me. I’m about done now.”

      “I’ve enjoyed it too. And I won’t forget what you said.” She was daunted as hell at the promise she had made.

      “Should I put the food out?” Rachel had been sitting on the floor by the bed. She stood and stretched her legs. “Can you eat tonight, Mom?”

      “No. Give it to Diana,” Jasmine murmured, already nodding off.

      Diana frowned, but Rachel drew her to one side. “She often doesn’t. It makes her sick when she eats. I think it’s why she’s so thin.” She bustled round making a meal. She lit the stub of a candle on the high shelf and set out wooden plates. From a stone cupboard in the corner, she brought out a wizened apple and two tomatoes, along with a tiny heel of cheese. She cut two mini-slices from the cheese and cut the apple in slices, which she divided between the two places.

      “What about Ezekiel?” Diana devoutly hoped the man would not be eating with them.

      “The men eat in the communal hall.”

      They took the plates out into the screened area and Rachel opened the screen that looked across the valley. “We’re not supposed to do this, but it’s dark, and the sky is so pretty out here. Or at least it is normally. The last few nights it’s been cloudy over that way, and kind of orange. Is that where the city is?”

      “I doubt it. The power’s out in the city. Between the cicada attacks and the wildfires, the world’s a bit mad at the moment. It’s not safe out there, but then it seems really unsafe in here, too, and out there at least you’ll have your dad and the rest of us looking out for you.”

      They sat in silence for a while, eating the meager rations as slowly as possible. Flickering lights dotted the huts around the edge of the valley—the women’s quarters, Diana realized. The mansion itself was a blaze of lanterns. “Is that where the men are, the big house?”

      “Uh-huh.” Rachel bit into a slice of apple. “It’s not normally that noisy though.” The mansion was alive with shouting and cheering interspersed with the odd crash. There was an aggressive edge to it.

      Uh-oh. It sounds very much like a fight. Diana hoped Ben was okay, wherever he was. She chewed her apple meditatively. “Rachel, if you and your mom had to get out of here in a hurry, is there much you’d need to bring?”

      Rachel stilled. “No. I have my backpack and a few bits. There aren’t any meds for mom or anything like that. But I don’t know how we could carry her. She can’t walk more than a few steps without help.”

      “I don’t know either.” Diana watched the doors slam open and people and lights spill out into the valley. “But if I were you, I’d have everything ready just in case. Like, now.”

      They were just getting to their feet when the door to the hut slammed open.
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        Kim Walker. Chihuahuan Desert, North of Van Horn, Texas

      

      

      Swallowing a groan, Kim flexed the kinks out of her back, her gaze tracking the rising sun’s long pink and gold strands as they stretched across the desert from east to west, like desperate fingers pushing back against the tide of dirty, orange clouds roiling along the horizon. Her skin prickled as a warm wind blew a familiar acrid stench into her face and a heaviness weighed down her shoulders. The toxic smoke would reach the crash site later that day unless a miracle occurred. Since she didn’t believe in miracles, they had to find better shelter or be long gone by then.

      Clipping her face respirator onto her belt, she performed a visual check of Emma, Natalie, and the boys, still asleep under the shade blanket. She took a small sip of the tepid water from her rations then, after stowing away her bottle, rose to her feet. Taking a couple of squares of toilet paper, she set off for the relative privacy of a clump of creosote bushes several yards from the camp. When she returned, the rest of the survivors were picking at their day’s rations or holding their mobile phones in the air, their faces glum.

      Rubbing her aching chest, she coughed then stopped beside Gerry Marshall. “Any luck?”

      He lowered his phone and slipped it back into his pocket. “Nothing. I don’t know why I bothered.”

      “Hope. It’s what will keep us alive.” About to turn away, she paused. “Speaking of phones—do you know what happened with Natalie’s satellite phone? She had it on the plane and I haven’t seen it since.”

      Gerry ran a hand over his thinning hair. “I believe Rush found it. But it’s useless. It was damaged in that botched landing.”

      “That’s a little harsh, considering he’s your friend.”

      “Work colleague.” He shuffled closer and puffed out his chest. “Throwing his weight around. I’m the one who should be in charge. I’m the most senior employee here.”

      Kim moved back a pace, out of range of Gerry’s armpits. “Then why don’t you step up?”

      “I should. I just might…” Gerry gnashed his teeth for several seconds before continuing. “If only he wasn’t so pally with Bryce Matreus.”

      “Sounds like this Bryce is someone important. Tell you what. Here’s your chance. Rush is heading our way.” Grinning, Kim leaned over and slapped Gerry on the shoulder. “No time like the present.”

      Rush fetched up beside them.

      “I was asking Gerry about the sat phone.” Kim stuffed her hands into her pants pockets.

      “Useless.” Rush’s voice was clipped and cool. “We lost Lucy Tang during the night. She died of her injuries.”

      “Oh, no. The poor woman.” That made seven dead and the clock was ticking with another dangerous threat gusting toward them. She gestured at the growing ominous haze. “Have you noticed the smoke? The wind is blowing in our direction.”

      “There’s the plane. We could barricade ourselves inside and wait for the rescue team to arrive,” Gerry interjected, the color draining from his cheeks.

      “We didn’t bury the dead, remember? They’ll have to be removed first.” Kim fingered her respirator. “We should use any spare clothes to make masks. Then I think we need to seriously consider sending someone for help.”

      Rush frowned. “One person, you mean, while the others wait here?”

      “Yes. I’m volunteering and I’ll take Emma with me.”

      “Out of the question.” Rush bared his teeth like an animal about to strike.

      Kim crossed her arms. “I wasn’t asking for your permission.”

      Rush’s eyes were about to bug out from their sockets. Gerry cleared his throat. “Yesterday when we searched the plane, I noticed a small door. It could lead to the front cargo hold. The one beneath the main cabin.”

      Kim exchanged a glance with Rush whose eyebrows rose indicating his own surprise. She squinted at the morning sunlight dancing like silver droplets over the wreckage. “I didn’t realize there was another cargo area.”

      Gerry’s chest expanded even further as he smiled. “It’s smaller than the one in the tail section. There should be an access point in the floor of the galley as well.”

      Tight lipped, Rush flung a hand out in the direction of the plane. “You could have mentioned this yesterday.”

      Gerry widened his eyes while attempting to mask the smirk forming around his mouth. “I assumed you would have known. After all, isn’t that where Crate 57 is stored?”

      “That’s enough!” Rush spun about and marched off. Three men wandering aimlessly about the dead fire scattered from his path like chickens from a fox.

      “What’s Crate 57?”

      “Ask him. He thinks he’s the one in charge.” Gerry bustled off toward the shade shelter where Natalie was emerging, leaning on Emma’s arm. She was using the walking stick Rush had fashioned for her out of two metal bars and an entire roll of duct tape.

      “Natalie! So good to see you on your feet.”

      The three Andino boys crawled out, looking about them as they yawned. Very few people had managed a good night’s sleep what with jumping up and exclaiming at every rustle of bush and coyote howl. Kim should know, she’d done the same plus she’d been roped into two hours sentry duty in case the coyotes made a run for the plane and its grisly contents. She rubbed her gritty eyes, torn between rushing over to check on her daughter and Natalie, and tearing after Rush. Investigating the plane had to take priority. There could be food. Water. A working radio. And she didn’t trust Rush in there— alone. If there was a radio, she wanted to be around when he made the call.

      There was also the lure of Crate 57.

      Decision reached; she made a beeline for the plane. She found Rush on his belly, the top half of his torso buried under a mound of twisted seats. Crouching down, she touched his leg. “How’s it going?”

      “I see the door but getting inside might be a problem. There is no way I can get through.” He wiggled backward and pushed to his knees, slapping grit and dust from his hands.

      A few people ambled over, hovering around Kim.

      “Phew, it stinks in here.” Her mouth in an ugly line, the skirt-suited young woman pushed back her messy brown hair. “What have you found?”

      Kim turned to address her. “Another cargo area. Could be more food and water.”

      They surged forward, jostling each other in their eagerness to look as Rush walked back to the camp. One man, a guy in his mid-forties wearing a straggling bow tie, stepped on Kim’s foot.

      “Ouch.” She gave him a shove and stumbled sideways, avoiding falling to the ground by the bald guy with the broken arm catching her around her waist. “Thanks.”

      “My pleasure. I’m Omar. I was based in the Hawaii office when our CEO ordered us to return to the mainland” Blushing, he removed his hand and shifted so his bulk was between her and the small group. He gave a heavy sigh. “Now my wife and son are trapped here in this desolate place. We should be home already.”

      “I’m Kim.” She smiled. “Where’s home?”

      “Chicago. Far from here.” Omar winced and adjusted his arm in the sling made from a discarded shirt. He shook his head gloomily. “I asked this Rush guy why were we sent back. But he has no answer.”

      SkirtSuit Woman was on her hands and knees, peering into the gloomy space. “I see it! I see a door!”

      Excited exclamations and mutterings rose as if they’d heard the sound of salvation, and the group surged forward.

      “Make a hole!” Rush elbowed his way through, Emma at his side.

      “Wait! What are you…?” Kim attempted to push past Omar, but he was hemmed in by four other men and the blonde woman with the stained bandage about her head. She stood on tippy toes, craning her neck, hoisting herself a little higher by placing her hand on Omar’s shoulder—in time to witness Emma’s hiking boots disappearing into the crawl space. “Don’t!”

      Too late. Her nerve ends sizzled, her blood pumping hot and hard through her veins. Courtesy be dammed. She thrust through the throng, ignoring yelps of pain and protest, all but climbing over SkirtSuit Woman’s back to arrive next to Rush, who crouched near the entrance. “Emma! Get back here.”

      “Don’t listen to her, kid. You know what to do.” Rush roughly shouldered Kim aside. An act that ignited her anxiety into fury.

      She slammed a fist toward his chin. He deflected by punching her wrist sideways. She would have flung herself on top of him then, if he hadn’t grabbed both her hands and forced them downward.

      “We need those supplies.” His grip tightened, his face thunderous.

      “You don’t even know there is anything of use in there.”

      “We have to try.” He whispered close to her ear, “Rescue could be more than a couple of days away. If we don’t find more water, we’re all going to die.”

      “Let. Go. Of. Me.”

      After one long look, he released her hands and sank back on his heels. Hating his proximity, Kim flattened herself to the floor and peered into the space. She didn’t thank him when he handed her a flashlight. “She’s got the door open. I think…yes, she’s pushing a box through.” She laid the flashlight on the ground and slid on her belly until her outstretched hands touched the box. A few seconds later, she handed the box over to Rush and was back in the cramped space ready for the next. It wasn’t long until there was a pile of plastic packages, three small cardboard boxes, and two decent sized crates outside the plane. Everything was layered with a mixture of dirt and thick ash. It was impossible to see whether it was anything of value.

      Emma slid out, her shirt and cargo pants dirty. A pleased smile lit up her face.

      “Good work, kid.” Rush lifted one of the crates before sweeping his cold glare around the clump of onlookers. “No one touch anything until I say so.” But instead of heading to the campsite, he trudged toward the crumpled remains of the cockpit.

      “You shouldn’t have gone inside the hold. What if you’d gotten stuck? How would we have gotten you out?” Kim all but shook with the force of her feelings, battling the urge to shake the girl by the shoulders.

      “Chill, already. I had to do something to help.” Emma slapped dust from her clothes.

      Kim’s eyes burned with unshed tears. She shuffled her feet. “It was a brave thing to do and I’m proud of you.”

      “Whatever.” But the word was gruff. They stood for a moment, neither moving and neither looking at the other.

      “Don’t open it!” bellowed Gerry, waving his arms and bounding forward.

      Startled, Kim rushed to where the small group of people milled about their recent find. But it was too late. SkirtSuit Woman and Bow Tie Man had wrestled open the lid of a crate.

      A black mass of seething, overlarge insects burst from the crate like a volcano spewing ash. They rose high in a boiling frenzy, circling round and round until they exploded in all directions, hundreds of body-seeking missiles raining down on the camp. Ducking their heads and yelling, people scattered, crashing into each other and tumbling to the ground. The insects swooped down, landing on heads and crawling over clothes. Tiny droplets of foul-looking fluid sprinkled through the air and landed on people like confetti.

      Markus screamed and screamed, his arms stiff by his sides as if he was welded to the spot and couldn’t move. Ollie cried out for his mother as Wyatt leaped over the cold ashes and pounded toward his younger brothers.

      “Get under the shelters!” Kim snatched Emma’s wrist and they pelted across the camp site to the boys. Releasing Emma, she scooped up the still shrieking and rigid Markus while Emma took hold of Ollie. The deadly cicadas buzzed and whizzed above their heads. The air vibrated with the bugs’ eerie sound. The crash survivors pleaded and wailed, as they beat at their bodies and scrambled in all directions to escape. Dust swirled, stirred up by the frightened people, and smeared her goggles. For one horrifying moment, she couldn’t see. She couldn’t find the shelter. The boy in her arms would die. Emma would die!

      Then a hand tugged her down and Natalie shouted, “This way!”

      Kim plunged to her knees, dragging the kids with her. She shoved them under the shelter while Natalie flung extra blankets over everyone. A second later they were crammed together and completely covered. She hugged Markus tighter, murmuring a mantra of reassurances until the poor kid sniffled into silence. It was stifling hot under the blanket and sweat slicked over Kim’s skin. Her body begged for water. But nothing would induce her to move or release her grip on Emma and Markus until the danger had passed. Ollie burrowed closer, hiding his face in her lap, his small, shaking body burning with heat. With Wyatt pressed against her other side, Kim couldn’t move without dislodging someone. If she did, she could well expose one or all of them to the horde of screeching bugs swarming above the blanket, their only protection. Didi emitted distressed yowls from her pet carrier. The minutes ticked on, until the screams and whirring of wings faded to faint whimpers and a distant drone.

      “Stay here, everyone.” It took a bit of shuffling and wiggling and then she was kneeling by the end of the shelter. Her hand trembling, she lifted the edge of the blanket.

      The cicadas were a heaving dark mass high in the sky speeding westward toward the dirty-orange-hued clouds, leaving behind chaos. Many of the shelters had been destroyed when people had fallen on top of them. One man lay unmoving beside the remains of the fire, while others wept, their bloody skin scarred by swelling. The young man who had a tattoo of a rose on the back of his left hand was hunched over and vomiting. Bow Tie Man patted his back while casting a desperate gaze around the camp, pleading for help for his son.

      A woman in a pale pink hijab peered out from under a blanket. Omar’s wife. She gave a gut-wrenching wail and hobbled to where the twisted shape of a man lay, his bald head camouflaged beneath blood. Collapsing to her knees, she took his hand in hers, then quickly dropped it. She screamed and clutched her hand to her chest.

      Their small horde of provisions was scattered over the dirt. Over by the plane, one of the 5-gallon water containers lay broken. Rush lay on his stomach, apparently attempting to sweep the tiny puddles of water into a bottle. No more than five feet from their shelter lay the huddled remains of a woman. Kim recalled seeing her only yesterday, offering water from her own rations to Markus. The woman was probably dead and Kim didn’t even know her name.

      Shuddering and wanting to burst into tears herself, she scrambled to her feet and inspected their shelter. Insect fluid shone in the searing sun. The blanket would have to be burned. But first she needed to help the injured. “They’ve gone. Everyone out and be careful. Don’t touch the outside of the blanket or anything that is stained by bug goo.”

      One by one, they crept outside. Emma came first, her pet carrier in one hand, her other holding Ollie’s. Then Markus, who leaped toward Kim and clung koala-like to her leg. Kim helped Natalie to her feet, taking the other woman’s weight when she staggered. “Wyatt? Come on, mate. It’s okay to come out.”

      Two seconds passed, then Wyatt emerged with his arms held out in front. Tears glistened in his eyes and his face was pale. Angry red welts already oozing a yellow-green discharge crisscrossed his swelling skin. “A bug landed on me before I got inside. But I killed it.” He turned his hands over to reveal his injured palms, where blood and pus welled. “Am I going to die?”

      Checking that stupid cargo hold had all been for nothing. They had lost a good portion of their precious water. Emma’s life had been risked opening that bloody door. A man and a woman were dead while another man spewed blood and festering matter into the dirt. Wyatt, a recently orphaned eleven-year-old boy—a child—believed he was about to die. And as he collapsed onto the ground, Kim feared he could be right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Anayeli Alfaro. Montana

      

      

      They weren’t going to die under a cheap plastic tarp, not if Anayeli could help it. She lay in wait, clutching the gun she’d pulled out of her pack the moment she’d recognized Creepy Colin’s voice.

      So far, Travis, the Cowboy 911 rancher, had done right by them. When Colin had given the descriptions of her, Mama, and Ernesto, Travis said, “Nope. Haven’t seen anyone like that. Nothing but livestock.” And when Colin asked him where he’d found those dogs—because of course Colin would recognize Cricket and Roxy after spending days on the convoy with them—Travis had been convincing. “Found them in bad shape on the road by that burned out truck—you see that rig? Figure their people didn’t fare too well.”

      In the truck bed where she’d hidden with Andrew, Ernesto, and Mama, Anayeli held her breath and tried not to die like a heart-attack rabbit. If Colin had decided to search the truck bed, she didn’t know what they would’ve done, but instead he bought Travis’ story. When he’d sped away, revving his engine in some kind of weird punctuation mark on the interaction, wasting gas there was no way to replace unless he had some magic supply, Mama let out a ‘Gracias a Jesús, María, y José’ and sobbed quietly.

      The relief was short-lived, though. Travis had driven off too, somehow managing to keep the truck and trailer close enough behind Colin’s ATV that they could always hear the whine of its engine. It kept Anayeli on edge for miles and miles and miles. Travis could’ve easily given Colin some kind of silent signal to indicate he knew exactly where the people he was looking for were. He might be in league with Colin, driving to some secure location where their odds for escaping would be worse, where they’d be out in the open, outnumbered, or outgunned. She ran scenarios in her mind, even though the last few weeks had taught her that it was impossible to prepare for all contingencies, to account for endless variables.

      Two short blasts of the truck’s horn made her jerk in her skin. Before she could make sense of it, she rolled into Andrew. They all slid toward the wheel well, squishing Mama against it as the truck swept into a wide turn, bumping off the highway and onto a washboardy dirt road.

      Anayeli scrambled for the other side of the truck bed on hands and knees, fingers clawing for purchase on the ribbed metal. She poked her head up, to get some idea of their bearings. If the two honks were some kind of signal to Colin and they needed to escape, she wanted some idea of which way to run and how soon.

      “No mija!” Mama cried, and Andrew pulled her back, his arm tight as a vise across her belly, pinning her.

      “Stay down.” Andrew’s voice was a hiss in her ear, barely audible over the rattling of the trailer on the rough road. “Keep your gun ready. When we stop, we’ll spring up—I’ll take the road, you aim at Travis. It won’t be much, but the surprise will be something.” Apparently Andrew was just as on-edge as she was. Being ferried to an unknown location had that effect, especially when it was down a dirt road Colin was surely aware they’d turned onto, since Travis had seen fit to honk and give him ample notification.

      She nodded and Andrew’s grip loosened, his arms sliding away. She stayed on her knees, the tarp tenting over her, the bruising jolts from the road punishing. But she could bear it. She wanted to be ready when they got to wherever they were headed—Travis’ ranch, she hoped.

      After driving down what had to be the longest dirt road in existence, the truck finally slowed, easing into a slow, arcing curve. Travis was turning around, back the way they’d come. But instead of continuing on, the truck came to a full stop. Which meant when they popped out from under the tarp, she and Andrew would be aiming in almost the same direction. She locked eyes with Andrew to confirm and he nodded, mouthing a question that wasn’t really a question. “Ready?”

      She pushed every worry, fear, and thought aside. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t shoot anyone ever again, but that was when she’d thought they’d reached safety at the evacuation center. In reality, like everything else she’d had to do since the moment she’d watched Papa drop to the ground in the Teff field, she had to gut it out, force herself to do whatever was necessary, even if it went against everything she’d ever believed about herself.

      The engine cut and a thick, eerie quiet settled over them. Her mind raced, taking in whatever detail might help her, even as her muscles coiled to spring. There was no roar of oxygen devouring flames, no ominous whir of cicada wings, no voices, not even the whine of an ATV engine. From somewhere in the near distance, a dog barked, but that was all. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. The truck door creaked, the screech of rusty hinges splitting the air.

      That was her signal. She blasted to her feet, the tarp’s plastic rustling blotting out all other sound as she shucked it off. Andrew exploded upright next to her, his feet wide in what she’d always thought of as ‘cop stance,’ his gun trained on what turned out to be a narrow, empty strip of dirt road cutting between a few scraggly trees.

      To their left, an old barn loomed with a tin roof and weathered plank siding. A few horses and cows stood dozing in a fenced pen. Three dogs, all various types of retrievers, bolted from somewhere, barking and wagging as they ran straight for the driver’s side door.

      Travis slid out of the cab, Cricket in his arms. “Easy, now folks. I don’t want trouble.” Roxy scrambled out of the truck, wriggling around Travis’ feet, tail wagging frenetically as she sniffed the other dogs’ butts.

      Anayeli had overreacted. She’d fed her paranoia by dreaming up worst-case scenarios under the tarp. There was no armed militia pouring out of the barn and storming the truck. The ATV mob wasn’t parked in the barnyard waiting to exact revenge. Creepy Colin wasn’t standing by to haul them away—he was still out on the highway, burning gas, looking for them where they weren’t. Travis had made good on his word. He’d brought them to his ranch, which seemed to be populated only with animals, and they were safer for it.

      She lowered her gun. “I’m sorry. We heard that guy, back on the highway, and we thought he might’ve followed you.” It was more than half true.

      “Didn’t like the looks of that fella one bit.” Travis squinted at her and stepped closer, still carrying Cricket. “Your dogs told me the rest I needed to know about him.” Anayeli imagined Cricket’s low rumbling growl and Roxy’s hackles going up at the sight of the jerk.

      Beside her, Andrew clicked the safety on his weapon and holstered it, while Mama and Ernesto sat up, making a show of gathering their packs, when in truth she was pretty sure they were checking out their surroundings. Probably none of them would ever be truly relaxed again, but she could feel some of the tension of the last hours and days draining away. She was pretty sure they were safe. For now. Even the smoke seemed to have cleared some.

      Ernesto sprang over the side of the truck bed and took Cricket from Travis’ arms. Andrew dropped the tailgate, jumped down, helped Mama out, and then Anayeli, his palm dry in hers, his arm steady. He was a rock, his loyalty still a mystery to her as he went to the front of the truck and stood in that same ‘cop stance,’ watching the dirt road. Guarding.

      Anayeli took in the ranch. Set back behind where the trailer was parked was a building that was more cabin than house. The only thing modern about it was the solar panels that covered the roof. Otherwise, with its chimney, paned windows, and the wide porch strewn with dog beds and a rocker, they could have been transported back to the 1930s. Near the barn was an elevated metal tank, a black rubber hose hanging from it. Her tío had had one of those on his ranch too—a gas tank to supply all the farm equipment. That explained how Travis was still driving around when almost no one else was. No matter which direction she looked, there was nothing but space and trees. Not a single other house was visible.

      “You folks can make yourselves comfortable on the porch. Outhouse is around back.” Travis gestured toward the house. “I’ll get the livestock situated.” Andrew stayed where he was, watching the driveway. Anayeli was torn as Mama and Ernesto and the gaggle of dogs made their way past.

      “I’ll help you with the horses.”

      “Sure thing.” Travis made his way to the back of the trailer, and for the second time she marveled at his ease. She’d pulled a gun on him, and he didn’t seem fazed one bit. Heck, they had a man he didn’t like the looks of searching for them, and he’d still brought them to his house instead of turning them over. She didn’t understand it. Her suspicion flared again.

      By the time they’d unloaded Fortune, Manteca, and Bounce, led all three of them to a round pen made of a rough-hewn rail fence, and Travis had showed her the creek where she could fill water buckets for them, she’d just about gotten over being suspicious. The man was a no-nonsense, hard working farm boy, not the snake she’d imagined. He unloaded the cows into their own pen with Andrew’s help, and then the three of them threw flakes of hay for all the livestock. What little light they had was fading, and Andrew had joined Mama, Ernesto, and the dogs on the porch when Travis grabbed some tools and headed back to Fortune.

      While she held the lead rope and stroked Fortune’s neck, Travis used special pliers to pull the horse’s shoe and a rasp to shape the hoof’s jagged edges. “Wish I could do more. Might have some Easy Boots you could put on her, protect her feet a bit, assuming they fit her.”

      “That’d be great, but I can’t—I don’t have any way to repay you, and—”

      “Don’t need repayment.” Travis kept his head down, focusing on Fortune’s hoof. “Animals’re better’n most people. So I do what I can for them when I can and that’s reward enough.” He straightened. He was older than she’d first thought, wiry and weathered. Her papa’s face flashed through her mind and tears stung her eyes. If Travis noticed, he didn’t acknowledge it in any way. Just gave Fortune a pat on the neck before heading for the gate. “I think they’ll keep for the night. Maybe we oughta take care of ourselves some?”

      He held the gate for her, but after he’d latched it, he stood for a moment. “The animals can stay past tonight, if you need. You understand?” She nodded, whatever words she might say caught in her throat. “Nothing against you folks, but I don’t want mixed up in whatever you’ve got going, any more than I already am.” He gave a crooked smile that eased the awkwardness she felt. “The dogs I expect have their own opinions about where they’re going and who with, but they’d be welcome too.”

      “We appreciate everything—” She meant it, but she also hated feeling grateful for being treated worse than a rescued animal.

      He waved her off. “Least I can do. Don’t like seeing a horse looking like that. Or a dog, neither.” He walked off to the house then, leaving her to stew in his wake.

      Travis swung open the front door to reveal a cozy living room with a faded couch and an armchair that looked like it couldn’t help but sag into comfortable misshapenness. Everything was worn, but neat as a pin. There was a wood stove, but no TV, adding to the feel of having time-traveled to the past. The dogs—the three ranch dogs plus Roxy and Cricket—filed in at Travis’ heels, inspiring a dirty look from Mama. But the resident dogs settled on rugs and beds, while Cricket and Roxy stayed Velcro-ed to Anayeli’s side, Cricket moving gingerly. The scratch on his chest was inflamed and weepy. She didn’t like the looks of it.

      They left their packs in the front room where Travis pointed. “Now through here, folks.” He gestured to a small, round kitchen table, and Anayeli sank into the wooden chair like it was heaven, her dogs at her feet. She’d just rest for a bit and then tend to Cricket’s wounds. She still had first aid supplies in her backpack.

      Travis moved with spry efficiency in his galley kitchen, setting a pot of water to boil on a gas range, then delivering jars of tap water to each of them. As the room darkened, he flicked on a single light.

      Anayeli’s couldn’t hide her surprise. “How do you have—? Have you heard any of the news?”

      “You mean about the bugs and fires?”

      “Yeah, they’re everywhere—”

      “Pfft. I heard people losing their minds on the radio.” He made that same dismissive wave. “Learned a long time ago not to trust the government. I’m off the grid out here. Run the essentials on propane and solar, hunt and raise what I can, stock up on what I can’t.” He gave them each a hard stare in turn. “Don’t be getting ideas.” Which only served to make her think thoughts she hadn’t before he went and mentioned it.

      The spaghetti Travis made tasted so good it might as well have been a meal at a four-star restaurant. Or else a family dinner back before—Anayeli stopped short of the memory of the life she’d taken for granted, the people she’d never see again. Not thinking, or thinking about only a select few topics was the only way she could get through any given hour.

      “You are very nice, Señor Travis.” Mama got to her feet and cleared dishes, taking up Travis’ first. “Estoy muy agradecia. Grateful.” He made to stand but she stopped him. “Por favor. Please. I do it.”

      Anayeli didn’t know how Mama had the energy, but she washed every dish and set them to drying in Travis’ dish rack. It would have all been so nice, so normal, if it weren’t for the world outside and the way Travis kept making it clear they couldn’t stay. No matter how she framed it, she couldn’t think of a way to convince him. She might not have any pressing reason to get to Thompson Falls and the Curtis Family compound anymore, not with Carlota and Bailey Rae gone—but Travis had no need of them, either. No matter how she racked her brain, they had nothing to offer him that he couldn’t do himself.

      “I don’t know where you’re headed, but I can send you with a few things when you leave in the morning. Water at least, if you have canteens. And I’ll get you back out to the highway.” It was like Travis had read her mind. Probably all of their minds.

      But of course a lone man who’d chosen to live out his life in some tired-out ranch in the Montana wilds wouldn’t be interested in suddenly adding four new people to his household. They were lucky he’d been as kind as he had. He could have been so much worse.

      “That’d be great. We’ll set off first thing. You don’t happen to know how to get to—”

      Andrew cut her off. “A map would be better.” Smart. The less anyone knew about them and where they were headed, the better.

      “Might have, somewhere. I’ll look come morning.” He glanced at Ernesto, whose head was bobbing over the placemat where his plate had been. “But I think now we could do with some rest.”

      Ernesto shuffled as far as the couch, his mask still pulled down under his chin from dinner. He was asleep, his gatito wheeze rumbling, before Mama finished smoothing a knitted throw blanket over him.

      “I’ll be out back, if that’s all right.” Andrew hooked a thumb toward the kitchen door that lead to the outhouse. When no one objected, he turned to go. “Don’t wait up.”

      Travis pulled a jacquard-print comforter straight from 1989 out of a coat closet and helped them lay it on the threadbare living room rug—the dogs’ rug, she couldn’t help thinking.

      “I’ll go get some more blankets.” As Travis disappeared through a doorway and into a back room, Roxy let out a low woof. Not even a second later, there was a hard bang against the front door and it flew open, the door jamb splintering where the deadbolt had been.

      The room exploded into noise and movement. She was somehow instantly on her feet, without knowing how she got there. All five dogs barked at once, Travis’ dogs bolting for the door, while Cricket and Roxy stayed at Anayeli’s side. Mama ran for Ernesto, pulling him behind her.

      Travis and Andrew were nowhere.

      “Gotcha.” In the doorway, Creepy Colin leveled a service weapon at Anayeli’s chest—he’d gotten a new one somewhere—then ticked it up and to the left, over her shoulder as he stepped into the living room. He kicked the nearest dog—an old black lab with white eyebrows. It yelped and slunk back to the hearth where it had been sleeping, Travis’ other two dogs backing off, too.

      “No call for that.” From behind her, Travis’ voice was hard—a brittle, unfriendly thing she hadn’t heard before.

      “Don’t go turning hero, old timer. Military command knows your coordinates, so if you don’t cooperate you’re in for a world of trouble out here in your little lonely paradise.”

      Travis let out a snort. “You think I ain’t heard what’s happening out there? The military ain’t doing squat where I’m concerned.”

      “Listen, old man. You don’t have to do one thing. I take these people, forget you lied to me, and you go back to your sad life.”

      Anayeli couldn’t take her eyes from Colin’s face, but that was when Anayeli understood Travis must have a weapon drawn on Colin. If she could just pull her own gun… Or if Andrew… Her stomach dropped. Andrew. It was only a matter of seconds before Colin figured out he was missing. Unless—maybe Colin had already found Andrew. There was no telling how long Colin had been outside, watching the house. He could’ve done anything to Andrew and they wouldn’t know.

      “You leave them be.” Mama’s voice rang out, and she pushed herself past Anayeli, to stand in front of her, shielding her.

      “Mama! No!”

      But Mama ignored her and Ernesto and put her hands up in surrender. “It’s me you want, not them. You take me.”

      A grin stretched across his face. It was the same smile Anayeli had hated the first time she’d seen it at the Purple Zone gate, the evil smirk Colin had given when he’d taken aim at Roxy from the back of the military truck as the dog chased after the convoy back in Sacramento.

      Then the floor in the kitchen creaked. Colin’s eyes flicked to the right and time stretched in that adrenaline-fueled way where every movement and detail becomes hyper-focused and clear. She yanked Mama’s hand, pulling her down and in the same instant, a rippling explosion reverberated through the house.
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        Keiko Sato. Southwest Texas

      

      

      Keiko didn’t know how long she’d lain in the road with her arm around Maiko. She had no more fury, no more rage, no more tears—only a depth of sorrow that ripped her apart. She’d wailed at the sky as she cradled her precious little girl’s body, passing from the present into a horrific limbo where there was no time, only a singularity of suffering, shock, and mourning. No…she wasn’t mourning. Mourning came after. Mourning came with acceptance. She’d not been able to blot out the image of Shane putting his gun to her baby girl’s head—and Maiko’s look of terror when he pulled the trigger. Why? Why did he shoot her? For what purpose? And in front of the mother who birthed her and nursed her, who brushed every strand of hair upon her head, who bandaged every owie?

      The Boulder Boyz were long gone, along with the epifluorescence chemicals and her handgun—everything she’d been forced to surrender. Everything. She was alone now, stretched prone on a sun-grilled road in the middle of a desolate wasteland, where loose gravel pressed into her cheek while she cradled Maiko-chan…her darling Maiko-chan who’d been too delicate, too fragile, to ethereal for this world.

      It was her fault Maiko was dead. She should have left Maiko with Christopher in Breckenridge. He’d known the truth about her. He’d tried to keep Maiko because he’d known she was an unfit mother. She’d been an unfit wife, an unfit colleague, and now the Universe was showing her in the most horrific way possible how unfit she was to be a mother. She’d been given a beautiful little vessel, a perfume jar of pearls and jade…she’d tried so hard to fill Maiko with light…and then, with clumsy hands she’d dropped her daughter and she’d shattered into a million pieces.

      The lowering sun painted the sky a hellish reddish orange and Keiko pushed herself up off the asphalt and rose to her feet. The physical reality of what had happened had finally become too much to bear and she had to get some space. In the northwest, sunlight filtered through a pall of smoke riding southeast on the jet stream’s shifting tides. The Teff smoke was coming.

      She slipped her hands under Maiko’s body, willing herself to blot out the sticky, suctiony sound of her little girl’s shirt separating from the asphalt where her blood had congealed and adhered to the road. Cradling Maiko’s head—what remained—she crossed the road and staggered to the base of a row of dusty hills that ran alongside the asphalt. She gently laid Maiko on the barren earth and began to dig. Above her, a quartet of vultures circled—ravenous, scavenging silhouettes against the orange-red sky.

      She dug bare handed, ignoring the grit grinding up under her fingernails. She scraped the hard earth until her fingers bled, then hacked with stones and rocks she unearthed from the shallow grave. She ignored the sweat that drenched her, ignored the hunger eating her from the inside out, ignored the thirst that made every swallow scrape like sandpaper on her throat’s soft flesh. Everything in her universe was focused on digging this grave, and when that was done, when that point of infinite sorrow blinked out, she would bury her little girl, her precious, precious Maiko-chan—her gem, her treasure—in this bleak corner of Texas. She would not…could not…leave her to the vultures.

      The grave dug, she turned her attention to little Maiko. With fading strength, she lifted her and tucked her into the grave, crossing her tiny hands over her blood-drenched tummy and arranging her feet so they didn’t splay so awkwardly. She smoothed her hair, then stood and went back to the pool of dried blood in the middle of Loma Linda Road. She collected shards of what used to be a shimmering girl who bubbled with laughter, cradling them in her hands like diamonds. She collected everything, then returned to the grave and arranged them beside Maiko.

      She looked at the little pile of dry earth she’d scooped out of the ground and tried to think of something to say. She was no minister, no priest—she had no idea what to say at her baby’s funeral. “I don’t know what to say, Maiko-chan. Only that I love you so very, very much and I wish you were here and not there…” She let her eyes wander to the darkening sky. “Wherever there is.” Deep in her chest, her heart broke into shards and her body trembled. “You were a princess, Maiko. You were passionate and brave, just like Mulan. And full of giggles and little tricks and lots and lots of little loves. I don’t know what else to say, banī, except I’m here and I miss you and I love you so much and I would give anything to have you back with me, even for a minute.” She knelt and kissed Maiko, then turned to the pile of dirt.

      A reservoir opened inside as she sifted dry earth over her daughter. She remembered Maiko’s laughter, remembered Maiko gleefully announcing that she’d beaten Netsy in Crazy-8s. Slowly, Maiko disappeared beneath gravel and dirt until just the tips of her toes peeked out, and then she was gone, subsumed by the earth. Keiko stood and stepped back. A cactus, weathered and stout, spread its spiked paddles over Maiko’s grave. It was as good a headstone as any marble slab. Hopefully she’d buried Maiko deep enough to keep the carrion feeders…

      She couldn’t finish the thought.

      Clouds hung in the glowering sky, sagging low and dark. A charcoal line of smoke cloaked the nearby hills under an impenetrable shroud. She turned and looked at Maiko’s grave, memorized the faded sage of the scraggly shrubs dotting the hills, the pitted cactus, the scrubby, sepia earth stretching away in every direction, and the black ribbon of road that led from where Maiko had lived to where Maiko had died. Then she set her foot on the asphalt and turned toward the smoke. Though her physical body walked, her soul remained tethered to Maiko’s grave, but she walked all the same.

      Keiko dragged herself into the lab, stumbled over a power cord, and collapsed into the chair at her workstation, her legs splayed and her arms dangling. She stared at the wall. In the periphery, Gretchen turned from her computer monitor in slow motion.

      “Where have you be…oh …what’s happened to you?” The words traveled to her as if underwater. Distorted. Nearly unintelligible. Like whale song. In a long, aching heartbeat, Gretchen was over her, lifting Keiko’s arms, examining her hands. “Your hands… they’re filthy… and destroyed. What happened?” Then, seemingly realizing what was truly wrong, “Where’s Maiko?”

      What was she supposed to tell her? That her daughter was in a four-foot-deep hole under a cactus? Could she tell her that? Was it even true? No, it couldn’t be true. Her darling little girl wasn’t buried in a roadside grave. Her parched lips moved painfully, cracking as she spoke. “They shot Maiko-chan.”

      Someone else arrived. A young black girl, her wide eyes pierced with amber, her pupils dilated. “Miss Keiko.” The girl smoothed her hand. “Miss Keiko, where is Maiko?” Her cheeks were wet. She came near and tears dripped onto Keiko’s arm. The girl wiped her nose with a tissue and asked again. “Where is Maiko?”

      “She’s sleeping.” Keiko’s voice was a ghost. “She’s sleeping under a cactus.”

      Someone unlaced and pulled off her boots. Thumbs kneaded the soles of her feet, pressing deep into painful, swollen tissues. Dead nerves awoke. The pressure brought tears that couldn’t fall because there was no water left. She was a withered husk, dried up, torn apart, a desiccated autumn leaf waiting for the winter wind.

      “I’m very thirsty.”

      Gretchen went and then returned, gently tipping a glass of water over Keiko’s lips. “Drink, Keiko. You’re deathly dehydrated.”

      She drank. The water was cold, and it slithered down her throat. She soaked it up like a dry sponge thrown in the ocean. And then everything went black.

      Keiko woke in her bed. She’d been dreaming. In her dream she dropped to her knees on the road and opened her arms. Maiko fell into her embrace and she hugged her tight… tighter than anything she ever held in her life, and she covered Maiko in kisses.

      Her eyes shot open. Maiko! In a panic, she thrashed at the empty space beside her. Please. Please, let it have just been a dream. She slid out of bed onto bare, aching feet. Please, please, please. Only a dream.

      “Maiko?” She whispered her child’s name as she drew near to her little girl’s bed at the far end of the trailer. “Maiko…Mommy’s here. Wake up, Maiko-chan. Mommy wants to talk to you.”

      She reached into the bed, feeling for Maiko, searching with her hands for her daughter. Frantically, she patted the sheets, the blankets, the pillows. But the bed was empty. The sheets undisturbed. The pillows full, with no evidence of the shallow depression made by the head of an eight-year-old girl.

      There had been no dream. Maiko was gone.

      An image of an old, pitted cactus sheltering a roadside grave flashed through Keiko’s mind, and she fell to the trailer’s floor, the linens wrapped in her arms, and wailed.

      But the wailing didn’t bring Maiko back or close up the hole in her heart or bring the men who’d killed her to justice. Keiko pulled the bits of herself that remained into a heaping pile and pretended she knew how to face the coming day, brushing her hair, her teeth, her heart. Nothing smoothed out, not like Maiko’s beautiful hair…

      Gretchen was in the lab when Keiko arrived at 6:30 in the morning, sitting at a table she’d pulled in front of the locked chemicals cabinet. She closed the scientific journal she’d been reading. A shotgun, several boxes of shells, and three handguns were arrayed on the table. “You see, I have some, too,” she said, answering the puzzled expression on Keiko’s face.

      Keiko picked up the shotgun and felt the weight in her hands. “When did you get so hardcore?”

      Gretchen laughed. “I’ve kept a stash ever since things started to go off the rails. A girl can’t be too careful way out here in the sticks by herself.” Gretchen examined Keiko, her eyes lingering on the .45 Keiko carried in her shoulder holster and the magazines jammed into the front pockets of her jeans. “Anyway, I could ask the same of you. But I don’t think I need to. You’re going after them, aren’t you?”

      Keiko nodded. “Yes.”

      Gretchen stuck her finger in the trigger guard of one of the handguns on the table and spun it in circles. “And there is no amount of persuading that will get you to stay here and finish the research with me, is there? I could really use your help, you know. What should work doesn't, and what does work is in no way scalable.”

      Keiko let out a long breath. Again with the research. “How bad is it? Is the research back at square one?”

      “Not that bad. Maybe more like square four of ten.”

      “Well, even so… there’s no chance I’m staying.”

      “I didn’t figure.” Gretchen spread her arms over the assembled weapons. “That’s why I dragged these out. I figured you and Netsy could use them.”

      “Netsy? What’s she got to do with this?”

      A voice came from the corner of the lab behind Keiko. A young voice—firm and resolute. Keiko turned to see Netsy rise from a chair. “I’m going with you, Miss Keiko.” She shifted a strand of hair out of her eyes. “I’m not buying your bull that I allowed this to happen, but I’m for sure not letting you go into this alone.” She walked to the table where Gretchen sat behind the guns. She took a pair of Glock 17s, tucking one into her pants behind her back and the other into a holster on her hip. “Three should be enough,” she said, patting the SIG strapped under her arm. “I figured you’d be happier with the .45 and the shotgun, so have at ‘em.”

      Gretchen leaned forward over the table. “These are for you.”

      “Where did you get them?”

      “I told you, I’ve stashed some things. A little gasoline, some water, these guns. If those ‘Boyz’ are as short of fuel as everyone else then they can’t be far away. My guess is they’re at the state park at Hueco Tanks.”

      “That was my guess too.” Her voice was dead and flat. “It’s one of the few places around with any sort of amenities.”

      Netsy laid her hand on Keiko’s arm. “I don’t understand how calm you are. I’m barely able to keep myself from raging out.”

      Keiko moved Netsy’s hand away. “I’m not calm. I just don’t feel anything.”

      “Are you scared?”

      “Terrified.” She shifted the shotgun in her hands. “But in Breckenridge I promised Maiko that she was stuck with me, and I was stuck with her, and that if anyone ever messed with her that they would get the claws.” Her voice broke and she began to shake. “I also promised her that come hell or high water, I would never fail her.” She racked the shotgun, collected the shells and threw them into her rucksack, then strapped the rucksack to her front. “I’ve already failed her, but I still have my claws.”

      Keiko didn’t know how she felt about Netsy. Yes, she had her own scores to settle, and yes, she loved Maiko, too. But that didn’t mean she was absolved for her failure the night they grabbed Maiko. But then again, she didn’t know how she felt about herself, either. She wasn’t right inside. She felt hard. And cold. While at the same time feeling a white-hot rage bubbling up. Rage at Shane. Rage at Netsy. Rage at Gretchen. Rage at everything…and everyone. To hell with the cicadas and the Teff fires. She wanted to torch the world and watch it burn. She didn’t care how many people had died from the smoke, the cicadas, the rioting, or how many would die. None of them mattered. Not the dead or the soon-to-be dead. She was frozen to all of it. She only wanted what was hers, and what was hers was her little girl, and since she couldn’t have her little girl, then no one else got what they wanted either. Because screw all of you. To hell with all of you. You Netsy for not stopping them. And you Gretchen for not giving me all the epifluorescence chemicals when I needed them. If either of you had done the right thing…if either of you did what you were supposed to do… then Maiko-chan is in this room with me, laughing and singing. But she's not, is she? No, she’s buried under four feet of dirt in some deserted corner of West Texas.

      She looked over at Netsy. Her jaw was set. Her lips a thin, brown line. The girl looked determined. Determined to do what, who knew. Netsy pulled the SIG from her shoulder holster and checked it over, scowling as she flicked the safety on and off. She jammed the handgun back into its holster. She looked angry. Maybe she’d been too hard on Netsy. If there really had been four, the way Gretchen had said there were… But then why did they take Maiko-chan? Netsy was the one they wanted. None of it made any sense, but it didn’t matter. It was what it was. Her precious little gem was gone and now certain other people would die.

      “Let’s go. If you’re going to come with me, then let’s do it. Gretchen, are you coming?”

      “I can’t. You know I can’t.”

      “Of course you can’t. What’s new about that?”

      “Compared to the eight billion at risk… Listen, my heart…”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, thoughts and prayers, thoughts and prayers. Whatever. Good luck saving the world.” She kicked a chair across the room and watched it zoom away on its casters and crash into a cabinet. She stopped in the doorway and looked back at Netsy. “Are you coming?”

      Netsy followed Keiko into the hall. “How far is the walk to…wherever it is we’re going?”

      “At least eight miles. Probably more.”

      They were about a mile out from the lab—one down, seven to go to the barricade, and then who knew how many more to Hueco Tanks—when the steady thrum of an engine and the crackle of tires on gravel rolled up from behind. Keiko stopped and put her arm across Netsy’s chest. “Turn around. Slowly. And be ready to get your gun out.” Netsy nodded. The two women slowly turned in place.

      The car came to a halt and Gretchen stuck her head out of the driver’s side window. She wore a full-face respirator and looked like a mutant from a futuristic apocalypse. “I recounted the fuel supplies and there was some to spare.” Gretchen climbed out of the Outback. She tossed Keiko the keys, then rummaged in the back of the car and took out two respirators. “I managed to catch a HAM operator’s message on a shortwave radio I have. I don’t know how KZ5MWR has power to broadcast, and I don’t really care—it’s what she said that’s important. There’s a derecho headed this way, which is totally weird for this area—but what isn’t off-the-charts weird right now? Anyway, it’s a big one, it’s in eastern New Mexico, it’s got winds in excess of 130mph, and it’s pushing the Teff smoke ahead of it. So put these on.” She gave Keiko and Netsy each a respirator. “I threw a couple more magazines in the back, with some Fruit Roll-Ups and a roll of duct tape. Don’t worry about the gas, there’s a bit more still, but I had enough so you wouldn’t have to walk all the way. You might have enough to get to El Paso.”

      Keiko pulled the respirator over her face and rolled the Outback’s keys around in her hand. The car had been Raoul’s, and she remembered him and his funny Colombian English—The peoples, they are crazy. She allowed herself a smile. Then she remembered how he had died, burned alive at the gas station outside Breckenridge before Jacob Horowitz ended his misery by shooting him. And then she’d shot Jacob Horowitz. And Netsy had shot Jim McCarty. And Shane had shot Maiko-chan. And now she was on her way to shoot Shane, if he didn’t shoot her and Netsy first. It was all insanity. So much death. And if it was that bad here, how bad must it be in the bigger cities, where there were so many more people?

      She shook her head as if clearing cobwebs. Weakness… Hippie thoughts about the sanctity of human life were weakness. Shane hadn’t shown a shred of weakness when he shot Maiko, and so she would show none when she stuck the barrel of Christopher’s .45 down Shane’s throat. Then she would pull the trigger.

      She looked over at Gretchen. “Get in. We’ll give you a ride back to the lab.”

      Gretchen turned and began to walk away. “No. I’m good. I’ll walk.”

      “But aren’t you worried about…you know?” said Netsy.

      Gretchen stopped and spun around, tears visible through the respirator’s eye shields. “Don’t worry about me.” She flashed a handgun. “I’ll be fine. Listen, give ‘em hell.” Then she turned on her heel and walked away.

      Keiko watched her go until she disappeared from view, then she tapped Netsy on the shoulder. “Let’s go.” She got into the Outback and closed the door. “Thank you, Gretchen,” she said quietly. Then she threw the car in gear.
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        Dale Curtis. Interstate 35, South-Central Kansas

      

      

      They’d finally made it back to their starting point in Kansas, having taken a long detour into Oklahoma to pick up Ingrid’s aunt and uncle, but it was slow going. It was the twenty-seventh time—eighth? ninth? thirtieth? Dale had lost count—that they’d had to move trashed cars and trucks out of the road.

      Dan had a system, which involved hitching and winching and far too much in the way of unhooking and re-hooking ‘this doohickey’ to ‘that whatchamacallit’—with a great many barked orders—then heaving thousands of tons of scrap metal out of their way.

      Dan had just finished dragging yet another car off the interstate and was unhooking it from the winch when Jojo piped up. “This is nuts.” Jojo rarely complained, which made her opinion that much more valuable. “We’ve stopped as many times as we’ve started. The horses are spooked and jittery. We need a new plan.”

      Dan, the king of all plans, scowled.

      Dale stepped to Jojo’s side. If Dan had something to say, he could say it to the adults, not the teenagers. “There are plusses and minuses, darling. The roads are packed, you’re right, but that means we have a chance at finding gasoline and leftover supplies…”

      “Yeah, but Dad! Kitty and I found three moldy bananas and half a tube of toothpaste this time. That’s it! There’s nothing out here. It’s a wasteland.”

      Kitty slouched behind her sister, twisting her hair and chewing the split ends. “Don’t forget the corpses. Eighteen this time. Some of them ripe enough they were liquefying.”

      “Ewwwwwwww.” She and Jojo cracked up.

      The first time they’d seen a dead body, they’d been almost paralyzed with fear, but decaying remains had become so normal they were able to joke about it.

      That does it. I’m not having my daughters exposed to this horror. “She has a point, Dan.”

      Dan huffed. It was his ‘don’t cross me’ noise and he was using it with increasing frequency. When the kids were little, that would have been a ‘use your words’ moment, but Dale wasn’t about to tell a grown man—whose hospitality he was leaning on—to grow the hell up.

      “I don’t see the point. We’re tired. We’re hungry. People have been through all these cars a hundred times. We need to get off the main roads, so we can make some headway.” Jojo sounded so much like her mother, Dale could only marvel at her good sense. “And what about talking to Gramps, Dad? I thought finding a radio was on the top of your list?”

      “Yeah, what happened to that?” Kitty looped her arm around her sister’s shoulder. It was their ‘we’re a united front’ stance and it meant they’d prepped their arguments.

      “Well. It’s pretty simple. We haven’t found a working radio.” Dale shrugged. He looked every time they stopped to clear the road, but the big rig trucks had either quit while they were ahead or had done the sensible thing and moved to the back roads. There wasn’t a CB to be found.

      “They’re going to be worried about us.” Kitty flashed a grin. “Grammie will have sent out scouting parties by now.”

      The girls had a deep connection with their grandparents. So deep that they believed that his mom and dad still had people—workers, cowhands, horsemen—they could send out. Their faith touched his heart.

      “Dan, did you hear me? If we move away from the cities, we’re going to run into fewer pile ups.” Dale tried to pull Ingrid into the conversation with a well-aimed lift of his eyebrows, but all he got was a shrug and a mouthed ‘sorry.’ She wasn’t going to cross her uncle and that was the end of it.

      Dale wasn’t done trying. “Back in Wichita, I met a Scotsman who said the back roads were a better bet.”

      “Well, if he was from the old country, he must be right.” Had Dan always had a sarcastic streak or was this new? Dale wasn’t sure.

      Stella stepped to her husband’s side, rubbing his back and muttering. Dale had seen that ‘calm the husband down’ routine many times. It made him doubly glad that he and Terri hadn’t had that kind of marriage. If she’d seen it as her job to manage his temper, he’d have been seven shades of embarrassed and humiliated. He wasn’t a child.

      Apparently, Dan was at some level. The color returned to his cheeks and he managed a smile. “I get why y’all are anxious to be on your way, but like Aesop said, ‘slow but steady wins the race.’”

      “My brother’s out there, Dan.” Jojo wasn’t backing down. “The last we heard, he was in the mouth of a massive blaze.” She wasn’t pulling her punches, either. “We left everything—our friends, our English family, even our new business—to come and find him. And we’re running around in circles, stopping every five minutes, digging through wrecks, and finding nothing.” Once she got herself wound up, she really gave it her all. “So, here’s what I think. I think we leave the main roads, where we can barely pass, and get some distance between us and these putrescent, mangled, heaving corpses.”

      Kitty applauded. “You tell him, sis!”

      Dan’s face hardened and the smile Stella had coaxed out of him was replaced with a stony frown. “The plan’s the plan and we’re sticking to it. We roll the dice on the main roads and we hit gold some of the time. Go rural and those numbers go way down.”

      “Dad! Tell him!” Jojo was on the verge of tears.

      “Dan. I get what you’re saying. And I even understand the percentages. But we’re coming at this from a slightly different angle. We’re missing Brandon. I’m not saying we’re desperate.” He took a twin under each arm, squeezing them gently. “But the more time that passes, the more anxious we get.”

      Jojo’s stomach rumbled, loud enough that Dan shot her a look and tsked. The girls had been living on apples and not much else, so their collective anxiety was partially fueled by poor nutrition and hunger.

      Kitty laughed, which made Jojo giggle, which set Dale off. The three of them stood on the road, snickering until the tears rolled down Dale’s face.

      “Stop.” He held his side. “Truly. It hurts.”

      Dan ignored them, busying himself with the trailer they’d just moved to the side of the road. He’d gotten a system down: force the lock, mask up, sweep for bodies, then plunder whatever was left. He clambered into the back of the vehicle. “Mother! Come and take a look at this!”

      Stella hopped up into the back of the trailer. “Well, I’ll be! Isn’t that just what we were saying we needed.”

      The trailer was stacked—floor to ceiling—with cleaning products. Dale caught a look between the twins and only just managed to hide his grin when Dan waved him over. “Now this, my good man, is what I was just saying. It’s why we stay on the highway! You just never know when you’re going to luck into something this valuable.”

      Windex? 409? Bleach? Since when were they the haul of the century?

      “I can see that you have your doubts, but when we hit Denver, Mother’s going to be able to trade with the local ladies for things we need.” He was living in a fool’s paradise, banking on the idea that there were people obsessed with cleaning their windows and keeping their countertops spic and span.

      Jojo handed him a jumbo container of Mr. Clean. “Jackpot!” She turned her back on Dan and Stella who were clucking and squawking like a couple of overheated chickens. “This is bogus, Dad. We need to get to Montana. It’s going to take weeks if we stay with them. Let’s go our own way…”

      Kitty crowded the two of them. “What she said, but double. They’re loving this—being on the road, scavenging, moving slow—but it’s not good, Dad. It’s a diversion. We’re practically going around in circles. How are we still so far south, when we’ve been moving for so long?”

      “Can I join in or is this a family confab?” Ingrid’s box wasn’t like the other boxes. The tops of the bottles weren’t spray bottles.

      “We were just saying to Dad that we’re not making a lot of forward progress.” Jojo pulled a bottle from the cardboard box. “Woah. Sauvignon Blanc! How did we miss that?”

      “It was in the trailer.” She hiked it up and balanced it on her hip. “Nothing award winning, but a couple of bottles that won’t take the enamel off your teeth.”

      Dale’s mouth watered. He’d left that bottle of Dan’s liquor be, but it hadn’t stopped whispering to him. They were all stretched past breaking point—stressed so hard he was giggling; wanting a drink wasn’t a sign that he was weak—more that he was human.

      “The roads around Denver are huge, girls.” Dale took the box from Ingrid. “Where are these going?”

      “RV? Might as well make a meal and pop some corks?”

      “What does that mean, Dad?” Jojo jogged at his side, while Kitty rounded them and stopped directly in front of him.

      “Look. If the roads around Denver are as bad as this—wrecks, blockages, and the like—we’ll have choices. There are a ton of highways that meet around there.” If I remember my geography correctly. “Out here… we’re looking at just a few roads that head east-west. We don’t have a lot of choices. Let’s get to the main arteries and make some decisions then.”

      Kitty dropped back to his side. “Is that a promise? When we reach the Denver highway, we’ll split?”

      Dale balanced the wine box on one knee while he opened the RV door. “No. That’s not what I said. We’ll make a decision then. We need to stay flexible.” They followed him into the RV while Ingrid called her aunt and uncle in for supper. “We don’t have wheels,” he whispered. “We don’t have food, water, weapons. Nothing.”

      Kitty dropped into the bench on the far side of the table. “Because we lost the money?”

      Dale slid the bottles onto the counter beside the sink. “Money’s no good out here, girls.” There was a screw top bottle, right in the corner, just inches from his hand. It wouldn’t look good if he cracked it before the food was served. He opened a cupboard, then another. “Where are the MREs stored?”

      “Under the bed.” Jojo sidled past him. “Not that they’re any good for us.”

      The static in Dale’s brain was overridden by Jojo’s tone. “How many days has it been?” Since you had a real meal?

      “We found a Snickers, yesterday. It’s a kind of American candy.”

      Dale knew what a Snickers was.

      “The chocolate was ick, but the nuts were good.”

      “How about we forage?” Dale wasn’t up on Kansas wild foods, but there had to be some. He’d let Dan bully him into, not silence, but a benign acquiescence that wasn’t good for the girls.

      Stella took the MREs from Jojo and set to heating them. “I hear we have a bottle of hooch, to go along with these! Father, would you do the honors?”

      Dan produced the pill cups that he’d served the liquor in.

      “This is wine, Uncle Dan!” Ingrid reached behind him and flung open the upper cabinets. “Let’s use the mugs.”

      Dan and Stella had themselves a little silent conversation.

      “Jesus turned water into wine!” Dale hadn’t meant to say anything, but his blood pressure was high and his nerves tingling. They didn’t need some lame justification to drink; they’d already shown they were fine with the occasional ‘celebration’ or ‘medicinal’ hit.

      Ingrid laughed, which set the girls off again. “If you don’t want any, I’m sure I can find a place for your glass!” She poured herself a generous tumbler of rosé. “Anyone else?”

      Jojo and Kitty’s arms shot up. They were old enough to drink in the UK and they deserved a treat. “One each.”

      The girls scrambled to take their mugs from Ingrid. Jojo sniffed and wrinkled her nose. “Do we have any juice?” She knew they didn’t. “Because wine without juice is gross.”

      “What are you talking about?” Ingrid held Dale’s mug out to him. “Wine with juice is an abomination!”

      Dale took his cup, sipped and put it to one side. ‘Slow but steady.’ His meal arrived. It tasted of nothing. Sporkful, small sip, sporkful, small sip. It didn’t light him up, the way the liquor had, but his nerves were gasping for some relief.

      Ingrid drained her glass and upended the bottle. “That didn’t last long!” She sorted through the box. “There’s a very nice white, if anyone else is interested?”

      Stella finished her water and held her cup out. “If you say it’s that good, I suppose I’d better try it.”

      “Mother!” Dan’s mouth was full. “Are you sure?”

      Stella bumped shoulders with her husband. “We worked hard, Dan Ploner. I’m not only talking about today.”

      Ingrid opened the bottle, sniffed the cork, and poured a couple of drops into Stella’s waiting cup. “If madame would care to test today’s vintage?”

      Stella swirled the wine in the bottom of her cup. “Ooh, la-la! So fancy!” She sipped. “It’s not as bitter as I thought it was going to be!”

      Dan kept his head down.

      “Father! You should try this. It’s—”

      “I’m good.” Like all of them, Dan turned his MRE bag inside out and licked the liner. “I’ll take first watch, shall I?” He muttered as he climbed down the RV steps. “…and second and third, by the sounds of things.”

      Stella held her cup out for more. “Don’t mind him. He’s hurting because he can’t find food for the girls.”

      Dale winced. He’d been prepared to think the worst of Dan.

      “We’re finnnnnnnnnnne.” Jojo and Kitty had retired to the middle of the bed in back of the RV. “An apple a day keeps the doctor away.”

      “We’ll find something you can eat soon.” Ingrid topped her own cup up and hovered over Dale’s.

      He downed the rosé, which he’d been sipping with such care, and watched the golden spiral of wine twisting into his ‘Best Sister Ever’ mug. Ingrid was right, the wine was a cut above. It went down so smoothly, not even the girls complained about it needing a shot of orange juice. He kept pace with Ingrid, careful not to get ahead, but just as careful not to fall behind.

      She shifted him off the bench and produced a pack of playing cards. “If we’re in for the night, we might as well play Crazy Eights!”

      The girls piled into the main cab, joining them at the table.

      “I don’t know how to play…” Kitty had a blanket draped around her shoulders. If she was cold, she hadn’t said.

      “It’s like UNO, but without the special deck.” Ingrid was already dealing. “You in, Pops?” She banged on the ceiling but didn’t wait for an answer. “I can see you are, Aunt Stella!”

      It was a noisy game, filled with laughter and table slamming, and another bottle of wine.

      Ingrid wasn’t being irresponsible—the girls were getting tiny helpings—but she clearly felt the same way as he did. They needed to let their hair down and cut loose. They were on their third bottle and there was nothing special about the vintage apart from the buzz. He was finally feeling it, weeks of anxiety slipping off his shoulders and leaving him free to admire his girls.

      Another card slammed down on the table, but he’d lost all interest in the game. “Did you know…”

      Jojo smiled at him. “Probably?” She and Kitty cut up, falling into each other with helpless giggles.

      “Your mother was so proud of you.”

      Their laughter stopped, Kitty hiding a sniffle.

      “I didn’t know about your business, but she was behind you one hundred percent.” He held his glass out for another top up. “I know she would have told me…”

      “We wanted it to be a surprise, Dad!” Jojo had her earnest face on—all wide-eyed, with that crease that made her look a lot like her grandmother. “It was for…”

      Kitty shook her head and grabbed her sister’s hand.

      “We wanted to help with the extension.” Jojo had pulled back from saying something, but two and two didn’t make twenty-two. Two and two equaled four.

      They knew!

      “You had a business?” Ingrid cracked another bottle. Stella waved her off, but both girls accepted a top up. “That’s so cool. What did you sell?”

      Jojo’s smile was the saddest of smiles. “We had a fashion line.”

      “No way!” Ingrid gathered the cards on the table, shuffling them like a pro. “Like Coco Chanel?”

      “More like a cross between Zendaya and Audrey Hepburn.”

      Dale knew both names, but he didn’t know his kids were hip to retro fashion.

      “We had two influencers who’d picked us up.” The twins were talking over each other, energized and excited. “We had a viral TikTok that basically put us on the front page of every TicTokker in England.”

      No wonder they hadn’t wanted to leave. They were on the brink of fashion stardom right as the world went into freefall.

      “And you were building an extension?” Ingrid turned to Dale. “Imagine if your kids paid for that!” She was blurred around the edges but, for all her goodwill, she had no clue what she was talking about.

      Jojo grabbed his hands over the table. There was no air left in the RV. All this time, he thought he’d been protecting them when, in fact, they were protecting him. “Sorry, Dad.” Her tears matched his, but neither of them said it.

      The unopened wine bottles in the box on the counter and the corked liquor in the overhead compartment sang his name, but he stayed put—bearing witness to his daughter’s grief—while the tears streamed down her face.

      “She wanted it to be a surprise, too.” Kitty’s hands joined the pile in the center of the table. “Mom thought you’d never accept money from us if we told you…”

      “But…” Jojo took over, running the back of her hand under her nose. “If it was a done deal—and Alistair was already with us—you wouldn’t have a choice.”

      The damn broke and Dale lowered his head to the table. Alistair, the son who never was. And never will be.

      “Sorry, Dad.”

      But there was nothing to be sorry about. No secrets, no hidden agenda, and no more tiptoeing around as if their lives weren’t worth everything to him. “You’re good. It’s fine. All fine.”

      Ingrid and Stella knew enough not to ask questions.

      “You’re better than good. You’re the best.” He pushed the mug of wine across the table. Decision made. For Alistair. For Terri. For Brandon. But most of all, for Jojo and Kitty who’d wanted a brother as much as he’d wanted a son, and who deserved to be heard and taken seriously.

      Just as soon as he’d slept off the wine, they’d head north.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ron Frobisher. Porton Down. Wiltshire, England

      

      

      ‘Porton Man’ was a carbon composite, articulated mannequin on pistons. Literally. They’d created a human-sized robot, fitted with biochemical sensors, and programmed him to walk, march, and run ‘in the manner of a soldier’ so that they could test the seals on their protective outerwear; suits, boots, gloves, visors and the like.

      Porton Man was housed in the Chemical and Biological Defense Unit, which was a science and engineering marvel. There was equipment Ron couldn’t name—hooded and vented, with arm holes and robotic pincers—lining the walls.

      Geoffrey showed Ron into a side chamber. Three walls were painted black and coated in silver ports, each about the size of a dime, which a lab technician was stuffing with sensors. The fourth wall was a floor-to-ceiling window that looked out onto an observation deck. There were cameras, microphones, and a stunningly ordinary office desk.

      Professor Jem took his place, waving and twiddling the knobs, adding headphones, lining up his notepad and pencil.

      “When the test is over, they remove the sensors and record how much insect venom they’ve absorbed.” Geoffrey was, officially, Ron’s science interpreter. The geeks and nerds—may they inherit the Earth—talked tech and Geoffrey translated. “They’re going to start with a single cicada…”

      Start with.

      “It seems redundant?” Ron stepped into the suit. “I’m immune. You can leave me in here with a swarm of the little, winged demons and it wouldn’t make any difference.”

      “Yes. Which is what makes you the perfect person to be inside this supposedly –fully encapsulated suit.” He hiked it over Ron’s hips. “The mannequin doesn’t have the full range of motion we want to explore. Arm.”

      Ron slipped his arm into the chemical-resistant body glove. “And I can?”

      “There are speakers in the ceiling and Professor Jem is going to relay instructions to you once the bug is released into the room.”

      “Right, boots. These are steel capped, but try not to step on the insect. We have plenty more where he came from, but we’re hoping to measure how much toxin they release and when they exhaust their supply, so we want this specimen in play for as long as possible.”

      “I love him already.”

      “That’s good, because the two of you are going to be spending some quality time together. Lift your left foot, please.”

      “And I will name him George.” Ron waited for Geoffrey to supply the rest of the line, but he’d either never seen the Abominable Snowman holding Daffy Duck or didn’t think it was funny.

      “The breathing apparatus is self-contained and positively pressurized, but try not to jiggle the canister on your back too much. I’m not a huge fan of this model.”

      Geoffrey Bount, inspiring confidence wherever he goes. “It leaves a lot of exposed skin.” Ron ran his hand over the back of his neck.

      Geoffrey produced a balaclava. “Indeed no, sir. This will hug you and squeeze you, so that ‘George’ does not touch you.”

      Still an oik, then? You did know, but didn’t laugh! Treason! Oik was such a great Britishism. It meant some combo of ‘uncouth’ and ‘majorly annoying.’ Ron resolved to use it on Geoffrey in all perpetuity.

      The hood was tight fitting, but not uncomfortable.

      “For anyone who’s following along, this balaclava was originally made using an activated charcoal fabric, but the boys and girls on Level Four have improved on the design. I’d tell you about the molecule weight of toxins and the impermeability of this fabric, but I don’t want your eyes to glass over right before George is released into the room.”

      “Brits pride themselves on their snark, but you’re up there, Geoff. Top ten percent. Can I call you Geoff?”

      “No. And thank you. I might have majored in biochemistry, but I minored in snark.”

      Geoffrey fitted the respirator over the balaclava, tightening the straps. “Feel good?”

      “Never felt better. Who doesn’t want to be in a science lab famous for bending ethical rules beyond breaking point?”

      Geoffrey reared back. “You volunteered.”

      “Relax. I’m yanking your chain. We’re cool.” I worked for someone who created a biological nightmare, it’s time for me to pay my dues.

      “Gloves. They’re clunky, heavy, and sealed inside and out.” He helped Ron squeeze his fingers inside the gloves. “At least, that’s what we hope. They’ve withstood VX and Sarin, and I believe the molecular weight of cicada venom won’t pose a problem but that’s what the test is all about.”

      Ron knew he’d arrived—been accepted as an insider—when his interpreter casually dropped the fact that Porton was still tinkering with gasses which were banned internationally.

      “Hands over your head. High as you can.” Geoffrey stepped back. “Good, now wrap them around your chest like so.”

      Ron followed the instructions, but the straps that held the oxygen tank in place made fully closing his arms a challenge.

      “Get that, Professor Jem?” Geoffrey turned to the ceiling, shouting into the mic. “Good range of motion, but not perfect.”

      The speaker whined. “We are green for go. Please remove yourself from the chamber, Mr. Bount.”

      Geoffrey gave a cheery wave and let himself and the tech out of the door. The hiss of the seal landed like a bell tolling Ron’s demise.

      “As Mr. Bount explained, we’re going to release a single cicada into the room. The purpose of the experiment is two-fold. First, we want to test the PPE and secondly, we want to see what, if any, stressors effect the production of venom.” Professor Jem had already explained, but he apparently needed to say it all again.

      “Understood.”

      “I’ll explain each step before changing the room’s conditions.”

      “Great.”

      “Ready?”

      The entrance of the single cicada was so lacking in drama that Ron almost missed it. A tiny trap door—for want of a better name—opened in the wall and George the Cicada bumbled into the room.

      “Stand perfectly still, Mr. Frobisher. We want to see if any of the pheromones on the suit excite him.”

      No one had said anything about pheromones, but it made sense that they’d made him into an instant target.

      “He’s making a bee line right for me.”

      “Perfectly still includes not talking, Mr. Frobisher.”

      George landed on Ron’s arm, his bulbous orange eyes bright against his black head. He folded his wings, walking up toward Ron’s shoulder. The flinch was involuntary and tiny, but so primal Ron couldn’t resist it. He steeled himself for the march across his visor.

      “Mr. Frobisher, please shout ‘Get off me!’ as loud as you can.”

      The cicada was smack in the middle of Ron’s face, separated only by a sheet of plastic. Ron bellowed and the insect’s abdomen tilted.

      “Good. Now, jerk your head from side to side, twice. Violently. You’re mimicking a panicking human. We want to see when, precisely, this new genus goes into attack mode.”

      Ron thrashed.

      “Add in the shout.”

      Ron yelled.

      “Now wave your arms at your face, without touching the bug.”

      Easier said than done, his arms were encased in thick, reinforced material. He thwacked himself, aiming in the general direction of his mask.

      George responded with a dose of venom, thick and gooey and sliding down his visor.

      “Outstanding. Let me just zoom in and get a close up. Just excellent.” Professor Jem’s excitement would have been infectious were it not for the fact that Ron had an angry arthropod on his face. “Now, we want jumping jacks with the head thrash.”

      Ron was sweating inside his suit, the fabric chafing his skin. He jumped, shouted, and shook his head. “Arms, too? I feel like that’s what I would do in the real world.”

      “All in good time, Mr. Frobisher.”

      The latch on the far wall opened again and George’s friend launched himself at Ron, joining his winged companion, antennae searching for food? a mate? the enemy?

      “From the beginning, Mr. Frobisher. We start with the head tilt. Very good. A little further, if you please?”

      Ron’s oxygen tank shifted between his shoulder blades. It wasn’t made for crazy science experiments. Ron wasn’t convinced Professor Jem had been in the field and seen what a panicking human actually did when under attack. But they had their protocol and he’d said he’d help any way he could, so he ran through the ‘panic’ simulation until George and his little buddy had both spritzed him with their venom.

      “Be still, Mr. Frobisher. Alan will be in to remove a portion of the venom.”

      Ron came back to rest, arms at his side.

      “What we’re seeing, Mr. Frobisher, is precisely what we expected. The first specimen released an alarm pheromone which allowed his cohort to home in on his precise position.”

      Ron had a flash of irritation. They couldn’t be wasting time investigating things they already knew.

      “If we can mimic the alarm pheromone, we can perhaps draw the swarm to particular locations, you see.”

      That didn’t sound like a bad idea.

      The door opened and the PPE-clad tech who’d installed the sensors in the wall approached with a couple of petri dishes, scooped the cicadas off his face, and twisted the lids tight before producing a Q-tip. “I’m going to remove the visible gloop, but leave the residue.” It took longer than it would have done had they not both been in protective clothing, but the caution was warranted and Ron forced himself to relax into the moment.

      “We need to know how little or how much of this alert pheromone is required to draw the swarm. We don’t have time to separate out each of the compounds in the insect venom. It’s a heady cocktail they’ve created.” Professor Jem’s voice dropped as he turned away from the microphone. “I’ll be right back, Mr. Frobisher.”

      Alan finished swiping at the visor, returned the cicadas to Ron’s shoulder, and left. The room was dark, the suit heavy, and Ron’s thoughts turned to all the things he might be doing if he hadn’t signed up to be their human guinea pig. Top choice would have been doing field work with Claire Moone. She was a no-nonsense agent who made things happen. Second choice would have been to be seconded to the Lazarus Think Tank, but that was never going to happen. He was a Yank and the Brits didn’t invite them into their most hallowed spaces. Help with the war, sure, but talk about strategy when it involved an invasion of their shores, never.

      “Mr. Frobisher. We have an exciting development.” Ron didn’t believe the professor could get any more ebullient, but he was wrong. “It seems that the samples you brought with you have a queen.”

      “Excellent.” The Brits liked their queens.

      “As you know, cicadas don’t usually have queens. They’re not a hive species, though their collective emergence from their underground homes makes them seem so. But this brood has adapted—we’re years away from knowing why or how—and they now have queens.”

      Ron could feel the question before the professor asked it.

      “Would you be amenable to staying in the test chamber with the queen?”

      “That’s my job, prof. I’m here so you can find answers.”

      “Sorry. I wasn’t finished. And a swarm.”

      Ron hadn’t brought a swarm with him from Wales, but he’d worked out that Porton had been collecting their own bugs. “Sure thing.”

      “What we’re testing here is whether—like the humble bumble bee—the cicadas will follow any queen. Their history is quite different from the bee’s. They have multiple females. Or at least they did. It was part of the reason for their success. They’re sex mad, you see. Living underground—living, not sleeping—for seventeen years and then emerging for the orgy of all orgies.”

      There was something about a middle-aged English professor saying ‘orgy’ that tickled Ron’s funny bone, but he knew they had cameras trained on him so he kept that reaction to himself. “This is another ‘can we make them move in a direction of our choosing’ experiments?”

      “Precisely!” Prof. Jem chuckled. “May I just say what a pleasure it is to work with you, Mr. Frobisher?”

      He already had, but Ron was gracious and thanked his not-quite-jailer and not-quite-torturer.

      “This will be unpleasant, but I believe it’s crucial to our swarm-pattern analysis. There was a theory that they were weather driven, but I believe the modeling shows something quite, quite different.”

      The door in the wall opened and a massive creature—several inches larger than George—emerged from the hole. He could have imagined it—of course I imagined it—but for a second he believed George was ogling… what would he call her? Cicada Georgiana Regina!

      Georgiana, just like her worker cicadas, went directly to Ron’s visor. Her bulging abdomen dragged across his plastic window on the world. She investigated the infinitesimally small smear Alan had left behind, her antennae feeling their way around its edges.

      George fluttered his wings. Heaven help me, do not let this happen. Insects were bad enough without two of them reproducing on his face.

      “Brace yourself, Mr. Frobisher. They’re coming in.”

      Ron fixed his stare on the trap door, but a panel in the wall—ten times its size—dropped to the floor, flooding the room with buzzing, angry, screeching creatures. The urge to run was a jolt of adrenalin, countered with balled fists and curled toes and specialized training that stretched back into his early twenties. You can do this, Ron. They’re nothing. They can’t hurt you.

      His visor was a mobile mask of clambering bodies, blotting out what little light there was in the room. Though he couldn’t feel them through his gloves, he was sure they were on his hands, his arms, his legs, his everything. Professor Jem had mentioned pheromones, so he had to assume that each portion of the suit was treated with a discrete compound and/or differing doses, so they could measure where the beasties would mass most readily.

      “Head, Mr. Frobisher.”

      The crunch and crack of exoskeletons as he whipped his head from side to side was nauseating.

      “Excellent. We’re going to run through the same motions as before. You’re doing a wonderful job, sir. I salute you. Not many people could hold their position with thousands of insects mounting them. Now, arms—and don’t forget the shout. We want to measure sound response.”

      Ron leaned into the experience, yelling obscenities at the swarm. They’d killed so many, so needlessly. The first death he’d witnessed—Emmas Lindsey’s—was bloody and violent, but he’d thought it an anomaly, a by-product of the cocaine, perhaps. But that wasn’t the case. Every death by cicada was as brutal as the last.

      “Did you know, the cicadas songs reach 90 decibels, which is the equivalent of a lawn mower! The swarm is louder than the runway at Heathrow airport!”

      Barely relevant and not what I want to hear right now. Can we move on, please?

      “Cicadas have adapted to only hear their own sounds—the screams, clicks, whirrs—are, undoubtedly, to attract mates.”

      Still not what I want to talk about, Prof!

      “If this new species can hear us, it’s an evolutionary leap of staggering proportions. And, once again, a way to draw them to our preferred location.” Through the glass that ran the length of the wall, a gaggle of scientists had gathered to watch the experiment. How many times had that happened at Porton Down?

      “Mr. Frobisher, can you locate the queen?”

      Ron laughed. There were hundreds of squirming bodies in his face. He could barely tell one abdomen from another.

      “I’m going to recommend you swipe your hand, gently as you can, across your visor, to move the clump that’s obscuring your vision.”

      Ron complied, but the gloop the cicadas left behind was a yellow-green smear that was just as difficult to see through as the live insects.

      “I see the challenge you’re facing, Mr. Frobisher.” Professor Jem and his colleagues chatted, animated and argumentative, about how to get a ‘damp cloth’ into the room. Even with the double doors to the lab, no one wanted to chance an escape artist making their way out of the test chamber.

      “Perhaps we can launch one through the wall portal?” Geoffrey’s slightly northern accent gave him away.

      The discussion about how to propel something through the chute lasted several minutes. Some suggestions were, frankly, ludicrous, while others didn’t take into account the fact that they didn’t have time to build a ‘wind propulsion unit.’

      “Can you block the other side of the large vent? With a heavy blanket of some kind.” Ron had MacGyvered his way out of many tight squeezes. If he’d been on the other side of the glass, he’d have been able to get a ‘damp cloth’ into the chamber without releasing the merch. “I’m guessing the walls aren’t that thick? Have someone suit up, place a heavy curtain over the opening on your side, and slip a washcloth to me.”

      They made it more difficult than they had to, Professor Jem insisting that there be a ‘seal’ around the arm of the volunteer, but how easy was that?

      “The glove boxes. They’d be perfect!” There were scores of them in the lab, glass cases that were sealed, except for the arm sleeves that allowed the technicians to work with hazardous chemicals without exposing themselves to danger.

      “Good thinking.” Geoffrey explained what he planned to do, seeking explicit sign off from the professor.

      Within minutes, Ron was wiping his visor down. He cast the rag aside and bent to inspect the heaving mass at his feet. She wasn’t difficult to spot, larger than her cohorts and the center of attention, the queen made herself known to him. “What do you want me to do with her?”

      “Pick her up and move about the room.”

      “That’s going to result in a number of deaths.”

      “Slide your feet, Mr. Frobisher. Glide about the place as if you’re on skates. One, two, three. One, two, three.” The Professor was smart, charming, and completely off his rocker. He sounded like a kid conducting his own private orchestra—in 3/4 time

      Ron plucked the queen from her twittering admirers and held her at arm’s length. “Here goes nothing.” He glided through the morass of lethal creepy-crawlies, marveling as they turned to follow him. In another world, he was the Pied Piper of venomous vermin. In his, he was moderately useful, surrounded by eggheads who were thinking about how to bring the threads together to create a swarm trap that wasn’t brood specific, and could be scaled to address the global challenge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dr. Diana Stewart. Northwest of Austin, Texas

      

      

      The visitor was Gabrielle, disheveled and upset.

      Diana brought her out onto the screened veranda. “Are you okay?”

      “No. It’s all gone wrong.” Gabrielle hiccupped a sob. “There was an argument over dinner—everyone’s hungry and it all kicked off. Then Ezekiel said that it was all down to the sinners from outside and we shouldn’t be helping them. He and Jacob got everyone riled up so that they’re trying to smash in the door to Ben’s room. And they’ve brought my husband out to bring down judgment on him. I don’t know what to do.”

      “It sounds like it’s time for us to leave. The sooner the better.” Diana was grateful for the calm that enveloped her, though she had no idea where it had come from. She ran through their options, fast as lightning and bold as brass. Her nerves had turned to steel. About time, too. “We need to take Jasmine with us—and you, if you want to come?” Jasmine had said to leave her, but even if Diana had been willing to, Ben would have refused, and what Ezekiel would do to the woman if she remained there after the others fled… Well, he was too like Garrick for Diana to consider it.

      Gabrielle wiped her eyes. “I can’t leave my husband, but there is a cart we use to bring in food. I’ll harness up the donkey. We’re out of food for him now, so he’s been living on what grass he can find. At least he has a chance if he goes with you. The other one died a week or so back.” Gabrielle was getting her composure back now that she was planning something.

      “What about my dad?” Rachel demanded.

      Diana held up a hand. “I have an idea…”

      They spent the next few minute scurrying round preparing to leave, while the furor in the big house continued and Gabrielle slipped away to ready the donkey. Finally the door opened and Gabrielle slipped back in. “The donkey’s harnessed and ready.” Rachel woke Jasmine. “It’s time,” she whispered and they soon had her up and ready.

      “All well?” Diana held the door open for the others and Rachel took Jasmine’s arm.

      “Down by the stables, Rachel. I’ll be two steps behind.” Gabrielle waited until the others were out of earshot. “My husband. He’s dead. Ezekiel was boasting of having smothered him with a pillow. I don’t know if it’s true, but…”

      “I’m so sorry. Come with us, if he isn’t here to keep you?”

      “I can’t. This place is mine. It belonged to my family and it’s my responsibility. Besides, I have to bury him. I can’t just leave him like that.” Gabrielle thrust the sack of supplies at her. “Here are the things you asked for. They should all be there.”

      Diana looked inside: spare veil and overdress, water.

      “I put in a little food. It’s not much but it’s what we have. I’d rather you had it than these… these bullies.” She spat the word. “I think that’s it. You know where to go?”

      “Yes. Thank you.” Diana embraced the woman, who hugged her back hard.

      “Good luck, Diana.” Gabrielle hurried down the path after the others.

      Diana pulled down her veil, checked her bundle, and slipped away along the outside of the houses to the straggly bushes that were all that was left of the ornamental gardens. The lights from the mansion threw long shadows and she slipped from one to the next. The cheering had stopped and there were just shouts of abuse now, and sporadic sounds of battering on wood. Hopefully that meant Ben was safe in his room?

      She made her way cautiously to the window Gabrielle had marked with a red rag and tapped very lightly on it. “Ben? Open up!” She tapped again, and the wooden shutters cracked open, and then opened wider.

      “Diana? This isn’t safe!” Ben’s voice was not right, but she didn’t have time to worry about that. The thuds on the door went on, and the creaking of the wood told her that the door wouldn’t last much longer.

      “We’re leaving, now. Put this on and get out here quick, before anyone sees.” She tossed the bundle in through the window and a moment later, a veiled figure climbed over the sill, clad in a shapeless overdress. “Best we can do in case someone sees you. You okay?”

      “Been better.” He tumbled to the ground, and she pushed the shutters and windows to while he picked himself up, somewhat painfully. “What about the others?”

      “Ahead of us. Come on.” They hurried down the hill, alert for any sound or movement. The sun would be up soon, and Diana would have run all the way to the stables if she hadn’t thought it would attract attention. Then, as they reached the place where the path forked to head down to the road, a figure stepped out of Jasmine’s quarters—the sullen teenager they had seen with Ezekiel when they first arrived. In the light from the lantern by the door, she saw his face: half of it was swollen and purpling up, his eye nearly swelled shut.

      He ran toward them. “Rachel! Jazz! What are you doing? You’ll get in trouble—” He stared at them. “You’re not them.” His gun came up. “Who are you?” Diana pulled her veil away from her face. “You! Then you’re—” He took in the height of her companions. “Where are they? Are you taking them away?”

      “Yes, we are,” Diana returned coolly. “When Jasmine dies, it’s not right for Rachel to be left on her own here.”

      “She wouldn’t be alone. She had me,” the boy answered, but his face was thoughtful.

      “And Jacob?”

      “Jacob is not a good man!” He hesitated for a moment then lowered his gun and glanced behind him. “I’m glad she’ll be safe. I… Can I come with you?” He touched the black eye. “This was just for looking at my father wrong. If he knows I let you leave, I’ll really be in trouble.”

      Diana glanced at Ben. The veil moved as he nodded. “Quick and quiet. We have to get as far as we can before sunup.”

      They moved on and Ben murmured, “He called her Jazz. Only a few are allowed to do that. Whatever else, she thinks he’s on her side.”

      Rachel was waiting a little way from the thick woodland by the gates of the commune. When she saw them, she gasped. “Reuben? Are you coming with us?”

      He went and gave her a quick hug. “Told you I got your back, kid.”

      “I’m so glad.”

      “Where’s your mom?”

      “Here.” She led him over to the cart where Jasmine was lying. “Mom!”

      “Reuben?” Jasmine was wary. “I’m sorry, dear boy, but we have to leave.”

      “I know. I’m coming with you.” He clasped her hand, and she smiled.

      A veiled figure straightened from loading up a bundle of blankets on the back of the cart. “You need to get moving, and fast, before they realize you’re gone.”

      “Gabrielle?!” Reuben stared as she unveiled herself. “I… I’ve never seen your face before. My father… I heard what he did to the Guide. I’m so sorry.”

      She embraced him quickly. “You’re a good boy, Reuben, but you haven’t lived in the real world for a long time. Pay attention to what Diana and the Sheriff tell you, okay?” She stepped back. “Now go. I’ll draw them off for as long as I can.” She cocked her head on one side. “That’s a strange noise, that buzzing. Can you hear it?”

      Diana went prickly all over. “It’s the cicadas. They’re round here somewhere and they’ll be on the wing as soon as it gets warm enough.”

      “Cicadas?”

      Of course. If there was no communication in the commune, she wouldn’t know. Diana filled her in on it quickly and took the jar of salve out of her bag. “Everyone put some on; you too, Gabrielle. Once we’re covered, I’ll leave the jar with you. We have more. You should be safe from their touch wearing this, but don’t breathe the toxin or let it get in your eyes, and wash it off after the swarm is gone.”

      “Maybe this will slow down any pursuit,” Ben murmured, handing the cream to Rachel who helped Diana smear it over Jasmine’s face and hands. “Come on, we can do this while we’re walking.”

      “Be safe, Gabrielle,” Diana said. Reuben handed the cream back to her and she smeared a large dollop on the back of her hand in case anyone hadn’t taken enough, then handed the jar to Gabrielle.

      “And you.” Gabrielle was already smearing it over her face as Reuben took the donkey’s reins and the little group rattled away over the track that led to the road—and freedom.

      As they rounded the first curve, all of them relaxed a little. “Jazz, are you okay if we pick up the pace?” Ben asked.

      “You can rattle me to bits for all I care, so long as we get away from that place.” Jasmine’s face was drawn and very pale, but determined. “Ezekiel won’t let us get away that easily, so getting some distance between us and him is a good idea. Come on, it’s starting to get light.”

      They hurried down the road as fast as they could. “That sound Gabrielle was talking about—it’s much quieter here. I can hardly hear it and there are no cicadas in the trees here, thank goodness.” Diana stopped to look around for a moment. “I was sure it was them, but I’d be very happy to be mistaken.”

      “I’m just happy to be out of there,” Rachel murmured. “Dad, you can take the veil off now.”

      “You might change your mind when you see me.” Ben pulled the veil off to show a fine reddened eye, swelling so he could hardly see. “I didn’t think to lock the door at first. Your dad was waiting for me, Reuben. I was lucky to get back in my room before they did some real damage.” The boy looked away as if ashamed. Ben nudged him with an elbow. “I guess you and I have a matching set. Stylish, huh?”

      “I hadn’t thought of it like that.” Reuben smiled ruefully. Scab Twins, Diana thought.There were shouts from above them. “Sounds like my father realized there’s no one in the house. We should hurry.”

      “I hope Gabrielle’s okay.” Rachel glanced nervously at her father, who took her hand and gave it a brief squeeze.

      “She’s a very capable lady, hon. Anyone up for jogging for a while?”

      “Good plan.” Diana hated running, but for survival she’d make an exception. Reuben coaxed the donkey on. Helped by the downward slope of the road, they all fell into a jog-trot.

      The shouts were getting louder, but so was the buzzing. Diana slowed and took the bundle of sheets from the back of the cart. As she ran, she unfastened the knot and shook out the contents onto Jasmine’s lap. There were some bits of food and three glass bottles of water. She set one at the side of the cart, and the spare sheet with it. Then a stitch gripped her side and she hung onto the cart and tried to keep up. She was too unfit for this, and her breath was coming in great gasps.

      “There they are!” Through the buzzing, a shout came from the slope above, and armed men began to slide and tumble down through the steep woodland. While the escapees had to follow the road with their cart, the cultists had shortcut the curve of the road, and were ahead of them. “Reuben, you traitorous little vermin!” Ezekiel slid down onto the road ahead of them, cutting off their escape. “You’ll pay for this!”

      Reuben yanked on the reins and the donkey skidded to a stop, the cart rattling on the roadway behind. The beast hawed and shook its head, nearly sending Reuben flying, but he hung on like grim death, and managed to bring the cart to a halt safely. Diana, gasping for breath, grabbed Rachel’s arm. “When I tell you, everyone get under the sheet.”

      Others poured down the hill, thin, rangy men with baseball bats and clubs, a couple with rifles or pistols. Ben moved back to stand with Rachel next to the cart with Jasmine in it, and Diana moved forward to stand by Reuben for moral support. She relocated one of the sheets and a second bottle of water to the front of the cart, slinging the sheet over the donkey’s back for the moment. The buzzing grew louder, and some of the men looked round. It was time.

      Diana stepped forward. “Hear that buzzing? It’s the cicadas you may have heard about. They’ve caused death and destruction from here to California, and at least to Chicago in the other direction.” A cicada buzzed past and she ducked. Behind her there was a flare of white—Rachel was shaking the sheet out over her mother’s shoulders with a great bunch of it ready in her hands.

      

      A cicada landed near Diana. Another hit one of the men, who were still closing in. Diana half-turned, just in time to see him swatting at the oncoming bugs. “Get under the sheet, Rachel.” Rachel flipped the sheet over her mother’s head and brought Ben close, ready to duck under it too. “Reuben, cover the donkey’s neck and as much of his body as you can. We’ll need to cover his head and ours any second.”

      Not far away, more men started to scream.

      Diana hurried back to the donkey, which fidgeted as insects zoomed past it. “These cicadas release poison into the air. If you want to live, stay under the sheets and don’t breathe it in. Otherwise you’re dead.” She nodded to Rachel and Ben who ducked under the sheet and pulled it close to the side of the cart, hanging on to the side as she had suggested.

      The cloud of insects rolled through the forest and engulfed the men, the painful roar of the cicadas nearly drowning out Ezekiel’s defiant cries. “If the Lord—cough—wanted us dead—cough—he’d find a way to—.”

      Diana flipped the sheet over her head and Reuben’s, pulling him in close to the donkey. The donkey shifted about nervously, but with one of them on each side he could not see anything and they covered his ears from the noise until it began to die down. The hit of cicada after cicada on her clothes made Diana want to scream, but she bit back the urge, and stood as calmly as she could, comforting the donkey and Reuben.

      As soon as the quiet suggested that the swarm had passed, Diana prodded Reuben, “Stay here. I’m going to see if we can get moving yet.” He merely stared at her, the whites showing round his eyes. Checking her veil was in place for whatever protection it might give, Diana peered under the sheet. The ground was a mess of cicadas, but now the birds had arrived and were hopping around gobbling what they could. She listened—there was a buzzing, but it was minimal, so she ducked all the way out from under the sheet. “Good grief.” The leaves were stripped from the trees. There was a heaving, twitching carpet of cicadas, but not so many as there had been at Jonah’s farm. The swarm had passed much, much quicker. But she couldn’t be sure if it was safe for them to move.

      “Stay put, everyone, I’m going to see if we can get out of here yet.” She coughed. “Stay under the sheets for now, just in case.” She slipped and slid over the disgusting gunk to where Ezekiel lay. Incredibly, he wasn’t dead—his staring eyes moved in his blistered face, and he raised a hand and grabbed at her clothing. He croaked what could have been a plea for help or an insult, and then his eyes rolled up in his head and his hand dropped from her overdress. His head lolled to the side and blood gushed out of his nose.

      “Silver linings, I guess.” Once upon a time she’d have felt bad about all the unnecessary deaths, but in this case, the cicadas had done a great favor to Jasmine and Rachel, never mind the rest of them.

      She returned to the cart. “We can move, but there are still a few cicadas about. Everyone stay under the sheets until we’re clear, right? Reuben, give me your hand and I’ll lead you.” Ben peered out from under the edge of his sheet and she nodded toward the contorted, bloody bodies on the slope. “Let’s get away from here, eh?” Ben ducked back under the sheet.

      “Blind man’s bluff it is. I haven’t played that since I was about six.” Rachel replied lightly, but with a tremor in her voice. They were trying to find a sort of normality in a truly messed up situation, but hopefully finding comfort in being together—unlike Reuben, who really was alone, his family all dead. Diana reached under the sheet for his hand, which shook, and spoke for his ears only. “I’m sorry, Reuben. He didn’t make it.”

      Reuben didn’t move for a moment. His voice was thick with emotion when it came. “I’m glad. He was a bully.” She knew from the soft sniffs that in the privacy of the sheet he was crying, but how much of that was release and how much was sorrow she couldn’t tell. He straightened. “Let’s go. The sun’s getting higher and it will be too hot to move soon. You’ll have to lead me for now.”

      Having set off early, they had a couple of hours in hand, and it was with some relief that they helped push the dilapidated old cart up the last part of the track to the farm. “Let’s put it into the stables here,” Diana suggested. “The gravel makes it hard work and the donkey needs a rest. He needs a name too, but he needs a rest.”

      “It’s cool and breezy in here,” Jasmine sighed. “I’ll stay here for now and sleep. Later on I’ll have strength to walk the last bit.” The woman had not grumbled, but Diana was pretty sure every jolt had been agonizing for her, and she looked utterly gray in the face.

      “I know you’ll be wanting to check in on Jesse.” Ben untethered the donkey from the cart and led it to a stall. “Why don’t we sort things out here and follow you up?”

      “Thank you.” Diana walked along the curve of the track to the house, lost in thought. Ben was so kind, and so good at knowing what she needed. She valued his company.

      The door was partly open, so she walked straight into the farmhouse. “Jesse? Jesse, I’m back! Where are you?” She kept her voice low in case Patti was seeing to the old people. She didn’t want to wake them up.

      “Diana?” The word was barely a squeak, and it came from the back room.

      Diana hurried in to find him sitting on a chair, his eyes big and alarmed. “Jesse? What’s going on? Are you okay?”

      An iron grip clamped on the shoulder that had only just healed, making her cry out. “Oh, he’s just fine and dandy, honey.” A familiar scent of sweat and belt leather assailed her, and she knew beyond all shadow of a doubt who it was. Garrick.
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        Kim Walker. Chihuahuan Desert, North of Van Horn, Texas

      

      

      By mid-afternoon, the westerly wind had carried the toxic smoke closer and closer to the wreckage of the crashed plane in intermittent gusts. Amidst the churning, orange-tinted clouds, clusters of tiny black dots swirled. Cicadas, also heading in their direction. Whether they would survive another attack of either foe was anyone’s guess. All Kim knew was that she and Emma were leaving soon. The past few hours had been difficult—they’d wrapped their hands so they wouldn’t touch the sticky insect residue while laying two bodies to rest with the other seven. After those still capable of moving had traipsed through the wreckage and witnessed for themselves the stifling intensity inside, the plane was dismissed as a place of refuge from the sun and became an official coffin.

      Kim finished tying the last remaining blanket onto one of the plane’s broken seats. One more shelter done. The tent shelters didn’t provide a large amount of shade but anything was better than blistering from the desert sun’s searing rays. Lifting the neckline of her shirt, she blew air onto her hot, sweat-drenched skin. Of course, it didn’t help. An ache formed across her tight forehead from a mixture of heat and breathing in the thick, smoky air, even though she wore her face-respirator. But she’d put up with it—others needed the few medicines that were left more than her.

      The unrelenting heat dragged her down, warring with her will to survive, but she wouldn’t give in. She couldn’t. Somehow, she had to get Emma to safety. Find help for the injured. Only then would she rest.

      Head hanging low, she trudged through the sand to where Natalie and the kids sat under their shelter, then flopped on her butt next to the opening. A thin sliver of shade from a massive prickly pear cactus growing nearby provided some welcome relief as she angled her body closer. The blanket flapped in the breeze and beneath it, Natalie dozed, her head lolling onto her shoulders. Ollie paused in his card game of snap with Emma, who sat cross-legged with her cat curled up in her lap. His little face scrunched into a frown that relaxed when he recognized Kim. Beside him, Markus sat staring dead ahead, seemingly oblivious to the world around him. Both Natalie and Emma wore their respirators while the boys had grubby makeshift cloth masks over the lower halves of their faces. Wyatt shifted over to make room for her under the shade.

      “Thank you, but I’m good.” Leaning forward, Kim placed the back of her hand on Wyatt’s forehead. A little warm, but nothing that couldn’t be managed. She hoped. However, the angry infection swelling his arms and hands—where beads of blood and greenish-mucus bubbled—were a different matter.

      “How’s the pain?”

      “I can handle it.” His thin shoulders stiffened and he spoke in a gruff voice.

      Eleven years old, and with both parents dead he’d already stepped up to be the man of the family. It was enough to make Kim’s heart ache anew. She took the bottle of water Emma handed her with a muttered thanks and after she shifted her respirator to the side, gave her a smile. Half-empty or half-full? Whichever way you looked at it, there was nowhere near enough to quench the dryness in her throat. After taking a mouthful, she indicated for Wyatt to come out from the shelter and adjusted her mask. “I’m going to give your skin another wash. Can you come outside, please?”

      “I’ll come too. I want Didi to stretch her legs.” Emma placed her cards down and lifted her cat.

      Kim frowned. “I think you should keep the cat out of sight.”

      “I can’t keep her in a box. She needs some exercise. She’s depressed.”

      “Two minutes.” Kim moved out of the way as Wyatt and Emma crawled from beneath the blanket. Emma poured a little of her water into a plastic bowl. She walked a few paces holding the cat lead while Didi hissed and pouncing sideways, trying for a swipe at Kim.

      Depressed, my sainted aunt! Kim shuffled onto her knees, staying well away from the cat as it stalked by. “Hold your arms out, hon. Afterwards, I’ll bandage up those wounds.”

      Wyatt shifted closer, sitting back on his heels, and lifted his arms. Kim dribbled the water from her day’s rations over his skin. The water mingled with the discharge, running like tiny, snaking vines down his arms and onto the stony desert floor.

      “What are y’all doing?” A voice roared in rage.

      The next instant someone grabbed hold of Kim’s ponytail where it flowed out from the back of her baseball cap and yanked—hard—pulling her off balance. She shrieked as she lost her grip on the water bottle. The water. The cat batted the bottle with its paw, sending it spinning over the dirt where it smacked against the bowl. All that remained of her rations glugged out of the bottle. The bowl tipped to its side and the water from Emma’s rations, sloshed over the side.

      “Didi! No!” Emma bent toward her cat as Kim dove forward, her fingers groping for the bottle. But the grip tightened on Kim’s hair, dragging her backward across the dirt. Pain streaked over her scalp as the last droplets of water were gobbled up by the thirsty desert. Sharp prickles stabbed into her, like tiny needles.

      “Let go of me!” Her blood pulsed hot and hard through her brain. She made a swipe for the hand tangled in her hair. Missed. Made another try and found purchase. She twisted hard on the wrist. Then the grip was gone only for her to receive a resounding slap on the side of her face. Ears ringing, she shook her head and waited for a couple of seconds until her dizziness passed. Fists clenched, she leaped to her feet, facing down her assailant.

      Dixie, the woman with a bloodied bandage wrapped around her blonde crew cut, glared back at her. “Y’all are wasting our water!”

      “Those were our rations, not yours.” Kim stomped forward, stopping two inches from the other woman’s nose. “Since you caused our water to spill, you owe us.”

      “Y’all get nothing from me!” Dixie raised a shaking hand and pointed at the cat clutched in Emma’s hands. “And that thing! Get rid of it!”

      At her last screamed comment, Gerry and Noah poked their heads out from their respective shelters. Rush, who stood guard over by the plane where the last of their provisions were stacked, pushed to his feet, a frown on his face.

      “Maybe we should get rid of you. No one is touching my cat!” hollered Emma while Didi struggled and yowled in her arms.

      “This kid is using all our food and water on a stupid cat. I say we dump it. Or kill it!” Dixie made a grab for the cat.

      Didi slashed her claws over the back of Dixie’s hand at the same time Emma lashed out with her foot. Her boot made contact with Dixie’s shin. Crying out, the woman raised a fist.

      Kim seized Dixie’s arm and pulled her away. “Don’t you dare touch my daughter. Or her cat.”

      Skirt Suit Woman dashed out from under her shelter and pounded across the camp site. “Leave her alone!”

      Kim lifted her hands and stepped back. “Hey! I’m not the one losing my mind.”

      “Y’all will be coming after ours when yours are all done and gone. I won’t be sharing.” Scowling, Dixie lifted her hands and shoved Kim’s chest.

      Kim’s feet tangled and down she went, landing on her backside.

      “Stop it!” Head down, Wyatt charged at Dixie and rammed her in the belly.

      With an ‘Oof’ the woman collapsed while her best friend, Skirt Suit Woman grabbed hold of Wyatt and pushed him over before snatching up a long stick. She raised it, preparing to bring it down on his back when Bow Tie Man, René, tackled her around the legs. Swearing like a sailor, she floundered about on the ground, bucking and kicking, but René held on tight. Dixie scrambled over the dirt and went for the stick while Kim hustled Wyatt out of the danger zone. Red faced, Dixie pounded René on his back as his son, Ben who’d been infected by the bugs, lurched to his feet and stumbled toward them.

      Rush arrived on the scene, snarling over his shoulder to Kim, “Give me a hand, here.” He wrestled Dixie for the stick, managing to maneuver her away from the two threshing about on the ground, kicking sand and grit in all directions.

      Kim gave Wyatt a gentle push toward their shelter, then hurried over and plonked down on SkirtSuit Woman’s back. Sweat rolling down his face, René gave a grim nod of thanks and released his hold on the woman’s legs. He stood close by as Ben placed a hand on his shoulder and sagged against him, as if the effort of moving a few feet had taxed his waning strength.

      “I can sit here all day. How about you?” Kim bore down with all her weight, eliciting a grunt from the woman beneath her.

      “Okay. Okay. Get the hell off me!”

      Kim shifted to her knees, then hovered, waiting as Skirt Suit Woman crawled a few feet before turning and sitting on a piece of hardshell luggage.

      “Portia, babe! Are y’all okay?” Dixie danced around Rush and raced over to fling her arms around the other woman. They clung together and rocked back and forth, wailing and crying.

      Noah helped his mother, Bushra, out of their shelter while Gerry gaped open-mouthed, shifting from one foot to the other as if he wasn’t certain what he should do. A small hand slipped into Kim’s and she looked down into Ollie’s pale face. Wyatt stood behind him. The commotion had drawn the others out from under their blanket shelter. Emma had draped her cat around her neck and stood behind Markus, her arms around his rigid shoulders. The bump on Markus’ forehead had turned a bilious yellow. Using the metal walking stick Rush had fashioned for her, Natalie hobbled over to join Kim.

      “We have two choices here, people.” Rush marched up and down, arms swinging by his sides. He had to be ex-military. “We either work together or more of us will die. It’s that simple.”

      Dixie gave Kim the stink eye. “It’s those two. They’re the ones wasting water. And what about my hand?” She waved the injured appendage. “What if it gets infected?”

      Kim folded her arms. “Why don’t you wash it?”

      Blood infused Dixie’s face and she looked as if she was about to launch herself at Kim again.

      Rush insinuated himself between the two of them. “We must be careful with what we have. And if that means not cleaning wounds, then we don’t clean wounds.”

      Interesting that he didn’t mention the cat. “But the water washes away the toxin from his skin.”

      “You don’t know that for certain.”

      “Yes I do. Wyatt’s swelling has reduced. Show them.” Turning, Kim indicated for Wyatt to hold out his arms.

      “You hear that, Ben? I’m getting my water and soon you’ll feel much better.” René spun around and hurried to his shelter.

      Rush bounded over and grabbed René by the upper arm. “No, you don’t. Didn’t you hear what I said?”

      “I don’t care. Helping Ben is all that matters.” René pulled away and reached for his son, who swayed on his feet. His voice rose to a screech. “It’s your fault we’re stuck in this dreadful place. If your employer hadn’t insisted we cut short our holiday, my precious boy wouldn’t be suffering. We’d still be snorkeling off the reefs.”

      “It’s okay, dad,” Ben mumbled.

      “No, it isn’t. I couldn’t bear it if something happened to you.” René sniffled.

      Rush squared his shoulders like he was addressing the troops. “Get it together, man.”

      “Easy for you to say. You weren’t affected by those horrible insects. Ben can barely see out of his eyes they’re so swollen.” René shuddered.

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I have several swellings. One on the back of my neck and three on my hands.”

      René grabbed Rush’s hands and turned them over before dropping them, his mouth twisting with disgust. “They look like ant bites. Nothing like Ben’s terrible injuries. I bet you washed your skin.”

      When Rush hesitated, René slung an arm around Ben’s shoulder and, turning his back, assisted him to their shelter. “You knew. You knew and didn’t tell us.”

      Gerry gasped while Dixie and Portia whispered to each other as they staggered to their feet. They glared at Rush as he stood alone.

      Rushed raised his hands. “I only had a few marks. Nothing like the number you or Wyatt or anyone else suffered. I couldn’t risk compromising our supplies.”

      “But you made certain you were okay, didn’t you?” Kim’s voice shook while Natalie muttered something she didn’t catch.

      Expression implacable and with no sign of remorse, Rush folded his arms.

      Kim turned and strode to their shelter where she picked up a bug out bag. “In an hour, the heat should begin to fade. That’s when Emma and I will leave. We’ll take our share of the water and we’ll send help back the instant we find it.”

      “What? I’m not leaving Mom!” Emma shook her head, throwing an anxious glance at Natalie. Dropping her arms from around Markus, she trotted to Natalie’s side. “Do you know about this?”

      “No.” Natalie looked around at the many frowning faces.

      “I’m done with talking. And waiting for a rescue that isn’t going to happen. Anyone see a plane up there? Anyone hear a plane? Or a car since we’ve been here?” Kim flung a hand toward the sky and everyone’s eyes followed, except for Rush, who kept his narrow gaze on her. “Don’t forget, any rescue party has no way of knowing our location. I’ve looked at a map and by calculating the number of hours we were in the air, I reckon we’re within two days walk of a main highway. Say another day to reach a town and then I can have people back here within three, with supplies and medicine.”

      Voices rose in an excited babble.

      “That is so typical of you. Ditching people when it gets too hard.” Face scrunched up like she was holding back tears, Emma turned her back. Natalie leaned close and talked to her in a low voice.

      Dixie shouted, “We’re coming with you.”

      Noah pointed at the smoke. “And us. My mother and I are not staying here. Not with those clouds heading in this direction. Who says those insects won’t return? We won’t die like my father.”

      Dropping the bag, Kim planted her hands on her hips. “No way. We’ll make better time without a horde of hangers-on.”

      Her filthy skirt ripped in two places Portia windmilled her arms as she spoke. “You can’t leave us here! And you can’t stop us from going either!”

      His expression resigned, René mopped his sweaty face with a grubby handkerchief. “Ben can’t walk that far. We’ll stay until you bring back help.”

      “You’re going away?” Tears formed in Ollie’s eyes as he dropped Kim’s hand.

      Wyatt reached out to pull Ollie close with his fingertips. It was one of the hardest things she’d ever done, looking at those three orphaned boys and confirming their worst fears. She was leaving them. Abandoning them. But no way could three young children keep up with the pace she intended to set. Finding help as soon as possible so that help got to the crash site had to be her priority. That knowledge did nothing to alleviate her guilt as that sneaky voice taunted her inside her head that what she really was doing was taking Emma out of the path of the oncoming smoke. But whether they could outrun it only time would tell.

      Dixie ran to her shelter and emerged with a knife in her hands. “We’ll need more rations than those staying behind.”

      “I will fight you if I have to. My son has a fever! You are not taking more than your share!” René flicked his handkerchief at Dixie as if it was something a lot more effective than a piece of cloth.

      “No one is taking extra rations. Because no one is leaving the site.” Rush walked over to their provision pile and returned with what looked like a gun in his hand.

      Kim’s heart went into freefall. Surely he wouldn’t shoot them. Would he?

      “We have two flare guns. I propose that we let one off tonight. To signal our location to those looking for us.”

      No gun. No shooting. Kim shrugged as her frantic pulse steadied. “Sounds like a waste if you ask me but your call. I’m still going, Rush. Emma, get your gear together. You’ll have to leave the cat here.”

      “I don’t care what you say, I’m not leaving Mom. Or Didi!” Emma stormed and of all things, stamped her feet.

      Dixie and René surged forward and got into a heated argument, him waving his handkerchief, her waving her knife. Gerry and Noah huddled, shaking and nodding their heads like they had come to an agreement. Bushra sat outside her shelter, cradling her swollen hand. Her gaze was fixed on the plane wreckage where the body of Omar, her dead husband, lay.

      Ignoring the babble of voices from the other survivors, Kim turned her back on Emma’s hate-filled eyes, the shock on the boys’ faces, and crossed to the stack of provisions. That close to the fuselage, the smell from the bloating bodies inside was intense. She gagged, forcing the bile down. The lone 5-gallon container of water already showed its level had lowered significantly. Either someone was helping themselves when Rush wasn’t looking or the wretched thing had a leak. But that would have to be his problem. She needed to leave before her will crumbled beneath the weight of her conscience. Emma was all that mattered.

      In silence, Rush joined her and handed over two water bottles.

      Kim packed them into her bug out bag. “You’re ex-military but I can’t place your accent. You’re not American.” She was aware she was talking too much but couldn’t stop herself. Anything to shut out the faces of those she intended to leave behind.

      “British. But that was many years ago.” He shrugged as if to say ‘I don’t care!’  but Kim wasn’t fooled. There had been a note of wistfulness in his voice.

      “You haven’t been home in a while.” It was more statement than question.

      “Another life.” His face smoothed out of all expression and that tenuous feeling of connection shattered. “You won’t make it. None of you have any training for this situation.”

      “That’s a risk I’m prepared to take.”

      “You won’t only be risking your life. That’s if you can convince Emma to go with you.”

      Kim stuffed six protein bars into another compartment and did up the zipper before replying. “I’ll get Natalie to talk to her.”

      Rush shoved the half-empty box of bars aside. “I can’t allow you to take her.”

      “You going to use that gun on me? You know, the one you carry beneath that jacket you insist on wearing even though the mercury must be over a hundred?”

      “If I have to.”

      His words stopped her cold. If he was serious, she was in big trouble. But before she could open her mouth, a shadow fell over her. Turning, she came face to face with Natalie and Emma, who refused to look at her.

      Natalie’s hand tightened over the walking stick. “You can’t stop all of us, Rush, so don’t even try. We’re going, with Emma, the boys, and myself. So you can start doling out our share of the rations.”

      “Your leg will slow us down.” Kim added in an undertone, “Think of Emma.”

      “I am thinking of Emma. She won’t go without me.” She sounded smug.

      “Then speak to her. Explain that we have a better chance of getting help to you and everyone else if we go alone.”

      “You said three days. In less than one day toxic smoke and probably more cicadas will reach this site. We don’t have three days. You know that and that’s why you want to take her with you.” Natalie’s voice firmed. “We all go. Or you go by yourself. Simple.”

      Talk about a sucker punch to the gut. The woman was right—anyone left behind would struggle to survive. She didn’t have to say that leaving three orphaned boys to fend for themselves was probably tantamount to murder. And Kim couldn’t take Emma with her by force. If she’d kept that police gun… Nausea ripped through her. She stared at her shaking hands. How far she’d fallen since she had driven away from her burning hometown to check on her daughter. She tried to pull herself together, her voice coming out gruff but at least she could speak. “Best get a move on then. I’ll bandage Wyatt’s wounds. Emma, can you pack a blanket each for everyone into the large knapsack? I can carry that if you can take the bug out bag.”

      The look in Emma’s eyes before she walked away hacked Kim to her soul. She buried the hurt away deep inside. “Looks like the others are already packing up.” She jerked her chin to where Dixie and Portia had placed their few supplies in the center of their blankets and were rolling them up into bindles. Gerry and Noah sent them looks every few seconds as they copied their actions.

      “Give me ten minutes to divvy the rations and I’ll be ready.” Rush placed the food packets into separate piles.

      “You’ve changed your mind?” Kim pressed fingers to where a pressure headache built up momentum near her temple.

      “I have orders I intend to fulfill.” He didn’t say what those orders were as he closed the almost empty box of food with a snap and pushed it aside. He unscrewed the water container. “There should be sufficient food here to last René and Ben for three days. Water is the problem. We’ll need more because we’ll be on the move.”

      But Kim shook her head. “No way. Give them their fair share. And check that container while you’re at it. I think it might have a leak.”

      He sent her and Natalie a foul glance. “Those boys should stay behind. They’ll slow us down big time.”

      Natalie fired one last parting shot before limping to their shelter. “If we’re going, then so are they.”

      “Rush, you said we had two flares. I’ll take one of them and give it to René. So, hand it over.” Kim held out her hand and wiggled her fingers.

      He slammed the flare gun into her palm. She walked toward René and Ben’s shelter. A strong gust of wind swept through the camp. Kim faltered as she stared at the roiling clouds. They didn’t have a day. They had only hours to escape the oncoming threat.
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        Anayeli Alfaro. Highway 93 North, toward Curtis Family Compound. Thompson Falls, Montana

      

      

      Dealing with the body meant getting a later start than Anayeli wanted, but she accepted it as the reality of their situation. They were doing the best they could.

      Mama and Ernesto were back at Travis’ cabin, probably wondering what was taking so long, but no one came to check on them. She and Andrew had been out in what Travis had called the ‘back beyond,’ digging Colin’s grave since before what passed as daybreak, each of them with their own shovel thanks to Travis’ massive tool collection. Her arms were burning, her injured palm was blistered, her back was aching, and her lungs were raw from the smoke that never went away, but Andrew never stopped to take a break the way she did. His shovel punched at the earth over and over with such steady ferocity, she was afraid he was going to hurt himself. It was like he was in shock, so numb that he’d become stuck in a rote, repetitive loop of endless physical exertion. It was not so different from how she’d kept herself from falling apart: keep moving, keep busy. Don’t think.

      “It only has to be four feet. That’s what Travis said.” She leaned against the jagged wall of the hole they’d made in the dirt, most of her torso still above ground. They definitely hadn’t gotten it deep enough yet, but they were getting close. “Just enough to keep the animals—” She cut herself short.

      Andrew’s chest was heaving, and he was making a sound somewhere between gasping and retching.

      She dropped her shovel and went to him, laying a hand on his arm. “Hey, güey.”

      She thought maybe she’d get a smile out of him by calling him that, at least from the rhyme, but she didn’t. He stopped digging, but his eyes stayed down and his chest kept heaving.

      “Listen. You were only doing what you had to, to keep us all safe.” When Andrew took a deep gulp, she did the only thing she could think to: she wrapped her arms around him, as if she could physically hold him together. His shovel clattered against the rocky soil. “You saved us. Over and over, you’ve saved us.”

      It was only when she said the words that she realized: they were what she wished someone had said to her. It was all she’d ever been trying to do: to keep her family safe. To save them. But there hadn’t been anyone to say those words to her. After Papa, after she’d shot Jason in the river, after Luz and Carlota… she’d had to keep going. She’d never had the luxury of time to let the guilt and grief of what she’d witnessed and done settle into her. She still didn’t have that luxury—she couldn’t allow the tiniest crack in the frozen shell that held all her despair. She couldn’t afford to let herself fall apart. And she couldn’t let Andrew either.

      “You didn’t have any other choice.” It wasn’t strictly true. Andrew could have stayed hidden. He didn’t have to come to their aid and he certainly didn’t have to shoot Colin. But she was glad he did. She wasn’t sorry at all that Colin was dead.

      “It doesn’t make you a bad person.” But her words didn’t bolster him. Instead, a sob fought its way out of his throat and he broke.

      “I never thought—I never wanted—” His words came out between gasping sobs. “I wasn’t supposed to—”

      That was when she understood: as much death as he’d witnessed, he’d never killed anyone before. Like most everyone she knew who’d enlisted, he hadn’t joined the National Guard to be a soldier or to fight a war. He was probably a poor kid like her, like her friends. He’d seen a chance to bootstrap himself to a college education and a better life and he’d taken it, believing peacetime would be lasting. But that world had ended and he’d gone AWOL and killed one of his fellow soldiers. And so she put into words what she’d never spoken to anyone. “I shot someone too. In Sacramento.” They were both crying. She didn’t know when she’d started. “I won’t ever forgive myself, but it was him or my family and—” She swallowed hard and fought the waver out of her voice. “Look at me.” She waited until he met her gaze. “Hear this. What we did? It’s just what we had to do. To survive. And surviving is good.” What she didn’t say was that surviving hurt like hell.

      They stayed like that, her arms wrapped around Andrew’s, and she tried not to think of the three—no four—graves she’d never dig. Papa. Luz. Carlota. Bailey Rae.

      Only when Andrew finally took a breath that was steady and deep—a breath she could mirror—did she relax her hold. He stooped for his shovel, and they went back to work in silence, the stabbing of their shovels the only sound for a good long while.

      “Thanks.” Andrew scraped at the jagged wall, making it smooth. He took another pass and then paused. “You ready to call it?”

      They’d already hauled Colin’s body from where they’d dragged it in the night, off the porch and around the side of the house. Since then, his body had gone cold, his skin weirdly plastic against the press of her fingers. His joints had gone stiff, too, which made him easier to move, but harder to look at. They rolled his body into the grave and it landed with a heavy thud, listing off to one side, his neck crooked at a strange angle, the silver chain that held his dog tags pulled tight and pressed into the skin. He’d be identifiable if his body was ever found. A big if. She watched Andrew, waiting, but he took a shovelful of moist soil and threw it on top of Colin without a word.

      It was only as they hiked back to the cabin that Anayeli realized how filthy they both were. She wanted nothing more than to take a shower and wash the death and dirt away before sinking onto the bed of blankets on the floor in Travis’ living room. But that was just a dream. As soon as they rounded the cabin, Mama, Ernesto, Roxy, and Cricket stood from where they’d been waiting on the porch. The porch was darker than it had been before—mopped and scrubbed clean, the trail of blood the body had left behind washed away. That must’ve been how Mama and Ernesto had kept busy while they were gone.

      Someone else had been busy too. Cricket wore an old t-shirt, his head popped out of the neck hole, his legs sticking out the arm holes. The shirt had been secured with some of the vet wrap from Anayeli’s backpack—an expert, makeshift bandage to protect his chest. Something about it made her want to cry as Cricket trotted gingerly to her side and licked her fingers. An ATV was parked next to the round pen where Travis was bent over Fortune’s hoof again. Beyond that, the truck and trailer had been re-parked, so they blocked most of the driveway. Travis had set up other barricades too—barrels and piles of junk and old machinery made it impossible for a vehicle of any size to navigate the barnyard night or day, and would make it difficult for a person coming on foot under the cover of darkness, like Colin had. Travis was preparing to hunker down and defend his place.

      “Got your horses all ready to go.” Travis had the hearing of an owl, apparently, because none of them had made a sound, but he’d straightened and come out of the round pen. “Found this”—he gestured at the ATV—“parked out near the highway. Your friend’s, I’d wager.” He said friend’s with only the slightest hint of rancor, and Anayeli’s knees almost gave out, because that was when she saw it. There was what amounted to a mini truck bed behind the two front seats, and inside it was a cooler. Her cooler. Her samples. Colin had been on their trail even longer than she’d known, if he’d managed to get the samples out of their truck before it had burned. His must’ve been one of the ATVs they’d heard when they’d sent the cattle stampeding out of the river. As long as he hadn’t been in communication with anyone at Matreus, they were safe. No one would be coming after them—or the samples. But even if he had somehow radioed their location in, like he’d told Travis he had, Colin hadn’t known where they were headed. If they could just get to the Curtis Family compound, and use their radio, maybe—

      Travis was still talking. “Still has a little gas. It’ll get you at least a little closer to where you want to go.”

      Anayeli had to school herself not to let her gaze flick to the gasoline storage tank Travis had. After everything, she could hardly expect him to give them what amounted to liquid gold.

      Ernesto and Andrew scooped up their four backpacks which had been lined up on the porch steps, ready. It was no surprise that they’d overstayed their welcome. They’d been expecting to leave first thing and Travis had made it clear that they could only stay for the one night. His resolve on the matter had only calcified once Colin’s body had hit the floor.

      “We’re very grateful for everyth—”

      Travis waved a hand, cut her off. “Lots of people on the move out on the highway. Seen ‘em all day yesterday and more this morning. Surprised this thing didn’t walk away with ‘em.” He kicked at the ATV’s tire and they all made their way toward him. “Safe travels, folks. If anybody hassles you in Plains, tell ‘em Travis sent you through. Map’s under the cooler. You take care of that livestock.”

      With that, he turned away and walked across the barnyard, weaving through his barricades, and disappeared into the dark barn.

      On the map, Thompson Falls hadn’t looked all that far from the black dot Travis had marked on the highway, labeled with ‘Start Here.’ Fortune was still limping, even with the Easy Boots Travis had put on her hooves, so they decided to take their chances on the ATV’s supply of gas. Mama and Andrew sat in the front, she and Ernesto and the dogs rode in the back. When Bounce jumped up with them, they’d tried to push her back out, but she leaned so hard and her center of gravity was so low, they couldn’t do it. It was Ernesto’s job to hold on to the horses’ lead ropes as they trotted behind, while Anayeli sat with her gun in her lap. On uphills, she and Andrew got out, hoping to conserve gas and give the horses a chance to go slower.

      There were no signs to mark the highway, nothing to indicate they’d made it to Plains but empty signposts. She only knew a town was near because barricades appeared, blocking the side roads, funneling anyone with a vehicle onto the highway and nowhere else. The low hum of anxiety that never stopped vibrating through her increased in intensity. It was like the interstate leading into Salt Lake City had been—jumbles of burned-out vehicles and garbage and bodies that reeked, the air heavy with smoke and the sweet-sick smell of decay. Outside Salt Lake, the only people they saw had been dead, but on the highway to Plains there were clusters of other travelers strewn along the road, sometimes indistinguishable from corpses until they moved in some small way. The ones who could still sit up were watchful, their faces wary, their features sunken into weariness. As they slowed to navigate an abandoned sedan, a little boy not much younger than Bailey Rae stood up from where he’d sat next to a bundle of rags.

      “Mommy! A horse! Can I pet it?”

      The bundle of rags turned into a woman who slowly raised herself from the ground. Her face was covered with the oozing sores that said she’d met with a swarm of cicadas somewhere. Everything about the way she moved spelled pain and exhaustion. Her dull eyes flicked to Mama, then to Anayeli and Ernesto. She pushed the little boy out onto the road, then pressed her swollen hands together, as if in prayer. “Please.” She mouthed the words. “Take him.”

      The sun was still a flat, red-orange disc in the sky and the world was gray and ashy. The boy stretched out his hand for Manteca, and Mama pressed on the gas, speeding past. Anayeli didn’t even protest.

      An armed guard stood up at a blockade positioned just shy of a sign that proclaimed WELCOME TO… Whatever the rest of the sign had said had been torn down. Smart. A way to keep outsiders away.

      “This road is shut.”

      It was a public highway, she wanted to argue. Instead Anayeli did what Travis had told her, and hoped the town before them was Plains. She used the forceful voice she’d discovered back in Sacramento, her mouth drier than chalk. “Travis sent us through.”

      The man looked her over, his mouth a grim line that made her want to fill the silence. “Travis, eh?” He shrugged. “Levi sends you through.” It was so simple, she almost laughed. The old boys’ network had finally come through for her. She hoped her voice had been loud enough to help the people coming behind them—for the little boy they’d sped past. Surely someone would whisper along the password to the people left behind—hopefully before it changed.

      They’d gotten through one more checkpoint when the ATV dragged to a halt—the gas gone.

      There was just enough light to tell the river they’d been paralleling had widened into a small, rippling lake. Down the road, if she squinted hard, she could just make out the dark, boxy outlines of a few buildings. A town.

      “That has to be it.” Andrew held the map up, as if to catch some non-existent glimmer of moonlight through the cloaking haze.

      Anayeli and Andrew clambered out of the back, then lifted the dogs out one by one. Bounce leaped, her hind legs giving a little extra kick as she did—always the most enthusiastic of the group, besides Roxy. They each shrugged their packs onto their backs, and Anayeli grabbed the cooler of samples. There was no anger or frustration over leaving the ATV behind—it had gotten them farther than they’d expected. The road was quiet as the darkness gathered. The moon and stars might as well have ceased to exist.

      “How do we go, mija?”

      They’d reached Thompson Falls, but Anayeli had no idea how to find the Curtis Family Compound. How she hadn’t thought about it before, she didn’t know. She’d assumed there’d be someone in town they could ask for directions. She’d somehow convinced herself the world hadn’t fallen apart, and the bonds of community hadn’t disintegrated.

      They were on their own, and she had to figure out how to get them through the last leg of the trip.

      She racked her brain for everything Jeremy had said, every scrap she’d overheard when he’d radioed his folks. At the time it had all sounded like gibberish—stuff about elk and moose. None of it anything that would get them to the actual compound. All she knew was it was in Thompson Falls. And the last thing he’d said to her up on the roof of the hospital had been meaningless. “If, then Dry creek. The end.” A nonsensical rambling. Unless it wasn’t.

      “Does that map show more detail? Actual streets?” She dug through her pack.

      “Some, yeah.” Andrew brought it closer to his face. “If you can make them out.”

      Her flashlight had gotten wet and stopped working, but back in Pocatello she’d thrown the lighter Andrew had used to set the Teff hay on fire into the smallest zippered pouch of her backpack. She pulled it out like it was a priceless artifact. That’s what things had come down to: she was using a lighter as a flashlight, searching an ancient map for street names that might match a dying man’s last words, and all the time worrying if they used it up, they’d have no way to start a fire.

      But then she found Dry Creek Road on the map. They were close. Ish.

      It was late when they reached the end of what they were pretty certain was Dry Creek Road. There was nothing to see except a massive wooden gate and a palisade-style fence made out of what looked like tree trunks carved to points at the tops. A freaking wall.

      “There’s barbed wire.” Ernesto pointed, and sure enough, the fence was topped with two strands of barbed wire. There was no way they were getting beyond the gate unless someone let them in. “You sure this is the right place, Yeli? They don’t seem friendly.”

      “I’m going to knock.” They’d come too far to give up just because the fencing looked imposing. Jeremy had invited her. And her family. She’d heard him confirm it with his dad when he’d radioed from Sacramento. If nothing else, she wanted access to the radio. And the Curtises deserved to know what had happened to their son and grandson, even if breaking that news was about the last thing she wanted to do.

      She stepped forward, Cricket at one side and Roxy at the other.

      She wasn’t even within arm’s reach of the gate when a voice rang out. “You can stop right there.” Behind her, Mama let out a little yelp of surprise, but a weird calm seeped through Anayeli. It was a man’s voice, one she recognized, though she couldn’t tell where exactly it was coming from.

      “Big Moose?” She used the same handle Jeremy had and the air practically crackled with electricity as the silence stretched. “Your son—Jeremy—sent me.”

      “Don’t think so.” A shadow detached itself from the top of one of the taller fence posts and the man pointed a gun at her.

      It didn’t seem like a good time to tell him his son was dead, and his grandson too.

      “Back in Sacramento. When he radioed you. I was there. We’re”—she gestured at her family and Andrew— “the people he told you about, who he was going to bring with him. I’m Anayeli and this is…” She trailed off. The man hadn’t stopped aiming his weapon at her, but something in the atmosphere changed.

      He shook his head and muttered something under his breath that sounded like “Here comes the invasion.” He went on in a louder voice. “I suppose there’s more of you?”

      “No, sir. There’s just us four. And the animals.”

      “Well, I’m sorry my son misled you about the situation here. This is private property, and you’d best clear off. ”

      “I don’t think you understand. I have news about your son and grandson. Jeremy and Brandon.”

      “Do you now?” The man lowered his weapon, but his voice was even more treacherous. He didn’t believe her and he wanted her to know it.

      “Please—could you just let us in, so we can talk?”

      “We’re talking now. For the moment.” He raised his gun again. “Tell me this so-called news of yours.”

      “Well. We were planning to come here. Jeremy, Brandon, my family”—she gestured behind her—“and some others.” Fatima and Darren’s faces, Nurse Kerry’s too, floated up in her memory. Tragedies everywhere. “But we didn’t make it on the helicopter out and Jeremy—”

      “Always irresponsible, that one. So where is he? He give you the slip?”

      “No, sir. I don’t think you understand.” The depth of the man’s misunderstanding was so profound, she was just going to have to rip the Band-Aid off and tell him straight. “Jeremy’s dead. He got shot trying to board the helicopter. He—he didn’t make it. But even if he had—” Her throat constricted so tight it hurt. She forced the words out. “The helicopter crashed. We heard the radio reports. Your grandson, Brandon—everyone on board—died.” Her voice quavered on the last word.

      The man guffawed. “Took you for a liar when I saw you, and now I know it.” He cocked his gun. “Clear out.”

      She didn’t understand what was happening. “I’m not lying. I was there. I saw Jeremy get shot. I—”

      “I would know if my son were dead. I would feel it. And Brandon?” He guffawed again, turned as if he were calling to someone behind the fence. “Brandon!”

      Anayeli liked Mr. Curtis less and less. She’d sensed tension between Jeremy and his father back in Sacramento, and she wished she’d paid more attention to it. They’d wasted so much time and effort and just…everything…getting to the compound, all for nothing. For her to be called a liar and sent away.

      There were thundering feet on what must be stairs leading to the platform on which Mr. Curtis stood. A face appeared, and Anayeli’s knees buckled.

      “Brandon? You’re here? But—you crashed! You’re supposed to be dead!”
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        Dale Curtis. Kansas

      

      

      The RV was out of gas, which wasn’t new, except for the fact that the jerry cans were all long since dry and they hadn’t found a roadside wreck with more than a drop in its tank for the past fifteen miles. Dale had been praying on ‘Empty’ right until the old girl sputtered to a stop. He steered her to the side of the highway and waited for Dan to realize he’d lost his tail and come back for them.

      “What are you thinking, Dad?” Jojo offered him an apple. “Are we going to tell them now?”

      Kitty climbed out of the RV and joined them on the roadside. “Stella won’t mind if we split ways. She’s worried about the food—”

      “Has she said something?” Because if she had, that would be the perfect out. ‘We can’t impose upon you any longer.’ In England, everyone would understand what that meant. We want to go, but we don’t want to be rude about it. Let’s all save face and agree this is a good reason for us to part ways. Amicably, of course!

      The Ploners had Southern manners, which meant extending the invitation long after it had expired. They needed an out every bit as much as Dale and the girls.

      “She hasn’t said anything, but you can see it every time she prepares a meal.”

      “She skips some, so you and Dan and Ingrid can eat.” Jojo folded her apple core in her napkin. “For the ponies.”

      Dale cast his mind over their dinners. Stella was almost always at the sink, sorting and re-sorting cutlery. He strained to remember the last time he’d seen her with a meal in her hand. Days, maybe? “That’s terrible.”

      The clop of hooves heralded Ingrid’s return. “We didn’t notice you weren’t right behind us!” She rounded the trio, the gray mare doing a tap dance as she stopped. “He parked about a mile up the road—didn’t want to use gas to come back.”

      The Ploners needed the RV. It was their kitchen, their bathroom, their trailer, and before the girls had commandeered the space, their bedroom. It was far too valuable to leave unattended. Even locked it was a plunder waiting to happen.

      Ingrid adjusted her rifle, threw her leg back, and dismounted in two smooth moves. “Why don’t I stay with the RV and you walk on so that you and Dan can plan?”

      Jojo unfolded her napkin and held it before the horse. “Look what I’ve got, pretty girl.” The core was gone in two swift chomps and Jojo’s newest best friend was checking her pockets for more.

      “Why don’t you lead her back?” Ingrid and Jojo fell into horse talk, running their hands down the great beast’s front leg and whispering about her hoof. They walked her off the pavement and onto the grassy shoulder. “It’s soft, but not too soft. And it’s not always even, so keep your eyes peeled for divots and burrows!”

      Kitty looped her arm in Dale’s and pulled him down the highway. “You’ve got this, Dad.”

      They didn’t walk in the heat of the day as a rule, and with good reason. The Kansas sun pounded the tops of their heads. That was what they were facing if they left the Ploner’s convoy. Ingrid’s people didn’t owe them anything. He couldn’t very well ask for one of the vehicles. They’d be on foot. From Kansas through Colorado and Wyoming, all the way to Montana. On foot?! Yeah, not very likely. He’d made a promise to the girls he wasn’t sure he could keep.

      The back of the trailer was open, Dan and Stella walking the horses along the side of the road. Chief Blackbird whinnied as soon as Kahlua and Jojo came into view, straining to get away from her handler.

      “She’s coming, good girl. You’re going to be fine.” Stella’s calm soothed the horse, though her nostrils were wide and her lips quivering.

      Dale watched the couple tending to the last of their beloved… he couldn’t call them ‘stock’ and they weren’t a ‘herd’ but they’d been bred and raised for profit, so they weren’t ‘pets’ exactly.

      “Sorry about that, brother!” Dan walked Fidget toward a patch of grass. “I try to keep one eye on the rearview mirror, but Mother and I were singing along to our Johnny Cash CD and I lost track of you.”

      “I pulled over a mile back. Ingrid stayed with the RV but I don’t want to leave her alone for too long.” Even armed, Ingrid wouldn’t be able to hold off an attack for long. Another reason not to leave the convoy! What were you thinking? “Why don’t we trot ahead and see what we can find?” Dale hadn’t been part of the horse-care team, but he found himself itching for a ride. Perhaps the physical discipline would clear his head.

      “You sure?” Dan let Kitty take Fidget and leaped the barrier in a single stride. “I don’t like to split the group up. That’s when trouble comes knocking. Better if we stick together.” He wiped his forehead on his sleeve. “But I guess someone’s going to have to go for gas and we don’t want to waste more…”

      Kitty walked Fidget around the side of the trailer and handed the reins off to Dale. “She’s named Fidget for a reason, Dad. Keep her nice and steady. No sudden moves.”

      The mare nuzzled the side of his collar, buffeting him with her huge, soft head.

      “Exactly. Driving to search for petrol—I mean, gasoline—is a fool’s errand. The horses need to stretch their legs. It’ll be a treat to ride with the girls.” He’d been about to say ‘I don’t remember when we last did that,’ but he remembered just fine.

      Stella walked Chief Blackbird back onto the road and waited while Kitty brought out the saddle and eased it over Bird’s back.

      “I’ll rustle up some lunch while you’re out.” Now that Dale was aware that Stella wasn’t eating, he could see the grooves in her cheeks and the pinched, pale skin around her eyes.

      Dan checked all three saddles, handing a jerry can to each of the riders. “We need enough to get us to Fort Riley. Get us there and we’re set.”

      Stella cupped her hands to create a hoist, but Kitty waved her off, mounting Bird as if she’d been riding the mare forever.

      “You okay there, Dad? Sure you don’t need a block?” Jojo trotted toward him, her seat easy and her mount under control.

      Fidget took a couple of nervous steps back. “Easy. Easy, girl.” He had the reins and a fistful of mane, and with a one-two, heave he was swinging his leg over the saddle, careful not to shock the mare’s back by landing heavily. “Not too bad for an old man, eh?”

      Dan hadn’t let go of the cheek piece. “Don’t ride them hard. Stop for water as often as you can. Remember the trip back will be at half the pace of the trip out, so keep an eye on the sun.”

      “You’ve got it!” Dale felt the swish of Fidget’s tail. She was ready to move out.

      “We haven’t seen any sign of the swarm.” Dan’s face creased in worry. “But the grass is long and the fields haven’t been stripped.”

      “I can see that.”

      “This looks like a feeding ground to me. We won’t want to stay here long. The sooner you get us that gas, the sooner we can be on our way."

      “Good point.” Jojo and Kitty were spearing him with meaningful looks but 1) he wasn’t part of their mind-meld hoodoo collective and 2) their host was trusting them with his most prized possessions. This wasn’t the time to tell him they were heading north as fast as they could go...

      Dan checked his watch. “We’ll expect you back by five?”

      “Sounds good to me.” Dale eased himself down into the saddle, checked his reins, and ran his hand down Fidget’s neck. “She’s a beauty.”

      “Sure is. She belonged to my daughter.” Dan stepped back. He’d never mentioned a daughter before. And Ingrid hadn’t mentioned a cousin.

      “I’ll take good care of her, Dan.”

      Jojo and Kitty were on the side of the road, their horses muzzle-deep in the grass. Dale steered Fidget in their direction. “Ready?”

      Dan turned away, his jaw tight but his eyes giving him away. “I’m going to check on Ingrid, Mother. You’ll be okay here on your own?” The couple had already moved on, busying themselves with chores and duties.

      Bird and Kahlua followed Fidget as soon as she passed, keeping a nice, easy pace. There were no clouds or ominous smudges or shadows clouding the horizon—just blue giving way to azure which gave way to more happiness.

      “We went to Wiltshire.” Jojo was the one to dredge up the memory that was nibbling at the edges of his mind. “Because Mum wanted a horse for her birthday.”

      “Yep.” Dale had cried enough tears. He didn’t need more. He drummed up a smile that he almost believed. He’d meant it to be the gift of a lifetime.

      “She had a one-eighth share in a retired racehorse.”

      “Butterscotch.”

      “Butterscotch Wafflehouse the Third, thankyouverymuch.”

      “Winner…”

      “Winner…”

      The twins remembered the best of that day. How the rain held off, the way Terri’s face lit up when she found out that Butterscotch was hers to ride every other Sunday during the summer months, how they planned to come and feed her every day—which wasn’t practical, given how far they lived from the stable, but he wasn’t going to quash their dreams—the way Butterscotch knew, she knew, one hundred percent—how much Terri needed to care for a living being.

      The grass on the side of the road stretched toward a tall clutch of trees, a clear sign that there was water. “Shall we?” He turned Fidget—who was a dream to ride—and picked up into a trot. He wanted eyes on the stream before the girls got there.

      They were still going over every detail from that wonderful day when they joined him at the water’s edge.

      “Mummy was happy-sad.” They were too young to understand why ‘mummy gets sad when Uncle Jeremy comes to stay.’ Dale’s kid brother wasn’t a bad man, he was merely feckless and given to brooding. Terri didn’t actively want him around Brandon, but she couldn’t bring herself to ban him from seeing his son.

      “She said Butterscotch had been run too hard.”

      “And that racing wasn’t always good for horses.”

      “And that she’d rehabilitate the filly…”

      “And bring back her sparkle.”

      “We fed her oats and carrots and fresh hay and she licked mummy’s face at the end of the day.”

      “But mummy didn’t ride her.”

      “Said she couldn’t.”

      “Wouldn’t.”

      “That it was too soon and Butterscotch needed a rest.”

      “I think it was, maybe, mummy who needed the rest.”

      They were such smart girls, even back then. How old would they have been? Six or seven at the oldest.

      The hand sticking out of the water was blotched and necrotic. “Pull back, girls.” He rode in front of them. “Don’t let them drink.”

      Kitty pulled Bird’s head back right at the last moment, but Kahlua had already taken a couple of gulps of water.

      Dale took Fidget upstream, but the more he looked, the less sure he was that it was safe for any of them to pause. The water tumbled over the rocks, bright and clear, but cryptosporidiosis wasn’t something you could see with the naked eye, and one dead body probably meant two or three. He turned back. “There’ll be water someplace else.”

      “You okay, girlio?” Jojo leaned across her horse’s neck, Kahlua’s ears swiveling as her rider whispered sweet greetings and encouragement. “You let me know if you feel punk.”

      Dale led them back to the road, kicking himself all the way. Dan was a kind man—if a little on the obsessive side—but he wouldn’t forgive him if he killed one of the horses. Fidget threw her head back, shaking her mane.

      “Dad?! Earth to Dad.” Jojo and Kitty came up alongside him. “You’re worrying, aren’t you? Your shoulders go all weird when you tense up. You have to relax or you’ll spook Fidget.”

      He was starting to think that Fidget was misnamed when she bolted. He leaned back, holding the reins but not pulling. If it was him she was reacting to, Jojo was right, he had to calm way down.

      His riding boots would have told him where his foot was in the stirrup, but his sneakers weren’t that accurate. The slap of leather and metal told him the stirrup was swinging free. He crouched low, aligning his hips with his shoulders, but keeping the pressure on her reins light. If he insisted she stop or make a fast turn, Fidget could fall. He dug his fingers into her withers, just like his dad had taught him and made a pulley motion toward his chest. The arc they rode was wide—her at a full gallop for the first turn, but gradually slowing as they circled again, then again, coming back down to a trot by the time they’d done a full four rotations.

      “Nicely done, Dad! Mummy would be so impressed!”

      He and Terri had gone to the barn every weekend, just as she’d promised. He never rode Butterscotch, but Terri did, coaxing her back to, “Her horsey self.”

      He ran his hand down Fidget’s panting side. “You did good. We both did good.”

      “There was a snake.” Kitty held up a stick. “But there isn’t anymore.”

      “Dan would barbecue it if we took it back to him.” Jojo mimed barfing, which was apparently the funniest thing ever, because Kitty laughed so hard she almost fell out of her saddle.

      “He’d barbecue a skunk.”

      “A porcupine.”

      “A gopher.”

      “Really? You think there’s enough meat on a gopher?” Dale wanted to be part of their banter, if only to get the pictures of Butterscotch’s last day out of his mind.

      “I’ll be honest with you, Dad. I’ve never seen a gopher!”

      “Me neither.”

      “But, like, there’s an ancient meme that’s gopher gold!”

      They reenacted a skit that was based on Freddie Mercury leading the crowd at Wembley Stadium during an open air concert, but they were far too young to know that.

      When Kitty finally stopped weeping, she gasped out her explanation. “It’s the gopher, Dad. You know? Sitting on the rock? Singing? With the fans singing back?”

      He didn’t, but he was glad to grin along with his girls.

      They’d already been riding for an hour and had only seen a disembodied hand and a snake. No cars. No wrecks. Laughing about a gopher was the only sensible answer.

      “Want a side quest?” There was an exit off the highway, signposted for OZ MUSEUM!

      “Doesn’t say how far.”

      “But, Dad! Oz!”

      Neither of the girls had shown much interest in the film, but now going to the Oz Museum was “imperative” and “not to be missed.”

      “If they have Glinda’s gown, I’ll die of happiness.”

      “Or the ruby slippers?”

      The slippers were in the Smithsonian. He and Terri had seen them, quite by accident, when they’d had a long stopover and swooped into Washington, DC for the day.

      “Maybe there’s a Munchkin?”

      “Or a flying monkey.”

      The turn drew closer. What could it hurt? Like Jojo said, they needed a side quest. They were still on the hunt for gasoline, but in pastures new rather than the same old same old that they’d been treading. “It’s a flying visit.”

      “Yay!”

      “You’re the best!”

      “I knew you’d say yes!”

      “Thanks, Dad!”

      Chief Blackbird took the lead, Fidget and Kahlua falling neatly in line. They’d covered a little more than a mile and a half before they crossed their first bridge.

      “What do we think? Do we chance it?” Fidget was pulling at the reins, desperate for a drink.

      Kitty turned and led the way, taking the river bank with the practiced ease of a regular rider. “I don’t see that we have a choice. If we’re going to ride for hours, we have to let them graze and drink.”

      They didn’t have time to build a fire and boil water, but Dan never let them venture far without supplies. “Have you checked your saddlebags?” He slid off Fidget, holding her at bay. “I bet he left us…” He felt his way through the saddle’s pockets. “Yes!” He flourished a LifeStraw over his head. “He never lets us down!”

      Jojo cackled. “It brings a whole new meaning to ‘you can bring a horse to water…’”

      “No. I’m not saying they can suck water through a straw, but we can. For them.”

      “Ew, so like, suck it up and spit it out?” Kitty dismounted. “Aren’t human mouths supposed to be cesspools of infection?”

      Dale didn’t know which was worse, polluted stream water or human saliva. “I’m doing it.” He tied Fidget to the nearest tree, dug a plastic bag out of the saddlebag, and set about filling it with (sort of) filtered water.

      “Mum always said you were a unique problem solver!” Jojo joined him, sucking stream water through her LifeStraw and depositing it in a bag.

      After five minutes, Dale sat back. He had a bag full of water and a horse that needed tending to. He sent up a little prayer asking that they all be kept safe, but he wasn’t too worried about reverse-zoonotic infections. The chances of him having an infection that could take Fidget down were infinitesimally smaller than the chances of unfiltered water harming her.

      She drank her fill, slopping water over his hands. He turned the bag inside out, gave it a shake, and returned it to the saddle bag.

      Only Kitty had allowed her mighty steed to drink directly from the river, the two of them walking until they were ankle deep in running water. “She loves it.” She scooped her hand and raised it to her mouth.

      Dale threw his LifeStraw at her, hitting her on the shoulder. “No! Absolutely not. You filter it or you go without, young lady.” He didn’t use his dad voice often, but he wasn’t messing around. The horses were huge, but his girls were young, untested, and not about to die of dysentery.

      “Chill out!” She slapped her hand on the back of her neck. “I’m not stupid!”

      “I know that.” Dale unwrapped Fidget’s reins. “But it’s my job to worry about you.”

      “Job well done.” Jojo and Kitty parroted it in unison. It was one of Terri’s sayings and made him happy-sad, just as she’d been when Butterscotch came into their lives.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dr. Diana Stewart. Jesse’s relatives’ farm. Northwest of Austin, Texas

      

      

      “Garrick!” Diana could barely catch her breath. “How—?”

      “How did I get here?” Garrick manhandled Diana across the faded living room and threw her down onto the sofa next to Jesse. She put her arm round the child, who clung on to her, trembling. “How did I catch up with you after you knocked me off a train and left me to die? If you didn’t want me to follow, you shouldn’t have written down the address you were going to, you idiot.” He threw a sooty, crumpled piece of paper at her and she recognized the address she had written for Sam’s parents. “Matreus’ security were leaving the ruins of the Tower like rats off a sinking ship. I just got on the last transport to Site B. Got to that address to see you driving off in the van, of course, so I followed you up here and apparently arrived just in time to welcome you back.”

      Diana felt the old fear clutch at her, but there was no time for that. There were too many vulnerable people at risk here. “What do you want, Garrick? What was worth traveling so many hours for? There’s nothing for you here.”

      “What do I want? All this time and you still have to ask me this?” He bent in close, right up to her face. “You. I want you, and I mean to have you. You’re mine, not his. Mine!”

      She squished down the urge to roll her eyes. Somewhere a little part of her brain was surprised at her own daring to even think it. “Okay, well perhaps you might tell me who you think I belong to now, huh? You’re not making a hell of a lot of sense.”

      “Do you think I’m a fool?” He slapped her face, openhanded. Jesse cringed back against the sofa.

      Diana lost her temper and surged to her feet, grabbing his wrist as his hand went back for another blow. “Let Jesse leave and we’ll discuss this like adults.”

      He shoved her back onto the sofa with some force. “Don’t try to play me, woman. I know you have that boyfriend of yours around somewhere. I saw him with you in the van.”

      “Ben? Is that what you think is going on here?” Diana didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “The country is in crisis, maybe the whole world, people are dying left, right, and center, and you’re angry because you think that I’m cheating on a marriage that ended two decades ago? You’re insane, Garrick, you really are!”

      Garrick lunged forward and she cringed—but he grabbed Jesse’s arm instead of hers and dragged the little boy out of his seat. “I’m insane, am I? Just how insane, huh?”

      Diana’s heart froze in her chest. “Leave Jesse out of this, Garrick. I’m serious. It has nothing to do with him, nothing at all.”

      “He has less to do with you than I do.” Garrick tightened his grip and Jesse cried out, tears streaking his face.

      Diana’s hands came up in front of her in an appeasing gesture. “Okay. Okay, let’s calm down and talk about this. You don’t need to hurt him. He’s just a child.”

      Garrick shoved Jesse at her and she snatched him up and set him on her lap, holding him tight and murmuring “I’m so sorry, Jesse. It will be okay, don’t worry.”

      Garrick watched her, and his rage faded into uncertainty. “You like him, that kid. He’s important to you.”

      Diana’s heart pounded in her chest. “I never had much of a family. Now Jesse and I have each other. He’s very important to me, maybe the most important thing in the world.” She whispered in Jesse’s ear, “He’s my Scab Twin.” His arms tightened around her.

      Garrick marched over to the mantel and leaned on it. “Is he your boyfriend’s son?”

      “No, he isn’t. His father was a farmer on one of my farms.” It seemed so long ago.

      Garrick pushed at a porcelain figure until it teetered on the edge of the mantel. “I suppose you want him to replace that baby you lost when we were together.” A nudge sent it plummeting to the hearth below, where it smashed into shards. Jesse jumped at the crash.

      Diana wrinkled her brow. “Jesse isn’t a replacement. I want him because… because I love him. And I want to see him grow up, and have silly conversations, and ride a bike and read comics… all the stuff that normal kids do. And I don’t even know if any of that will exist after the cicadas and the fires and everything, but I want it for him anyway. It’s not something I can really explain, Garrick. It’s not something you want with your head, like a motorbike or a new house or anything. I just know it’s true with all the depths of my heart, no question about it.” She had never been this sure of anything in her life. How strange that it took Garrick to make her quantify her own feelings.

      Garrick kicked at the porcelain shards around his feet. “Fine! So we keep him. You, me, and the brat. We can be a family, okay? Just stop this nonsense and come away with me now. We can go back to the Matreus compound where there’s food and water and the rest, and we’ll be a family and it’ll be happily ever after, just like you want.”

      “No.”

      He strode over to her and grabbed her arm again, pulling her upright. “What?”

      “No. It can never be a happily-ever-after if it involves you and me. You don’t know what love is. You only know power games and intimidation and violence. Even if I was stupid enough to get entangled with you again, I absolutely will not expose Jesse to that.”

      Garrick shoved her backward and she landed in a tangle on the sofa with Jesse. “It’s this boyfriend of yours, isn’t it? He’s turned you against me!”

      She picked herself up, checking Jesse was okay. “He’s not my boyfriend, Garrick. He’s just a thoroughly decent guy who I’ve been traveling with. I hardly know him well enough to even call him a friend at the moment!”

      But as Garrick raised his fist to hit her again, Ben walked in the door. “Honey, do you know where Jesse is?”

      Garrick swiveled and punched Ben instead, and Ben rocked back against the wall. Garrick grabbed Ben’s arm and twisted it up behind his shoulders till he groaned. “‘Not my boyfriend!’ And to think I nearly bought that!”

      Diana set Jesse behind her on the sofa; things were likely to get really ugly now. Garrick’s face had been full of uncertainty, but now he was baring his teeth like some feral animal about to go for the jugular.

      “So, it’s Ben, is it?” he grated. “And are you in lurve?” The words dripped with sarcasm.

      Ben answered before Diana could. “Hey man, I don’t know who you are and what your issue is, but this woman is the best thing that ever happened to me, and if you mess with her you better be able to go through me first.”

      “What, like I’m doing?” Garrick kicked Ben’s feet out from under him. Ben fell heavily and seemed dazed. “So here’s a thing, Di. I’m sick of wandering round in the wilderness when I could be asleep in a comfy bunk with a Pepsi and a plate of sandwiches waiting for me when I wake up. So I’ve been thinking about it and I’m feeling generous today—you can have one of them. But you can’t have both.” He took a pistol down from the mantel—an old one—it must have been one of Hank’s.

      “You… I can what?” Diana couldn’t think what he meant.

      “You can choose. You choose the kid, we go back to Site B with him and live in style till they get this nonsense worked out, and then we move back to Berkeley. We can even have a house with a picket fence if you like. Chicks dig that, right?” He waited for her to comment but she was too flabbergasted. “So, Option 1, you keep the kid. Option 2, you keep the boyfriend and I shoot the kid. I leave you alone forever—after all, I wouldn’t want to be with anyone who’d let a kid die—well, two kids counting Charlie, but you get the first one free because I love you.” He paused, waving the gun between Jesse and Ben. “No pressure at all, Di. It’s completely your choice. The kid or the boyfriend. Which do you want me to get rid of?”

      Diana’s chest constricted and her breathing sped up.

      From the floor, Ben moved and caught her eye. “Honey, I don’t know what you got into here,” he murmured. “But you can’t let Jesse be hurt.” Of course she couldn’t. What was he playing at? “Look, your man here has a gun and he’s not joking around. I have my illness anyhow. You know I haven’t that long to go, not without medicine. Jesse has his whole life ahead of him. I think you know what to do.” He was obviously lying for Garrick’s benefit, but in deadly earnest. He had a plan of some sort, it seemed, and all she could do was play along with it.

      She hid her face in her hands. “Oh, Ben. I wanted to be with you to your last breath.” Was that too melodramatic? She’d never been a good actor. She prayed Jesse wouldn’t spoil things.

      “Well, now you can. Take the man’s advice.” Garrick was enjoying this.

      “But Ben… Are you sure?”

      “One hundred percent.” There was truth in his battered face. She could not deny it.

      Here goes then. “Okay, I choose Jesse.” Garrick raised his gun and she blocked him. “But I won’t have Jesse see what you do. Do it outside, not here.” She had to get Jesse to safety, and trust that Ben could look after himself, though it terrified her to let go of that responsibility. And she had to get Garrick somewhere he wouldn’t see Rachel and Jasmine’s cart in the stables.

      Garrick swore. “Fine. Kid, stay where you are. Di, go stand by your boyfriend. The kid can stay here but you’re coming to witness what happens when you cheat on me.”

      Diana’s shoulders prickled with relief at the fact that Jesse would be out of the line of fire. “Stay here, Jesse.” Silent tears trickled down his face and she wiped them away with gentle hands. “It will all be okay, but I need you to stay where you’re safe, okay?” She just had to hope that Patti was okay too—Patti would get him to safety. He nodded tearfully and she kissed his forehead, then hurried to help Ben up, ostentatiously helping him walk so he would look weak. Garrick shut the door behind them. Using the gun as a pointer, instructed Ben to push the sofa across the door to block it, and then the three adults paced through the kitchen and out into the overgrown land behind the house.

      There was a great lake out back where Jesse’s dam had blocked the river, and they had to wade through six inches of muddy water. A slight movement to one side caught Diana’s eye. Could that be Patti? She dared not look closer, but hope gleamed in her heart, paired with determination. This time, Garrick wasn’t going to win.

      Ben led the way around the lake and to the drier area around the side of the house, downhill and ringed by bushes. While Garrick was still hesitating about stepping into the water, Ben sped up the pace to give him and Diana a little headway and then they hurried down to a raft of rotten logs near the stream.

      “Watch where you walk,” Ben whispered. He led Diana around the edge of the raft and waited on the other side by what must once have been an old feed store or something, now long fallen in on itself.

      Seeing them get ahead, Garrick splashed through the water. Behind him—Diana’s heart lifted—Patti slipped around the corner of the house and followed, keeping the trees between them. Patti was a resourceful ally, and if she and Ben had cooked something up, perhaps there was hope yet.

      Garrick hurried after Diana and Ben, and rather than follow the curve of the corner of the path, he shortcut down the steep slope toward them. Diana felt Ben tense. Suddenly Garrick went tumbling head over heels, landing at the bottom of the slope beside them. Ben jumped forward and pinned him flat on his back, sitting on Garrick and ignoring his kicks and punches. Patti dashed down the path carrying a container. She crouched next to Garrick, pinched his nose shut and when he opened his mouth, she poured liquid in it—a lot of liquid.

      Garrick shook his head from one side to the other, trying to get away. The sting of whiskey fumes rose from the liquid, but cut with some chemical with an acrid smell. Garrick gagged, but in his thrashing he managed to kick Ben’s injured leg. Ben was thrown off Garrick and onto the ground. Patti staggered back and liquid went everywhere. “Go!” Ben yelled, and she bolted.

      Garrick kicked Ben out of the way and rolled to his hands and knees, coughing and spluttering.

      Diana hauled Ben to his feet. He couldn’t stand properly, so she ducked under his arm, helping him along.

      “It’ll be a few minutes before it knocks him out.” Ben gasped as they struggled up the pathway to the back door of the house, leaning heavily on Diana. “Patti’s taking Jesse to hide in the stables, but we need to keep him away from the kids and Jazz.”

      Diana thought quickly as they went inside. “Go keep the others safe. I’m the only one he won’t kill outright now, and you’ll be better at defending them if we need to.”

      “Will do, but stay safe, Doc. We need you, okay?” Ben hobbled through the house and out of the front door. She locked it behind him.

      Garrick staggered up the path toward the house, still coughing so he could hardly breathe, and into the kitchen. She couldn’t have gotten past him, and she still needed to keep him on this side of the house. She backed away toward the stairs, turning to run up as he leaned on a kitchen chair and hacked and coughed.

      Running into Hank and Sarah’s room, she found them asleep on the bed. “Guys, wake up, quick!” Hank didn’t move. She took hold of his shoulders to shake him, but found him stiff and cold. “Sarah?” The old woman was dead too, and judging by the opened letter and the whiskey glass on the side, it had played out not long after she and Ben had left.

      The door slammed against the wall behind her. “Diana…are you hiding out with the stiffs?” Garrick leaned on the doorway and coughed again. “What the hell did your little friends force down my throat?”

      Diana backed round the bed toward the window. “I don’t know, Garrick, I honestly don’t, but it smelled like whiskey. And Hank had a bottle of single malt in the cupboard.”

      Garrick followed her gaze and opened the cupboard. Nothing. He saw the glass, sniffed it and looked at the corpse. “You psychos! You poisoned me!”

      Diana frowned. “I don’t think we had any poison, Garrick.”

      “Place like this doesn’t have rat poison? Or bleach?” He coughed again and leaned against the wall as he moved around the bed, blocking her in. “Yeah, right.”

      But the morphine was missing too. Maybe that was what they’d put in it. Diana backed up a bit more, and came up against the bedside table. There was nowhere else to go. Straightening up, Garrick saw her predicament. Wiping the spit from his mouth, he launched himself at her, but she was ready for him and threw herself toward the open window.

      Garrick followed, hitting his head on the sash. The pair crashed through the window and out onto the tiles of the kitchen roof below. They tumbled down and fell onto the steep slope, rolled to the bottom, and crashed heavily onto the wooden raft. It disintegrated under them, but Diana grabbed for a handhold and came to a sudden stop, nearly jolting her arm out of its socket. Garrick wasn’t so lucky. He fell past Diana, dropping all the way into a deep, stinking pit and into the slurry below, landing with a splash.

      Losing her grip, Diana fell again, but only a matter of feet this time. Temporarily winded, she found herself lying on a narrow walkway around the edge of the pit. The metal was rusty and the whole thing swayed and trembled under her weight as if another breath would make it crumble.

      “The hell is this hole?” Garrick’s speech was beginning to slur, and he flailed wildly as he got up.

      Diana eased herself into a sitting position, and at each shift in weight, the walkway threatened to crumble.

      “The smell!” He was still floundering about in the filth below, but after a few tries, he found a root in the wall to grab hold of and pull himself more or less upright.

      Diana looked around. It must have been some kind of septic tank once upon a time. Thank goodness it was mostly empty, though it still carried the stench of what it had been. Water dribbled down from the edge in a tiny stream, and with every move she made she could see the brackets holding the walkway to the wall moving in their screws. A wrong move and she’d be right down there with him, but there was a ladder at the end that looked a bit more sturdy—a wooden affair strongly bolted into the wall. If she could just get as far as the ladder.

      “Where the hell are you?” Garrick stumbled around the edge of the pit, approaching the walkway. If he took hold of it… The thought sent Diana closer to the ladder. With increasing recklessness, she scrambled along to it and grabbed the rung nearest her, testing it. It broke and she gasped as she nearly fell.

      “Get me out of here!” Garrick reached up for the walkway and tried to pull himself up. Part of it came free from the wall, hanging at a crazy angle, and Diana lunged for the next rung up, which thankfully held.

      “I’m gonna find that kid of yours and break every bone in his body!” Garrick sounded drunk, his words blurring into each other, but though he was getting clumsy he was still dangerous. He clambered onto the walkway, which shivered and screeched, and began to pull himself upward to where Diana perched.

      She reached up for the next rung. He got nearer. The third one broke, and she slid downward, nearly to within his reach. The rungs were greasy with moisture, water coming faster as it began to overflow over the edges of the pit. Where the hell was it coming from? But she didn’t have time to do more than wonder.

      Garrick lunged at her feet, his fingers clawing at her shoe. It was pure luck—and whatever Patti had drowned him in—that he didn’t manage to keep his grip. He half fell onto the walkway. With a brittle screech the walkway finally fell into the ooze below, leaving him hanging on the ladder. She drew her feet up so he couldn’t reach them, and scrambled up the remaining rungs to the top.

      Water spilled in freely now, and she couldn’t find anything to grab on to to get herself out. Clumps of the earthen walls of the pit fell in with a great, stinking splosh—there was more to worry about than just Garrick. She pulled herself up to the edge and scrabbled for purchase. Another part of the pit collapsed under the weight of water that was pouring in. From where? It was roaring down the path and pooling in the little hollow. It hadn’t been doing that before. Her fingers slipped on the wooden edging of the pit and she slid down a rung as the slurry in the pit rose.

      “This isn’t funny anymore, Di. Get me out of here, dammit.” Garrick snatched at her ankle again and this time his grip held.

      “Let go of me! I can’t help you if we both fall in.” She kicked her leg but he was too strong, and the weight of him was making her grip slide on the ladder’s slick wood. But with a mighty splash, the remainder of the pit crumbled. Diana was soaked to the skin in dirty water, and her legs were trapped in what was quickly becoming a morass. Buried under it, Garrick’s grip tightened convulsively as he tried to pull himself to the surface, but the weight of the stinking mud was too much for him, and after a tug or too, his grip loosened. Diana kicked her leg free with all the strength of panic, and hauled herself far enough up to be able to roll onto the wooden side of the pit. She felt it begin to give under her. She kicked and wiggled to get her legs free of the clutching mud, panic giving her mad strength, and as the wooden support began to shift, she rolled over and over into the pooling water until she was on firm ground. The last parts of the walls fell in, and where Garrick had been there was nothing but fetid, swirling mud.

      “Diana!” Jesse’s voice was shrill, and he tumbled down the slope to throw his arms around her, filthy as she was.

      “Careful! It’s not safe!” She hugged him tightly. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

      “Jesse!” Ben had arrived at the top of the slope. “Doc!”

      “We’re fine. We’re safe. Garrick’s gone.” Diana stood and, clutching her hand, Jesse towed her to the top of the slope where Ben swept the two of them up in a great bear hug.

      “Garrick?” he murmured as he released her.

      “Down there somewhere. I was nearer the top, fortunately for me.” She exhaled, suddenly aware of the sting of her pulled shoulder. “Pretty sure he’s not coming back this time.”

      “I’m glad.” Ben paused. “Man, that mud is pretty ripe. Want to wash it off while we’re here? Jesse’s dam has gotten quite impressive.”

      “It does kinda smell.” Jesse wrinkled his nose. He smiled shyly. “Scab Twin.”

      Diana laughed. “Fair enough. I’m soggy enough anyhow.” She waded into the pool Jesse’s dam had made, which had finally overflowed and saved her, and she ducked under it a couple of times and came up spluttering. “Better?”

      Jesse nodded. “Better.”

      “Come on then. I need to find something to put on while these clothes dry, and then…” She waded to the edge. “Then we need to get the others together and decide what to do next. We need to find somewhere safe to stay so that we can look after Jazz properly.”

      “I know just the place.” Ben held out a hand and she took it, pulling herself out of the water to join them.
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        Kim Walker. Chihuahuan Desert, Southwest Texas

      

      

      The overladen knapsack on Kim’s back felt like it was full of bricks, and her legs trembled every time she took a step. Inside her hiking boots, her feet were hot and swollen. Her mouth was so parched her lips had cracked, but she had to make her water last. Before her, the undulating desert landscape spread out like an ocean that butted against low, rocky hills to the northeast. It was enough to depress even the most determined spirit. But she couldn’t and wouldn’t give up. In the sky above and to the west the smoke clouds had darkened and rolled closer toward them. A threat impossible to ignore, and one that propelled them ever forward.

      Beside her, Natalie, leaning heavily on the metal walking stick, stumbled over a rock, her fingers digging into Kim’s skin where she held on to her arm.. “Sorry.” Her voice was breathless, barely audible.

      “All good.” Turning her head, Kim called out to the others straggling along behind. “Come on. Another ten minutes and we can stop for a brief rest.”

      The narrow strip of skin between the top of Emma’s respirator and her baseball cap was burned red from the blistering sun. Emma managed a thumb’s up with one hand, the other was occupied with carrying her pet carrier from which dangled one of Didi’s paws. Wyatt trudged next to Emma, his hands clutching the straps of his backpack. A wide-brimmed, cloth hat covered his red hair. Kim had insisted before they set out that the boys and Emma put on long-sleeved shirts. With no help for miles, heat stroke could prove to be fatal. Further behind Emma and Wyatt, Bushra, whose husband Omar had died from the toxic cicadas earlier that day, hobbled along with her son, Noah. Noah lifted his hand to indicate he had heard Kim, but his mother failed to raise her head. Both balanced the small bindles on their shoulders that Dixie had shown them how to make using blankets tied to the end of long sticks.

      In the lead of all of them, Rush set their grueling pace. It had been several hours since they had set out on their journey to find help and yet of all of them, he alone appeared to be unaffected by either the heat or the desolate terrain. His strides remained measured and sure, his back ramrod straight, even though he had been carrying Ollie, who clung monkey-like to Rush’s back, for over two hours and toted a large pack in one hand. The little boy’s head lolled to the side, indicating he was dozing. Stumbling along in Rush’s wake, Gerry  gamely followed Rush’s example and encouraged Markus to climb onto his back. Dixie and Portia were spread out to her right. The women held hands, no doubt encouraging each other to keep going. Those who didn’t have hats to protect them had styled hats from pilfered shirts taken from the luggage left back at the crash site. Despite the broiling sun sinking slowly toward the eastern horizon, everyone wore some kind of mask over their faces.

      The westerly wind, which had died down earlier in the day, giving them a much-needed period of grace, pushed her forward with a sudden savage gust. Kim flung out her free hand to steady herself. Her clothes clung sweaty and clammy on her hot skin. Tempting images of swimming in the cool blue waters of the Pacific Ocean floated in her mind. But the ocean was as unattainable as the moon, given they were tramping through a desert on the edge of America.

      “I have to rest.” Natalie turned a pain-lined face toward Kim.

      “Okay. How about near that prickly pear? It will provide a little shade for you.”

      Too breathless to say anything more, Natalie nodded and Kim helped her limp a few feet, then assisted her down. After dumping off her knapsack, Kim rolled her aching shoulders. “Break time. Five minutes everyone.”

      Her shout must have reached Rush’s ears because he turned and pounded back to where Kim was rubbing the strained muscles in her calves.

      “If we go on like this we’ll be overtaken by the smoke in an hour.” He lowered Ollie to the ground. The kid rubbed his eyes before squatting at Rush’s feet.

      “Everyone’s exhausted. Look at them! A few minutes and we’ll be on our way again.” Kim pulled her respirator off and took out her bottle of water. She offered it to Ollie who, sweet child that he was, took a short drink before giving it back. She looked at the bottle. Three-quarters full with one extra full bottle in her pack. And that was it, the total sum of her rations. Once it was gone, within an hour dehydration would start to take its toll and she’d be dead a few hours afterwards. All she could do was hope and pray they’d find help, at the very latest, tomorrow morning. As she took a long mouthful, she had to force herself not to gulp the entire contents.

      Emma trudged toward them. She plonked onto her butt next to Natalie, placing the pet carrier in between her legs, then hummed to her cat. Wyatt quickened his pace until he reached them and slung off his backpack. After digging inside, he retrieved his water bottle, which he shared with his youngest brother.

      Several feet away, Gerry sank to the sand where he’d been standing and allowed Markus to clamber from his back. The man then gave a gigantic sigh and, pulling off his mask which had been made from the remains of someone’s shirt, used it to rub his gray face. He lifted a hand in a feeble wave before diving into his pack for his water rations. Markus trotted across to sit beside Wyatt, who gave him some water and half a protein bar.

      Bringing up the rear were Bushra and Noah Hassan. Everyone’s clothes were grubby. Judging by the moans and groans as they settled in the dirt, they were close to exhaustion. It was hotter in the narrow valley they’d entered an hour or so ago. Hemmed in on all sides by rock-strewn slopes peppered with prickly pears, mesquite, and agave, the temperature seemed to spike to an uncomfortable level, but at least they’d stopped moving for the moment.

      Kim sat on top of her knapsack and stretched her legs out, her eyes drooping. Beside her, Natalie had finished her drink and was stowing the bottle back in her pack. Emma cooed and hummed to her cat until the animal slunk out of the carrier, one cautious paw at a time. Her tail was down, ears flattened to her head. No doubt the thing was wondering where the hell her air-conditioned apartment had disappeared to! Emma snapped the lead onto the cat’s collar and removed her water bottle and small bowl from her bug out bag. Before she could pour the water out, someone else beat her to it.

      It was Portia, kneeling in the dirt and offering water from her own rations. After she finished, she sat back on the heels of her gym shoes and glanced at Emma, then Kim. “Look, I want to apologize for my behavior back at the crash site. I don’t know what came over me.”

      “It’s been a difficult time for all of us. I could have reacted differently,” Kim offered, meeting the woman halfway. She coughed and replaced her face-respirator. “What about Dixie? Does she feel the same?”

      “Yeah, but she’s way more stubborn than me. I’m the designated apologizer!” Portia pushed at her straggly, brown hair and shoved the bandana she wore to rest under her chin. “When I think about how I’ve acted since we crashed…” She placed a trembling hand over her mouth. “It’s crazy. I thought I was a good person—that I would be like a hero. Not hurt a kid over one lousy bottle of water.”

      “None of us know how we’ll react when push comes to shove.” Kim hesitated, feeling the weight of Emma’s eyes on her, judging her, waiting to see what she’d say next. “You’re not the only one ashamed. I am too. I should never have sat on you.”

      “I should never have picked up that stick and threatened the boy with it.”

      “Is that it? Is that all?” Emma burst out as she soothed a hand along Didi’s spine.

      Kim met her accusing eyes. “No. I should never have thought, let alone said, I would leave the others behind.”

      “Just as well! Because I’d never have forgiven you.” Emma’s voice shook as the words poured out of her. “Not that I would have left Mom or anyone else. We’re all equally valuable as living creatures. Even Didi.”

      “Out of the mouths of babes.” A smile quirked Portia’s lips as she held out a grimy hand to Kim. “Both of you must be very proud of her.”

      “We are,” Kim and Natalie said in unison.

      Then suddenly they all laughed. Kim’s spirits lifted as she shook hands with Portia. They could do this, all of them, walk out of the desert and survive.

      Portia went to rise then pointed at the cat. “What’s that?”

      A small, brownish-yellow creature with dark lengthwise bands had appeared from under a pebble. It crawled along Didi’s left hind leg. Its thin, elongated pincers seemed to feel its way until it stopped near the base of the cat’s tail. Didi dipped her head to drink and flicked her tail. Kim sucked in a sharp breath, as did everyone else as the scorpion curled its deadly stinger high.

      Wyatt snatched Kim’s baseball cap from her head, swept it forward, and scooped up the scorpion. Emitting a wild yell, he flung the cap into the air.

      Kim squealed. Heck, everyone squealed and hurtled themselves sideways as the cap floated to the ground and the scorpion dropped out onto a rock. Jumping to her feet, Kim slapped at her clothes and spun around to check the back of her pants. Portia did likewise, but with a lot more squealing as Natalie struggled to her feet.

      Eyes bigger than saucers, Emma had run several feet away and stood with a squirming Didi in her arms, while Ollie giggled and rocked back and forth.

      Flapping her tattered skirt, Portia hurried to where Dixie waited for her. Her attention focused on checking for scorpions, she shrieked when she tripped over a boulder, landing hard on her belly. Cursing, she rolled off the large rock then screamed. Over and over.

      Kim darted forward, reaching the crying woman at the same time as Dixie. Ice cold terror froze her in her tracks at the snake coiled next to Portia’s right-hand side. Flinging out a hand, Kim caught hold of Dixie, dragging her to a halt and whispered, “Don’t move.”

      But Portia appeared beyond hearing as she thrashed and belly-crawled over the stones while Dixie sucked in air like she’d run a marathon. The snake was a good six feet long, its head wide, with dark, diamond-shaped patches lined with lighter scales covering its back. Sobbing, Portia clutched her hand to her chest and pitched to the left. The snake hissed, coiling itself tighter as its black-and-white tail rattled in a frenzy. In one blur of movement, it raised itself high then struck at Portia’s upper thigh. She screamed. Scrabbled forward. The snake struck again, sinking its fangs deep into her calf.

      Swearing and shouting, Dixie wrestled with Kim to get free until a man’s strong arms bound around her and Rush barked, “Keep. Still.”

      Portia had finally stopped moving. Flicking its tongue out, the snake lowered its head before slithering away across the earth.

      Dixie wrenched herself free and collapsed next to her friend. “I’m here. Try not to move.”

      “What can we do?” Kim took a trembling step forward. The discolored skin around the bite mark on Portia’s lower leg was already swollen and bleeding. Rush knelt and whipped off his belt. He lifted Portia’s skirt and shook his head at the sight of another puncture wound. But before he could slip the belt beneath her thigh, Wyatt dropped to his knees.

      “A rattler. No tourniquet. Its best to keep her still, make sure the wound is lower than her heart, and hope some of the venom will come out with the blood.”

      “Could we wash the bites?” Kim looked at the boy. His face was white beneath the smears of dirt and his freckles.

      He shook his head and mouthed, ‘needs hospital.’ They all knew that wasn’t going to happen.

      “Dixie. I feel… dizzy.” Portia attempted to sit up. Her hand was still pressed to her breasts.

      “Let me see that.” Rush turned her hand over, his face darkening at the bite near her little finger. He pulled her hand down, keeping his hold over her wrist.

      “We’ve got to do something.” Dixie cut a frantic gaze to Rush, to Kim, then to Wyatt and lingered. All color drained from her cheeks, her shoulders slumped and her lips shook as she turned back to her best friend.

      Gasping to breathe, Portia vomited into the dirt, crying at the same time. “Hurts,” she mumbled through her cracked lips. “So thirsty.” Dixie attempted to get water down Portia’s throat but she shoved it away, her eyes rolling up into their sockets as she vomited over and over until she was dry retching.

      The next two hours watching Portia die were some of the worst hours of Kim’s life. She’d shooed Wyatt back to his brothers and with Rush, ensuring no one else came close to the woman struggling to live—and losing the battle. When it was all over, and Portia had shucked her mortal coil, Dixie bent over the finally still body and wailed like her soul had been shattered.

      Kim’s nerves were a jangled knot in her gut as she checked the smoke clouds inching ever closer.

      As if unable to keep still, Rush walked in a tight circle a little away from the two women, one dead, one possibly wishing she was. His eyes were on the clouds, too. “We’ve been here too long.”

      “It was no one’s fault.”

      Rush marched over and whispered to Kim, “I’m not saying that, but we should have kept going.”

      “What? And leave Portia to die alone?”

      “The result was always going to be the same.” Squaring his shoulders he raised his head, scanning the skyline. “I’m climbing that slope to check our bearings.” He went to move but Ollie ran over and tugged his pants leg. “Ease off, mate. I won’t be long.” Unbelievably, he squeezed Ollie’s shoulder, then surged into a fast jog. Puffs of dust and dirt kicked up by his passage grew smaller as he bounded up the closest slope.

      The wind slammed into Kim’s face, filling her eyes with grit. Shaking her head, she swiveled to the side to avoid the onslaught. “It’s time we were on our way.” Bending over, Kim picked up the knapsack and slipped the wide straps over her shoulders. It felt even heavier than before, but she set her teeth, willing herself not to think about it. She walked over to where Dixie sat beside Portia’s blanketed body and laid a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. But we have to go.”

      “But…Portia? I can’t leave her.” Dixie’s face was awash with tears. “We’ve been best friends since the sixth grade!”

      “You have to. We can’t take her with us. But we’ll come back for her. I know it’s difficult leaving her behind, but I think she’d want you to go on.” Leaning down, Kim held out her hand and after a long moment of indecision, Dixie accepted the help.

      “Get on your feet!” Rush stood on the top of the ridge, waving his arms. He pointed to something Kim couldn’t see and yelled, “Dust storm! This way!” He flung himself down the slope running in a diagonal direction toward the north.

      “Come on! Run! Dump your packs if you have to!” Kim hustled everyone to move. Grabbing hold of Natalie’s hand, she pulled her forward. Ollie and Wyatt raced along the valley floor after Rush, with Wyatt slipping on his pack as he ran. Emma gave an anxious glance at Natalie, then took off after them, hugging Didi to her chest, her bug out bag dangling from one arm. The pet carrier lay abandoned on the ground. Dixie slung an arm around Bushra’s waist and, with Noah’s help, they harried the older woman to move faster. Gerry had hold of Markus’ wrist and attempted to get the kid to run. Markus stiffened, then gave a queer grunt before falling to the ground.

      Kim ran over as Gerry bent down and lifted the kid into his arms. “What’s wrong?”

      “I think he fainted. He’s not breathing right.”

      “Come on!” bellowed Rush.

      “He could have a concussion from that knock on the head. We can’t do anything about it now. Can you carry him? If not, I can ditch the knapsack and take him.”

      “No. I’ve got him.” Already blistering from the searing sun, Gerry’s forehead sheened with sweat as he shifted Markus into a better position in his arms. “Go. I’ll look after him.”

      “Okay, then. Yell out and we’ll swap.” Turning away, she ran over to where Natalie was struggling to gain momentum with her injured leg. “Hold on to me.”

      Ahead, the other kids were running madly to where Rush was scrambling up the slope of another ridge of stone and dirt. He gestured for them to follow. “This way! There might be a cave!”

      The sky above darkened as Kim and Natalie breached the top and half slid, half ran down the other side. Behind them roiled the orange-hued smoke clouds. Ahead billowed a churning washing-machine-mass of sand blazing toward them. The storm simmered over the horizon and boiled above the tops of the range of hills. A stitch streaked over Kim’s side, sending her stumbling. She regained her balance, pelting across the rough terrain strewn with rocks. She bit down on her lip and ignored the pain as she urged Natalie to move faster. But the woman was flagging, whimpering in between loud inhalations of air.

      Sweat streamed down Kim’s face, her back, her armpits. Her breathing hammered in and out of her lungs. Her body screamed for water. Her throat was raspy dry as she ran and ran. Natalie’s weight became heavier as the woman leaned more and more on Kim. They struggled onward, one step at a time, and rounded the base of a jagged ridge of rock that rose high above their heads. Sand pelted into Kim’s face, stinging the small amounts of exposed skin. Even with the respirator it was difficult to breathe. They had seconds to find shelter before they were overrun.

      Natalie tripped and Kim caught her just in time. She risked a glance over her shoulder. Through the churning wash of sand she could just make out the outline of Gerry with young Markus in his arms, and over on her far right, the forms of Dixie, Bushra, and Noah. As soon as she found shelter, she was going back for them.

      “Over here!”

      Following the sound of Rush’s repeated shouts, Kim, all but dragging Natalie, staggered against the brunt of the wind and the thick wall of sand. Then he was there, pulling Natalie forward, showing them the small space where they could shelter—a cutting in the side of the ridge with a large overhanging rock with sufficient space for them to crawl under. Through a thinner shower of sand, Emma, the cat, and the two boys could be seen scrunched up against the rear wall.

      Then they disappeared from sight as the sand hurtled and spun in all directions. Kim faltered as Rush picked up Natalie and carried her toward the shelter. A few seconds later, he was back. “Where are the others?”

      “Must be somewhere behind me. I’ll get them,” Kim shouted into the screaming wind. She tossed her bulky knapsack to Rush who threw it in the direction of the shelf.

      “I’ll go this way!” He jerked his thumb to the right and disappeared into the maelstrom of grit and clay.

      Hands held out like a blind woman, Kim groped her way along the base of the ridge. Visibility was next to zero and it was getting harder and harder to pump air into her lungs. The force of the wind was so powerful it pushed her sideways and she bumped into a cactus, cutting her right hand on the sharp needles. She lurched forward another few paces, then went down on one knee, bashing against a boulder.

      Dark shapes loomed in front of her. Hands reached for her. Clutching the closest one, she staggered back the way she’d come, she hoped. But she couldn’t get her bearings. It was like being buried alive in sand. No way of knowing which way was which. The roar of the storm was like a banshee in her ears. Sand clogged her every pore. The wind pummeled against her, and every small step forward was a battle to remain upright. They wouldn’t make the rock shelter. They had to find somewhere else.

      She groped desperately with her right hand, finding nothing but sand and more sand until her fingers touched the rough edges of rock. Impossible to talk. Her hold tightened over whoever’s hand she grasped, and she edged everyone over to the rock wall where they slid down to the ground. Huddling close, she wrapped her arms around her legs, lowered her head to her knees and prayed Emma and the boys would survive.
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        Anayeli Alfaro. Curtis Family Compound, Thompson Falls, Montana

      

      

      The wailing came from everywhere. It rose from deep inside Anayeli’s body and tore through her. It chorused from behind Anayeli, Mama’s voice joining her own, and reverberated from somewhere beyond the palisade blocking the entrance to the Curtis Family compound.

      She was dimly aware of Roxy wriggling around her, licking at her fingers, and Cricket whimpering and leaning into her leg—all of their hopes welling, coalescing around one thought: If Brandon was alive, then—

      She couldn’t let herself think the rest, but her chest filled with something expansive and bright. Hope. It was hope. And it only grew when the shouting started behind the wall in front of her.

      “Let me out! Let me out right now. Unlock it! Brandon! Please! That’s my”—there was a beeping sound and the heavy wooden gate swung open, slowly, in the way gates on fancy estates with auto-openers did. As soon as there was a sliver of an opening, hands appeared, pushing at it, and then a form squeezed through. “Familia!”

      Everything inside Anayeli exploded in a riot of emotion. Every feeling she’d frozen away thawed in an instant and rushed out of her like a raging torrent.

      It was Carlota—really, truly Carlota! Anayeli tried to run for her sister, her badass sister, but instead she fell to her knees, her arms reaching for her sister as Carlota bolted from the gate. Carlota. Alive! Her long hair streaming.

      The dogs went wild and the horses spooked, hooves scuffling and kicking up a spray of rocks, and in the background Andrew struggled to calm them, his voice low. “Easy. Whoa. Easy guys.”

      But none of that mattered. Because Carlota was alive. She was alive and whole.

      Carlota slammed into Anayeli—she was real!—and in nearly the same instant Mama crashed into them both and then somehow Ernesto was there. Anayeli couldn’t tell where one of them began and the other ended because that was how tight of a knot they made, arms clinging to one another and all of them sobbing.

      “Mis hermosos! Mis preciosos! Mis corazones!” The words poured out of Mama as freely as her tears—every endearment she’d ever called them.

      A thin high squeal cut through the noise. “Roxy!” The little black dog dashed for the gate barking the whole way to the little girl’s feet. The girl sank and wrapped her arms around the dog, who was in an ecstasy of wiggling and licking.

      “Bailey Rae! You’re both here?” Anayeli couldn’t believe it. They’d all been dead, and now they weren’t. She pulled one arm free from Carlota’s and made an opening in their family circle for the girl. There were fifty bajillion questions she wanted to ask, but only one came out. “How?” But no one answered.

      “Darren didn’t make it, but Fatima’s here too. Inside.” Carlota’s eyes sparked with the same fire they’d always had. Despite the crash and whatever else had happened to her since, she wasn’t broken. “What took you so long?”

      “Ummm… I thought we made pretty good time, considering. Fire. Bugs. Breakdowns.” Anayeli looked over her shoulder at the horses, back to being calm at Andrew’s side. She pitched her voice to a low whisper. “They aren’t the best horses.” Then she pointed to her feet. “And we aren’t the fastest runners.”

      Carlota’s laugh was the most beautiful thing Anayeli had ever heard. Carlota squeezed Anayeli into her side. “God I missed you. Bailey Rae and I thought maybe you weren’t coming, that you didn’t get out—” Her sister’s eyes welled.

      “Well, flaca, we thought you were dead, too. All of you. The military reported the helicopter crashed and there were no survivors—we only came here because we thought—” The words clogged in Anayeli’s throat. She didn’t know why they’d come. Not really. She’d told herself it was for the promised safe haven and the radio. And to get away from the convoy and whatever Matreus had planned for them. But they could have accomplished that by going almost anywhere. Maybe the same kernel of hope that had exploded in her chest at the sight of Carlota was what had made her so determined to get to the compound. Just in case. Maybe it was like Mr. Curtis had said—she’d somehow known her sister wasn’t dead.

      Except in his case Mr. Curtis was wrong, because his son, Jeremy, really was dead and he flat out refused to acknowledge it.

      “Oh, mija.” Mama took Anayeli’s hand in hers. “Lo siento por todo. I should not have blamed you. You can forgive me?” And then they were crying again.

      As their own voices quieted and their tears stopped flowing, Mr. Curtis’ voice and Brandon’s grew louder. They weren’t visible up on the observation deck anymore, and most of what they were saying was unintelligible, but there was still a tone. The kind that sent Anayeli into red-alert mode. The two were arguing about something, and it didn’t take much to guess what it might be. Especially not when Brandon’s voice finally reached a decibel level that carried. “Gramps! You can’t possibly think that!”

      “What the hell?” Carlota was the first to notice. The gate had shut behind them. “Brandon? Greg? What’s going on? Why are we locked out?”

      “It’s fine, Carlota.” Brandon’s head popped up over the top of the palisade again. “We’re just organizing some details, yeah?”

      Brandon was different than the kid she’d met in the evacuation center hospital. More confident. Or maybe it was just because he wasn’t sick anymore. She couldn’t tell but it didn’t seem like his injury was bothering him much either.

      “She lied to us, Brandon. Tried to trick me.” Greg’s voice was raised and angry. He’d obviously been the one to rush down and lock them out. “Said you were dead. And that Jeremy was…”

      “It wasn’t a lie!” The words ripped out of Anayeli’s throat before she could think better of it. “It’s what we believed! Why would I make it up? They were all dead, that’s what we were told!”

      Carlota pushed herself in front of Anayeli, her fists clenched. Bailey Rae clung to her forearm with one hand and buried the other in Roxy’s scruff. “Greg! This is my family. My mom. My sister. My brother. You need to let us back in.”

      Maybe it was her imagination, but Anayeli could swear Andrew shrank back, as if he were receding each time his presence went unmentioned. She wasn’t going to let him be erased. He’d saved them. “And Andrew. He’s family too.” She waved him forward, but he stayed put. “Look. Either you’re letting us all in, or…” She didn’t want to think about what ‘or’ might mean. If they left, they had nowhere to go.

      “It’s too many people. We don’t have the resources. We haven’t prepped for this many—”

      Mr. Curtis was full of objections, and maybe they were valid. They were all the same ones Travis likely had. But Mr. Curtis had led with her supposed lie as the reason he didn’t want to let them in, and that told her all she needed to know about who he was and how his mind worked. If pressed, he’d probably say there was “something” he didn’t like about them, something he couldn’t pinpoint. But Anayeli had a good idea what it was. Carlota had lighter skin than the rest of them. Lighter eyes. She could code-switch with ease, her voice carrying a hint of a native Spanish-speaker’s cadence and inflection when she wanted it to, and a regionless American accent when it suited. She didn’t look all that different from any other American girl. Anayeli’s accent was almost non-existent, but only almost.

      Brandon held up his fingers. “I thought you said you were prepped for the whole family and then some.” He ticked off fingers as he spoke names. “That’s Jeremy, me, mum, dad, Kitty, Jojo, Aunt Nat, Uncle Simon, and Emma. That’s nine. None of them are here but me. And if we’re honest, odds are none of them are coming. Not from England and Australia.”

      The word was like a pullcord that sent Anayeli’s brain whirring, desperately trying to link up its dendrites and neurons, to connect what Brandon had said with something she already knew. Australia. That was it. Aunt Nat. Jeremy’s sister, Natalie. Who worked for Matreus. She couldn’t believe she’d forgotten. The cooler of samples sat in the dirt at her side, but she couldn’t work out what to do about it, not until they knew if they had a place inside the compound. Then she needed to figure out how to get on that radio and who to try to raise.

      “And Gramps, no offense to you and Gran, but the two of you can’t—we’re going to need help. With the harvest. With the defenses. Look at that guy”—he pointed at Andrew. “He’s a soldier. We need him.”

      “We have some weapons, sir.” Andrew stepped forward.

      “And first-aid supplies.” It rankled to be forced to convince Mr. Curtis to help them, and Anayeli didn’t know what was left in her backpack, but it didn’t matter. Even if the Curtises didn’t want them at their compound, she didn’t want to go anywhere else. She didn’t have anywhere else to go. “We know where a perfectly good ATV is, if you have gas for it. And we have the horses for transportation when the gas runs out. And the goat for milk or”—she refused to talk about Bounce as a meal. “And guard dogs.” If he was half as smart as Jeremy, there was no way Greg would believe the dogs were guard dogs but they had to convince him they were assets, not drains. She wasn’t going to mention Ernesto’s asthma or the samples or that she wanted access to the radio until she had to. Maybe never.

      “Can’t do it.” Greg had the kind of voice that made Anayeli think of gym teachers and drill sergeants. “Outsiders were never in the plan.”

      Outsiders. Walls. She was sick of that story.

      “Okay, Greg. We’ll go.” Carlota’s voice carried exactly zero fire and just like that, Anayeli went from adoring her sister to wanting to throttle her. It made no sense to give up so quickly. “Tell Fatima. She’ll come with us. Zara too.”

      Anayeli was at sea, with no idea what Carlota was doing. The current of the conversation, the way everyone had paused at the mention of Fatima, was like an undertow dragging her in some unfathomable direction. The Curtises had clearly let Fatima into the compound, so why was no one suggesting they ask Fatima’s opinion about what she wanted to do? It didn’t make much sense for a pregnant woman to leave the safety of a fortified compound to wander aimlessly in a wasteland. Anayeli had no idea what was going on or what dynamics were at play.

      Greg moved to leave. To get Fatima, presumably. And whoever Zara was. But Brandon put out a hand.

      “Gramps. You know Fatima shouldn’t travel.”

      “Wait. What’s wrong with Fatima?” But instead of answering her, Carlota shushed her, then took a step closer, to look right up at Greg.

      “Just so it’s clear, Greg. If we leave, and something happens to Fatima, then her blood and her unborn baby’s are on your hands.” The way Carlota underscored unborn baby made Anayeli think the topic had come up before. “Is that what you want?” Carlota tossed her hair in a gesture Anayeli had seen a million times. Oh, she was good.

      There was no answer from Greg, and in the silence, Carlota shifted her gaze to Brandon. It was the kind of look that held an entire conversation and ended with some kind of agreement. Another sea change.

      Brandon’s voice, when it came was soft. “Gramps. You know I love you and Gran. But if they go, I go too.”

      Greg’s mouth worked, but no sound came out. They all waited while he made whatever calculations it took to welcome or send them away, their futures all in one elderly man’s hands.

      “I don’t want her”—he hooked a thumb in Anayeli’s direction—“saying anything to your Grannie. Not a word about Jeremy. It will end her.” He leveled a steely glare at Anayeli and Brandon disappeared. “My boy is alive.” He thumped his palm against his chest twice, a heartbeat. “I feel it. You don’t know what you saw.”

      Anayeli put up her hands in surrender. If the guy wanted to live in denial, she wasn’t going to stop him. Before she could voice her agreement to the deal, a woman’s voice rang out.

      “Gregger? Where are the girls?” A tone of concern underlay every word. Whoever she was, she was a worrier.

      The gate swung open again. “They’re here, Gran.”

      The woman who appeared next to Brandon wore glasses and had her silver-gray hair pulled into a long braid.

      “Angela—” Greg’s voice had changed into something equal parts patronizing and placating as he came to stand next to her. Anayeli hated it, and from the way Carlota swallowed a sigh, she guessed Greg wasn’t her sister’s favorite either.

      “What’s all this?” Angela’s voice had gone sharp. “I just heard on the radio— Are they refugees?” The elder Curtises stood abreast in the gateway. Blocking it.

      Anayeli bristled. She didn’t think you could be a refugee if you were still in your own country, but she kept her mouth shut.

      “Gran, this is Carlota and Bailey Rae’s family. From California. Anayeli helped get me out of the experimental ward.” Anayeli gave a little wave. Brandon was smooth, she had to give him that. And he and Carlota had clearly kept up the fiction that Bailey Rae was a sister or cousin—they’d have to get their stories straight. “Jeremy sent them.”

      “Where’s Jeremy?” Angela peered out at them, searching their cluster. Greg shot Anayeli a warning look.

      “He stayed behind. In California.” Greg put his arm around his wife. His answer wasn’t a lie at least. “But he told them how to get here.”

      Angela pressed her lips into a straight line and shook her head. “Why wouldn’t he come with?” She let out a heavy sigh. “I just don’t understand that boy. He told us he was coming.”

      Other people’s families were weird. The way Jeremy’s parents talked about him like he was an irresponsible child was at odds with the man she’d known, who’d stood up for her and helped her get her family safe. It was even worse listening to them talk about Jeremy as if he were alive, in ways they never would if they thought he was dead. But it wasn’t her problem. If her silence bought them a place inside the walled compound, she was fine with that.

      She took a step forward, toward the gate. “Can we come in, or what?” She was tired. They all were. And either Greg and Angela were going to step aside and let them in, or they weren’t. She wasn’t interested in waiting around long enough for them to change their minds.

      It was Angela who spoke. “Did you see anybody out there on the road?”

      “A few people. Why?” Anayeli didn’t like the way the questions were going.

      “That’s what I came to tell you, Gregger. There’s been chatter on the radio. News of fires—one set in Pocatello, another of those toxic ones they’re saying, and one up Highway 93 from Salmon.”

      Anayeli swallowed and willed herself not to look at Andrew or Mama or Ernesto. It was their fires. It was the route they’d traveled.

      “Far enough away, we don’t have to worry.” Greg’s patronizing tone was back.

      “But then Levi got on.” Angela’s hand went to her chest. “It was awful, Gregger. He said a whole horde of armed families broke through his blockade at Plains. A few of them had the password, I guess, and once he let them through, he was pinned in on both sides. And he was shouting something about bugs. They’re all coming north. We need to get ready for the onslaught.”
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        Kim Walker. Chihuahuan Desert, Southwest Texas

      

      

      Her legs trembling like jelly, Kim scrambled over yet another rocky slope, then slid down the other side. It had been several hours since the dust storm had swept over the desert, and they’d been searching for Gerry and Markus ever since. Her breath wheezed in and out of her tightening lungs, courtesy of the dirty orange smoke haze settling above the rough terrain. She paused for a second to wiggle the full-face respirator she wore, but couldn’t find a comfortable position. The rubber dug into her skin, but she wouldn’t risk removing it. That was certain death. She should know, she’d witnessed too many people convulsing and dying from toxic inhalation. She reached for her pack where her dwindling water was held, then stopped. Gerry or Markus might need what little she had left more than her.

      She took a moment to check if the other members of their mini search team were within sight. It wouldn’t do for any more of them to go missing. Wyatt was climbing a ridge not far from Rush. To the west, Dixie and Noah scoured the base of a small mountain. Head down, Kim walked on, scanning the ground for footprints. Twenty minutes passed. Every step was an effort. After trudging through the desert, and then the desperate run to find shelter from the storm, her body was rebelling. But she couldn’t—she wouldn’t—stop searching.

      Forcing her legs to move, she jogged around the base of the last stony slope. The valley floor spread miles wide to the south and east. Could they have made it that far? She could well be looking in the wrong direction. About to turn back, a thin beam of sunlight strobed through the clouds and a tiny flash of metal caught her attention, a good mile away from where she stood. Picking up a stick she shoved it into the ground. As a marker it wasn’t great but better than nothing. Then she broke into a shuffling run heading to where she’d seen the reflected sunlight.

      Another glint of light dazzled her eyes. There. Less than fifty yards ahead was something huddled next to a mesquite tree. Her speed increased as fresh adrenaline flooded her veins. Her gut cramped.

      From behind came a shout and the muffled pounding of boots over the hard ground. One or more of the others had followed. But the closer Kim came to the mesquite, the more her belly twisted. Whoever it was, and she was certain the form was a person, they weren’t moving. “Gerry? Markus?”

      And then her legs folded beneath her and she dropped to the dirt. Although covered in sand, there was no mistaking Gerry, still cradling Markus to his chest with his left hand while his right clutched his shirt over his heart. Sunlight glinted on his wristwatch.

      “Oh. Oh no, please no.” Barely aware of the tears filling her respirator, Kim crawled over. Her hand shaking, she touched the little boy on the shoulder. No response. No sound from either of them. She pushed Gerry’s rigid arm down and attempted to lift the nine-year-old’s lifeless body into her lap. But his body was stiff and cold.

      Rush fell to his knees beside her. In silence, he brushed the sand from Gerry’s face, revealing the blue discoloration around his mouth. “Looks like he had a heart attack.”

      “But Markus?” Kim whispered as she turned the small body over. “We can try CPR.” She bent over and tried to open his mouth.

      “It’s too late, Kim.” He pulled her away from the still form.

      “It isn’t fair. This boy did no harm to anyone and yet he’s dead.” Her voice rose to a near shriek as she rocked back and forth. “Did he suffocate? What happened?”

      Rush shook his head. “I’m no doctor. But the poor kid had that lump on his forehead from the crash. Maybe he had internal injuries, bleeding on the brain. Or even a blood clot.”

      “Markus?” shouted Wyatt from a distance.

      Rush touched Kim’s hand. “Might be best if Wyatt doesn’t see his brother like this. Keep him away if you can.” He took his jacket off while Kim struggled to her feet.

      Wyatt raced toward her, shouting his brother’s name. Dixie and Noah ran behind him.

      Kim went to meet the boy. She grabbed hold of both his arms, when he went to push past. “I’m so sorry, Wyatt. There’s nothing we can do. Markus is gone.”

      “I don’t believe you! I don’t believe you!” Wyatt screamed and cried.

      Kim wrestled him into her arms, hugging him hard as the boy punched and fought as he cried until he stood quiet, his sobs echoing over the bleak landscape. Dixie and Noah arrived, red-faced and sweating heavily. Dixie went to speak but Kim shook her head. Dixie squatted and covered her face with her hands. Noah hung his head.

      “Please. I want to see him.” Wyatt raised swollen, tear drenched eyes to Kim’s face.

      She speared a glance over his shoulder and Rush nodded, indicating the bodies at his feet. He’d shifted Markus’ body next to Gerry’s and draped his jacket over them both. Keeping an arm around Wyatt’s shoulder, she walked him closer. She stayed by his side when he crouched down and bowed his head, his hands resting on his younger brother’s curved back.

      “It’s my fault. I should have kept him safe.” Wyatt pulled down his makeshift mask and scrubbed a grubby hand over his eyes.

      “No. It’s not your fault. Nothing here is your fault.” Kim’s voice shook. “You didn’t cause anything that has happened.

      Wyatt raised his head. “He should have been with me.”

      “He fainted. You couldn’t have carried him. Gerry did his best.” Kim hesitated then continued. “We think he may have died from the bump on his head. There was nothing you could have done that would have changed the outcome. Come on. Let’s get back to the others.”

      Wyatt jumped to his feet. “I’m not leaving him here!”

      Rush gripped the kid’s shoulder. “I’ll carry him. Go with Kim.”

      “What about Gerry?” Kim steered Wyatt back in the direction of the range of hills.

      Noah exchanged a glance with Dixie who nodded, and stepped forward. “Leave him with us. We’ll get him back.”

      Returning to the rock shelf where they’d left the others was a long, depressing journey. No one spoke as they tramped over the rough terrain. Although sinking to the horizon, the sun’s heat was stifling, trapped between the baked earth and the thick smoke blanketing the sky. The others straggled behind Kim like a funeral procession as she walked with an arm around Wyatt. Rush carried Markus’ body, while Dixie and Noah struggled with Gerry. When Kim came into sight, Natalie, Emma, Bushra, and Ollie did not need an explanation as to what had happened. Ollie burst into tears, burying his face in Bushra’s embrace.

      Emma and Bushra bustled forward, offering their water rations to Wyatt and Kim. Kim refused. “Dixie and Noah need it more than me. Thanks though.”

      Gerry’s and Markus’ bodies were placed some distance away, beneath the shade of a rock outcrop. Kim and Bushra covered them with blankets, securing them by placing stones along the edges. Together they returned to the rough camp where Kim finally sat down, repressing a groan with some difficulty. After a few sips of water that did little to ease her dry throat, she leaned against the rocks at her back and closed her eyes. But images of Gerry and Markus danced inside her mind. Alone in the middle of a dust storm, struggling for every breath. Maybe Markus had passed away before the storm overcame them. Or maybe not. Either way it would have been a horrible, terrifying way to die.

      “What now?” Kim opened her eyes to find Rush beside Natalie looking at Natalie’s leg. Her foot peeped out from the end of the bandages, toes swollen and colorless. That couldn’t be a good sign.

      Natalie pressed a shaky hand to her forehead, which gleamed white and sweaty above her respirator. “I’m so sorry. I can’t walk any further. My leg… it’s on fire. Hurts so bad.” Her gaze drifted beyond Kim and seemed to fix on where they’d placed the bodies.

      “And everyone else is exhausted and down to their last mouthfuls of water.” Rush’s voice was grim and clipped. “There’s only one way forward. I continue on while everyone waits here.” He crab-walked clear of the overhanging rock shelf and stood.

      “I can come with you.” Kim went to stand.

      “No. You’re needed here. But I will take your baseball cap, if that’s okay with you.”

      “Of course.” Kim pulled the dusty cap from her head and tossed it over. “Take my water, too.”

      “I’ve got enough.” Rush placed a small pack over his shoulders, then clapped the hat over his head. “Don’t miss me too much.” A tiny smile twitched as their gazes met. Heat rose to her cheeks and she was glad she had the respirator on.

      Emma shot a narrow stare in her direction. “You’re dreaming.”

      And then he was gone.

      The sun sank beyond the horizon, taking with it the last of the daylight. Darkness crept hard and fast over the land. With the smoke clouds hanging above their heads, no light from the stars or moon brightened the blackness of early night. They shared the last of the protein bars and sipped a little water. Every so often, Kim crept out and stretched her legs. Using the last working flashlight, she marched between the camp and the bodies, her hope being that a constant presence would keep away any scavengers, because they were out there and not far away, judging by the howls of the coyotes.

      She was coming back from one of her checks when Noah’s voice came from close by.

      “Why don’t you get some sleep? I can take over for a while.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He stepped into the tiny circle of light. “I’m certain.”

      “That would be great.” They walked back together and Kim handed him the flashlight.

      Despite the stones pricking into her back and buttocks, she dozed off until she was woken by Natalie’s moaning. Unless it was Kim’s imagination, the darkness had split, light licking the horizon. Dawn must not be far away, and Noah had allowed Kim to enjoy an undisturbed rest. Bless him. Kim rolled to her side and fought off a wave of dizziness. She felt her way forward to where Natalie lay, her leg propped up on Kim’s knapsack. “Too painful to sleep, huh?”

      “Is there any codeine?”

      “I’ll check.” Kim groped about until her fingers found the mini bug out bag. After another few minutes of fumbling about, she located the small rectangular shape of the painkiller packet. She could have asked for the flashlight, but didn’t want to use up too much of the battery. Who knew when it would die, and it was possible they might be trapped in the desert for another night. That was if they survived that long.

      She gave Natalie two tablets. Natalie pushed aside her respirator and swallowed them.

      Zipping up the bag, Kim pushed it against the rock wall behind her and leaned against it like a cushion. As long as she didn’t think about how thirsty she was, she could get another hour or two of sleep.

      A crack reverberated around the mountains.

      Kim started up, ears straining for any further sounds.

      Natalie clutched Kim’s arm. “What was that?”

      “Sounded like a gun shot.”

      “What if it’s Rush? The flare gun!”

      Kim all but fell from under the rock shelf, but no blazing trail that would indicate a flare gun’s shot penetrated the dark clouds overhead. Shoulders slumped, she shuffled back to sit beside Natalie. “Too much smoke.”

      “What was that noise?” Dixie asked, a note of fear running through her strident tones.

      “It could have been the flare gun. There’s nothing we can do but wait. Once it’s light, I’ll look around.” Kim drummed her fingers on her leg for a second then unscrewed her water bottle. She took one mouthful, allowed it to sit in her mouth then slowly swallowed as she screwed the cap back on.

      Dixie gave a weary sigh and crawled out of the shelter. “I’m going to…y’all know.”

      “Wait please. I’ll come with you.” Bushra followed her and the two women walked off in the direction opposite to where Gerry and Markus lay.

      Natalie wiggled upright. “Is Emma asleep?”

      After one look at her daughter curled up with Didi in her arms, Kim shoved the knapsack under Natalie’s foot again. “I think so. You need to keep that leg elevated.” Leaning forward, she squinted at Natalie’s toes, then felt them. “They’re a little less swollen.”

      “I feel terrible.”

      “Yeah, your leg must be agony.”

      “No. I’m talking about Markus. About Gerry. About all of them.”

      There was a note in Natalie’s voice Kim had never heard before, something dark, something desperate, something reeking of guilt. She refrained from commenting. If she spoke Natalie might not spew out what she needed to say, and that was something Kim was certain of—that the woman wanted to divulge whatever had been weighing on her conscience since the fires started.

      Natalie lowered her voice. “So much death. None of this was meant to happen.”

      When she didn’t continue, Kim prompted her. “What started it all?”

      “Teff grass. We were going to feed the world. The company’s dream, my dream, was that no child would ever have to go hungry again.”

      “And?”

      Natalie twisted to face Kim in the leavening shadows. She held her hands out. “We started with a drought-resistant grass that could be harvested for food—like wheat—and used our specially engineered fertilizer, Feedit, to speed up the growing process. But suddenly there was this invasive grass running amok over farms and pastures. It was out of control.” Her voice sank to a mere thread of sound. Her hands fell to her lap. “I suggested a controlled burn day for all affected farmers. What we didn’t know, what I didn’t know, was that we had created a mutated grass that was highly flammable and toxic. But not only did it affect the grass, it also affected the Teff seeds.”

      “That’s why the smoke kills people?”

      “Yes. But not everyone. A few are completely immune to the toxicity and some people recover. But the majority of people will die… Have died.”

      Kim mulled that over for a moment. “You put an emphasis on ‘I.’ Are you saying…” But before she could ask that burning question Emma was there.

      She loomed over Natalie, shock evident in her shaking voice. “I don’t believe it! You caused this to happen?”

      Natalie looked up at her daughter. “Emma. Please. It wasn’t like that.”

      “You don’t even act sorry Daddy is dead.”

      “But I am. I truly am. It’s just that so much has happened. I’ve got so much to do…”

      “What! Work? When everyone around us is dying? Have you forgotten about Markus?”

      Kim rose and went to go to Emma, but Emma held up a hand. “Don’t come near me. You’re just as bad. Wanting to leave people behind while she’s more worried about her job than Daddy.” Emma turned her eyes back on Natalie. “How does it feel to be a murderer?” Bursting into tears, she stormed off, yanking a protesting Didi by her lead.

      Noah, Bushra, and Dixie stood a couple of feet away, transfixed by shock. A pale-faced Wyatt tugged Ollie from under the rock shelf and Bushra hurried forward to place her arms around both.

      Only Kim and Natalie remained where they were, Natalie rooted in place by her bruised and battered leg, Kim weighted down by the shame staining her soul. Eventually, Kim stirred and went to check on Emma. She found her sitting in the shade of a ridge several yards away with the others and her cat. No one spoke. Wyatt even turned his head away and wouldn’t look at her.

      Kim placed the last of her water next to Emma’s feet and walked away. No words could wash away her sins.
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        Dale Curtis. Wamego, Kansas

      

      

      “Guess this is the place where you click your heels and make a wish.” Wamego, Kansas had a Yellow Brick Road alley, the sadly trashed-out Oz Emporium, and a smattering of Toto statuettes that had been painted in the manner of the Cows on Parade art installation.

      “I vote we turn around.” Kitty hadn’t dismounted, instead hunkering low to the body of her horse. “Ghost town with a vibe, to the max!”

      “No.” Jojo had already tied Bird to a stand outside the Basement Tack Shop and had her hand over her eyes as she peered in through the windows. “This is more like it. If we’re going to barter our way up north, we want quality—”

      The shotgun was cocked—and the owner of that weapon was close by—but no shot rang out.

      Dale slid off Fidget, handing her reins to Kitty and backing up to where Jojo was flattened against the glass. “We’re just travelers. Passing through.” He blocked his daughter, hands high over his head. “We’ll be on our way.”

      The Dorothy who stepped out of the shadows was a skinny little thing, about forty years too late with the costume, but made up in the iconic sprigged gingham that had spawned a thousand Halloween costumes. Her makeup was flawless and her pigtails flared, just as Judy Garland’s had been, but the overall effect—possibly accentuated by the addition of a Ruger shotgun—was unsettling. “Your girl said you’re looking to trade?”

      “Just wishful thinking, ma’am.” He lowered his hands as slowly as he could, pushing Jojo along the wall toward the horses. “We’ve been on the road for some time and my girls are tired and hungry.”

      “You’re not from around these parts.”

      “Lived in England for the better part of—”

      Dorothy rested her gun over her arm. “Have you been to the Tower of London?”

      Jojo poked her head around Dale’s shoulder. “Yes! We’ve seen Traitor’s Gate and the ravens and the Yeoman of the Guard!”

      “My great-great-great-, and so on all the way back, grandfather was Myles Standish.”

      “Cool.” Kitty shushed Fidget. “I even know who that is!”

      “You want some cornbread?” Dorothy opened the door to the tack shop. “You can tie the horses up out back so that Kelly and her pack don’t come sweeping through here and take them. Bunch of good-for-nothing thieves. Calling themselves ‘property liberators’ doesn’t make it right.” The door banged closed behind her, leaving the Curtises to make a decision.

      “Yes/no?” Dale took charge of his horse and waited while Jojo and Kitty had their silent confab.

      “Crazy lady says, no. Cornbread says, yes. Cornbread wins this round.” Kitty joined them, leading her horse around the side of the building where they were met with a trough of clean water, a couple of buckets of steaming mash, and a cobbled courtyard that led to a barn.

      “Stay close to the door. Don’t make any sudden moves. Be on your best behavior, okay, girls?” If it hadn’t been for the fact that the girls hadn’t eaten more than apples and some candy bars, Dale would have kept moving, but the offer of real food was an opportunity he could not allow to pass.

      The three of them trotted up the back steps, hovering on the porch. Dale squeaked open the screen door and knocked.

      The store owner latched the door open with a bungee cord. “Lets the air in, but keeps the bugs out.”

      They stepped inside.

      “Shoes off, if you don’t mind. My assistant took off the week before last and I can’t keep the dust down.” Dorothy peeled off her braids, revealing a hedgehog hairdo of the brightest white. “That thing itches, but we all agreed to stay in character, just in case…” She ushered them into her kitchen, which was directly adjacent to the shop. “It’s a lost hope, if you ask me, but I’m not the boss around here.”

      A pan bubbled on the wooden stove.

      “Felicity Holden-Meyers, widow, business owner, horsewoman, and character actor.” She curtsied. “Mostly none of those things, now that the world done lost its mind. But this is Kansas and we don’t give in too easy.”

      Jojo opened a cupboard, unbidden, and Kitty a drawer, and together they laid the table.

      “Sorry to say we haven’t had a whisper of meat for over a week now.” She lifted the lid on her pot, filling the kitchen with a mix of herbs and spices. “But I make an okra stew that wins ribbons, even if I do say so myself.”

      “Smells fantastic.” Jojo bounced in her chair. “I hope we’re not imposing—”

      “That accent!” Felicity clapped her hand over her heart. “I could listen to it all day long.”

      “What she means, Felicity, is that we don’t want to eat someone else’s helping…” Dale had more experience translating English into American, and knew their host would have missed Jojo’s meaning.

      “Oh! I keep something on the stove day and night. Even now! This used to be the heart of the town. Every town. You roped up your horse and saw to its needs and had words with the farrier if you’d been on the road long enough.” She ladled the vegetable stew into the bowls. “Those times are coming back. I knew when I saw you strolling into town like a message from on high. This is the beginning of the end. And it’s a good end, because people—not all of them and not all of the time—want it to be good.”

      Jojo slid a bowl to Kitty, who handed it to Dale, both of them inhaling the steam as it passed by.

      “Thank you.” Dale took a deep sniff of the stew, listing off the ingredients he could name in his head. “I want to believe that, Felicity. That people are fundamentally good.”

      The cornbread came out of the oven, piping hot and crisped at the edges, speckled with dots of red pimento.

      “We’re out of butter, buttermilk, and cream, but I think I’ve got a workaround with oil that makes a decent enough substitute.” Felicity took his hand in her weatherworn fingers. “Do you want to say grace?”

      Dale scrambled to remember all the terrific blessings his granddaddy had brought down on their food, but landed on a simple refrain that came out of nowhere:

      “Veggies, vittles

      Short and sweet;

      Bless this food,

      And those who eat.”

      Jojo laughed. “Did you just make that up?!”

      “I suppose so. Though it might have been something my folks said.”

      Felicity cut the cornbread into neat squares. “Hmm, not my best, but it’ll do.”

      Dale wasn’t about to tell her that she’d made a feast for the vegans at the table. Kansas was known for barbequing, not chewing the cud.

      “So? You going to tell me what you’re doing way out here?” She dunked her bread in the soup and chewed slowly.

      “It’s a side quest.” Jojo and Kitty handed off the chewing and talking responsibilities, sentence by sentence.

      “We wanted to see Oz.”

      “Because we’re bored.”

      “But it’s been vandalized.”

      “So I guess we’re going back.”

      “Our grandparents live in Montana.”

      “So we’re headed up to be with them, but we had to take a side trip.”

      “Through Kansas?” She took the empty bowls and refilled them. “Funny way of getting there.”

      Dale didn’t want to say too much. The food, the costume, the probably-made-up history had all the hallmarks of a trap. Dinner could be the bait, her gang would be waiting in the wings. Dan and Stella didn’t deserve to lose all their worldly goods because of their loose lips. “Our plane was diverted. We landed in Wichita…” That part was true. No need to mention their jaunt to Oklahoma and back. “Now, just like everyone else, we’re looking for gas.”

      “Hmm.” Felicity shook her head. “Doesn’t matter if you find some. It’ll run out soon enough. Stick with your horses.”

      “I want to give them a rest. Haul them, instead of them hauling us, from time to time.” Dale wiped the bottom of his bowl clean with the end of his cornbread. “Delicious. I can’t thank you enough.”

      Kitty cleared away the dishes.

      “Stack them in the bucket. I’ll take them out back when your horses are done and use the trough water. I know! Should be the other way around, but we count every raindrop and make it do double or triple duty. I’ve got a clean washcloth. Haven’t poisoned anyone yet.”

      “I can wash them in sand first, if you like?” Jojo joined her sister, the bucket swinging at her side. “Like you say, it’s not perfect, but we can get the oil off.”

      The girls let themselves out, shuffling their shoes on as they went.

      “Lovely girls you’ve got there, mister.”

      “I am so sorry!” Dale shot his hand out. “Here I am, eating at your table and I haven’t introduced myself. I’m Dale Curtis. My girls are Jojo and Kitty. I—”

      “Pleased to meet you Dale Curtis. So?” She hadn’t let go of his hand. “What do you need?”

      Someone who can cook like you?

      The store owner rested her elbows on the table. “I’ve still got a can of coffee and a bag of navy beans that no one’s laid claim to.”

      Beans! Perfect for the girls! “Sad to say, we don’t have anything to trade.”

      “I’ve got a bottle of scotch I’ve been saving for the right moment!” She scraped her chair back and walked to her pantry. “Your people like this, right?”

      She waved a bottle of Bushmills Black, clinking the glasses between her fingers.

      “I won’t. Thank you.” He pushed the glass away. “We’re going to have to get back on the road before the sun goes down.”

      “Suit yourself.” She poured herself a brimming shot. “I haven’t seen a single soul for over a week. I’m celebrating.” She downed the shot, coughed, thumped her chest, and poured herself another one. “My husband used to say it’d put hair on your chest, but I’ve yet to find any stray locks!”

      The backdoor opened, the girls’ chatter filling the snug, delicious room.

      “Let’s see how your sand-wash did.” Felicity pawed through the dishes. “Not bad! Not bad at all!” She corked the whiskey and pushed it into the back of her pantry. “Let’s go and take a look at those horses.” She pulled a tan work coat off the back of the door, retrieved her Dorothy wig, then thought better of it. “I guess I am the boss of around here, now that everyone’s gone! I kept hoping and hoping that they’d come to their senses and turn back, but seems they’ve abandoned me.”

      Dale forced himself out the back door. He wasn’t tempted, exactly, but he knew where that corked bottle was—full of siren songs and promises of buttery ease—and he didn’t want to chance his luck. He was a whole day sober and planned to stay that way.

      “You’re going to need a new bridle. Look at this.” The stitching was coming loose on one side of Fidget’s bridle. Nothing too alarming, but Terri would have seen to it immediately. “The saddles are in good shape. I see you girls know what you’re doing!” She ran through every belt and buckle, strap and seam before reeling off a long list of ‘horse must-haves!’

      Dale laced his hands behind his back. Dan would have been able to trade his watch; Stella her gold crucifix, and Ingrid probably had three or four rings or bracelets scattered about the place. But they were back on the highway and he was standing in an eccentric’s back yard, wishing the traveler's checks hadn’t been stolen, or he’d had the foresight to load up on barterable goods.

      “We have Mr. Clean.” Jojo’s enthusiasm was darling, but…

      “Wait just one minute!” Felicity narrowed her eyes. “As in, ‘Mr. Clean, Mr. Clean…?’” She sang the jingle. “Mr. Clean who gets my whole house clean?”

      “Sure. And Windex. And other stuff. Back in the trailer.” She ran her hand along Kahlua’s nose.

      “I’ll do you a straight trade. Three new bridles, a couple of saddle pads…”

      “The navy beans!” Dale jumped in, incredulous that the cleaning supplies which they’d found by accident—were going to save the day.

      “Consider it a deal!” Felicia ran her hand down Kahlua’s leg. “Did I see her favoring her other side?”

      Jojo and Kitty were right there, detailing every hop and stumble that the horse had made. “We’re worried there might be a ligament tear? Or, perhaps not a tear, because she’s still on her feet, but something that can’t be seen with the naked eye? Her shoes are fine. Her hoof is clean. But every so often she has a little—I don’t know what to call it—a misstep. Like you say, she’s favoring her other side.”

      Felicity took the girls back inside, talking liniment and hot soaks and a supportive wrap she could show them—

      Dale stayed with the horses, wondering at their luck. They weren’t any closer to finding Brandon, but they’d fallen in with Ingrid’s people easily enough, and now a Kansas horsewoman had taken a shine to the twins. He leaned against Bird, the largest of the three horses. “Terri would have eaten this up with a spoon.”

      With horses secure and the girls safely inside, Dale jogged to the main street. Wamego was like so many charming American towns—lined with quirky mom-and-pop shops that harkened back to an earlier time—but with an Oz twist. He stepped through the shattered window of the Oz Museum. It had been picked clean but for a Christmas ornament in the shape of the ruby slippers and the battered ‘TURN BACK’ sign that had greeted Dorothy and her friends when they approached the haunted forest. The display cabinets and walls had been stripped of their treasures, leaving an empty lot in an abandoned town.

      Dale slunk along the walls back to Felicity’s place. Kitty was right, the town had a vibe. If the upstairs windows had blinked at him as he passed, he wouldn’t have been surprised.

      The girls were ready and waiting, their saddle bags filled with gifts from their host.

      “How are we going to do this? Can we meet halfway?” He couldn’t see Dan wasting gas driving all the way off the main road.

      “Don’t see why not.” Felicia checked the sky. “I’m never out after sunset. Inside, doors locked, just me and my Ruger.”

      “Tomorrow morning, then? Meet by the bridge, half an hour after sunrise?”

      “An hour. You’re on horseback. I’m on foot.”

      Dale stuck his hand out and shook on it. “Deal.”

      The ride back to the main road was a mishmash of songs, stories, and demands that he do animal impersonations he hadn’t been asked to perform in years. The twins had never complained about their hunger, but the uptick in their mood said they’d been quietly suffering.

      “Can you smell that?” Jojo sniffed the air at the same time as her pony. “Chemicals. Burning.”

      There were hundreds of reasons to smell fire. Felicity had said there were thieves in the area. They had to be camped out in the woods. Cooking.

      This is no cooking smell.

      “Stick to the road, girls. With me.”

      They dropped into a single file, their songs dying as the stench rose. Dense, black smoke coiled into the sky, a column of doom. Dale’s geography was good, but not perfect. He held onto the hope that the smoke wasn’t precisely where they’d last seen Dan and Stella.

      “I want you to stay here.” Dale rounded on the girls, Fidget pawing at the dirt when he reined her in. “Are you listening?”

      The twins never looked more alike than when they were scared. Their features lost all personality and reverted to their factory settings, which were grim and full of history.

      “The horses are all here.” It’s not like Butterscotch. “We’re here.” The fire had been fast, they said. “Dan’s a smart cookie. He would have made sure they were safe.” But he couldn’t be in two places at once. Like the firefighters, who had to choose between the house and the barn, not knowing that the humans were all safely in the pasture, fighting to save the horses.

      “Don’t go, Dad.” Jojo sounded like Terri, who’d clung to him when he wrapped his hands in dripping cloths and yanked the barn doors open.

      “I’ll be back before you know it.” If it was one of the fires—the big ones that everyone was so afraid of—they needed to mask up. “Don’t breathe this in.”

      Jojo sniffed, but the tears were already flowing. “I left my mask in the RV.”

      “Here.” Kitty handed her N95 over. “I’ve got one of the ones Mom made!” They were fabric mouth covers, not proper filters.

      “You’ll take mine.” Dale waited until both girls had their masks fitted to their faces. “If the wind changes, go back to Felicia’s. If you don’t see me in half an hour, go back to Felicia’s. In fact, why don’t you—”

      “No!”

      “We’re staying with you.”

      “You’re not doing this again.”

      “We can’t let you charge in, Dad.”

      “It’s not safe.”

      Dale turned his horse toward the smoke stack. “Fine. Stay here. Wait for me. I’ll be back.”

      Fidget obliged with a steady trot, unfazed by the change in the weather. Dale prayed like he hadn’t prayed since he’d sat at Terri’s side and watched the life leak out of her. “Keep my girls safe. Keep Dan and Stella and Ingrid safe.” The trot picked up, Fidget finding her stride as if she’d been born to disaster relief and together they cleared a couple of miles.

      Dan raised his arms over his head, flagging Dale down in the middle of the road. “Where in tarnation have you been? We’ve been worried sick!”

      “Looking for gas, but finding food.” Dale slowed, running his hand down Fidget’s neck.

      “The fire’s coming.” Dan pointed at the horizon. The column had become two, both of them dark as thunderclouds, but thinner and more concentrated. “Where are the girls?”

      “I left them in the trees. Didn’t want to expose them…”

      “Get them back. Now. We need to take shelter.”

      The RV was another mile down the road, the twins three miles back, and the smoke was moving toward them as if it was on a mission.

      “Do you have enough gas for a six-mile drive?” He turned his horse.

      “Sure.”

      “When the road splits, take the fork.” Wamego, Kansas wasn’t anything special, but it was the other side of a goodly sized body of water. They might be spared, they might not, but one thing was certain, staying put meant death.

      Dale peeled down the road, shooting himself right at the heart of the oncoming flames.
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