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            BOOK ONE, 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. Out in California, wildfires rage. And it’s not just the fire that kills, it’s the smoke.

      

      In rural Iowa, Dr. Diana Stewart, Senior Crop Scientist for Matreus Inc., a firm with deep roots in agribusiness, 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 in a Teff field overtake 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.

      

      Farther south, at U.C. 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 a rampage, insisting 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.

      

      Across 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 leads to a bloody confrontation and the release of an entire crate of mutant cicadas onto the streets of Great Britain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOK TWO, SUMMARY:

          

        

      

    

    
      When out-of-control wildfires with abnormally lethal smoke threaten Sydney, Australia, 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 in the struggle to survive the sudden chaos.

      

      Boulder 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—is 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 port facilities 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 to the top of the Dome to a promised air lift. 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 THREE, 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, Inc. and the U.S. government. She manages to free her mother, but her 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.

      

      Claire Moone 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 insects.

      

      Dr. Diana Stewart is imprisoned in Matreus, Inc.’s headquarters in Chicago. Her cruel, unyielding ex-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 before she and a gaggle of Matreus families break out of their prison and head for the last train out of town.

      

      Englishman 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 FOUR, SUMMARY:

          

        

      

    

    
      Ron Frobisher and the Fairwinds’ captain, Vivienne Alva, return to mainland Britain under assumed identities and hole 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 British government’s most secretive science park, Porton Down.

      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 at Matreus, Inc.’s 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 Carlotta’s neighbor, Bailey Rae. Brandon’s biological father, Jeremy, isn’t on the chopper. Darren says they have enough fuel to make it to Montana, where Jeremy’s grandparents have a ranch, but 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, just 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 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 a 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 entrusted a 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 repel the cicadas and save the camp, or Jesse will die. 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 left Matreus, Inc., as well as her abusive ex-husband, on the last train out of Chicago and is headed 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 overhearing 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 dubbed ‘Creepy Colin’ they hijack a vehicle and head away from the convoy, hoping to make it to the Montana ranch Jeremy Curtis mentioned. His folks 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 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, but Anayeli is determined to keep her familia safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOK FIVE, SUMMARY:

          

        

      

    

    
      Dale Curtis travels from England to America—with twin daughters Jojo and Kitty—in order to find his missing stepson, Brandon, whose last known location was with his bio-dad at Half Dome at Yosemite National Park. With the help of a family friend, Dale and the twins load up on supplies and weapons before making the treacherous journey—fleeing both the swarms and Teff fires—toward the Curtis family ranch in Montana.

      

      Dr. Diana Stewart joins forces with Ben, the sheriff from Watseka, liberating his daughter from a cult-like commune. Diana does battle with her ex-husband, Garrick, drowning him in a slurry pit, ridding herself of that bully forever.

      

      Rather than staying in fire-ravaged Australia, Kim Walker sticks with her estranged daughter, Emma, boarding a Matreus, Inc.-sponsored flight to safety. The plane makes an emergency landing in western Texas in the Chihuahuan Desert, where Kim does battle with Matreus execs for control of the survivors, their dwindling supplies, and the elements. Certain that no one is coming to rescue them, Kim begins the trek back to civilization, only to be beaten back by a monster dust storm.

      

      Journalist, Anayeli Alfaro guides her family across the blasted landscape on the promise of sanctuary at the Curtis family ranch in Montana. Hunted by a rogue soldier, the band of survivors fights off roadside warriors, only to be barred entry into the compound by the family patriarch, Greg Curtis. Brandon—who was reported dead—appears at the ranch gates, advocating for Anayeli’s right to stay. But the delight doesn’t end there; Carlota and Bailey Rae—also presumed dead—appear at Brandon’s side, alive and kicking and full of hugs.

      

      Dr. Keiko Sato finally has the lab she so desperately needs in order to continue her work on eradicating the cicadas. Her daughter, Maiko, is kidnapped by the Boulder Boyz, who claim they want the chemicals in Sato’s lab in exchange for the kid. When Dr. Sato delivers the chemicals, the Boulder Boyz cry foul—accusing her of shortchanging them—and shoot Maiko dead.

      

      Ron Frobisher arrives at England’s most infamous experimental lab, Porton Down, with the cicadas Dr. Sato asked him to retrieve. When the Porton scientists learn that Ron is immune to the bugs’ toxin, they lock him in a lab and let the swarm loose.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOK SIX, SUMMARY:

          

        

      

    

    
      Ron Frobisher—immune to the cicada toxin—remains at Porton Down, as displaced locals flock to the science compound, desperate to escape the smoke from the Teff fires.

      Ron, who’s been given permission to roam Porton at will, investigates the off-limits, highly secure lower levels, where he finds a plethora of experiments, some on animals, others on human volunteers.

      Desperate to short-circuit the endless rounds of testing, Ron volunteers to be housed in a sealed room with cicadas that have been infected with a parasitic compound, which renders the bugs infertile but may or may not be poisonous when ingested by humans.

      Dr. Keiko Sato, crazed with grief after the senseless death of her daughter, hunts Shane, her little girl’s killer, with single-minded focus, her loyal friend, Netsy, by her side.

      Keiko takes Shane out—leaving him to the vultures and coyotes—but not before he injures Netsy.

      Keiko returns to the lab, where her former assistant, Gretchen, paints a bleak picture: Netsy’s inhaled too much Teff smoke to make a meaningful recovery.

      While Keiko and Netsy were out in the desert hunting Shane, Victor Matreus reached out via shortwave radio, offering to fly Keiko to his compound so that she can work on a solution to the cicada toxin and Teff fires. At first, Keiko refuses—insisting she can’t leave Netsy behind—but Gretchen convinces her that she has no choice.

      When the chopper arrives with room for only one passenger, Keiko finds a way to get onboard with Netsy in her lap. Gretchen insists she’ll be safe downstairs in her lab, but as the helicopter lifts off, she’s gunned down by Shane’s buddies and dies on the laboratory roof.

      Having escaped the cultish compound where Sheriff Ben’s daughter was being held hostage, Diana Stewart braves the inhospitable Chihuahuan Desert of West Texas, Ben and the boy Jesse at her side. The band of survivors is desperate for refuge, and by a stroke of incredible luck, Victor Matreus—Diana’s former mentor—is fleeing his own demons and invites Diana to retreat to his mansion where there’s food and water, as well as a lab ready and waiting for a team, headed by none other than Dr. Keiko Sato.

      Diana calls boy genius, Dr. Sam Leary—who’s been staying with his parents—and asks him to join them in Victor’s laboratory.

      Sam’s time with his family is fraught. He struggles to win his mother’s approval, but he’s never been enough for her and the end of the world hasn’t changed that dynamic. While Sam’s visiting his godfather, Sean, the family home is invaded by thieves, his mother is murdered, and his father injured.

      Sam and Sean dig a grave, but before they can move Sam’s mother into her final resting place, Sam’s father crawls into the pit with his wife and takes his own life, but not before telling Sean that he needs to come clean and tell Sam the whole story.

      Sam is reeling from the revelation that Sean—who he’s known as his godfather all his life—is his biological father, when Diana arrives, offering him a lift back to his dream life.

      Working with Diana and Dr. Sato is everything Sam has ever wanted and he accepts her offer without hesitation and leaves home for Victor’s place.

      After her plane went down, Kim Walker is stranded in the Texas desert, desperate to connect with her daughter, Emma, but puzzled by Emma’s adoptive mother’s drive to get to the Matreus offices in Austin.

      Matreus executive, Rush, kidnaps Emma and her adoptive mother and whisks them away to Austin, leaving Kim to scrabble in the dirt.

      Kim vows to find her daughter and hits the road with a small band of survivors. They run into a town that’s being ransacked by looters, but stumble into the President of the United States’ convoy and team up with her people to run the looters out of town.

      Anayeli is safe at the Curtis Family Ranch in Montana, as long as the patriarch of the family, Greg Curtis, doesn’t kick her and her family out.

      A cicada swarm descends on the ranch and the two families take refuge in the bomb shelter.

      Brandon Curtis—who’s already established that he’s immune to the cicada toxin—has an idea: diatomaceous earth has been used to tackle invasive bugs in the past, surely it’s worth trying out on the cicadas. Against Anayeli’s strong objection, he goes out into the swarm.

      Cicadas fall through the ducts and into the bomb shelter, but rather than killing them, Greg Curtis insists that they preserve them in jam jars and watch to see what happens. Hours pass, Brandon’s still out there, and the bugs aren’t dying.

      Anayeli, exhausted and disheartened, naps, and when she wakes it’s to the happy news that Brandon’s back and the cicadas are dying. Electrified by the news, Anayeli insists they have to get this news out to the wider world, but Greg Curtis forbids it, saying they need to stock up on diatomaceous earth before anyone else gets wind of its cicada killing properties. Together, they venture into town, secure bags of the earth for themselves, and find the local radio station, which is precisely what Anayeli needs in order to get the word out.

      Dale Curtis and the twins—with family friend Ingrid and her aunt and uncle—take refuge in a tack shop in Wamego, Kansas. The Teff fires advance and they’re forced into the Kansas River. Jojo drinks the water and becomes deathly ill.

      Ingrid’s uncle rides on ahead to the nearby army base and brings reinforcements and transport back. Jojo makes it to the operating room and is intubated, but her twin sister, Kitty, loses her connection to her sister and for several gut-wrenching moments they believe they’ve lost her.

      A doctor emerges from the OR, bringing good news—Jojo has pulled through, and with proper care and a course of antibiotics she’s going to make it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOK SEVEN, SUMMARY:

          

        

      

    

    
      Privateer and former black-ops specialist, Ron Frobisher, has volunteered to be a human Guinea pig—undergoing repeated tests with mutant cicadas—at Porton Down, England’s most secretive research and science park. The professor and the billionaire funding the experiments press Ron to more and more extremes, while Artemis, the head of the British think tank Lazarus, hints at deeper secrets.

      

      Reporter Anayeli Alfaro, who has found safe haven at the Curtis family compound in Montana, battles to keep her familia safe, all the while fearing Curtis, Sr. is about to throw them out.

      

      Former café owner Kim Walker will stop at nothing to find her daughter, who has been kidnapped by the Matreus corporation’s thugs and is being used as ransom to make Natalie, her adoptive mother who works for Matreus, Inc., play ball.

      

      Boy-genius Dr. Sam Leary has been whisked away from his family home and pressed into (willing) service with his hero, Dr. Keiko Sato, and mentor, Dr. Diana Stewart, in Victor Matreus’ well-appointed laboratory in Austin, Texas.

      

      With his daughter Jojo on the mend, Dale Curtis leaves the safety of the military compound in Kansas and strikes out for his family’s ranch in Montana.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ron Frobisher. Llanarth Court, South Wales, United Kingdom.

      

      

      

      Death was in the air, but Ron wasn’t buying it. He had cicadas to slay and Teff fires to—well, he wasn’t sure what he was going to do about the fires; they were a knot he’d yet to untie.

      The cottage hospital was humming, patients bustling from one grand, crystal-encrusted room to the next with sheets of heavy plastic and duct tape.

      “Every nook and cranny. Every crack, crease, crevice, and cleft. I’ll inspect all doors, windows, fireplaces, and ducts when I get back. I expect this place to be airtight.” Ron ran his finger along the thick, silver tape under the main window, forcing a couple of air bubbles out. “Tighter than this, Carwyn. These bugs are wily. If there’s a way in, they’ll find it.”

      Carwyn yanked another length of duct tape from the roll, doubling and redoubling his efforts. “We’re going to run out of tape at this rate.”

      “Keep at it.” Ron moved from window to window, the chatter of survivors a salve to his soul. Everyone who had the use of their hands—and several who were wheelchair-bound, their paws mummified—had signed up. Operation Bug Out was a group effort that had them out of their beds with their shoulders to the wheel. Professor Jem and Ann Pilkington might be craven, money-grubbing cynics, but there were people in the world who were willing to go the extra mile for their fellow man.

      “Here you go.” Gwyneth Jones shouldered her way past the clutch of chatterboxes who’d clustered around Ron, testing the seals on all three jam jars before handing them over. “They’ll be safe in here, but do me a favor, will you?”

      Ron had taken a shine to the head-nurse-turned-Worrier-in-Chief. She didn’t just run the place, she’d made it a home for any and all who sought shelter. “Name it.”

      “Don’t bring them into the house.” She wrapped her arms around her midriff, shuddering. “I understand, in theory, what you’re about, but they set my teeth on edge. Little uffernol cythraul.”

      Ron waited for the translation, but none was forthcoming. It didn’t take a genius to guess at her meaning. The cicadas were infernal goobers or critters or whatever cythraul meant. “You can count on me. No bugs shall enter this house, scouts honor.”

      “You ready?” Viv had spent the morning servicing a rust-pitted bicycle, checking the tires, oiling the chain, and tightening the brakes. “Did Davith find you?”

      They made their way to the front door, workers peeling away from Ron as if he had the plague. It wasn’t a conscious thing; they hadn’t gotten together and decided to shun him; but everyone knew where he was going and what he was doing, and the stench of death dogged his every step.

      Davith was on the porch, a sheet of A4 paper in hand. “It’s not to scale, but I wrote the distances in.”

      Ron took the map, folded it, and stashed it in his pocket. “It’s perfect. Thanks.”

      “It’s hilly, but you know that. Nothing that you can’t handle.” Davith wrung his hands. “It’s just a guess, mind, patched together from what we’ve been hearing about the direction of the swarms. I didn’t see any myself, and I can’t say that you’re going to find them—”

      “I’ll find them.” Ron wanted nothing more than to test out his fungal powder, dusting three or four mature specimens and letting them spread the joy.

      “Like he said, there might be more than one swarm.” Davith unfolded his deck chair and set it against the wall, standing his baseball bat beside the chair. Ron wasn’t sure Davith had it in him to thwack someone with a bat, but he gave the man points for believing he’d defend his people. “Mr. Hardy said they came at him from all directions.”

      That didn’t necessarily mean there were multiple swarms, but Ron didn’t contradict his patron’s account of the attack. As soon as he’d set his experiment in motion, he had plans to find Mr. Hardy’s boat and point it in the direction of trouble, with a capital T. He didn’t want to give the American any reason to renege on the deal. Hardy had the blessed Magna Carta in-hand and Ron would have his yacht.

      Clouds scudded high above, streaking the blue with whisps of white. If it hadn’t been for the cicadas, it would have been the kind of brisk, British day that begged for a jaunt in the countryside. As it was, Ron was headed for the kind of jaunt that would make Stephen King blanch. “If I’m not back by sundown, lock the doors, and keep them locked.”

      Viv handed his bike over. “But you said—”

      “Yep. And it’s true. The cicadas bunk down at night, but you can’t see what you can’t see. Doors closed, lights out. I don’t want you taking any chances.” He shouldered his backpack and squeezed the brakes a couple of times, dinging the bell for good measure. “Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to come up with as many songs as you can—with a bell motif!” It was a classic misdirect, but they were worried enough and scared enough—with no films or television or radio to distract them—that they needed a little brain teaser to keep them busy.

      “You can ring my bell!”

      “Ding dong merrily on high!”

      “My ding-a-ling!”

      Ron grinned. Viv and Gwyneth were superb at buoying people’s spirits. They charged back into the house as he peddled down the driveway, shouting song titles at each other.

      He hummed a couple of bars of Pink Floyd’s Bike, took a left onto the main road, and leaned into the ride until he was dripping sweat. Davith said it was a fifteen-minute ride to the place the swarm had last been seen, but he made it to the edge of the wooded area in eight, heart hammering and brain buzzing. He propped his bike up against a hedge and waded into the tall grass. There were bugs a-plenty, but not the variety he was looking for. He pressed deeper into the trees, hunting leaves and branches, ears pricked for the buzz that gave their position away.

      Ten minutes and three soggy creeks later, he stopped to check the map. “X marks the spot, but that was two days ago.” The wind had picked up, chasing snakes that became dragons that doubled over on themselves and dissolved into whisps of nothing in the cerulean sky. For a second he wished he’d brought Viv with him; she’d have known all about prevailing winds and where the swarm might have been blown, but she wasn’t immune and he needed her for the big push, when they took to the high seas.

      Davith’s map had no notation for hills, but they were everywhere, testing Ron’s quads and pushing his calves to their limit. He kept the wind at his back and struck out for the next patch of leafy-green. “No! Dunce!” If it was green, the swarm hadn’t passed through. He needed a field or forest that had been stripped or partially stripped. Oh, for a drone, that I could scan this land and find those little fiends.

      The ribbon of water which cut the map in half was waist deep and at least four strides wide. They were far enough from the city—and he’d seen no evidence of Teff fires since he’d crossed the Severn Bridge from England into Wales—that the water had to be safe to drink. He fished one of Gwyneth’s jam jars from his pack, screwed off the lid, and scooped up a couple of drops of water.

      Ron Frobisher! It was Claire Moone’s voice, one he’d heard before. She didn’t need to say it. Drinking unfiltered water was a foolish move. “Fine. Whatever.” He jogged back into the trees, hunting for deadwood, but finding none. What wasn’t covered in moss was bendy with rainwater and useless in the fire department. He’d been in such a rush to get to the swarm he’d left without a water bottle or purifying tablets. Build a filter? Or go without?

      There were hours of daylight yet, so the decision was made for him. He set a stack of stones—some large, but most small—to one side. Wales had been coal country, but there was no charcoal to be found. Moss, on the other hand, was plentiful, as was bark. The first strip he peeled from a tree splintered, crumbling in his hand. He worked his knife into the trunk, easing the husk away from the wood centimeter by centimeter. He turned the rough square of bark in his hand, pleased that he’d managed to get such a long chunk off in one piece. The squirming larvae teemed over the seams of his not-a-filtration-device now! and it took all his might not to heave the thing as far as he could.

      Professor Jem had shown him a fig plant crawling with the things, but he hadn’t expected to find cicada larvae in the Welsh countryside. And certainly not up a tree. He laid the strip on the ground and worked his blade into the trunk a second time. More. More and more and more of the writhing, squirming, wiggling, termite-like creatures swarmed his position.

      With no phone and no way to reach the professor, he couldn’t ask the obvious question: what’s the life cycle of the cicadae now? Were these specimens boring under the bark for a year? Two? Was there any point dusting them with the fungus? Would they be mating any time soon? He had to kill them, that much was clear, but how? Davith had scorned the fire that the other guy who was immune had set, but as Ron watched the maggoty larvae drop from their temporary home and disappear under the mossy carpet at his feet, fire seemed like an excellent idea.

      He tested several trees, stripping the bark until he found the grubs. He had some idea about tracking the direction of the adults, based on where they’d deposited their offspring, and in what numbers, but there were too many and they were too widely dispersed. Not a tree had been spared. Half an hour of yanking line after line of bark and he was none the wiser.

      Decision time.

      He had a limited supply of the makes-you-higher-than-a-kite-and-sex-mad fungus. His plan to infect a few bugs and let them infect their neighbors shrank from a ‘slam dunk’ to a ‘might work’ in the face of so many instar nymphs. But he couldn’t do nothing. He pulled his jar of killer dust from his pack and unscrewed the lid, crouching next to the first square of bark. The wormy, soft-bodied atrocities crawled away from the light, burrowing, burrowing, burrowing.

      Ron’s brain rioted at the scale of the operation. Southampton—with its BioBetter crates and hoodlums and that single, escaping swarm was a game—child’s play, an easy swing-and-a-hit—compared to the endless task of stamping out this infection. That’s what it was: a never-ending infestation that morphed as it spread, indifferent to the death of millions, insensible to the havoc in its wake, simply spawning more and more of the vile creatures in a relentless game of cat-and-mouse.

      Ron wasn’t given to despair. It sapped you of your will to live, to fight back, to triumph. But for a second he wasn’t enough. He needed the five?—four? however many non-reactive humans there are—hunting swarms, dusting them with the fungus, unearthing the broods. Because one man, no matter how determined, wasn’t going to cut it.

      I need Claire. I need to find Ms. Moone and add the might and reach of her team.

      He pulled out the paintbrush he’d stashed in his pack and dipped it in the fungal powder, careful to dust the see-through bodies of his enemies and not waste a single atom of his precious poison. Once he’d coated three trees worth of larvae, he collected ten infected bugs—nudging them into Gwyneth’s jam jars with his brush and screwing the lid down tight—packed his supplies, and jogged back toward his bicycle.

      They needed a three- or four-pronged approach if they were going to best the swarms. And they needed everyone—immune or not—in on the action. He’d started deputizing people back in Salisbury, but that was a tiny pocket of the remaining population. They needed leadership, centralization, a plan that didn’t involve chance and luck. Top Tech Alan had cautioned him to follow the money, but he’d also mentioned wasp venom as a possible solution. And racoons. And Holyhead Island. Professor Jem might be in bed with Ann, but what of it?

      Get over yourself, Ron. Hold your nose and use them. Underscore that idea—use all of them. No matter what they did or didn’t do. Yes, even the woman who monetized death and spread it to another continent. Anyone that rudderless has to be useful. Think laterally. Think venom, money, destruction on a level not seen since Fat Man exploded over Nagasaki.

      The ride back to Llanarth took him twice as long as the ride out, options and variables racing through his mind. Claire could be anywhere, or nowhere. The Glaswegian Warrant Officer had heard tell of her team, but data was only as good as the timestamp, and they had none. For all he knew, Ms. Moone had gone the way of the dodo. No, Artemis would have mentioned that. What then? How could he find a single woman in a sea—literally, a churning sea—of disaster?

      Supplies  Bicycles  Radio. In that order. And no futzing with civilians who meant well but only served to slow him down.

      The clouds had reassembled themselves, adding a thunderous note to their underbellies and lowering over the gatepost. Weather in England—sorry, Wales—changed on a dime. Whatever blue had graced his ride out to the infected woods had been blotted out by steely gray.

      Davith was at his post, guarding the front door. The bikes tires crunched through the gravel, bringing people to the steps. “You’re back early.” He put his baseball bat aside. “Everything okay? You doing okay?” He pushed through the crowd, yelling. “Mother! Ron’s back. Get you out here. Brysia! Ar hyn o bryd!”

      Ron kicked the stand and propped his bike near the far right column of the portico. “I’m fine. Slight change of plan.” He put his pack to one side as promised, leaving his larvae outside Gwyneth’s door. “I need a radio.”

      Davith frowned. “Like I said, there’s nothing like that out here. No signal, see?”

      “But there has to be something, somewhere.”

      Carwyn stepped forward, a roll of duct tape around each wrist and the plastic sheeting draped over his shoulder. “The Radio Service of Great Britain has a chapter that covers South Wales.”

      Ron didn’t think of the tiny island as one that supported a radio habit, but with a certain contingent’s penchant for anoraks and weekends in the rain jotting down the numbers of passing trains, he shouldn’t have been surprised that every niche practice was covered. For all their quirks—and the Britons of his acquaintance had many—he was fond of his colonial cousins.

      

      “Region 7 stretched everywhere from Merthyr Tydfil to Cardiff, Pembrokeshire and Monmouthshire…” Carwyn listed off all the places that the radio club might be found.

      “Abergavenny?” It was the closest town, reachable by bike.

      Another brown-haired beauty—someone Ron didn’t remember meeting—stepped forward. “My da’s the regional representative for Region 7.” Her cheeks flushed red and she bowed her head. “Was.”

      Where was his radio? Is it still there? Was there a signal, last time you— “I’m sorry.” The onslaught of questions pressed like a boil fit to burst, but he held off on account of her tears.

      “I can draw up another map.” Davith kept his voice low, hands folded behind his back. “We can get you there, Mr. Frobisher.”

      The crowd dissipated, leaving him, Davith, and Viv on the porch.

      “I take it you found them?” Viv had a penknife and a stick in hand, whittling while she talked.

      “They’re everywhere.” He didn’t need to sugarcoat it for her. “In the earth and bark and moss. I wouldn’t be surprised at this point if they developed gills or wings.”

      The pair stared at him, Viv’s mouth hanging open.

      “Joke. I just mean they’re adapting. Fast. It’s too cold here—in bloody Wales, for crying out loud—for cicadas!” He reached into his pack and retrieved the jam jar of wigglers.

      “Ew!” Davith leaned in, tapping the side of the glass. “Are those the babies?”

      Viv burst out laughing. “Babies? Those freaky, translucent vermites! What? It’s a new word! I love it. Vermites…”

      “Yep, these are the larvae. And I dusted them. When we find the next swarm, I’ll release these into the thick of it.”

      “They’re not going to make it unless you poke some holes in the top and give them something to chomp on.” Davith took Viv’s penknife, placed the jar on the ground, and jabbed at the tin lid.

      “Not too big!” Ron swept in, swapping out lids and tapping the new lid with the tip of her knife. “Pinpricks. Nothing more.”

      They watched the death-dealing insects scaling the glass walls of their new home and falling. But they always got back up again. That was the thing about the brood that had been unleashed: they always got back up.
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        Dr. Diana Stewart. Austin, Texas.

      

      

      

      The garage was full of terrified people milling around.

      “Hold my hand tightly, Jesse. We have to find the others.” Heart pounding, Diana tried to get her wits functioning again. Careful not to get separated from the little boy, she led him through the panicked people, looking for Victor and Anna, Keiko, and Netsy.

      She didn’t know how long they’d been cowering in the garage with the cicadas’ buzzing echoing around the cavernous room, painfully loud. Minutes? Hours? It was like being shut in the truck when that first swarm had hit all over again. She glanced at the garage doors, the insects thudding on the metal had her on edge. The windows were covered in that vile green-yellow fluid, and every time another bug thwacked into the pane, she jumped.

      “There!” Jesse pulled her over to the edge of the garage where Victor and Anna were standing. It was quieter and less crowded there, and the roar and slam of the cicadas was somehow less acute.

      “Grandad? Grandad?” Anna’s face was streaked with tears. “Diana, Grandad won’t talk to me.”

      “Victor?” The older man leaned against the wall as if he could barely stand. Diana took his arm, supporting him. He didn’t answer, and she looked around for help. “Keiko, you’re safe! Netsy, are you okay?”

      “Present and accounted for.” Netsy stood just behind the scientist. “We’re not hurt.”

      Keiko took the elderly man’s other arm. “Victor doesn’t look well. We should get him on the floor, quickly.” The three of them helped Victor to lie down. Diana wadded up her lab coat and propped it under his head. He was pale, his lips purple-tinged.

      Once on the floor, Victor blinked and his eyes focused again. “Sorry, did someone say something? Wait…Anna?”

      “Here, Grandad.” The little girl crouched down beside him. “You scared me.”

      “I’m sorry, honey. That was very naughty of me.” His voice was tired. Keiko fussed, trying to get the pillow just right, but they had no meds, not even a measly aspirin. There was nothing they could do but get him to rest for a while, even if that meant on the hard floor.

      “Stay quiet, Victor. You had a tad more exercise than you needed right now.” Diana sat down next to him. “Everyone, we won’t be going anywhere for a while. We might as well make ourselves comfortable.”

      Keiko slumped beside Netsy. Jesse edged over and put himself in Diana’s arms, clinging for dear life. Anna huddled on the other side of her, sniffing quietly. She put an arm around the girl and the three of them sat in companionable silence.

      Her heart clenched painfully. So many people had died under the twin onslaught of cicadas and Teff fires. And everyone had been affected. Jesse had lost his father. Ben and his daughter had lost her mother, Jazz. Anna had lost her mother. Keiko her daughter and Netsy her entire family. Sam had even lost Henry, his beloved dog. And now I’ve lost Sam too…. She pressed her lips together, holding her breath until the sob in her throat eased. Sam had died saving her and Keiko from Bryce. Sam, who was only here because she’d invited him to help Victor. She couldn’t believe he was really dead…had died right in front of her.

      No. Not now. Grief would squeeze the breath from her lungs and the thoughts from her head if she let it, and she could not risk that while they were still in danger. There would be time to mourn him later, but he’d understand that. Besides, wherever he’d found himself when the electricity bolt had taken him, it had to be better than here. A painful smile twitched her lips. It would certainly involve a lot of barking and a big sloppy welcome from Henry. They’d always been inseparable—at least they’d be together again, and safe at last.

      Hot tears ran down her face. She hugged the children to her. She hated the cicadas, hated them. And the Teff fires and the FeedIt that had caused them, and she hated Bryce Matreus for wanting to weaponize and monetize all this horror instead of putting a stop to it. Slowly, that anger hardened into a fierce resolve. She was going to find a way to stop the never-ending disaster, and Bryce too.

      Victor seemed to be half dozing, and Jesse and Anna fell asleep curled together. The room hummed with anxiety, though barely anyone spoke. Coughs were interspersed with whispers, which were in turn replaced by snores. They were adapting—as humans always did—to disaster.

      Once the children were solidly asleep, Diana extricated herself and went to sit by Keiko and Netsy. “We need a plan. When the cicadas leave, Bryce will be all over us again.”

      Netsy dropped her voice so the people around them couldn’t hear. “What about the boat? Sam hid a boat for us.”

      Keiko stared at the wall across the room, unblinking. “It’s at the other end of the compound. We won’t get as far as the boat, and even if we did, it’d be covered with cicada poison and we have no PPE. Besides, where would we go?”

      Diana dropped her voice too. “We should head to Victor’s house.” She shifted, rubbing her thighs and rolling her neck. The hard floor was unforgiving.

      Keiko turned toward Diana. “Isn’t that the first place they’ll look?”

      “Double bluff? They’ve been there already. If we’re lucky, they won’t believe we’d be dumb enough to go back?”

      Keiko’s gaze returned to the wall. “You decide. I need a lab. That’s it. A lab.” She scowled. “Preferably one without a Matreus associated with it.”

      Her friend was hurting, which was why she was lashing out. They needed a break from the horror, big time. “The ranch might be a possibility, I guess? They might let another couple of people in, especially if we can bring food or meds or something useful. They’re good people.”

      “That might work for you, Diana, but it’s not been my experience that people just want to let outsiders in,” Keiko snapped. “This last few weeks it’s been just the opposite. Besides, there’s not much left they can threaten me with here, and I can do more useful work in a lab than I can on a ranch.” She picked a thread from the sleeve of her ragged Metallica T-shirt. “You’ll take Netsy though when you go.”

      “Of course—”

      “What?” Netsy shifted so she was facing the other women. Jesse stirred in his sleep, and she dropped her voice to an emphatic whisper. “You’re just going to say that like I’m not even here?”

      “Yes.” Keiko glared at her, then softened her expression. “You need to go where you’re safe. Diana has a place. It’s obvious.”

      “No, it isn’t obvious, and I’m not going.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “Uh-uh.” Netsy shook her head emphatically. “No way no how. Not this time. Not after all we’ve been through together. You know I need you, and I know you need me, and neither of us is getting what we need if you offload me onto some strangers. Nope, nada, no. I’m staying here and helping you in the lab.”

      A long sigh escaped Keiko and she pressed her shoulders down. “Listen to me. I don’t need you in the lab. I can get as many assistants as I need. I need you alive.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying, Miss Keiko. You need me alive, and I need you alive. We’re all each other has anymore. We’re family, and where I come from, family sticks tight through hell and high water. Besides…I need someone I trust at my back.” Tears welled in Netsy’s eyes. “You know what happened to me. I’m not going to a place I don’t know—filled with men I don’t know—with no backup…” The air was filled with the razzing sound of cicadas, and the thud-thud-thud of the creatures smashing themselves against the metal door of the garage.

      Diana wasn’t sure she should speak, but Keiko didn’t reply, so she stepped into the silence. “Netsy, I don’t know what you’ve been through and I’m not asking. But I wouldn’t let anything bad happen to you if I can possibly prevent it. I’m not saying you should come, only that if you want to, I’ll do my best to make sure you’re safe, and I absolutely know that Ben and Patti will too.”

      “No offense, Miss Diana, but that doesn’t cover it for me.” Netsy was still staring at Keiko. “I appreciate the offer, but if Doctor Sato is staying here, then so am I.”

      Keiko’s face softened. “This is one of those things you’re absolutely not going to let go of, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, ma’am, it is.”

      Keiko looked up at Diana. “Looks like it’s you and the kids, Diana.” Netsy smiled, and Keiko frowned as her gaze fell on Victor.

      “I know.” Diana bit her lip. “He needs good care, and I don’t like the way Bryce treats him, not one bit. But he won’t leave Anna. And I’m not sure how likely it is that he’d survive an escape, but the chances of us all getting out of the building together…” She stopped to listen. The rhythm of cicadas battering the metal door had dropped, but the sound that made her pause was engines, a great number of them leaving. “Hmmm. What in the world could be so important that people would leave shelter to get into vehicles right now? And use valuable fuel to go out en masse?”

      “I don’t know, but it can’t be good.”

      Diana went back to sit with the children, who were showing signs of waking up. As the thudding of cicadas on the door abated, she racked her brain for a way to get Victor and them across the courtyard safely. Even if it was chaotic, even if she could get them all to the boat, Victor probably wouldn’t survive an escape attempt. He was still in bad shape after his last heart attack, and the stress of escaping would be risky, very risky. And even if he managed to get through the escape itself, and even if she could find out how to get back to the ranch, he could hardly walk all the way across the city, even supposing the children could.

      The sound of cicadas battering the door slowed to a patter, and then it stopped.

      “Do you think they’re gone?” Keiko asked. “Can we go out?” She pressed herself to her feet. “We won’t be able to tell without opening the door to look.”

      “Hold on.”

      A security guard was asleep in one of the cars in the garage. Diana got up, opened the door, and woke him. “Excuse me. Do you have a walkie-talkie? We need to know what’s going on.”

      “What’s going on is cicadas, lady. Leave me alone.” The guard turned away, trying to go back to sleep.

      “No, the cicadas have passed. And if you were supposed to be part of that convoy that just left, you missed it.”

      “What? What convoy?” The guard sat up. “Why would they leave in the middle of a swarm?”

      Keiko rolled her eyes. “Maybe you could find out, genius. Use your walkie-talkie. And while you’re at it, ask your friends at the security outpost if the cicadas have gone and if we can get back to work.”

      The guard did not answer, but clambered out of the car and took out his radio. “Sanchez! Carlton here. Channel nine, over.”

      “Copy, Carlton. Moving channels now.” There was a brief burst of static. “Okay, now on chat. It’s just you and me.”

      The guard moved to the door and listened for a moment or two. “What’s going on, buddy? Was there a convoy?”

      “Was there a convoy? Where the hell are you?” The voice coming out of the radio was tinny, but it carried in the suddenly quiet garage.

      “Garage. Got pretty deafening in here.”

      “You didn’t hear the radio?”

      The guard laughed. “Not with those damn insects slamming against the doors. My ears are still ringing—they really turned it up to eleven. What did I miss?”

      “Site B sent someone up—someone hit the site. It’s pretty much trashed. There were a lot of people in there being tested on, man. It was not pretty.”

      “People? Like, volunteers?”

      “Heck no. They’ve been sending people in from the camps, according to Jerry. Not voluntary at all, but they’re refugees…who’s going to miss them? Who’s gonna even know, right? People dying all over the country, what’s a few here and a few there? Must’ve taken someone they shouldn’t though—they got a visit from the army.”

      “You’re kidding!”

      “No word of a lie, bro. But guess what they left behind?”

      “What?” The guard didn’t seem to realize that behind him the entire garage had gone silent.

      “Only the damn president of the United States! Well, VP, but the old president’s dead, so she’s president now. That Blair woman.”

      “Holy Toledo!” The guard leaned on the car. “The boss is going to like that!”

      “You said it, buddy! Hence the convoy. He wants her here and safe before any of her cronies hear about it and come after her with missile launchers again.”

      The guard turned around to find the entire garage of people staring at him. “Gotta go, the eggheads want something. Are the cicadas gone yet?”

      “Yep. None in the air to speak of. They’re still all over the ground, but not for long I reckon. I never saw so many birds stuffing themselves! There’s even a family of raccoons at the far side. Er, dude… The stuff about the president? Keep it under your hat. You know how Bryce is about leaks.”

      There was a silence. A hundred people watched him silently.

      “Sure, man.” The guard laughed a little nervously. “Eggheads too busy eggheading to listen to a nobody like me.” He made his goodbyes quickly and went to the door, waving his arms. “Cicadas are gone, everyone. You can go now.”

      Nobody spoke as he opened the door and hurried away. People began to edge over to the door and leave cautiously, talking between themselves in hushed voices. Apparently, the eggheads were far from having been too busy eggheading. Certainly Diana and her group had not been.

      “They tested on humans?” Diana whispered.

      “But what did they test?” Keiko frowned. “Maybe… Sam said they’d been extracting the toxin from the cicadas. But why would they test it? They know what it does.”

      “And now Bryce has the president.” Victor struggled to sit up. “This new Bryce is twice as dangerous as the old Bryce.”

      “We need to think about this. All of it.” Diana helped him to his feet, Keiko on the other side of him. “Victor, I think you need to give your login details to Keiko. She needs to find out exactly what is going on here.”

      “The only reason there would be for testing the toxin under lab conditions would be if they thought it was affecting people differently.” Keiko was back in science mode, her tone brisk and clipped. “But that suggests that either there are different strengths of toxin, or there’s something about the people that makes them react differently. What do they know that we don’t?”

      Diana ducked under Victor’s arm, supporting him. “Come on, kids. We need to get Victor back to his room. Keiko, could you grab that crate and bring it in case we need to stop along the way, please? Netsy, can you bring Jesse and Anna, please, and make sure they don’t get any cicada goo on them while we’re outside?”

      “Can do.” Netsy followed them as they tagged onto the back of the line for the door.

      “Let’s get you back to your room, Victor.” Diana pushed the door open and started to negotiate him across the yard to the main complex building. “We need to sit and work out a plan. If nothing else, we’re going to need masks. The smoke is only going to get worse.”

      The compound gates shrieked open on their hinges, and a roar of engines heralded the return of the convoy. Diana exchanged worried glances with Keiko, who darted ahead to drop the crate at the door and came back to take Victor’s other arm. They moved him one step at a time as the vehicles drew in, the gates shut, and guards began to spill out of the vehicles.

      “Netsy, take the kids inside.” Diana murmured. “If these guys have been taking prisoners—”

      “Come on.” Netsy half-ran into the building, the children bolting ahead of her.

      “We should hurry.” Victor took two faster steps, then sagged.

      The lead vehicle drew up right beside them and Bryce got out of the passenger side. “Well, if it isn’t my favorite group of little rebels!” He forced himself between them and the door.

      A group of guards got a woman out of the car. She was tall, with a bandage over one eye, but recognizable as Elizabeth Blair. Dammit. Diana had been hoping the guard had been wrong about the VP. Or the president, she supposed. But Bryce was still talking. “Doctor Sato, you should go inside. Now. Father can stay here with his beloved Diana.”

      Keiko checked in with Diana. When she got the nod, she deposited the crate at Victor’s side and slipped away.

      Victor sat. “What are you up to, Bryce?”

      Ignoring him, Bryce grabbed Diana’s arm. He turned to the uniformed men by the car. “Gentlemen, perhaps you’d bring the president this way.” He marched Diana back toward Sam’s Tesla-coil contraption, now quiet. The coating of cicadas and cicada slime made the floor slippery, and over where the blast zone was there were many bodies, and a distressing smell of burned flesh. Anyone who hadn’t been immediately killed by the plasma bolts from the Tesla coil would have died pretty much instantly from the cicada toxin, she told herself, but it didn’t help.

      “What a mess your friend made, Diana.” He picked his way between the bodies, and she skidded, nearly falling over. “Madam President, what you have here is an industrial accident caused by…” He turned one of the charred bodies over, but the face was unrecognizable with blistering. “Well, possibly by this guy, but who knows. This moron decided that we should make the world’s biggest bug zapper, but instead he nuked half of my staff into oblivion, and then fried himself.” He kicked the body viciously.

      Diana turned her head, the gorge rising in her throat. It wasn’t Sam—it was someone taller and more heavyset, but it was still one of his staff.

      “And do I need to see this?” President Blair demanded.

      “Oh, the zapper is not what you need to see.” Bryce turned to Diana. “This is what you need to see.”

      “Bryce, no!” Victor shouted, but his son paid him no attention.

      Bryce’s punch caught the edge of Diana’s jaw and sent her flying backward onto the gunk-covered concrete. She hit her head so hard that everything went white for a moment, and when it came back, the pain was crippling. Bryce was still talking as he kicked her over onto her stomach and then crouched to grab her hair, forcing her head sideways so she was face to face with that horrifically blistered visage. “This is what happens to people who try to cross me, Stewart!” The smell of burned flesh filled her nose, underlaid by the musty odor of the cicadas. “Your friend died because of you. Say it out loud!”

      She was dizzy and sick with the pain of his grip on her scalp and the bash on the back of her head, and the way he was grinding her cheekbone into the cicada-covered concrete, and it was difficult to concentrate hard enough to hear what he was saying, but he forced her closer to the blistered corpse till her nose touched the hot, taut skin of the massive pustule.

      “Say it!”

      Further behind the corpse was another, mercifully facedown. But it wore a pair of Converse with red laces that she recognized. “He died… He died for me.” She closed her eyes. It was true. Sam had died pulling her out of the danger zone, when Bryce had pushed her into it to fry. Sam had died because of Bryce, not her.

      Bryce let go of her hair and stood up, giving her one last kick in the kidney. “Get up.”

      She set her hands down in the cicada gunk and struggled to her hands and knees. The world whirled sickeningly round her, and she couldn’t tell which way was up. She threw up the little she’d had to eat that morning and retched again until she was bringing up bile. There was a hot wet trail down the back of her head, over her cheek, dripping off her chin. The metallic smell of blood joined the general cacophony of smells, making her retch again.

      “Get up, I said!” Bryce dragged her up by the arm. She couldn’t see straight and she couldn’t keep her balance. The world slipped out from under her and the concrete hit her knees with a thump. Bryce snorted with derision. “This, Madam President, is what happens to people who cross me.”

      “This doesn’t impress.” Elizabeth Blair’s voice was calm, but it had a dangerous undertone.

      Bryce grinned. “Of course not, Madam President. Who can intimidate a Marine? But I want you to know that I have absolutely no qualms in subjecting other people to the punishment I should be dealing out to you. And when I’m finished with them, they won’t be patched up and looked after.”

      Diana raised her head, but it made everything rock sideways, and her vision was getting worse. She retched again.

      Bryce called out. “You two! Over here.” Footsteps came nearer, the crunch of cicada cadavers underfoot. “Take this sad excuse for a human and drop her in the river and watch till she sinks. And when that’s done, go find the boy and drop him in too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Anayeli Alfaro. Thompson Falls, Montana.

      

      

      Anayeli could finally breathe again. The wind had shifted overnight and the thick smoky haze that had blanketed everything was gone. In its place was the wide Montana sky, so clear and radiantly blue that it seemed like some kind of miracle. Having a world that wasn’t tinged a sickly yellow-gray was glorious all by itself. But what was even better was being outside, without a mask on, breathing air that felt smooth as she dragged it deep into her lungs. So long as she kept her thoughts to a very narrow path, she felt almost normal. Or else she’d forgotten what normal used to be like.

      Case in point: Normal definitely hadn’t included riding horses past armed guards at a radio station. It was astonishing what a person could adjust to.

      “Morning, Dylan and Nate.” The two raiders were too old to be teenagers and too young to be men, but Anayeli knew they were fully capable of violence if they were driven—or ordered—to it. It was one reason she made it a point to always be the first one to speak. It was subtle, but it was a way of claiming power. She wasn’t afraid of them. She controlled the narrative. “Nice day, isn’t it?”

      “Sure is a pretty morning.” Dylan, the skinnier of the two, wouldn’t make eye contact. It was a small thing, but small things mattered. Just like the glance Nate threw at Dylan. The two guards were uneasy about something. And there was no sign of Olivia, the surly teenage girl, at her usual post at the radio station door. Weird.

      She flicked a glance at Andrew as they waited for the raiders to pull aside the corrugated metal sheeting they’d used to blockade the driveway entrance, but Andrew’s face was smooth—no furrowed brow, no ticking jaw muscles, no evidence of the clench that was tightening all her muscles as her anxiety ratcheted back up. Fortune fidgeted, either at the screeching scrape of metal across concrete and gravel, or at Anayeli’s growing tension. It was a relief when the makeshift gate was open and they rode through, making their way across the parking area. The abandoned truck was where they’d left it, its windows busted out—the only way they’d all been able to reclaim the weapons they’d locked inside.

      “I won’t take long.” Andrew flashed a glance her way, then dismounted off Manteca in one fluid motion. “You know what you’re going to say?” He worked to untie the bag he’d secured to the d-rings at the back of Manteca’s saddle.

      “Yup. I’ll be quick as I can.” She made her own vault off Fortune, stroked the filly’s neck, and loosened the saddle’s cinch. On the ride from the Curtis family compound to the Thompson Falls radio station, her mind had been as clear as the sky, the tight grip of hypervigilance she’d been holding herself together with loosening. Even the horses had seemed more relaxed, less irritable. As a result, she’d been free to let her mind wander, the way Cricket darted ahead and stopped to sniff and circled back, never straying too far from the main trail. It had felt good to dip into the realm of ideas, follow the most interesting ones, make connections, then circle back to review what she knew and how she would say it. Instead of worrying over contingencies and practicalities, she’d spent the miles on the road between the compound and the station making a mental outline of what she’d include in her next radio broadcast.

      After tying the horses to one of the blackened fenceposts at the edge of the radio station parking lot, there was still no sign of Olivia, or her mother Sonnet, the leader of the raiders. Anayeli didn’t like it. Different meant trouble, and her stomach felt detached and hollow and twisty as she and Cricket followed Andrew to the generator. She stood keeping watch as he squatted next to the generator and opened up the access panel. While Andrew connected the battery cables, he tucked the bag holding two small red plastic gas containers on the ground between his legs—always protecting the most necessary items—Anayeli fine-tuned her plan for her radio broadcast.

      Cricket let out a growl.

      “You almost done?” Olivia’s knife-sharp voice made Anayeli startle, even after Cricket’s warning, and Andrew dropped the screwdriver.

      Anayeli turned to Olivia, the teenaged girl’s face a blank mask. Of the small group of raiders who’d survived the battle at the compound gate, the swarm, and then the fire, Olivia was the most formidable. She was the one with the deepest grudge, the one most likely to be harboring a desire for vengeance. Olivia wasn’t wrong to want justice for how her father had died—Anayeli was no stranger to that feeling. She wanted that for her papa too. Which was why it was not cool the girl had snuck up on them— Anayeli had some ideas of what Olivia might be capable of. “Where’s your mom?”

      “Inside. Taking care of Stewie.” Stewie, the little boy, had been inside the station since the day Anayeli had negotiated the truce with the raiders, recovering from the effects of the cicada swarm for days. “She’ll come out once you go in.” Olivia’s every word was tight, controlled—a study in restrained fury.

      “He doing any better?” The boy’s plight had tugged at Anayeli’s conscience ever since she’d first seen him at a roadside checkpoint, his mother cicada-sick and desperate to send the boy with anyone before she succumbed to the toxin.

      “Some.”

      Getting details out of Olivia wasn’t worth the effort, so Anayeli did another quick visual check of the other two raiders guarding the entrance to the radio station parking lot. They hadn’t moved. Which was good, because it was two against four should the raiders decide to press their advantage. How long the truce between Anayeli and the raiders would last was anyone’s guess—until their food ran out, probably. But that day hadn’t come yet. Which meant the raiders weren’t her biggest worry.

      Anayeli scratched under Cricket’s collar and went back to planning her message. It needed to be tight and informative, something that could be easily passed on from one person to another.

      Even more than the clear sky, her radio broadcasts as La Reina de Corazones were key to making her feel more like her old self. While the compound had lost a lot in the fire, her family was safer than they’d been since the fires and swarms had started. They knew what to do if the cicadas came back. They had shelter. They had food, even if it had to be more strictly rationed than before, and if Brandon were to be believed, they’d be in even better shape as soon as he and Greg went hunting. Which meant she could focus on getting word out to other families about how they could save themselves. That was good. She was doing good. Even if she had no idea how many people she was actually reaching, she was trying.

      Andrew fitted the access door back over the battery. “Just about ready.” He checked the oil and his brow furrowed. “Huh. Wasn’t expecting that.” He pulled one of the plastic containers from the bag at his feet and added more oil.

      “Something wrong?” Olivia asked the question Anayeli had been thinking.

      “Nah, just needed oil is all.” Andrew unscrewed another cap and checked the fuel. It must’ve been fine, because he straightened, took up the generator cord, and plugged it into the station’s circuit panel. Just before he flipped the breaker and switched on the generator, Anayeli did one more visual sweep of the raiders. Everyone was right where they’d been the last time, except Olivia had crossed her arms over her chest. Nothing unusual there, so Anayeli let her eyes drift to the horses dozing in the sun, and lastly to her most pressing worry, the new thing she was going to talk about in her broadcast: the towering white-gray cloud that had been growing all morning on the western horizon.

      She tried to tell herself it was just a cloud. It billowed higher into the sky every time she looked at it, and it looked more like a mushroom cloud, narrow at the base where it touched the mountains, widening as it funneled into the sky. There was no doubt what it was: a pyrocumulus cloud. She’d seen clouds like it before—almost every fire season, she’d been pulled from the newspaper’s crime desk to do weather stories about them. She’d learned how they could generate their own weather, basically, creating winds so strong the meteorologists described them as freight trains or fire-breathing dragons.

      The worst thing about the cloud on the horizon was that a pyrocumulus cloud didn’t just indicate the location of a super-heated fire, it worked to stoke the flames causing the firenados, or turning into pyrocumulonimbus clouds that spawned their own lightning, and could spark more fires. From the looks of the cloud churning ever higher into the sky, any of those scenarios were real possibilities. Then it was only a question of whether there was enough fuel left in the already-burned forest to sustain another massive fire, how close any new fires would rage, and whether they’d devour the swarm, or force it out in front of it like it had before. She hoped none of those things would happen. Because she could warn the people listening to her broadcast about the cloud and what it meant, but no one could do a thing to stop it. And if the wind shifted again and the fire grew, the toxic smoke would be back.

      But those worst-case scenarios were stories for another day, maybe never. She could still hope.

      Andrew flipped a switch, and the generator’s engine chugged, then roared to life without Andrew having to resort to using the pull cord like he’d had to the first time they’d started the thing. Olivia whirled on her heel the instant the engine caught, and headed straight for the station’s main entrance.

      Andrew straightened and gave Anayeli two thumbs up. She waited a breath, then one more, until Andrew smiled. “Get going, girl!” He had to almost shout over the generator. It was the same thing he’d said the day of her first broadcast and she’d gotten superstitious about it, the way actors were superstitious about “break a leg.” Andrew was her good luck talisman. Cricket was her shadow. ‘He’s your daemon, and Roxy’s mine,’ Bailey Rae had said the other day. ‘Like Pantalaimon. From The Golden Compass?’ Part of her soul, in other words.

      Anayeli passed Sonnet on the walkway leading to the front door. The woman looked too exhausted for words, so all she did was nod a curt hello to her. Then she was inside the cocoon that was the radio station. Down the corridor, a door opened and a light blinked on, illuminating the white-tiled bathroom. A figure moved into the space—Olivia—and the door swung closed. Leave it to a teenage girl to head straight to the bathroom the second the power turned on.

      Anayeli slipped into the seat at the control panel. She pressed a switch and leaned toward the microphone. “Good morning, survivors. This is La Reina de Corazones, broadcasting on this fine summer’s day…”

      Anayeli was mid-sentence when the room went dark. The word pyrocumulus died in her throat as the On the Air sign snapped off, leaving a fading glow in the pitch black room. For a fraction of a second, there was silence. She scrabbled her fingers across the control panel and toggled the first switch she found, then the next one. Nothing.

      She was fiddling with the third switch when the yelling started.

      Her heart turned into a jackhammer. The voices were mostly indistinct—the only one she could make out came from the direction of the bathroom. “What the heck? What’s going on?” Whatever was happening was just as much a surprise to Olivia as it was to Anayeli, which was a millisecond’s worth of relief, enough for Anayeli to let out the breath she was holding. At least the raiders weren’t instigating some kind of coup or takeover to wrest away control of the generator and the radio station. Not yet anyway.

      There was more muffled shouting from outside. Andrew. Someone else, too—a higher pitched voice. Sonnet, probably.

      What she didn’t hear was the rumbling growl of the generator that ought to be muddying every other sound.

      Anayeli slammed out of the broadcast studio, Cricket at her heels as she pounded down the short hallway to the main door and burst out into daylight so bright her eyes stung. Shielding her face with her scarred hand, Anayeli threw a glance toward Fortune and Manteca. They were still tied at the edge of the parking lot. Manteca was dozing, his head low, his right hind hoof cocked and resting. Fortune had her front legs spread like a foal and was stretching to lip at the nearest golden stalk of dried grass. The horses were fine. Things couldn’t be too bad. Her heart rate eased, at least until another shouted curse rang out.

      She hurried around the corner of the cinderblock building, back to the generator and Andrew. “What happened?” The swearing stopped the second Anayeli spoke.

      Andrew shot a glance up at her from where he and Sonnet squatted next to the generator. “I don’t know what’s wrong. It just quit.” He tapped the small rectangular screen on the side of the generator. “It keeps flashing different codes and I can’t get it to start back up.”

      As if to prove the trouble, Andrew flipped the power switch. Nothing. He straightened, then jerked on the starter cord. There wasn’t even a whirring noise.

      Anayeli pointed at the twin red plastic containers on the ground next to the generator. “It’s still got gas? And oil?” Greg Curtis had taught them both the most rudimentary basics of keeping the generator running, so he could stay at the compound, trying to organize and repair and salvage whatever supplies they could scavenge from the ruins.

      “Yeah, I checked.” If Carlota had been the one trying to get the generator started, she would have given Anayeli a deathstare plus eye-roll-and-head-shake combo and wouldn’t have bothered answering such an obvious question. But not Andrew. If he was capable of losing his temper, Anayeli hadn’t seen it yet. He glanced between Anayeli and Sonnet. “I’m sorry but I think we’re out of luck. We’ll have to take it back and see if Greg can work some magic on it.”

      Normally they left the generator behind, taking the battery, oil, and gas with them, rendering the thing mostly useless. But Sonnet’s silence, while not exactly unusual, gave Anayeli pause. It was possible to start the generator without the battery. They’d done it the very first day they’d hooked the thing up.

      Which meant the group at the radio station could have been using the generator for hours at a time after Anayeli finished her daily broadcast and went home for the night. Greg had been very clear that using the generator in long stretches would burn up the little oil they had, not to mention the fuel. He’d also emphasized that more running hours meant the generator would need service sooner rather than later—service none of them were qualified or had the parts to do.

      “Sonnet.” The woman and Andrew both went still at Anayeli’s tone—the one she’d discovered she could wield when the crisis had hit. The tone that made people go wary and obedient. “You’ve been using the generator, haven’t you?” If the raiders had burned out the generator… her hands shook and she clenched them into fists to make them stop.

      The woman pressed her lips into a straight line. She wasn’t going to answer. As if Anayeli needed her to. It was obvious they’d trusted the group too much. Her whole body went hot with the desire to yell, but she kept her voice cold. “Guess we’d better hitch up Manteca and get going.” Anayeli checked the sky. The sun was still high. They had plenty of time to get back to the compound before dark, even if they had to go slow so Manteca could pull the generator.

      She almost missed it, being too busy checking the sky. But the horses had taught her to pay attention to the tiniest details, the smallest shifts. As she lowered her gaze from the sky, she caught Sonnet giving the smallest of head shakes.

      “So what if we did use the generator? You left it here.” Olivia’s sour tone broke the silence. The girl had snuck up behind them again and stood, her hair dripping wet and plastered to her head. She must’ve been giving herself a ‘sink bath’ when the power had gone out. “And you owe us. For my dad.”

      “‘So what’ if you did?” Anayeli couldn’t keep the edge from her voice. “You think your being able to wash your hair is more important than broadcasting how people can survive this? It’s only a matter of time before it all comes back.” She waved a hand at the now-clear air. “You’d rather have no generator at all instead of getting to use it a little every day? Because thanks to your selfishness, there’s a good chance this”—she pointed at the generator—“is dead.” Just like every good thing she’d managed to do would be dead along with it. Without the generator, there was no radio station. Without the radio station, there was no way to get word out. The blue-sky optimism she’d started the day with was gone, faster than it had settled into her. The idea that she might be helping someone had been just enough to make her feel almost normal. To keep Papa and Luz and Sid from haunting her. Without the generator, she was useless.

      She gulped a breath. If she didn’t yell at the insolent teenager in front of her, she was going to scream. And if she screamed, she was going to cry. And if she started crying, she wouldn’t be able to stop. “You broke our trust.” Anayeli glared at Olivia, then Sonnet, daring them to speak.

      Of course Olivia did. “You try dealing with a half-dead eight-year-old in a stuffy tomb of a building. See how long you last with no water, with no fan!”

      Anayeli pulled herself to her full height, a litany of all the things she’d had to ‘deal with’ surging in her as big as the cloud on the horizon. But before she could unleash the torrent, Andrew stepped closer to her and laid his hand on her shoulder. A steady presence. “Yeli.” He’d never called her that before. “We should go. See what Greg says.”

      Anayeli walked as they headed back to the compound, too furious to trust herself to ride Fortune, too furious to even speak. Her mood was only made worse by the fact that as the chill of approaching night descended, she could taste charred trees and melted plastic on the air—the smoke was coming back. She still had some small hope that Greg could right whatever was wrong with the generator, even as Manteca dragged it along behind him. Once they got to the dirt road, even if Anayeli had felt ready to ride, she had no choice but to walk along behind Andrew and Manteca, staying next to the generator to help right it if it tipped over. They hadn’t gone far down the gravel road when Andrew stopped, holding a raised fist up, signaling her to stop too. The fact he wasn’t talking made Anayeli go still, straining to pick up any sight or sound out of the ordinary. But the burned-out woods around them was as silent as the graveyard it was. Andrew squatted, put two fingers to the ground, then straightened and waved her forward.

      She led Fortune alongside Manteca and came to stand next to Andrew. When he spoke, his voice might as well have been the whisper of a breeze. “There’s tracks on the road.” He pointed to the snaking trails in the ground at his feet, then gestured forward. “Someone’s ahead of us, headed right for the compound.”

      Anayeli didn’t have to be told twice. She drew her weapon.
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        Ron Frobisher. Llanarth Court, South Wales, United Kingdom.

      

      

      

      Sixty miles of good road was about as useful to Ron as an ice cube in a sand storm, but that’s what stood between him and Mr. Hardy’s yacht—sixty beautiful, winding, country roads between him and the boat that would take him to Claire Moone, then the swarm (or swarms), and then—whatever fresh hell loomed on the horizon. But first, he needed to find out where the hell she was. “Let’s get cracking.”

      “I’ve been thinking about your onward journey, Mr. Frobisher. Bristol Harbor’s a long way from here. Walking will take you days. Even a bicycle is going to take hours and hours.” Davith Jones stood between Ron and the hulking front doors. “Let me rustle up a proper vehicle.”

      Ron’s brain itched to get him in action but all of them—his trusty captain, the fawning shipowner, and his lovely host family—all held him back with worries about this and concerns about that. Davith’s latest time waster was some crackpot idea that there were still cars in the mix. Cut the cord and get going, Ronald. “I get where you’re coming from, Davith, but there are no vehicles. There’s no gas… Sorry, petrol. No wheels—”

      Captain Viv Alva sorted the layers of plastic that covered her from head to toe, careful to check each seam and flap for possible bug access. “No SUVs or ATVs, or, if there are, they’re lemons.”

      “I get that. We haven’t seen a petrol-powered anything since you arrived on your motorbike.” Davith danced around the couple, sketching as he went. “But we have a sled in the garden shed.” He held out the paper he’d been scribbling on with such ferocity. “And we can adapt it to your purpose.”

      The contraption he’d imagined was a Rube Goldberg bonanza, an old-school snow sled with wheels and a mainsail. Davith was a good man, eager and willing and, frankly, furious that his wife wouldn’t let him leave Llanarth to fight the swarm, but just a few pennies short of a full pound. “I—”

      Ron tapped his wrist, though he hadn’t worn a watch for as long as he could remember. “Time.” Every minute they spent dithering was another life lost.

      Viv checked both cans of her respirator, changing a filter and twisting the cap back tight. “How about we go and look for that radio, he builds us this something, and we come back once we’ve made contact with the great Claire Moone?”

      That meant cycling all the way to Abergavenny to hunt for a ham radio that might, or might not, still be there, and then—heaven help us, cycling all the way back in order to pick up this…this what?— Ron inspected the sketch. The proportions were good, the mechanics not impossible, but the rise and fall of the Welsh countryside was solidly against them. “There’s not enough wind to—”

      Davith Jones didn’t need any more encouragement. He took off running for the back door, skidding on the marble floor as he took the corner, and didn’t look back.

      “I packed you a couple of rounds of the mutton stew.” Gwyneth stashed the Tupperware containers in the bottom of Ron’s pack. “They’re more mung beans than mutton now, I’m afraid, but they’ll warm your cockles come dinner time.”

      Viv and Ron inched to the front doors. Ron listened for the telltale hum of the swarm, and when he was satisfied that the coast was clear, pulled Captain Alva onto the front steps. “We’ll be back as soon as we’ve made the call.”

      “Good. Yes, very good.”

      “In the meantime—” Ron had lectured, in detail, on next steps.

      “In the meantime, we make the place secure, debrief anyone who’s been in the field, and update the maps with sightings.”

      “Good.”

      “I’ve been listening, Mr. Frobisher. I’m ready for whatever happens next.”

      He was sure she was.

      Gwyneth hung off his arm as if he was her own kin. “You’re going to do it, aren’t you? This is the beginning of the end?”

      Ron didn’t like big, showy promises—and his mission out into the field had put the fear of the Almighty into him—but that wouldn’t help Gwyneth and the good people inside Llanarth Court sleep any easier if he told them that their chances of success were akin to the Yankees winning the Super Bowl. Of course, the Jones’ didn’t watch baseball or American football, so the joke would be wasted on them. And, in any case, his job was to fill them tip-top with hope.

      He squared his shoulders and beamed a smile at her. It wasn’t a complete lie to say that there was a chance they’d win against the fizzing hordes of deathshakers. He’d seen the bugs die—not one or two, floundering in the dust, but scores of them wiggling their gruesome little butts in the air as they humped themselves to death. He needed to leave them with a reason to fight on. “This is the beginning of the end.”

      “Did you hear that, everybody?” Gwyneth shouted over her shoulder. “Mr. Frobisher here is going to do it! He’s going to free us from this blasted pestilence!”

      The ward emptied, everyone surging toward the front doors, slapping Ron on the back and shaking Viv’s hand.

      “I want you to have this.” Ron didn’t know who was pressing the gun into his hand, but he took it and was grateful. “My father used it in Italy, but it still has a decent action. It’s a Bodeo. Six rounds, double action, can’t go wrong with this little beauty.” He dug through his pockets and produced the oldest box of ammo Ron had seen outside of a museum. “I can see what you’re thinking, but you’d be wrong.” He popped the lid to show several shiny rows of relatively new bullets. “They’re not going to get stuck in the barrel.” His laugh ended in a coughing fit and the offer of an arm from one of his fellow patients. “I’ll be right as rain.” He produced a brown paper bag from his pocket and proceeded to blow into it. “The asthmatic’s latest and greatest,” he said, between huffs. “Go and get these suckers, Mr. Frobisher.” More coughing and huffing into his bag. “So people like me can breathe easy again.”

      The gun owner—who hadn’t introduced himself—dissolved into the crowd, leaving Ron to accept offerings from several more of his wardmates.

      “I know they’re not very practical, but you never know.” Shirley, whose head was still wound about with bandages, pressed a handful of Japanese throwing stars into his hand. “They were my son’s. He was a collector.” She held off a sob, pressing her hand to her mouth.

      Ron didn’t have the heart to tell her that they were shabby replicas, instead tucking them into his top pocket. “I’m sure they’ll be perfect. Thank you.”

      The hands kept coming—the good wishes, the prayers, the endless saccharine hope—precious time racing away from him. He waved his hands over his head. “Thank you, everyone. We’ll do our best.”

      The crowd thinned, leaving Ron and Viv with a small contingent of caretakers and patients. Hardy made a huge song and dance of his goodbye, thanking Ron so many times his arm almost fell off. “You’ll bring her back, I know it!” While the rest of the well-wishers babbled about the cicadas being eliminated, the rich man worried about his boat.

      “You have the Magna Carta, sir.” Another copy of that precious slice of English history had sold for over twenty-three million dollars at auction, and while Ron was no yacht specialist, it seemed unlikely that Mr. Hardy’s yacht was worth that much. He could bring it back or not, but he’d paid his dues. Ron turned, taking the steps two at a time.

      Rhian stood at the bottom of the stone stairs, a bicycle on either side of her. “This one’s slightly smaller, but they both have bars.”

      “It’s fine.” Viv mounted the shorter bike, tucked her homemade PPE into her belt, and did a couple of laps around the gravel driveway “Works for me.”

      Ron threw a leg over the saddle and shot down the road. The wind felt good, the silence better. He hadn’t been left alone with his thoughts since he’d returned from the woods, and he was gasping for a brain breather. The chance of finding a working radio weren’t zero, but they weren’t good. He’d left Porton Down without reaching out to Artemis one more time, which was—in hindsight—a tactical error. All he knew was that Claire had been sent after a crate of cicadas and, from the Glaswegian Warrant Officer with not-quite-loose lips, someone called Grouse had been sent from Claire’s team to America. How they’d managed that was a question he wanted answered. One of several hundred…

      He paused at the arched gatehouse to allow Viv to catch up to him. “You set the pace.”

      “I rode for England.” She grinned. “Not really, but I’m fitter than most.” She sped ahead, pounding the pedals. Her plastic wrap was a worry, flapping in her wake.

      If that gets caught in her wheel she’ll go over the handlebars. He caught up to her and mimicked a tuck. She shot a look at her waist, wobbled slightly, righted herself and shoved a hand into the plastic. It wasn’t perfect, but it’d do.

      The road rose and fell, the light rain more refreshing than irritating. Ron did his best to take in their surroundings, but he saw no evidence of the forest fire Davith had mentioned, but with trees in every direction, there could be a charred landscape over the next hill and he wouldn’t know it. He hadn’t been much smarter, lobbing a grenade into a copse when he’d first discovered he was immune, so he had some sympathy for the errant chap.

      Viv pulled to the side of the road, dismounting in one, smooth motion. “There’s someone headed this way.” The mask muffled her voice, but there was no mistaking her panic.

      They stashed their bikes in the ditch and jogged to the far side of the road, hands loose at their sides, weapons in easy reach.

      Ron curled his fingers around the Italian-made gun, glad of its weight. There was something so reassuring about holding a weapon that was so solid it could kill you with a single blow, as well as end you with a bullet. “Don’t draw. I’ll talk.”

      Viv had a knife at her belt and—if she’d done as he’d instructed—a telescoping baton in her outer pocket.

      The walkers waved, a cheery ‘hallo!’ sounding out.

      Ron returned the gesture, but didn’t let go of the pistol’s handle. “We’re just passing through.”

      A man and a woman drew close. No PPE, no backpacks, and, as far as he could see, no weapons.

      “I’m Bronwen, and this is my husband, Cai.” Neither of them held out a hand to shake. “You’re passing, you say?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Ron didn’t hide his accent, though it was always a gamble to declare yourself a Yank. “Headed to Abergavenny.”

      Bronwen shook her head. “There’s nothing for you there, my sosej.”

      Ron hadn’t been called a sausage before, but he took it as a good sign.

      “Everyone’s moving the other way, on account of the swarm.”

      The adrenalin was instant and absolute, flooding him with wave after wave of flashing lights and sirens. “You know where it is?”

      Cai nodded. “There are trackers, see? Like the tornado chasers, but…well, they don’t have a lick of sense about them.”

      Bronwen rested her hand on her husband’s. “But we’re grateful all the same.” She turned her attention back to Ron. “Those noisy creatures crossed the motorway and were headed to the Garden Center next to The Clytha Arms.”

      Viv shuddered at his side, her plastic poncho rustling like a murmuration of starlings rising from the grass. “You’re not wearing protection.”

      Bronwen nodded. “When your time comes, your time comes, isn’t that right, Cai?”

      The husband grunted, perhaps less enthusiastic about meeting death head on, but he was out and about, every bit as unprotected as his wife, so he’d made his choice. “We’ve been lucky so far. Bronwen’s set us up for the duration. We’ll be dining on rabbit stew for weeks to come!”

      Huh! English preppers! No, Welsh preppers. Not something I ever thought I’d see.

      “And we’re out here, every day, doing what we do.”

      “Getting our steps.”

      “Staying as healthy as we can, just like the Minister for Health advised.”

      In all his years of globetrotting—from war to flood and famine and beyond—he’d rarely met people who listened to the authorities and did exactly as instructed. Maybe in the first couple of days—when people believed it was going to be a short-lived event—but not when civilization had collapsed and the population gone feral.

      “If I may?” Ron produced Davith’s map and a pen. “Could you show me where this Garden Center is?”

      Bronwen and Cai conferred, worrying their way through every pub and gas station in a three-mile radius, using their thumbs to try to gauge distance.

      “About here, I’d say.” Cai shook his head. “Though it’s further from the road than this gives credit. If you were driving, it’d be nothing. Less than nothing. A blip. But on foot, it’s a bit of a challenge, see.”

      Ron took his pen and paper back. If there was a swarm—and it hadn’t moved on again—it was worth the challenge. “Have you talked to the people at Llanarth?”

      “You mean the big house?” Bronwen pointed down the road. “We thought the family had done a runner. Didn’t think anyone was there!”

      “Gwyneth and Davith Jones are in charge of the Bug Out Army.” The name came to him in a flash, but it wasn’t half bad. “They’ll have instructions on what to do, where to go. We’re mounting an offensive against the winged beast.”

      Neither of the walkers so much as blinked, let alone smiled.

      “All in together, eh!”

      The four of them stood in silence.

      He didn’t have tea to offer them and had no idea if their stoic stoniness meant they’d go to Llanarth Court and pitch in or not. “We’ll bid you a good day, then.” Ron stepped to one side to let the couple pass.

      “Good day.” Bronwen and Cai took their leave and marched away just as briskly as they’d arrived.

      “Well, that wasn’t too weird.” Viv echoed his own thoughts. An unprotected couple, marching through the Welsh countryside, apparently ignoring Armageddon.

      “Want to hit the swarm now, or on the way back?”

      Ron stopped, checked that their fellow travelers had turned the bend, then ran back to their bicycles. “Now.” The sooner they dosed the brood, the sooner they’d zombify and shake their tail feathers over each other.

      They hit the road, taking turns to race ahead, the two of them giggling like schoolkids. There was something about being close to a swarm that set Ron on fire. It was probably a blood sugar low, but he didn’t care. He wanted a win. A big win. A win that would show him—and everyone around him—there was reason to fight on.

      The Bronwyns and Cais of the world weren’t for him, dawdling down a country lane as if nothing had happened. They weren’t bad people, they simply weren’t actively good, and that chafed his chaps.

      They came upon the turning sooner than he’d anticipated. He waved Viv down and dismounted. “You stay here. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” No point taking her into the belly of the beast.

      She didn’t protest, leaning her bike against the wall. “Don’t be too long.”

      Ron sailed past The Clytha Arms, the latticed windows still intact, but the hanging flower baskets trashed in the parking lot. Cai’d mentioned the pub grub served there was second to none. Had been, Cai. There’s no pub grub anymore.

      The Garden Center hadn’t fared nearly as well. The doors hung open, the windows fallen in, and part of the roof had been torn off. There was evidence of swarm activity, too. Ron’s heart kicked up as he slid off his bicycle and readied his death kit. If they’d settled in and were dining on what was left of the herbaceous borders and decorative shrubs, he had all the time in the world.

      The sound greeted him first, timbals vibrating in an ever-rising pitch. He took a left, stalking the aisles and inspecting what remained of the stock. There was a pattern, of sorts; the bugs fed, but left a small portion of the crop, or bush, or whatever it was they’d feasted on, untouched. Ron peeled back a leaf. Sure enough, there were termite-like—what had Viv called them—vermites in the stalks of the remaining plants.

      He ran his dusty paintbrush across the undersides of the leaves, but moved on, ignoring his trembling hand and heavy breath. They can’t hurt me. We’ve established that.

      There were several buildings to his south, complete with greenhouses and a farm center, offices, and a kitchenette. The deeper he went—passing doors and half-covered corridors—the more acute the damage. By the time he reached the largest hall, he was almost ankle-deep in bugs. The scale of the swarm took his breath away, cicadas blanketing the floors and walls and tables. If he’d been a lesser man, he’d have thrown his fungal powder at the closest tableful and run for the exits, but he forced himself to wade through the crunching mass, painting abdomens as he went.

      By the time he reached the far side of the cavernous room, his sides were slick with sweat and his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth.

      In the corner, atop a bag of fertilizer or feed, a mess of cicada carcasses drew him on. Something—he had no clue what—had killed them. He pushed his foot through the mound of bodies, but found none of the white plugs that plagued his infected Porton friends. These monstrosities had been finished by something else entirely.

      The hope he’d mustered when talking to Gwyneth bloomed and took root. “Looks like there’s more than one way to peel an orange.”

      The need to find Claire had never been more alive in his mind. With half a jar of powder remaining, but a whole bushel of ideas, Ron pedaled back the way he’d come, found Viv, and set off for Abergavenny and its promised radio.
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        Dr. Diana Stewart. Austin, Texas.

      

      

      

      Diana’s knees had turned to water, and her vision swam and pulsed, and she had to keep her eyes shut just to stay awake. She was limp as a rag from the nausea, and the blood flowing down her neck was hot and sticky. She should have been worried, but the pain in her head was bad enough that it even drowned out the area on her cheekbone which stung like acid. She hung from two sets of hands.

      

      “Get up! Get up and walk, now!” someone hissed in her ear, but she couldn’t. She just couldn’t.

      “Here, let me.” There was something familiar about that voice, and she was lifted into someone’s arms. “Come on, let’s head for the river. Matreus won’t be wanting us to do anything to her in full sight of the building. When we find somewhere quiet, I’ll see to her and you can go back for the kids.”

      “No.” She struggled to get free, not that she could have got away. “Not Jesse…”

      “It’s okay, Doc. No need to fight. The cavalry’s here. Jesse will be just fine.”

      “Ben? Sheriff Ben?” She risked a glance, but her sight was too blurry to make out his face.

      “The very same.”

      Ben was supposed to be on the ranch with his daughter, Rachel. She couldn’t understand how he had sprung up out of nowhere, but relief flooded her. “What—How—ugh.” Nausea rose and she had to concentrate to avoid throwing up again.

      “Don’t worry about that now. Let’s get you away from here and look at that head of yours. Looks like a nasty hit.” He took her into someplace cool where the air was less smoky. “Go for the kids, Cooper. And probably the old man, too. I’m guessing he isn’t in Bryce’s good books either.”

      He set her down, easing her onto a chair. She felt the cool roundness of a water bottle pressed into her hand, and after a few moments the nausea eased to merely unpleasant levels. She opened her eyes cautiously, but her vision was all wrong, as if she was seeing double, but not quite. She was in a shady room, Ben kneeling next to her, his mask pulled up onto his head.

      “Hey, there. Long time no see.” He brushed her bloody hair away from her face. “I need to check your head wound. I’m going to wash it off first, okay? I need to see how bad it is.”

      “Yes. Thank you.” Her brains were thoroughly scrambled, but better to do what needed to be done before Jesse arrived. Seeing her with blood dribbling down her face would freak him out, and she didn’t want that.

      “Let’s turn you around, that way you can lean on the back of the chair.” Once she was straddling the seat, she set crossed arms on the backrest and leaned her forehead on her arms. She was still finding it difficult to balance, but she could remain stable as long as she stayed still. Ben took a wet cloth and cleared away the worst bits of the stickiness, tutting to himself as he did. It hurt like crazy, and she caught her breath and held it, biting her lip so she would not cry out. He disappeared, then came back with gauze and bandages. She sat as still as she could, holding on for grim life while the room bucked and swam around her.

      “That’s better.” Ben’s voice was light, but it had an edge of tension. “Now you look less like you had a brush with Freddy Krueger and more like the Doc we know and love. You hanging in there?”

      “Mmm-hmm.” She didn’t raise her head. She was pretty sure the room would start whirling again if she moved.

      The door slammed open. “Diana?!” Jesse yelled. “Diana, are you okay? Ben?” His running hug hit her like a speeding truck, nearly knocking her off the chair. “I was so worried.”

      “What’s going on?” A smaller lighter voice.

      Diana lifted her head to look—surely that couldn’t be Anna? But moving was a mistake and she had to clutch the chair again for support.

      The door closed and faltering steps neared, followed by the thud of boots. “That’s everyone who’s coming. The rest decided to stay.” The speaker was a young man.

      “Gentlemen, your arrival is timely.” Victor sounded tired, but more like himself. He coughed for a few moments before adding, “Do you have a plan?”

      “This was not part of the plan, sir. But we’ll come up with some way to get you all to safety.” Ben squeezed Diana’s shoulder as he passed. “Cooper, can you go back to the guardroom and grab whatever masks are available? We’re going to need them. The smoke is getting worse out there.”

      “We can hardly just walk out the front gates,” Victor objected.

      “Grandad, what’s going on?” Anna’s voice was shrill and demanding. Like the rest of them, she’d had a lot to deal with in the last couple of hours.

      “Anna, why don’t you go and sit with Jesse for a moment? I have some things to sort out with Mr. Ford here.”

      Anna gave a theatrical sigh. “Fine. Come on, Jesse. Let’s go draw on the whiteboard.”

      Jesse paused. Diana murmured, “It’s okay, Jesse. Just don’t wander off, okay?” She felt him get up.

      “I’m going to draw a house,” Anna announced. A marker squeaked on the whiteboard.

      Ben dropped his voice. “Is your granddaughter going to be a problem?”

      “I don’t know…”

      Diana was chasing an idea through her scattered thoughts, but finally she caught up with it. “The boat. Sam’s boat.”

      “Tell me.” Ben crouched down next to her.

      She risked a glance, but he was out of focus too, so she shut her eyes again. “Sam. He’s dead.”

      “I saw him. I’m so sorry, Doc. But tell me about the boat.”

      “We were going to escape. He hid a boat. But it went wrong, and the cicadas came. Wash off the boat. Toxin…”

      “Will water do it?”

      “I…” Water. She couldn’t remember. Her thoughts were so muddled, and it was so exhausting just hanging on to the back of the chair and trying not to throw up. “What else is there?”

      “Oh. Good point. Water will have to do.”

      “Oil-based. Soap might help.”

      “Di, are you all right?” Victor’s voice was full of concern.

      “Concussion. I hope.” Because if Bryce had fractured her skull or anything serious, it wasn’t going to go well. The only medical facilities she could think of were in Bryce’s domain, and outside of that it was cicadas and cadavers and burned-out buildings and death.

      “Do you know where he hid the boat, Doc? I’m sorry to push but we need to know.” Ben stroked her hair back from her face.

      “I need to…lie down.” Maybe that would stop the world from swimming so horrendously. Ben helped her up from the chair, keeping her upright as he guided her to a space where she could stretch out on the floor. She got down onto her side and he tucked what felt like a jacket under her head by way of a pillow. It was harsh material and smelled of him, but it was better than the musty smell of the carpet.

      “Better?”

      “Maybe not so dizzy.” But her head was pounding, and her vision was cloudy at best. It was less disorienting than the double vision though. “You asked me something.”

      “Where the boat was.”

      “Yes…”

      Once she had managed to remember the quick words Sam had whispered to them, Ben hurried out. Cooper returned with the masks, and she heard him chatting to Victor, but couldn’t concentrate on the words. She wasn’t left alone for long though.

      “Diana? What’s wrong with you?” Jesse buzzed about, his voice raising her spirits.

      “I hit my head, sweetie. It’s making me really dizzy, that’s all.” That’s all. She opened her eyes as he sat down next to her, but he was little more than a boy-shaped blur in a rapidly darkening room. If her head hadn’t been hurting so much she’d have panicked, but she was so overwhelmed that she had no wits left to panic with. She couldn’t stay upright unaided, she couldn’t think straight, and every time she opened her eyes she’d lost more of her sight. Staying wasn’t an option, but with Victor and herself out of commission, escape was going to be a big problem.

      “Is Ben here to get us out?” Jesse whispered. “Only I don’t think Anna will want to go.”

      “I don’t know why he’s here, but I hope he will get us someplace safe.” Well, safer than here. Diana didn’t want to lie to him, but neither did she want to tell him that Anna might not get a choice. “Jesse, my head really hurts. Do you mind if I just lie quietly for a while? We can talk later, I promise. You can go play with Anna if you like.”

      “No, Anna’s in a mood.” He took her hand. “And if you’re sick, I’ll take care of you. That’s what Scab Twins do, isn’t it? We take care of each other.”

      That made her smile, even amidst the pain. “It is indeed. Thank you. That’s very kind.”

      Ben came back soon after. “We’ve got to get going, guys. Our shift should have ended twenty minutes back, and the Captain is in the gatehouse.”

      “The boat?” Diana opened her eyes, but her vision was getting more indistinct by the moment, and the dizziness came whirling back in, tinged with fear. She couldn’t tell what was chair or table, where the windows were—she couldn’t see anything but a darkening swirl of gray and black. In effect, she was blind now, and the timing couldn’t have been worse.

      She tried to keep her breathing steady, but she was lying in the darkness, with Bryce trying to kill her, all his men on the lookout for her, a river and the width of a city in chaos between her and any chance of safety for herself or Jesse—and if the cicadas came, she wouldn’t be able to crawl, even if she knew where shelter might be. Her hands were shaking, and she gripped them together slightly to hide it.

      “The boat’s washed off and ready by the river. The smoke’s getting thicker. Jesse, take these to Diana, would you please?” A pause, and then Jesse pressed some bulky plastic packets into her hand. “N95 masks. We’re going to need them. We’ve taken two each, as the first ones will get wet when we’re in the river, but hopefully with time to dry they’ll be reusable. Cooper, let’s start taking them down to the boat. Doc, I’m going to need to steal that jacket back I’m afraid. Jesse, can you keep hold of Diana for a moment while I put it on? Thank you. Okay, I’ll take it from here.”

      He helped her to her feet. “Cooper, take the kids down with Victor. We’ll be right behind you.” The door opened and shut. “They’re gone. It’s just us two in here. Hang on, lean on the table here. We need to get your mask on and it’s not going to be comfortable with that gash in your head.” There was the crinkling sound of ripping plastic, and then she felt his hands on either side of her head, easing the elastic around. “Di, can you see me?” It was the first time he had called her that.

      ”No.” She gulped. “I—I can’t see anything. At all. I’m in trouble, Ben.” She felt for him and clutched his shirt to stay upright. “I don’t know which way is up, and my brain’s not working right. If you need to leave me behind… No. We need to get Jesse to safety, and he won’t go without me.”

      “Neither will I, Doc. Neither will I.” Ben settled the mask over her face and she yelped in pain as it pressed on her head wound. “Sorry. But you need it, and we need to go.”

      “It hurts anyhow,” she panted. “Not that much difference.”

      His belt radio crackled with an urgent-sounding voice. “Anyone seen Mr. Matreus Senior? He’s not in his rooms.”

      “Time to go.” Ben hoisted her arm over his shoulder and put his other arm round her waist, and Diana started the terrifying, blind walk over rough ground down to the boat. She had no idea how long it took—there was just one cautious step after another, way faster than she would have liked, but Ben didn’t let her fall. They walked along a smooth path and then onto grass and increasingly rough ground, which made her already tenuous balance even more difficult to maintain. As it started to slope down, he gave her a running commentary on how steep it was, where to place her foot, how much further…but then the ground leveled out and they were on the pebbly banks of the river with the water gurgling in front of them.

      “Okay, we’re all here. Everybody in!” Ben guided her closer to the noise. “Sorry Doc, I need to take you into the river a little way. The next step will be in the water, but it’s mostly sand from here on, so the footing won’t be too treacherous.” The water was cold on her feet, despite the heat of the day. He guided her out till it was a little way past her knees. “Okay. I’m going to sit you down into the boat, and then we’ll get you straightened out, okay?”

      There was the squeak of wet rubber. An inflatable, then. He lifted her and the firm curves of the boat shifted and pressed underneath her. With the swaying of the water and the rocking of the boat as the others got in, all sense of stability was gone. She clutched at the sides of the boat, feeling the harsh fibers of a plastic rope under her hand, and hung onto it for dear life.

      “In you go, Jesse. Now you, Anna. Victor, are you all in?”

      The boat lurched, and Anna cried out. “What’s going on, Grandad? Why are we going on the river?”

      “We’re going back to the house for a while, Anna. And Mr. Ford here needs to concentrate, so you need to sit quietly, okay?”

      “I don’t like it. I don’t want to go.”

      “Anna Matreus! You be quiet now, or there will be consequences!” The girl subsided, but not without muttering under her breath.

      “You coming, Cooper?” Ben called.

      “I have a better idea. Throw me your radio.” The boat rocked and swayed. Diana fought not to throw up in her mask as Cooper went on, “I’ll tell them you already left, but that you left this behind. We need to be able to get in again to get to the president without them suspecting us. And I can have the boss send people to the bridges, see if we can spare you the trek back.”

      “Good plan.” The boat rocked again. Diana felt Ben’s weight settle next to her. “Okay, everyone hold on, stay low, and stay quiet. Jesse, pass me that paddle. Thanks. Let’s go.” The boat moved forward and the swaying became more rhythmic. The long swoosh of the paddle in the water was calming, and Diana held on to the sound among the chaos in her mind.

      Shouts came from somewhere above them. “Look! What’s that down there? There’s a boat in the water!”

      “Oh, shoot,” Ben murmured. The boat’s motion became more pronounced, and the gurgle of the paddle took on a harsher, faster tone as he dug into the water harder. “Jesse, pull your hood up. Victor, Anna, do what you can to hide your face. Doc… Well, let’s hope that the bandage and the mask will do.”

      Diana clung to her rope, her heart thrashing in her chest, and strained to hear the voices which were calling to each other from the bank.

      “Where did they come from? Did anyone see them upstream?”

      “Western patrol says no one passed them. Control says Mr. Matreus Senior is missing and they’re searching the place. Could that be him?”

      “If it is and we don’t stop them, we’re in for it.”

      Victor spoke up. “You hear that, Ben?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Want me to take a paddle?”

      “Would that be wise?”

      “No. Bad heart,” Diana intervened.

      “I can paddle. I can help.” Jesse’s answer was pure Jesse.

      “Anything might help.” The grimness of Ben’s voice suggested otherwise, and Diana cursed her lack of balance. She could have paddled unsighted, but not when she couldn’t tell which way was which. All she could do was lie in the boat and hang on to the rope. It was a nightmare.

      The boat rocked and a slosh of spray hit Diana in the face, making her cough, which shook her head, exacerbating the pain.

      “In time with me if you can, Jesse.”

      “Paddle—out—paddle—out,” Jesse muttered to himself. Diana opened her eyes again, but her vision was still dark and chaotic, just when she needed it!

      “On the left, Ben. You see them?” At least Victor could watch for trouble ahead.

      “Yep. If we can get to the middle of the river we should be—”

      A shot rang out. Anna shrieked and Ben cursed under his breath. Someone shouted from the bank. “You there, in the boat. Bring it to the shore or we’ll sink you.”

      “What do we do, Ben?” Jesse was shaken, judging by the wobble in his voice.

      “Just keep paddling, steady and strong.” Ben was right of course. If they were caught there’d be no going back for any of them.

      “I don’t like it!” Anna sobbed. “They have guns! We have to do what they say!”

      “Calm down, Anna. Ben’s a sheriff. He knows what to do when people threaten him with guns.” Victor was the voice of reason. For all his failings—and she’d run up against a bunch of them—she still fundamentally liked the man.

      “I don’t like it!” Anna, on the other hand, didn’t sound like she was on board with his explanation. It was all so hard, not being able to read faces. Half of all communication—for Diana at least—relied on being able to see the rise of an eyebrow or the quirk of a smile. The petulant whine of a child could be anything. Anger, frustration, fear…

      The boat rocked.

      Ben’s voice was calm, but Diana heard the strain in it. “Anna, if you wriggle like that you’ll fall overboard, and your grandfather is in no condition to go in after you.”

      “I can swim! I have medals!” But she simmered down anyhow.

      Another shot. Anna whimpered, and Diana’s chest was tight with stress.

      “Stop the boat! You will not get another warning!” The voices came from slightly behind them.

      “We’re losing them!” Relief sounded in Victor’s voice. “We’re getting away—”

      A third shot rang out. Anna screamed. The boat bucked. The jolt sent pain like lightning through Diana’s head, making everything momentarily white.

      “Anyone hurt?” Ben.

      “I’m okay,” Jesse answered. “Diana?”

      “Okay,” she muttered.

      “Anna?” The panic in Victor’s voice moved Diana.

      “I want to get out! I want my Mommy! I want to go home!”

      “Ben,” Diana reached out with her free hand. He was still sitting next to her, but she needed the reassurance. “I think the bullet hit the boat. It’s going all spongy on this side.”

      Ben whistled. “Dammit. Victor, can you see? Is there a hole?”

      The boat shifted again before Victor let out a curse. “Yes, there is. Just above the waterline. And we’re losing air fast.”
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        Anayeli Alfaro. Thompson Falls, Montana.

      

      

      Anayeli’s worst fear—one of them, anyway—had come true. The compound’s makeshift rubble gate stood wide open. While she’d been gone, the compound had been invaded…again.

      The only thing that kept her from screaming and bolting for the gate in a panic was the fact that Mama, Carlota, Ernesto, and Zara were right there, working to replace the barricade. All of them whole and making themselves useful. But maybe it was a trap. Maybe her family was being forced to pretend everything was normal, to lure them into the compound and into danger.

      Anayeli schooled herself to approach at a walk, leading Fortune exactly the way she would if everything were fine, keeping abreast of Andrew so they formed a small but unified front. Seeing the gun in his hand only made their situation more ominous. It had to be bad if Andrew had drawn his weapon. Inside she felt like she was walking into a haunted house—on edge with the knowledge that the jump scare could come at any time when the ghost or the witch or the zombie would pop out of some hiding place. Only instead of some fictional creature, it would be an enemy, and the attack would be real.

      “There’s trouble.” Carlota’s voice was flat and low, but she wasn’t saying anything Anayeli hadn’t already guessed. It wasn’t just the gate being wide open. It was her sister’s flashing eyes, Mama’s drawn expression, and Bailey Rae’s tight grip on Roxy. Ernesto didn’t stop what he was doing, just kept moving charred wood and sheets of corrugated metal back into place. “You should put that away.” Carlota pointed at the gun Anayeli still clutched in her hand.

      “What’s going on?” Anayeli’s mind jumped from one thought to the next. From what she could tell, there was no sign of struggle. No hint of violence. Carlota wouldn’t mislead her. If her sister said she should put her gun away, then she should. She slipped her gun back in her pack, and Andrew did the same. “Where’s Fatima?”

      “Fatima had to go lie down.” Carlota shrugged. “She was too nauseous. Even before they arrived.” Carlota hooked a thumb to where the door to the Curtis’ home had once stood.

      There was a cluster of strangers gathered around Greg, Angela, and Brandon. Angela clung to the man, and two teenage girls, not much younger than Carlota, stood on either side of Brandon, their arms wrapped around him, their heads on his shoulders. That’s when Anayeli knew. They weren’t strangers. The compound hadn’t been invaded. The new people were family. The rest of the Curtises had arrived.

      “Let me look at you! Oh Dale! I knew you would come. I just knew it.” Grangela rocked from side to side as she hugged the middle-aged man. Dale. Anayeli had heard his name often enough. Angela and Greg’s eldest son, Jeremy’s older brother, the father who had raised Brandon. Even if Grangela hadn’t said his name, Anayeli would have known who the man was. The Curtis men stamped their children with a particular look, apparently, because Dale looked like a sturdier version of Jeremy. Not only that, but the twins had the same set to their eyes, the same too-long nose, the same lean frame as Brandon—no question they were his kin.

      Carlota sidled up next to her. “You should’ve seen it when that guy saw Brandon for the first time. It was a lot.” Her sister put extra emphasis on the last word. If Carlota thought something was over the top…well.

      The way Grangela clung to her son only made Anayeli feel more pessimistic. She had zero doubt what the arrival of the rest of the Curtises would mean. As soon as the greetings stopped, Greg would want her and her family gone.

      Dale pulled away from his mother and shot a look around, as if he were doing the same kind of mental calculations Anayeli was and something had only just occurred to him. “Where’s Jeremy?”

      Anayeli’s stomach lurched. She’d kept her promise to Greg: she hadn’t said one word to Grangela about Jeremy, and it was a secret she detested having to keep. She’d felt the man’s fluttering pulse in those last frantic minutes at the evacuation center, had listened to his final words—and then lost his pulse entirely. There was no doubt he was dead, except in the minds of his parents. His family should know— She moved forward. She had information people were hungry for. No way was she going to hang back politely.

      “Oh, honey.” Grangela leaned away from her son, holding him at arm’s length and peering into his face. “I’m so glad you’re here. My stalwart son.” For a second, Anayeli thought Grangela was going to completely ignore Dale’s question about Jeremy. Then she went on. “You know your brother…” She shook her head as if in mock disbelief. “He didn’t come. Just put Brandon on a helicopter and…I shouldn’t be surprised. He’s never been trustworthy in a crisis, has he?”

      The assessment landed on Anayeli like an anvil. Greg and Angela had their son pegged so wrong. But Anayeli had done her duty. She’d told Greg the truth of what had happened to Jeremy from the very first moment she’d arrived at the compound. Insisting on it wouldn’t do her or her family any good. She stayed where she was, watching.

      “No, Gran. That’s not true—Jeremy, my dad, he saved—” Brandon looked around, his gaze landing on Anayeli and her family, then swinging to Dale and the twins. “Wait. Where’s Mum?”

      Dale visibly sagged, his head dropping. One of the twins let out a low whimper. It was as if the question itself sucked some of the life force out of Dale and the girls. The change in the three of them was undeniable, and the silence that blanketed the group was weighted with terrible expectation—the way the air went heavy and still after the swarm’s buzzing faded into the distance.

      “You have to tell him, Daddy.” It was one of the twins who broke the silence, the one with the long hair.

      “Tell me what?” Brandon looked from his sister to Dale.

      The older man’s face was twisted with emotion, barely restrained. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He swallowed and tried again. “Son, I’m sorry. I don’t know how— Your mum—” Dale let out a strangled sob.

      “No.” Brandon shook his head. “Uh-uh. No. No.” Beside him, his short-haired half-sister openly wept. Brandon pushed away from her, as if he might walk out of one reality and into another more acceptable one. He staggered two steps toward Carlota, then turned back to his family. “I’m an orphan?”

      “No, son. Never. No matter where Jeremy is, you know you’ve always got me.” Dale intercepted Brandon, pulled him into an embrace. “I’m so sorry. We did everything we could, but— She loved you so very much. She wanted us all to be together. That’s why—”

      “I don’t understand. Terri’s gone? She’s dead?” It was Grangela who spoke the unspeakable, the words a jagged shiv that ripped at whatever had been keeping the Curtis family from falling apart.

      The grief was more than Anayeli could bear, too close to the sorrow she kept wrapped up tight just so she could function. She turned away, only to see the faces of her own stricken family—Carlota frozen to the spot, eyes pinned on Brandon. Mama with tears streaming down her cheeks. Ernesto at the barricade, his arms wrapped around his chest, as if he could physically hold himself together.

      “Brit Brat’s mommy died too?” Bailey Rae’s eyes brimmed, and she had Roxy locked in a hug. When Anayeli nodded, the tears spilled and the little girl buried her face in the dog’s fur. They all knew the pain that Brandon was feeling, the grief so strong it might as well have been an undertow that would suck them all out into the drowning sea—the inescapable anguish felt by anyone who had survived the cicadapocalypse as long as they had. They all knew what it was to lose someone who meant something.

      By the time she and Andrew got the horses put away and dragged the generator into the livestock shelter, Zara, Ernesto, and Carlota had finished shoring up the compound gate. By some unspoken agreement, as soon as they were all back inside the shelter, Mama, Carlota, Zara, and Anayeli set about the task of preparing the evening meal, as if it had been decided that the women touched the least by the present grief and least weary from traveling or illness would cook for the group. Anayeli was eager to do it, if only because it was part of her plan to be useful and necessary. Even so, the atmosphere in the shelter practically crackled with a strange undercurrent: they were all waiting for the other shoe to drop. It was amazing it hadn’t already—when there was trouble, Greg wasn’t one for wallowing. He skipped over emotions and went straight to decision and action.

      “Where’s Brandon and the girls? I need them here at this table.” Greg’s voice filled the living space, which was already cramped with all the additional bodies. The table, it was clear, was for blood relations, with Greg lording over its head and Grangela and Dale at his sides. Jeanne stood in the doorway, lingering on the fringe between the bunk Chuck hadn’t left in days and the bustling outer room. Whatever familiarity or easiness the group had developed among each other in the preceding weeks was gone, the new arrivals putting everyone on alert, forcing a rearrangement of the group’s dynamics, as if a new horse had been introduced to the herd and the others were all waiting to see if it would kick and how hard.

      “Dad, they need some time. This is hitting Brandon—” Dale’s shoulders had only gone more slumped in the hours since the family had arrived, as if whatever had been keeping him upright had begun to dissolve the minute he reached the destination he’d set his sights on. Anayeli knew that feeling, but she hadn’t had the luxury of giving herself over to it.

      “Unacceptable.” It wasn’t any surprise Greg was domineering, but the way he treated Dale was a different magnitude of intensity, his tone similar to the one he’d used when he’d spoken to Jeremy via radio. Hard. Unyielding. “There’s decisions to be made.”

      A ripple of silent communication moved between Anayeli, Carlota, and Mama, told through furtive glances. Anayeli wished she could send her siblings to check their packs, make sure all their survival supplies were in order, but that would be giving in before the battle had even been fought. She wasn’t about to do that. Which meant distraction was the only weapon they had at their disposal. Anayeli and Carlota held out bowls to Mama and she filled them. In unison they took the first three dishes to the table—a simple stew of canned beans, diced tomatoes, and corn—and served it to the three Curtises sitting there.

      The arrival of the food did nothing to cut the tension. In fact, it seemed to only make it worse.

      “It’s rude your children aren’t here for dinner.” Greg’s fists rested on the table on either side of his bowl.

      “Gregger…the boy only just lost his mother… And the twins…” Grangela’s voice had a soft, pleading quality to it that made Anayeli bristle. She hated how everyone tip-toed around Greg.

      “Crying won’t bring her back. It’s time to buck up. Make plans.”

      “What’s the rush, Dad? Honestly—” Dale had straightened in his chair, some of his weariness fading under anger’s flare. “I don’t even know where they are.” A weak argument at best.

      “I do.” Anayeli could afford to alienate Dale, if it meant currying favor with Greg. He was still in charge. That much was clear from the dynamics between the two men.

      Anayeli linked her arm through her sister’s, felt Carlota’s resistance to her pull. She met her sister’s gaze, willed her to see whose alliance they needed most, and to agree with her assessment. “We’ll go get them, sí Carlota?” Her sister nodded. They’d gotten along better since…everything. They didn’t have much choice but to trust each other. “And there’s something I need to discuss with everyone too.” The issue with the generator had every chance of being the final straw that would get her and her family kicked out of the compound, but Anayeli exposed secrets, she didn’t keep them. Even if it was just for a few minutes, some perverse part of her wanted to get Greg on his back foot. Let him stew about what she had to say, instead of the other way around.

      Andrew stood, motioning to Ernesto. “I’ll help María.” He went to the stove to collect more bowls of stew to deliver as Anayeli and Carlota slipped through the door that led to the livestock shelter.

      They found the siblings in the back corner of the storeroom, huddled together in a way that made Anayeli think of kittens curled together, taking comfort and warmth from the press of each other’s bodies.

      Anayeli hated to interrupt them, all because of some old man’s power trip. “I’m sorry to bother you, but Brandon, your granddad is asking for you.”

      Brandon shook his head, his eyes red, either from crying or trying not to. “Gramps can wait.”

      Carlota squatted in front of Brandon and put her hand to his knee. The gesture was casual enough that she might’ve been steadying herself, except Carlota didn’t run around just touching people. “There’s nothing that can make losing your mom any better.” Brandon looked away, but his sisters kept their eyes pinned on Carlota. “Except maybe time. And being with people who know what it’s like. Like we do. Like your sisters do.”

      “What do you know about it? Your mom’s in there.” The twin with the long hair, jutted her chin out, but her eyes welled with unshed tears.

      “Our dad burned alive in the very first fire.” Carlota didn’t mince words. Could afford not to, because she hadn’t been there. Hadn’t seen him go down. Hadn’t seen—Anayeli had to look away, her lips tight against the sob that was twisting her throat. “Our sister drowned trying to run from it. So we get it.”

      Carlota let the truth soak in for one heartbeat, two. She left her hand on Brandon’s knee. “Your Gramps is going to kick us out now that your family is here. Pretty sure that’s what he wants to talk about. So if you have some thoughts on the subject, it’d be good if you went back in there.”

      Brandon shifted and Carlota removed her hand as he pushed to his feet. “Right.” He let out a heavy sigh, then squared his shoulders. “Guess we’ll have this argument again.”

      Anayeli and Carlota followed the trio, pushing the generator.

      There was nothing new in what Greg had to say. They didn’t have space. They didn’t have the resources. The garden was gone. The hunting was going to be near impossible, the game injured or killed or gone after the fire. There were people in the group who didn’t have useful skills. He didn’t look at Bailey Rae or Ernesto or Carlota or Anayeli when he said it, but they all knew exactly who he meant. Only one thing was new. “We can’t afford to have careless people among us. And her carelessness”—he did look at her then, pointed a finger right at her— “ruined the generator.”

      “It might be fixable—” Her attempt to get Greg on the defensive was destroyed the first time Carlota opened her mouth.

      “No.” Carlota’s voice was a lit fuse, the sizzle cutting through the noise, stopping the pathetic argument Anayeli had been trying to make. “It was kindness that ruined the generator. And decency. It was helping people who needed help. Just like we’ve helped you at every turn, working as hard, if not harder, than the rest of you to keep this compound running, to sift through its ruins, to protect it. And if you want to fault us for being good people, if that’s why you want to kick us out, then that’s on you, Greg.”

      Like a devouring flame, Carlota’s truth bomb sucked all the oxygen out of the room. At least until Greg found his voice. “I won’t be guilted for taking care of my family. You people weren’t prepared—”

      Anayeli’s cheeks burned hot. “As if anyone could have been prepared for what we’ve experienced!” She bit back the rest of what she wanted to say: even Greg himself hadn’t been prepared.

      “Gramps! We’ve been over this! If you send them away, then I…” Brandon put his hand out to Carlota, but didn’t finish the thought. He couldn’t give the ultimatum he’d used to convince his grandfather when they’d first arrived at the compound gate. Anayeli could guess why the words stuck in Brandon’s throat. The first time Greg had wanted to send her family away, it had been easier for Brandon to pledge his allegiance to Carlota, to Fatima and Bailey Rae and Zara. Then he hadn’t had his own sisters standing next to him. Leaving the compound was an empty threat, and if Greg didn’t know it yet, he would as soon as he called Brandon’s bluff.

      They were screwed. They had the most tenuous connection to the Curtis family—a link to the son Greg and Angela clearly held in contempt.

      “Stop it, Dad.” Dale had stood up from the table, his voice growing in intensity with every word. “No one is going anywhere. We all made it here together. Because we helped each other. Because we made a community when society was devoured before our eyes. Anyone who wants to stay here should be welcome, and if you have issue with that Dad—” Dale put a hand over his heart. “You won’t find any support for it among us. And you’re not the man I thought you were.”

      Greg stood, the knuckles of his fists pressed into the table. “What happens when your sister gets here? All the way from Australia? Am I supposed to turn her away? Tell her there isn’t enough room or food or water? Is that what you want?”

      “We work that out when we need to. We’re stronger together, Dad. You taught us that. Or was that all a lie?”

      “It’s easier to break something than fix it. Easier to pull someone down than lift them up.” Greg stalked away, dragging the generator with him. He stopped at the door that led back into the livestock shelter. “Maybe you have to learn that the hard way. When we all start starving. Or maybe we should have a vote. Tomorrow.” With that, he disappeared into the darkness and with him, hopes for peace.
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        Ron Frobisher. Abergavenny, Wales, United Kingdom.

      

      

      

      The town’s dead had doubled, bodies stacked with neither sense nor order, as if some giant snow plow had pushed its way through the streets, shoveling bodies ahead of it. The combo of dead bodies and gutted vehicles meant stashing their bicycles was the smartest choice. Navigating on foot was the only way to go.

      Captain Alva bent over, hands on her knees. “Give me a sec.” The shudder that had set up shop in her chest before moving on to her shoulders was too fast, too dramatic, reminding him that she was a civilian. She’d seen death, but possibly not on the same scale as they were seeing, which would explain why she was freaking out.

      “Think of them as mannequins.” He stepped over and around arms and legs, eyes always a foot or two above the recently and not-so-recently deceased.

      Alva didn’t move from her spot in the center of the cobbled street. “I think I’m going to heave.”

      Ron clapped his hands twice, jolting her upright. “Repeat after me: calm seas, plain sailing.”

      She rolled her eyes. “It doesn’t work, Frobisher. This is gross. Monstrous. This isn’t something—” She gulped, craning her neck back so that her eyes were skyward. “You can’t talk your way out of a physiological reaction.”

      You can and you will. “Calm seas, plain sailing.”

      She reached for her mask.

      “Do not—I repeat, do not remove that mask.”

      “I can smell my own bile.” The tears rose, and with them her voice.

      “I don’t care if you can smell ten dead kippers and a trash panda’s lunch, you’re going to keep that seal tight or we’re going to part ways.” They weren’t. She was his ticket to the open seas, and he couldn’t afford to lose her. “Viv? Viv! Look at me.” He gripped her arm and squeezed her bicep. “You’ve got this. There’s nothing we can do for the dead, but the living…” He paused until her breathing slowed. “They’re counting on us. All of them. Now.” No pressure.

      “That’s good. Yep. Talk about the living.” She used him to steady herself. “Tell me the plan again.”

      Ron managed not to roll his eyes. Time was tick-tick-ticking away, and they’d barely cleared the first hurdle.

      “I need the distraction. You can recite Three Blind Mice for all I care.”

      “We find Claire. She takes us to the swarm. We sprinkle my magic fairy dust on the—”

      Viv laughed. “By ‘magic fairy dust’ we mean a fungal pathogen?”

      “Tomato, tomaaahto!” She was coming back down to Earth and that was all Ron needed to know. “One foot in front of the other. Don’t let go of me. We’re almost there.”

      Davith had been adamant that the amateur radio club met on Wednesday evenings in the community hall, above the repurposed chapel. His map was detailed, shops and pubs and places of interest, all crammed onto the page. There was signage enough left amongst the wreckage for Ron to orient himself.

      He clutched Viv’s hand, navigating the dead with their open wounds and gaping mouths and rivulets of dried blood streaming from noses to ears and then the ground. By some accident of biology, he’d been spared a viscous, hacking death—and if the swarm returned, he’d be spared again—but Viv had none of his resistance, so they needed to pick up the pace. “A left, a right, and a jog up a hill and we’re home free.”

      The arching latticed windows of the chapel towered into elegant peaks above them, the façade mercifully untouched. The heavy, wooden doors were locked.

      “Stay here.” Ron jogged along the side of the building. There were faces—people inside—drawing back from the window as soon as they spotted him. “Hello, there!” Ron waved both arms over his head. “We’re looking for a radio. Shortwave.”

      There was an antenna tucked on top of the bicycle shed—around the back so as not to spoil the historic views—but it meant he was on the right track.

      “We won’t take more than ten minutes, fifteen max, of your time.” By the time he’d made a full circuit, Viv had made contact with the residents, leaning up against the door and making their case.

      “We’ve got a cure.”

      Ron didn’t catch the muttered question from inside the chapel.

      “Yep, something that works. For real this time. We just need to reach our friends…”

      The bolt was drawn back, metal screeching on metal, and the door cracked a couple of inches. “You can come in. He stays outside.”

      Ron hadn’t counted on being left out in the cold. He needed to talk to Claire. He removed his Bodeo from its holster and set it on the ground, followed by the box of ammo. “I won’t leave your sight. I won’t touch anything, take anything, nothing. I just need to reach out to—”

      “No. Just her.”

      Viv turned her back to the door, mouthing ‘I can do this’ at him.

      “Get her coordinates. Find out how many swarms are in play. Ask if there’s more than one way to get rid of them.” Dammit there were too many questions for a single call. “The coordinates are the thing. We need to find her.” He stepped away from the entrance, collecting his gun as he went. “I’ll be right here.” He wanted to add a threat or a warning—do not touch a single hair on Vivienne Alva’s head—but the people inside the chapel were jittery enough as it was.

      The door opened—a slip of a girl ushering Viv into the lobby—and clanged shut just as fast.

      The silence of the city wrapped Ron tight in its embrace. The wind pushed a couple of branches around, but there was no traffic, no sirens, no church bells. He wanted to explore, but he didn’t want to leave Viv, so he backed up against a side wall and waited.

      A note pierced the silence, deep and resonant. A bell, maybe half a mile away? Doors opened, people pouring into the streets, bowls and plates and mugs in hand. Ron kept to the wall, a stranger who had no place in this weird, neighborly dance.

      A short man in a frock coat and tricorn hat—pure throwback to another century—strode the center of the road, a bell in each hand. “Protein to the left, carbs to the right. Anyone with eggs, take yourselves to the top of the line. Righto! When I say go, go!”

      Almost everyone who’d come out shuffled to the right, chatting and lifting lids. It was a swap unlike any other. A woman with two eggs bartered for flour and sugar, taking home three times as much as she’d left with.

      A ramekin of honey went for a hare and, best he could tell, a roll of toilet paper. There were used tea bags, baggies of coffee grounds, blankets, tin cups, and at least four cans of dog food. The chatter was brisk and convivial—the value of each item was settled on fast, goods exchanging hands at lightning speed.

      A kid barreled around the top of the street. “They’re coming.”

      Everyone scattered, scrambling for their doors and emptying the street in seconds. The frock-coated man hammered on a door with the heel of his fist. “Let me in!”

      If it was the swarm—if they were about to be inundated—tricorn man needed cover now. Ron dashed into the street. “Here.” He shoved his jacket at the man. “Lie down and tent it over your head. Keep your hands inside.”

      “Wait, what?” He didn’t take the jacket. “How’s that any use?”

      “The swarm?” Ron couldn’t hear them, but what else would cause such instant panic?

      “No. The English.” He smacked his hand on the door a couple more times. “Don’t leave me out here. I claim protection.” The door opened and the man tripped over the step and fell inside.

      What does that even mean? The English are coming? Ron slunk back to the ornamental garden outside the chapel and lay down by the wall, careful to keep himself as flat as possible. The buzz of engines sounded about as un-English as possible, high and whining, like a flotilla of miniature lawnmowers. He racked his brain for ideas as to what was coming, but drew a blank.

      The shadow came first, then the dense black plastic of the drone. One, two, ten of them raking their way down the street and hovering at windows. He was busted, but by what? A machine? The operators couldn’t be far away, but far enough for him to make a run for it. He no more wanted to be captured by the English than any other man. There’d been a store a couple of streets back—whitewashed walls and a bright blue door—that looked semi- rather than fully trashed. He scrambled to his feet, pulled his backpack back on, and took off running.

      A drone gave chase, but it was clumsy and bumbling. Ron dodged around a trash can and made for the blue door, scrambling over upturned chairs and tables, all the way to the back room. He found himself in an abandoned kitchen, the windows gone and the back door ajar. The freezer.

      The steel door weighed a ton. He had to trust Viv would find him. There wasn’t time to fashion a wedge that would keep the drones out and allow him to escape once they’d cleared the area. He pulled it shut behind him, backing into a rank side of beef before he slid to the floor, his breath hitching in his throat.

      ‘The English are coming.’ That had to be code, surely? The English weren’t literally invading their neighbors to the west for food! Or… What else was there? Clean water, perhaps? He’d almost gambled his life on the purity of a local stream.

      The lockup wasn’t cold, but the dark was absolute. His jacket was slick with ooze from the rotting meat, and the stench knocked the wind out of him. He hiked his shirt over his nose and held his hand fast. The drone knocked around the kitchen, plastic on stainless steel with the occasional clatter of crockery landing on the slate floor. Typical British invasion. Trash the place while looking for prisoners. Idiots. It’s going to be years—perhaps decades—before we can do anything as simple as create cups. Be careful out there, you dingbats! He chuckled, but brought himself up short when he realized he’d backed himself into a steel box with no way out. Who’s the dummy now, eh!

      He slid across the chilly floor and pressed his ear against the door. Viv wouldn’t find him unless he made some noise—the same noise that would bring the English—or whoever was out there—down on his head. Time was his only weapon; he had to wait the drones out, then signal for help. Unless…

      There was a steel shelving unit to his left, stacked with boxes. Whatever they’d housed would have spoiled, but the side of beef—every bit as gross as the bodies in the streets—hung from a massive hook. He felt his way toward the back of the walk in, took a deep breath, and palmed the beef, the rot so deep meat fell from the bones as soon as he touched the carcass. He yanked—hard—then lifted, his hands deep in the ruined flesh. If it had been frozen, it would have come down after one, good tug, but instead it came away in bits. He crouched and sorted through the bits, but the hook was nowhere to be found.

      He wiped his hands down his pant leg and felt for the shelf. He pulled on it as hard as he could, and while the boxes jiggled and shifted, the shelves themselves held firm. Slow and steady. He nudged a gap between the boxes on the bottom shelf and tested to make sure the structure would bear his weight. The steel groaned as he heaved himself higher, but there was no bucking or swaying. Four slats later his hand felt for the ceiling, groping his way to the bar and, finally, the hook. He tossed it into the soft meat below and let himself down almost as slowly as he’d gone up.

      Hook in hand, he jammed his ear up to the seam where the door met the frame. Silence. The drones had moved on, or lay in wait the other side of the inches-thick slab of steel, but he’d have put money on them moving on. Who’d stick around to investigate a dude dumb enough to lock himself in a meat locker?

      He ran the hook down the length of the seam, but it was flush, the alignment perfect. The hinges were on the outside. No joy there. But where the handle should have been was a panel measuring about ten by ten inches, just as smooth as the rest of the door, but still: a weak link. The sharp edge of the hook was thick, but not dull. He leaned into the operation, working the top of the panel until it finally separated from the door. From there it was a mere thirty sweaty and sweary minutes until he had the whole thing on the floor and was faced with the interior mechanism of the handle. His shirt was a mess of beef blood—slick in places, sticky in others—but he wrapped it around the curve of the hook and used the narrower end as a battering ram, jimmying the lock until it finally gave up its secrets with a clatter and a clang.

      He eased the door open, ready to back up into the heap of rotting meat if the machines came at him, but the hum and buzz was a thing of his imagination. The kitchen was clear. Spine pressed hard against the wall, he crept toward the front door, stopping only to dismantle a chair and make a cudgel out of one of the legs.

      The street was empty, but the drones could be perched up a tree, behind an abandoned car, or inside one of the ever-present trash cans. And even if he took every last one of them out, he only needed to be spotted once for The English—he still had no clue what that might mean—to have his position. They might be ten klicks away, but they might be around the corner. If the survivors of Abergavenny were so afraid of these invaders that they’d leave a man in the street to die, they had to be a mighty force.

      Ron snuck from one hiding place to the next, only stopping when he caught his reflection in the remnants of a store window. Streaked in congealed blood and wearing only his undershirt, there was something about the sight of himself that was off. He looked like Ron Frobisher. Hell, he even smelled like certain iterations of himself. He’d been to some funky places and done some weird stuff. But Ronald Frobisher didn’t run. What was that about? It wasn’t that he’d been scared of the drones. More like an instinct—older than him, and perhaps wiser—had set his feet in motion.

      Not so wise that it knew not to shut the stupid walk-in door.

      He wasn’t about to go hunting for—what had Viv called her?—the mighty Claire Moone in his undershirt. He stepped over the showcase and into the store, picking through the debris. Most of the wares were long gone and it wasn’t a total surprise that the only thing left behind was a T-shirt in the returns bin, wadded up and cast aside. He held it up to his shoulders. It’d fit, though it was a toss-up as to whether that particular fashion crime was better or worse than wandering through the apocalypse in a beef-blood stained sleeveless T. Abergavenny’s castle was depicted in prime reds and blues, while the fire-breathing dragon was quoted as saying FFWL TRAMORWR. The Joneses had referred to him as a “tramorwr.” He might be a tramorwr—he felt like a foreigner in a foreign land, even though he was as much himself as he’d ever been—but there was something niggling at him. Ron Frobisher doesn’t run.

      He peeled his sleeveless shirt off, turned it inside out and used the one square of unblemished fabric to wipe his arms down before donning the massive shirt.

      A buzz, faint but unmistakable, jolted him out of his pocket of self-doubt and back into the present. Drone or swarm, he had to be ready. He reclaimed his chair-leg cudgel and raced to the door. The street was just as he’d left it, eerie and empty and begging for tourists or locals or anything other than the wind-blown trash and fractured silence.

      Again, the buzz ate at his nerves and sent his heart rate into the higher numbers his doctor warned him against. A dog rounded the corner, tail down and ears up, scrounging her way through the weeks-old trash and whimpering.

      “Psssssst.” Ron couldn’t abide the thought of a dog being caught by the swarm. He’d seen enough death. He wasn’t about to stand by and witness another. “Hey! Who’s a good girl?”

      She turned, tongue out, and looked in his direction.

      “Good girl. Come to your Uncle Ron.” He bent low and held his hand out.

      She didn’t move, though the lifted paw meant she was ready to bolt.

      Ron crept out of his hiding place, hunched low, and crossed the street, willing her not to run. “You’re okay, girl. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      The dog stayed put, melting into Ron’s arms just seconds before the swarm rounded the corner.
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        Dr. Diana Stewart. Colorado River, East of Austin, Texas.

      

      

      

      Diana could feel the taut rubber of the boat going soft under her. She dropped her voice so the children wouldn’t hear. “Ben, this thing’s deflating fast.”

      

      “That’s not good.” Ben’s voice was strained from paddling.

      

      “How near the shore are we?” She blinked furiously but all she could see was a mass of gray, lighter and darker spaces, and black. This was not the time, dammit!

      “Not as near as I’d like.”

      “Are we going to drown, Grandad?” Anna was crying in great sobs.

      “How could you? You have a medal, remember? You’ll be swimming as happily as a little fish.” Victor was good at calming people—he’d always had excellent social skills—but Diana was seized with dread. Anna might be swimming as happily as a little fish, but Victor certainly wouldn’t. His heart had already had more of a workout than was ideal.

      There had to be something they could do! But she was pretty sure that if she tried to move around the boat so someone else could get to the damaged part, she’d just get dizzy and fall in. All she could do was lean, half-lying on the side and hold on… Wait. “Victor, where’s the hole? How far down from the rope here?”

      “About four inches.”

      “Where, exactly?” She shifted her weight toward the edge of the boat, pulling herself closer with the rope, and then reached her other hand over the side.

      “Toward me a little. A little more. Now down. No back a bit. I mean back toward you. Down a bit more. There, do you feel it?”

      “I do.” She poked her finger in the hole. The air pressure pushed against it, so she pushed harder. “Okay. That should plug it a bit. Don’t know how long.” Holding her arm there was a strain and the blood pounded painfully in the back of her head.

      “Soon as I find a landing place, we’ll pull in,” Ben told her.

      “Where are the shooters?” Was that even the right word? She was too brain-scrambled to tell.

      “Behind us. They’re out of sight now.”

      “They’ll follow.” Victor coughed hard. “Bryce is not one to let things get away from him.”

      “Daddy will come and help us,” Anna sobbed. Neither of them answered that, though they’d have to have the conversation at some point.

      How long they were in the boat, Diana could not have said. It was a whirling nightmare of nausea and disorientation. The only anchors she had were her death grip on the rope, the strain of holding her finger in the bullet hole, her hand cold and numb in the water, and the pressure of Ben’s thigh on hers, flexing and releasing as he paddled. Every so often water splashed in her face, wetting the mask and making it more difficult to breathe, and she had to fight nausea the entire time.

      Putting the mask on had been painful. It pressed on her rapidly swelling cheek, and the elastic went across the wound on the back of her head. That pain had settled into a manageable throb, but she knew that if she had to tear it off to throw up, it would be agonizing. The acrid taste of the smoke was in her mouth, and it wasn’t helping. Every so often she opened her eyes; all she could see was blurry shadow. The dimness of her sight could be the smoke, of course, rather than her vision, and the smoke made her eyes sting, so she closed them again, but she dared not ask the others what they could see.

      The others talked and argued in low voices, but she was past listening to it—she just clung to the rope and concentrated on keeping the hole blocked, and endured. The boat was getting softer and she was afraid that it would sink under them. Her shoulders burned and the blood pulsed painfully in the back of her head, until she was afraid that it was doing some kind of damage to her brain.

      Eventually the boat grated on solid ground. Diana felt Ben leave his seat next to her and then the boat jerked and jolted its way further up the beach. Water spilled over the side. She spluttered, trying to sit up, and he was there, helping her. “Everyone out,” he panted. “Get under the bridge and stay there. Let’s not be too visible from the road. Ready, Doc?” He pulled her to her feet. “Okay?”

      “Ugh. Not loving the nausea.” She leaned on him, and though everything was still whirling about, the sensation wasn’t quite as chaotic as it had been.

      He guided her to a cool place. “We’re going to sit down here, okay?”

      “Okay.” Sitting down was scary too, when she had no idea what was around her, but he lowered her gently onto some kind of firm surface. “Where are the kids?”

      “Poking about under the pilings.”

      “Victor?” She set her hands down on either side of her. She was sitting on stone or concrete. There was a column at her back.

      “Here.” Victor was over to her right.

      Ben steadied her. “How are you getting along?”

      “Can’t see a damn thing. I don’t suppose it’s pitch black with smoke, is it?”

      “Sorry.”

      “Well. That’s not ideal.” She tried not to panic, but without her sight… That was not something to think about when her head was fuzzy and buzzing. She rallied herself. “But I have a better sense of which way is up than I did at first.” She leaned back, careful not to hit her head. “What’s next?”

      “We hope Cooper’s friends get here before Matreus’ guys do.”

      She was so tired. She just wanted to find somewhere quiet to lie down and stay there till everything went away. “Are we better off down here, or up near the road?”

      “That’s what I need to find out. I’m going to sneak up to the road and have a look round. You should be fine down here. Unless someone comes along the actual riverbank, you’re pretty well hidden. Victor, we’ll need you to watch for anyone following. I’ll send the kids back here as I pass.”

      “Be careful, Ben.” She had a sudden urge to cling to him and ask him not to leave, but that was just panic talking. “If we get separated from you, we’re in trouble.”

      “Duly noted.” He squeezed her shoulder briefly. “I’ll be back as quickly as I can.”

      She listened to his steps crunching away on the pebbles that lined the river. There was a quick exchange of voices, and then the twin crunches of Anna and Jesse coming back.

      “I got here first!” Anna was jubilant. “I got here first, and you’re a slowpoke!”

      “Am not!”

      “Are too!”

      “Am not!”

      “Are too! Isn’t he Grandad? I got here first and he’s a slowpoke!”

      “Well...” Victor’s uncertainty shone like a beacon. “You did get here first, honey, that’s for sure. But that doesn’t necessarily mean he’s a slowpoke.”

      “But I won and he lost!” Anna actually stamped her feet, the gravel crunch too loud for comfort. That kid was used to winning things.

      Jesse was still out of breath from his running. “What’s that? Over there?”

      “Is that another boat?” Of course, Victor wouldn’t have his distance glasses handy. “Kids, can you see what it is?”

      “It’s a black boat like this one, with lots of men in it.”

      “Have they seen us yet?” Diana’s heart sped up again.

      Victor dropped his voice to answer. “I don’t think so, not yet. But they will if we stay here.”

      “We need to hide, and to be quiet and sneaky about it, which isn’t going to be easy.” Diana nerved herself to stand up again. “Jesse, let me put my hand on your shoulder. My eyes aren’t working right, so you’ll have to lead me. Victor, is there anywhere where we won’t be seen?”

      A little hand took hers and put it on his shoulder. “What’s up with your eyes?”

      “Later, sweetie. I must have rattled them all the way around when I hit my head!”

      He snorted. There’d be more questions later.

      “We can go and hide up there where the bridge meets the ground.” Victor was next to her, and sounding thoroughly rattled. He’d never been a good man in a crisis.

      Jesse started moving and Diana stumbled after him, every step a guess. “Anna, run ahead and find us a good place, then watch and see if the boat changes course. If it does, wave to us. Victor, keep an eye out for her wave.” The crunching of gravel told her Anna had run back up the hill. Victor took her other arm, which made her feel a little more secure, and together Diana, Victor, and Jesse started to make their way painfully and slowly up the unseen slope to the hiding place.

      The hiding place stank, partly of urine, but also with a tinge that Diana had come to recognize in the past few weeks.

      “Anna’s waving. The boat’s turning into the shore.” Victor’s breathing was getting more labored than she liked. “Maybe we should go further under the bridge?”

      “Maybe not.” She sniffed again. Through the acrid harshness of the smoke there was a repulsive overtone. “I suspect Anna wouldn’t like to come face to face with putrefying…stuff.” She didn’t want to say ‘a dead body’ with Jesse listening, though he’d seen his fair share of cadavers in the course of their journey.

      “Anna wouldn’t like that.” He was breathing heavily. “She’s waving at us.”

      “Stop for a moment and catch your breath, Victor. Jesse, can you see what the boat’s doing?”

      “It’s a bit further up than us, but they’ve nearly gotten to the riverbank.”

      “Okay… How far are we from where Anna is?” She couldn’t see to make a decision, dammit, and now she was relying on a six-year-old for data.

      “About as far as we came already. That bit’s tricky though. It gets a bit slidey.”

      Diana’s head was hurting, but Victor had started to lean on her other arm rather than support her. He wouldn’t get much further. And without Ben being there, that meant that she was in charge. “Right, I don’t think we’ll get much further in a hurry. We’ll have to chance going under the bridge here. Are there any trees or bushes? Anything we can hide behind?”

      “There are a few a little ways in,” Victor answered.

      “Jesse, wave to Anna and get her down here quietly, please. Victor, let’s get to those bushes and be sure we can’t be seen from the shore.” But as they got moving again, the stench grew stronger. “Jesse, I need you to be prepared. There’s a dead body around here somewhere. That’s what stinks so much. If Anna sees it, she’ll likely be really freaked out, so if you can tell where it is, keep her away from it if you can.”

      “Eww. It stinks really bad, even with my mask on.” There was an element of ghoulish glee to that.

      “I know. Gross, isn’t it?” The acrid taste of the smoke was making her mouth dry. “Where are the men from the boat?”

      “On the shore. Fanning out.” Victor coughed again. If his mask was on properly, he was coughing more than he ought to be. She’d be glad to get him back to Patti and ask the nurse’s advice. “Two are climbing the slope, two are walking down the shoreline, one’s staying with the boat. Looks like they have automatic weapons.”

      “We need to hurry.” The stony slope was treacherous under her feet, and she was glad to have Jesse in front of her and Victor next to her, but she had no idea where their pursuers were. “How much further?”

      “Nearly there, Di.”

      “Good. Where’s Anna?”

      “She’s still coming down the hill.” Jesse paused and she nearly walked into him. “Should I go and get her?”

      “Not yet, Jesse. But keep an eye on her please.”

      Victor stopped. “Here. There’s a few bushes and trees. We can hide in the middle of these. The ground’s a bit rocky, but we might as well sit down.”

      The leaves that she brushed past were not as soft and feathery as she expected. They were brittle, and rattled against each other. “Are there cicada cases on the ground? Are we hidden?”

      As she spoke there was a shriek from above them.

      “Anna!” Jesse pushed past her.

      “Jesse, stay here!” For the first time, unbridled panic seized her. If he ran back, if he got into trouble, she wouldn’t be able to do anything to save him. And now that they’d moved, Ben wouldn’t know where they were, and she wouldn’t be able to see him to warn him if he did go back to the remains of the boat. He’d fall into the hands of Matreus’ men and then— No. With an effort, she stopped her brain from spiraling into panic. "Jesse, are you still here?”

      “I’m just looking.”

      Victor clutched her hand. “I can’t see her, Jesse, can you?”

      “No. She might have fallen down in the grass…”

      “Let’s hope that’s all it is.” Diana’s heart was pounding. It had to be a fall, it had to. She couldn’t leave Anna in trouble, but Victor couldn’t manage the climb and she couldn’t put Jesse in danger. She fought to keep her voice level. “Where are the guys from the compound? Did they hear Anna?”

      “They’re close.” Jesse backed into the bushes, banging into her, and she nearly lost her balance. “Sorry. They’ve found our boat. They’re starting to climb up the hill.” His voice was squeaky with panic, and she had to calm him down, which was not an easy task when her own pulse rate sounded loud as a drum solo.

      She felt her way down onto the ground. “Victor, come sit down. You too, Jesse.”

      “But Anna—!” Victor protested.

      “Knows where we are and knows the guys from the boat are here. She’s a clever kid, Victor. She might well have fallen, but having screamed she’s probably staying low and getting out of sight. She’ll come and join us when she can.” Diana fervently hoped it was true, but it was likely enough. “Come on, sit down and be quiet. We need them to walk past us.”

      Jesse wriggled down further. “Hey, if I get down real low, I can see under the trees,” he whispered. “They’re coming this way.”

      Diana strained to hear any noises that might mean Anna was coming their way, but all she could hear was the steady march of Matreus’ men up the slope. Just as they drew near, there was a shot, and the sound of someone falling nearby. Then another shot and another from the top of the bridge. They sounded to be coming from all different directions.

      “Hell! Run!” The remaining man turned and ran back down the slope, his footsteps getting further away every second.

      A bullet skipped off the ground near Victor and Jesse. There was a lot of shouting and more bullets, and then a voice whispered, “This way, quickly.”

      “C-Cooper?” Jesse stuttered.

      “We’ve got to get to the top, quickly. Where’s the little girl?”

      “Further up the slope. You have to find her!” Diana scrambled to her feet, muscles screaming. Jesse captured her hand and put it on his shoulder again.

      “We’ll come back for her. We need to get you guys out first.”

      “It makes more sense if I wait here.” Victor’s voice trembled, but he was adamant. “I’ll slow you down. You three will get up the slope far faster than I can. And if she comes up here, we’ll start moving up to where you are.”

      “That’s not—” Cooper snapped, but Victor interrupted him.

      “It makes sense because I’m the only one they wouldn’t dare shoot on sight, and you know it. Get the others to safety, and if I’m not up there by then, I’ll probably be here.”

      Another crackle of gunfire made Di duck.

      “I don’t have time to argue. You two, with me.” Cooper took her other arm and set off, almost frog-marching her along an increasingly steep slope.

      “Will they be alright?” Jesse was as out of breath as Diana was.

      “I hope so.” She knew that it made sense, but everything inside her was screaming that she shouldn’t leave them, she should be helping, she should be searching for Anna. That she was the disposable one, not Victor, though that wasn’t true anymore because Jesse needed her. She tripped.

      Cooper dragged her upright. “Watch where you’re going!”

      “I can’t. Vision’s totally out of whack right now.”

      “Well, if you fall I—get down!” He virtually dragged her into a crouching position. There was shouting from ahead, and then shots.

      “What’s happening?” Diana needed to see, dammit!

      “Shush!” Cooper let go of her. The dry spiky grass rustled, then he whispered, “Stay here.” More rustling followed.

      “He’s leaving us?” Jesse was incredulous. “Where’s he going?”

      “To help someone, I hope.” Diana knelt on the hard ground, the dusty soil gritty against the palm of her hand. “Can you see anything without getting up?”

      “No.”

      “Could you tell where the shots came from?”

      Jesse hesitated. “They sounded like they came from all over the place. It’s hard to tell. The sounds echo funny under the bridge.”

      “Wait! Shhh!” She listened as hard as she could, staring downslope as if her vision would become clear if she just tried hard enough.

      “What is it?”

      “There. Hear that?”

      “Someone’s coughing?” Jesse ventured.

      “Yep. And it sounds like Victor. Whoever they were shooting at, hopefully it wasn’t him.” But she couldn’t relax. It hadn’t been Cooper, because he was with them. That only left Anna and Ben…

      Shots came again, echoing strangely, but once she was concentrating, it sounded more like they were coming from the road above, rather than the gap below the bridge. Hopefully that meant Anna was safe, at least but… “Ben!” she gasped.

      “Oh, no!” Jesse moved as if to stand up. “We have to save him!”

      She pulled him back down into whatever cover the grass gave them. “I want to as well, but we don’t know where he is, and we aren’t armed. There are men out there with guns hunting us as well as him, and Ben’s been trained for combat situations. If any of us had to be in a fight, he’s the one most likely to be okay. We’d just get caught or hurt, and then they could use us to make him give himself up.”

      “But—!”

      “I know, sweetheart, I know. It’s killing me not knowing and not being able to do anything too, but the best help we can give him is by just staying out of the way so he doesn’t have to worry about us.” Diana grasped for any kind of hope she could find. “Maybe that’s where Cooper went. Maybe he went to help Ben, and it’ll all be over in a few minutes, and then we can get back to the ranch.” He came back to her and she pulled him in close.

      “With Ben, right? We’re not going back without him?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Both of them gasped as there was another spray of automatic rifle fire from the road above them, and then Jesse cried out and there was a horrible thump somewhere downhill of them, followed by several more.

      “A man fell from the top of the bridge and rolled down the hill.” Jesse clutched Diana’s hand so tightly that it hurt. “He landed all floppy like a doll. I think it was Ben.”
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        Anayeli Alfaro. Thompson Falls, Montana.

      

      

      Sorrow and regret and grief weren’t the emotions that flooded Anayeli when Jeanne appeared in the bunk room doorway. The woman’s face was slack with exhaustion, her eyes were rimmed with red, and her nose ran. It was obvious even before she spoke that the terrible outcome everyone had been more than half expecting for days had finally happened.

      “Chuck’s gone to his Maker.” Jeanne’s hushed voice quavered, and she plucked at the hem of her shirt, as if she didn’t know what to do with herself. It was the quietest, meekest announcement Anayeli had ever heard. Maybe Jeanne was afraid of being too loud and waking those who were still sleeping in the pre-breakfast hours. Or maybe she was trying to keep monstrous, too-big-to-be-allowed emotions contained for fear of what might happen if they were unleashed. Anayeli didn’t know the woman well enough to have any clue. What she did know was the emotion that flooded her at Jeanne’s news was nothing like the grief etched on the woman’s face. Instead, ninety-nine percent of what Anayeli felt was the light expansiveness of relief.

      As wrong as it was, she was glad Chuck had died in the night. The man had been suffering for days, and they’d run out of even the most meager of ways to help slake his pain. Skulking underneath that reason though, was another one that made her feel like a terrible person: Chuck’s death meant there was one fewer person to worry about feeding. Even deeper beneath that was a third reason, the one that had her eyes cutting across the room to meet Mama’s: maybe Greg’s vote to see who would have to leave the compound would be delayed. Maybe it wouldn’t even be necessary anymore.

      But that was just another lie, like the ones she’d spent the sleepless night telling herself. Lies like: Greg’s proclamation that they couldn’t afford to have careless people without useful skills in the compound wasn’t really a decision, just a general gripe. Or: If the generator was fixable, Greg would change his mind. Or: The vote could go lots of ways, and there were others who might leave the compound willingly. And: If her family had to leave, it would be easy to find an empty house to shelter in, so long as they didn’t dwell too much on the reasons why houses were vacant.

      Not a single one of the lies had helped her get any sleep, because two truths always remained: Greg wanted her family gone, and without the generator, Anayeli was just another body taking up space, sapping more resources than she provided. In a world without technology, she was an unskilled laborer, completely ineffective at anything more than the most basic manual tasks: gathering wood, pulling weeds, feeding livestock, screaming when the swarm came.

      And on the worst days: digging graves.

      Weirdly, it was Dale, not Greg or Grangela who went to Jeanne first, putting a hand on her shoulder. “This is a terrible loss. He was a good man.”

      “He was.” Jeanne’s voice was a pained whisper.

      “I’m sorry we couldn’t do more, Jeanne. We’ll have to get him in the ground today.” Greg, true to character, leaped straight over all the stages of grief and landed square in acceptance, which for him was synonymous with Fix-it Action mode.

      Jeanne only nodded, while Dale sent a scowl in his father’s direction.

      Anayeli on the other hand, for the first time since meeting Greg, appreciated his inability to bide his time. A busy Greg meant a Greg with no spare time to organize a vote or determine what should be done about the population of the compound. At least, that’s what she hoped.

      Dale gave Jeanne a squeeze. “Do you want to choose the spot?” His voice was rough with emotion. Every new death meant reliving all the others. Or trying hard not to.

      “He wanted to be cremated.” Jeanne’s eyes had gone glassy, as if she herself was receding to some other plane of existence.

      “Yes. I’m sure he did.” Dale guided the woman to the kitchen table and helped her to the chair next to Grangela, who sat as if stunned, though Chuck’s death could hardly come as a surprise. “I wish we could honor that choice.”

      The minute Grangela’s arms went around Jeanne’s shoulders, she broke into ragged sobs and Grangela dissolved into tears too.

      Anayeli stepped forward. “Tell me the place and we’ll…” She had to search for the right words to soften what she had to say. “We’ll make the place for him to rest, so you can all sit with Jeanne.” Proving her usefulness was the only weapon she had against Greg’s desire to reduce the numbers at the compound. She turned to Grangela. “Unless you need help preparing Chuck’s—?”

      Grangela shook her head and spared Anayeli from having to say body.

      “Mama? You and I will start. Maybe by the time we get tired, Carlota and Ernesto will be up and can take a shift. Or Andrew.” They would all take their turns and prove themselves at least partially indispensable.

      They chose a spot at the upper edge of the meadow, as far as they could get from the well and any tree roots, and marked out the grave. Two graves Anayeli had dug: one for an enemy and now one for a stranger, and yet the two in her own family who were gone remained unburied and unclaimed. She punched her shovel into the ground, breaking apart the crust of charred earth, revealing a layer of soil that looked untouched. But who knew what had seeped into the soil—chemicals, toxins. She stabbed the earth again, and wondered if the land, the country, the world, her own self, would ever be set to rights.

      She and Mama worked without a single word passing between them, Cricket joining in the digging periodically, which at least made Anayeli smile. She dug as hard as she could until sweat coursed down her spine, and then she dug more. She couldn’t look at Mama, too afraid of what she might see in her face—her own grief reflected back at her. But it didn’t matter how much energy Anayeli put into the digging, the bigger the hole became, the more difficult it came to push the memories out of her mind: Papa’s face. Luz’s hand reaching for her. Sid clutching the photo of Roxy. The deeper she dug, the more she felt as though the hole might swallow her and all her failures up.

      “We should rest, niña.” Mama laid her shovel on the ground and then sat, turning her back to the grave. Anayeli couldn’t blame her for not wanting to look at its emptiness, a reminder of all they had lost. Instead, Mama trained her gaze on the billowing plume of the pyrocumulus cloud that rose on the horizon and was its own grim sign of what might be to come. As nice as rest sounded, if she stopped working, the memories would come, all of the very worst ones. Never the good ones.

      She kept digging.

      “Mija, por favor. Sit.” Mama’s tone was the one that meant you ignored her at your own peril.

      Before she could stop herself, Anayeli huffed a sigh like a teenager. “Fine.” She settled on the ground next to her mama. Cricket sidled up next to her and laid next to her, his head resting on her thigh, his tail sweeping across the soil, raising dust. So much dirt. So much ash. So much death. She’d never be clean again. Her radio broadcasts had made her feel like some part of her soul was rejuvenating, but the chances were high that was all over.

      “There is something I want to tell you about.” The last time Mama had said something like that, it was when Anayeli was twelve and Mama had wanted to give her the mujeres body parts and bodily functions talk.

      “Okay.” She couldn’t keep the suspicion out of her voice. She was too old to be told by her mother, and serious talks with Mama made her feel like a child, fraught with awkwardness and the desire to bolt.

      “Anayeli. There is something I need you to understand, so if anything happens to me, you will have the truth.”

      “If anything happens to you? Mama—” She wanted to protest and say everything would be all right. But they’d seen too much over the last weeks for that to be anything more than an empty platitude.

      “Chuck died. And the new son, Dale? His wife died too. Your Papa. We don’t know what might happen. So I need to say some things. Things I should have told you before.” Mama took up Anayeli’s hand, turned it over in hers. “You have his manos. Did you know?”

      Anayeli had to blink hard against the tears. “Man hands. Yeah.”

      Mama didn’t respond, just pressed on as if Anayeli hadn’t said anything. “But you have his heart too. You care for todos los gentes. Like your papa. The world needs more of that, I told you.”

      “I don’t know, Mama…” Most days other people got on Anayeli’s nerves. Her dog was so much easier.

      “That’s what I want to talk to you about. You have a gift, mija. Your papa knew it. That’s why he wanted you to be there on Burn Day. So you could be a witness, so you could speak for the people.”

      “I know Mama. He said he wanted me to write the article, about the seed company and the controlled burn.”

      Mama shook her head. “But that wasn’t all. We never told you, mija, but Papa… He was an organizer. For el sindicato.”

      “For what? The union? I thought there was no union.” So many of the workers on the farm where Papa had worked had been in the country illegally. They couldn’t risk joining a union, and everyone knew it—cheap labor was the only way farming in California worked. Or had worked, before—

      “Sí, the union. He was making one, fighting for it.” A smile curved Mama’s lips at the same time a tear tracked through the dirt and ash on her cheek. “That hombre. Such dreams he had.”

      Anayeli smiled, but her throat squeezed painfully tight. She’d never thought of her papa as a dreamer. Only herself. Her papa was gone, and she was learning how much she hadn’t even known him.

      Mama stared off into the distance, her eyes unfocused. “They said your papa was making trouble. Asking for too many things. Hurting profits. They wanted him gone.”

      Something inside Anayeli went diamond hard, ready to cut glass and use the shards to stab whoever was responsible. “Who. Who wanted Papa gone?” Farmer Josh Bertoli’s face swam out of the smoke of memory, his mouth open, his teeth stained red with bright blood.

      Mama shrugged. “The co-op. The seed company. All of them. That’s why Papa was there that day, and all of those men with him, too. They were the ones that wanted the union. All of them.”

      “But why would Papa do that? Why would he go if he knew it was dangerous?” At her tone, Cricket lifted his head from her leg and looked at her, his ears pulled back with worry.

      Anayeli knew the answer before Mama said it. “Those were his people. His duty. He couldn’t send them to something he wouldn’t go to himself.”

      Papa had held her tight, the morning of the fire. He had kissed her cheek and she had sworn there were tears in his eyes when he’d told her he was proud of her. He had known. He had known what might happen and still he had gone to the field. He had brought her to watch. He had worn the hat she’d given him.

      A roaring filled Anayeli’s ears, the same roar she’d heard back on Josh Bertoli’s farm as the fire bore down on the line of men. The roar came from her own mouth. “Why didn’t he tell me? Why didn’t you?”

      “It was dangerous, mija! Don’t you see? After his friends got sick, after they went to the hospital and the seed company did nada—nothing, for nobody. That’s when they started organizing. They started following us, watching everything. It had to be secreto, in case…” Mama swallowed hard. “In case something happened. So they wouldn’t come after you. And you saw what they did. All of those men dead. Asesinados.” Assassinated. “You’re the only one who knows la verdad. The only one who saw it.”

      The truth. Anayeli saw again the water truck that had rumbled to life after the Teff field was already aflame, as the men desperately shoveled dirt at the flames, as they collapsed. The water truck had been too late to save her Papa and the men on that field. That’s what she’d thought at the time. But the delay had been intentional.

      She was on her feet without knowing how she got there, her fists clenched and a scream ripping out of her mouth. She was a tortured animal, caught in a steel trap, and beside her Cricket howled too.

      Mama came to her, and her arms weren’t steel, though they were strong around her. “No, mija. Don’t.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” She hadn’t thought anything about the fires or the cicadas or Matreus could shock her. She hadn’t thought she could find any new reservoirs of anger or hatred for what they’d done, not just to her family but to everyone. Toda la gente.

      She was wrong. She was frozen and hollowed out, and yet she churned with some emotion so fierce she had no name for it. Every bit of her that could detonate had its fuse lit, and the blast, when it came, would be so bright nothing could contain it. Nada. She was an incendiary device, a Yeli bomb, and she could not be silent. Nunca. Never.

      Mama put her hand to Anayeli’s cheek. “Because you are just like him, mija. You want to tell the whole world, just like your papa—always thinking of la comunidad. I was so scared for you after what happened, and so angry at him that he would not be careful for my sake. For his familia. But toda la gente were his familia. And that’s a good thing, mija. He was right to want to help the people. And you are too. It’s for you to do now, what your papa could not. You have to tell the story, mi hija preciosa. Even if the generator is broken and the radio won’t work. You have to find a way.” She pressed a hand to her heart. “You have to burn brighter with the truth than those pinche diablos at Matreus ever could. You have to make them pay for what they’ve done to all of us.”

      Her story was too small. Her broadcasts were inconsequential. She was too small, just a local reporter with a local story. It had always been too small. What she had done so far didn’t matter. That’s when Anayeli knew what she had to do. Papa’s story wasn’t enough. Not against a multi-national corporation. “Let’s go, Mama.” And she strode off down the hill and across the meadow, the pyrocumulus cloud in her sights and her dog at her heels.

      She was out of breath when she burst into the shelter.

      “We were just going to come out to help—” Whatever else Carlota was going to say died in her throat. “What’s wrong, Yeli?”

      “Nothing. Everything. You don’t need to have your stupid vote, Greg. I’m leaving.”

      “Yeli, no!” It was Ernesto who said it, but the same thought was clear on her sister’s face too.

      Dale pushed himself off the couch where he’d been sitting with Brandon and the twins. “There’s no need for this. Is there, Dad?” It was more statement than question. “No one has to leave, if they don’t want to.”

      “I have to. There’s something I need to do.”

      “Then I’m coming too.” Carlota came and stood next to Anayeli, her shoulders thrown back as if she was the righteous standing for judgment before some tribunal. Good grief but she loved her sister. Fierce Carlota, always ready to throw down, without even knowing what Anayeli planned to do or where she planned to go.

      “No.” Mama’s voice rang out from the compound doorway. “No, Carlota. We three stay. This is for Anayeli to do.”

      “But—” Carlota would’ve argued no matter what. The Alfaro siblings had been indoctrinated since birth that they had to stay together, that family was everything. It made no sense for Mama to say the opposite now. “She can’t go alone! Wherever she’s going, it isn’t going to be safe.”

      Nothing was safe, whether she was alone or not, but Anayeli wasn’t going to say that. It wasn’t the most compelling argument anyway. “I need you to keep track of the sample cooler.”

      Carlota made a gagging face. “Gross. I get to be the guardian of the pound of flesh. Fantastic. Maybe you should take it. Just open the lid to ward off attackers. Though by now everyone’s probably immune to the stench of decay—”

      “Lota! Shush!” Any other day, Anayeli might’ve laughed, but a warm cooler full of old tissue samples wasn’t funny when there was a dead man waiting to be buried. “Cricket will come with me. He’s good protection.”

      That idea apparently pleased no one. Carlota rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Yeah, okay. A girl and her dog wandering around in a cicadapocalypse. What could possibly go wrong?”

      “I’ll go too.” Andrew met her gaze, as if challenging her to refuse him. Except it turned out she didn’t want to, and there was no one else who would. “Where are we going?”

      “Missoula.” The closest place she knew would have its own newspaper, not that she expected the newsroom to still be functional. But she didn’t need a newsroom. She just needed a printing press. And there was a university in Missoula, which was almost guaranteed to have a radio station. She needed that, too. “How soon can you be ready? I want to leave today.” Anayeli grabbed her go bag from where it hung by the door to emphasize the point. She’d spent some of the sleepless hours of the night packing and replenishing her backpack in case Greg kicked them out. She’d readied all their bags, in fact. There was no reason she needed to stick around for Chuck’s burial or to see if Greg had fixed the generator.

      “I can be ready any time. Now if you want.” Andrew, always agreeable. Next to his kindness, it was one of the things she liked best about him. “Let’s get going, girl.” And there it was, her good luck talisman.

      “Good. Let’s do this.” There was only one more thing she knew she’d need. “I’d like to take a state map with me. Is that allowable, Greg?”

      Greg’s hesitation was all she needed. She should’ve known he’d turn even stingier. “Never mind Greg. We’ll figure it out without your help.” She pulled Carlota into a quick hug, before her sister could use her anger to fend off Anayeli’s goodbye. She hugged Ernesto next. Then Bailey Rae. In each of their ears she whispered to them to take care of the next, and she hoped it would be enough. The last hug she gave was for Mama.

      “Te quiero mucho. Don’t go anywhere without me, Mama. I’ll be back.”

      Mama clung to her, pressing a kiss to her cheek, the same way Papa had so many days ago. “You keep that promise, mija.”

      Anayeli didn’t know which promise Mama meant— that she’d be back or that she’d make sure Matreus was held accountable for what they’d done—but it didn’t much matter, because nothing was going to stop her from doing both.
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        Ron Frobisher. Abergavenny, Wales, United Kingdom.

      

      

      

      “What do you mean ‘we’ve got a dog, now?’” Viv was not amused, and that was putting it mildly.

      “The swarm’s coming.” Ron had wrapped the mutt in his bloodied T-shirt, which brought her no end of delight, licking away like there was no tomorrow. “It’s a block away, chowing down on the foliage in the square.”

      The blood drained from Captain Viv’s face. “They haven’t had a swarm attack for over a week.”

      “We need to get inside.”

      Viv hammered on the chapel door. “Alys! Alys, it’s me, Vivienne. Open up!” Her breaths came fast and heavy, heavy enough that Ron was worried she’d pass out.

      The door cracked open, just as wide as the first time (i.e., not wide at all). “What?”

      “The swarm’s coming!” Viv shouldered her way inside. “We won’t stay and we won’t eat anything.” She beckoned Ron up the steps. “Really. Not even a drop of water!”

      “Not him.” Alys pressed herself against the door, her color rising. “No men.”

      Wait, what? Seriously?

      Viv grabbed the door handle and wrenched it away from Alys. “I can vouch for him. He’s one of the good guys. He’s not with the English. Heck, he’s a Yank!”

      Ron fitted the pieces together, fast. Alys had seen the worst mankind had to offer. He stepped back, stroking the dog’s head and scanning the grounds for a place he could stash her. Plenty of animals had made it through the weeks of terror, but he didn’t know if the dog in his arms had ever seen cicada poison.

      “You’ve got to let him in.” Viv didn’t hold back in the tear department.

      “No men.” Alys’ decision was final.

      “What about the dog? She’s a she!” He held her up for inspection, her cinnamon ears a little darker from the bloody T-shirt. Who could resist those eyes? No one!

      Viv took the steps three at a time. “Give her to me.” The dog struggled between them, all legs and elbows. Ron wouldn’t have sworn to it, but those pointy joints sticking into his ribs said that there was some lurcher in her pedigree, crossed maybe with a couple of blocks of Lego. Viv threw the bloody shirt aside, apologizing over and over. “Stay safe. I’m sorry. They’re just…”

      The buzz grew. He pushed Viv away, ducking through the trees and aiming himself at the huts where the trash cans were stashed. He needed to retrieve his fungal powder before the swarm hit. Not because it posed a danger to him, but if everything in his backpack was covered with cicada poison, he couldn’t share it with Viv.

      The first one thwacked into his back, a reminder of his time with the queen. There was a languor about them that annoyed him. He put the fungal jar to one side, closed the top of his pack, and widened his stance, cudgel at the ready. The second, third, and fourth of the forward guard bumbled in his direction, but they didn’t stand a chance. He swung and he hit. “That’s for Alice Dench, a dupe and a puppet, for all intents and purposes chained to a bed in the Porton Down dungeons. Sucking down poison, for science.” He swung again, backhand this time, the crunch of the insect’s carapace as satisfying a sound as he’d ever heard. “That’s for the Boscombe Down fools, who are eating the professor’s tainted rat meat for no good reason.”

      The sky thickened, the trees blotting themselves out as the bulk of the swarm arrived. Ron knew his baseball bat routine wasn’t amounting to much, but there were a few more hits he needed to get out of his system.

      He raised the bat over his head and gave it everything. “That’s for the scrawny kids who thought they were home free, but settled for a bag of crisps and a clean bed.” And again. “That’s for Brenda Wilson, who only wanted to help get people to safety, but died in a dark room.” He stomped and hacked, ignoring the onslaught of wings and feet and feelers. “And the kids at Stonehenge. And the vicar and…and…and… All the people who stepped up. The ones who didn’t make it. The ones who did, but have lost everything. And the endless sea of death and destruction you critters have wrought.” Sweat clung to his tacky T-shirt, but he wasn’t done. One last swipe, long and hard, killing several bugs in one go. “And that’s for all the people who trusted the professors and the billionaires of the world, believing they were in it for the good of mankind, rather than lining their own pockets.”

      He’d killed perhaps a hundred, maybe fewer, bugs, but the fog that had clouded his judgment just hours earlier had cleared. He threw the slimed up bat aside, wiped his hands down his wrecked T-shirt, and unscrewed the lid of his fungal powder jar. He hadn’t brought nearly enough, and he had no clue where to get more. The urge to dust the entire crawling carpet of them was an urge he had to quash. It would grow, once it was in situ, and the infected bugs would mount other bugs, passing it on.

      He inched to the leading edge of the swarm, then waded a couple of inches in. He didn’t want to waste a single molecule. “Dammit.” He’d forgotten his paintbrush. The precision maneuver he’d perfected was off the cards. His bloody T-shirt—the one that the dog had decorated with her tongue—was a decent enough substitute. He stamped through the blanket of bugs, retrieved his shirt from the bottom of the chapel steps, and ripped it along the seams. The cleanest edge was the back of the neck—a place that hadn’t embraced a rotting carcass—so he dipped that in his powder and set to work, brushing the abdomens of the bugs.

      He moved in a counterclockwise motion, shuffling the swarm away from the chapel, though no one would be out to inspect the damage until the swarm moved on. Which is not what I want. He sat back, ignoring the crunch and pop of bodies. Do I want them to stay put and die or take flight and spread the fungus? He needed some kind of time and motion study, but one that tracked how the swarm moved, why they shifted position, how quickly the fungus took root, when it killed the suckers dead. It was one of those times—and there had been many—that he longed for a time machine, so that he could whip back to the start of the madness and tell himself what to do, in what order.

      

      Don’t lose track of the BioBetter crates.

      Don’t lose track of Ann Pilkington.

      Don’t get on a boat and take those death machines out to sea.

      Don’t take Artemis at his word.

      Don’t let Professor Jem run the show.

      Get out there. Find the bugs. While they’re still manageable. Interview the professor. Find out what his—dammit, it burned just to think of him smiling when he said it—find out what his “first, and best idea” for getting rid of the cicadas was. Spread the word. Get people in action. Press Artemis to use his network. Set up safe centers. Find those who are immune…

      A new noise entered his world. Metal on glass. He turned and checked each of the chapel windows. Viv was in a room close to the front door. She held her hands up in a classic ‘what the hell’ gesture. He had to laugh. He was ankle deep in the apocalypse and she was WTH-ing him. But she wasn’t wrong. He’d been sitting there, lost in thought, for several minutes. They didn’t have time to waste.

      The good thing was he’d made a final decision. No going backward. Only forward. Davith Jones and his sail-powered sled would be disappointed. He scrambled to his feet. It made no sense to go back to Llanarth. Sixty miles on a bicycle wasn’t that tough. There were things on his time travel list that were still in play. He marched to the chapel door and hammered until Viv came running.

      “What are you doing?”

      The door didn’t open, so he had to shout. “We’ve got to go. I’ve infected this brood, but we’ve got to find Claire, pronto. A two-man army’s barely an army!”

      There was a tussle, perhaps even a thump, the other side of the ancient wooden door, then the sound of keys in the lock.

      “I’m not going to let them in.” Viv slid through the crack and onto the steps, still rigged up in her PPE. “What the heck, Ron? You’re out there like some kid in a ball pit.”

      He held up the fungus jar. “Claire’s people will have more of this. I’m sure of it. And she’ll know where to go next. None of this heard-it-on-the-grapevine nonsense.”

      Viv folded her arms.

      “Did you get through to her.”

      “I have her coordinates.” She was smug, which meant she had more.

      “Okay. And?”

      “She’s at Holyhead.”

      Ron grinned. “We can make it to Holyhead. All we have to do is find Mr. Hardy’s yacht and we’re home free.” His bicycle was calling his name.

      “We can’t take the A40, the main motorway between here and there. Alys says there’s a fire just west of Tintern Abbey.”

      “Teff?” He screwed the lid of his fungal jar tighter.

      “They’re treating all fires as Teff fires. She says it’s how they’ve survived. That and rabbit stew.”

      Smart women. “Did Claire say anything else?”

      “‘Get your skinny arse over here.’” Viv snorted. “I didn’t expect to like the great Claire Moone. You made her sound, I don’t know, so foreboding, but she’s easy to talk to.”

      The cicadas had reached the lower steps of the chapel. There was nothing to be gained by sticking around and everything to win if they got going. “Shut the door.”

      Viv took a step back. As someone who’d already experienced the venomous results of the swarm, she was well within her rights to do so.

      “You’re sealed up, right? You didn’t take anything off?”

      Her eyes hadn’t left the moving mass at their feet.

      “Piggyback!” Ron turned, bending low so she could climb aboard. “I’ll get us clear of the wee beasties and back to our rides.”

      Viv coughed, her knuckles white against the door handle.

      “You know what? My pack’s over there. Let me get it.” So you don’t slide off me when I bend over. “And we can get going?”

      She’d switched modalities, going from ship’s-captain-Viv to terrified-statue-Viv, and she needed to snap out of it. “What’s the weirdest job you’ve ever accepted?” Apart from this one? Viv was like him in many ways, an adventurer, albeit one who captained ships. “I was a professional dignitary for almost four months. Shook hands, kept conversations flowing, made sure the deals happened. Of course, that wasn’t why I was really there—”

      She didn’t even blink.

      “Then there was that time I was a snake handler.”

      That got a reaction, a quick flick of the eyes from the source of her terror.

      “Better than that, I was paid to milk the things for venom.” Good. Come back to me. That’s right. You’re going to be fine.

      “What are you talking about?” She was right to be snappy; he was playing the fool, but it was all for a good cause.

      “Don’t go back inside. We need to move. This horde is infected with the fungus and I want to head for the open water. You good while I get my pack?” He didn’t take his eyes off her as he backed down the stairs and across what was left of the lawn. The outside of his pack was crawling with insects. He shook them off, but that wasn’t going to cut it. He needed to wrap the thing so there was no chance of contact transfer. He took the steps two at a time and banged on the door. “Alys! Any chance you’ve got a garbage bag?”

      “Bin bag.” Viv turned to him, eyes glazed. “They call them bin bags over here.”

      “Bin bags?” he shouted.

      The bugs had made it up the first step, clambering over each other and falling in little hillocks. There was no chance Alys, et al. were going to open their doors.

      The trash cans around back weren’t the kind that took liners, but there were possibly bags of trash that had never been collected. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

      If Viv could have crawled the wall, she’d have done it. She tapped the door with her fingernail, but kept herself face forward so she could see what the enemy was doing at all times.

      Ron sprinted, crunching cicadas until he slid through their collective viscera. The trash can lids came off, clattering to the stone floor, clouds of flies rising from the glut of trash that had graced their palates ever since the apocalypse kicked off. Even if he could withstand the stench, there had to be a hundred different diseases fighting for ascendancy in that few square feet of garbage.

      As he replaced the last lid, the back door slammed open and a woman in her twenties—hair scooped up on her head and apron smeared with days of grease and flour—shooed the dog into the walled garden. “Go on. Go home!”

      Ron jangled the gate, scaring the woman back inside and the dog behind a bush. “You’re okay, girl. It’s me. Remember? Your Uncle Ron!” Where did that come from? I’ve never been anyone’s uncle! He pulled himself up the iron gate, wedging a foot into one decorative swirl after another before dropping behind enemy lines to collect a pooch they’d sentenced to death.

      She cowered in the corner, but her hackles weren’t raised and she wasn’t showing her teeth.

      “I am not leaving you here, so you might as well come on out so that we can get going.” He’d already done one bike ride with a dog in tow, how hard could it be?

      Once again, he wished for a direct line to the scientists at Porton Down. How are the animals faring during our bugpocalypse? Who’s immune? Can they— “Woah! Jem asked if I’d be willing to track the cicadas’ natural predators, so there has to be a creature out there who was fully immune.” He sorted through his conversations with the professor, then hunted his memory banks for every critter he’d seen in the sub-basements. He never once saw a dog. Racoons, yes. Birds-a-plenty. Rats, of course. But no dogs.

      “We’re going to treat you like Viv, okay?”

      The young woman was still at the back door. She raised her hand and gave him the evil eye, like a Mediterranean mama who wasn’t to be messed with.

      “I need sheets.” He advanced on the door, hands in the air. “A couple of old sheets and two bin bags and I’ll be on my way!”

      There was a fierce debate, Alys railing at the woman who’d put the dog out.

      Ron didn’t get closer. His only chance—and it was a slim one—was that Alys was a dog lover who would do him right.

      Then, in a move he hadn’t seen coming, she was at the back door with a pistol. “Back up!”

      He kept his hands where she could see them, high above his head. She was nervous enough to be trigger happy, and he hadn’t made it through three-quarters of the world’s most insane apocalypse only to end it in an overgrown herb garden in Wales.

      “You need to leave.” She threw a bag out the door, slamming it as fast as she’d opened it.

      Ron approached her just as he’d approach a wild animal, slow and steady with no sudden moves. Not even his characteristic smile, to ease the way. “Thank you.” He mouthed the words, rather than speaking them.

      The bag was perfect—a thick, black bin liner that was made to withstand pounds and pounds of trash. The sheets were ragged and threadbare, but all he needed to do was keep the dog from touching down—

      “What shall we call you?” She had no collar. “How about Tramorwr? Like the T-shirt? Like me? We can be foreigners together.”

      He bent low, careful to cover his bug-stained hands with a double layer of sheet. Tramorwr allowed herself to be corralled, once again relaxing as soon as Ron had her in his arms. He wrapped her—not too loose and not too tight—and made a kind of sling with the second sheet. “Woman on my back, dog on my front, life’s not too strange today, Ronald.”

      Viv’s screams had him scrambling for the gate and flicking the catch that he hadn’t seen when he was on the other side and flinging it wide. “I’m coming!” The dog bounced on his chest, quiet and curious. The captain was where he’d left her, but the cicadas had made progress, cresting the third step in their march toward the screeching human.

      Ron scooped up his pack as he passed, collected the fungal jar as he reached Viv, and turned a second time to present his back. “Like I said, Vivienne, you’re going to be fine. We’ve won out against these things how many times? The Bay of Biscay, Southampton, Wales… We’re lucky that way.” If luck includes wallowing in bug goo and praying her mask is still secure. “Repeat after me, ‘we make it.’”

      Viv clasped her hands around his neck and wrapped her feet around his middle. She might not have believed they were lucky, but she trusted him and that had to be enough.
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        Dr. Diana Steward. Austin, Texas.

      

      

      The minutes after that horrible thud of body on earth seemed to go on forever.

      There were still sporadic gunshots in the background, somewhere up on the road above them, but Diana barely heard them. Jesse clutched her, sobbing, and she was rigid with disbelief.

      It can’t be Ben, it can’t! Not lovely, unassuming Ben who was always there for her with a smile and a kind word. Not when she’d only just found him. Life couldn’t be so cruel. She refused to believe it. She refused!

      But Jesse had seen him fall.

      She was seized with horror at the idea of Ben lying there, only a little way down the slope from her, wounded or dying alone, but she couldn’t get down to him. All she could do was hang on to the waning hope that Cooper would come back in time to help him. Assuming that he could be helped. The fact that Ben had hit the earth like a floppy doll was all too horrifically descriptive of a body already dead.

      Her heart contracted so she could hardly breathe. Please, not Ben. I couldn’t bear it…

      After what seemed like an eternity, there was another stealthy rustling in the grass. Both of them tensed, holding their breaths. Surely if it was Cooper he would have whispered to them. The rustling came nearer and nearer, then a hand dropped on Diana’s shoulder and she squeaked involuntarily.

      “Sorry, Doc, did I make you jump?”

      “Ben!” Jesse launched himself up and across her to bring Ben into their embrace, kneeing Diana in the stomach in the process, but she didn’t care one bit. “We thought you were dead!”

      Ben’s arms tightened around them both. “That would be a bit rude with you guys waiting for me to come back!”

      Diana wiped her eyes and leaned into him briefly. “It would have been a definite social faux pas, okay? I strongly recommend you don’t do that any time soon.”

      He let go again. “Come on, let’s get you someplace safe and sound.”

      They all froze as there was another spray of fire, then Cooper shouted, “All clear and accounted for.”

      “That’ll make things a bit simpler.” Ben stood up. “Cooper, can you bring Mr. Victor up to the road, please? I’ll bring these two.” He helped Diana to her feet and tucked her arm though his.

      Jesse’s voice came from in front of them. “Ben, we have to find Anna. She fell on the hill.”

      “No, that was me pulling her down and out of sight. She’s safe up on the road.”

      “Thank goodness. We were so worried.” Diana had forgotten how fragile her balance was. Throwing her head back in relief almost tipped her over backward. “Ah!”

      “Careful, Doc! We only just got you upright!” Ben held her tightly; he wouldn’t let her fall. “Jesse you need to have a word with your Scab Twin here. I think she might be cheating, trying to get another scab already!”

      “Hey!” The sheer outrage in his voice made her laugh. “Well, I scraped my knee.”

      “Honor satisfied, twin!” She held up a hand. “Ben, can you not encourage him to injure himself please?”

      “Last bit here. It’s a big step—I’ll go first and pull you up after me.” He disengaged himself and stepped away. “Give me your hand, Jesse. I don’t think you have to worry about the kid here too much, Diana.” He grunted with effort. “If anything, he might prove to be the more sensible of the two of you.”

      “Anna!” Jesse ran off, his feet slapping on the road. “We were worried about you.”

      “It was so exciting…” Anna always had that superior tone, but she sounded a little shaken too.

      “Your turn now.” Ben took the hand Diana held out and pulled her up onto a more stable surface. “Got your footing?” He steadied her, putting his arm round her waist for support. “It’s a bit better from here. We’re on the road.”

      “What happened?” She put her arm over his shoulder and let him lead her along the smooth asphalt. It smelled of tar in the hot sun, overlaid with the ever-present stench of old death somewhere near.

      “We… Took care of Matreus’ men.” Ben’s ribcage heaved as he sighed. “I wouldn’t have gone for the killshot myself, but Cooper and his friends here are the remainder of the guys who took out Site A, and they all saw what Bryce and his friends were up to there. Anyway, at least we have you out of there.”

      Another voice from behind made her jump. “And we have luxury transport for you, too. No expense spared!”

      For a moment Diana couldn’t place the voice. Then a soft muzzle nudged her shoulder. The donkey made it! Crazy! “Reuben? And your friend here—did you ever name him?”

      “I call him Miles, because it felt like that’s how far I rode on him without a saddle. It made an impression, you might say. Several in fact.” Reuben laughed. “Anyway. We’ve put together what you could call a cart if you were feeling kind, but it should be good enough to get you back to the house, at least.”

      “The house?”

      Ben led her to what felt like a very rickety contraption and helped her up. “Victor Matreus’ house, or what’s left of it. Come on, kids—Victor, too. We need to get out of here before we stir up any more trouble.”

      The journey to Victor’s was uncomfortable, and Diana was exhausted. At least now with Ben, Cooper, and however many armed personnel were with them, she wasn’t responsible for the party any more, and the pungent smoke meant the streets were pretty much clear. But, just from the smells, she could imagine the state of the town—dead flesh, burned rubber, burned wood, things rotting, and the occasional thick, metallic smell of blood.

      The children had fallen asleep, and Victor too, despite the jolting, but at one point Ben snapped. “Close up. Be ready.” The surrounding footsteps hurried closer, and judging from the smell of men who had not showered in some time, they were marching to either side of the cart in close formation.

      “Trouble?” she murmured.

      “Things we don’t want anyone waking up and glimpsing,” Ben answered quietly. “This place has gotten really out of hand really fast.” She was so grateful that that horrible figure falling had not been him.

      She didn’t know how late it was when the cart finally rolled onto the graveled drive and crunched its way up to the house. But she did recognize the housekeeper Mariana’s voice as she clucked and fussed over Victor and Anna and Jesse and sent them all to the rooms they’d had before.

      When Ben helped her down from the cart, a plump little body arrived out of nowhere at high speed and gave her a huge hug. “Diana Stewart, I leave you alone for ten minutes—! What on earth have you done to yourself this time?”

      Diana laughed, though it hurt her head. “Patti! You know I like to keep you busy.”

      “Don’t you just!” Patti hooked her arm through Diana’s. “Ben, you look absolutely beat. There’s those nasty ration packs in the kitchen. Go eat something and then go to bed. You can catch up with Diana in the morning. I’ll see to her now.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” Ben touched Diana’s shoulder lightly. “Doc, do me a favor. Go easy on yourself just for a few days. Just in the interests of my fragile nerves.”

      “Sleep well, Ben! And…thank you. More than I can say.”

      “No thanks needed, Di.” From him, the name was an endearment. “Patti, look after your patient.”

      “Good night, Ben.” Patti’s tone made that a command. There were footsteps on the gravel and Patti chuckled. “Now, sugar, let’s get you in and sorted out. Mariana’s sorted out everyone else, and Jesse hardly woke up enough to walk up the stairs, so I should imagine he’ll be good for a while. Bryce’s men went through this place quite thoroughly so it’s not quite the mansion it was, but it’s still got more facilities than any other place that hasn’t been set on fire yet.”

      She’d never been so grateful for clean sheets and her own room. She melted into the bed. “Shower tomorrow?” But if there was an answer, she didn’t hear it.

      Diana woke early the following morning, painfully. At first she panicked, opening her eyes to darkness, but as she became more alert she remembered what had happened. Her vision was still useless, though there were subtly brighter and darker patches again. “It may last a couple of weeks and then wear off.” She parroted Patti’s words from the night before (omitting the nurse’s caveat: ‘but you need to consider the possibility that it might not, as well’). “Okay, I can do a couple of weeks, I’m sure. There are lots of blind people in the world, and they’re certainly not helpless. There’s no reason why I should be either.”

      She visualized the room: it was the same one she’d been in before, so unless they’d changed things, the bathroom was over to the left. With considerable trepidation, she showered and felt her way to the cupboard where the clothing had been previously. To her relief, it was all in there still, and clean. She felt through her clothes and put on a random selection, laced up her shoes and then, summoning her courage, left the room and started to make her way downstairs.

      The lounge area was at the bottom of the stairs. The layout was… Dammit, what was it? But all she had to do was find the back of a sofa or chair. That should be doable, shouldn’t it? She banged her shins on the table and swore. Fine, that would do it too. Following the table put her on course for the sofa, and then to the corner of the room. From there she set her hand on the wall and made her way to the kitchen.

      “Morning, Doc. We weren’t expecting to see you up yet.” As always, Ben’s voice made her smile, and the scrape of his chair on the floor told her where he was. “Want to come and have some breakfast?”

      “Yes, please.” She ventured forward, reaching out to feel her way.

      He took her hand and led her to a chair. “They took a lot of stuff last time they raided this place so we’re not looking at luxury eats exactly, but we do have coffee, at least.” The clink of a cup came from over by the stove. “No milk, though. Can you drink it black?”

      “Perfect, thank you.”

      “We have company today, Doc.” Did he mean generally or in the room? “Kerry here is a nurse and Private Cooper is our friend from Site B.”

      “Hi.” A woman’s voice, tired and shut down.

      “Ma’am.” That had to have been Cooper.

      “Kerry, nice to meet you. Private Cooper, I honestly believe that without you and Ben turning up when you did, I’d be dead right now, and possibly Jesse too. I owe you a great deal.”

      The young man laughed nervously. “It’s my job, ma’am.”

      “Nevertheless, much appreciated.”

      Ben touched her lightly on the shoulder, and there was the click of a cup being set down. “Coffee’s on the table in front of you, and it’s hot.”

      “Thank you.” She edged her hand cautiously forward till it felt the familiar roundness of the mug and sniffed the rich, dark aroma of the coffee, but refrained from taking a sip just yet.

      The door opened. “If there’s any more coffee, I’d dearly love some before I leave.” There was a lilt to her accent—not quite English, but maybe a New Zealander or Australian? It had that broad vowel sound that was so different from American English.

      “Natalie, this is Doctor Stewart. Doc, like you, Natalie started off working for Matreus and fell afoul of Bryce.”

      There was an awkward silence. Diana fumbled for the right words. Without being able to see the woman’s expression or read any of her body language, it was as awkward as making a phone call to someone she’d never met before. “I’m sorry you had anything to do with Bryce. He’s been trying to kill me of late so… Let’s just say he’s not in my good books.”

      The comment startled a laugh out of the other woman, though there was not much mirth in it. “Did you know he was experimenting on people?”

      It felt like an accusation. Diana took a sip of her coffee to buy time, and burned her mouth. “I was working on the crop yields. We were pretty quickly shunted into a quiet corner and ignored. It’s only starting to make sense now. I heard the first of just how…evil…it had gotten just before the cicada attack yesterday. I could hardly believe it.”

      “Believe it.” Natalie snapped. “I was there. I have the bandages to prove it.”

      “Sorry, I’m not doubting you, and it turns out Bryce is a killer, so it fits. I just… I’m flabbergasted at how far it all got. I got in trouble because I started asking questions, but…” She shook her head, but that sent a stab of pain through her skull.

      “You started asking questions? What did you find out?” Kerry had been quiet until then. “Do you have any data? Natalie and I are going to the CDC. We’re just waiting on an escort from Colonel Wilson.”

      “They’re telling the truth, ma’am.” Cooper interjected. “The colonel had me wait with them until he’s finished with Matreus. Bryce Matreus, I mean. This stuff is his second priority, after retrieving the president. He’s gone to Fort Worth for reinforcements, and he’s due back any time now.”

      Kerry went on, “If you have anything that can help us…”

      It was like a miracle—someone else might take the weight of resolving all this. Diana’s spirits soared. “I might have—I don’t know if they found it when they raided the place. What time are you leaving? It’s under the mattress, but Jesse’s asleep.”

      “And he’s one six-year-old who sure needs his sleep.” Ben was smiling, judging from the lift in his voice.

      “We’ll be setting off as soon as Wilson and his men get back from Fort Worth. We’ve got a refrigerated truck full of samples, and we’re going to be handing them across to the CDC just as soon as we can.” A chair scraped and Natalie sat down opposite her. “Tell me what you have. Please. Whatever, however little it may be, I need all the information I can gather. I’m going to get this traitor if it’s the last thing I do. He tried to harvest organs from my daughter.”

      “No!” Diana hesitated. “She’s here though? She’s safe?”

      “She’s fine. I sent her to a safe place with her birth mother. Kim will fight for her just as hard as I would, and I need to find some way to stop all this.” Natalie stopped and cleared her throat. “She’ll be just fine. And I’ll go back and join them just as soon as I can. So. What can you tell me, Doctor Stewart?” There was grim revenge in Natalie’s voice. That woman would drive herself past all endurance to get the data to the CDC. Bryce’s men wouldn’t have found Victor’s laptop—it was always locked away, and if Victor still had his laptop , then she didn’t need Dan’s. If Dan’s laptop was still where she’d hidden it, perhaps it was time to hand it over to Natalie.

      “Give me a moment.” Diana wanted to be sure she was doing the right thing rather than just giving up. But she had no resources available to her. It sounded like Victor’s house had been trashed, and without the use of her vision she had no idea how long it would be before she could get back to working on the cure herself. And if they had viable samples, even if they were refrigerated, time was an issue. No, it was the right thing to do.

      Relief washed over her like cool water. She laughed softly. “What can I tell you? Plenty. If the laptop’s where I left it, I can send you with a full drive of data. If not, a thumb drive at the very least. And you’re going to want to get access to that data.” Sam would be so pleased—the thought caught her unawares and she had to stop and blink back tears for a moment. But he would. He would be so pleased that all his efforts were going to bring Matreus to justice.

      “Excellent. Well, I need to go and check on the truck now, but I’ll be around later. If I don’t see you and we’re ready to go, I’ll come knocking.” Natalie opened the door. “Hey, Patti.”

      “Morning, Natalie.” The warmth faded from Patti’s tone, as if she had fallen out with the other nurse. “Kerry.”

      “Good morning.” The nurse stood up. “I’ll come and give you a hand, Nat.”

      Interesting. Other than Bryce, Diana couldn’t think of anyone Patti didn’t get on with.

      Patti came to take one of the chairs opposite. “So that’s where you got to, Diana! I might have known that any idea of having you rest up was a lost cause. Mr. Victor was asking about you. He’s in the living room. I’d love a coffee, if you’ve made it, Ben. I don’t know what your secret ingredient is, but if you don’t teach it to Bud I’m stealing you away from Diana here.” Diana’s face flushed hot and Patti cackled. “Too soon, sugar? You’re the only one you’re fooling.”

      “Patti, shut up, will you?” Diana pushed her chair out. “The living room, you say?”

      “Perhaps Ben will guide you in there.” Patti was enjoying the teasing far too much. She had a streak of mischief a mile wide.

      “Ben would be delighted to guide her, of course,” Ben interjected. “But in the event of Di remembering that she got here perfectly fine on her own and not wanting to be led around, Ben will carry the cup of coffee to prevent spillage.”

      Patti snorted. “You’re such a spoilsport.”

      “Patti— How is he? Victor?” Diana pushed the chair in.

      “Not in the state I’d like him to be in.” The laughter leached out of Patti’s voice. “I’m pretty sure he’s had at least two fairly serious heart attacks. But though physically he’s infirm, it seems to have concentrated him. You know how he’s always been a bit wishy-washy? I just get the feeling something has changed.”

      “Something has changed,” Diana let go of the back of the chair, though it was a slightly nerve-wracking thing to do. “We found out the truth about Bryce, and it was so much worse than anything we were expecting.”

      As they made their way into the living room, Diana took Ben’s arm, not because she believed what Patti was saying, but because finding her way with her shins wasn’t her preferred way to travel. She liked him, yes, but like him like him? Maybe?

      “Sheriff, good to see you again.” Victor sounded tired rather than washed out and done for, as he had when they were escaping Site B. “Di, I’m relieved you’re up and about. Head better?”

      “Head’s painful, sight’s a work in progress. You?”

      “More or less fine, my dear.”

      Patti grunted. Clearly that was not the case, but it was very Victor.

      Ben guided her to a seat in the lounge. “Table’s in front of you. Coffee’s on the table.” The sofa squished as he sat next to her.

      Was her vision clearing a bit more? The blackness was not entirely black, and there seemed to be a paler area about where the window should be. It was difficult to tell but when he had passed between her and the window, she thought she had seen a difference. Not a huge difference, but even so…

      Victor cleared his throat. “I wanted to talk to you before the children get up, because Anna will not like what I have to say, and if I’m honest, I don’t have the energy to explain it.”

      Diana leaned back on the cushions of the sofa. “And I probably won’t either, right?”

      “Just listen first, would you? I’m not announcing an initiative, Di, I’m asking for solutions, and I’d value your input.” Ha. She’d heard that before. She definitely wasn’t going to like whatever he had to say.

      Victor tapped his fingers on the table in an agitated drumroll. “We’re back here and safe. That’s a far better outcome than we expected, right? But it’s a temporary thing. We need to think about what’s happening back at the site. Bryce is talking to the president, and hopefully he’ll start reasonably and respectfully—especially if he believes he has a lock on the patents and global sales of your salve—but that won’t last long. His penchant for violence has, it seems, gotten the better of him. We should expect chaos.”

      “Also, Keiko and Netsy are still there, and that makes them targets.” Whether or not Victor knew them, Diana was not about to let him forget them.

      “Okay, we can factor them in. But the point is, we have Anna and we know that the first thing Bryce will do when he discovers that she and I are missing is come back here. So we need to get her somewhere safe, and Di, you and Jesse need to go with her. If Bryce gets hold of you again…”

      She shivered. “No need to say it, Victor. I think we all know what happens then.”

      Patti spoke up. “Bud has already said that as soon as we get you back, you’re to come to the ranch. They want people they can trust to help run the place and defend it. They’re too thinly spread to be sure that it would withstand any kind of raid.”

      “Excellent. Well, I have a great plan for him.” There was the rasp of a match and the perfumed aroma of cigar smoke. Victor was stressed, then, though he sounded more in control than he’d been for a while. “Bryce will descend on this place as soon as he has time, but he doesn’t know about this ranch of yours, so as far as he’s concerned he doesn’t need to hurry too much as I have no place else to go. So that gives us a little time. Di, you take the kids back to the ranch. Cooper tells me Colonel Wilson will be back any moment. We’ll persuade him to send some people back with you.”

      “Sir, I don’t think he’d agree to that,” Cooper spoke up, making her jump. She’d forgotten he was there. “His mission is to rescue the president and get the samples to the CDC. I don’t think he’d put that in jeopardy for civilians, and he isn’t any friend to anyone whose last name is Matreus, even yourself.”

      “But that’s why he’ll agree to it.” Victor exhaled, probably blowing one of his smoke rings. “Because when Bryce comes for me, he’ll bring all of his men, except the barest skeleton staff. He’ll want to burn this place to the ground and leave me a smoking corpse in it so that I can never get in his way again.”

      “And why is that a good thing?” Diana demanded. Her shoulders were tight at the thought, and she was starting to feel sick again.

      “Because while Bryce and his hordes are here, Colonel Wilson and his men can attack Site B and get the president back with a minimum of resistance.”
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        Anayeli Alfaro. On the Highway toward Missoula, Montana.

      

      

      Hoofbeats thundered from somewhere behind Anayeli, making Fortune jig and the horse’s ears swivel. Her mouth chalk-dry, Anayeli twisted in the saddle, trying to catch sight of whoever was coming through the burned-out trees. Approaching people were almost never good. Andrew, who was several horse lengths back on Manteca, was turned around, doing the same. Cricket had stopped in the middle of the road, his head cocked at the sound. Only steady Manteca was unconcerned about whoever was approaching at speed.

      “Into the trees!” Anayeli pulled at Fortune’s left rein and guided the filly from the highway’s shoulder onto the scorched and blackened earth alongside, then angled through what was left of the trees. She wasn’t sure if she was trying to hide, or simply giving way to whoever was coming, but hopefully the idiot galloping on the road was going too fast to notice her little band of horses and dog. Either way, she wasn’t going to stay out on the open road and risk Fortune deciding to join in a race with a stranger, or worse, being a sitting duck for some kind of attack. As much as she wanted to get to Missoula as fast as possible, she had to play it safe. She swung Fortune around to face the road so they could see whoever was coming, and then pulled the horse to a stop. The mare ground her teeth against the bit unhappily, but did as she asked.

      During the trips they’d made to town, first to get supplies, and later to visit the radio station, they’d only ever encountered the raiders, and never another person on horseback. But Thompson Falls was a small town with a tiny population to match, and it had been decimated by at least two waves of cicadas. Then the fire had swept through. Lots of people had died. It made sense they didn’t come across many people. Even so, Anayeli had expected the highway to be full of people on the move, the way it had when they’d first passed through.

      Instead, perhaps owing to Montana being a vast state with a small population already, the main highway heading away from Thompson Falls was lonely and desolate. At first, Anayeli was glad—they were safe so long as it was just the two of them. Then they started finding the bodies strewn along the highway. Sometimes in charred clusters, burned beyond recognition, sometimes a lone corpse pulled apart by wild animals or scavenger birds. Everyone who died had been on foot, whatever conveyances they’d had looted or else destroyed in the fire. There were no vehicles on the road anymore—at least not functioning ones. Everyone had long since run out of gas.

      The hoofbeats grew louder, and through the trees Anayeli caught her first glimpse of the horse—no, horses—rounding the bend. She’d been lulled into complacency by the emptiness of the highway. She’d stopped expecting to see anyone alive. But whoever was coming was most certainly alive, and in a hurry.

      Every muscle in her body tensed, making Fortune swing her hindquarters in agitation. Anayeli let out a long slow breath, to calm them both. It didn’t work.

      “I’m armed.” Andrew kept this voice low. “You want to get your gun out too?”

      No, she did not. She had no idea how Fortune would handle having a weapon fired from her back—not well, she guessed. Horses had to be trained for that kind of thing, and it was for certain not included in a racehorse’s basic training. Beyond that, she didn’t want to shoot anyone. She would prefer to rely on the trained soldier. But she was a soldier now. She’d had to become one. So she dug into the backpack she carried on her front and found the service weapon. She hated that every time she touched it she thought of Creepy Colin.

      From where he stood between Fortune and Manteca, Cricket let out a bark sharp enough that Anayeli jumped in her skin.

      “Cricket! Shush!” She kept her voice to a whisper-hiss, though she wanted to yell callate at the dog for being too loud. She sent up a prayer that the galloping horses’ hoofbeats would drown out the sound, but before she’d even finished the thought, Fortune let out a whinny loud enough to shake her entire body. Andrew let out a curse, then muttered an apology, his aim never wavering from where it was trained.

      Fortune’s reaction made Anayeli look harder. There was something about the horses… They were familiar. The Curtises horses. All three of them. There were only two riders, though. At least they weren’t outnumbered. It hadn’t occurred to Anayeli that they’d be at risk from horse thieves, but of course they would be. And if thieves had been at the Curtis family compound… She didn’t want to think about what that might mean. She tightened her grip on her gun.

      She had her gun aimed square at the first rider’s chest even before he hauled on his mount’s reins and brought the horse down to a trot. The interlopers were close enough to clearly make out that both riders were men, the first with a shotgun strapped to his back. At least the gun wasn’t in his hands, for the moment anyway.

      “Hello, there!” The man’s voice was loud enough to carry, and something about it snagged in Anayeli’s mind, tripping up the rhythm of her too-fast heart rate. The accent—not quite American, but not anything else recognizable.

      “Dale?” It was Andrew who figured it out first. He immediately holstered his gun, and Anayeli followed suit, stashing hers in her pack. It took exactly zero urging to get Fortune to follow Manteca back onto the highway. “Brandon? What are you doing here?”

      They’d mostly kept to a walking pace since leaving the Curtis family compound, keeping the horses at a steady gait so as not to tire them, but it had been hours. For Dale and Brandon to have caught up with them meant they’d been riding hard for a long time, and the horses looked it.

      “You scared us.” Anayeli almost felt bad for the way her voice snapped.

      “I apologize for that.” Dale urged the horse he was riding closer, the spotted one he was leading following close behind. Brandon hung back, still pale and somehow flattened with grief. “But maybe what I’ve brought will make up for it.”

      “What you’ve brought?” Anayeli eyed Dale’s shotgun and the full saddlebags on the horses’ saddles. She and Andrew had been forced to travel light, because Greg hadn’t wanted to give up any of the compound’s remaining stores.

      Dale lifted the hand that held the spotted horse’s lead rope. “A spare horse, in case you need to give one a rest.”

      Another horse wasn’t exactly high on Anayeli’s list of things they could use. She was already worried about how they were going to keep Fortune and Manteca fed when the landscape ahead was as relentlessly blackened as the one they’d already passed through.

      “The map you wanted. A couple tools. Some provisions. A bit of grain for the horses. It’s not much, but I couldn’t let you leave so unprepared. It wasn’t right, what my Dad…” Dale shook his head. “I don’t want to speak ill of him. He’s… He’s trying to do what he thinks is best. I’m of a different mind.”

      “This is really generous of you.” Anayeli meant it. It was risky, what Dale had done. Not just coming to find them, but going against his father’s wishes and potentially alienating him. Why he’d brought Brandon along, she didn’t understand, except traveling alone in these times wasn’t the best idea.

      Dale went quiet for a long moment, the only sound that of Cricket’s tags jingling and the horses’ hooves on the pavement. “We all need more kindness now, don’t you think?”

      Anayeli had been kind when she could, and had mostly lived to regret it. Olivia and Sonnet at the radio station had burned out the generator. The raiders had attacked after the women at the compound had given their kids some supplies. Savannah and Jason trying to steal the raft was another prime example. She’d told people at the end of her broadcasts to lend a hand if they saw someone in need of help, but she’d gotten used to the idea of looking out for herself and her people. People were untrustworthy. The ones like Andrew and Travis the Cowboy 911 guy and Dale—who offered help without being asked—were exceptions rather than the rule. She certainly hadn’t been expecting Dale to offer them a hand, but he had. “Thanks, Dale. You didn’t have to—”

      “I did. Your family has been good to mine. Brandon—” Dale cleared his throat and looked away before going on. “He told me what you did, how you saved him at the evacuation center.”

      She’d done that, it was true. If she hadn’t figured out what the pink wristbands meant, Brandon would likely be dead. Sometimes she felt like it was only terrible things she’d been responsible for. “Well…” She couldn’t think how to respond. “I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself if I hadn’t.” She thought of Andrew hauling Roxy aboard the troop transport. She wondered if he’d felt the same call to keep hold of his humanity, or if he’d acted on some instinct and only later put meaning to it. They’d never talked about it.

      “So you understand.” Dale held out the spare horse’s lead rope to Andrew. “Your horse seems a good fellow. Why don’t you take Spot. Brandon said you’d ridden her before.” The Curtis horses were lathered with sweat and blowing, their nostrils flaring wide enough to show the pink inside, especially the two who were being ridden. They needed to walk to cool out. But instead of turning back for home as soon as Andrew had taken hold of Spot’s lead, Dale glanced back at Brandon and then urged his horse forward at a walk, heading in the same direction she and Andrew had been going.

      “You got farther than I expected.” Dale had the easy posture of someone who had spent a lot of time in the saddle, whereas Anayeli’s body was already protesting, her ankles aching, her toes going tingly.

      “I have no idea how far we’ve gone, or how far we still have to go.” All Anayeli knew was they were retracing the route they’d taken to get to the Curtis family compound when they’d left Travis’ ranch a lifetime ago.

      “The map will help with that. It’s in Spot’s front pouch, there.” Dale pointed behind him, to where Andrew and Brandon rode side by side, and she wondered what other provisions Dale had packed. Something more substantial than granola bars and applesauce, she hoped. “Think you’re about halfway to Plains, though.”

      Plains. She’d never forget that place. The first checkpoint, where Stewie’s mother had tried to send her son with them. Anayeli hadn’t been kind or generous then. She pushed the memory of the woman’s oozing cicada sores away and turned back to Dale. “Are you coming with us?” She didn’t think Dale should leave his daughters, given that they’d just lost their mother, but maybe the twins were closer to Greg and Grangela than it seemed.

      “No, we need to get back.” He glanced over his shoulder at Brandon again, checking in, then brought his horse in closer to Anayeli and Fortune, who pinned her ears. “There’s something we need to talk about first, but we’ll ride along. Walk and talk. I don’t want to hold you up.”

      We need to talk was never a good beginning to a conversation. “Okay.”

      “Brandon says you were the last one who saw his dad, who saw Jeremy alive.” It was the last thing she’d expected Dale to bring up. She’d been living at the compound for weeks and Brandon had never once brought up Jeremy to her.

      “That’s right. I last saw him on the roof of the evacuation center.” She had to tread carefully—she needed to be able to return to the compound, and she didn’t really know how much Brandon knew about what had happened to Jeremy, what he might’ve overheard the day she’d arrived, or what he’d relayed to Dale. She’d been too afraid to bring Jeremy up after Greg had insisted his youngest son was still alive and made her promise not to say anything to Grangela. She glanced over her shoulder. Brandon looked right back at her, his gaze not exactly bright, but intense.

      “And he was alive?” Brandon’s too-eager voice was like a knife to her heart.

      Her thoughts were twisted and scrambled, and before she could figure out how to tell the kid that his dad had died trying to help her, Dale jumped in.

      “What happened to him after that? Did you leave him up there?” Dale’s questions made her squirm in the saddle. The way he said it, it didn’t sound like an accusation, but that didn’t change how it felt. Telling Greg his son was dead had been one of the hardest things she’d ever had to do—until the man refused to believe her. She dreaded being the one to tell Dale. Telling Brandon was even worse.

      “No, I— I mean, yes, but—” She was babbling, the truth too hard, too messy to put into one simple sentence. “I know what happened to him.” Her voice came out low and ragged. “Are you sure— Look. Your dad doesn’t believe what I told him. He said he would know if— He wouldn’t let me say anything to your mom.” She was a coward, half-revealing the truth, as if telling it slowly would somehow make it easier.

      “You should know I’m not my parents. I need to know, Anayeli. Brandon needs to know.”

      She imagined the not-knowing. She’d supposedly known Carlota was dead, but she’d clung to some hope it wasn’t true. Mama had refused to believe Papa was dead at first. But that was the thing, if you didn’t see it happen with your own eyes, if you didn’t see the body… She shuddered. Her voice, when it came, sounded far away. “Things at the evacuation center were… not good. So we’d made a plan to evacuate and go to your parents’ place. Your brother radioed them and they said it was okay. That was after we’d—Jeremy and I—had gotten Brandon out of the experimental ward.” She looked back at Brandon. “Do you remember any of that? You were on a lot of medications.”

      “I remember Dad— Jeremy—yelling at some orderlies, yeah.” Brandon had that thoughtful and pained expression of someone trying to recall something that was just out of memory. “And the radio call too, but that’s…blurry.”

      “We were all going to get on the helicopter—Jeremy and Brandon. Fatima and Darren, the pilot. Me, my mom, Carlota, Ernesto, Bailey Rae… We even had a nurse who was supposed to come. But everything happened too fast. The fire was coming and the whole camp was being evacuated and the helicopter wasn’t supposed to leave until later, but suddenly it was powering up on the roof. That’s why I wasn’t there like I was supposed to be. Jeremy got Brandon on board, and my sister and Bailey Rae, but he stayed behind. I think… I think he was going to try to go back to get Ernesto. I’d made him promise if something happened and I wasn’t there.…”

      “There were gunshots.” Brandon was quiet, as if maybe he knew on some level about Jeremy but didn’t want to voice it out loud. “Fatima and Darren told me some soldiers tried to stop us, because the flight was unauthorized. Dad got out to fight them off.”

      “Yeah, I heard the gunshots from outside, when Carlota was trying to get to the helicopter. That must’ve been the firefight Fatima told you about.” Anayeli hated remembering it. Her throat scraped raw from the smoke and her chest bursting from running up the stairs, and the gunshots ripping through the air, the stairwell crowded with people, the screaming. And then the blood. So much blood. “Um…” Her voice shook.

      “Yeli. You don’t have to—” She hadn’t noticed, but Andrew had ridden to be alongside her, sandwiching her between him and Dale.

      “I need to know.” Brandon’s voice was as firm as she’d ever heard it. “My dad needs to hear. Everyone thinks Jeremy was some loser, but—”

      “It’s fine. I’m fine, Andrew.” She wasn’t, but she had to be. “My mom and I—we had to fight our way to get past the guards and onto the roof. It was just chaos everywhere, and when we got out there, the helicopter was already gone. Jeremy, he was…” It hurt to force the words out, and she couldn’t look at Brandon. She couldn’t look anywhere, except at the line of Fortune’s neck, the way her mane bounced with each stride she took, but she needed Brandon to hear. She couldn’t say it more than once. She pulled Fortune up, so Brandon could come alongside, Dale and Andrew riding slightly ahead. “He’d been shot. Gut shot. He was alive, but by the time we got there, he’d already lost a lot of blood. He said—” She swallowed hard. “The first thing he said was that you were safe, Brandon, and the girls were too. He tried to tell me about my brother, where he was.” She made her voice as loud as she could, because she wanted Brandon to remember and Dale to hear. “Getting everyone safe was all he cared about.”

      “See, Dad? That’s what I was trying to tell you.” There was real pain in Brandon’s voice. “He saved me in Yosemite, after I blew him off. And then again at the hospital. He saved lots of people! You and mom were wrong. He’s not some deadbeat. And he’s not irresponsible like Gramps and Gran always say, either!”

      “I hear you, Brandon. I want to hear the rest.” Dale’s voice was the epitome of a calm-but-not-really-calm Dad voice, and Anayeli wished she could be anywhere else but in the middle of someone else’s family drama. But she’d heard the way Greg and Grangela talked about Jeremy, and she hated it too. The man they described wasn’t the one she’d known.

      Anayeli didn’t want to say the rest, but she had to. “I tried to get him up. I thought we could take him with us, or I don’t know. But he was hurt so bad, and so weak, he couldn’t even sit up. The last thing he said, I thought it was nonsense. Just random words. But it was how to get to the compound. The street names.” Tears fell onto the saddle leather and soaked in. She made herself look at Dale. There were tears streaming down his face, too. “He was trying to help, to the very last.” Then she turned to Brandon. “And he wasn’t alone when he…we stayed. I made sure...” Her throat closed but she eked out the words. “He’s not off somewhere, having an adventure, abandoning his family to the cicadapocalypse. He died up there, getting you safe.”

      “Fatima and Darren didn’t know if he…if he… They saw you go to him, and I thought maybe—” Brandon slumped in the saddle, his shoulders heaving with sobs.

      There was more Anayeli needed Dale to hear, but she waited until Brandon quieted. “He was a good person, your brother. I hope you knew that, because your parents don’t seem to see it. In the hospital, he fought so hard for Brandon, to make sure he got the best treatment. He saved Brandon’s leg. And I have no doubt if he could’ve made it to the compound, he would be here. But he’s gone. Really gone. Not wandering around like your dad wants to think. Not irresponsible like your mom says.”

      “They think he’s a screw up, but he wasn’t!” Brandon’s ragged voice cut through the silence. “You know why he left when Mum was pregnant? He told me.”

      Dale didn’t answer, but his face had gone almost green.

      “You don’t, do you?” Brandon had the kind of open rage Anayeli had thought of as unique to teenagers, until she’d felt it herself when she’d learned what Matreus had done to her papa.

      “I didn’t.” Dale might as well have been a wash rag, twisted out. “But Ingrid told me… Just recently… I didn’t know before, though. Nothing. Not a single thing.”

      “He had a breakdown! That’s why he wasn’t there for Mum. He never even knew she was pregnant! He went mental from the stress of his Ph.D. and he went to the hospital. He was sick and he couldn’t tell anybody because you were all so judgmental. He didn’t run away, he needed help! And by the time he found out Mum was pregnant it was too late—she was with you and didn’t want anything to do with him. Wouldn’t let him even try— He told me he wanted to be there for me—” Brandon broke down then.

      Dale reined his horse in and got off, going to Brandon’s side and putting a hand on the boy’s leg. “He was brilliant, your dad. The smartest in the family, even as a kid. But he put so much pressure on himself. Always. And your Granddad… You know how he is. It’s his way or the highway. Once he thought Jeremy hadn’t done right by your mum, that was it.” Dale choked up. “There was no coming back from that. But I swear, we never knew he’d been to the hospital. If he’d told us—” He shook his head, as if in disbelief. “It’s always been easier for us to think Jeremy was a screwup instead of facing the truth. We didn’t do right by him, and it hurt you, too.”

      Brandon slid off his horse then, too. “You didn’t know.” And the two clasped each other in a hug as tight as the last one Anayeli’s Papa had given her.

      They’d been stopped in the middle of the road only a matter of seconds when Cricket let out a low rumbling growl, his herding-dog stare directed in the direction they were supposed to be heading.

      “We’ve got more company.” Andrew’s gun was already in his hand.

      A dark, ragged shape moved just where the road wavered on the horizon. Anayeli squeezed her legs into Fortune’s side. “Let’s go, Andrew. We’ll buy them time.”
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        Ron Frobisher. Abergavenny, Wales, United Kingdom.

      

      

      

      “You’re mad, you know that, right?” Captain Vivienne Alva punched her pedals to keep up with Ron.

      The chapel girls had been adamant that they not take the main road to Bristol, which meant they’d added an hour to their journey, perhaps more. The A4042, which took them south south-west, wasn’t as crowded as the roads he’d traveled on his way out to Llanarth. The devastation was gentler and more spaced out. Though there were abandoned cars, with their clutching dead, they came in twos and threes per mile, rather than forty or fifty.

      They stopped outside Pontypool, the barricade to the town a rather ferocious affair that included wrecked cars, barbed wire, and streamers, though as they got closer it became clear that the streamers were little more than scraps of fabric, woven into strips.

      “How alarming is a man with a dog?” Tramorwr was a peach, barely making a peep but watching, watching, watching as Ron dismounted, handed his bike off to Viv, and, once again, raised his hands over his head. The clack of metal—perhaps an old gun being cocked—sent his hands around Tramorwr. Watching people die was a disaster, allowing the dog to die would be a travesty. “We want passage, nothing else.”

      No one showed themselves but there was motion beyond the barrier, people scurrying back and forth and back again.

      “Ron!” Viv walked their bikes to his position. “Don’t make it too obvious, but the roof.”

      Ron snuck a look, rocking Tramorwr as if she were a baby in a sling. “Got it.”

      “Like I said, we don’t want anything from you. We need to get to the floating dock in Bristol.”

      The laugh from the other side of the fortification broke the tension, but Ron didn’t drop his guard. “Bristol’s a mess, isn’t it!” It was a young voice, barely even a teenager’s. “What you got then?”

      Three young people—decked out in matching track suits—crept from beneath the towering construct. The middle child was armed, a shotgun over his forearm, but the other two had nothing more than bricks. Of course, Ron was no dummy—a well-placed brick could brain you, but what were the chances that these pipsqueaks could reach either of them from their position.

      “My name is Ron Frobisher. I have a way to stop the bugs. I need to reach my friends in Holyhead, so we can work to—”

      The gun kid laughed again. “Going the wrong way, mister. Holyhead’s up north!” Peals of laughter rang out around them. Either they’d always been surrounded, or the little jerks had been tiptoe-creeping while he and Viv walked into their trap.

      “We have to get to our boat.”

      “Oooooh!” The collective sound of mockery was one Ron remembered well. Children were relentless and cutting when left to their own devices.

      “Lah-dee-dah!” The gun kid stepped closer.

      Ron slid his hand up the sling. No way he could leave Tramorwr strapped to his chest if he was the target. “Just going to let my dog answer the call of nature.” She slid from the wrap, but leaned against Ron’s leg rather than running for the hedgerow. Ron flung the sheet over his shoulder and Gun Kid cackled.

      “Look at his shirt!”

      Ron had forgotten the ridiculous, cartoonish shirt that had replaced his blood-soaked wares. He looked down. In spite of the bug spatter, the words were still plain as day, FFWL TRAMORWR.

      The kids trotted closer, laughing and pointing and prattling at one another, their accents so heavy he could barely understand them.

      “Do you?” Their leader broke away a second time, now only a few paces from Ron.

      “Do I what?”

      “Do you know what it means?” Viv was his translator. She might have been English, but she was more familiar with the rise and fall of the Welsh patter.

      “No clue.”

      That set the kids off again, bricks going slack in relaxed arms and Gun Kid’s shotgun moving off its target. “It means FOREIGN FOOL.”

      Ron grinned. “That’s pretty funny.”

      “It’s a riff, isn’t it!” Gun Kid cocked his head. “Like, it’s not just the Japanese who can play with the English. We’re in on it, too.”

      Ron didn’t follow, but Viv was chuckling along. “Did you see the WASSUP series?” And with that one sentence, they’d secured passage through Pontypool. The kids acted as their escort, pointing out all the places that had fallen to the bugs and an entire park that had been razed to the ground, “To stop them from coming.” It wasn’t a terrible idea, in small helpings—burn the food before the cicadas came—but on a grand scale it would mean the end of everything.

      “What’s your cure?” Rhys—Gun Kid—led the way, showering Ron and Viv with questions.

      They discussed the fungus, which set off a round of ‘gross’ and ‘ew,’ but fell silent when it came to talk of the Teff fires.

      “I know you don’t want to burn everything, Mr. Frobisher, sir.” One of the brick girls seemed particularly bright and engaged. “But isn’t there a…like… What do you call an anti-fertilizer?”

      “An herbicide.” Viv shot him a look. “Not a terrible idea.”

      “Yep. But we don’t have an herbicide that kills only Teff grass.” Rhys flushed, the blood pumping through his system double time. Was that what the professor was working on? A herbicide that could target Teff?

      “You’ve gone all quiet, mister.”

      Ron didn’t know who said it, but he shook off the thought and joined in the chatter, briefing the eager listeners on all things Teff and bug. The more he talked, the more sure he was that the professor had to have been onto something. Why else would he be pumping smoke into the lower wards? He was testing what humans could tolerate…

      The party came to an abrupt halt at a roundabout.

      “This is as far as we go.” Rhys petted Tramrwr and let her finish his water. “When you get to Newport, tell them Rhys Morgan says you may pass.” Rhys—Gun Kid as he was—shook Ron’s hand. “I don’t think your boat’s going to be there, mind, Captain.” He was deadly serious as he pumped Viv’s hand. “And if it’s not, you’re going to need to find another way to Holyhead, so keep us in mind. We’ve got our ways.”

      Ron didn’t ask and Rhys didn’t tell, but he had visions of skateboards and kickboard scooters.

      Rhys bent down, pulling a plastic bottle from his jacket pocket and pouring a handful into his palm. “She needs a different name, Mr. Frobisher. She’s a Welsh dog. She deserves a Welsh name.”

      She lapped the water from his hand, and he helped her to another round.

      “How about Gweirful? It means ‘shy’ in Welsh.”

      “Gweirful it is.”

      She looked up at Ron, though she couldn’t have known they were talking about her.

      “Good luck, Captain.” Rhys saluted as he turned. “And don’t you worry. We’ll be ready when you send word.”

      Word had traveled ahead of Ron and Viv—kids joining them for a couple of miles, then dropping off when they reached the boundary of their patch—hailing them from barricades to battlements and finally from the Bristol boardwalk as some kind of conquering heroes.

      “Not going to lie.” Viv steered her bike around Gweirful, who’d come to a stop in the middle of the road. “This gives me a full-blown case of the screaming mimis.”

      There was an honor guard lined up along the edge of the pier, all of them bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, if a little on the grimy side.

      “Is there anyone over twenty?” For all her misgivings, Viv waved at the crowd and accepted a hand-picked bunch of wildflowers, her bicycle wobbling as she went one-handed.

      “Good job, miss.” The flower girl curtsied as she backed away. “We’re cheering for you!”

      “Hey! Hold up a sec!” Ron didn’t reach for the child—he knew better than that—but he had the kind of voice that commanded, rather than requested. “What did Rhys tell you?”

      The kid raced back, wrapped her arms around Gweirful’s neck, babbling. “They say that you’ve got the cure. The bug-eyed monsters are dying already. The lady-captain’s going to pilot the SS Great Britain out to sea, and we’ll rule the waves again!”

      Ron raised his eyebrows and looked to Viv for a translation.

      She pointed at the tall ship towering over the dock, its wooden beams and steam pipes towering over its neighbors. Ron was no history buff, but the thing was hundreds of years old. He wasn’t about to set sail in a museum piece.

      “We protected it, from day one.” The Bristol accent wasn’t as broad or impenetrable as the Welsh singsong that had defied interpretation, but it was still a treat to listen to. “Some people ran away. Went to sea and that, but we decided we’s going to stop here and do the right thing.” She beamed up at him, desperate for praise.

      “It’s a tourist attraction. Brunel’s revolutionary design, adding a propeller.” Viv talked as if he knew something about maritime facts and figures. “She’s not seaworthy. But it’s a cute idea. I can see why it got wings. In another era, that would have been a dream come true.”

      Ron remained in the dark, but didn’t press. Gweirful hadn’t budged, though her ears had relaxed under the relentless joy of a little girl’s fussing. “What are you looking at, girl?” He’d checked her line of sight, but whatever she was fixated on wasn’t obvious to him.

      “We’re looking for another boat. The D’Urberville.” Viv balanced her bicycle on her hip and drew her respirator up. “It’s a big—”

      The girl laced her fingers through Viv’s. “It’s sooooooooooo pretty. I’ve been on the inside, but I don’t live there. Max does.” She pulled Viv down the pier, talking all the way.

      Ron hung back a couple of beats, waiting to see if Gweirful would share her spooky secrets, but she bared her teeth and moved on, sticking close to him just as she had since he’d carried her out of the herb garden in Abergavenny.

      The tall ship was heavily guarded, children of all ages surrounding the low brick wall that housed the crested beast. They won themselves a couple of scowls before the whisper wire caught up with them. Frowns were replaced with smiles, scowls with double thumbs up. It was the sweetest—if weirdest—moment of Ron’s apocalypse: the children of Bristol protecting their heritage.

      “Down there.” The flower girl pointed to a row of gleaming yachts. Unlike the rest of the country, the dock had been protected and the boats bobbed and nodded as the two of them made their march to freedom.

      “Holy Toledo!” Viv’s mouth fell open. “That is one sweet ride.”

      The D’Urberville was a class apart. Not towering over her watery sisters in the way the SS Great Britain, but if the historic ship hadn’t been in the dock, she’d have outclassed everything around her.

      The kids protecting Mr. Hardy’s boat stood firm, elbow to elbow all along the bow, not a smile among them.

      “Mr. Hardy sent us.” Ron picked out the tallest kid and addressed him. “He’s sold us his boat.”

      “Bull.” A squat kid with skinny shoulders stepped to the plate. “You’re the third sucker who’s tried to take his boat.”

      Ron had prepared for the idea that the boat might be gone, might be trashed, might be occupied, but he hadn’t fully believed Mr. Hardy when he said he’d paid “a bunch of yobbos” to guard his yacht. “I have the bill of sale, right here.” Ron dug in his pack and found the paper, unfolding it and holding it aloft.

      The squat kid sent a runner, but no one else shifted from their post.

      Ron was reluctant to part with his proof of ownership, but there weren’t a lot of choices. He wasn’t about to pull a gun on a shipyard full of children.

      The runner remained on the catwalk. “Make her bring it.”

      Ron had rescued Viv from rural Wales because she could captain a boat (and, of course, because she was a friend), but it turned out having a woman by your side during a global meltdown made a difference.

      Viv took the paper, lowered her kickstand, and walked their ticket to freedom over to the runner. “It’s the real deal. He had it countersigned by witnesses.”

      The runner didn’t answer, snatching it away and pelting back up the stairs to the upper deck.

      “Are you Max?”

      The kid’s head jerked up, but went right back to examining the evidence. “Who’s asking.”

      “I’m Ron Frobisher. This is Captain Vivienne Alva. You’ve heard of us.”

      “I’ve heard a bunch of codswallop.”

      A roar of laughter went up from the peanut gallery.

      “No baloney served here.” Ron reached for Gweirful, rubbing her ears. She was alerting him to something, but he didn’t know her body language well enough to know what it might be.

      “You’re American.”

      So, Max is the genius who serves up the line we all knew was coming. “Guilty as charged.”

      “What did he charge you? Coz this is a prime piece of real estate.”

      Viv was back at his side. She covered her mouth and whispered, “He’s not wrong. It’s like a ten million dollar boat. Minimum.”

      “With the permission of the Dean of Salisbury Cathedral…” It was a gamble, naming what he was about to name. “Mr. Hardy exchanged the Magna Carta for the D’Urberville.”

      Max took a couple of steps back and disappeared, taking his flanking guards with him.

      Ron bent to his dog’s level. “What is it? What are you seeing?”

      She snuffed the air.

      Viv coughed.

      “Mask up.” Ron dug through his pack. He only had a well-used N95, not the cartridged protection Viv had glued to her face, but it would have to do.

      Gweirful’s snout was long enough that a human mask wouldn’t cut it. Ron unfurled his makeshift sling, folded it into a triangle, and scooped the ever-willing and preternaturally patient dog into his arms. Viv helped him knot the sheet over his shoulder, the dog peeping out every other second. “You’re going to need to stay inside, girl, if this is what I think it is.”

      Max and his posse remained out of sight.

      “Where did Alys of the chapel say the closest fire was?” Ron hadn’t consulted the map since Pontypool, when Rhys had loaned them his name as an all-access pass.

      “Tintern Abbey.”

      It was famous enough Ron had studied it, just in case he needed to wow some local with his superior knowledge of the British countryside, but for a second he had no idea which direction Tintern was.

      “But she was clear that they only had partial reporting. They only take girls and women in, so there were couples they’d turned away without downloading their data.”

      “Is it close enough the fire could have reached us here?”

      Viv shook her head. “It’s all about the prevailing winds.” She rattled off some data, but Ron was busy wrangling his dog, who was none too pleased with his request that she remain undercover.

      “We’re not leaving.” Max was back at the prow.

      “Okay.” Ron ducked his head and whispered. “Can they crew?”

      “Lord alive, I don’t know. I’d think not.”

      He didn’t want the extra mouths, or the hassle of having more than one boss in the mix, but if Gweirful was right—if the Teff smoke was barreling toward them—he wanted to be below decks. Now.

      “You’re under the tutelage of Captain Alva. Her word is law. I’m in charge of rations. We go where I say.”

      Max conferred with his people. “I’m in charge of rations.”

      Oh, for crying out loud. Get out of the smoke, Ron! Once again, Claire Moone’s voice overrode his own. “Deal.” He pushed his bike onto the catwalk, ignoring the miniature guards’ rants. “Everyone below deck.” He laid his bike down and turned to Viv. “Lead the way.”

      Viv was sure-footed and fast, swinging down the side of the boat to a mahogany door that led to a spiral staircase. “It’s not going to be airtight.”

      “Max!” Ron bellowed. “Get your ass down here!”

      Viv coughed again and cleared her throat. “New filters?”

      She’d been wearing the mask, pretty much nonstop since they left Llanarth Court, only raising it for important conversations in places they felt relatively safe. For all he knew, they’d been breathing toxic ash in the whole time. Wrong. You’ve tasted that stuff. It burns and grates. It does NOT produce a ladylike cough.

      Max appeared at the top of the stairs. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Get your people down here, pronto. There’s a fire at Tintern Abbey and we think the smoke has made it here.”

      “Oh.” Max’s smile was broad. “There are fires much closer than that!”

      “Teff fires?”

      “You mean the poison ones?”

      Wow! Someone who hadn’t heard of Teff. That was a first! “Yep.”

      “There’s one over by the Bristol Zoo.”

      Viv had removed her mask and was doubled over, sucking down huge breaths. She wasn’t going to be his interpreter this time around.

      “Where’s that?”

      Max shrugged. “Down the Avon.”

      “Geographically? How far?”

      “I dunno.”

      Kids poured down the stairs. Someone produced a bottle of water and helped Viv to a plush, velvet couch.

      “Where are the maps? I need maps. No! Close the doors. Get everyone in.”

      “Which is it? Maps or close the hatch?”

      Ron clapped the nearest kid on the back and pushed them further into the massive cabin. “Soon as your people are in, close everything you can close, mask up, and hunker down.”

      “We don’t have enough masks to go around.” It was the runner who’d taken the bill of sale from Ron to Max. “We ran out ages ago.”

      “Fine. Get washcloths or tea towels or T-shirts and dampen them. I want mouths covered until we sound the all clear.”

      “That zoo fire’s been burning for a long time, mister. It’s why they evacuated the city. You should know that.”

      Ron didn’t know anything of the sort, but there was one fact that was incontrovertible: there was a Teff fire burning close by. With Viv out of action and a boatload of underage wiseasses, Ron wasn’t sure when he’d be able to declare them safe, but he was done doing things the English way. He had his boat, he had Claire’s bearings, and he had a plan.
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      The trucks of men arrived from Fort Worth not long after Victor started the discussion. The noise and business of it all made Diana’s head spin, so she and Ben beat a hasty retreat back upstairs.

      “How many men did he bring back? It seemed like there was no end to them.” She guided herself up the stairs, the banister smooth under her hand.

      “I don’t know, but he’s not going to stop at anything to get the president back. But it’s probably not a bad thing for you to take a break for the moment. They’ll want to get themselves sorted out before Wilson will even consider talking to Victor.” Ben followed behind, carrying Jesse’s breakfast rations. “And besides, you have a laptop to find.”

      “How had I forgotten that?” She stopped in her tracks at the top of the stairs. It was so important, and yet it’d just slipped her mind. “This brain fog, it’s quite scary, Ben. Why is it still so hard to think?”

      “It’s only the second day.” Ben was so calm and good at bringing her back to real life when her anxiety threatened to drag her down. It was a gift she really appreciated. “Give yourself a break. You took a blow strong enough to scramble anyone’s brains, and don’t forget how much stress you’ve been living with. Oh, do you have a spare hand for the door?”

      “Of course.” She felt her way across to the bedroom and let herself in to the silent room.

      “He’s still asleep,” Ben murmured.

      She moved round to Jesse’s side of the bed and sat down on the edge. “Jesse. Jesse? Time to get up, sweetheart.”

      He rolled over and yawned. “Mom?”

      She was stunned. Once upon a time that would have been good for a panic attack. She waited for her heart to start racing and it didn’t. Instead, she found herself grinning like a fool.

      He yawned again. “It’s okay if I call you Mom, right? I mean, you kind of are now. Right?”

      That shocked a laugh out of her. “No, I don’t mind, Jesse, if you don’t. It might take me a little while to get used to it but… No, that’s lovely, actually.”

      “Cool.” He yawned again. “This bed is way more comfy than the ones at the Matreus place. Can we stay here a little while?”

      “Probably not.” Ben set the sandwich down on the desk in the corner. “Breakfast is here if you’re hungry. I’d eat it up—this is all you’re getting, I’m afraid. They’ve had to start rationing food and water. They’re about out of anything fresh, and the rest of the troops just turned up, so we’re probably going back to MREs again by lunchtime.”

      “Oh, hey, Ben.” The bed bounced as Jesse wriggled out the other side. “MREs?”

      “Are you speaking with your mouth full, Jesse?” Diana turned, listening.

      “Maybe.” He giggled through a mouthful of sandwich, which made her smile.

      Ben chuckled too. “MREs are those ration packs.”

      “Ugh. Is Rachel here?”

      “No, she’s back at the ranch. Which is where we’re going next.” Diana came around the bed, feeling for the chair.

      “Oh, okay. That scab on your face is a pretty good one.” He paused. “You are okay, right? Your head, I mean?”

      “Patti says the stuff with my head will take a bit longer to ease. A couple of weeks or so and I should be able to see again, hopefully.” If my sight is going to come back, of course. Time to change the subject. “Do you mind if we kick you off the bed for a moment? We need to look under the mattress.”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      Ben grunted as he took hold of the mattress and raised it. “It’s there! Jesse, can you grab that, please.”

      “Why is there a laptop under the mattress?” There were all sorts of creaks and groans from the box spring as he wriggled back out. “Here you go.”

      “You out of the way? I’m dropping the mattress.” There was a thump. “Phew! Laptop and charger both present and accounted for, Doc. But if you want to charge it up, we need to do it now, because they only put the generator on for an hour after mealtimes normally, and it’s been slightly longer than that already.”

      Jesse knocked on the window. “There’s tons of people shouting and unloading trucks outside Can I go and watch?”

      “Colonel Wilson has brought his reinforcements back from Fort Worth.” Diana hesitated. “What do you think, Ben?”

      “If he stays out of the way and doesn’t leave the house, he’ll be fine.”

      “Okay then, off you go. But Jesse, if anyone starts getting annoyed, come straight back here. We might need these guys’ help, and that means we need to not irritate them.”

      “Cool.” The plate scraped. “I’ve got my sandwiches. I’ll eat them, don’t worry.”

      Ben burst out laughing as the door closed. “Of all the things I’ve been worried about in the last couple of days, Jesse not eating his food is not even on the list. But Victor’s in the living room, Mariana’s in the kitchen, and Patti’s downstairs—not to mention Cooper is outside and the gates are locked again. He can’t get far.”

      Diana sat down on the chair. It seemed like the first time since forever that she had not been under threat. She reveled in the freedom of it. “How did you come to be here? I thought you were going back to the ranch.”

      “We waited a few days for you to come back to us at the ranch, but when that time came and went, we worried.” Ben took the seat across from her. “I left Rachel at the ranch and Patti, Reuben, and I came back to find this place in chaos. Mariana told us Bryce had taken you, but she wasn’t sure where Site B was. We found a map that showed Matreus had a location near the library, and we were heading there when we came across Kerry and Private Cooper with the truck of samples. They told us about Site A and the president, and with Colonel Wilson on the way back, they needed a way in. I figured it would make sense if we all worked together, and they wouldn’t have had time to update the system in Chicago before the tower blew, so there was a reasonable chance that I might still be able to get in.”

      “Of course!” Chicago seemed so long ago that Diana had more or less forgotten about that too. “So you two have been looking around and checking things out.”

      “Yesterday was only the second time we got into the site. We need to get back for our next shift this evening so they don’t suspect anything. But you see why I’m anxious to have you two back at the ranch? Patti too, but she’s still on the system and she’s adamant that she wants to help.” His voice was troubled. He’d prefer everyone else was safe so he could throw himself into something dangerous. Which, she realized with a guilty start, was exactly what she had been doing.

      “Ben, you’re not expendable. You get that, right? Not in the least bit expendable, in any way whatsoever.” Damn, she’d said that out loud.

      “Expendable?” He was as startled as she was. “I mean…”

      “Be careful. Don’t do anything reckless. Please? Rachel needs you. Jesse needs you. And—”

      “And?”

      “And—and I need you.” She felt her cheeks glowing hot. The conversation had gotten away from her in a slightly terrifying way. But he was going back to Site B tomorrow, and she was going to the ranch, and she refused to let him go back into danger not knowing how she felt about him. “Not—not for practical reasons. I need you—I mean—sheesh, why is this so hard?” She was getting really flustered, and not being able to see how he was reacting made it so much harder. “I mean, it’s not that I need you. I could probably manage, at least if my sight comes back, but apart from that. I do need you, but I want you too. Very much.” Her ears caught up with her mouth. “Oh! No! That’s not what I meant! I don’t mean in the bed! I mean, maybe at some point, but that’s not what I—”

      He chuckled and laid his hand along the side of her face. “Doc, you’re amazing and I’d really like to kiss you.” He waited.

      She spluttered slightly and then managed to gather her wits. “I’d like that.” She leaned into his kiss, and for a moment the entire rest of the world dissolved into the softness of his lips on hers.

      Then he drew away as thudding footsteps sounded on the stairs. “I suspect we’re about to have a visitation.”

      “For crying out loud Jesse, timing!” she murmured, and he laughed.

      The door flew open. “Mom, Mariana’s going to teach me how to make tortillas!” Jesse erupted into the room with his usual subtlety. “Are you going to come and help us? Anna’s down there too, and we’re going to use all the rest of the flour so we can have wraps tomorrow!”

      “I need to plan this evening’s shift with Colonel Wilson, so I’ll have to get going soonish.” Ben’s voice had a tinge of regret. She hoped that Jesse wouldn’t think anything of it.

      She nodded. “We’ll be down shortly, Jesse. Why don’t you go on ahead? I won’t be long.” The door slammed and his feet thudded down the stairs.

      Ben caressed her face again. “I’d’ve liked a little more time with you. We’re not going to have the chance for a while now. But I’m glad you’ll be somewhere safe.”

      “It’s okay.” It wasn’t, but it would have to be. “When we’re back at the ranch, we can talk properly. But we need to be mindful of Rachel. It’s so soon after her mother’s death. Do you need to take it slowly? I’m fine if you do.” Diana stood up, and Ben followed suit.

      He took her hand. “Her mother and I have been friends, rather than lovers, for a long while. Rachel was an accident. The best one of my life, but she was conceived at a point where it was becoming clear that Jazz and I weren’t that well suited. We stayed together for a few years more for Rachel’s sake, but it was hard to avoid arguing. Then when Jazz was back on the drugs, her family pressured her to move to the commune and I— Well, I didn’t realize what sort of place it was, or I wouldn’t have let them send her away. She was happy enough there for a while though, and she’d come and visit from time to time at first. She’d always been unreliable, so when she stopped, I figured my duty was to Rachel, and if Jazz had chosen her own way, that was a very Jazz thing to do.”

      He put Diana’s hand into the crook of his elbow and they walked arm in arm back down the stairs. “So, you see, for me it was the loss of a very old friend more than a lover. But you’re right, we should tread carefully around the kids.”

      “We’ll get back to the ranch, and when things get back to some semblance of routine and normality, whatever that might be, that will be the time to talk to her.” Diana paused outside the kitchen door. “I’m glad you know, though. Don’t throw yourself away for no reason. You’re needed.”

      He bent forward and whispered in her ear, “And wanted, apparently.”

      She snorted with laughter. “Shut up, okay! I was flustered and it came out wrong. I mean—”

      “Stop! Stop! There are children in the next room!” He was laughing too. “For now, we’ll put this on hold. But I shall very much look forward to the next conversation. Now go and make tortillas, ma’am, before we dig ourselves in any deeper!”

      “Yessir, sheriff, sir!” She did a salute in his direction and left him chuckling to himself in the hall.

      The kitchen was a happy mess of Jesse calling out and telling her what he was doing, every step of the way. She found herself a stool in the corner and enjoyed the smells and sounds, and occasional ‘sense adventure’ as Jesse handed her something and asked her to guess what it was. Eggs were easy, but whether it was salt or sugar was a head scratcher. That would make for some sweet stews or salty scones, neither of which appealed to her. A worry for later, Di. Just let yourself enjoy your first day as Jesse’s mom!

      The tortillas were made and cooling nicely by the time she was called to Victor’s meeting with Colonel Wilson. She reached the door of Victor’s study with only one scraped shin and one tumble onto the sofa.

      Patti came to meet her. “There’s an empty chair here, Di.”

      Victor was using his Chairman of the Board voice. “Dr. Diana Stewart, this is Colonel Wilson. Colonel, Diana has given Natalie a laptop on which is a great deal of relevant data, which she managed to bring out at no small risk to herself, as you can see.”

      “Dr. Stewart. Thank you for your efforts.” He sounded grim but given the stories she’d heard about Site A, that was hardly a surprise. “We have agreed to release a few of my men to escort you and the children home. They will stay and fortify the place on the understanding that when we get the president free and clear of Site B, we’ll move her to a secure location.”

      “There are two women at Site B being held against their will, much as we were.” Diana clasped her hands in her lap. “Scientists. Dr. Keiko Sato is one of the best minds in the world and has been working on a solution to the cicada issue with her assistant, Netsy.” What the hell was Netsy’s last name? It remained stubbornly lost in the brain fog. “We need them back out here.”

      “Ma’am, while I appreciate that it’s hardly an ideal position to be in, we’re here for the president, not for civilians.”

      Diana gripped down on her hands hard, so she didn’t snap back at him. “I appreciate you’re not here on a humanitarian mission, colonel, but this woman is our best chance of finding a way to get these creatures in check. If you find it easier, think of her as a vital asset rather than a person. Or to put it more plainly, whoever has Dr. Sato—” emphasize the science, not the person, “—is going to be the one who controls what happens next. I can’t give you orders of course, but as an expert in the field, I consider Dr. Sato to be the key to resolving this issue. And Netsy, of course.”

      Patti spoke up from just behind Diana. “She’ll be easier to access than the president, colonel. And if she were to suddenly start complaining of pains and need medical attention, it may be that a nurse could be found who would liaise with her. Someone already on the books at Matreus.”

      “Patti, no!” Diana was filled with dismay. “It’s too risky.”

      “It has to be done, and I don’t see anyone else who can do it.” Patti was matter of fact. “If we need Dr. Sato, we need her, and I’ll be damned if I’ll hand over control of these death-dealing, overblown crickets to a man like Bryce Matreus. But with you guys gone, Matreus security will be ramped up to the sky. Ben and I may have a chance to get some decent intel before these guys go rushing in. Enough people have died.”

      “Too many.” Wilson snapped. “Very well. If you can get access to this Dr. Sato and get information from her, we’ll attempt to extract her when we go in for the president. But the president is our first priority, and we won’t risk her safety for anyone, is that understood?”

      “Understood.” It was just as well that Patti was the one who answered.

      Diana sat on the luxurious leather chair, trying to maintain her composure. She analyzed the smell of cigars—apparently they were not rationed with everything else—and sweat and gas and, faintly, the smell of baking. Once again she was struck by the surrealness of this bubble of luxury that Victor had managed to preserve in the middle of the death and destruction. It was downright wrong that the rich could live like this when the poor were mostly dead, left to rot wherever they’d fallen. As for Wilson, he had his orders, but even so, it made her sick to her stomach trying not to rage at him about all the deaths she had seen and all the deaths she was still afraid of.

      Her head hurt again. The others were still talking, but the pain and the sickness were getting worse. “Patti,” she whispered, and her friend was there at once, helping her out of the chair and back up to her room, giving her a half glass of water from the ration they had doled out that morning. “Why is it like this, Patti?”

      The nurse settled her on the bed with a wet towel folded across her forehead and something soft under her aching skull. “It’s the concussion, honey. It just takes a while. This might all have been a bit much for your first full day. You go to sleep for a while, and I’ll keep an eye on Jesse once Mariana’s finished with him.”

      “Thank you. You’re a good friend.” Diana blinked uselessly. “I don’t want to lose you, either.”

      “You won’t lose me, honey. I’m as persistent as a pimple.” The words were still echoing in Diana’s head when she drifted off.

      If she dreamed, she didn’t remember her dreams, only the endless sensation that her mouth was Sahara-dry. “Water?”

      “Hey, Sleeping Beauty’s back with us! Perfect timing too. I’m just packing your stuff.” Patti was bustling round the room like an elderly bumble bee. “There’s a few clothes and what food, water, and meds they’ve given us. Was there anything else we need to bring?”

      Diana sat up. “What’s going on?”

      “We’re going back to the ranch.” Jesse was sitting on the bed next to her. She could hear the scratching of pencil on paper. “Look, Mr. Victor gave me a bunch of paper and pencils to draw with.”

      “What are you drawing?”

      “A rocket ship. Do you think Lettie might have some coloring pencils? I want to color it in right.”

      “I think she does, hon.” Patti cut in again. “Di, if you can eat, there’s one of Mariana’s wraps on the side. Or at least there is for just as long as I can get Jesse to hold off scarfing it down in one go.”

      Jesse giggled. “Shall I pass you the plate, Mom?” Patti stopped what she was doing for ten full seconds before continuing.

      Diana smiled. “That would be very kind, Jesse. Patti, the only thing we need to do is bring Victor’s laptop with us.”

      “There’s no electricity at the ranch, you know. Only for emergencies.”

      “We’re taking it for safekeeping, nothing more. We’re sending Dan’s laptop to the CDC, but if Bryce hits this house he won’t stop till it’s burned to the ground.”

      “Okay, I’ll go and sort that out. Jesse, you’re in charge of—of your Mom—till I get back, okay? Don’t steal her wrap!”

      It was a strange evening. The time passed in a series of disconnected snapshots. Sandwiches with Jesse. Hugging Victor goodbye, the fragrance of cigars and the lingering scent of his cologne contrasting strangely with the diesel and sweat and dirt of the military transport they climbed into. The bumpiness of the ride through the city to the ranch, occasional gunshots and shouting. The atmosphere of readiness in the truck, but not of concern or much in the way of tension. Jesse nodding, his head eventually resting heavy against her. And, finally, Patti shouting, the trucks revving their way through and over a barricade, and being helped down into the coolness of night and through a maze of darkness into the annex to wait for morning.

      It wasn’t until she heard the truck drive off that she realized that Ben and Patti had both gone without having the chance to say a proper goodbye, and that hurt. But, there in the darkness, she told herself that it was a good omen—that they would be back unhurt in just a day or two, so there would be no need for any more goodbyes.

      No more goodbyes. Please.
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        Anayeli Alfaro. On the Highway to Missoula, Montana.

      

      

      Anayeli stared up at the night sky, clear for the first time in weeks. She was stretched on the ground, using Fortune’s saddle as a pillow, her sweaty saddle pad as a blanket, her dog at her side as a real-life comforter. A short distance away, the horses were tied to a makeshift highline of baling twine stretched between two trees. Above her, stars—more than she’d ever seen before in her life—glittered in a dense spray of brilliance that made her eyes sting and her nose burn with their beauty. Somehow, she was finally living the dream.

      She snorted at the thought. Nothing about her current reality was like she’d dreamed.

      “What?” Andrew’s voice was quiet in the dark. She could barely make him out where he lay in the dirt beside her. Their camp spot, if it could be called that, was off the main road, but instead of feeling safer for the seclusion, she felt nervy. Every sound—the creak of dead wood, the snap of a fallen branch, the high-pitched whine of a mosquito because of course those weren’t dead, the rustle of slag on the forest floor—made her jump in her skin and listen harder for the horses. They were probably the ones making most of the noise, but she couldn’t see them in the dark, and couldn’t be certain. They were there, though—the three of them steadily cropping at the patch of coarse grass they’d found near the riverbank, the soft grinding of their teeth against the stems rhythmic and soothing. Except Anayeli was not soothed.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—I thought you were asleep.” She hadn’t meant to wake him, but the truth was she liked it better knowing he was conscious. The shadow of night was too thick, the hush too heavy. His presence was a comfort like the starlight, bright in the darkness.

      “Nah. Not exhausted enough, I guess.” Andrew shifted in the dirt. “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing really, just…” She didn’t like talking about the past. It was a minefield, where the strangest, smallest flick of memory might trip an outsized grief explosion. But maybe some memories were safe. “Well. When I was in college, there was this annual dorm backpacking trip. I really wanted to go.” The first time she’d read the email announcing the trip, her immediate reaction had been yes! I want to do that! She’d imagined what it would be like, heading out into the wilderness with a gaggle of almost-friends, and having an adventure in the mountains. She’d see places in America that would make her feel brave and confident and fresh. She’d lay eyes on parts of the world as pristine as when the first people walked it instead of pounding the pavement in a dingy city that reminded her every day that the planet was dying.

      “Wanted to go? As in, you didn’t?” Andrew’s graveled voice made him sound like an old smoker—but somehow gentle. For the first time, she realized he hadn’t coughed all day.

      “No. I begged off. Told everyone I had a massive paper due that week.” It hadn’t been a lie exactly, except she’d already written the paper. She was always ahead in all her classes, done with the readings, done with her notes, done with the papers, done, done, done, because she had to be on top of everything. She had to be the perfect student and get perfect grades, just to prove she was as good as anyone else.

      “Why?”

      “I read the supply list.” Camping was supposed to be cheap. That’s what she’d thought. No hotel room, no eating out, nothing to pay for except shared gas and a state park fee at the student rate. But the supply list had made her realize backpacking was just as much a rich kid hobby as skiing. “I didn’t have anything on it.”

      “You couldn’t borrow stuff?”

      “I’m sure I could have.” She lay on the uneven ground, peering through the blackened skeletons of dead trees. A star streaked across the sky, trailing the last of its light, and wished she could go back in time. She wished she’d gone on one of those trips and seen more of the world back then when it was beautiful. It was beautiful still, but in the way of a shooting star or a dying person’s smile— the last fleeting glimpse of what had been and never would be again. That was the thing about growing up and looking back at the things she’d missed out on, the limitations she’d put on herself. Borrowing supplies wouldn’t have been a big deal, not in a time when having the right equipment wasn’t truly a matter of survival. But she hadn’t belonged in so many ways, and asking would have meant revealing too much of herself. “I was too embarrassed to ask.”

      The silence-that-wasn’t-silent stretched between them.

      “What was on the list?” Andrew had been the one to start playing the Before-Times Game with Brandon and Carlota and Zara, when they were doing some menial task, or when the night stretched too long. For Anayeli it was a particular kind of torture, calling up all the things that used to be so readily available, sitting on a shelf in a store or in a cabinet at home. Chocolate. Crisp, clean sheets. Hot water from the tap. Deodorant.

      But nothing on the backpacking trip supply list had ever really been within her reach, so it was a different kind of painful longing to recount it. “Oh, you know… A framed backpack. A tiny tent. A sleeping bag.” To keep Andrew’s attention from drifting away into his own memories like a cloud on the wind, she did what every good storyteller did. She hammed it up, refusing to consider why it was she wanted his focus on her. “But not just any sleeping bag. The kind that was rated to minus fifteen degrees, but could still stuff into the most minuscule sack that would practically fit into your pocket.” She didn’t even know if sleeping bags like that really existed. It didn’t matter, because if they ever had, they didn’t anymore. “Pouches of dehydrated food, but the fancy kinds like Thai curry, herbed risotto, jambalaya, and chicken masala.” She missed food—the kind with spices and butter that you ate just because it tasted good, not because it was calories you needed to survive. “A water filter, and iodine pills, and a fancy stainless steel canteen. Technical SPF 50 clothes and moisture-wicking socks and moleskin for when your Gore-Tex hiking boots gave you blisters. Dry shampoo and baby wipes for when the crystal-clear mountain stream was too freezing for bathing. Chapstick and sunscreen and bug repellant—but the really good kind that would probably be strong enough to keep even toxicadas away.”

      Andrew gave a low laugh. “Not exactly ‘roughing it,’ was it?”

      “More like glamping, by today’s standards.” What they were doing made ‘roughing it’ seem luxurious. “They had a second list, too. The email said if you didn’t have everything on the main list, that was okay, to just go off the list of ten backpacking essentials.”

      “Let me guess.” Andrew had a dry sense of humor, when he let it creep out. “We don’t even have any of the ten essentials.”

      “Wrong!” It gave Anayeli a zing of not exactly glee, but something approaching delirious mirth, maybe. “We, my friend, have a map: essential number one! And I still have vet wrap and antibiotic ointment. First aid kit: essential number four.”

      “Well. That’s a relief. I was starting to wonder how we’d ever survive.” Andrew’s voice came out of the dark, full of exaggerated sarcasm, but Anayeli couldn’t laugh. Instead, her ballooning mirth didn’t just deflate, it popped. They had to do more than survive, and yet they were completely underprepared.

      They only had a map thanks to Dale and Brandon. There was no shelter, no tent, no sleeping bags, no blankets even—nothing in or under which they could hide if another swarm came. They had one change of clean clothes besides the dirty layers they were already wearing. Her clothes hadn’t been clean, not really, for days—no, weeks. Her canteen was a crinkly old plastic water bottle that crumpled in on itself a little more every day. She didn’t have a water filter or iodine tablets. The only way to purify water was by boiling it, but she had no way to do that, either. There was no collapsible cooking pot nestled in her regular old backpack, no tiny one-burner hot plate to heat water on, no Coleman camp stove or propane bottles to fuel it with. Even building a fire was nearly impossible. What little wood they found was charred and crumbled at the touch, and her lighter was empty from doubling as a flashlight. Their best hope for starting fires was to find a still-smoldering tree, and though there were enough of those around, they didn’t have an axe with which to chop one down. The “tools” Dale had snuck into their supplies was an all-in-one Leatherman.

      “We’re never going to make it.” It was the first time she allowed the fear that lived in her head to become real, the only time she’d put it into words for someone else to hear, even though it echoed—always—through every thought she had, through everything she did.

      “We’ve done it before.” Andrew shifted beside her, his stomach rumbling. Their only meal of the day had been granola bars and one of Bailey Rae’s precious applesauce pouches for each of them. They were saving the provisions Dale had brought them—some venison jerky, a can of baked beans, and a few squares of stale cornbread—for the morning. “We can do it again. We’ve come too far to turn back.”

      It was as if he’d read her mind. She’d been wanting to turn back ever since the figure had appeared on the horizon, and they’d ridden away from Dale and Brandon. As much as she burned for justice for her papa, she couldn’t stop thinking about giving up. It had taken every bit of courage she could muster, first to ride away from her family into the wider unknown, and then to ride away from friendly faces and toward something straight out of a zombie movie: a ragged figure, hobbling down the highway’s center line. But if they wanted a future at the compound, they’d needed to protect Dale and Brandon, give them time to get back around the bend in the road in case the person on the road was a scout for a larger group. They’d taken their time riding up on the person for exactly that reason. By the time the figure had taken shape—a filthy woman, her face pocked with the scars of cicada-blisters—a quick glance over Anayeli’s shoulder had shown the road behind them was as empty as the one ahead. Dale and Brandon had gotten clear.

      “My boy… Please. Have you seen my boy?” The woman had given them no greeting, only the one unanswerable question.

      Anayeli had snapped into Reporter Mode though. She didn’t answer questions, only asked them. “Where did you last see him, and how long ago?”

      “Days ago. At the checkpoint. Back there.” The woman had pointed behind her, and that was when recognition jolted Anayeli so hard she almost lost her balance in the saddle. She’d seen the woman before, on death’s doorstep—only she hadn’t died.

      “Are you Stewie’s mom?”

      The smile that burst across the woman’s face, pulling at her scarred and pink skin, transformed almost immediately into a rictus of grief when Anayeli told her the boy was sick. “He had a reaction. To the last swarm.”

      “But he’s alive? I have something that will help! Tell me he’s alive!” The woman held up a small jar, the kind people used for home canning. Whatever was inside looked like some kind of ointment.

      “I saw him yesterday. He was doing better.”

      “Where? Oh, praise God, where is he?” The woman had barely been able to stand still, so desperate to get to wherever her son was, and Anayeli knew that if the kid was going to have any real chance, especially as supplies dwindled, he needed his mama.

      “I need some information first.” Anayeli’s words had sobered the woman instantly, her eyes narrowing in suspicion as her entire expression closed off. Such were the times they lived in, when kindness came at a price and every interaction became transactional.

      “No, please… He’s my only child. My baby.”

      Anayeli needed evidence. She needed testimony. That was how she could make Matreus pay for what they’d done: to collect memories so they couldn’t be forgotten or ignored. To unite the living under the larger story of their collective suffering and survival. But in the end, there was only one question she could bear to force the woman to answer. “What’s in the jar?”

      “Barrier cream. That’s what the man who gave it to me called it. Said the recipe came straight from the lab that caused the bugs. I didn’t trust it at first, but look.” She pointed to her disfigured face. “When the last swarm came, it saved me.” She held out the jar. “You can have it. Just, please. Please. Tell me where Stewie is.”

      “What recipe? What lab?” Anayeli’s voice had a keenness to it, a desperate edge that made her sound almost unhinged.

      The woman shrugged. “I never saw the recipe. He said it was aloe vera and calamine lotion and something else—an antihistamine, I think. Like Benadryl maybe.” The kinds of ingredients that on a normal day back in the Before Times would have been in stock on the shelves of any drug store. But it was the kind of information that could really help people, if she could get to Missoula and a printing press.

      “Did you fall asleep?” Andrew’s voice, soft as it was, punctured the haze of memory she’d been drifting in.

      “No. I was just thinking about Stewie’s mom. If we hadn’t sent Dale and Brandon away, she could’ve gone with them. They could’ve gotten her to the radio station.”

      “You did the best you could. She’ll make it. You’ll see when we get back.”

      When they got back. Anayeli couldn’t think that far ahead. The journey already felt too long. What would’ve taken two hours by car would take them days by horseback. But she had to finish what Papa had started. “I’m just so tired.” Her voice came out wavery. She couldn’t remember the last time she hadn’t been exhausted. She didn’t know where the rage she’d burned with had disappeared to. It couldn’t have fizzled out like the falling star.

      “We’re tough. We’ve made it this far.” Andrew’s pep talk reminded her of the kind Papa used to give her. You work hard, niña, and you’ll get farther than you knew you could. “No one’s braver than you, Anayeli.”

      She wanted to say she wasn’t brave, just determined, but before she could, Andrew’s hand brushed along her arm, then came to rest on her shoulder, the weight of it releasing tension she hadn’t even known she carried. “You sleep. I’ll keep watch.”

      She tried to say it wouldn’t work, she couldn’t relax, but her eyelids dropped in a slow blink, then closed again, the words vanishing the way smoke was supposed to.

      She was bolt upright before she knew she was awake, on her feet before she understood the noise she was hearing. Growling. Hoofbeats. Curses. Andrew.

      “Stay calm, Yeli.” Andrew’s voice was steady and low. “Grab Cricket.” Andrew’s arms were raised above his head, and he slowly waved them. Beyond him, Manteca let out a loud, sharp warning snort, his head straight up in the air, his attention fixed on something in the trees. Spot was frozen and quivering, ready to bolt. Fortune sat back on her haunches, pulling hard against the knot that tied her, the twine of the highline creaking under the strain. She would have already been gone, if the rope hadn’t held.

      “What’s going on?” She bent to one side, slipping her fingers under Cricket’s collar. It was the dog who was growling.

      “A bear.” Andrew took a slow step backward and with great care picked his backpack off the ground, slipping it on, and immediately raising his arms again. “Just beyond the line of trees. Coming closer.”

      “What do we do?” Anayeli had never seen a bear in real life. It was scrawny, its black fur patchy, its skin inflamed as if it had been burned. It looked a bit like how Cricket had, when she’d taken him from Josh Bertoli’s farm. If it hadn’t been stalking closer, its head up, its ears forward, intent on them, she might’ve felt sorry for it. Instead, she felt very alive and even more fragile. “Do we play dead? Be big and loud?”

      “Depends.” Andrew didn’t look at her, but he moved closer, his hand brushing hers as he took over holding Cricket. “Get your pack on. Keep talking, no yelling. And don’t make eye contact. As soon as you’re ready, we’re going to back away. If it knows we’re people and no threat, it might leave us alone.”

      Her hands shook as she took up her pack and shouldered it. Before she could take a step back, Cricket’s growl grew in intensity. The bear had moved closer. Manteca let out another snort.

      In one huge bound, the bear leaped forward on its front legs. The horses exploded into panic and the same impulse exploded through Anayeli. Everything inside her, every fiber of every muscle, every dendrite and synapse inside her brain screamed at her to run. Corre! Corre! Corre! But in that very same instant the calm of Andrew’s voice cut through the blaring alarms telling her to bolt.

      “Don’t. Run.” Andrew stepped in front of her and Cricket, and waved his arms again as if he were flagging someone down in slow motion. “Stay still, Anayeli. If it charges again—stand your ground.”

      She hoped he knew what he was talking about because she was shaking so hard with the need to run that her teeth chattered. “Okay.” The bear was close enough she could see the oozing burns on its back and sides, its hip bones jutting out beneath bare skin, the lines of its ribs easily visible beneath what was left of its shaggy coat. The poor thing was starving. But there was no freaking way she or Andrew or Cricket or any of them were going to be its next meal.

      “If it attacks, fight like hell.” Andrew had gotten his gun out, she didn’t know when, and angled his body so that he was between her and Cricket and the bear. “Go for its eyes.”

      As if they knew what was coming and could read the bear’s intentions, the horses did exactly what they shouldn’t. Fortune lurched forward, and then sat back against the end of her lead even harder, her eyes rolling to their whites as her haunches nearly touched the ground. Spot scrambled at the end of her rope, wrenching his neck from side to side, desperate to escape. Even Manteca, steady old Manteca, whirled and quickly found the end of his line. The pressure from a third horse was what finally did it.

      The twine snapped, the sudden release sending Fortune flipping backward. The bear changed course, barging like a freight train at the filly. Anayeli screamed, even though Andrew had told her not to. But Fortune scrambled to her feet, quick as lightning, and dashed after Manteca and Spot, all three horses bolting away, the bear charging after.
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        Ron Frobisher. Bristol Channel, England, United Kingdom.

      

      

      Viv was upright, but sheet white. “My chest feels like an elephant sat on it.”

      The kids were doing well—only one asthmatic had taken to their cot—and Ron was in fine fettle, as always, but his captain had taken a real hit. “Make that two elephants, one for each lung.”

      With a boatload of restless kids and the tide on the turn, Ron made an executive decision. “Mask up. Max?”

      Max had barely left Ron’s side since they’d gone below decks, guiding him from one opulent room to the next and describing the boat’s features. Ron had no interest in the marble bathrooms or wraparound windows, or custom cherry wood storage cabinets. There was only one room that he wanted to investigate. “Take us to the radio room.”

      “It’s mostly static.” Max was on his feet, Kimmy—the runner—and Joseph, his bagman, flanking him. “There’s a numbers station, but not much else.”

      “Fine with me.” Ron took Viv’s arm and helped her stand. “Give me a hand.”

      Max looped himself under Viv’s other arm.

      “I’ve got noodle legs.” Viv hadn’t taken her mask off after her coughing fit, but still suffered from the effects of the smoke. “Brain’s okay, though.” She leaned hard, her breaths coming in jags.

      “Let’s do this. On my count. One, two, three.” The trio took a step, Viv’s left foot dragging behind them. The only Teff effects he’d seen was his own disastrous experiment, which led to several hours of coughing, the comatose patients in the sub- sub- sub-basement at Porton Down, and the dead. He had almost no data to help manage expectations when it came to Viv’s prognosis. It might be hours, or days, before she was fully recovered. Either way, she was the only one who could captain their boat, so he tightened his grip around her waist and prayed she’d remain compos mentis until they made it to Holyhead.

      Gweirful was at the door before Ron and Viv, butt wiggling and ears pricked, checking and rechecking for instructions.

      “Sorry, girl, you stay down here.”

      Kimmy was glued to Max, but she was the most dog-friendly of the kids.

      “Any chance you can loan me your second-in-command?”

      Kimmy snickered, ducking behind her teenage boss.

      “Because of Gwei—?” None of the English kids could pronounce her name. Max took hold of the leash and handed it off. “Sure. Why not. We don’t need an animal getting in the way.”

      With Gweirful away from the door, her tail low and her head lower, Ron pulled his T-shirt up over his face mask and cracked the sliding door. The stairwell was huge by boat standards, but there was no way three of them could mount the stairs side by side. “Sorry, Viv. It’s that time again. Piggyback.”

      “Sorry?” He hoped he was imagining it, but the word came out more like ‘soo-ee?’

      “You still with us?”

      Her eyes were at half-mast and her grip on his shoulder—which had never been tight—slid away to nothing.

      “Back up.”

      Her knees buckled and her head rolled to one side.

      Ron ran his hands under her knees and lifted her away from the door, through the crush of muttering kids, and into the largest of the bedrooms. Max had claimed it for himself, but he was going to have to unclaim it. “Is there a doctor?” Ron unbuttoned the top of her shirt. Not because he thought it would help her breathing, but so he could take her pulse. “Too fast.”

      “No doctors.” Max kicked his clothes away from the side of the bed and cleared a half-eaten apple from the bedstand.

      “How about on the dock? Maybe there’s someone with the tall ship?”

      “The doctors went with the army.”

      First I’ve heard of it!

      Viv’s chest heaved with the effort. She clawed at her neckline and writhed and twisted in the sheets.

      “The asthmatic. Do they have an inhaler?”

      Max shrugged. “I mean, I guess so?”

      Ron tore down the corridor, throwing open doors until he found the scrap of a kid who’d taken to one of the bunks. “I need your inhaler.” He mimed taking a hit of Ventolin. “For the captain. She’s struggling.”

      The boy didn’t ask any questions, lobbing the blue canister at Ron and giving him a thumbs up.

      Ron slid his arm under Viv’s shoulders and sat her up, pulling her mask up to her forehead. “You need to take a deep breath.” He shook the inhaler the way he’d seen all asthmatics do, and held it to her lips. “Breath out…”

      But she’d passed out, only the whites of her eyes showing.

      Ron clamped his palm over her mouth, pinching her nostrils so that her airways were fully closed off. For twelve long seconds she was limp in his arms, but then her body fought back, sucking down air in greedy gulps. He timed his puff to coincide with an intake of breath, then held his hand over her mouth a second time, albeit more gently. Her pulse hadn’t slowed, but her breathing had.

      “Are you sure you’re doing it right?” Max, arms loaded with his dirty laundry, stood at the foot of the bed.

      Ron watched and waited. Even if Viv came around, they were racing against the tide. Claire Moone had told Viv they were at Holyhead “for a little while longer” but Viv hadn’t asked what constituted a little while. “You’re going to sit here, beside her, and make sure she keeps breathing. Anything changes and you come and get me.” He handed the inhaler to Max, sidestepped Gweirful—whose whine grew higher the second she saw him—and made for the stairs.

      No one had made a move to join him, but they were kids and curiosity killed the cat ten times more often when minors were involved.

      “Do not come out here. None of you.” He slid the door closed behind him and grabbed the handrail, taking the stairs as fast as he could. The yacht was luxurious, but there weren’t a whole lot of places to stash a comms station. For all the pricey extras Mr. Hardy had lavished on the D’Urberville, the radio room was much the same as a hundred others Ron had seen over the years: a box, a speaker, a pair of headphones, and dials by the dozen.

      He took a seat, donned the cans, and set to work, powering through the static with an ear for any slight changes in the density of sound. The ham radio back at the chapel would have a far wider range of frequencies—and would be capable of amplitude and frequency modulation—but the maritime laws forbade the use of ham radios on the water except for the preservation of human life.

      After three full, thorough spins through the static, and five minutes listening to strings of Russian numbers, Ron knew what he needed to do. There might not be a doctor on the pier, the adults might all have been sent elsewhere, but with the forty or forty-five boats remaining in dock, someone was going to have a ham radio stashed away.

      He hung the earphones on their stand and jogged to the top of the stairs. “Max!”

      The door to the downstairs living quarters remained shut for a full minute before Kimmy poked her head out. “You said not to open the door, Mr. Ron.”

      Gweirful strained at the leash, whining.

      “Tell Max I need a guide. Someone who knows who’s on which boat and how to get a message out.”

      “I’m good at that.” Kimmy disappeared, her voice high and excited, then emerged with a face mask and a bright blue, Sesame Street walkie-talkie. She depressed the button on the side. “Bobbie? It’s Kimmy. Come in please, over.” She put her hand over the mouthpiece. “He’s my friend. He knows everyone.”

      “Hey there, Kim-Kim. What’s going on, over?”

      “I have someone here who wants to send a message, over.” She held out her walkie. “Do you want to tell him?”

      “Bobbie, Ron Frobisher. I need a ham radio. Got anything? Over.” He released the button and waited.

      “What are you trading?”

      Ron rolled his neck, the bones popping. How about we save the world, buddy? There was little enough in his backpack, but the kid was English and might not know what he was looking at. “I’ve got some ninja throwing stars.”

      Kim-Kim gasped and her eyes went wide. “No way!”

      His heart hurt for them, just a little. It was a terrible trade, looked at dispassionately, but in terms of pure economics, if someone in the market was willing to trade a radio for a couple of knock-off kiddie toys he wasn’t going to get in the way of commerce.

      “Tell Kim to bring you to the green boat. She’ll know.”

      Ron had to return to the lower deck to get his pack. Gweirful greeted him as if he’d been gone for hours, play bowing and pawing at his knee.

      “Sorry, girl. I won’t be too long.” He checked for the ninja stars, which were precisely where he’d stashed them, then made a beeline for the master bedroom.

      “She’s fine.” Max hadn’t moved from the side of the bed. “She’s opened her eyes a couple of times.”

      That was all Ron needed. “If she comes round, tell her I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Kimmy waited for him at the top of the stairs, bouncing to a tune only she could hear. “Paul and Louise will invite you onto the Louisiana, but don’t accept. They’re weiiiiiiiiiiiird.”

      Together they stepped onto the deck and back into the odd little microculture that Bristol had left behind.

      “What kind of weird?” Ron did his usual check of his surroundings. The clouds had thickened, there were ten boats to their south and four to their north, the SS British Empire—or whatever the tall ship was called—was still fully protected and a teenager with a crew cut and a Nirvana T-shirt waved at them from the bow of a nearby yacht.

      “They’ve been trying to put a crew together since they arrived. So, it’s kind of like a slave ship. Except a yacht. With food. But no way out.”

      So, kind of not like a slave ship, Kimmy Kim-Kim. More like indentured servitude.

      “Hey, Bobbie.” Kimmy blushed, though she was far too young to be thinking about boyfriends.

      Bobbie swung off his boat and joined them on the quayside. “Let’s have a look, then.”

      “Radio first.”

      Bobbie sucked air through his teeth, curling his lip. “Jaaaaaaaa. Not cool, man. This is why we’re glad your lot have gone.”

      My lot being Gen-X? Older than you, but not so old that you can OKAY BOOMER, me? He dove into his bag and pulled out a single throwing star. “There’s no deal until I see a working ham radio.”

      Kimmy crowded Bobbie, running her finger across the shiny surface. “They’re so cool!”

      Ron was just lucky there was no logo etched into the silver. Or ninjas scouting the area, looking to discredit him.

      Bobbie held the faux weapon as if he was going to throw it. “Kapow!”

      More like ZINNNNG, but whatever floats your boat.

      “Okay, mister. Give me a couple minutes.” He pocketed the star, but Ron let it ride. He was Kimmy’s friend and she’d vouched for him.

      Kids of all ages crept up from their holds, most of them masked, some of them sputtering.

      “Tell them to stay below until the air clears.”

      Kimmy hit her walkie button, relaying Ron’s orders. “Coz you’ll die, that’s why!” She didn’t hold back on the drama, adding little flourishes with each call. “You’ve seen it. Turns you inside out.” She shrugged at Ron, shaking her head, a forty-year-old’s gesture in a tween’s frame. “Your funeral, pal. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      Bobbie’d been gone for ten minutes or more when Ron and Kim were approached by their first in-person visitor.

      “Hey, there!”

      “Go away, Paul.”

      Paul—who Kimmy had warned him about—sported a scraggly beard and a knitted cap. In Ron’s world, he belonged with the Seattle hipsters or Portland pot dealers, not a quaint English town by the Irish Sea.

      “I can come and go as I please.” With a single sentence, Paul banished all hippie thoughts from Ron’s mind. “It’s a free country.” He held out his hand. “Paul Donnworthy. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      Ron shook it. No point making enemies if you didn’t need to. There was still the matter of the radio to solve.

      “Okay!” Bobbie popped up from his hatch. “Come on down.” He scowled. “Not you, Paul. Not until you let Angela and Pip go.”

      Not my fight. Eyes on the prize. Kill the swarm, end the Teff fires. Ron followed Kimmy onto Bobbie’s boat, absolutely not thinking about captive children and teenagers at all.

      The ham radio took up a small corner of the other side of Bobbie’s galley. His vessel was nothing like Mr. Hardy’s—none of the fittings or fixtures of the uber-wealthy. The radio crackled to life. “I need the room. This is ears only.”

      Kimmy put a finger to Bobbie’s ear and wiggled it. “He’s all ears.”

      “It means we’re not allowed to listen.” Bobbie had his throwing star back out and was testing the tips along the countertop. “This is righteous.”

      The urge to say, “Run along and play” had to be tamped down, replaced instead by a steely gaze and a finger on the nearest knob. When they left, he composed a short intro and set to work. “This is Ron Frobisher. Hailing Artemis. Hailing Lazarus. Hailing—” Dammit, what’s Claire’s call sign? He didn’t remember ever hearing it used, so it was a guess at best. Her father—Artemis—was named after a Greek goddess who had no children, but plenty of lore. “Hailing Agamemnon.” Not very likely, but hey ho. “Hailing Iphigenia.”

      He got a couple of laughs and a few “What the hells?” but it was a full fifteen minutes of checking different frequencies before anyone answered with authority. “Mr. Frobisher.”

      Ron gave a little fist pump. “Who’m I speaking to?”

      “Someone who doesn’t want you to list the entire pantheon of the gods!” The voice was low and slow. And familiar.

      “Artemis?” At last. “I’m in Bristol. Have a vessel.” He’d ditched all code and secrecy protocols. “Need to get to Holyhead.”

      “Bristol? As in, the docks at Bristol or the Cumberland Basin?”

      Ron hadn’t studied the maps, but the hitch in Artemis’ voice told him he was in the wrong place. “Bristol.”

      “And the lockmaster?”

      Ron reeled through all the cusswords he knew in Russian, in part because they were more florid than American, but also because they didn’t land in the same way, his favorite being one that included—among other things—peeing and dandruff. He kept his breath, and his voice, even. “Not sure.” What use was a ten-million-dollar yacht if you couldn’t get it out to sea. “Thoughts?”

      “We can alert the authorities and get you permission to leave on an expedited basis, sir, but without someone manning the lock, you’re clean out of luck, my good fellow.”

      “Got it.” Kimmy had said Bobbie knew everything about everything. Ron had more throwing stars and a burning desire to get the hell out of Munchkinville. “I’ll be back.” He turned the knobs to another hailing frequency and joined Bobbie and Kitty on deck. “Round two. Is there someone manning the lock?”

      Kitty laughed. “Um, no.”

      Bobbie coughed and wiped his mouth on his sleeve, leaving a red smear.

      “Two things: let’s get out of the smoke and then help me find someone who can work the lock.”

      The teenagers shared a look that tested Ron’s second-to-last nerve. “What?”

      “You tell him.” Kitty bumped Bobbie with her hip.

      “My dad worked at the lock.” Bobbie’s face turned a furious shade of red, then drained just as suddenly. “I thought the army took him when they came through, but that buttmunch has hinted that he has him below decks.”

      Ron was fairly certain he was tracking his buttmunches, but he needed to be sure. “You mean Paul?”

      Bobbie welled up, turning his head and dashing away the traitorous tears.

      “He’s such a lying liar, though.” Kim rested a gentle hand on Bobbie’s arm. “He might just be saying that to wind you up.”

      Ron leaped onto the quay and marched to Paul’s boat. “Hey! Anyone home?” Kim had been clear that he shouldn’t, under any circumstances, board Paul’s boat, but if the scuttlebutt was true, the kid had a crew, ready to sail, as well as the last piece of Ron’s interminable puzzle. “I said, hey there!”

      Paul pulled himself up top, adjusting his beanie and straightening his bolo tie. “What’s up, man?”

      “I’m looking to trade.”

      The smirk on Paul’s face said he believed he had the upper hand. “Don’t think there’s anything you have that I want.”

      “I have to make one trip. That’s all. And when I’m done you can have my yacht.”

      Paul’s head spun so fast it almost unscrewed itself. “The D’Urberville?”

      “Yup. I’ve got the deeds. I own it outright. And it can be yours in exchange for the lockmaster.”

      “Who?” Paul swung from rigging, something no decent sailor would do so casually.

      “Robert Falk.” Bobbie joined Ron quayside. “I know he’s down there.”

      “There’s no way you’d do that swap.” Paul was leaning into the deal. Hard. It wouldn’t take much more to win him over.

      “We can take your sloop or my yacht. Your call. But I want Falk—and everyone else you’ve got down in the hold. The deal expires in one minute.” Ron turned and walked away, the eyes that followed him burning the ground he walked on.

      “Mister!” Paul waved. “You got yourself a deal.”

      Glory halleluiah. Gotta let Artemis know, get those calls in play, and we’re outta here.
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        Dr. Diana Stewart. Bud’s Ranch, Austin, Texas.

      

      

      

      When Diana woke the next morning, she lay still for a moment, taking stock. Her head was slightly less painful than it had been. Still uncomfortable, but more of a throbbing ache than the thudding pain it had been the previous day. The thing that concerned her more was that she was in a place she didn’t know at all, and that was frightening. She couldn’t remember much about the annex from their previous visit. Still, yesterday her vision had seemed better first thing in the morning. It had been shades of gray with lighter patches. Maybe it would be today too. Only one way to find out. She opened her eyes.

      As she sat up—carefully—everything was far too blurry to make anything out, but there were colors, and vague shapes. “Thank goodness!” She hadn’t meant to say it out loud, and glanced over to where Jesse was asleep—or at least, lay still, his mop of tangled hair no more than a shape, but recognizable nevertheless.

      Extricating herself from the sheets, she felt her way over to a rectangle of green on the wall. As she had hoped, fabric met her touch and she opened the curtains to be almost blinded by brightness. Blinking, she shielded her eyes till they adjusted. There was faded green on the ground, but everything above was in shades of gray.

      She sniffed. The acrid aftertaste of the smoke was cut with the more normal raspy smell of forest fires. For the first time it occurred to her to wonder whether the cicadas’ toxin made the crisp landscape more flammable, or just added dangerous fumes to the smoke. Keiko would probably know, but though Diana had been doing pretty well to keep up so far, that was a bit outside the scope of her own expertise.

      She turned away from the window. She could make out the square of the bed and the shape of the room. A brown rectangle in the corner proved to be some sort of table or desk, and the thing next to it was a chair. On the chair were her clothes. She put them on again, and thought longingly of the shower and fresh laundry at Victor’s.

      Navigating her way out of the bedroom more by touch than sight was disconcerting—she could guess the shapes but until she could touch them they were indeterminate blurs. The blue upright shape was an easy chair, the low black thing was the coffee table. The long blue thing in front of her was the sofa, and the dark shape on one end—some kind of cushion? She bent to touch it. It shrieked and reared up at her. She recoiled and fell backward onto the chair.

      “Holy cannoli, Diana, you scared me!” The figure resolved itself into a humanoid shape with brown hair, setting aside the blue cover that had hidden her from Diana’s sight.

      “Rachel? Is that you?” Diana laughed, putting her hand to her chest. “My heart is going like crazy! Sorry to wake you up, I had no idea you were there.”

      Rachel came to hug Diana. “Patti told me about your head. I’m so glad Dad brought you back safely. That all sounds really scary.”

      Jesse sat up in bed, rubbing his eyes and throwing his legs over the side. “Hey! I thought I heard—Rachel?” He trotted over to them.

      She gave him a side hug. “How are you, squirt? Looking after Diana?”

      “Well, she’s not very good at looking after herself.” His disapproving tone changed in an instant. “Oooh, there’s apples! Can I have an apple, please?”

      “Better ask Rachel, they’re hers.”

      “Yep, you can, but just one. We don’t have many yet—these are just the first few. But I’ll get a couple more to share later.” As he wandered over to what was probably the kitchen area, Rachel lowered her voice. “The other little girl—Anna. She’s sharing a room with Lettie right now. We didn’t know if you’d want her in here or not, so I swapped with her for the night so I could make sure you were okay.”

      “Thank you, that’s kind.”

      Rachel paused. “My Dad didn’t come with you…”

      “I wish he had, but it’s important.” Diana wasn’t sure it was wise to share the fact that Bryce had the president. “He’s helping rescue some other people from the Matreus site, and they might be in even more danger now. He’s very brave, your dad. He’s working to save a lot of lives.”

      “Yeah, he does that.” Rachel’s resignation had a tinge of sadness to it.

      Diana couldn’t let that slide. “I guess sometimes it might feel like he was putting other people in front of you?” Rachel’s hesitation answered that. “In a weird way, he’s doing all this for you. He’s trying to make this the sort of world he wants for you, and that means taking on the bad guys and helping people.”

      “I didn’t ask him to do that, though.” Rachel turned away. “I’d rather have him here, and safe with me.”

      “Me too.” Diana shrugged. “But I wouldn’t be alive right now if he hadn’t come to help, so I’m part of the problem, really.”

      “I’m glad he helped you, though. We couldn’t have gotten out of the commune without you.” Rachel’s voice wobbled.

      “That’s how it goes. You help someone because they need help, and often it comes back to you one way or another. You can’t count on it, but it’s like ripples in a pond. You throw the pebble in the water and you can’t say how far the ripples will go, or when someone else’s pebble will send the ripples back to you. But if nobody throws pebbles, there aren’t any ripples at all.” Diana hesitated. “You know, that made more sense in my head. But do you get my meaning?”

      “Yeah, kind of.” Rachel moved around the sofa and over to the other end of the room. “It’s probably quite sensible too, but… It’s just hard, having lost my mom, and now my dad has left me here.”

      Diana sat forward on her chair. “If it would help to talk, I’m always happy to listen, you know. You don’t have to, but if it would help.”

      “Thanks. I might.” There was the sound of pouring water. “Are you ready for breakfast? We don’t have coffee, I’m afraid, but there’s usually oatmeal at the house about now. When you’re ready I can take you over. Then there’s an egg each for lunch, and usually veggies for dinner, with meat if anyone manages to catch anything.”

      “Yeah! I’m starving! I only had an apple!” Jesse came back to the sofa carrying something. “Here. It’s water.”

      “Thank you, sweetheart.” Diana reached out and he set a carafe in her hands. “Are you dressed?”

      “I’m kinda dressed.”

      Rachel snorted. “He’s wearing a T-shirt and his undies.”

      “Why don’t you go and get everything else on, and then we can go to breakfast?”

      He paused speculatively before answering. “I don’t really need—”

      “Stop right there, Jesse Sanders! No pants, no breakfast!”

      “I’m only saying!” He giggled as he wandered out of her field of vision.

      “I’m not sure that’s a sentence I’ve ever heard myself say before.” Diana shook her head, but it set the pain in her skull thumping. “The bump on my head has just woken up. I don’t suppose you have any Tylenol?”

      “Yes, sorry, Patti left you some.” Rachel went to the corner of the kitchen area and returned with a couple of pills, which she tipped into Diana’s hand.

      “Thank you.” Diana took the pills and drank the water, then placed the carafe carefully on the side. “Now then, where are your pants, sir?”

      “There.” He waved at the sofa.

      “Try again. They should be where exactly?”

      He giggled. “On the floor? In the garden?” She waited. “On my legs?”

      “That’s the one.” Diana’s head was swirling, and her vision was blurrier that it had been. “You may have to show me the way to breakfast though. I can only see a bit, and that will get worse later on.”

      “And better tomorrow?”

      “That’s what Patti said.” Sort of.

      Rachel took Diana out to the little mound under the tree where they had buried Izzie when they arrived back from the train. “This is Izzie’s grave. They planted some flowers on it from the meadows, and now there’s bluebonnet and firewheels and Blackfoot daisies just starting to take hold there.”

      “It sounds lovely.” Diana’s eyes brimmed. “I wish I could see it better.”

      A tall, upright figure was approaching from the house. “Diana, it’s good to see you.”

      She knew him by his voice. “And you, Bud. How’s everyone holding up?”

      “Keeping as busy as we can. Kyle took Mary’s death badly, and Izzie dying in his arms just about broke his heart clean in two, but Lettie’s keeping him occupied, so we get through the days. Anyway, you coming to breakfast? Only oatmeal I’m afraid, and not much of that, but it lines the belly for a few hours at least.”

      “We’ll be right down.” Diana waited until she heard his footsteps die away. “So, who’s here?”

      Rachel steered her back down the little slope to the ranch house. “Reuben’s here and getting on well with the others. Bud and his family are very kind. Kyle’s quiet but friendly enough. Nana and Gramps are Kyle and Mary’s parents—nobody seems to call them by their actual names. They seem glad to see new faces, the little ones especially. Jesse spotted Lettie on the way up here and the two of them immediately went into a huddle with Anna, so I doubt we’ll get any sense out of them.”

      “How is Anna?” Diana had no idea whether Victor had talked to the child or not, but it had been a lot of upheaval for her in any case.

      “She’s a little red-eyed this morning, but has already declared Lettie is her bestie, so I think she’s doing okay.” Rachel paused to pull the door open. “Here we go. If you sit down, I’ll get you a bowl of oatmeal.”

      “Thank you.”

      Although the day was already starting to get warm, they had a fire going in order to cook, and the oatmeal had a slightly smoky taste to it, which was strange, but not unpleasant. There wasn’t much of it, and Diana was glad that although she’d lived in the States for most of her adult life, she’d never moved on from European portion sizes. To her, the small bowl of oatmeal was fine, but Kyle and Bud grumbled about it.

      After they had all eaten, they sat round the kitchen table while Bud doled out jobs. “Kyle, ride the perimeter and check the fencing. We found boar scat in the woods yesterday, so we need to make sure everything’s sound. If they get in, we’ll be in serious trouble. And watch out for raiders. We’ve been lucky so far, but sooner or later someone will come wanting whatever it is they think we have.”

      Kyle nodded at the others and left.

      “Reuben, you can muck out and groom the donkey, check him over, and then muck out the cows and the alpaca.”

      “Not a problem.” Reuben was cheerful. The black eye he’d sported in the commune had nearly gone, or at least faded enough that Diana couldn’t see it. Not that that was saying much. She couldn’t make out much of his face.

      Bud went on. “I’ll check the pipes to the stables. There doesn’t seem to be much flow going through to fill up the tank, and with it being so dry, we’re going to have to be careful we don’t use more water than is going into the well. Diana, in case Rachel hasn’t mentioned it, you have a small allowance of water for washing once a week, but if the well gets low, this will be the first thing to go.”

      “Noted. What can we do to help?” Diana had to keep a straight face as Jesse groaned quietly beside her.

      “Why don’t you spend a day or two getting used to the place? Rachel can show you around, if you like.” Bud was so thoughtful. Diana could see why Patti had taken such a shine to him.

      “You could help me prepare dinner later, perhaps?” That was Lettie’s grandmother, Nana. Diana couldn’t immediately recall her face, and couldn’t see well enough to make it out, which was disconcerting. Nana went on, “Lettie and Anna have already volunteered to help with the vegetables, but there’s always room for another set of hands.”

      Diana wished she could see her face. “Perfect. Jesse and I would love to help.”

      “With vegetables?” Jesse’s whisper was full of theatrical outrage. “Yeah, we’d just love to.”

      “Hey! That’s a bit rude, Jesse.”

      “I didn’t mean to be but, y’know, I’m just sayin’—" He paused as if struck by a thought. “Are there carrots? I’m pretty good at carrots.”

      “You can be in charge of carrots then. It’s decided.” Nana chuckled.

      “Right. Well, I guess we’d better be getting on with it.” Bud pushed his chair back—it scraped against the stone floor—and the others followed. “Stay safe, people. You know the drill. First sign of cicadas, grab the animals, get indoors, and ring the bell. Keep your masks handy, and don’t spend too much time outside without them. That smoke isn’t getting any less vicious. And if the wind starts bringing the fire in this direction, come back to the ranch immediately and ring the bell. Whatever you’re doing, if the bell sounds, drop everything and get back here—fast. Got it?”

      Diana shivered. Every time she started to settle down and feel safe, something reminded her of the chaos outside. She had been planning, somewhat optimistically, to try to mentally map out the ranch in the same way she had done Victor’s house, but if she was outside on her own and the bell rang… “Hey, Jesse. You and I might be sticking together for a bit, kiddo. If the bell rings, I’m going to need you to get me back to the house in time.”

      “Oh. Yeah, I guess you will. But you can tag along while I play with Lettie and Anna, right? Then all of us can get you back to the house.”

      “I guess so.” Ouch. But he wasn’t wrong. “Lettie, would you and Rachel be able to show us around a bit, if your Nana is okay with that?” Diana’s vision was slowly losing what little definition there was, but while she still had some idea of where things were, she was determined not to give in. And it would do Jesse good to have some company his own age.

      “Yeah, we can do that. I can show you that flower, Anna. It’s really pretty.”

      “Cool.” Anna had been subdued all morning, so it was good to hear her voice.

      “That’s a great idea.” Nana moved around the table clanking plates into a huge stack. “So long as they have their masks in case the wind changes direction, and stay inside the fence, they should be fine. Just be a bit careful getting too near the fencing in the woods—there are feral pigs—wild boars—about and they’ve been trying to get in. The amount of damage they do is appalling, but even if you do come across one, they’ll probably just walk the other way. Unless there are piglets. If you see any sign of little ones, stay well away. The mothers are big, mean as Satan, and dangerous. What do we do if we see any boars, Lettie?”

      “We avoid them, don’t pick up the gorgeous little ones, and, if we get in trouble, get high off the ground, like up a tree or something.” Lettie droned the answer as if it had been drummed into her every time she left the house.

      “High up,” her grandmother clarified. Diana smirked as she went on, “By which I mean more than three or four feet if you can. Those beasts aren’t afraid to jump. That’s why we need to keep an eye on the fences. They’re pretty solid, but even so…”

      “I might not be as useful as I’d like on a maintenance patrol, but hopefully the kids can keep a look out for me today.” Diana bent down and checked that her boots were properly laced, and then that she still had the spare masks from Site B in her pocket. It wasn’t like she really had any other worldly goods apart from a few clothes that she’d acquired along the way. It was odd, liberating, and forlorn at the same time. “Right, rascals. You ready to take me on a tour?”

      Lettie giggled. “Yay! It’s like blind man’s bluff, but with a woman!”

      “Yeah, thanks for that.” Diana reflected ruefully that with kids around, being sensitive about her sight—or lack thereof—was not going to work.

      “I’m just going to the house for my mask.” Rachel pushed her chair out. “I’ll be just a minute, don’t wait for me.”

      “Very well. Lead on, McJesse!”

      It was daunting walking over unknown terrain with the kids. Jesse was pretty good at not hurrying her, but once Diana was off the gravel drive and onto the beaten earth that ran alongside the fence the footing was bumpy and uneven, and she nearly fell several times. The grass, when she bent to feel it, was spiky and dry, and the air was still tinged with the acrid smell of smoke.

      “Here, Jesse, let me.” It was Rachel, who took Diana’s arm.

      Lettie and Anna skipped on ahead, chattering at ninety miles an hour. A couple of times they disappeared off into the field for ten minutes at a time, and Diana had to call them back. Lettie was bent on showing Anna every single wildflower in the place, it seemed.

      Jesse trotted along beside them, occasionally stopping to pick something up or shout boyishly about a good stick he’d found. He finally found one that made a good sword, and he skipped ahead, slashing at the air.

      It made Diana smile. “You fighting monsters, Jesse, or is there a particularly vicious swarm of wasps about?”

      “Monsters! Big ones, with green scales and five heads!” Swish. “That one had red horns, but I smacked him on the head and he ran away.”

      Diana lowered her voice just for Rachel’s ears. “I see a little monster there, but no green scales or red horns.”

      Rachel sniffled and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

      “Rachel? Are you okay?”

      Rachel burst into tears, and Diana stopped. The girl sobbed and turned into Diana’s open arms. She laid her head on Diana’s shoulder and cried unselfconsciously. Jesse came to see what was wrong and stood awkwardly by.

      It was only when Rachel had quieted down to hiccups that she spoke. “My mom used to say things like that when I was little. We used to have so much fun, and everything was all a big game. We used to be the best friends in the world and I loved her so, so much.” She sniffed. “But sometimes Mom and Dad would argue, and Mom would storm out. I thought it was my fault, that I’d done something bad. But Dad would make me feel better.”

      “It’s very rarely a kid’s fault when their parents argue, even though you think it is at the time,” Diana murmured. She knew just how that felt.

      Gosh. I wonder where my dad is? I haven’t given him a thought…in forever!

      Rachel turned away, hooked her arm through Diana’s again, and they walked. “Mom started acting a bit strange then, and it got worse. After a while she moved away, and I was sad, but it was easier just living with Dad, and I knew how much he loved me, so it was okay. But sometimes I really miss her, you know? Not how she is—I mean, how she was the last few years, but when she was really my mom and we were friends.”

      Jesse, back to swishing his stick, shouted, “That one had blue spots!”

      Rachel wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I’d see the other kids with their moms, talking about stupid stuff like hair and what they’re having for dinner, and can they have a sleepover, and they’d grumble about how their mom is a pain and she’s always telling them what to do and all that stuff. But I’d listen to them, and I’d be so jealous of all that stuff they were grumbling about.” She sniffed again. “I loved my mom, but I wished she was a regular mom. I can’t forget that she chose to walk away from us. From me. And I don’t know how I could have stopped her.”

      Diana hugged her arm tighter. “You couldn’t have done a thing about it, Rachel, I promise. And even though I only knew your mom for a really short time, the one thing I can tell you with absolute certainty is that she and your dad love you with all of their hearts. Your mom—well, from what she said, she’s had her problems in the past, and they predated you. But even when she walked away, she did that to protect you, not because she wanted to leave you.”

      Jesse ran up and silently held out a flower to Rachel. “Thank you, Jesse, that’s lovely.” She took it and smelled it as they walked. “My dad said she ended up on drugs, and I guess I couldn’t have helped her with that. But you know, sometimes you just want a normal mom, even if she does tell you to eat your vegetables and clean your room. It’s silly, I guess.”

      “It’s not silly at all. I did too.” Diana searched for the right words to say. “When I was little, about halfway between Jesse’s age and yours, I lost my little brother, and I had no one to talk to about it. My dad dealt with his grief by working from early in the morning till nearly midnight, and my stepmother Angelica blamed me for Charlie’s death—Charlie was my brother’s name—because he had a bad heart, and it gave out when she and I were arguing. I felt so isolated and lost. I don’t want you to feel like that while your dad is away, Rachel. No one should have to feel like that.”

      At the end of the field, there were banging and hammering sounds from nearby. “What’s happening over there?” Jesse, using his stick as a walking stick now, strutted over to Lettie and Anna with an air of some self-importance.

      “That’s some soldiers,” Lettie announced with gleeful confidence. “They’re making all the fences stronger. But they aren’t allowed to drink our water in case they drink it all up, so they’re making another well.” Diana guessed they were working on making the place more defensible for if and when the colonel made it back with the president. She hoped that Ben and Patti were safe, and Keiko and Netsy, and Victor, too.

      Rachel tucked Jesse’s flower in her buttonhole. “Why did she think it was your fault? Your stepmother, I mean?”

      Diana winced, but honesty had been so important to her when she was grieving, she had to answer. “I’d been invited to a summer school for gifted children, everything paid for. We were quite poor, so it was an amazing opportunity, but I had to be accompanied by an adult. Angelica didn’t want my dad to be away for two weeks, and without him I couldn’t go either. I was desperate to go, so I kept trying to persuade them and she got mad at me. She believed that the stress of that argument made Charlie’s heart give out, and that if I hadn’t been so selfish, he’d still be alive.”

      Rachel retrieved a handkerchief from her pocket and blew her nose noisily. “It doesn’t sound that selfish to me. I’d’ve wanted to go too. And if she was yelling, she should get the blame too.” She blew her nose again, apparently oblivious to the fact that her last statement had utterly floored Diana. “Can you even die of stress?”

      “I—in all honesty, I don’t know.” It was like having had the rug pulled out from under her. Diana hadn’t questioned it as a child because she was so tangled up in grief and guilt. Now that Rachel was questioning it, Diana realized that Angelica’s reaction was probably more than half guilt and denial, even supposing the stress had contributed to Charlie’s death. And she distinctly remembered the day her father had told her that baby Charlie had a bad heart and probably wouldn’t live to see his second birthday.

      What if… The thought stunned her. Charlie’s death wasn’t all her fault. It couldn’t have been. He’d been living on borrowed time for three years already when he died, and he’d been a sickly little thing. His heart could have gone at any time—any time at all. That it gave out when she was arguing with Angelica was unlikely to be a strong factor, and even if it had been—Angelica was the one who’d started shouting and screaming at a child only a little older than Jesse.

      That changes everything. What am I, if not the girl who killed the little boy and can’t be trusted? What do I become? With Anna’s hand in hers and Jesse swishing his stick and weaving stories, the answer was right in front of her face. She was ‘the mom.’

      They went on a bit further, and the wide gray sky on the other side of the fence gave way to a taller shadow which ran along the fence line, a little ways out from the wires.

      “These are the woods I was telling you about.” Lettie made her voice deep and mysterious. “It’s dark and dangerous and full of monsters.”

      “Real monsters?” Anna squeaked.

      “Boars that can eat you all up, and you’ll never be seen again. And a witch that turns into a big old owl. And—”

      “Lettie, perhaps you might not tell us all the scary stories in one go, or I’ll never get to sleep ever again!” Diana knew full well that Anna would be getting freaked out.

      “Are there such things as witches? Really?” Anna slipped her hand into Diana’s again.

      Diana squeezed her hand. “Not like magic and cauldrons and black cats, no. You do sometimes see a lady with a black cat and a wart on her nose, but generally she’s just a lady with a cat and a wart.”

      Anna giggled. And then, from the woods behind them, a long, inhuman howl went up.

      “The witch is coming to get us! The witch is coming!” Lettie screamed, and she and Anna fled, leaving Rachel, Jesse, and Diana at the mercy of whatever was coming crashing toward them through the woods.
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        Anayeli Alfaro. On the Highway to Missoula, Montana.

      

      

      They found the horses alive and the bear dead, but all that just meant more trouble.

      “The bear’s been shot.” Andrew caught her gaze as he straightened from where he’d squatted beside the bear’s body, then he turned slowly, scanning the area, his own gun still in his hand. He’d kept it at the ready the entire time they’d tracked the horses, but she’d pulled her own out after they’d heard the gunshot. They couldn’t afford to be even the slightest bit complacent.

      Cricket sniffed at the bear, growling the entire time before moving in a widening arc around the body, still sniffing—searching for something. Anayeli surveyed the forest too, but there was nothing. No telltale movement to snag her eye, no sign of anyone else—no human footprints, no hint anyone had touched the horses—and yet someone had been there. It was highly unlikely that whoever had shot the bear had done it simply to protect the horses and then left them—no one had so much ammunition they could afford to waste it for no reason. “They must be hiding nearby, or else they’re coming back. Maybe with reinforcements to deal with the Manteca situation.” She kept her voice low, in case whoever had shot the bear was still in hearing range.

      “We have to figure out something, and fast.” Andrew peered over the edge of ravine. “He’s upright at least.”

      Manteca was maybe twenty feet down in the ravine, standing on a ledge with his head low and his legs spread wide. The poor horse was trembling, but she didn’t see any blood and he was bearing weight evenly on each of his legs. It was a miracle he hadn’t broken anything in his fall. The spot where the cliff had given way beneath his hooves was scarred with twin skidding hoof marks, and had it not been for that disturbance and Fortune and Spot lingering nearby, despite the bear’s corpse, they would’ve given Manteca up for lost. As it was, they might have to. She didn’t want to think about it.

      Instead, she clamped both Fortune’s and Spot’s lead ropes between her thighs and ran her hands over first the filly’s legs and then the mare’s. Aside from a few superficial gashes they’d likely gotten bolting through the woods, both of them seemed fine, if exhausted and sweat-crusted from their mad dash to flee the bear. The only good thing about the three horses tearing off together was that their tracks had been easy enough to follow, their hoof prints churning through the charred topsoil to the more normal looking earth beneath.

      She dug in her pack and found the Betadine and antibiotic ointment she’d snagged way back at the racetrack. She squirted the antiseptic into the wounds, then smoothed the ointment over the horses’ scrapes before putting all the supplies back. When she couldn’t procrastinate any longer, she faced Andrew. “How are we going to get Manteca out?”

      She’d reported on a few horse-related accidents over the years—including one involving a horse that had gone off a cliff during the Tevis Cup, the famous hundred-mile endurance race through the Sierra Nevada mountains. But the horse rescues she’d covered had involved helicopters. Or else trained teams with ropes and harnesses and who knew what else that she and Andrew didn’t have. Their only rope—if it could be called that—had snapped and was back at their campsite, along with the horses’ saddles and bridles. They’d left everything, except what was in their backpacks, and they’d gone so far from the highway she had no idea where they were. But they had the map, and they could always backtrack if they had to. What she didn’t want to do was leave Manteca to die on the steep, rocky face of the ravine.

      “I can’t think of a way.” Andrew shook his head and raked a hand through his hair. What had been a neat and tight soldier’s cut when she’d first met him had grown out, but instead of making him look softer, it made him look somehow more rugged. Or maybe that was because, even under all the whiskers, his face had lost some of its roundness. Of course it had— they were living on the most meager of rations.

      “I don’t know what to do either, but we can’t leave him.” Tears stung her eyes. There was another option, of course. It would be a mercy, rather than leaving the horse to die of dehydration, starvation—or worse—on a cliff-side ledge, but it still hit her as a terrible injustice. Manteca deserved better. “If we can’t get him out...” She hated even floating the idea, especially to Andrew.

      “No. We’re not to that point yet. We’ll figure it out.” It was maybe the first time Andrew had ever spoken his opinion so plainly, but it made sense. He’d been the one to save Roxy. He was kind and good. She thought of him at Creepy Colin’s grave. He’d been a soldier, he protected the people he cared about, but he wasn’t a killer. Neither of them were.

      Anayeli wracked her brain for options. There were so few. “We could all go down into the ravine. If we follow along the bottom, maybe eventually we can find a way back up?” She went to the edge and peered down again, and the glimmer of hope was gone. The drop-off was sheer, the slope littered with loose shale and expanses of exposed rock. There was nothing that looked like a trail, or even a foothold wider than a hand’s breadth. She could hardly see a way for a person to get safely down near the ledge where Manteca stood, let alone the other two horses. And even if they got into the ravine, there was still the problem of how they’d get Manteca off his ledge and down to the bottom.

      Something moved across the cliff’s face, tracking a zigzagging path toward Manteca, drawing Anayeli’s eye. “Cricket!” She hadn’t noticed him sneaking away, but he had. At her call, the dog looked up, made eye contact with her, and then continued on his path, completely ignoring her. “Cricket!” The dog didn’t even glance her direction. “He’s going to get stuck too!”

      “He’s okay. He’s a dog. He got down there on his own. He can get back up.” Andrew sounded certain, but Anayeli wasn’t. Not at all. Manteca had gotten down there too, and the horse was as stuck as it was possible to be. The only animal that could make its way back up that sheer of a cliff was a mountain goat. Cricket slipped across a smooth rocky expanse, his toenails scrabbling across its face.

      Only when he scrambled onto the same ledge as the horse did she let out the breath she was holding. At least until Cricket started barking. It wasn’t his sharp warning bark, it was what Bailey Rae had taken to calling his ‘bossy bark’—the one he used when he thought Roxy and Bailey Rae were playing too exuberantly, or when Ernesto and Carlota were wrestling and he wanted to manage the situation. “Is he trying to get Manteca to move?” Cricket was barking and weaving at Manteca’s heels, a shepherd harrying his stock.

      Andrew leaned forward, his head moving as he traced the path Cricket had taken. Anayeli grabbed his arm. “You can’t go down there. It’s too dangerous.”

      “I’m just thinking, if we could find a rope, I could climb down, loop it behind his haunches and if we could rig up some kind of harness and get the other two horses to pull…”

      “We don’t have a rope. We don’t have a harness. We don’t have any of that.” It was a dream scenario, one that relied on them actually being well-stocked with equipment and supplies. If only they’d left the horses tacked up, maybe they could’ve used the horses’ saddles to rig up some kind of harness, but they’d wanted to give the horses a rest overnight and had unsaddled them. When the horses had bolted away from the bear, she hadn’t even thought about the tack, but the saddles would’ve been too heavy and awkward to carry on their search anyway. “Maybe we should take Fortune and Spot to the campsite, get the saddles and what’s left of the rope and come back.”

      Andrew shot a glance toward the sky. “Maybe. But if we don’t make it back tonight...” He gestured toward the bear. “The scent of blood is going to bring more predators, and if Manteca panics…”

      “We have to try something.” Maybe it was pointless to try to rescue Manteca, but she wasn’t just going to give up. The horse had been their rock. He’d become one of hers. And she didn’t abandon her creatures. Not if she could help it.

      Squeezing Fortune’s and Spot’s lead ropes in the crook of her elbow, she yanked open her pack and dug through its contents. There had to be something she could use, or something that would spark a useful idea.

      Most of what she carried was Essential #4: her first aid kit. She had scissors, duct tape, and coiled cloth track bandages and polo wraps—which unrolled into long, thin strips of fabric. Crinkling inside their plastic wrappers, she had colorful rolls of stretchy, self-adhesive bandages and the heavier duty beige-colored Elastikon. A vague memory coalesced in her mind, a half-formed idea of something she’d stashed in her pack ages ago when they’d been at the racetrack… She yanked all the bandaging out of the largest compartment, and there, in a loose snaking tangle at the bottom was the long, green leash-like lead she’d added to her supplies—a longe line, used for exercising horses. She’d snagged it from one of the barns and then forgotten all about it. She snatched it and held it aloft, startling Fortune as she did. “A rope!”

      “That’s a start.” Andrew’s tone sounded dubious, but he took the longe line from her. “Let’s see what we can do.” He looped the rope around one of the trees that leaned over the edge of the ravine, slipping the snap end through the hand-loop to secure it, then fed the line down the cliff to Manteca.

      It wasn’t long enough. If they hadn’t had to secure it at the top of the cliff, it would’ve reached all the way to Manteca, but it wasn’t even close to making it around his hindquarters and back up again like Andrew had suggested. At best, it would help one of them get down to where the horse was stuck without having to take the treacherous route Cricket had used.

      “We can use the other lead ropes, and the bandages, and—” Even as Anayeli said it, she knew it wasn’t going to be enough. They needed a lot more material if they were going to make a rope long enough to reach and strong enough to support Manteca’s weight. She dug in her pack again and pulled out the scissors and the one set of spare clothes she had. Before she could change her mind, she laid the jeans out on the ground and started cutting along the seam.

      She was so focused, she hardly registered Andrew rustling around in his own pack until he came to her side. He thrust his own spare pants at her and took Fortune and Spot’s lead ropes, holding on to them while she kept cutting. Once she had a pile of strips, she divided them and began braiding, mixing jean strips with the cloth bandages until she had four braided sections of cloth rope knotted together. When that was done, she stood and unbuttoned her own jeans, wishing for the millionth time that she had longer legs.

      “What are you doing?” Andrew shot a quick glance at the sky. The sun was well past its zenith, and even though it was summer, the nights could get chilly. Anayeli didn’t care. If it meant saving Manteca, she would happily spend the night being cold.

      “We need more fabric. Give me your other pants.” If Andrew was going to object, whatever he was going to say died in his throat as she shimmied out of her own jeans. Instead, he stared at her standing in her underwear, his cheeks flushed red. “It’s not for long. Once we get back to the highway, we can get more clothes off the next batch of bodies we find.” It was a disgusting idea, but she’d rather wear a dead woman’s clothes than leave her horse to die.

      “Right. On it.” Andrew shucked out of his military issued camos and she realized she’d never seen him in shorts. She’d never been especially modest, but her own face went hot as he handed her his pants. He was still blushing too, but as she took his pants, his mouth quirked in a mischievous grin. “Well, this is a new wrinkle to our apocalyptic experience.”

      It was about the worst dad joke she’d ever heard, but she laughed so hard that for a while she couldn’t cut straight.

      Once it was finished, their rope was long enough to secure the longe line to the tree and still have excess, but it didn’t feel like the victory Anayeli’d hoped for—instead the success gave rise to new worries. “I hope it’s strong enough.” Her mouth was as dry as if she’d swallowed ash as she lowered the rope down to the ledge, imagining all the ways their plan could go wrong. Manteca could lose his footing and the rope would have to hold all his weight. Manteca could fall and take Cricket with him. She forced the doom-thoughts away.

      After he’d tied the other two horses to the tree, Andrew pulled against the braided rope, then leaned hard against it. The knots held. “Seems solid. I’m going down.”

      “I should go, Andrew. I’m lighter.” She couldn’t remember the last time she’d climbed a rope and she’d definitely never scaled down a cliff, but it was her dog and her horse down there.

      “Absolutely not.” Andrew gave her a Carlota-worthy death stare. “No. I’ve done trainings on climbing. I’ve got it under control.” He took hold of the rope and backed over the ledge.

      She didn’t want him to risk his life on her account, on Manteca’s. “Andrew, wait—”

      “I told you. I’ve got this.” He was full of opinions, apparently. He lowered himself more, so that only his shoulders and head showed above the lip of the ravine. The braided part of the rope stretched and creaked.

      Anayeli couldn’t watch, but she couldn’t look away. She checked the sky again. If the swarm came back now, it would be the worst possible timing when they were half clothed and Andrew was exposed on the face of the cliff. The pyrocumulus cloud still towered to the west, but she couldn’t blame smoke as the reason she couldn’t breathe. Finally, Andrew’s feet touched down on the ledge. He beamed up at her, giving her a thumbs up as Cricket came to him, tail wagging.

      It didn’t take Andrew long to thread the longe line through one side of Manteca’s halter, around the horse’s backside, and clip the snap onto the other side.

      “We’re ready down here. Let’s see if we can get him moving.”

      Anayeli pulled on the rope from the top of the ridge. The longe line tightened and Manteca stretched his neck as far as it would go, but he didn’t move his feet.

      “C’mon, buddy. Let’s get going.” Andrew clucked at Manteca and Cricket went back to barking and nipping at the horse’s heels. Manteca took a few halting steps up the steep slope, but he couldn’t get enough purchase beyond that. Every time he tried to climb higher, he slid back. No matter what they did, how hard they pulled, how hard Andrew pushed or smacked the horse’s butt, they couldn’t get Manteca any farther up the cliff.

      “He can’t do it.” Anayeli folded at the waist, squeezed her eyes shut, and pressed her hands into her thighs as hard as she could. She couldn’t give herself over to hopelessness. She couldn’t lose it. But the afternoon was turning to evening, and she couldn’t keep risking all of them for the one. She had to think of the many—like Papa had done—even if it felt like her heart was shattering. “I think we have to give up.”

      Andrew’s mouth went so straight his lips practically disappeared, but he set to work unharnessing Manteca, stroking the horse’s neck and talking to him as he did, telling him what a good horse he was and how he deserved better. It was all Anayeli could do not to cry.

      As soon as the rope was unclipped, she pulled it up and used it to lower Andrew’s pack to him. He shouldered the bag, then clipped the end of the longe line onto Cricket. “Get Cricket up there with you. I don’t know which way Manteca is going to go when he… Just— I need the dog out of the way.”

      Anayeli held it together as she half-dragged Cricket up the cliff, but she lost it when Andrew took out the gun.

      “I’m so sorry, Manteca. I didn’t want it to be like this.” Anayeli forced herself not to look away as Andrew checked his weapon was loaded, and then rubbed the horse’s face as he brought the muzzle to a spot on the flat of the horse’s face, just below and between the eyes.

      “So, these horses are yours, are they?” The voice came from somewhere behind Anayeli. She whirled around. A man stood over the bear’s corpse, wearing what looked to be a dingy Forest Ranger uniform, though uniforms had stopped meaning anything long ago. It could’ve been last year’s Halloween costume, or a change of clothes lifted from someone who wouldn’t need them anymore. He had a hunting rifle slung across his back along with what looked like a shovel.

      Anayeli put steel into her spine. “That’s right.” From down the cliff she heard scrabbling—Andrew, climbing back up to the ridge. At her side, Cricket lifted his nose and scented the air.

      “From the looks of it, you could use some help.” The man took in Anayeli’s bare legs, his eyes traveling up her body. She swiped her tears away before he reached her face, and made herself into the hardest version of herself, the version who could fight to the death if she had to.
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        Ron Frobisher. Cumberland Basin, Bristol Floating Dock, England, United Kingdom.

      

      

      

      Things that don’t mix: oil and water, bleach and ammonia, teenagers and an apocalyptic crisis.

      Ron didn’t regret his deal with Paul—the good ship D’Urberville in exchange for the man who could get them through the Avonmouth lock and out to sea—so much as he wanted to pull all his own teeth out with a set of pliers.

      They were so close to setting sail, but all the little things—things he’d have been able to throw money at in the old days just to have them done—took time. Moving equipment, sorting out who was doing which job once they were underway, convincing Paul’s former captives that they had a choice—but his mission was the most important task they could ever undertake—sucked away his energy, draining him of the will to live. Peopling was exhausting and managing personalities during a slow-burn crisis was the worst of all worlds.

      Oh, to be a privateer, beholden to no man and answerable only to the task at hand. He didn’t mean it. His days of working for the Ann Pilkingtons of the world were over. The kids he’d rescued might be irritating, but they were willing and able, and for the most part, wanting to help.

      Angela and Fredrick Polk were the exceptions. The brother and sister duo dogged Ron’s steps through the cabins of the D’Urberville, rehashing their hard luck story while Gweirful, who he’d locked in the en suite bathroom, scratched the door and whined to be let out. The combo was enough to make a grown man weep, but Ron wasn’t the weepy kind. He gritted his teeth and hoped it passed for a smile.

      “He kidnapped us, you know?” Angela grabbed at Ron’s sleeve. “We weren’t there voluntarily.”

      “Just because our dad taught us to sail!” Fred hung off his sister’s arm, indignant and whiny. “And it wasn’t even like he had a sailboat. He was just pulling people off the quay, willy-nilly.”

      Ron ground to a halt, shaking Angela off. “Look, it’s up to you. Come with us or stay here in Bristol. I don’t care. But make your minds up. I’m getting the radio and then we’re out of here. Splitsville. Get it?” He’d never said Splitsville in all his days, but his nerves were stretched to the breaking point and it was better than pounding a couple of kids’ heads together.

      He made it all the way to the deck without another assault, but then his luck ran out.

      “You gave that creep Paul a yacht and all I got was a crappy throwing star?” Max stalked Ron down the pier and onto the quay, even though Ron had given everyone strict instructions to stay below deck.

      Viv had been alert enough to advise him, though he had his doubts about whether she could pilot their vessel. Bottom line: the yacht was going to be orders of magnitude faster than the rinky-dink boat Paul captained, but the ham radio was a must-have, which was the only reason he was battling the smoke. “I want you to help Paul pack up whatever they’re bringing to the D’Urberville.”

      “Like hell.” Max ran in front of Ron and came to a hard stop. “You’re not hearing me. This is not happening.”

      I am and it is. Ron skirted the pimply youth and turned onto the rickety catwalk that took him onto the deck of the Louisiana.

      Paul’s fiancé, Louise don’t-mess-with-me Orla, scowled at Ron, but immediately went back to her clipboard. “I’m logging everything you touch. I know what’s ours. There’ll be no light fingers.”

      Kimmy hiked a cardboard box onto her hip. “Paul packed this. I didn’t even—”

      “Paul!” Louise bellowed at the control room. “What did I tell you?! I want a record of what we’re taking!”

      Ron gave her a salute and took the stairs. The transceiver—already installed on the D’Urberville—wasn’t large, but he needed to be sure he had all the moving parts. “Where’s the microphone?”

      Paul opened three boxes. “Mic, headphones, 8-pin modular jack to round 8-pin plug, remote keypad, amplifier control cable…”

      Ron let him rattle on, searching the cabin for equipment they might use. Louise might be worried about her tchotchkes and mementos, but he was all about getting to Holyhead as fast as possible, with few or no casualties. “Where’s your face mask?” His clung to his cheeks, perspiration making it a soggy affair, but he’d kept it on.

      Paul coughed into his elbow. “It’s never been this bad. I thought I’d be okay.”

      Your funeral. Ron opened drawer after drawer, but they’d mostly been cleaned out. “I’m going to head to the galley.”

      “Louise has packed out all the food. There’s nothing there.”

      You never know when you might need an extra can opener, or a ladle. “Roger that.”

      Ron slipped past Max, ignoring the death glares. Louise was nose-deep in the box Kimmy claimed Paul had packed, tutting away to herself and berating Kim. She also shot him a look—possibly more cutting than Max’s—as he passed, but at least she didn’t follow him like some mall cop who had the shoplifter’s scent.

      Guess it sucks to be me today. He was no one’s favorite leader. Max was torqued about the deal he’d made with Paul, Louise was angry Paul had handed over their imprisoned crew, Paul in turn was jumpy that his girlfriend was on his case, and all of them blamed Ron.

      The cupboards had all been thrown open and gutted. There was a fork on the floor and a microwave that someone had tried to rip out of the wall, but other than that it was a bust. He checked the door. With Max safely downstairs with his nemesis, and Louise outside with Kimmy, Ron was free to creep to the state room. It had none of the pomp and splendor of the D’Urberville’s rooms, but there were nooks and crannies and places to hide things you didn’t want anyone to see.

      He lifted the mattress. There were three bin liners—the thick, black kind—laid out flat. He lifted one carefully, the contents sliding to the bottom of the bag. Money. Stacks and stacks of money—pointless, useless, and predictable. He almost felt sorry for them. He put it all back, just as he’d found it, and lowered the mattress.

      Louise had packed a couple of bags, which Ron picked through with great care, putting each item of clothing right back where he’d found it. It was tempting to help himself to a cleanish shirt, but the paisley prints were too idiosyncratic. They’d know he’d stolen one, and Louise was already on the hunt for thieves.

      The back of the clothes closet housed a cornucopia of goods—face masks, latex gloves, a full-face respirator, shoes, boots, and— It was the wide range of different sized shoes that pulled him up short. He was looking at confiscated belongings. “Oh! That’s where the money came from!” Paul and Louise hadn’t merely picked people out of the crowd and stashed them in their hold, they’d wiped them out at the same time.

      He leaned up against the wall. No wonder the newly imported kids were so jumpy. Perhaps taking them along for the ride wasn’t such a good idea. In an ideal world, Paul and Louise would stay behind, but there was no chance they’d let the D’Urberville out of their sight. He was going to need to come up with a plan to keep the two groups separate. The fun never ends.

      He flipped the mattress off the bed and emptied the money onto the floor. He filled all three of the black plastic bags with the purloined clothing, packing the face masks last so that they’d have easy access to them.

      He hadn’t used the ancient Italian gun which had been gifted to him when he left Llanarth Court, but it was time. He pushed the trash bags to the back of the closet, raced up the stairs, and vaulted over the side of the vessel. “Be right back.”

      Louise shouted after him, but he didn’t pause to hear her out. He’d been dumb to walk about unarmed, even if they were only teenagers. Another instance of him not feeling quite like himself.

      There was no guard on the deck of the D’Urberville, but there was a powerful amount of screaming coming from the lower deck.

      He slid open the door onto a scene out of a spaghetti western, punches flying and kids wrestling, the whole place a fisty free-for-all. He clapped his hands, but no one even paused. He pushed his way through the melee, found his backpack, retrieved the Bodeo and the box of ammo, and loaded six rounds into the cylinder without any theatrics. By the time he was done, the room had fallen silent. Guns weren’t common in the UK, which gave him the edge he needed.

      “Louisiana crew, I want you to move to the starboard side. D’Urberville, you’re lining up port side.”

      No one moved.

      Ron cocked the hammer. “Now.”

      At least three kids raised their hands over their heads as they shuffled to their appointed corners. It would’ve been comical if it hadn’t been the End Times. Ron kept his face impassive. “If I could, I’d keep the two crews separate, but the Teff smoke means we have to stay down here, sharing a space none of us wants to be in.”

      At the mention of the smoke, several coughs sounded out—psychosomatic, but no less unnerving.

      One of the kids with raised hands stepped forward. “That’s what the fight was about.”

      “I’m listening.” Ron lowered the gun.

      “Jeff’s nose started bleeding.” He pointed to a kid who was curled on the floor, arms wrapped around his knees. “And it wouldn’t stop.”

      The shuffling—away from Jeff and toward the door—said that there was a lot more to the story.

      “We didn’t want to catch it.”

      “Catch it?” Ron had a microsecond of intense confusion. “Oh! No! It’s not like Ebola. It’s not contagious. It’s a contact allergen. You have to be in contact with the smoke…” As far as you know and that’s not a lot, Ron. He really—as in urgently—needed to talk to someone who was clued up on how Teff functioned.

      Viv pushed past him and joined Jeff on the floor. “Let me see.” As the captain of the ship, she had the kind of authority that could restore order, even without an Italian gun.

      “I’ll be right back.” Ron shot to his feet.

      Viv had a handkerchief to Jeff’s nose and was lecturing on how to stay safe, what the face masks were for, and why everyone needed to find theirs and put it on.

      “We don’t have any, Miss.”

      “On it.” Ron took the stairs for the millionth time that day and made it to the quay. He held the pistol loosely in his hand, but made sure that it was in plain sight. Louise might be a bully but even bullies responded to a show of strength.

      Her mouth fell open when she spotted him, the clipboard clattering to the ground. “Paul! Paul? Get up here! Now.”

      “Kimmy, with me.” He didn’t wait for permission, passing Paul on the narrow stairs. He handed Kim the smallest of the three plastic bags. “Don’t stop walking, no matter what she says.”

      The girl shook, but hugged her arms tight around the bag.

      Ron wrapped the red plastic handles around his wrist and grasped a fistful of plastic in his left hand. “Ready?”

      Kimmy squeaked out an okay and together they braved the rage of Louise.

      “Do something!” She elbowed Paul. “That’s our money. Our nest egg.”

      They were far too young to be talking about nest eggs, but Ron kept his own counsel. “It’s not the money. That’s still under your mattress.”

      She ran, twisting her ankle as she leaped down the steps into the belly of the boat.

      Paul sneered. “That wasn’t the deal. The deal was our radio in exchange for the D’Urberville, not the radio and our money—”

      Ron’s cough shut him up. The scratch that built in the back of his throat meant he’d been outside too long. He’d gambled and lost a round. “If I were you, I’d get inside. We’re about ready to go and this air—” He raised his gun hand and pointed at the gathering clouds. “It’s not good.”

      Max charged out of the Louisiana, arms full. “You’re not going without me!” He ran ahead of Ron and Kimmy and disappeared, coughing all the way.

      In spite of the stupidity—and humans proved themselves moronic over and over again—Ron’s mood lifted and he made the final journey to the D’Urberville. Almost there.

      Max was nowhere to be seen and Viv was finally in the cockpit, checking over her instruments, her hand pressed to her side.

      She should have been tucked into bed, or seeing a doctor, but the apocalypse waits for no man. Or woman. She was up, and he had to make his peace with it. “You okay there?”

      “Nothing a good shot of whisky wouldn’t cure.” The yacht purred, water churning in the wake. “We good to go?” She’d switched out her respirator for an N95 and Ron was not pleased.

      “Five minutes. The terrible duo are on their way.” Ron stacked the bags at the top of the stairs. “Kim, if you could make sure everyone gets their own stuff back. And masks. I want everyone, even if they’re below deck, to be masked up when we pull out of here.”

      With the kid bustling off to one side, Ron had time to inspect his captain. She’d made a remarkable recovery for someone who’d had an elephant on her chest, but he didn’t want her to overextend herself and relapse. “Tell me what I can do.”

      “Seal them in, once everyone’s aboard.”

      “Sorry?”

      “The zoo fire? The one Max told us about? It’s huge and growing. Better yet, we have to pass it to get to the Irish Sea. You think this is bad, that’s going to be ten times worse.” She pointed at a map on the wall. “If we’re lucky.”

      Ron crossed the rocking room and checked their route. The zoo wasn’t marked, but the waterway that led to the sea wasn’t a straight shot. He’d done his share of sealing rooms against gases, but the stuff they needed—precious, precious duct tape and marvelous plastic sheeting—was in short supply. “Be right back.”

      Viv had declared the engine room off limits, so he had the place to himself. He dug through the ropes and buckets, putting aside a fire extinguisher and several life jackets, pawing his way through the supplies until he found what he was looking for. He packed a small tote and hauled ass.

      Back in the cockpit, Viv slumped over the console. For a second Ron panicked, but she lifted herself off her elbows as he came in. “What did you say to those kids? Hoo boy, were they talking you down.”

      “You mean the Louisiana duo?” He laughed. “Not a whole lot.”

      “They were madder than a couple of hyenas who’d been outrun by a deer.”

      They’d been specific in their complaints, then! Ron set the tote down. “Got a sec to go through this with me? Let me know if anything can’t be used indoors.”

      Viv sorted his haul, clucking and smiling. “They’re going to be sealed in tight!”

      “All good?”

      “They’re not going to be sanding the resin, and the caulk’s fine, so I’d say you’re good to go. It’s not like they’re going to be breathing this stuff for long.”

      Max was at the door looking down in the dumps. “Breathing what stuff?”

      “Just the man!” Ron handed over the plastic tote. “Sealants of all kinds. Some pretty strong. You want all the windows and the door to the stairs sealed.”

      “But that’s, like, a tomb.” A slight tremor in one hand gave him away.

      “Viv?” Ron didn’t believe he was consigning the teenagers to their deaths, but it’d be good to hear it from her.

      “This boat, Maximillian, is the very top of the line. There are air filters on top of air filters, with the kind of backup systems you’d see in a NASA build. You’re good.”

      “And if you seal it from the inside, you’re in control.” Ron would have wanted that, if he’d been in Max’s shoes. “I’ll let you know as soon as we make land.”

      Max frowned. “We’re staying down there? The whole time?”

      Viv shrugged. “The Teff smoke’s a killer. We need essential personnel only topside.”

      Ron hadn’t spoken more than two words to Robert Falk, but the man had been seriously dehydrated and in need of some z’s, so he’d been escorted to a guest cabin and apportioned a berth. “Guess I’ll go get the lockmaster.”

      Viv flashed him a smile, something he didn’t remember seeing for days, perhaps weeks. But she was behind the steering wheel of a luxury yacht and about to hit speeds they hadn’t seen since they ran out of gas. It made sense she was excited. “Get my full mask while you’re down there, this isn’t going to cut it.”

      Ron’s high was short-lived. With a fiberglass shell to keep the rain off, wraparound windows for your maximum viewing pleasure, a sundeck that stretched behind them for miles, they were driving into the smoke virtually unprotected, and there wasn’t a thing he could do about it.
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      The howling came nearer, and Jesse shrank behind Diana. It sounded again, followed by a series of yelps.

      “That’s not a witch—is it?” Jesse’s voice quavered, and he squeezed Diana’s hand so hard it hurt.

      “Sounds like a dog?” Diana was glad her voice didn’t betray just how disconcerted she was.

      “There! It’s a thin one, poor thing.” Rachel relaxed. “Here, puppy, come on!”

      “It’s Henry!” shouted Jesse. “Henry, come on!”

      For one joyful second, Diana’s heart leaped. Where Henry was, Sam was never far behind. But then bitter logic slapped that hope to the ground. Her heart clenched. “I don’t think it can be Henry, Jesse. Does it look like him?” It was so frustrating not being able to see clearly herself, but what little vision she had had that morning was fading already. The dog barked and ran closer—she couldn’t focus on it enough to see any detail, but she could see the movement as it went wagging and wiggling in joy along the wrong side of the fence.

      “He’s not hairy enough to be him. But he’s friendly.” Jesse was on his knees, reaching through the fence to pet the dog before either of them could stop him.

      “He’s limping.” Rachel crouched too, and the pair of them stroked the dog, which was going wild with happiness, wriggling and wagging and panting. “And lonely too, I think. How do we get him through the fence?”

      Diana’s heart went out to the creature. She missed Henry as well as Sam, and dogs were pack creatures. If he had been abandoned, or his owner had died, he’d be desperate for company. And with the fires, it was no time for a dog to be wandering around in the forests. “Rachel, where’s the nearest gate?”

      “There’s one near the road. We could use that.”

      As they walked away, the dog started to howl again, but Jesse ran along the fence calling to it and it followed along as best it could. After a few minutes they came to the gate. It opened with a spring-loaded lever which was difficult to move, even for Diana, but they opened it.

      “It’s so cute!” Rachel kneeled to pet it. “Look at it dance! It’s so happy to see us.”

      Jesse giggled. “Hey! I already cleaned up today! You don’t need to lick my face!”

      The dog pushed up against Diana’s knees and licked her hand when she bent to stroke it. “Come on then, puppy, let’s get you inside, hey? Rachel, when it’s inside, pull the gate shut, please.”

      The gate screeched and then stopped. “No, you’re coming inside, puppy!” Rachel opened the gate again. “Okay, now it’s in—no, it keeps running back out the gate.”

      “Is it scared?” That wasn’t the behavior Diana had expected given how pleased it was to see them.

      “No, it keeps coming in and circling round us, and then going back out and waiting.”

      “It’s trying to herd us out the gate.” Jesse was immediately interested.

      Diana frowned. “What’s out there?”

      “Only woods, as far as I can see.” Rachel let go of her arm. “Why don’t you stay here, and Jesse and I will go a little way in and see what the dog does? We won’t go far, not out of earshot. And the moment we see anything besides trees, we’ll run back and you can shut the gate behind us.”

      “Rachel…” Diana bit her lip. “You know I can’t see, right? If anything comes, I can’t warn you.” Her sight was rapidly losing what little definition it had, and darkness was gathering.

      “I know.” Rachel dropped her voice. “But if I don’t take Jesse to look, he’ll probably climb over the gate. And if I can get hold of the dog’s collar, we may be able to get him inside.”

      “Don’t try to grab his collar; you might get bitten, and we can always come back with food.” She was right about Jesse though. He was outside the gate already, kneeling on the ground, petting the dog. He wouldn’t give him up without a fight. “Okay, fine. But please, be careful, Rachel.” Diana watched them as far as she could, but by the time they were about a yard away, she couldn’t make out any details. “Keep talking to me, guys.”

      “The dog is really happy we’re with it! I’m going to call him Henry, like Sam’s dog.” Jesse was so happy. She really hoped he wouldn’t be disappointed.

      “That might get a bit confusing if this dog is Henry too.” She leaned on the gate, only a little ashamed of the bald-faced lie.

      “Henry Two? Yeah, that’s a good name. That’s what we’ll call him!”

      She hated not being able to see them.

      “Jesse, can you stay there for a second?” Rachel called back to Diana. “The dog’s gone into the forest a little ways.”

      “Rachel, wait—!” But from the sound of it, she had already jogged off into the undergrowth. “Jesse, can you still see Rachel?”

      “Yeah.” There was a whole load of barking. “Hey, Henry’s found something! Henry Two I mean! I’m just going to have a look.” More footsteps.

      “Wait! Jesse, get back here!” But he’d gone. “For heaven’s sake, Diana, what were you thinking?” she chided herself. “That was inevitable from the moment the gate opened! Wait. Stop.” She was channeling Garrick again. She tried to look at it differently. “Rachel’s with him, so it’ll be okay. All I have to do is go to where Jesse was standing and they should be able to see me, even if I can’t see them.”

      Slipping out from behind the gate, she stepped forward cautiously. The ground was uneven and on this side of the fence, the grass was longer where it brushed against her legs. She could just about see the lightness of the grass and the darkness of the tree trunks, but the grass tangled around her feet and she dared not move her weight until she had found the ground with her foot. Every step was at a different level and angle. “Jesse! Rachel!” The dog was still barking madly. Jesse screamed, and Diana’s heart stopped. “Jesse!”

      “He’s okay!” Rachel yelled, and Diana heard the swishing of grass as the girl hurried over. “There’s a big hole and a man is in it. He’s injured. That’s what the dog was trying to tell us. I think he’s his owner. Jesse just got a bit near the edge and slid in, but he’s fine. Just a bit of a surprise.”

      “Take me.” Diana tried not to snap as the girl took her arm. What a mess! If Jesse was injured, she’d never forgive herself.

      “It’s okay. He’s just down here.”

      “Hey look!” Jesse was his usual perky self, thank goodness. “I found all these acorns down here next to the man. They must be really old ones—they’re not even supposed to come out till fall. And it’s way stinky round here, like garlic! Why does it smell like garlic when we’re not in a kitchen or anything?”

      He’s in a hole in the ground with an injured man? Thank goodness he’s young enough to be distracted by acorns!

      Diana took a deep breath to calm herself. Her spike of anxiety had made her want to scream at them for frightening her. “Okay. Rachel, what are we looking at?”

      “The hole isn’t that deep, about six feet, but it’s pretty wide, and the sides are really steep and crumbly. The man is lying in the bottom of it, unconscious, but it looks like he’s breathing.”

      “He’s breathing!” Jesse was upbeat. He didn’t sound like he was panicking.

      “Jesse, is there an obvious way out?” Having started problem-solving, Diana’s adrenaline was fading.

      “No, it’s reeeeeeeally tall.”

      “Okay. Rachel, I’m going to need to climb in and boost Jesse out.” A plan crystallized. She just wished her head wasn’t aching so much. “Where’s the easiest place to get in?”

      Rachel guided her round the side. “Here. The wall is partially collapsed and not so steep.”

      Dropping an unknown distance was particularly terrifying. She sat on the edge, then turned over onto her stomach, feeling for the bottom of the pit. Nothing. “How far am I off the floor?”

      “About two—”

      The ground gave way under her and she slid to the bottom of the hole. A creature cannoned down beside her. The whimpers and whines suggested it was Henry Two.

      “You all right?” Rachel asked.

      “Fine.” Apart from the feeling that my heart is beating so fast it’s trying to crawl up my throat. “Jesse, come here. I’m going to boost you up this slope till you can reach Rachel’s hand, okay?”

      He came over and she planted herself firmly as far up as she could, then grabbed his hand and pushed him up. Jesse clambered up like a little monkey, with her pushing.

      “Gotcha!” Rachel exclaimed. “Right, he’s up with me, Diana.”

      “Okay. You and Jesse need to go get help. Bud, Reuben…whoever’s about. We’re going to need a couple of people and the cart to get this guy to the house.” Diana felt her way over to where the man lay. In the gloom of the woods, down in the hole, she couldn’t make anything out but darkness and the circle of the sky above them, but she found his arm and shoulder and set her fingers to his pulse. It was faint and thready, and he was very cold. “Bring a blanket if you can find one, and hurry.”

      “Are you coming with us?” Jesse was reluctant.

      “Can’t get out on my own, kiddo, I don’t think, and this guy needs our help. Besides, you two can run all the way to the house, and I’d slow you down. It makes more sense if I stay here.”

      “We’ll be as quick as we can.” It was scary listening to them run away and leave her, but when she sat down in the hole next to the injured man, the dog came over and licked her face. “Hey pup. How long has he been down here? You’re a good boy, aren’t you? Or girl, what do I know.” The dog clambered onto her lap. It was about knee height, and smooth coated, with a deep chest and a xylophone ribcage. It nudged her hand for pets, and she obliged, skritching its velvety soft ears and warm belly. There were probably all sorts of fleas, but the dog was very sweet.

      The man coughed.

      “Hey there. Can you hear me?” Diana waited, but he didn’t answer. “Help is on the way.”

      He coughed again. “Water…”

      Diana got her flask and held it out to him. He grabbed it and swigged a few mouthfuls, then released it as he went into a coughing fit. She took it back, and the dog nosed at it, so she poured a little water in her hand, which it lapped up eagerly. The man’s coughing eased, and he lay wheezing.

      “Are you okay? What happened?”

      He wheezed a little more. “Boars. Big ones. With piglets. Thought I was hunting them. Turns out, they were hunting me.”

      “In the wood? Recently!” The hairs on the back of Diana’s neck stood up. She’d sent the kids running around a forest full of dangerous wild boars!

      “Couple of days back. They’re around though.” He coughed again. “I’m lying on my rifle. I can’t move enough to get off it. You might need it.” She eased the dog off her lap and leaned over to help him. He struggled a bit then relaxed. “You can let go now. I’ve got it.”

      She laid him back gently, and he panted for a while as if in pain. The palm of her hand was wet and sticky. “You’re hurt? Badly?”

      “Not long to go, I guess. You’ll look after Honey here?”

      “Your dog? Of course.”

      “She—she’s a good girl.” He coughed until he could barely breathe. “Good hunter. She likes eggs.” The dog whined and edged herself between Diana and the man. “Good girl, Honey. You’re the best girl. You go with—sorry, I’m Sean.”

      “Diana.”

      “You go with Diana.” There was a snuffling sound, and a squeal. “Shhh!”

      Diana froze. Something heavy was moving through the woods, and the little squeals of piglets made it obvious what. Honey barked, and Sean hissed, “Grab her collar or she’ll go after them!”

      Diana lunged for the dog, and after a couple of tries managed to get hold of Honey, but it was too late. A fat little ball of squeals fell down the slope and landed in Diana’s lap. It kicked and bit at her, but Honey grabbed the piglet and whipped her head about until the squealing stopped.

      A low, menacing grunt came from above them. A huge black shape stood above them, nearly blocking the light out. There was a sudden explosion as the gun went off, and then the almighty impact of an enormous sow falling in with them, along with half the wall of the pit.

      Diana threw herself forward over the man and dog, pulling her open jacket over her face and theirs so that if they were buried they’d have at least a little oxygen. The weight of the earth drove the breath out of her, but when she gathered her wits, she found she could sit up. Honey wriggled out from under her jacket, but kept looping back and nosing Diana. She could have been barking, but Diana was deafened by the shot. Her ears rang and her hands shook. She hoped Honey would chase off any other threats, because she couldn’t hear them coming. She set herself to trying to clear away the soil around Sean’s face and body as quickly as she could. She didn’t know if the boar was injured or dead, and she wasn’t sure she’d be able to hear it if it tried to attack again. The soil was thick with the smell of garlic—the wild garlic Jesse had talked about. It drowned out any other scent that might have helped her, even a little. It was another way of being blinded. She began to panic.

      When something grabbed her, it was a shock, but it was a hand pulling her out from the soil. It sounded like someone was shouting a long way off, but she couldn’t make out the words “I can’t hear, but there’s a man injured under here.” She was hauled upright, and then the adult-sized hand let go of her and a short human missile wrapped itself round her waist. “Guessing that’s you, Jesse.”

      He grabbed her hand and wrote “Y-E-S” on her palm.

      “Oh, you smartypants, you!” That was quite clever. “There’s an adult here too, who can hear me?”

      “Y-E-S.”

      “Thanks for the rescue, mystery person. There’s a wild boar in the hole and a piglet too. Sean—the injured man—shot the boar, but I don’t know if it’s dead, so be careful.” A larger, adult hand patted her back. The ringing in her ears wasn’t so much now, and she could hear someone shouting instructions. Jesse took her hand and pulled her after him, and she stumbled over the uneven ground, tripping on the underbrush, until she came to the smoother ground of the pasture. The gate hinge squealed open, and then squealed closed again.

      Diana thanked her lucky stars. Once out of the shadowy woods, she could see a lot more again. The strain to see was making her head hurt as if someone was sticking a knitting needle through her skull, but she could at least make out some details. There was Jesse, the brown-haired figure in red was probably Rachel, the person leading the donkey and cart toward them had to be Reuben. She wasn’t sure who was in the woods.

      Smoke caught in her throat. It smelled a lot more chemical than it had earlier in the day. “Rachel?”

      “Yes?”

      She could just hear the answer through the screeching in her ears. “Did the wind change? The smoke?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Jesse coughed.

      “Might be sensible to put our masks on.” Diana’s throat was dry and scratchy. She fumbled in her pocket. “Jesse, put yours on.”

      “I don’t have one.”

      “What? You should have one in your pocket.” Diana’s heart started to thump.

      “I left my jacket at the ranch house. I was hot from running. Sorry, Mom.”

      “You better take mine for the moment.” She handed him the mask, and then ran her fingers along its edges, checking it was a decent seal, adjusting the elastic till it fit him. “What about the rest of you?”

      “Same. We just dropped everything and ran.” Rachel coughed.

      “We’re going to need something. This stuff is bad news.” Diana took off the tatty old shirt she wore over her clothes to keep the sun off her. “Can you tear this into strips? Or cut it, if anyone has a knife. You, me, Reuben—who else do we have?”

      “Cooper came with us.” There was a tearing sound. “He probably has a mask though.”

      Diana coughed. It was getting hard to breathe. “Hand them over. I’ll wet them, for what help that might be.” She took out her bottle and soaked the strips.

      There was a rumbling behind them. “Let’s get going, guys. The smoke won’t be doing you any favors, and this guy needs medical attention as soon as he can get it. Dr. Stewart, are you hurt?”

      “You got him out of the pit? Sean’s with you?” Someone—perhaps Cooper, she wasn’t sure—grunted an answer. It was miraculous what people could do when they pulled together. Honey had led them to Sean and the kids had brought Reuben and Cooper and the cart to the woods to rescue a stranger. All in all, not bad for people who were battling the elements.

      Diana handed out the strips of cloth and tied her own around her mouth and nose, then followed the rumble of the cart. “Cooper, I thought you were back at the mansion?”

      “Yes, ma’am. We just got here.”

      Jesse’s voice rang out. “Come on, puppy!” Diana assumed Jesse was talking about the dog and not Cooper. “Whoa!” Jesse sounded very impressed. “Did you see that jump? He got right up on the cart in one go!”

      “She. Her name is Honey.” Diana held her hand out, and Jesse took it.

      “Everyone hold on to the cart.” Cooper hurried to the front, followed by Reuben. “It’s getting hard to see now, and if we get lost in this stuff with no masks, we’re not gonna survive it. We can come back for the boar carcass when we have the PPE and a few more people to help.”

      Rachel brought her to the edge of the cart, and she held on tight as the cart bumped and swung over the gravel path. They hurried on for some minutes, and then Rachel called out. “Wait. Shouldn’t we be at the house by now?” The effort of shouting had her coughing horribly.

      “I don’t think so…” Cooper hesitated. “It all looks the same.” They went on, and all of them were starting to get twitchy. In the swirling smoke, none of them could see more than a few feet. They were all as blind as Diana now.

      “Slow down and let’s find out where we are,” Reuben wheezed between coughs. He was not doing well. They slowed to an ambling walking place in the swirling gray of the smoke.

      “Hold on.” Diana paused. “Rachel, can you take me about six feet in that direction please?” Rachel hooked her arm through Diana’s and moved her nearer to the fence, where a black feather swung and swirled in the breeze. “Now back to the cart. Now back that way.”

      Rachel walked her over the brow of a hill to where there was a white stone on the ground—the bright shape against the dark grass was enough for even Diana’s sight. She bent to feel its shape to confirm what her dimming vision told her. “I’ll stay here. You look for a whitewashed stone in that direction, please? Walk in a straight line along the fence if you can—we mustn’t get separated.” Reuben coughed again, a nasty wet cough that made Diana think of Jonah, Jesse’s father, coughing blood all over the field.

      “Mom? I can’t see you…” Jesse’s voice trembled.

      “Hang in there, guys. Won’t be a moment. Rachel?”

      “Found it.”

      “Come show me.” Rachel hurried back to Diana and soon they were both by the painted stone. Again, Diana bent to check the shape of it. “Okay guys, we overshot. We need to come back a little. Can you follow the sound of my voice?”

      “Will do.” That was Cooper. Reuben coughed harder. She heard the crunch of the cart turning around over the dry, stony earth.

      “Rachel, can you find me the next one?”

      Rachel hurried away. “Got it.” She grabbed Diana’s arm and brought her to it. “It’s scary. I can only see a few feet around me and this smoke is giving me a sore throat.”

      Diana felt the shape of the stone. “The next one should be downhill, about this distance away.” She visualized the shape of the path. “Try along there, but don’t wander too far. Listen for the gravel under your feet—the gravel should start along here somewhere.” As Rachel hurried off, Diana’s breath caught in her throat, and she started coughing too. “Gents, are you still with us?”

      Jesse yelled, “There! I can see a stone!” and a moment or so later, “Mom!” He grabbed at her hand and she hugged him to her. Reuben was still coughing horribly.

      “All present and accounted for, ma’am.” Cooper cleared his throat. “Reuben, I need you to put this mask on. I’m not having my civilians keel over on my watch. Here. Pass me yours. Okay, better?”

      “Thank you,” Reuben coughed.

      “Thanks, Cooper,” Diana murmured. “Rachel?”

      “The gravel’s here. And the stone.”

      “Okay, keep talking and we’ll come to you.” Cooper hurried the cart onward.

      There was a slight breeze now, but the air current felt warmer and thicker. Diana couldn’t hear the rushing sound from before, but the fires had to be somewhere nearby, judging by the amount of smoke. It was a relief to hear the cart’s wheels on the gravel, and to feel the path sloping downward under her feet.

      When they finally drew up to the courtyard, Cooper shouted orders and Diana was whisked inside with the young ones. Reuben was coughing badly.

      “Can anyone help Reuben?” she called, and someone bustled forward.

      Before they could speak, Cooper reappeared. “Diana, the dog won’t let us get near the guy. Will it come with you?”

      “I think so. Have you got something I can use as a leash?” She went back outside with Cooper. Honey was reluctant to leave Sean, but she let Diana clip the leash onto her collar, and when Cooper and his men lifted Sean in from the cart, Honey allowed Diana to bring her in after. They laid him on the sofa, and there was a scramble of nails on cloth as Honey jumped up to be with him. Diana perched on the end of the sofa, taking hold of the dog so the others could work on helping Sean. The room was dark apart from odd lamps and lanterns, which meant she could only see things in the little pools of light they cast. Now that the adrenaline was wearing off, her vision was pulsing with the thumping of her head.

      “Let me take a look at him.”

      Diana knew that voice. “Patti! Is that you?”

      “Sure is, sugar. Still collecting strays, I see.” Patti gave her a quick hug. “What can you tell me about this one?”

      As Diana related what she knew, Patti checked him over, all the while keeping up a quick commentary. “He’s very pale. Lost a lot of blood. Very dehydrated—was he conscious?”

      “Yes. He had a little of my water, but not much.”

      Sean coughed.

      “Steady there, Sean,” Patti soothed. “Catch your breath, if you can.” His breath rattled, and they were getting slower and slower. “Di, can you take his hand? I just want to check in on Reuben. Your friend here isn’t showing much sign of consciousness, but I think it would be good for him to know he’s not alone right now.”

      Diana took Sean’s hand. She turned it over and took his pulse—it was very weak, hardly even there. “Honey and I’ll sit with him for a bit.”

      “Thank you.” Patti would never say that a patient was dying in their presence, but that was the subtext. She went away and came back a short time later. “How’s he doing?”

      “The same.” Diana stroked Sean’s hair away from his face as Patti spoke.

      “Reuben is probably an undiagnosed asthmatic. At least that mask kept him from too much harm, and the smoke isn’t near enough to be immediately terminal yet.”

      “Terminal? What have I missed? And how come you’re back here?” Diana cocked her head and listened. “Is Ben back too?”

      “Uh-uh. Cooper brought me back with Mr. Victor when the assault on the mansion started. Mr. Bryce is busy blowing that place to smithereens, so Wilson and Ben and all but a few soldiers are mounting an assault on Site B in the hopes of getting the president back unhurt. Which reminds me—do you have any allergies to meds I should know about?”

      “Medication?” Diana rubbed her temples. Her head hurt too much for this sort of subject change right now. “Er… No, nothing like that. Why?”

      “Your Doctor Sato has put together a couple of antidotes for the cicada toxin and Teff reaction. It’s had limited testing—she tested it first on herself and Netsy and then smuggled some to me. We’ve tested it on volunteers from Cooper’s men and there were no significant side effects. We’re sending some to the CDC now, but there’s a little bit we set aside. Victor and I have used some ourselves, and it seems to help with the smoke. Reuben and Rachel opted in, too. And Ben. Do you want some for your and Jesse?”

      Diana thought back to Jesse’s records from the hospital. There hadn’t been any adverse effects to anything recorded on his file. It was a risk but—she heard him coughing at the other side of the room—everything was a risk. “Yes. Please.”

      Sean coughed a couple of times. His breath went out in a long sigh and didn’t go in again. Diana felt his neck, but Patti pushed her hand out of the way. “Here, let me.”

      Honey let out a long, dismal howl, and then whimpered, almost under her breath, in a way that brought tears to Diana’s eyes. “Patti?” she whispered.

      “He’s gone, Di. His heart has stopped.” Though he was a stranger, someone she’d only exchanged a handful of words with, Diana put her head in her hands and sobbed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Anayeli Alfaro. Somewhere off the Highway to Missoula, Montana.

      

      

      There were lots of memories Anayeli wished she could unsee and unremember, but the moment Manteca’s head first appeared over the rim of the canyon and Fortune let out a little whicker of greeting was a memory she wouldn’t mind carrying with her forever. Tears stung her eyes as Manteca heaved himself over the edge of the canyon in a big lurch. It was a fist-pumping, high-fiving event, if she were that kind of person. Which she wasn’t.

      It had taken hours to rescue the horse. The Forest Service guy, Sheldon, had brought a shovel and pickaxe. Along with a pair of flat-ish rocks Andrew scavenged, they’d chiseled something like a path across the face of the cliff. Anayeli had the scraped up knuckles and torn nails to show for her effort, but between the scratched-out trail and the ropes, they’d gotten Manteca out of the canyon in one piece.

      She could hardly believe it as she led Manteca to where Fortune and Spot were tied, the bear carcass a dark mound in the dirt behind them.

      “I can’t believe we did it!” Anayeli stroked Manteca’s neck. “Don’t you ever scare me like that again, okay?” The horse hung his head as if he understood. Or, more likely, as if he were totally exhausted. She tied him next to Fortune, and he dozed as she gave him a cursory once-over. He had the same kinds of minor scrapes the other horses did. She’d put antibiotic ointment on them, and they’d be on their way. She wanted to get as far away from the canyon and the dead bear as they could before nightfall. She headed for the burned-out tree where she’d stashed her backpack, untying Andrew’s shirt from around her waist and holding it out to him as she approached.

      That was another moment she would never forget as long as she lived. Right after Sheldon had first appeared and suggested she looked like she needed help, Andrew had scrambled up out of the gulch. He must’ve seen the way Forest Ranger Sheldon was ogling her in her underwear because he’d whipped off his own shirt and pressed it into Anayeli’s hands. Then he’d stood between her and the other man, and asked, “What sort of help are you offering?”

      Anayeli wasn’t supposed to like possessive, patriarchal stuff like that. She wasn’t some damsel in distress. She hadn’t needed saving. But Andrew knew that as well as anybody, and she’d seen him using his body to shield her from a stranger’s gaze for what it was: Andrew protecting her, the same way he’d stood up for Roxy, the same way he’d warded off Creepy Colin, the same way he was willing to put his body on the line to rescue Manteca. Not because she needed the help, but because he wanted to offer it. Because he valued her. Her cheeks flushed with heat at the very thought.

      Luckily, it had turned out that despite Forest Ranger Sheldon’s leering, he wasn’t a bad guy. She had liked the sort of help he’d been offering. It was thanks to his tools and their combined efforts that Manteca wasn’t trapped halfway down the cliffside anymore.

      Still, Andrew glanced from his shirt in her hands to where Sheldon stood near the bear carcass. He shook his head. “Keep it.” Andrew was in his boxers and nothing else, which should’ve been more awkward than it was.

      “Um, okay.” She really didn’t think she was in any danger from Sheldon, but she tied it back around her waist. It was like wearing half a short skirt. She didn’t know if Manteca was really travel ready, but finding clothes and shelter was top on her list of tasks that needed to be accomplished before what was left of the day faded. She didn’t really want to spend the night in just T-shirts. No way Andrew couldn’t keep wearing only underwear—not just because the temperature was going to drop with the sun, but because they needed protection if the swarm came back. “Should we get going?”

      “Meat’s too scarce to leave anything edible behind.” Forest Service Sheldon crouched over the bear, knife in hand. “If you’ll help, we can field dress the meat, then take it back to my cabin. Should’ve done it earlier, really.” It was the first Sheldon had said about where he’d been living. Andrew flicked a glance at her, a question in his eyes. She gave him the smallest of shrugs and he went to join Sheldon. A cabin for the night and a meal would eliminate at least two of her worries.

      Not that Anayeli was keen on the idea of revenge-eating the beast. She’d never heard of anyone eating bear meat before. “People eat bear?”

      “We’re not omnivores for nothing, and if now ain’t the time to eat anything, don’t know when is.” Sheldon’s manner as he sank his knife into the bear’s hide made it clear he wanted to quash any discussion of leaving the carcass behind. “No matter how long it’s been sitting here.”

      “What about trichinosis?” Andrew dug in his pack and pulled out a knife she hadn’t known he had. Maybe it was something he’d pilfered from the Curtis compound.

      “Trichinosis?” She had no idea what it was, but whatever it was, it sounded bad.

      Andrew must’ve seen the confusion on her face, if not in her tone. “Parasites.”

      “Just cook the hell out of it, and it’ll be fine.” Sheldon was already at work with his blade, cutting into the bear’s hide, working between the bear’s hind legs. Maybe she didn’t want to eat the bear, but Anayeli didn’t think it would bother her to see the creature who’d been the cause of so much trouble and had nearly cost Manteca’s life being butchered. She was wrong. Her mouth started watering at the sight of the tangled, pale, ropy insides Sheldon’s cutting exposed, and not in a good way. She turned back to the horses, willing her stomach to keep hold of itself, but she caught the rest of the man’s answer. “Stew’s best for bear.”

      She kept her eyes and hands on the horses while Andrew helped Sheldon, a task it turned out Andrew knew plenty about. “My grandma used to take me hunting, if you can believe it. She could hit anything she aimed at—jackrabbit, deer, wild boar, you name it.” His voice was filled with the kind of warmth that spelled love and admiration, and she filed away the topic of his grandma to ask him about later. She knew practically nothing about Andrew, but he’d been a good shot every time it had counted. With Creepy Colin. With the raiders.

      She didn’t like thinking about those incidents.

      “Hey mis amigos.” She stroked each of the horses’ necks, ending with Manteca. Considering what he’d been through, it was un milagro he wasn’t more hurt. Hopefully it wasn’t just the adrenaline he’d gotten from being chased by a bear and falling off a cliff that was masking worse injuries. To distract herself from the squishy, squelchy noises coming from the direction of the bear, and from the fact that Cricket was devouring whatever offal he could snatch, she ran her hands down each of Manteca’s legs. She checked for heat or bumps or tender spots she might’ve missed before. Everything seemed normal until she got to his right front. “Is your leg always this puffy, amigo?” She wished the horse could tell her, because she hadn’t bothered checking his legs before to know what was normal for him. Not like it mattered. He was going to have to walk on the puffy leg or be left behind, and she wasn’t leaving him behind.

      It didn’t take long for the men to finish field dressing the bear, and then Sheldon pulled a rolled up canvas tarp from his own pack. “I was planning on dragging the bear back to my cabin on this, but if you think one of the horses will do it, that’d be faster.” He paused as if waiting for their answer, but when neither of them responded, he went on. “And I meant what I said before about sharing the meat and my cabin. I can’t offer you much in the way of beds, but you’re welcome to stay the night.”

      Sheldon’s pause before reiterating his offer told Anayeli more than the man had probably intended. He didn’t really want them to stay. Like Travis the rancher had done, he was willing to help them, but the one night was all he was offering. Unlike Travis, Sheldon would be getting something for his trouble in helping them. Give some to get some. She supposed relationships had always been transactional—but that fact became more true when the world was falling apart. She wondered if her editor, Sid, had any clue when he’d given her that advice just how useful it would be in every aspect of her life. She didn’t love feeling like she owed Sheldon, but if he wanted help transporting the bear in exchange for having helped rescue Manteca, that seemed a fair trade and she’d rather have an ally than an enemy. She met Andrew’s eyes as he straightened from where he’d been crouched by the bear, and he gave her a nod so small it would’ve been imperceptible to anyone who didn’t know him. They were playing everything close to their chest.

      “I’m guessing Spot has probably been a pack horse for more than a few hunting trips.” If Anayeli knew anything about the Curtis family, it was that every living creature on their ranch had to have more than one purpose or do more than one job. “But we need to stop back at our campsite to get our saddles. You okay with that?” It was true, but it was also a test.

      “Fine by me, if it ain’t too far. Want to get home before dark.” Sheldon took in the sun’s position in the still-clear sky, but what caught Anayeli’s attention was the pyrocumulus cloud in the distance, churning higher above the trees. It was even larger than it had been before, but it didn’t seem any closer.

      “Got a few hours before we need to worry.” Andrew’s voice cut the silence, his tone leaving no room for uncertainty. “It won’t take us too long.” Andrew took up the bear’s front paws, his hands pinked with stale blood. “Let’s see if Spot will stand for this.”

      Anayeli untied Spot and led her to the bear. When the horse remained completely non-plussed at the sight and smell of it, she held her lead rope as the men hefted the bear onto his back. The mare was an old pro, standing stock still as Andrew and Sheldon positioned the bear. That done, they used Anayeli’s makeshift rope, braided from their clothes, to secure the carcass as best they could.

      “I bet you’ve packed dead animals out of the woods a million times, huh, Spot?” She gave the horse a pat and tried to ignore the bear’s blood as it drained, trailing down Spot’s coat, staining her sides.

      Andrew tugged on the final knot, then came to stand beside Anayeli. It wasn’t just his hands that were bloodied—he had reddish streaks across his chest and arms, which must’ve been why he hadn’t wanted his shirt back. “How about I’ll lead Spot, and you can bring the other two.”

      “Sounds good.” Somehow the two of them telepathically agreed that they didn’t quite trust Sheldon enough to give him one of the horses’ lead ropes.

      The hike back to the campsite to collect the horses’ saddles was a lot slower than the flight from it had been, and not just because they were walking. Even with the rope trussing the bear onto Spot’s back, packing out the bear was a two-person job. Sheldon walked alongside Spot to make sure the bear didn’t slide off to one side of the horse’s bare back. Every time the load shifted, they had to stop and reposition the carcass. Anayeli was grateful for the pauses, because they gave her time to catch up. While Fortune marched at her side keeping pace with Spot, Manteca dragged farther and farther behind, so that Anayeli’s right arm was stretched behind her, all the slack in the lead rope gone. Manteca was favoring his swollen leg more and more, the injury clearly bothering him as they retraced their steps back to the campsite. She wished she had something that could help him—medication, arnica, a poultice or a liniment—but she had nothing. If he was already so sore, she hated to imagine how he’d be in the morning. There would be no way they could ride him, and she hated to even think about loading him with the saddle for the trek to Sheldon’s cabin.

      The only mercies were that the fires had burned away all the underbrush, so there was nothing to scratch at her bare legs as they moved through what was left of the forest, and the campsite was actually closer than she’d thought, the saddles still in the dirt where they’d left them.

      “We need to scavenge something to wear.” Andrew gestured toward the highway, and Sheldon pressed his mouth into a straight line, and gave a little shake of his head. If he’d been a surly teenager, he would have sighed and rolled his eyes with irritation. Andrew didn’t give in to the man’s change in demeanor though. “We can find something out on the road in whatever direction gets us closer to your place.” When Sheldon didn’t say anything, Andrew went on. “Or, if you’d rather, we can cut you and the bear loose, let you get on with your day.”

      Anayeli could’ve hugged Andrew for pressing the issue. She wanted clothes, no matter how she had to get them, and while bear stew and a cabin sounded nice, they didn’t need Sheldon. They’d survive on their own.

      The man must’ve realized the same thing. “That’s fine.” He pointed the direction they’d been headed before they’d made their camp, toward Missoula. “It’s that way.”

      They hiked along the road, Manteca’s hobbling even worse with the added weight of the saddle, though they moved a little faster on the level surface. They didn’t have to walk for long before Cricket lifted his nose to scent the wind. The smell announced the dead long before they found the cluster of bodies, a jumble of shapeless forms. On one side of the road, nothing but charred desolation stretched until it disappeared into the horizon. On the other side of the road was pristine forest, one of those weird pockets that was somehow untouched by the flames, some trick of the wind or the landscape having sent the fire in a different direction. In the middle were the dead, humped on the highway’s center line, looking as if they’d leaped across some imaginary boundary that separated desolation from normalcy. Except they’d leaped too late and had died where they’d landed. For all of them to have collapsed, it had to be either smoke inhalation or—

      Andrew handed Spot’s lead rope to her. “I’ll take a closer look.”

      “Don’t touch anything, until we’re sure—” She couldn’t help issuing precautionary statements, even to a grown man, apparently.

      “Yeah, I’ll be careful.” Andrew edged closer to the shapes in the roadway. Anayeli didn’t know what to hope. If the bodies were fresh and they’d died from the toxicadas, their clothes would be useless, covered in the toxin. If they’d been burned alive, there would be nothing left but cinders. Everything else was too disgusting to consider.

      Fortune rooted with her nose, yanking hard on her lead rope as if she knew Anayeli’s attention had strayed. “Hey!” The mare pulled Anayeli off balance, and then practically dragged Anayeli into the scrubby underbrush at the side of the road, the other two horses following. Before she could stop the mare, Fortune had snatched a mouthful of leaves. “No!” If the swarm had killed those people, if the toxicadas had flown through the area, then the leaves would be coated in the toxin… She jerked at Fortune, but then Spot dragged her the other direction, and Manteca barged in between the other two.

      The horses tore at the greenery, too strong for Anayeli to stop them all. She couldn’t blame them for being hungry—they’d had nothing to eat aside from the clumps of grass they’d gobbled at the campsite before the bear attack. “Ay, no, caballos! Stop!” She couldn’t get them to even lift their heads or pause their eating. If they were ingesting the toxin…but the fact that the leaves were still green and still whole must’ve meant the swarm hadn’t been in the area. The nasty bugs ate everything they could.

      “They’re clear!” Andrew’s shout stopped Anayeli’s frustrated, useless yanking at the horses’ lead ropes.

      “Clear? No toxin?” It was the best possible outcome, for her anyway. As quickly as she could, she tied the horses to the nearest sturdy branch and hurried to where Andrew and Sheldon both stood over the bodies.

      “Been here for days. Longer maybe.” Andrew had buried his nose and mouth in the crook of his elbow, and she understood why as she got closer. A wall of putrid, sweet decay hung in the air. Just like it would cling to anything they scavenged from the bodies—what was left of them. The skin on any exposed parts was as good as gone, though whether from general decay, blisters bursting and sloughing off, or animals doing their own scavenging, it was impossible to tell. Everything that remained was an oozing, sopping mess, but that was how they could be certain the clothes were toxin free. Anayeli retched at the thought of wearing clothes steeped in death and covered her own nose.

      “You don’t want that fancy technical crap.” Sheldon pointed at what must’ve been a man, dressed in the priciest of outdoors brands.

      “Why not?” Anayeli didn’t want to touch any of the clothes, but at least the technical fabric seemed less likely to absorb the grossness.

      “You get caught in a fire, it’ll just melt right into your skin.” Sheldon gave a shrug. “Nylon, polyester, fleece, all that synthetic stuff? No good. You want wool.” He pointed to his own green forest ranger sweater. “Silk. Both naturally fire retardant.”

      “How about cotton? Because I’m guessing we’re not going to find a lot of wool in the summer or silk in an apocalypse.” It was a Carlota-worthy burn, but if Sheldon noticed her tone, there was no indicator.

      “No good. Cotton’s flammable.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” Anayeli crouched next to the dead man’s body and pinched the zipper tab of his jacket. It took all her self-control not to throw up at the softness of whatever was under the jacket. “But right now? I just want some clothes.”

      “Suit yourself.” Sheldon let out a cackle. “No pun intended.”

      Anayeli didn’t laugh, didn’t smile, because the thought of protective clothes had snagged in her mind. The moment she tugged at the zipper, she saw her own Papa, buttoning up his long sleeve shirt. She pictured all his friends, the other union members, stretched across the burning field—without a stitch of protective clothing. She guaranteed not a single one of them was wearing wool or silk. She saw Papa running toward her, re-lived the moment his Dorados cap—the one she’d given him—flared bright with orange flames. That hat had been the first to burn, but she knew without a doubt the material was wool. Which meant either Sheldon was wrong about wool and silk, or… she didn’t know what. Her mind raced, trying to make connections, always coming back to the water truck that had come too late to save Papa and the others. It wasn’t just that it had come too late—it was that whatever it had sprayed had made the fire worse. But water had protected them in the river. It had kept the Teff flames at bay. Water neutralized the cicada toxin. And if the Teff fires and the cicadas were linked, then whatever had been in that water truck had been something else—something as flammable as the Teff itself. And it had been used as a weapon to stop the union members who had discovered something was wrong with the Teff crop.
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        Ron Frobisher. Avon River, Bristol, England, United Kingdom.

      

      

      

      Ron had three masks to Viv’s one respirator, but the struggle was real. Every breath cost him knives at his throat and needles at his eyes.

      Robert the lockmaster held the tarpaulin over his head as instructed, crouched in a corner as far from the thickening wind as they could stash him. Of the three of them, he was—at least for the next hour or so—possibly the most important person on the boat, and their ticket to freedom.

      The flight from civilization to the open sea wasn’t as dashing as Ron had anticipated, the waterways every bit as clogged as the side roads they’d traveled to get there. Viv slowed the D’Urberville a third time, the froth that accompanied them dying down to leisurely ripples.

      An elegant sailboat barred their way, bobbing and swaying gently as if it weren’t a floating tomb. She hailed it, but there was no reply. It might have been abandoned, come unmoored, or have been making a run for it, but in the end that didn’t matter—the rich man’s plaything was nothing more than an expensive piece of water trash.

      “Hold on.” The bump was slight, but Ron had hold of the bar just in case. She pushed the joystick throttle ever so gently, nudging their neighbor until it was floating parallel to them. There were bodies on the deck, ocher pools of spent life smeared from the cockpit to the corpses, a tale of death he’d seen too many times.

      There was no way to protect the kids below. They had the same, painfully luxurious views that he did, and were probably twice as curious as he was. Viv crossed herself and offered up a prayer, but whatever grace the Lord had in store for them was long since decided.

      “Wow!” Viv pointed to the east.

      It took Ron a moment to pick out what he was looking at, but there wasn’t much doubt, a boat—closer to the shore—was decked out with parakeets, flashes of red and blue fluttering from beam to beam. “Fascinating.” They’d made it out of the zoo, or been liberated by their handlers, but the Teff smoke hadn’t taken them down. “The birds are fine.”

      He fumbled for the binoculars and stepped up to the starboard window, adjusting the focus until the image was crisp and clean. “Ha!” He handed the field glasses to Viv. “If you think that’s a showstopper, sweep right.”

      The reveal had the desired effect, her eyes lighting up behind her mask. “Is that a giraffe?”

      “Nope.” Ron moved the glasses a couple of centimeters to her right. “Two giraffes.” He’d been a game warden in Tanzania—all cover, as usual—and giraffes had a special place in his heart. The English countryside was no place for the gentle giants. “See anything else?”

      She handed back the glasses. “I can’t think about it. I’ll get too sad.”

      She drove while he inspected the shore, making mental notes about the survivors. It was a startling mix of predator and prey, but he didn’t see scuffles, or gross impact injuries. “You know what’s missing?”

      “Seriously, Ron. I can’t think about the animals. Call it a weakness, call it a flaw, but I can’t bear to think of them not being cared for.”

      “I get it.” He had his own soft spots—kids who couldn’t take care of themselves, stray dogs, and—you could hardly call it a weakness, but it was a predilection for sure—kickass women who could hold their own. There are no monkeys. No baboons. No gorillas. The primates are like us. The Teff smoke got them. Absence of presence wasn’t conclusive. They could have fled inland or taken to the streets, but he squirreled the fact away in hopes it might prove useful.

      “Robert.” Viv slowed the yacht. “You’re up.”

      The lock wasn’t what Ron had been expecting. It had taken on such gargantuan proportions in his mind that he’d had it pegged as some Hoover Dam-sized feat of engineering.

      Robert kept his tarp tight around his shoulders, wheezing through his feeble face mask. “I might need help.”

      “Ron’s your man.”

      Ron stashed the binoculars, retrieved his gun from under the counter, and followed Robert out into the open air. The stabbing pains in his lungs were no worse, but they weren’t better either when they hit dry land. He held himself close to Robert, following all of his instructions to the letter, praying for a smooth transition.

      The kids were at the windows as the yacht rose in the water, Robbie and Kim pulling faces, Max and Paul caulking the seals around the windows in a frenzy. There was no art to what they were doing, but there was speed. If Ron had put money on it, he’d have bet on a competition.

      There were missing faces, too. Louise was off-scene, as was Nosebleed Jeff, but there were rooms on the other side of the yacht—cabins and bathrooms (no, heads) and such—that needed attention, too, so he didn’t let his imagination get away from him.

      Robert tapped his shoulder and reeled off another set of instructions, sending Ron on his way.

      There was no way to speed the operation up, but Ron willed every minute to pass faster than the one before. Artemis would have been in contact with Claire, which meant she was waiting, which also meant she wasn’t doing whatever she’d gone to Holyhead to do. He wasn’t given to pangs of guilt, but he didn’t feel good about it.

      Viv was about level with his position. She tried to hide her cough, but he could see her shoulders rising and falling in that way that said she was in trouble. “How much longer?”

      Robert checked the water. “Fifteen minutes. We’ve been lucky with the tides.” He folded his arms and watched the froth slapping against the man-made walls. “Reckon we should part ways after this.”

      Ron nodded, but his brain went to the problem of the caulk and the kids. Robbie Falk was below, sealed in, and he didn’t want to break that seal.

      “I hear you.”

      Ron hadn’t said a word.

      “But I’ve done my duty and I want to head back and see if Wendy’s at home.”

      Wendy could have been a daughter, a wife, a mother, but Robert’s mournful tone told its own tale.

      “They’re bringing the D’Urberville back to Bristol.”

      “I wouldn’t trust those two as far as I could throw them. No, thank you. I’ll take my boy and be on my way.” What he hadn’t said was, you will not pass but that’s what he meant. The yacht was a sitting duck and if Robert decided not to open the sluice gates, there was no moving forward.

      “Right.” Ron hopped back aboard, filled Viv in—adding a few choice words of his own—and trooped below stairs.

      He rapped at the door to the state room. “It’s Ron. Open up.”

      “Nope!” Paul’s voice, imperious and grating, sent his blood pressure to stratospheric levels. “Jeff’s nose stopped bleeding. No one else has gotten sick. The epoxy seal’s working. We’re not opening the door until we’re clear of the smoke.”

      Ron didn’t want to negotiate with a teenager, and he doubly didn’t want to bargain through a locked door, but that was what his apoc had been all about: doing things that were as much fun as feeding his arms into a woodchipper. “Robbie’s dad’s out here.”

      “Yeah, and?” Paul was closer, close enough that a single bullet through the door would take him down.

      Shame on you, Ronald Frobisher. You’d never hurt a child. He wouldn’t, he knew that, but it was damned tempting. “They’re going to leave the group. Robert and Robbie are leaving.”

      Robbie shouted something, but the end of his sentences was a muffled nothing.

      Ron made a snap decision. “Anyone who wants to leave can get off right here, right now.” They didn’t need sailors, not the way Paul had needed them for his sailboat. And Claire Moone might have use for extra sets of hands, but only ones that were willing.

      No reply came, but he detected much heated whispering the other side of the door.

      “I’ve told you before, people, this is the final push. The endgame. The winning gambit. We have a way to beat the cicadas.” He mostly believed it. They at least had a way to kill some cicadas. “And I want whoever wants to be part of this offensive to stay on the D’Urberville until the mission is complete. But if you’re having second thoughts, now’s the time to exercise your right to walk away. No one will think any less of you.” Liar. “But this door’s coming down. Now.” He tapped it with the butt of his gun.

      “You’re a welsher, Ron Frobisher. Your word is not your bond. That was not the deal.” Louise had rejoined the fray, her squeaky voice every bit as irritating as her boyfriend’s. “We can’t trust a thing you say.”

      “Yeah!” Paul, a follower if ever there was one.

      Shooting the hinges wouldn’t be smart for a couple of reasons, bullets were scarce, and the door was cemented to frame with caulk or resin. He needed a clean cut, with no fuss. The engine room had stacks of pliers, scissors, putty knives, and hammers, but he didn’t recall seeing something that would cut fast—a Dremel or an electric saw—but that didn’t mean they weren’t down there. “I’ll be right back.”

      The engine room—neat and orderly, everything well labeled—surrendered her goods immediately, and Ron made it back to the state room with not one, not two, but three cutting implements. He knocked again, much cheerier this time. “Last chance.”

      “For what?!” He had an image of Louise standing by the catwalk and drilling into Kimmy, her face a mask of derision.

      “Either you scrape the sealant off on your side and open this door or I’m cutting a hole in it.”

      “Get off me!” Ron couldn’t be sure, but it sounded like Robbie’s voice. He waited, ear to the door, hoping that Louise and Paul would see sense, as a mighty roar—scores of people deep—broke from the room.

      “Dammit.” He backed up, turned his arm toward the door, and rammed it as hard as he could. If they’d used caulk it wouldn’t be dry, and he didn’t imagine they were skilled enough with the epoxy kit to make a solid seal all the way around. He bounced back, but the door held.

      “What’s up?” Robert called from the top of the stairs.

      “They’ve gone ballistic in there, duffing each other up, kicking and punching and biting.” Ron took another run at the door.

      Robert slid down the stairs and joined him.

      “On three.” The two men—neither of them small—went at the door, smashing it with their shoulders over and over again until, finally, it gave, the heavy wood splintering away from the frame.

      Ron reached for his gun, but it lay in the hallway. “You!” He pointed at Robbie who had another kid in a chokehold, arms wrapped around his neck and legs about his waist. “Out.”

      Robert took the room in a couple of strides and hauled his kid off the enemy. “What would your mother say!”

      Robbie dusted himself down, coughing. “Illegitimi non carborundum.”

      Ron was glad for his mask. They hid his smile. He hadn’t heard that one in a while.

      “That smart mouth of yours is going to get you into trouble one day.” His dad had hold of Robbie’s collar.

      If he’d had kids—and there hadn’t been time, or the right lifestyle, or the kind of woman who’d put up with him—he’d never, ever have laid hands on them. Sure, he wanted to punch a couple who were only feet from him, but wanting to inflict violence and inflicting it were two different animals. He knew, having ended more than one miserable life; the common thread being they’d deserved what was coming to them. And children—no matter how mouthy or bratty or self-important—never had it coming. They couldn’t. They weren’t fully baked.

      Robert picked Ron’s gun up in passing and tossed it back into the room. “I’ll open the lock in five minutes. Anyone who wants off needs to decide now.”

      “Leave it.” Louise hadn’t moved, but Ron knew she wanted to. A gun in her hand would be like a grenade in anyone else’s. He leaned down and scooped it up. “You heard what the man said. If you want to go, now’s the time.”

      Three teenagers and a tween—all of whom had moved to the port side when Ron separated the sheep from the lambs—hung their heads as they left. Paul and Louise were losing their army.

      “Here’s what we’re going to do.” He inspected the door, which was whole, if a little tattered around the edges. “You’re going to move back to the bedrooms and stay there. I’ll close the door behind me. If you want to reseal it, go for it.”

      “Ron?” Kimmy sat on the plush, velvet covered bench, swinging her legs. “How long does it take to get there?”

      Good grief. At this rate, a week. “If nothing else slows us down, we’re looking at about thirty-six hours.” Viv had given him a range when he’d asked, including estimations for wind speed, etc., etc., but he hadn’t been paying attention, and his brain latched on to the best-case scenario. Looking back, she might have said two or three days.

      The coughing hadn’t let up. Neither had the smoke from the zoo fire. If it followed them out to sea, they were looking at real harm. He didn’t have three days. That was an eternity in Teff hours. He didn’t wait for more questions, charging back to Viv’s position and wedging himself in front of the ham radio.

      It buzzed to life, a reminder that there was hope amidst his panic. He went directly to the frequency where he’d found Artemis. “This is Ron Frobisher calling from the Bristol Channel.”

      “They’re opening!” Viv straightened up, running her hands over the controls. “He had me worried there for a second.”

      Artemis was a no-show. Ron turned the dial, praying his luck would turn.

      “QRZ. This is Buck, over.”

      An American accent! And someone who knew call signs. “QTH, Buck?” He needed to know who he was talking to and whether they’d run across Claire while surfing the airwaves.

      “Montana, brother. How about yourself, over?”

      “England. Hey, I’m looking for someone.” He didn’t know her call sign. “British military. Female. Over.”

      “Sorry, brother. No one answering that description, over.”

      “QTU?” He wanted to check back, periodically, if Buck was a regular traveler.

      “Oh. We’re saving energy. Batteries aren’t going to last forever. There’s a gal out here, Ana—” Buck’s voice broke off and there was some indistinct chatter before he came back on. “Calls herself La Reina de Corazones—who’s trying to find a working radio station, and I’m here every day, hoping she checks back in.”

      There was something about that simple sentence. It had hope by the bucket. A gal in Montana was trying to communicate with the world. “You can pass on my frequency, over.”

      “There was a Scot, over.”

      Ron smiled. Of course they’d assume that Britain was so small everyone knew everyone else.

      “Grouse. Met him in—well, it doesn’t much matter where I met him. Over.”

      The static in Ron’s brain was almost as loud as the static on the line. He’d heard that name before. “Say again, over.”

      “Grouse. He was on some kind of fact-finding mission, over.”

      Unbelievable! He’d hunted the frequencies at random and stumbled over someone who’d met Warrant Officer Heather MacGunn’s brother! “Any more details, over?”

      “That was about it. We talked soil a bit, but I was worried about the twins and we got sprung.”

      Ron had lost the thread, but the mention of soil was intriguing. “Soil, over?”

      “He was headed to Kansas to talk to a man who was experimenting with nematodes.” The line cut out just long enough for Ron to punch the air in triumph. He’d believed in his own luck, and it had turned back his way. After all the pauses and blockages and stupid ways people had slowed him down, he was in the right place at the right time, talking to the right person. “I’m listening.”

      “We don’t have a whole lot of battery life here.”

      “Buck. This is important. I work for the British government and we’re on the cusp of beating this sucker, once and for all. I believe your Grouse is a person of interest and what the two of you talked about could be useful to our effort.” The crackle that filled his brain was intolerable. Buck had gone silent. “Buck, you there, over?”

      “I’m going to be straight with you, partner, I’ve never been so tempted to stay on the line, but my daddy’s right here and he’s going to string me up if I don’t cut this short.”

      Dammit, no. Not someone’s daddy. YOU’RE A GROWN MAN. TELL HIM THAT THIS IS IMPORTANT. “Short version?”

      “Nematodes are the finest form of natural pest control on the planet.” Buck talked faster and faster, another man’s voice cutting in every so often. “Beneficial nematodes can wipe out an insect infestation, but you’ve got to be on the lookout for the crop killers.”

      The connection ended, but Ron’s mind ran on. He had a naturally occurring fungus for the cicadas, wasp venom—which he knew very little about—as a possible alternate, and now, for the first time, he had a possible lead on something that could take out the Teff seeds without burning the world’s crops to a cinder.

      “You good over there? You’re very quiet.” Viv leaned on the throttle and the D’Urberville eased out of the lock.

      “I’m better than good.” Ron removed the headphones. “I’m freaking ecstatic.”

      The Bristol Channel unfurled ahead of them, Claire closer than ever before, the answers coming to him just as he needed them. Life was better than merely good—life was a bowl of damned cherries and he, Ron Frobisher, was about to dig in.
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        Dr. Diana Stewart. Austin, Texas.

      

      

      

      That night, as the wind drove the heavy smoke toward the ranch, they all slept in the basement, which had been adapted as a fire shelter. It was a rarity to find a basement in Texas, but Bud was forward thinking, and not a fan of tornadoes, so he’d built it himself.

      It hadn’t been used much and was pretty cold. Diana was still acclimatizing to the Texas heat, and by comparison, the room was like a fridge. At first it had been pleasantly cool, but as the hours ticked on, she started to get outright cold.

      She shared one of the rooms with Jesse, Rachel, and Anna, and in the middle of the night she woke when a very quiet whining came close, and a cold, wet nose touched her hand. She reached out and touched the trembling shape of a chilly dog standing beside her.

      “Honey?” She stroked the dog. Her ears were cold, and she was shivering. “Come on then, good girl.” She patted her bedding and the dog came to lie beside her. She flipped a corner of the cover over Honey and she snuggled in, but she was still whining almost under her breath. “Poor puppy. It’s so hard, losing people you love.” She stroked her a little longer, heart aching, until the whining faded into sleep.

      Diana was woken by voices and hurried footsteps. She opened her eyes on darkness, and for one dismayed moment she thought her vision had completely gone again, but then she saw light come and go as people passed. Extricating herself from the covers, she slipped on her shoes and made her way out into the main room where Cooper and Patti crouched over a body. Even with her unfocused vision, she could see there was a lot of blood. A sense of dread shivered icy fingers up her spine. “Who is it?” she whispered.

      “Not Ben.” Patti’s answer released a little of the tension in her shoulders. “It’s one of Colonel Wilson’s men, the ones that stayed behind at Victor’s place when we left.”

      “Is he—?”

      “Dead? Yes. Tortured, and dumped outside the gate of the ranch.” Cooper’s voice was harsh. “He wasn’t dead when they found him, but the smoke ended his suffering, mercifully.”

      “I’m so sorry, Cooper. Did you know him?”

      “Not him, no. But four of the others we found out there, yes. This man was left alive to carry a message. Bryce told him to tell us that he knows his father is here and that he’s coming back with more men.” Cooper straightened. “I need to go back to the gate. We need to reinforce it for the attack. Our best hope is that the colonel has managed to eliminate enough of Bryce’s men, because with the few we have here right now, we don’t have a chance.”

      “Private Cooper—” Patti hesitated.

      “Sergeant, actually. A battlefield promotion, would you believe?” The young man suddenly sounded older than his years. “But this is not the battle I was expecting to fight, Americans against Americans.”

      “Sergeant. I’m sorry for your loss.” Patti hugged him.

      He allowed it briefly. “Thank you both. I appreciate that, and so will the men.” He waved to the two soldiers standing nearby. “We’ll take him back to camp and bury him with the others. But later we’ll need to do some planning.”

      Diana sank onto a chair as they carried the body out. “What time is it, Patti?”

      “Barely daylight. The wind has changed and the smoke has thinned, which is why the soldiers saw the bodies. Thank goodness they did before the kids got up.”

      “How long do you think they were there?”

      “Cooper says they weren’t there at sundown when he did his last patrol. That’s about an eight-hour window. We can’t really pin it any closer than that, and Sorenson, the man you saw, was well beyond telling us anything, apart from what had been drummed into him. He didn’t even know his name.”

      “Horrible.” There was a nudge at Diana’s calf, and Honey sat down and leaned against her leg. Diana stroked the whippet’s head absentmindedly.

      Steps came into the living area. “Cooper says the house is clear, and relatively smokefree.” That was Bud. “Let’s take this upstairs and let the children sleep.”

      They all trooped upstairs. Diana found she could see the furniture for what it was, but in the context of everything else going on, it felt like a minor detail. Honey, it turned out, was a beautiful little thing, honey-colored, delicate and soulful-looking. When Diana took a seat on the sofa, Honey leaped up and curled into a tiny ball next to her.

      The others were already there—Kyle, Nana, and Gramps, and a couple of soldiers she didn’t know. Bud walked over to the fireplace and leaned on it for a moment before speaking. “We need to prepare if there’s going to be a fight. We don’t have enough supplies to last any amount of time if we’re barricaded in—or if there’s a fire, come to think of it—as the supplies we set aside were just for the family, not for the rest of us. The water from the well supplies the troughs in the stable area, but the wells are low, and it hasn’t rained for weeks. We can bring the chickens in with us for a while, but we don’t have a lot in the way of grain. The donkey, the alpaca—they can probably come down too. The donkey is all the transport we have, and the alpaca’s wool is going to be important as we move into winter.”

      “What about the cows?” Nana took a chair at the table.

      “We need to bring them near the house. If we can’t get them inside in five minutes, we’ll have to leave them to their fate, and I don’t intend to do that.”

      “How many men does Sergeant Cooper have here?” Patti was sitting next to Diana.

      “A dozen with the first batch that came from the mansion.” Bud thinned his lips. “But they have little ammunition, and aren’t armed for heavy combat. Unless Colonel Wilson gets back here—and soon—we’ll be at Matreus’ mercy.”

      “They were never supposed to know about this place,” Diana murmured. “Is there anywhere safe you can take your family until it’s over?”

      “This is our safe place,” Grandpa snapped. “This is where Izzie is buried. I was born here, and so was Bud, and so was Kyle. Everything we’ve ever worked for and everything we own…this is it.”

      Bud lifted a hand. “You know full well that if it hadn’t been Matreus, it would’ve been raiders from town, Pete. You’ve seen the smoke going up from virtually every other ranch around us. They called at the gate here, but Cooper and his guys sent them on their way. There’s no point moaning about who is going to attack. We just need to work out how to weather it and what we do to survive afterward.”

      Nana mopped her eyes. “I… I’ll look after the children? I probably won’t be good for much else. I can’t move fast enough.”

      Shouts sounded outside, and then came the crunch of tires over the gravel—multiple vehicles from the sound of it. “Get down in the cellar, ladies,” Kyle snapped, and Patti and Nana rushed down the stairs.

      Diana lurked at the top of the stairs, reluctant to descend into the darkness of the basement just when her sight had improved. “Sounds like Cooper. Is he with them?”

      Kyle went to the door and peered out into the murky air.

      The vehicles drew up in front of the house, and Cooper jogged over to the veranda. “Kyle, we’ve got some visitors for you.”

      Diana came down the stairs and made her way to the window, trying not to get her hopes up. Figures in khaki spilled out of the vehicles, and then a couple more dressed in black Matreus uniforms. She clutched at the windowsill. Both Matreus men moved stiffly, but were not being treated as prisoners—in fact the slighter one had an air of command. They moved away from the vehicles and made their way up the stairs to the veranda. Honey slunk behind Diana, tail tucked between her legs.

      A familiar voice spoke. “Madam President, Colonel Wilson, may I introduce you to the owners of the ranch?”

      “Ben!” Diana breathed, and relief flooded her. “Thank goodness!”

      He brought the tall lady with the eye patch in through the door. She was followed by a gray-haired man with an air of authority. “This is Elizabeth Blair, the President of the United States. And this is Colonel Wilson.”

      “Madam President.” Nana was wide-eyed.

      The president smiled at her. “No need to stand on ceremony. We’re about to be comrades in arms.” She shook hands with all of them one by one and paused when she got to Diana. “Dr. Stewart, I’m relieved to see you well. I hope you don’t think me unfeeling after our last encounter.”

      “Not at all, ma’am. It was the only way you could have reacted to Bryce, and it probably saved my life. If you’d have pleaded with him to spare me, he would’ve shot me on the spot just to make you feel bad.”

      “I hope you weren’t too badly hurt?”

      “Nothing that won’t heal.” Hopefully.

      The colonel approached Bud and stuck out his hand. “We appreciate your help. We suspect that Matreus won’t be too far behind, so Cooper and I will get back to the defenses. I’ll send him back to advise the rest of you as soon as we’ve done some sort of changeover.”

      “Sounds good. Please tell your men that we have a very limited water supply.” Bud did not seem unduly impressed. “The wells are low, and water is rationed.”

      Cooper cut in from behind the colonel. “We’re working on that, sir. I’ll update you back at the camp.”

      The colonel turned. “Madam President, please stay with the civilians. Ford, you’ll remain here, but you might want to change out of that Matreus uniform. I’ll send Cooper back with whatever men I can spare from the gate defenses shortly.”

      “Colonel, you might leave us some guns and ammunition in the meantime.” The President gestured at the others. “There are plenty here who can shoot a gun.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The colonel powered out of the ranch house, and Diana heard him shouting orders outside.

      Honey let out a low growl, and Diana turned to find Ben striding toward her. He threw his arms around her and held her tightly. “Doc. How are you?”

      Her heart soared. “Glad to see you! And a little better than I was, though—if the pattern of the last couple of days holds true—it’ll wear off toward the end of the day.”

      There was shouting outside and they all froze, then one of the soldiers burst in. “Sarge says to tell you the gate to the woods is open and that wild boars are in the crops.” There were two seconds of appalled silence, then Bud and Kyle sprang up and ran to the gun rack, grabbed rifles, and left.

      “Oh, no! Oh, no!” Nana wrung her hands. “The boars will eat everything, or destroy it. All our crops. And the chickens, if they can find them!”

      “That’s a good way to spread chaos.” Ben frowned. “If Matreus and his people are here it could be a diversionary tactic.”

      President Blair turned to the soldier. “Guns? Ammo?”

      “I’ll go check.” He hesitated. “Ma’am, take this for starters.” He drew his own weapon and handed it over, along with the holster.

      “Thank you.” The president checked that it was loaded—evidently she knew how to handle herself—and strapped the holster on. “I always feel better when armed, don’t you?” She looked up at Diana.

      “Ma’am, I’m English. I’d probably shoot my own toes off.”

      The president didn’t smile. “We need everyone armed who can carry a gun right now.”

      “I have concussion and my sight is out of focus. I can’t tell friend from foe until they speak. But if you show me how to load your weapons, I’ll happily keep you in bullets as far as possible.”

      President Blair shook her head. “Too risky. That pins us to one spot, and we’ll need to be mobile. If you’re a non-combatant, you should go into the basement and look after the kids. Take the dog with you.”

      Diana stood and called Honey, a little stung. But it was a fair comment—she’d only be a liability in battle.

      As she reached the top of the stairs, Cooper stuck his head through the door. “The smoke’s getting thick and we need to padlock the gate shut. Diana, you got us from the path to the gate—think you can do it again?”

      “Certainly. Let me grab my mask.” Diana hurried downstairs with Honey. “Jesse, I need to take the others back to the gate. Rachel, can you look after Honey, please?”

      Rachel followed her to the foot of the stairs. “Something’s happened?”

      Diana was half-blind in the gloom. She hated it. “Your dad is back and he’s okay. There may be fighting soon. Do your best to keep the calm, please?” Rachel nodded, and Diana gave her a hug. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” She hurried up the stairs and out the door to Cooper, who had the donkey saddled.

      “You’re riding.” He beckoned to four others. “Get to the top of the path as fast as you can. Doc Stewart here will take you to the gate. Lock, guard, and report back ASAP.”

      “Yessir.”

      Cooper helped her up onto the donkey, and she clung on as the men ran all the way along the drive and up into the meadow. Two went ahead, staying just in sight, while the other two flanked her.

      Where the gravel ended, she dismounted. “You know there are feral pigs about?”

      “Shhh!” The soldier dropped his voice. “Yes, ma’am. We’ll keep you safe. But in this smoke, the enemy could be ten feet away and we wouldn’t know. We should avoid making any unnecessary noise.”

      She nodded, then examined her surroundings in the thickening smoke. This way… She settled her mask more firmly on her face. The acrid taste of the smoke was getting through. It wasn’t quite so scratchy as it had been, but it was still hard to breathe without coughing, even with the mask. Her foot hit a rock, and her sight was good enough that she could see it was the right one. She waved to the soldier behind her, and he waved to the one walking several paces behind him.

      There was a light thunk and a far more resounding thud. She paused, but there was no other sound. She was jumpy, knowing the boars were near and that Bryce’s men could turn up any time. Finding her bearings again, she aimed for the next stone. It took a little longer to find, but eventually she saw it. Again, she waved to the soldier who was just visible in the murk. He turned and waved, and she moved on. She was halfway to the fence when there was another thunk—she couldn’t place what it was, something just the other side of a hiss, as if a fist had hit a bowl of Jell-O—and then the thump. She paused and the soldier behind her turned, but nothing happened. Her shoulders were so tight it hurt, and her palms sweated. The soldier turned back and moved toward her, so she made her way onward to the fence and the gate.

      The soldier crept along behind her with the chains and padlocks, and the two of them soon had the gate locked shut. “Mission accomplished. Let’s get back.” He straightened, and she was just leading him back along the fence when the donkey brayed. Hooves scratched as the donkey dashed away down the gravel path. A soldier jumped in front of Diana, gun at the ready, and she looked around wildly, but all around there was nothing but smoke. He raised his finger to his lips, then leaned close and whispered in her ear. “Follow me. Not a soun—”

      There was a thwack. Something wet spattered her face and the soldier dropped, his whole head a bloody mess. The sound of a bullet hitting flesh! She scrubbed his blood off her face with a sleeve, staring around wildly at the flurries of smoke, but her head was pounding as hard as her heart, and the shadows in her vision pulsed with each beat.

      “Well, hello there, Diana.” Bryce! She whirled to see where he was, but he was nowhere in view, and the movement made her dizzy. “Imagine seeing you here, in whatever dirty hole my father has dragged himself to.”

      She took a few tremulous steps away from the voice, but that terrible noise—so new, but so distinctive—sounded out again, and she flinched as a little cloud of earth jumped up just ahead of her.

      “Oh, don’t think you can sneak off like that.” Bryce’s voice was lazy, smug. It made her shiver. “I can see right through you. You’re so transparent.”

      Shots broke out in the valley below, where the ranch was. Jesse! Her heart beat so fast it was painful. Ben was there too, and Rachel and Reuben, Patti, and Victor. Even Honey—all the beings she cared for in this world were penned up in that one ranch house, surrounded by the thickening smoke. The air was getting hotter, and somehow Bryce could see her every move. He had her penned against the fence.

      No, against the gate. And while she couldn’t see what was out there as well as he could… She set her foot on the rungs of the gate and threw herself over it and out into the woods. Bryce cursed and a shot rang out, the bullet thudding into the tree in front of her. She got to her feet and ran as straight as she could. A snag caught her foot and she fell headlong. Another shot thumped into the tree just ahead. There! The smell of wild garlic. She hoped it was the same patch as before, where they’d found Sean.

      She got up and dashed forward. The earth gave way under her and she fell into the pit she’d been aiming herself toward with a thump. She lay still for a moment, breathless.

      “Oh, clever, Diana. Dropping out of sight like that would be the sort of maneuver you might execute to fool an unskilled hunter, but not anyone even remotely competent. And certainly not anyone with an infrared scope. Infrared doesn’t even see smoke, you know. I know exactly where you are. And just how do you expect to get away now?”

      Infrared. Of course. She needed to disguise her body heat. Diana pulled her jacket off, tented it over her head and elbowed the wall of the pit a couple of times, but only a light sprinkling of dirt came down. Bryce’s footsteps came nearer and nearer. Diana tried to shove herself deeper into the earth, but her probing hands met a vast expanse of bristly hide. And then the earth under Diana heaved. The sow in the pit screamed blue murder, struggled to its feet, and charged.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Anayeli Alfaro. Somewhere North of Missoula, Montana.

      

      

      The smell of death clung to Anayeli as the horse picked her way along the riverbank. Cinders crushed to powder under Fortune’s hooves and the husks of blackened cedars and pines creaked as the breeze kicked up. But if anything, instead of blowing away the stench of festering decay, the wind only made everything worse, a hot breath of campfire-scented smoke laced with sweet rot. Andrew coughed and Anayeli glanced at the sky—still clear, save for the pyrocumulus cloud. None of it—not the stink, not the wind, not the cloud—was a harbinger of trouble. Everything was going to be fine. That’s what she’d been telling herself since she’d spent what felt like half the night scrubbing, rinsing, and re-washing the clothes they’d scavenged, using water Andrew hauled in buckets from the nearby fork of the Flathead River to Sheldon’s rough-hewn and rustic Forest Service cabin. Wearing dead people’s clothes was a necessity, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that it was bad luck.

      She’d boiled the clothes in a kettle on Sheldon’s wood stove, the water turning gray-brown while she wished for laundry detergent or lavender or anything to throw in with the jeans and shirts to make them smell halfway decent. Or else sage— it was supposed to have magical cleansing properties or something, wasn’t it? But Sheldon had nothing, and as they rode farther and farther away from his cabin, and the weather grew warmer and warmer, the reek only got worse, as if it were body-heat activated. Or else they were riding closer and closer to some terrible carnage. Possibly both.

      “Do you smell that?” She twisted in the saddle, just enough to see Andrew. He rode Spot, just a few strides behind Fortune, who always liked to be in the lead. A racehorse through and through.

      “I smell lots of things.” Andrew’s nose scrunched with disgust. He let out another light cough. They needed to get their masks back on. “None of them good.”

      “I don’t know if it’s us, or something else.” Ever since they’d struggled to strip clothes from bodies gone soft and slick with putrescence, it was like the scent of decay was permanently lodged in her nose. But it wasn’t only that. There was also the bitter reek of sweat and unwashed bodies, the unmistakable metallic tang of blood, and the gamey stink of bear which had somehow cooked into the clothes as they’d hung to dry in Sheldon’s tiny cabin.

      She twisted further, checking on Manteca. She held his lead rope in her hand, but like he’d done the day before, he dragged as far behind as the rope allowed. Worse, he moved like he was walking on eggshells, every step cracking something painful inside him. It would’ve been better if they could’ve let the horse rest another day, but Sheldon had wanted them gone almost as much as Anayeli wanted to be back on the road. She couldn’t decide if a harder-hearted person would’ve left Manteca behind, or if she was being unkind in bringing a body-sore horse along with them. She just knew she couldn’t sit around. During any quiet moment, she itched with restlessness to make headway toward Missoula, unable to shake the feeling that if she didn’t get there soon, it would be too late. Her urgency to tell the world what Matreus had done to her family and the country at large burned like a pilot light inside her, flaring with scorching heat whenever she called it up.

      “Do you think the fire is getting closer?” She turned to check on Andrew again, but he hadn’t heard her. His face bore the cold, blank expression she associated with official military portraits, and she wondered what was going on behind the mask he wore. He was happiest on the ground, not in the saddle, but ‘happy’ was a relative term. It was a jolt to realize they’d never actually known each other happy. There was no point in wondering what it would’ve been like if they’d met each other before. “Andrew?” Her sharper tone startled him back to the present, his expression lightening as warmth came back into his eyes.

      “What did you say?”

      “Do you think it’s getting bigger?” She pointed in the direction of the pyrocumulus cloud, looking more like a nuclear mushroom cloud than ever.

      His saddle creaked as he turned, and his answer was immediate. “Looks the same to me.”

      Maybe she was just searching for things to be worried about. Maybe she’d never be able to relax again. Or maybe she would be able to relax as soon as she’d found a way to hold Matreus, Inc. accountable for what they’d done.

      Her stomach rumbled, and not in a good way. Every time her stomach complained, she wondered if she was going to be sick. They’d eaten bear stew for dinner, and again for breakfast, shoveling as much as they could into themselves before heading out on the road, ignoring the idea of trichinosis and the fishy taste of the meat.

      “Guess we know what that fella had been surviving on.” Sheldon had said when he’d taken the first bite of the stew. “Good to know there’s still fish in the river. Good sign the water’s safe.”

      It was a bit of information Anayeli had filed away in her brain, and she called it up as they came to a fork in the river. Something about Sheldon’s hypothesis didn’t sit right, she just couldn’t figure out what. “Is this where we’re supposed to turn off?”

      “Think so.” With one hand Andrew pulled his backpack around to his front, and dug around, pulling out a dingy N95 and, after he’d secured the mask, the map. He’d traced the route with Sheldon the night before, the man highlighting a route that he promised was more direct and safer. Better to go through the forest and keep off the highway, according to Sheldon. Better chance of finding grazing for the horses, he’d said, though Anayeli wasn’t exactly sure why that would be true. It wasn’t like they’d seen even one posse on horseback crowding the roads.

      “You really think it’s a good idea, not taking the highway?” She dug in her pack for her own mask and pulled it on.

      “Yeah. If we don’t want to come across more of…” He waved a hand, as if refusing to name the horrors of families dead on the road would somehow keep the memories of what they’d seen at bay.

      Still. She didn’t want to see more carnage.

      “Maybe we should give the horses a little break? Eat a little something? Fill up our water?” Andrew was back to couching all his ideas as questions, but she’d learned to take his suggestions as statements.

      “Good idea. Who knows when we’ll be able to easily get more water.” She swung out of the saddle, landing with a thud, the contents of her backpack heavy enough to make her lose her balance and almost fall onto her butt.

      Cricket had already waded into the river, lapping up water as he went, and Anayeli’s nerves jangled. There was something scratching at the corner of her mind. Something about fish. Or water.

      “Sheldon said he thought we could make Missoula by nightfall, if we kept a steady pace.” Andrew dismounted too, then took the map out again, holding his thumb and forefinger about an inch apart and marking the route. “It looks like it’s only about thirty-five miles away, as the crow flies.”

      “We’d better hope that’s right.” They had no way to carry anything close to the quantity of water they would personally need, let alone the horses. Making it by the end of the day was a huge ‘if,’ given how Manteca was already dragging.

      Keeping hold of Manteca’s lead rope and Fortune’s reins in one hand, Anayeli drank down the rest of the water they’d gotten at Sheldon’s. Then she crouched and dipped her half-full water bottle into the river. They were supposed to boil the water before drinking it, she knew that much, but the chances of them being able to do that were nil, given that they didn’t even have a pot among their things. Maybe it was stupid to drink the last of the purified water she had, but it seemed stupid to mix boiled water with river water. She’d just have to hope they figured something out before she got thirsty again. Surely there’d be a vacant house in Missoula where they could find a pot and a wood stove, because unless there were functional wells run by generators hiding along the way, water would be in short supply along their entire route. Both Sheldon and the map confirmed it was true whether they stuck to the highway or not. There were creeks along the way, but getting to them would mean taking detours. Anayeli didn’t want to risk detours. Which meant they’d be lucky to find anything to drink before they reached the city— and who knew what the situation there would be.

      Missoula was the place they needed to go, even though Sheldon had expressed doubt when she’d asked where the closest newspaper office would be. “Guess that would be Missoula, but don’t know what you’ll find down there—the last reports weren’t good.” He’d pointed to the radio on his kitchen counter. “Been nothing but static for weeks now. ‘Cept for this girl who sometimes broadcasts. Name is some Calzone thing or other. No idea why she’d call herself that.”

      It had taken everything Anayeli had not to blurt out it was corazón, not Calzone. She’d opened her mouth, and Andrew grabbed her thigh under the table and squeezed. Not hard, but enough to stop the words in her throat. Irritation had flashed through her—why shouldn’t she tell Sheldon exactly who she was?—but she hadn’t seen Andrew worry over anything that wasn’t worth being concerned about. There was no way Sheldon could have missed the charge in the air, but he went on talking as if he hadn’t noticed the ripple of tension that had gone through the room. “Seems like she knows some stuff, but haven’t heard her in days. If she’s still alive, I bet she’d be better than a newspaper. But I suppose Missoula is closer. She was broadcasting at 103.9 over near Thompson Falls.”

      It had been weird to hear herself being talked about as if she weren’t right in the room, but it had energized her to learn that she’d made some kind of difference. It wasn’t enough, though. She hadn’t fixed anything. She hadn’t seen justice done. By the time they’d eaten their snack of granola bars and applesauce pouches, Anayeli could hardly sit still any longer.

      She led the horses right up to the river’s edge, but none of them would drink, as if they wanted to be living clichés.

      “Unbelievable.” Irritation swirled through Anayeli, making it so she had to work hard not to be rough in how she handled the horses. She waded into the current. Both Fortune and Manteca just stood there, not drinking. “At least the cold water might help Manteca’s swelling.” It was the tiniest of silver linings.

      “We can’t keep waiting.” Andrew had already mounted up.

      Anayeli pulled the horses back around, a tiny worry prickling at the back of her neck. Dogs would drink out of any foul puddle, so she didn’t exactly trust the fact that Cricket had drunk from the river. Horses, though. Maybe they were picky, like the old adage suggested. Or maybe there was some reason the horses wouldn’t drink. Maybe the water was somehow tainted, by the fires or the cicada toxin, or dead bodies or—

      “Let’s get going, girl.” Andrew’s voice broke through her worries, and he flashed a quick grin that wasn’t quite a grin.

      They kept to a fire road Sheldon had marked, the route a rough hypotenuse, shaving miles off their journey. Anayeli rode with a watchful eye on Manteca and Cricket. The dog bounded ahead until he was just at the edge of Anayeli’s sight, and then came boomeranging back, seeming no worse for wear after drinking the river water. Neither the smoke nor the cicadas had ever really bothered either of the dogs. She’d been worried for nothing. It was one small comfort, at least. The horses on the other hand, hated the rocky graveled surface of the Forest Service road, walking gingerly and constantly drifting toward the edges.

      They’d been on the unforgiving surface for what seemed like hours when Anayeli had to stop for the third time to pick one of the triangular shaped rocks out of Fortune’s hoof. She stayed dismounted to ease the weight Fortune had to carry when it was clearly uncomfortable. The filly’s hooves were already tender—there was no sense in risking bruising her soles worse. “How much longer do we have to ride on this?” She’d thought the gravel road would be nice— easy to follow at least—but she’d been wrong.

      Andrew had dismounted too, and was checking Spot’s hooves. He set the last hoof down gently and waited for Anayeli to lead Fortune and Manteca alongside him before unfolding the map again. He traced a finger along the highlighted route. “Here’s where we left the river. And here’s that curve in the road we just passed. So, it looks like right about here,” he tapped the map with his forefinger, “is where we’ll take this fork, and then after that bend, Sheldon said there’s a downhill stretch and an easy way—” The hot wind that had been picking up ever since they’d stopped at the river gusted. The crinkling flap of the paper as it tore from Andrew’s hands spooked Fortune, who pulled away from Anayeli, bumping into Manteca and startling Spot. Andrew was knocked off balance in the commotion, and his snatch for the map missed.

      “Grab it!” The map fluttered and snapped past Anayeli, but Fortune tried to whirl away, and she couldn’t reach it. Andrew scurried forward, his progress slowed by Spot planting her feet, the whites of her eyes visible as she shied from the paper. “It’s just a map, you guys!” Frustration edged Andrew’s voice, and just as the map was within reach, the wind came again. It flipped up the edge of the map and swirled the whole thing skyward. It sashayed like a falling leaf toward the road, but at the last second an updraft caught it. “Dang it!” Andrew jumped at the map, his outstretched hands nowhere near. The map flew beyond the road’s edge and into the canyon, where it lodged in the brittle, burned out branches of a spruce.

      “Chispas!” Anayeli’s stomach went nauseatingly hollow. They were without a map or a compass in the middle of an unfamiliar forest. “What do we do?”

      Andrew didn’t answer at first. He just stood, his hands at his temples, his back and shoulders rigid. He was the picture of frustration and fury. When he finally turned, he went to where Spot’s reins dragged in the dirt and picked them up. “We keep going.” His tone was resolute.

      She didn’t want to suggest it, she knew she shouldn’t say it, not with the emotion rolling off Andrew, but she couldn’t help it. They were at their Donner Party moment, when they had to decide how much to risk, and it was obvious what the safest option was. “Maybe we should turn back. We could get back to the river, take the highway. We could—”

      “No.” It was the second time in as many days that Andrew had flat-out contradicted her.

      “But—”

      “No.” He didn’t look at her, just stalked off down the fire road.

      She scrambled to get Manteca’s lead rope and Fortune’s reins organized and hurried after him. “Andrew, it’s fine. If we turn back now, we won’t have lost much time—” Hours. The rest of the day. It was fine. There wasn’t really a deadline anyway, other than running out of food and water, and if they got lost…

      “Yeli.” The way he said her name was a warning and she didn’t like it. They’d never actually been mad at each other, but she could recognize they were at the edge of a chasm. “I’ve got this.”

      Cricket came running back from wherever he’d gone down the road and brushed up against her, nosing her hand and letting out a high-pitched whine.

      “Okay, but hear me out—”

      “I told you.” Andrew rounded on her, his quick movement sending Spot scrambling away from him. Even the horse could tell he was angry. “I’ve got it handled. I can read a map and remember it. I proved it already once before, or have you forgotten?”

      “No, I haven’t. But—”

      “I don’t know what I have to do.” He threw a hand out and Spot tossed her head. “We’re supposed to be a team, but we aren’t. Not if you won’t listen. Not if you always have to be in charge.”

      She was blindsided by the force of his words, by the way they seemed to come from some deeper wound than she could have been responsible for. Whatever else she was going to say shriveled and turned to ash in her mouth. He’d never given her a single reason to doubt him, but she had, starting on the drive from Salt Lake City, when they’d driven out of Pocatello without their map, and she’d wondered if he was leading them into a trap. Now another map had blown away, and her same distrust had come roaring right back.

      “Whatever. Follow me, or don’t. I’ve put my faith in you a hundred times. More, probably. But if you don’t trust me by now, I don’t know what else I can do. I came on this trip to be with you— to help you, but if you won’t accept it, then what are we even doing? Why am I even here?”

      It was the most forthright he’d been, but the instant the words were out of his mouth, he turned his back on her.

      “Andrew!”

      He kept walking.

      “Where are you going?”

      He didn’t answer.

      Everything in her told her they should turn around and take the safest way, the known path, but she couldn’t make her feet move, not back the way they’d come, and not in the direction Andrew was going. She stood frozen, ignoring Fortune’s growing agitation and then Manteca’s as the third horse moved farther and farther away from them. Andrew didn’t look back, not once. By the time he rounded the next bend in the road, he was featureless, a dark blot just big enough for her to tell he still hadn’t turned to check on her.

      Cricket whined again, his eyes trained on where Andrew had disappeared, his whole body trembling.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing, Cricket.” Whatever sound Cricket made at his name was drowned out by Fortune letting out a loud whinny, her ribcage shuddering with the force of it. Anayeli’s eyes stung. That was when she knew what she had to do, even if half of her instincts told her it was exactly the wrong thing.

      “Wait!” She put everything she had into bellowing the word as loud as she could. “Andrew!” But her words weren’t a spell, and they didn’t summon an answer. Andrew didn’t reappear.

      “Ay! Jesús, María, y José!” It was the last thing Manteca needed, but Anayeli took off running, Fortune springing into a trot immediately, while Manteca had to be pulled into the faster gait. Cricket bounded ahead, barking. “Go get him, Cricket! Please!”

      The dog sped ahead.

      Her vision was blurred with tears when she rounded the bend, half expecting the road to be empty. Or else it would be just her luck to find it filled with some backwoods militia. Instead, there stood Andrew, his shoulders square, his military mask back on his face, but his N95 pulled down. At his side, Spot pawed at the gravel, a small trench already dug into it. One thought filled Anayeli’s head.

      “You waited.” She pulled her own mask down. She didn’t know why, but she wanted him to see her whole face.

      Andrew’s blank expression didn’t crack. “Are you sure you just didn’t want to be left alone?”

      “I wasn’t alone. I had—” She was about to gesture toward Cricket and the horses, but stopped herself. The company of animals was a great solace, but it wasn’t the same and they both knew it. Insisting it was the same was nothing but pure defensiveness. Andrew deserved better than that. “Lo siento! Okay? I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry for what?” He wasn’t making it easy for her.

      She shoved both hands into his chest, trying to jolt him back into the easy version of himself. “I’m scared, all right? What if we get lost? What if we don’t make it there? What if there’s no printing press? What if the radio station is defunct? What if we don’t make it back? What if I never see mi familia again?”

      “We will. Trust me.”

      It didn’t make any sense to believe him. He couldn’t promise anything. No one could. There was nothing in her control, and there never had been. That fact had never been more true. Papa’s last words floated back to her. Corre! Vive. He hadn’t meant for her to run from life, he’d meant for her to run toward it. It wasn’t a question anymore of whether or not she should trust Andrew. It was a question of how she wanted to live whatever length of life was allotted to her. Her heart gave a throb and she knew. She wanted to live like Papa had, full out, with everything on the line. She didn’t want to be an island. And here was someone who had cared about her from the beginning, without even knowing a thing about her.

      “I do trust you.”

      Andrew’s entire expression burst in an instant, the smile he gave her brighter than any she’d ever seen on his face, just before he crushed her in a hug.

      The rush of warmth was like nothing she’d ever felt. The sense of safety in the midst of chaos and uncertainty a greater relief than she could have imagined. Everything wasn’t up to her. She wasn’t alone.

      “We’ll get there, and we’ll get back. And whatever we do in between will be our best.” Andrew’s voice was as steady as she’d ever heard it.

      She could have stayed like that forever, even with the cloying stench that emanated from both of them, but a strange gulping retch from somewhere at her side made her pull away.

      At the very instant she looked down at him, Cricket vomited on her shoes, the clear, mucousy fluid looking like every drop of river water the dog had drank, except tinged with blood.
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        Ron Frobisher. St. George’s Channel. Off the Welsh Coast, United Kingdom.

      

      

      

      The D’Urberville made excellent time, churning through the water as if it was just your regular, ordinary, boring trip around the Welsh coast, rather than a race to rescue the tattered remainder of humanity. The Teff smoke had cleared, the cicada swarms didn’t make it out to sea (as far as he knew), and life was as good as anyone could wish for, factoring in the apocalypse, mass deaths, Ann Pilkington’s perfidy, and the tick-tick-tick of the doomsday clock that had been hovering over midnight for an eternity.

      While the life of the boat went on around him—Kimmy bringing Viv snacks and beverages, the two of them checking all the instruments while Viv tutored the kid on how everything worked, Kimmy reporting on the downstairs goings on—Ron glued himself to the radio, scrolling through frequencies. It didn’t matter who he reached, his goal was simple: to connect to the remnants of humanity and tell them what he knew.

      “This is Ron Frobisher.” Would that Star Trek’s technology had caught up with modern life, but there was no “Hailing on all frequencies,” he had to click through every mote of static to find the voices. “Ron Frobisher on the high seas. I have news of the cure.”

      “Ron?” Kimmy slid a bottle of soda onto the table at Ron’s elbow. “Are you hungry?”

      He shrugged. He hadn’t thought about food since his conversation with the guy in Montana, but they were heading out to the final battle, so he needed to keep his strength up. “Whatchoo got?”

      She smiled and whispered, “Your favorite.”

      He wasn’t sure he had a favorite anything, but when she produced a packet of Walker’s Prawn Cocktail crisps, he snorted. “How did you know?”

      “Captain Viv told me. She said, when you were doing deals with the mafia—”

      Viv’s laugh carried from the other side of the room. “I didn’t say mafia. You’re making that up.”

      Ron opened the packet and offered them to Kimmy.

      “Ew! Prawns! No way. They’re the cockroaches of the sea.”

      “I promise—cross my heart and hope to die—they taste nothing like prawns. They’re mostly Marie Rose sauce flavored, but no one knows what that is, so—”

      She took a single chip and nibbled the edge. “Oh! They taste like tomato ketchup!” She took another. “I’ve got some baked beans, if you like?”

      The English and their weird fixation with beans; he’d never understood it. “I’m good. Thanks.” He returned the headset, eating with his left hand and scrolling with his right. “This is Ron Frobisher.”

      “QRA?” The voice cut through the static, clear as a bell, but Ron hadn’t named his station, so he didn’t have a ready answer.

      “I say again, this is Ron Frobisher, over. What’s your—”

      “QRQ?”

      They didn’t have a doctor on board and even if they had, they were far from land and unable to help. “If it’s a Teff related illness, you need to get out of the smoke and stay out. Over.”

      “She’s been gored.” The code gave way to a trembling voice. Welsh, male, youngish, panicky. “You wouldn’t believe what happened.”

      Gored? In Wales? With a good radio signal? Close by, maybe? The zoo? “Rhino?”

      “No way! You’re a bloody mind reader, you are. How did you know?”

      It didn’t matter how he knew, it mattered that they stem the bleeding. “Have you packed the wound?”

      “I don’t know what that means.” The young man’s voice faltered a second time. “There’s so much blood. It’s all over my hands, his leg, the floor—”

      “Find a clean bandage. If there are no bandages, you can use a T-shirt or a sheet or anything absorbent. The important thing is that it has to be clean.” It wasn’t the call he’d hoped for, but it was the call he’d found. “What’s your name?”

      “Iago.”

      “Iago, I need you to do precisely what I say.” Ron spent half an hour walking the kid through a patch up job which would tide them over, but wasn’t going to save his friend unless they found a doctor.

      “Can’t you come?” Iago sniffed. “Because there’s no one, see? The army took them all.”

      Ron didn’t see how the British army could round up every adult, but he’d heard the claim before. “Sorry.” He didn’t need to explain his mission. Iago had enough on his plate. “I can check in later, if you like?”

      “We’re running on solar, so I’m not sure how long they last, see?”

      Ron checked the clock. “I’ll try. Go. Find someone. He’s going to need stitches.” And antibiotics and perhaps a blood transfusion—all things that were historic marvels they weren’t likely to source. He turned the dial, his guts heavy, the prawn cocktail flavored crisp residue souring in his mouth.

      “That was kind.” Viv stood and stretched. “The world needs more Ron Frobishers.”

      Ron fiddled with the knobs on his radio, flummoxed by the compliment. He was used to a certain kind of accolade: job well done, you achieved this thing, that was rough. But Viv was talking personality and he wasn’t used to it. “Thanks.”

      “There’s a container ship about two miles east of us. It’s not in our path, but it’s not too far out of our way, if you want to go and check it out?”

      “For?” Ron looped the headphones around his neck.

      Viv shrugged. “You’re a grifter. I figured you might want to see if there was stuff we could use?”

      They hadn’t known each other long, but Viv’s characterization of him caught him off guard. Was he? A grifter? She was staring at him, unblinking, which only made it worse. “I guess we need to know what they were transporting. Bananas turned to sludge, big pass. Electronics, useless. Oh! Cars! Nah, no gas. But you’re right, there might be something.”

      Viv handed him the binoculars. “Get looking.” She was right. They shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth.

      He had his sea legs, but he had to remember to bounce as he crossed the cabin to the window. The tanker was a hulking beast, sitting low in the water. He knew enough to know that meant cargo in the hold. He scoured the hull, lifting the binos to the deck. The steel boxes were stacked high toward the stern, but he could see no signs of life. The characters along the side were Chinese. He paused, running over them a second time. His Russian was excellent, his German passable; he had some Arabic and a smattering of Swahili, but no Chinese. It was a gap in his training and he knew it. The Hanzi characters were impenetrable, if aesthetically pleasing, but there was one character that stood out. He’d seen it in Japan. A pictogram. It was supposed to be a woman, kneeling, serving food. It was simple, elegant, memorable.

      “What?” Viv joined him at the window. “You stopped breathing.”

      “Trying to steady my hands.” It was a lie, but Viv had spotted his tell, and he was momentarily embarrassed.

      “What do you see?” She took the binoculars from him. “I know this shipping line. They’re a big import-export company. And by big, I mean, world domination big.”

      “Keep going.” Ron already knew what was coming, but he wanted to hear Viv say it.

      “They’ve got something like forty, maybe fifty, freighters. Last time I checked, they were ranked fourth or fifth in the world.”

      Ron’s heart set up a rhythm that wasn’t altogether natural.

      “They’re all named ‘Maiden’ something.”

      Claire had been tracking the Maid of Dawn. He was sure of it. “Can you read the characters?”

      “It’s like Maid of Night Singing? No, what’s the word? Vespers. Maid of Vespers.” She handed back the binoculars. “Don’t ask. They don’t use the same grammar.”

      “Maid of Evensong?” He hadn’t asked Artemis, and Claire hadn’t said whether the missing freighters had been tracked to ground. He might—might, might, might—be looking at a vessel that carried one of his missing BioBetter crates.

      “Could be. My Mandarin’s okay, but it’s not perfect by any means.” Viv was back at the wheel, a warm can of soda in hand. “You look like you swallowed a golf ball when you were expecting a marshmallow.”

      “Claire… Claire Moone’s team was tracking this line. But that was in the English Channel, not up here, off Wales. Could it have drifted?”

      “From where?”

      Ron strode to the map to her right. “We were here. When it all kicked off. We were off Southampton. She would have been…” He swirled his finger over the water. He didn’t honestly know where she’d have gone. Out to the Irish Sea? Further west? “My question is: if the Maid of Evensong lost its crew down here, by the south coast,” he tapped the map, then traced a line upward, “could it have drifted up St. George’s Channel and ended here?”

      A smile flitted across her face. Not unkind, but the kind reserved for not-very-bright-questions. “How much do you know about the motion of the ocean?”

      “I mean, a bit, but not enough to answer this question.”

      Viv drew a rough obtuse triangle on the table with her finger. “Imagine this is Great Britain. Ignore the fact that I’ve chopped Wales and Scotland off. Wales is a kind of bump on the left, Scotland’s like a dragon’s head on the top. With me so far?”

      “Yup.” It wasn’t a bad representation at all, he could visualize what she meant.

      “Ireland’s over here, which makes for some funky water flow.” Ireland was a blob to the west of the Welsh bump. She spread the fingers of her left hand wide. “The Atlantic is racing at the coast, like so.” She swooshed toward the Irish coast and pulled up short, then raced around the side of the podium and added her right hand. “The water divides and goes around. Imagine a bunch of arrows… Ping! Ping! Ping! Some go this way…” Her fingers rippled past the south coast, west to east. “And some go that way.” She smushed her fingers together and shot them up the passage between the east coast of Ireland and the west of England. “So, you see.” She tapped a finger on her invisible map. “This point, right here—Land’s End in Cornwall—is where the water either goes up past Bristol and Liverpool and into the Irish Sea, or goes along the southern coast toward France. And it flows west to east. If you’re asking whether a tanker here…” She stabbed invisible Southampton, which was east of Cornwall by a long ways and not in the water flow she was describing at all. “…was abandoned and crewless, could it turn itself against the current, come around the sticky-outy bit down here, take a hard right and go up, ending in St. George’s Channel? The answer’s no. Either the crew were alive or someone else captained that freighter.”

      “Time for a stop and a lookie-loo?” If the Maid of Evensong was one of the missing freighters, he was duty bound to board and investigate her hold.

      “You’re the boss, boss.”

      Kimmy appeared at the top of the stairs. “Jeff’s got another nosebleed.”

      Ron needed to go below anyway to collect a life vest and whatever grappling gear Mr. Hardy might have on board. “I’ll check him out. You okay up here?”

      Viv’s color had returned and with it her strength. She seemed in no danger of fainting.

      “Happy as a clam.” She turned the steering wheel through a couple of degrees. “How close do you want to get?”

      “Good question. Can we signal we’re friendlies?”

      “Your latest crush and I will have words.”

      “Crush?” He paused at the top of the stairs. There was nothing weird between them—nothing like that!

      “The radio, dummy. You’ve paid her more attention than anyone else since you laid hands on her.”

      He laughed all the way to the state room, but that was where the jollies ended. Jeff didn’t have a nosebleed so much as a geyser going off. The blood streamed down his chin, dripping onto his shirt. “Pinch your nose here.” Ron demonstrated where to create a pinch point. “And hold your head back.”

      Jeff was obedient, but weepy.

      “Do you have a lot of nosebleeds? Usually?”

      “No.”

      Teenagers crept from their rooms, arranging themselves in a semicircle behind Ron.

      “Who knows first aid?”

      Only Kimmy raised her hand.

      “I need you to find some gauze and pack Jeff’s nostrils.”

      “Ewwwwww!” At least four of the assembled kids backed away laughing, while Kimmy marched to the bathroom.

      “Anyone else? Any other new symptoms?” He waited. There was some muttering in the back row, but no one offered any data. “Like I said before, the Teff symptoms don’t mean Jeff has a communicable disease, but if any of you are sick, I’m going to want to get you to a doctor just as soon as we land.” Claire will have medical people. She has to. “So, I’m going to ask you again. Anyone have any symptoms? Bloody nose? Itchy bumps? Scratchy throat?”

      Several hands shot up.

      “Good. It’s probably nothing. My throat hurt when we were by the zoo and the smoke—”

      At the mention of the zoo, the chat rose. They’d seen the giraffes, too, and a rhino and a jaguar and… The list went on and on, but there was none of the fractious infighting he’d seen before. Oh, shoot. “Where’s Paul?” The teen had disappeared from Ron’s mental radar, even though he’d been a royal pain in the gluteus maximus.

      “He’s in the master suite.” Kimmy was back, supplies in hand. “He’s taking care of Louise.”

      Dare I ask. “What’s up with Louise?”

      The dropped heads and darting eyes said something was very wrong with the boss of bosses.

      Kimmy had already cut a couple of strips of gauze from a roll and was making teeny nose packs, all the while explaining what she was doing to her patient. Ron pushed through the crowd and jogged to the largest of the bedrooms. He knocked, but there was no reply. He tried the handle. The door opened and he was smacked with a wall of intense heat. “It’s like a sauna in here.”

      Gweirful lounged across the end of the bed, legs outstretched frog-dog style. Her tail leaped and her ears jumped forward as she slid off the bed and bounded toward him.

      “Hey, good girl. Did you miss me?”

      Paul was propped against the headboard, one arm around Louise, the other in his lap. A sheen of sweat covered his face, his cheeks were ruddy red, and his lips had pinked up so they were almost ruby. Louise was the same, sweaty and discolored.

      The dog wound herself around his feet, eager to please and desperate for attention. In spite of her whining, neither Paul nor Louise stirred. On the far side of the bed, an innocuous looking silver machine was pressed against the wall. The sheeting that covered the windows had been taped down, tight, but the idiots had also covered all the vents in the room.

      Ron lifted Louise from the bed. Paul flopped into the damp spot she left behind. Ron carried the young woman—unresponsive and hotter than hell—into the state room and lay her on one of the cushioned benches. “Stand back. She needs air.” He went back and got Paul, depositing him on the floor beside his girlfriend.

      “What’s wrong with them?” Kimmy was the group spokesperson.

      “Carbon monoxide poisoning. The heater was too close to the wall, so the fan wasn’t working properly.”

      “Will they be okay?”

      They were both breathing on their own. The heater was tiny and the room huge. “I think so.”

      “What do we do?” Kimmy elbowed her way through the wall of her silent peers and presented herself for duty, a first aid kit in hand.

      “Let them have air.” It was just another of those tiny emergencies that blossomed into something big, because they didn’t have access to the things they needed: EMTs, oxygen tanks, doctors, the usual.

      “Do they need, like, scuba tanks?” Kimmy stepped over Paul and pressed the back of her hand to Louise’s forehead. “Because they’ve got some inside the benches.”

      He’d done an inventory of Paul’s vessel. He’d watched Louise take stock of everything that had been moved from their floating home to the luxury yacht. But he’d failed to take stock of what was available to him. More non-Ron behavior. Take note. “Show me.”

      The kids were more than happy to get the scuba gear out from under the benches. Four wet suits, six sets of flippers, and three tanks with mouthpieces said either some had gone missing, or the Hardy family weren’t equally enthusiastic about being underwater.

      He checked the levels on the tanks and found two partials and one full.

      “Does anyone know how to use these?”

      The complainy brother-sister combo, Angela and Fred, stepped forward.

      “We’re both certified.” Angela took the mouthpiece from Ron and checked it over. “Gross. We need to clean these.”

      “They don’t need much, but give them a couple of hits and keep them quiet when they come around.”

      The crowd dissipated once the drama ended.

      Ron gathered up the full tank, the largest wet suit he could find, and a set of flippers. “Kimmy, close the door behind me.” He wasn’t expecting Somali pirates or hostile takeovers, but he was headed for a ship his black-ops friend had been searching for since the cicadas had been released on the mainland. It was as terrifying as it was exciting, but Ron couldn’t wait to board the Maid of Evensong and smoke those creepy crawlies out. Please, God make it so there’s no crew, because I’m not in the mood. I want one thing—just one thing, do you hear me?—to go right.

      Viv was waiting for him at the top of the stairs, the radio’s mic in her hand. “For you, sir. She hailed us.”
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        Dr. Diana Stewart. Austin, Texas.

      

      

      

      Diana was slammed against the wall of the pit as the sow heaved itself up. The boar struggled out of the pit, collapsing a torrent of earth over her, and she was pushed flat, the jacket she had whipped over her head providing a claustrophobic little bubble of air. Moving as silently as she could, she made a little tunnel to the surface with the sleeve, surfacing right at the edge of the hole.

      The sow’s screams were replaced with grunts and squeals.

      Bryce let off a series of shots. The sow screamed again with pure rage and then other squeals filled the air as the rest of the boars came thundering to the sow’s defense. Bryce screamed. “No! No! Get away!” There were more shots and a lot of screaming, both animal and human, and after a horrible space of time—she didn’t know how long—it all went quiet.

      Diana fought her way free of the earth around her and was caught in a spasm of coughing. The smoke was worse now, much worse. There was a horrible, gurgling sound. The woods were dark enough that it was difficult to see, but for the first time she was more glad of that than anything.

      “Diana—” Bryce’s breath rattled in his throat. “Please…”

      She struggled out of the hole, feeling her way around the pit for the slope she’d clambered out of last time. The sow had trampled it into a more negotiable ramp. She worked her way around the new edge, trying to keep as far away from Bryce as she could while still finding her way back to the path. She was pretty sure she knew where the gate was, but her head was thundering and her heart was beating so fast it felt like it was skipping every third pulse.

      “Please—no bullets left.” That was probably true. A wet cough gurgled out of him. “Tell Anna…” His voice trailed off.

      Pulse drumming in her throat, she edged around the pit. He was between her and the gate. “Tell Anna what?”

      “Tell… Anna…” He wheezed. “I always…” His voice fell into murmurs.

      Diana edged toward the gate. Whatever he wanted to say, she wasn’t about to get nearer to him than she absolutely had to. If he was really dying, then what he ought to be telling his daughter was that he loved her and he was sorry, and Diana didn’t intend to get close enough to find out— “Oof!” She fell headlong, and a blood-slicked hand grabbed her chin.

      “Tell Anna—” His breath was coming in desperate gasps now. “That at least—I took you to hell with me.” Liquid splashed on her face. It stank, and her eyes burned like fire. She knew that smell… Jonah in the field… The alleyway behind the sports store… The death-covered streets. It was a vial of the cicada toxin Sam had warned her about. She gasped for breath, fighting her way out of his grip while her eyes streamed agonizingly.

      He screamed and coughed, and the hand that dropped from her face was already swelling and blistering with alarming rapidity, until it was one huge, tight blister. Then it popped, leaving raw twitching flesh underneath. He screamed again, but the scream turned into a gurgle and with a horrible rattle, he was still.

      Diana scrambled backward as the liquid dripped from her face. She scrubbed it desperately with her jacket, but it was too late. Her skin was painfully hot and tight. She grabbed her water flask from her belt and upended the whole thing over her face, which eased the skin, but her eyes were excruciating now. Her breath came fast and urgent, but all she was breathing was smoke, and somewhere along the way her mask had gone missing. This was it. This was really it.

      But though she was dizzy and frightened and couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t collapse on the ground, not here. Not next to Bryce. Not where the boars might come back and eat her body. She struggled along the ground, crawling inch by inch. Jesse would come looking for her. Or Ben. It was bad enough if Bryce’s cicada venom left her disfigured, but she would not allow either of them to find her partly dismembered, her body parts scattered among Bryce’s. The idea that they might just scoop up everything and bury it all in one grave gave her an extra burst of strength. Not in a million years, not if it took her last breath to get her far enough away to have her own grave.

      She crawled further, concentrating only on the ground before her. She blinked. Her sight was not entirely dark—it was lighter over to the left. Hoping against hope that she had reached the edge of the woods, she staggered to her hands and knees. Her chest hurt like she’d been knifed more times than Caesar, but for now, she had just enough breath to stagger forward. She collapsed against the gate, gasping like a fish out of water. It took everything she had to just hang on to it.

      Her eyes burned, watering so much that tears ran down her face. She scrubbed her tears across her cheeks in case it could take any more of the venom off. Her skin was as raw as if it had been sunburned. She had no way of telling how blistered it was, but it didn’t feel too bumpy. She could only assume her skin was still there, because if it had melted off, she guessed it would be more—sticky? Even more painful? She hung on the gate. Her head pounded and her heart felt like it was about to explode, but she was breathing still, if not much better. Maybe she wasn’t going to keel over just yet. Maybe she’d bought herself a moment or two by washing off the venom.

      The house. She had to get back to Jesse. And if she wasn’t going to die this instant, maybe the salve would help. Not her eyes, and not her lungs but maybe even if she was damaged, she might live. The thought put steel into her backbone. If there was even the least possibility of living, she had to fight for it. Jesse had lost so many loved ones. She couldn’t let him lose her too.

      No. Not today.

      She took a deeper breath. The smoke made her cough, but she took another. And another. Then, mustering all her resolve, she clambered up the gate. She fell over the top of it more than climbed down, and that made her head spin, but she struggled to her hands and knees again.

      The soldier. There had been a soldier with her here. He had been wearing a mask. She crawled around, the stones biting at her knees, until her fingers felt the harsh weave of his uniform. He was cold and still. “Thank you for your service,” she whispered, removing his mask and jacket. “I’m sorry. We’ll come back for you after this.” She washed off her face with the water from his bottle. The strap of his mask was sticky with blood, but she put it on anyway, and it eased her breathing.

      Shots echoed across the little valley. Let Jesse and Ben and Rachel and Honey be safe. Please, let everyone live. They’re all I have in this world. The more she stumbled forward, the more she convinced herself the shots came from the entrance, rather than the ranch house. She breathed deeply, the pain in her lungs easing slightly. She could barely see now—the world was an orange mist, and she was pretty sure that wasn’t only down to her vision. The wind was blowing toward her, and everything was getting hotter, fast.

      There was another noise too, one she was all too familiar with. As the buzz of cicadas grew louder—painfully loud—she pulled on the soldier’s jacket, which was large enough to cover her hands, and tented her own over her head again. Then she set off, staggering along the fence toward the path. The shriek of the cicadas was painful—it went through her head like a knife, and she realized that the bugs were being swept along on the winds that were bringing the forest fires closer.

      As she staggered forward, her only point of reference the fence, she realized something else that was odd: the cicadas weren’t hitting her. The occasional one bounced off her legs, but there was something making them avoid her entire top half. “The toxin! They avoid their own toxin.” She wondered where Keiko was, and how to get a message to her. She had no way of knowing how quickly it would protect her, but even if it only bought her a small amount of time, she was grateful. She had to get back to Jesse.

      There! Gravel. She turned to make her way down the path. The shooting had gone quiet—unless it was just that she couldn’t hear it above the cicadas. Her breathing was better, thanks to the mask. Her eyes burned as if she’d been cutting chilis and then rubbed them, but apart from the watering, her vision was clearing. As soon as she had the breath to do so, she dropped into a stumbling run. It was reckless, but the fires were too close for comfort, and she needed to get inside and into the shelter. If the fires caught her out here, she’d burn to death.

      She neared the house. It loomed, dark against the orange sky. The cicadas were thinning, the swarm swept away on the boiling wind, and as the shrilling of the cicadas faded, the roar of the fire took its place, just as ominous. Lungs aching with the acrid smoke, she pulled herself up the stairs to the veranda, clutching at a stitch in her side. The wind had shifted, and the veil of smoke thinned. Flames licked at the sky, surrounding the ranch to the north and west, and the sinister orange tint of the clouds to the east argued that it was fast approaching there too.

      She edged into the house. No one was there. She crept to the top of the basement stairs. The door had been battered open. Her heart thumped. “Jesse,” she whispered.

      She slipped down the stairs one at a time, as silently as she could.

      “Is this everyone?” A blond man in a Matreus uniform stood at the bottom of the stairs with a semi-automatic rifle.

      “We don’t know where the others are.” Patti stood in front of Victor. “This is everyone who’s down here, yes.”

      Victor looked appalling. There was no sign of the children—they must be hiding. The blond man moved forward, cautiously. From her vantage point at the top of the stairs, Diana caught a movement in the doorway ahead of him. It was the president, armed and flattened against the wall, with Ben behind her. Another step and the blond man would be in her sights.

      “What’s this?” A voice spoke from behind Diana and the blond man turned, covering her with his gun now.

      “You! Get down here now, or I shoot!” The man coming down behind her had his back to the doorway, but he’d have full sight of the president if he looked that way. She had to distract him.

      Diana raised her hands. “Don’t shoot! Please! I’m not armed!”

      The man behind her shoved her against the wall and frisked her. Of course she had no gun, but he swore, rubbing his palms together, as he touched her toxin-drenched clothes. Her jacket, still in her hand, was sodden with cicada venom. In one quick motion, she flung the material toward him, shoving it in his face and rubbing it across his cheeks. The blond man took a shot as he screamed, but her victim had pushed her away. The shot whammed harmlessly into the drywall behind her as she toppled, grabbing the banister and only just managing to catch herself. Pain shot through her chest at the impact, but she was alive.

      The president stepped out and shot the blond man. He crumpled as Diana’s assailant fell past her and landed at the bottom, his head at an awkward angle.

      “Others?” The president was already heading up the stairs.

      “None in the house when I came in.” Diana gasped. “Jesse?”

      “Safe.” Ben followed the president. “All the kids are safe.”

      “Ben—the fires are coming. We need to get everyone down here.”

      “Ma’am?” Ben called up.

      “Is this the only safe place?” President Blair stayed at the top of the stairs, keeping watch.

      “Yes, Madam President.”

      “Comms?”

      “None here,” Ben answered. “Anything they have on them.” He gestured to the two bodies.

      “Let’s get them out of here before the kids see them.” The president frowned. “Stick them somewhere not obvious. One of the bedrooms maybe.” Diana and Patti took one of the men, Ben grabbed the other, and they hauled them up the stairs. “How long do we have before the fires get here?”

      “Minutes.” Diana had to stop. She was getting dizzy again. The president ran down, grabbed the dead man’s leg she had dropped, and hauled him up the stairs, his head smacking each step as he passed. It was oddly horrible. “Oh! We need to ring the bell!”

      Ben came back from dumping the body and the president left him to move the second man. Diana hurried past, and with the president covering, she led the way to the kitchen where the bell tower was through a door and up a narrow set of stairs. Diana clambered up. The wind was more sporadic now, and through the swirls of smoke, there were occasional glimpses which, Diana realized, she could see much more clearly. “The woods on the perimeter are already on fire.” She hauled on the rope, and the bell clanged deafeningly. Again she pulled, and again, and the bell rang out and figures appeared through the swirls of smoke, running toward the house. “Ma’am, our people are in trouble.”

      The president clambered up beside her and settled her rifle on the edge of the window frame. “Let’s hope my marksmanship is good enough without a scope.” Kyle and Bud ran toward the house, three others—Matreus men, Diana could tell that much— in pursuit. “Front two are ours, right?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Three shots. One man fell and the others spun, looking for the source of the gunfire. “Damn.” Another three shots. The other two fell injured, but not killed. Diana kept one eye on the fire, which had swept through the woods and was starting to eat across the pasture in which the animals were kept. She hoped someone had managed to get the cows into their makeshift basement shelter. If they had, the cattle had been horribly quiet. Her heart sank. So much death and destruction.

      Flames roared around the front entrance to the ranch where the barrier had been, and there was a series of explosions which sent great orange plumes billowing high into the sky. “I hope Cooper and his men had a place to go.” The air boiled, and the flames were halfway across the field. “We should go, ma’am.”

      They scrambled down from the bell tower and hurried back through the rooms. People were pulling bedding from the rooms and throwing it down into the basement, and Bud was yelling. “Enough! Everyone in now!”

      Diana and President Blair grabbed the sheets that were thrown at them and just about tumbled down the stairs. Behind them, Bud closed the door to the basement. “Anyone missing?”

      “Diana! Where’s my Mom?” Jesse yelled, and behind him Honey barked frantically.

      “It’s okay, I’m here!” Diana fought her way through the melee to the room they had slept in the previous night. Jesse threw his arms about her, and Honey danced around her feet. “Ben? Rachel?”

      “Here.” Rachel was mopping blood off her Dad’s head. Diana went over and sat next to him, Jesse and Honey following.

      “Reuben?” A cough drew her eye to the boy, sitting against pillows in the corner. “Anna?”

      “With Victor and Patti,” Ben told her.

      “So, everyone’s okay?”

      Ben took her hand. “We are. Are you?”

      “More or less, yeah.” They were safe. All of them—as safe as they could be with the fire approaching. Diana was seized by a sudden urge to cry. She dropped her head on Ben’s shoulder.

      “Okay, brace yourself, folks! We’re pulling the shutter across.” There was a rattle of metal. “Secondary shutter.” A clang. And, then, “Fill her up.” The rushing of water. Bud came down the stairs into the main room. “Well, here goes. Everyone settle down. We may be here a while.”

      They passed around flasks of water, and there was a granola bar for each. Diana extricated herself from Jesse and went to see Patti.

      The older woman embraced her. “Good to see you safe, sugar. You had me worried for a moment there.”

      “You too, Patti. You too. How’s Victor?”

      “Not enjoying life away from the lap of luxury, but managing fine for the moment.” Patti frowned. “Come into the light, honey. The smoke making your eyes sore?”

      “Not the smoke.” Diana peered into the room behind her. Victor and Anna were nodding off on the mattress on the floor. “You got any salve? And perhaps a minute or two to talk?”

      They found a corner in the main room, and after a moment Ben came to join them. “Everything okay?”

      Diana shrugged. “I’m pretty sure we’re not going to have to worry about Bryce anymore.”

      The president was sitting nearby. “What did you just say?”

      Diana threw a meaningful look at Victor’s room and the others all moved nearer. As Patti layered salve onto her face, Diana told the others about her encounter with Bryce. “I guess Honey’s owner didn’t kill the sow, just injured it,” she finished. “When I fell on it, it went on the attack and, as I was hidden when the side fell in, it went for Bryce. And the rest of them heard her and joined in. But the cicada venom… It killed him and not me. I should be dead now. Very, very dead.”

      Patti paused in her ministrations. “I’ve heard about this. Not everyone goes down with the swarm. It’s just the strangest thing.”

      The president nodded, her head down and her eyes averted. No one asked the question, but it hung heavy in the air. Did she know?

      There were stories to be told—Bryce going down, his men still coming for them, the fire bearing down—but she’d withstood a cicada attack for no reason she could understand, and all she wanted to do was be close to the people she loved.

      The little room was close and stuffy and even though they had padded it with as much bedding as they could, the floor was not especially comfortable, but with all her loved ones gathered in one big untidy pile, and as safe as they could be for the moment, Diana slept as she had not done for a long time. A couple of times she woke up, drank water, used the bathroom, and went back to their room. Despite claiming to need sleep, Jesse spent a while chatting to Rachel and Reuben in low voices, and at one point, Diana thought she heard Anna’s voice as well. But she was exhausted, and the others let her sleep which was a mercy.

      Or at least, she slept until Bud stuck his head through the door. “We’re calling it, people. The outer shutter is cool to the touch. It’s time to open up and see what’s left out there.”
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        Anayeli Alfaro. Missoula, Montana.

      

      

      Anayeli was more than parched by the time they crested the ridge and saw Missoula spread out below them, nestled at the feet of the mountains that towered around it. She reined Fortune in to survey the sight. “It’s bigger than I thought.”

      The city was the biggest they’d seen since they’d left Salt Lake, that was for sure.

      “It looks like it might be mostly okay, too.” Andrew had ridden Spot up alongside Fortune, and the spotted beast pinned her ears at the younger mare.

      They were still at too great a distance to tell for sure, but Andrew was right: the city hadn’t been burned out at least. But Sheldon has said the news out of Missoula hadn’t been good, back when there was still some kind of news. “Do you think it usually has more trees?” One thing Anayeli had noticed in their travels was that cities that didn’t routinely hit hundred-degree temperatures in the summer didn’t have the kind of tree-lined streets that made the older neighborhoods in Sacramento Valley towns—like the one FaveEditor Sid’s house had been in, she thought with a pang—desirable. Maybe Missoula was that kind of town—the kind that didn’t plant trees.

      “Couldn’t say. Maybe trees are a liability come winter.” As if by some weird agreement, they talked around their actual fear: that maybe the cicadas had already been through and devoured everything and that’s why the city wasn’t green like it should be in the middle of summer, and why Sheldon said the news out of Missoula hadn’t been good. Andrew glanced her direction the way he’d been doing the whole day whenever he thought she wasn’t paying attention. “You feel okay to keep going?”

      “Yeah. A lot better.”

      Anayeli swallowed against her burning throat and traced the path of the river that ran through the heart of the town below. She wanted nothing more than to gulp deep draughts of the water and wash away the acrid, taste in her mouth. The unpleasantly peppery tang of it wasn’t from the smoke, which was once again filtering over the landscape and sinking into the valley below, but from the bitter acid of bile mixed with something worse and new. New-ish. Like pepper mixed with moldy cheese. She had tasted it more times than she cared to remember, because while Cricket had been the one to start vomiting back at the river, it hadn’t ended with him. The only good things about all the puking Anayeli had done since they’d left the river was that she didn’t think she’d ever be hungry again, and her stomach had finally stopped the churning that had begun with Sheldon’s bear stew.

      She checked on Cricket, who pawed at the earth and then took a big mouthful of it. That was different. “Cricket!” At his name he whipped his head up to look at her, his expression attentive, not guilty. “Don’t eat dirt. It’s weird.” She’d heard of people eating clay to cleanse their digestive systems. Maybe dogs did it too. But if the cicadas hatched out of the ground, the last she wanted was her dog eating cicada-larvae or nymphs or whatever they were called.

      “Oh, chispas!” With a snap, as if she’d fitted the key piece into a puzzle and unlocked the whole picture, the thought that had been nagging her since the river snapped into place. “It’s in more than the water.”

      “What?” Andrew had been rummaging in his backpack for something, but his head jerked up at her tone.

      “Why Cricket and I barfed so much. It wasn’t just the water. It couldn’t have been.” She didn’t know why she hadn’t realized before.

      Andrew looked at her like she was speaking gibberish. “What do you mean?” After Cricket had started throwing up, vomiting everything in his stomach and more, they’d poured out the river water they’d filled their bottles with, assuming there was something nasty in the water. It wasn’t exactly hard to imagine the possibilities, considering the number of bodies they’d seen. For the first time, Anayeli was glad the horses had refused to drink. Maybe they’d been on to something.

      “I was just as sick, and I never drank that water.”

      “Right. You said you thought the stew didn’t agree with you.”

      “Exactly. It didn’t.” Anayeli’s thoughts were spinning so fast, she could hardly keep hold of the threads. “And that’s just it. Remember how fishy the meat tasted?”

      “Yeahhhh.” Andrew drew out the word in a way that spoke of either confusion or skepticism. Both probably.

      “Okay, so hear me out. Sheldon said the bear tasted like it had been eating fish. And if the fish are swimming in contaminated water, they probably have the contaminants in their systems, right? Like with mercury. Only there could be any number of contaminants, because of the fires. If the ash, or burned stuff, or runoff or whatever is making its way into the river…”

      Andrew’s brow furrowed as he listened, his expression clouded with concern. “I don’t think I like where you’re going with this.”

      “Yeah, no. It’s not good. Because if the bear was eating fish and drinking the water, then it was taking in whatever toxins were in the water, doubly. I ate the bear, and so I took in whatever toxins it still had in its system. And Cricket ate the bear and drank the water, so that’s why he was even sicker…”

      “But then why didn’t I get sick? Why didn’t Sheldon? We ate the bear stew too.”

      “We don’t know about Sheldon. It took me awhile to actually get sick. But you’re still fine, right?”

      Andrew nodded. “Yeah, I feel good. Well, you know. As good as I can be.” It was true. Since the fires had started, no one actually felt good. They’d gotten used to the headaches and scratchy throats that came with living in smoke for weeks. Their masks didn’t filter out everything.

      “Exactly. You still feel okay because you’re not susceptible—”

      Watching Andrew’s face was like watching one storm front roll out and a new one blow in. “To the cicada toxin.”

      She felt an emotion that she couldn’t name—a weird mixture of excitement over having figured something out, and a horrible, crushing dread over what it meant. “The cicada toxin is in the food and water supply. We can’t eat any animal that’s survived a swarm, unless we want to risk ingesting the cicada toxin. And any open water source is going to be tainted too, if the swarm flew over it.” She didn’t say it, but she supposed the fish might have eaten cicadas, too, if they fell into the water. The ramifications of it were staggering. She had to get the word out so people who had survived this long didn’t inadvertently poison themselves. She had to tell everyone she could that they would have to live off food that came from before—but for how long? Even with so many people dead, food supplies would run out. And if they didn’t get the swarms under control, soon enough there’d be no such thing as food from before.

      “Oh Dios mio. Mi familia.” It was a near certainty that if the Curtises hadn’t already started hunting to supplement their stores, they would be soon, even if Greg thought it was unlikely they’d find much game, they’d certainly try. For the millionth time, Anayeli was torn between the urgent need to do her duty, to get the story out, and her desperate desire to warn her family.

      “We need to do what we came here for.” Andrew’s firm, calm voice cut through the overwhelm that was threatening to engulf her. “That city down there has a newspaper and a radio station. You’re going to write up everything you know, and you’re going to get your story printed, and you’re going to make a broadcast. That’s going to help more people stay safe.”

      “But—”

      Andrew held up a hand to silence her. “Just listen. You’re going to record your broadcast, too, so it can be played on a loop. Maybe Greg’s gotten one of the radios up and running again. Maybe he’ll hear it. But if he doesn’t, that’s okay, because your story will be out there. It’ll be printed. It’ll be broadcast. It can spread without you. And we’ll turn around and go right back, so if they haven’t heard, we can tell them.”

      It all sounded so logical, so easy, when Andrew laid it out. She wanted to believe it would all go exactly the way he said. “Okay. I trust you. It’s a good plan.” Her panic and dread eased some, then lifted a little more when she took in Andrew’s reaction to her statement. He wasn’t smiling, but he was looking at her the same way he had when she’d rounded the bend in the fire road and had found him waiting for her. That was enough. She gave Fortune a squeeze with her legs and urged her forward, knowing Andrew would be right at her side.

      It was razed. Not the city itself, but the so-called “iconic brick building” that was supposed to house the Missoulian newspaper. Sheldon had told them where to find it, tapping his finger against the now-gone map. “It’s just over the Higgins Avenue bridge—though I guess they’re calling it the Beartracks Bridge now.” He’d given a snort-laugh and headshake that had made Anayeli like him a little less. “You know how those college town liberals get. Gotta rename everything. Anyway. The building’s right on the riverfront. Can’t miss it!”

      “I can’t believe it. This can’t be…” Anayeli gaped at the city block’s worth of rubble where the newsroom had been. She wanted to believe they were in the wrong place, that they’d made a mistake and the destruction they were staring at was some other building. But they’d found the bridge easily enough, thanks to Andrew’s uncanny ability to remember the details from the map they no longer had, and the signage that clearly marked it, spelling out the history behind the new name. They were in the right place—only it was horribly wrong.

      Andrew looked almost as stricken as she felt, but he recovered first. He jumped down from Spot’s back and handed Anayeli the reins. “Don’t give up on me. We’ve still got our plan, even if this part might be a bust.” He patted her thigh, then made his way to the chaotic jumble of bricks, rebar, concrete chunks, and other debris.

      She didn’t bother contradicting him. The chances of finding a functioning radio station were getting more slim by the minute. She shouldn’t have been surprised, but damn if her optimism didn’t catch her up every time she dared to hope. She should’ve known to check herself when they’d found each of Beartracks Bridge’s four lanes clogged with cars and trucks, the pedestrian walkway littered with the bodies of those who’d fled their vehicles, the air fetid with decay. She didn’t bother looking down into the wide river below. She already knew there was no drinking from it. There’d either be bodies caught in snags down there, or they would’ve already washed away, but it was obvious from the darkened smears across the railings that more than a few people had been driven to fling themselves into the water, panicked as they sought any kind of escape from the swarm.

      The evidence of disaster should’ve been a hint of what they might find at the newspaper building. But the sad thing was, none of what they’d seen as they’d ridden through the city had set off any alarm bells that hadn’t long since been rung. The trees and greenery all stripped. The streets completely devoid of life or activity. The jagged glass of broken storefront windows. The carcasses—human, animal, cicada—lying where they’d fallen. They’d long since stopped looking inside broken-down vehicles for survivors. She hadn’t exactly grown accustomed to death’s reek, but she’d learned to move through it. She couldn’t let herself think about all the people who’d tried to flee and been caught unawares by the intensity of the swarm. Or the people like those on Beartracks Bridge, who’d left their escape too late, until the roads were hopelessly snarled with traffic and stalled vehicles. It made her too furious, with nowhere to put her rage—other than directing it toward her goal: The Missoulian newspaper building.

      Except her goal had been for nothing. Their plan—her plan—had been ridiculously naive. They never should have come. She should’ve realized what it meant when they’d seen so many dead on the interstate and through town. When the swarm had come, most people hadn’t known how deadly the cicadas were, or how to adequately protect themselves. Surely some news had gotten out, before everything just…stopped. But she really had no idea, because back home in California, the fire had taken everything out almost right away. She’d just assumed other places in the country had had more access to news for longer. But maybe they hadn’t.

      “This can’t be from anything recent.” Andrew squatted at the foundation’s edge while Anayeli held on to Spot’s reins. “The fires never reached here. And the cicadas definitely don’t knock brick buildings down. This is demolition.”

      “Why does it even matter? The building’s gone. If the printing press was still inside, it sure as heck isn’t functional anymore.” If Carlota had spoken to Andrew like that, Anayeli would’ve called her on being a brat, but she couldn’t stop her disappointment from leaking out, even if Andrew was the last person who should be the target of her frustration. “What do we do now?” She managed to keep her voice under control, but if Andrew heard her question, he didn’t acknowledge it in any way. He just kept digging around in the rubble, Cricket pawing at the debris right alongside him, leaving Anayeli to stew.

      They’d come all the way to Missoula—something like a hundred miles—on horseback, they’d survived a bear attack, a cliff fall, and cicada toxin poisoning, and all of it was for nothing if there was no newspaper or radio in town. Not only that, but it looked like there hadn’t been any newspaper for a long time, not if the whole building had been demolished. Everything Sheldon had told them was suddenly suspect, but the truth was, she should’ve known better: local news didn’t exist anymore. Most media outlets were conglomerates centered in big cities, which made it easier to knock out all the news, all at once. Once the power went out and the internet went down, there was nothing at all. It explained why so many people were dead on the highway. They hadn’t had access to decent news. She’d known it, theoretically, but seeing the impact in person was something else entirely.

      “Yeli?” Andrew’s voice had an excited quality to it that snapped her out of her pity party. “Look at this.” He was teasing something—paper—out from under the broken bricks, holding Cricket at bay with one elbow.

      “What is it?”

      He didn’t answer, just kept carefully working whatever it was out from under the chunks of brick and cement. When he finally straightened, all he had to show for his effort was a tattered and ripped poster. He stepped toward her, sending riffraff tumbling down the heap of rubbish, and held the paper out to her. Between the illegible sections and the smoke-dimmed daylight, she struggled to read the neatly printed words.

      MISSOUL… NEWSR…

      HAS MOV…

      NEW LOCA…ON

      ….91 W. …ROADWAY

      “Great. That’s a really useful sign.” She couldn’t even pretend to understand why he was so excited about his find. There was a shower of falling gravel from the far end of the block, but when she looked she didn’t see anything that would’ve caused it. Probably the ruin was unstable.

      “They moved, Yeli. The newspaper moved. There’s a new office. On West Broadway, that’s what it’s got to be. We can find that. Maybe the printing press is there. Or maybe somebody who can help us.”

      She doubted it. Who would stick around in a newsroom for weeks after a disaster had struck? But the instant she thought it, the last image she had of FaveEditor Sid flashed through her mind. Sid had stayed until his dying breath. There was no doubt in her mind that if he’d lived, as long as there’d been a newsroom standing, he would’ve been in it, no matter how hard she would’ve begged him to leave. She was still alive, and she was still trying to find her way back into a newsroom, any newsroom. She couldn’t be the only one.

      “Fine, let’s check it out.” They might as well. She had to fight not to let the hope rise too fast. She’d been on that rollercoaster one time too many. At the very least, they could get away from depressing rubble and scout out somewhere to spend the night. “Where is everyone?” She kept her voice low as she and Andrew rode abreast through the streets, Cricket trotting along ahead and Manteca dragging behind as usual. “Hiding?”

      “Don’t know. Don’t like it.” Andrew rode with one hand gripping the reins, the other at his hip, holding onto his gun. His enthusiasm from earlier had turned to something just as heavy as the smoke that filtered down with the impending sunset, lowering in tandem with the temperature.

      For the hundredth time, the hair on Anayeli’s arms rose, and she whipped her head to peer down a side street, certain she’d heard footsteps, unable to see anything. Beneath her, Fortune jigged, too keyed up to walk, too obedient to bolt. The horses’ ears were all on swivel, and every few minutes Cricket would stop and cock his head, listening. If they weren’t being followed, they were being watched, Anayeli was sure of it.

      It wouldn’t be a surprise really, given they were clopping through town with three horses. They weren’t exactly in stealth mode. The surprise was that they hadn’t seen another living soul. Not as they rode along the river, not as they made their way through what had once been a vibrant downtown, full of the kinds of businesses that thrived best in college towns—bookstores, bars, breweries, quirky casual restaurants, cafes, delis. College would’ve already been out for the summer when the cicadapocalypse began, and plenty of people had obviously died in the swarm’s attack—but no way did that explain why a city of seventy thousand seemed vacant.

      Things only got creepier the farther they went from the bridge and downtown. They rode through an industrial area, full of auto body garages, auto parts stores, car rental places with empty parking lots, construction companies, warehouses, ranch and home supply stores, all the windows smashed, the stores likely looted—but by whom? Anayeli peered at a sign at one of the driveways. Two Barking Sisters Dog Spaw. 2201 W. Broadway St. “Think we’re getting close.” It wasn’t the first time she’d said that. Turned out saying it didn’t make it true.

      “Hold up.” Andrew reined Spot in and lifted his gun. “Thought I saw something.” They both stared into the swirling smoke. Anayeli strained her ears and could almost swear she heard someone’s running footsteps. Or maybe it was their own horses’ hoofbeats echoing back at them.

      They rode on, and then there it was, emblazoned on a sign listing all the businesses in an office park. The Missoulian. They turned into the complex.

      “I don’t like this.” The place felt isolated and desolate, but there was a presence, a vibe.

      The minute they turned from the access road into the parking lot, Anayeli understood why. Arrayed across the entrance were six horses, each with an armed rider aboard. With their cowboy hats and western saddles, they looked like a Montana cliche, straight out of a TV show, except dirtier. Grittier.

      A man in a black cowboy hat legged his horse forward a step. “You folks looking for something we can help you find?” His voice was anything but helpful sounding, menace laced through it. Anayeli didn’t miss the fact that every other rider had a shotgun crossed in front of their saddles. Not aimed, but ready. A good old-fashioned posse.

      She was certain she was going to throw up again, and if they made it out of Missoula alive, she was going to apologize to Andrew a million times for dragging him with her. They should’ve stayed back in Thompson Falls, where things were safer. But it was her fault they were in Missoula, so she forced the words out. “My name’s Anayeli Alfaro. I’m a reporter with the Sacramento Bee, and I need to find the Missoulian newsroom.”

      A ripple went through the assembled riders, and one of the horses blew out a rumbling snort. The man in the cowboy hat leaned back, as if he were calling to someone behind him. “Go get Todd.”

      The silence that stretched as she and Andrew faced off with the posse wasn’t exactly reassuring. But Cowboy Hat hadn’t said no, and none of his posse had pulled their weapons. She stayed put.

      The horses had gone from being shifty to their heads drooping with relaxation by the time a wiry man stepped through the posse’s line of horses. Fortune jerked to attention and Anayeli gripped the reins, willing her fingers to stop trembling.

      “You want to talk to this reporter, Todd?” Cowboy Hat gestured toward Anayeli.

      She spoke before Todd could answer. “I’m looking for a printing press. You still have one here?”

      Todd let out a guffaw. “Paper’s been printed out of Helena, well over a year now.” The words pulled her down as if she’d stuffed her pockets full of bricks, even though she’d tried not to get her hopes up. “But if it’s a press you want, then I guess you’ll be wanting Larry Sorenson. He’s the one bought the Big Red Monster.”

      She didn’t know what the heck Todd was talking about, but the mounted posse was muttering amongst themselves, some of them nodding their heads.

      Cowboy Hat spoke. “We can take you to his place.”

      Anayeli was still weighing the wisdom of riding off to an undisclosed location with the posse when Andrew spoke. “Let’s go meet him, then.” And just like that, it was decided.
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        Ron Frobisher. Cardigan Bay, off the Coast of Wales, United Kingdom.

      

      

      

      “That was a dolphin.” It was one of those pinch me moments that didn’t seem real. Great Britain didn’t have dolphins. “Oh! There’s another.”

      “Yup. Dolphins and whales. The place is known for it.” Viv zipped up the back of his wet suit. “Feels like another good omen.”

      With the freighter towering over them in the water, he wasn’t sure good omen was the phrase he would have used, but no one had shown themselves or taken pot shots over the bow or lanced them with harpoons, and the call with Claire Moone was everything he’d hoped for. She was still in Holyhead, she knew about the fungal fairy dust, the wasp venom had been ditched on account of the fact that it was too hard to harvest, and she was going to look into the nematode question. She’d signed off in her usual, brusque manner, and he hadn’t had a chance to ask what the go-forward plan was or mention the Maid of Evensong.

      “You sure you want to do this?” Viv had the oxygen tank ready to go, but Ron needed his backpack. If the BioBetter crate (or crates, plural) was on the ship, he needed to dust them.

      “You hold on to that. It’s not like I’m going to be underwater.” He slipped the neoprene booties on and sorted through the equipment for the gloves. “Up the ladder, over the top, thorough inspection of the cargo, I’ll be back in time for tea.”

      Viv didn’t crack a smile. She’d lectured him on the danger of sidling up to a boat of that size and how he was going to need to employ some serious ninja moves to get to the fixed ladder, explaining that he might find himself in the water. She put the tank down. “I’m only going to say this one more time. That thing out there is a monster. You should treat it as a living being. The wake it creates could sink a smaller vessel.” She snapped her fingers. “Just like that.”

      It was one of those moments when Ron’s life collided with the rest of the world and he saw himself through someone else’s eyes. Yes, what he was planning was dangerous. Yes, he might get splattered (she’d clapped her hands together the first time she’d told him that), if the D’Urberville and the Maid of Evensong collided and he wasn’t inside the cage that wrapped the ladder. And yes, he was hell bent on doing it. The inaction—the waiting, the planning, the slowness—of apocalyptic life had shredded his last nerve, and he wasn’t just ready to jump ship, he was excited about it.

      He donned his backpack. “The good news is Claire has gobs and gobs of the fungus, so I can dust these babies to hell and back.”

      “If they’re in there.” Claire returned to the ship’s wheel, angling them so that they could come alongside the Maid without being tossed around like puppets.

      Ron slid the side door open. “I dunno, Viv. I’ve got a good feeling about this one.”

      If she thought he was nuts, she didn’t say, steering them closer and closer to the hulking chunk of metal. Under the Hanzi, in tiny Roman letters, her name was stenciled in English, Dawn of Everysong. It was the kind of typo that matched up with his FFWL TRAMORWR Welsh T-shirt. Perhaps it was a typo, but perhaps it was a Chinese shipping magnate thumbing his nose at the insistence that the language of the seas be English.

      The closer they got, the higher the swells and the keener Ron’s understanding of Viv’s reluctance to get close. Mounting that ladder was the equivalent of leaping from a Japanese bullet train to a Russian MagLev model, without breaking anything. He visualized the jump, perfectly nimble, a cat in flight. He visualized it a second time, a sugar glider leaping from tree to tree. And finally, he went full-on Spiderman and watched himself stick the landing on the Empire State Building.

      Eyes on the prize, Ron. The idea was that he would take a running jump in time with an upswell. Easier said than done. He lowered his breathing rate, latching his gaze on the rung he planned to grab. Down went the D’Urberville, the bow dipping down into a deep trough; back she came, sending Ron into a hard lean that tested his quads and glutes. Down again. He wound himself up, muscles bunched and ready, and launched as hard as he could when the bow was at its zenith.

      The frothing sea yawned beneath him, eager and willing to suck him into the abyss. The air—coming at him hard and fast, filled with liquid diamonds—battered him as he traversed the divide. It was a few lousy seconds of airborne bravado, but it might as well have been an in-person reading of Moby Dick by Melville, it was so damn long.

      The gloves were designed for gripping, pitted about the palms with rubbery bumps, but the rung of the ladder was slick with algae, and he swung and slid, barely holding on. He threw his arm into the op, securing the steely rung in the crook of his elbow and heaved until his free hand could grab the next bar. They were all too slimy, too slippery, too alien, and his fingers rounded the next tier and slid off. He grabbed again, this time aiming himself at the upright in hopes that it was less of a slipperyslick mess. He repeated the procedure four more times—lunging and gripping, pulling and slipping—before his foot finally found purchase. He pressed himself against the ladder, arms threaded through the bars, lungs sucking down the good, wet air, but there were still a hundred miles of ladder to go and rest—taking a breather, resting on his laurels, congratulating himself on a job well done—could wait.

      Having both arms and legs in use made the ascent far less treacherous, though he was careful to rub his hand along each rung to rid it of as much viscous build up as he could before taking the next step. It was grueling work, but the deck beckoned. If there’d been anyone aboard, they’d surely have done something about the madman clambering up the side of their boat, but he was alone in the maelstrom.

      When he finally flopped onto the deck and turned to see where he’d come from, the distance was nothing at all and the waters as calm as he’d ever seen them. Viv had removed to a safe distance where she would wait for him. Even the dolphins were still in play, leaping and splashing and arcing in the waves. Lord help anyone who had to do that in bad weather.

      The plan was simple: he was going to search for a needle in a haystack and dispense with the cicadas. If they were still alive. The first dead body wasn’t a shock. The ship hadn’t gotten all the way to Cardigan Bay on its own, but when he opened the door to the bridge, the level of decomposition took his breath away. These poor souls had been dead a long time. He adjusted his goggles, bending low to see whether there were any telltale cicada lesions, but the men were nothing but meat falling off the bone.

      The manifest was precisely where it was supposed to be, bound and hung, neat as a pin. Ron wiped his icky-sticky hands on a jacket hanging by the door and leafed through the document. Which, of course, was in Chinese. But they were in British waters and—as far as he knew—headed for a British dock. There had to be a translated copy somewhere. He hunted high and low, stepping over putrescent bodies and steadying himself on the wall whenever he slipped through the gunk. He was methodical, if annoyed, digging through every drawer and filing cabinet and inbox he could find. He moved to the door on the far side of the bridge, but stopped short. Ann Pilkington had hired Captain Viv Alva to take her crates to Africa without passing through customs. There wasn’t going to be a record of the cicadas, because Ann was a cheat and a liar and a genocidal maniac. His life had just gotten ten times more complicated.

      The urge to blow shit up coursed through his veins, but he’d been there and done that in the Bay of Biscay and he’d learned his lesson. No pyrotechnics today, Ronald. The other option was to leave the suckers in their crates. Even if they had been imported with fig trees, they couldn’t last forever. As long as no one liberated the crates, they’d die miserable little deaths once the food ran out.

      As long as… Those were some long odds.

      Downside, the Dawn of Everysong was huge; upside, he knew what the BioBetter logo looked like. And it was dangerous cargo, so it wouldn’t be with everything else. What else? It’d need ventilation. Did they need water? All creatures need water, Ronald. But they could have gotten that by being on deck. What had started as a Herculean task had suddenly become manageable again. He didn’t need to dive deep into the stacks, he needed to skim the surface, alert to any anomalies.

      He ruled out all offices, cabins, and lower deck holding cells. That left the deck and monkey island. The deck was an easy sweep. There were smudges of leftover human in a couple of places, but the sea had washed the outside dead overboard. The ladder to the upper-upper deck, where all the comms devices were mounted, was crusted with salt. He took each rung almost as slowly as he’d taken the ladder up the side of the boat, but the spume of surf barely reached him, and the views went on for miles.

      As soon as he crested the top of the ladder, he saw it: a BioBetter crate with airholes the size of pins and leafy greens tendriling their way through the cracks. It was about as secure as a bowl of Jell-O in a mesh shopping bag. The larvae would have been dropping off the sides of that crate and… He approached with caution. He had no idea how the cicada larvae traveled, but there was no evidence that anything other than the leaves had broken out of the crate; no telltale termite-like wrigglers, or maggot-like wormy things, or buzzing bodies to be seen.

      “Claire has gobs of this stuff.” He removed his backpack and set it down carefully. The fungal spores were dust-fine and apt to blow away if he didn’t do this right. The first time. There were no do-overs. He’d had enough practice, back in his days of innocence in the hold of Viv’s ship The Fairwinds, and knew that he had to drill scores more holes in the lid before dusting the enemy with death.

      He felt his way through the front pocket of his pack, but his knife—which was always, always there—was nowhere to be found. Even with his rubbery gloves, he could feel the tip of a Japanese throwing star. “Whatever works.”

      He sat with the wind at his back and worked the tip of the star into the sodden wood. It had taken a beating, out there in all that English (sorry, Welsh) weather, and the slats were flimsy and rotting. The box was tethered to a pad, but if a single plank gave way, he’d be responsible for the release of yet another swarm, and he wasn’t about to let that happen.

      He kept on screwing the point of the star into the lid while he ran through his options. The ship was dead in the water because the crew had died, but it was likely that there was power. They’d winched the godforsaken crate up to monkey island, surely he could lower it into the water. It needed to be slow and steady. He couldn’t have it busting open on impact. The leviathan swayed and he was reminded of his climb from the D’Urberville onto Dawn’s deck. It might look like a cartoon wonderland out there, with the sun bouncing off the water and the dolphins continuing their frolic, but small movements had huge consequences on a vessel of that size.

      When he’d made it to fifty dusting holes, he had a plan. He climbed back down the ladder and went directly to the quartermaster’s store. The door was locked, of course. He took out his Bodeo and shot the door on either side of the lock. The wood gave, while the metal of the lock itself would have been a rebound hazard. He knew his MythBusters. Busting in and out of locked rooms was the habit of a lifetime, but never had it been so noisy, or so laborious.

      The tarpaulins weren’t hard to find, but it took him a couple of rounds of hunting through totes that were labeled in a language he didn’t read to find the anchors he needed. They came in boxes of thirty, so he stashed three boxes in his pack before tracking down a rubber mallet.

      Running around a ghost ship in a scuba outfit was hot work. He found his water bottle and downed half. The climb back up top was a delight, his task almost complete. It was only when he’d opened the first box of anchors, counting ten out onto the deck that he realized his error. The anchors were for wood, not metal.

      Ron was a proficient cusser and he didn’t hold back, this time flexing his Swahili. When he was done, the anger-fog had cleared, and he saw that the answer was staring him in the face. The BioBetter crate was anchored to a wooden pallet. He could cover it in heavy-duty plastic and secure the edges of the tarps to the pallet.

      He made a cape from one of the plastic sheets, pulled it over his head, then the cicada crate, then waited several minutes to be sure he was out of the wind. Only then did he unscrew the lid of his fungal fairy dust—as Viv called it—shaking it over each of his throwing-star holes with all the delicacy of a bomb disposal expert. Every grain counted. And every cicada deserved death.

      They buzzed at him, bumping into the wooden walls of their prison. He’d seen them up close and knew precisely what was going on inside the box, the clumsy bumbling from one place to the next, the blatant disregard for personal boundaries, their willingness to investigate the contours of his nostrils. Dammit, he’d done his part for science, and this was one fine, fine reward. “You can buzz as much as you like, you little buzzers, this round’s mine.”

      When the jar was empty Ron backed out of his wind protection, leaving the tarp draped over the death trap. How satisfying to have taken an entire colony out. He tamped down the edges, leaving nothing to chance. They might suffocate, they might fungal themselves to death, but either way, they would not be heading for Cardigan, or any place else.

      His pack was lighter, and not just because he’d finished his water and used the jar of fungal parasite. They were on the upswing, and all the blah-de-dah he’s spouted—to Davith and Gwyneth at Llanarth Court, the kids at Stonehenge, and the teenagers in the yacht—was finally coming true. There was light at the end of the tunnel, and it wasn’t the train coming at him this time.

      He waved his hands over his head, signaling to Viv that he was on his way back. It was impossible to leap from the larger ship to the smaller; the chances of breaking something were astronomical. The plan was to climb back down the ladder, get as close to the waves as possible, then plop into the water and paddle out to the D’Urberville.

      His pack got stuck in the cage around the ladder. That cost him ten minutes. His flippers were almost impossible to put on one-handed, another ten minutes. And when he finally hit the water, he was reminded that while it looked fantastic, it tasted awful, and was as cold as the proverbial witch. But none of that mattered. He hadn’t righted the wrong, exactly, but he’d done something to balance the scales.

      He flipped hard, racing through the water, arm over arm, even though his backpack caused drag.

      Viv threw the rope ladder over the back of the D’Urberville, he pulled one flipper off and tossed it aboard, then the other, and climbed hand over hand into the yacht, the kids below cheering him all the way.

      “I take it you found them?” Viv offered him a towel.

      He undid his wet suit, toweling his hair. “Found it, finished it. Cicadas 1, Frobisher 1.”

      Viv shrugged. She hadn’t been there, and he hadn’t told her of his Southampton shame, so as far as she was concerned, he was spouting nonsense. “We’ll be underway in ten. I need a bite.”

      He followed her to the cockpit where Kimmy and Gweirful greeted them; whether the girl or the dog was more enthusiastic was impossible to say.

      “That was amazing, Mr. F! You swam all that way!” She handed him an opened can of baked beans. “Did you know a dolphin was following you?”

      He dug the spoon into the awful tomatoey goo and swallowed down the English obsession valiantly. He might have killed a crate of killers and swum between a freighter and a yacht without going under, but for eating those beans and not telling Kimmy just how much he hated them, he definitely deserved a medal.
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        Dr. Diana Stewart. Austin, Texas.

      

      

      

      A smell of burning drifted down the stairs to where everyone was gathered. There was a strange chemical tang to it, but not the one they were used to.

      Bud tested the wooden door with the back of his hand, then the handle. “That’s promising. I was afraid there wouldn’t be anything but ash left.” He opened the door and they all blinked in the daylight, which was blinding after two days underground. “Come up and see, people!” The others lined up to come up the stairs behind him.

      Ben took Diana’s arm. “Coming, Patti? Victor?”

      “We’ll go last. It may take us a while to get up there.” Patti helped Victor up out of his seat and they shuffled toward the stairs.

      “Mom, can we bring Honey?” Jesse had tied a scarf round the dog’s collar, and the hound was wagging and pulling forward.

      “I don’t think you get an option not to! But keep her on the leash.”

      Rachel came up the stairs behind them. “Anna, are you coming?”

      “Grandad?” Anna eyed the stairs wistfully.

      “Go on, sweets, go on. But stick with Rachel or one of the other adults.” Victor ushered her on ahead. “Come on, Patti, we’ll never get there at this rate!”

      Patti snorted. “The audacity of the man!”

      Diana and Ben reached the top of the stairs. “It doesn’t smell quite so acrid as it did before.” She sniffed. Her vision was at its best in the morning, but even so, it was taking forever for her eyes to adjust. “Whoa. Well, this is not what I was expecting.” They walked out to find the house untouched, though there was a thin layer of ash over everything.

      “The ranch house isn’t burned? How…?” Nana came into the kitchen with Lettie and Gramps. She sat down on one of her kitchen chairs and burst into tears. “I thought we’d lost it. Everything. I thought it would’ve all burned to the ground.”

      Diana went to the window. “Everything else did. I don’t know how this was saved. Oh! We should go and make sure Cooper and his men are okay.”

      “Kyle’s already gone to check on them.” Bud walked through the kitchen. “I’m going to see what it’s like outside.”

      “Can we go too, Mom?” Jesse skipped over to peer out of the window beside her. “Look, that’s so weird, it’s like there’s a big green area round the house, and then everything else is all burned. Where’s Miles, and the cows, and the rest?”

      “Hopefully in with Cooper and his guys.” Bud paused in the act of opening the door. “If you’re okay with the kids coming, I’ll keep an eye on them. Everything around here seems to have cooled down.”

      “Doc?” Ben looked down at her, and there was a world of affection in his eyes.

      She felt her cheeks flush hot. “Let’s all go. I want to see too.”

      Jesse and Rachel followed Bud out the door. Reuben was already there. His breathing had improved massively once Patti had given him the last inhaler from her stock—evidently she’d been right about him being asthmatic. He bent to pet Honey. The whippet was overjoyed to be outside, and leaped about madly, towing Jesse all over the place. He giggled, but fell to the grass with the leash still in his hand. “Mom! Honey got out of her leash!”

      Honey went into a play bow, then set off like a rocket, circling around them at a hundred miles an hour one way, then turning on a dime to ricochet back again.

      “Here, Honey! Here girl!” Jesse patted his knees, and she changed course to whizz past Diana and Ben, around Rachel, Reuben, and Bud, back to Jesse—and straight past him. A couple more increasingly tight circles, and she threw herself to the ground at his feet, panting like a steam engine. “Look, Mom! She’s laughing!” He kneeled to stroke her, and she rolled about on the grass in sheer enjoyment, then leaped up again and licked his face. Jesse squealed.

      “Does she have to go back on the leash?” Jesse got up. “She’s good at coming back.” Honey capered along behind him, occasionally stopping to sniff something, then scooting back to his side.

      Diana considered the greenery around them. “If she stays with you, yes. So long as both of you stay near the house and far from the burn, you’re probably okay.”

      “Thanks Mom! Come on, Honey!” He ran a little way toward the house, and Honey bounded along behind him, occasionally going into overdrive and zooming in circles again, to his great delight.

      Diana laughed. “Look how happy he is.”

      “Look how happy they both are. It’s a joy to watch.” Ben’s face was alight with amusement. She was still walking arm in arm with him—not for any other reason than because it felt good to be near him—and she squeezed his arm. He smiled down at her.

      “I’ll stay here and keep an eye on those two for a bit, okay?” Rachel was smiling too.

      Diana had the feeling her offer wasn’t about Jesse and Honey, but let it pass. “Thanks, Rachel. I appreciate that.”

      Together Ben and Diana walked along the gravel path. About halfway to the fence, the grass was scorched orange-brown, which gave way to an abrupt edge of charred black earth. The woods were burned to virtually nothing, the blackened tree trunks devoid of leaves or branches.

      “Even the fence posts burned. It must have been a fierce fire.” Diana looked beyond the twisted and blackened wires that had been the fence. “I suppose we probably don’t have to worry about the boars now. That’s rather horrid though, poor things.” A thought struck her. “Ben, would you come with me? I need to check something.”

      “Of course.”

      She unhooked her arm from his and stepped over the fallen fence carefully. “If that’s the remainder of the gate, then the hole we fell into should be this way.” She led the way along the charred ground carefully, testing each step before she put weight on it. “Okay. This is it. Then Bryce’s remains should be… Here. Ugh.”

      Ben followed her gaze. “Should there be more of him than that?”

      Diana pushed at the burned curve of skull with her boot. “Not after the boars found him, I guess. At least I know he was properly dead before the fire came.” There was a glint among the blackened remnants. She leaned down and gingerly picked up something metal, then wiped it off on her jacket.

      “What is it?”

      She handed it to him. “Looks like some sort of necklace. We should probably see if Victor or Anna want it. There’s nothing else left to remember him by.” She peered down at something suspiciously straight in the ashes. “Maybe a femur?” She shivered. “Come on. I had to know that he’s well and truly dead, that’s all.”

      Ben followed her back to the path. “Did you doubt it?”

      “I needed to see it.” She shuddered. “Ugh! Let’s forget that psychopath! There have been so many deaths over the past… I don’t even know how long it’s been. Weeks? It feels like months. There’s so much that’s been lost, so many people gone, and places destroyed. But with Bryce gone, and Garrick too, it feels like there might even be a future possible—especially with the antidote.”

      He took her arm again. “I hope so. Very much, as it happens.”

      She glanced up at him, feeling as if she were twenty again.

      “Doc! Ben! Am I glad to see you!” Cooper came jogging up the hill.

      “Cooper! You’re okay! I’m so glad!” Diana threw her arms around him, and Ben shook his hand. “Can you believe that all this survived the fire?”

      Cooper fell into step with them. “With a little help from some friends.”

      “What do you mean?” Ben asked.

      “We sent a message to Fort Worth to say we were bringing the president here, and that they needed to keep an eye on the fire. When the fires turned our way, they’d already confiscated all the aviation fuel they could find in a 200-mile radius.” Cooper winked at them. “Couldn’t get enough helos here in time to evacuate, so they took over the airtanker base at Austin-Bergstrom International and dropped a couple of planes’ worth of fire retardant on us. Didn’t hurt that as things were heating up it started raining either, but it cleaned up after the retardant, or you’d be looking at pink grass today.”

      “High five, man.” Ben held up a hand.

      Cooper slapped it with gusto. “We stayed out of the barn—needed to bring the planes in with flares, see—but I’ll tell you now, it was close. Singed my eyebrows right off, more or less.”

      “Less, I’m guessing, seeing as how they’re still in place.” Diana stepped over a charred branch.

      “Yeah, well, it wasn’t the fires that were going to singe them off. We took the animals into the shelter with us, and if you’ve never been shut in an airtight compartment with seven panicky cows, an alpaca, some chickens, and a donkey, then you have no idea how pungent life can get. I’m surprised our hair didn’t get all bleached with the amount of methane in the air. We were starting to worry that it was more of a fire risk inside than out!” He shook his head. “When I signed up to defend my country, there was no mention of that, let me tell you! Pretty sure the president owes me a medal for that one.”

      Diana laughed. “Where is the president, anyhow? She was out of the basement like a rocket.”

      “She’s right here.” The voice behind Diana made her jump.

      Cooper saluted. “Madam President.”

      “Good job, Cooper. As soon as I have access to anything worth having, you and your men will get a more tangible thank you.” The president laughed. “I make no promises—it might not be more than an extra portion of food, but I’m working on it.”

      “No thanks needed, Ma’am. Just doing our job.”

      President Blair grinned. “And for how long have you wanted to use that line?”

      “Since I joined, pretty much, ma’am. It was very satisfying.” He saluted. “I came to ask if there’s anything else you need me for. A lot of the infrastructure has been damaged, and we thought we might start work on it. The convoy from Fort Worth won’t reach us for a few days, and we could do with making the place secure before then.”

      “Do what you can, sergeant.”

      “Yes ma’am, President Blair.” Cooper saluted again. “Ben, Doc, catch you later.” He turned smartly and jogged away down the hill.

      “Are you walking back to the house?” The president fell into step beside them. “I’ll accompany you.”

      “Of course, Madam President.” Ben and Diana walked with her across the remaining grass and back toward where Jesse and Honey were dashing about. Rachel was standing with Patti and Victor, and Anna was just entering the fray with Lettie.

      “Something tells me the kids are glad to be out of the basement.” Diana waved to Patti and Victor, who waved back. “Where do they get their energy?”

      “If we could bottle it, we’d be millionaires.” The president paused. “As will you be, from what Victor tells me.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Diana stopped in her tracks.

      “Ah. I’m sorry, I assumed he would have spoken to you. Victor’s people re-did the DNA test at the mansion. Anna is Bryce’s child, but Bryce isn’t related to Victor. Victor changed his will when he had access to his cloud storage at the mansion. When he dies, you receive his part of the estate, not Bryce.”

      Diana stared. “There’s nothing of it left anyhow.” And no Bryce either, but we don’t need to talk about that. They’d found his body and that put an end to his reign of terror. She didn’t want to talk about the horrors—him dying, trying to take her down, hateful to the end—and was grateful that no one pressed her for any details. “I don’t want anything to do with that company.”

      “That’s what he thought you’d say. But from the sound of it there should be a sizable bank account, not to mention the overseas holdings.” The president glanced across to the front of the ranch, where Colonel Wilson was standing, watching her impassively. “So, there are a couple of ideas I want to leave you with. First, I’m going to need someone knowledgeable to liaise with the CDC over the next few months as they roll out Dr. Sato’s antidote. I’d like you to consider taking up that role.”

      “Me? But I’m not that sort of scientist.” Diana scrabbled for the words. “I mean thank you, but the person you need for that is Keiko.”

      “Doctor Sato made the antidote available on the strict condition that she not be expected to liaise with anyone but you.”

      Diana tripped on a stone and Ben grabbed her. “Thanks.” She took his arm again. Her vision was going fuzzy—another point for there being a stress-related component to it. “I didn’t think she liked me very much.”

      “She’s grieving right now, and a little lost. She needs the time and space to do some work quietly while she’s processing her daughter’s death—and everything else—I suspect.”

      “Oh. Oh of course. Maiko. I saw a picture. She was an adorable little girl.” Diana watched Jesse running around with the others, screaming with laughter, and her heart ached for Keiko. “When would you need an answer?”

      “Sooner rather than later.” The president waved to Colonel Wilson and then turned back to Diana. “The antidote is on its way to the CDC along with Dr. Sato and her assistant, Netsy. By the time the Fort Worth convoy reaches us, they’ll probably be there. I’ll need an answer by then at latest.”

      “Yes, ma’am. What was the second thing you wanted to say?”

      The president smiled. “Victor’s bequest. It doesn’t have to be the company, so much as the funds. What you have to do is figure out what you’d like to do with the money. If you can use it yourself, do—you’ve been through a lot. But there are so many people who have lost everything. It may be that we can set up something together to help them.”

      “You mean a charity?” Diana was struck by this idea.

      “Up to you. But it may prove to be an opportunity. If we ever get the world set right, that is.” She smiled and strode away to where Colonel Wilson stood talking on a sat phone.

      Diana watched the woman go. “That’s a pretty big if.”

      “I’m not sure it is, you know.” Ben nudged her in the ribs. “After all, if anyone can sort us all out, the demon combination of President Blair and Special Advisor Dr. Diana Stewart will do it.”

      “I see, like Batman and Robin but without the utility belt, huh?” She set off walking again. “Come on Commissioner Gordon. I have a few pointed questions for Victor.”
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        Anayeli Alfaro. Missoula, Montana.

      

      

      Anayeli was over the sickly rushes of adrenaline that kept washing through her. They’d been riding for what seemed like hours already, and every time the head of the posse, Cowboy Hat, turned his horse down another side street, her nerves surged with readiness. She told herself Cricket would alert her if there was anything truly wrong, but it was a lot to expect of a dog. She should’ve asked where Larry Sorenson lived before they’d left the newspaper office. She hadn’t thought the man who supposedly owned the Big Red Monster—the printing press that had once churned out the Missoulian newspaper—would live so far away from the center of town. She was beginning to think he didn’t, and that the entire trip was an elaborate set up.

      With every step they took toward the mountains that ringed Missoula, she only became more convinced the posse was taking them somewhere else entirely. Around every bend in the road, she half expected to find some kind of trap: a gang of militia men, or Colonel Wilson’s military convoy suddenly come back to look for her, which didn’t make any kind of logical sense. Instead, what they encountered after they left the industrial office-park part of town was middle-class neighborhoods lined with sidewalks, and low-slung ranch-style houses, and two-car garages straight out of the Seventies.

      It would’ve all looked totally normal, except for the windows that were boarded up on some of the houses, and the gaping garages and swinging front doors on others. Not to mention the cars that had careened across lawns—or what used to be lawns—or had been left in the middle of the road, and the heavy putrid scent of old meat that filtered through the smoke. One of the posse members caught her staring at a cluster of bodies on a front stoop. “When the first swarm came, nobody knew what was happening. It got a lot of people.” A whole family. Two little kids. One wearing a dog backpack, the other dressed in all pink.

      Andrew rode in silence beside her, Spot pinning her ears periodically when one of the posse members bringing up the rear brought their horse too close. Andrew looked as relaxed as he ever did on horseback, and he’d gone taciturn. She recognized his silence for what it was: watchful alertness. They were both on edge, tension tweaking her muscles tighter, and her own wariness climbing as the minutes ticked past and they got farther away from town. The houses gave way to fields that had skeletal cattle standing forlornly in them, slowly starving with their owners dead and the pastures stripped. Above, buzzards circled, and she had to look away. They rode on, and the fields turned to crops—hay for livestock that was dead and dying. Except that didn’t make sense. The toxicadas had clearly been through the area, and yet there were acres of lush forage. Grass that looked exactly like—

      A loud laugh severed the thread of thought she’d been untangling. “Bet you a can of chili she doesn’t last eight seconds.” The voice came from the same guy who’d wished her good luck when the posse had offered to take her to Larry Sorenson.

      There was a low chuckle before another man answered. “Not even worth taking that bet. No way she’ll last that long.”

      Her spine straightened on instinct. She was more than familiar with people talking smack behind her back and pretending she couldn’t hear them. For a second she wished her sister were there to drop a Carlota Bomb. Instead, she went steely, going into what Luz used to call Yeli’s Beast Mode. She was going to prove these pendejos wrong about her.

      “How ‘bout this? We can do over/unders for how long it takes before Larry racks his shotgun. I bet she doesn’t even get out one sentence.” There was more laughing, of the kind that spoke of a fondness for Larry and a total lack of respect for her.

      She twisted in her saddle, intending to shoot a glare at the men behind her, to shut them up if nothing else, but she stopped herself. What they were doing was fine. They had no reason to respect her, just like she had no reason to trust them. Their yammering had value though. They must be getting close to Larry’s house— or wherever it was they were going—because something had inspired them to place their bets, and proximity was the likeliest reason. Beyond that, their betting gave her potentially useful information about what to expect from Larry Sorenson and how to approach him— assuming it wasn’t all just intimidation or misdirection. In which case, it wasn’t going to work.

      “You always underestimate women like that?” Andrew’s voice had a cutting tone she hadn’t heard since Creepy Colin had suggested taking a turn with her. “Might explain the total lack of women riding in your little posse.”

      There was one of those pauses where it felt like all the air had been sucked away, because it was the kind of thing that would’ve been normal to say in the Before Times, but in the apocalyptic reality they were living in there were millions of cicada-shaped reasons why there were no women in the posse. The tension grew like a balloon being blown up to and beyond its capacity, and then the first would-be gambler barked out a raucous laugh. “Ooooowheee. She’s got you whipped, man!”

      That started a chain reaction of more laughing, and heat flared through her whole body—embarrassment, maybe, at being the butt of a joke. But more than that, too. She hated the kind of bullies who couched their meanness in the kinds of jokes that were actually threats. It was a joke intended to keep her in her place. To make her small. It obliterated any sympathy she might’ve been feeling and made her angry, instead. A seething protectiveness slithered through her entire being. From the set of Andrew’s shoulders, the blank soldier’s stare he’d schooled his expression into, she guessed he was feeling something similar.

      Andrew straightened in the saddle, as if gearing up to say more, but they were riding close enough she reached a hand to his arm to stop him. “Don’t bother.” She wanted to reassure him, tell him the posse’s bets didn’t matter, couldn’t take into account that she knew something about newsmen that the posse obviously didn’t—that they abhorred an idle press—but she didn’t want to risk the Gambler or Cowboy Hat and their buddies overhearing either. She’d play it small and keep her business to herself until she didn’t have to.

      Andrew’s jaw ticked tighter, but whatever he saw in her face must’ve convinced him to keep his mouth shut because he said nothing. His actions spoke loud enough, though, as his hand brushed over his service weapon. That had probably been the only thing that had convinced her to go along with Cowboy Hat and his posse: they’d let Anayeli and Andrew both keep their weapons. Maybe it was just some weird Montana thing having to do with liberty. Or maybe they hadn’t viewed the pair of them as any kind of a threat. Some sick part of her brain told her it was actually that they were going to become offerings in some twisted version of “The Most Dangerous Game,” that story every kid read in high school, about a rich man hunting human victims on his estate. Anayeli could just picture Carlota rolling her eyes at the idea, and that helped some.

      “Dude! Your money’s useless here. Gimme food or I’m not taking that bet.”

      Anayeli’s focus snapped back to awareness as the fake wagering continued behind them. It didn’t matter how loudly they bet on her though: her resolve was only bolstered even more. A song popped into her head—something about don’t get mad, get even. Exactly. She was going to win Larry Sorenson over, and he was going to let her use his printing press. She wasn’t leaving Missoula until he did. She’d figure out the radio broadcast and the deal with the lush hay fields later.

      The only good thing about the road they were on was it was mostly empty—no bodies, no abandoned cars hiding terrible smells behind smeared windows. Unfortunately, the trailer that they rode up to was less promising. If ever there had been a murder mobile home, the one in front of them was it. The windows were covered in black plastic duct-taped to the metal siding, like it was an old school meth lab. The yard was littered with rusted out tractors and late model sedans—the kind her tío liked to optimistically call “parts cars,” but were actually junk. Beyond all that was the most enormous Quonset hut she’d ever seen. She wasn’t sure she even wanted to know what was in it. Anayeli darted a glance at Andrew and from the way his free hand slid toward his gun, it was clear he was feeling the same ominous foreboding she was. She widened her eyes at him with the kind of look Carlota would use to say ‘What the actual heck is happening here?’ and then she took her cue from him. As calmly and slowly as she could, she got her hand on her own weapons—fingers brushing the knife clipped to her waistband, then slipping inside the backpack she wore on her front for her gun. It didn’t make any sense the posse hadn’t confiscated their arms, but she wasn’t going to question it when they’d clearly been led into a trap. There was no other explanation. She’d been too trusting, too naive, yet again. In hindsight, it seemed beyond stupid to have believed something called The Big Red Monster was truly a printing press or that Larry Sorenson even existed. What she couldn’t figure out was why the posse’d bothered riding them all the way out to some remote location on the outskirts of town. They could’ve killed them back on Broadway Street. The meager supplies left in their backpacks could have just as easily been stolen back at the Missoulian offices. The same was true of their horses.

      The posse had fanned out, some of the riders falling back to flank her and Andrew, while the ones behind them rode forward, hemming them in, surrounding them in a kind of semi-circle, with Cowboy Hat centered at the front, still mounted. “Larry! You in there?”

      “Screw this.” Andrew’s voice was so low Anayeli probably wouldn’t have caught it if she hadn’t been on hyper-alert, hopped up on adrenaline. She was too late to stop him though, and it didn’t matter whether anyone heard him or not, because no one would’ve missed the moment he whipped out his gun. Spot’s reins were already looped behind the saddle horn, leaving both Andrew’s hands free to aim right at the back of Cowboy Hat’s head.

      Pandemonium broke out. Everything happened all at once, but fragments of each moment seared themselves in Anayeli’s brain like a series of photographs taken between flashes.

      Cricket let out a loud, sharp bark—his warning sound.

      Every member of the posse visible in her peripheral vision raised their own shotguns, so fast they might as well have been a trained cavalry.

      The door of the trailer flew open.

      A man stormed out and at the same instant all the horses spooked, except Spot and Manteca. Fortune made as if to spin, her hindquarters dropping, her front legs lifting off the ground.

      It was only because Anayeli hadn’t had time to grab her own gun and was the only rider to have two hands on the reins, that she managed to keep the filly under control, while all the other horses whirled and careened. Or else Fortune decided to take her cue from the senior citizen horses and stay put.

      Fortune’s relative composure compared to all the posse mounts gave Anayeli a few seconds’ advantage to take in the man standing on the landing of the wooden steps that led to the creeptastic trailer. Mr. Mobile Home had his own shotgun raised, and he swept the muzzle across the turmoil of wheeling horses, as if searching for a target. He was an older man—around Sid’s age, she guessed—with a rumpled, careworn, unwashed appearance that could’ve easily been the result of the cicadapocalypse, but had the more permanent look that certain older journalists acquired. It was a snap judgment, bolstered by the fact that Mr. Mobile Home hadn’t taken a shot at her or Andrew. Journalists observed instead of acting. Most of the time anyway.

      But Anayeli didn’t have time for watching. Instead, she took advantage of the chaos, shoved her fingers in her mouth, and let out the kind of eardrum-rupturing whistle that Papa had been famous for. The same whistle he’d used to split the air over a sea of black mortar boards and announce his pride at her college graduation.

      The effect was instantaneous. The horses froze. All eyes were on her.

      “Mr. Sorenson? I’m Anayeli Alfaro, reporter from the Sacramento Bee. Todd sent me here with these,” she waved her hand to encompass the entire fidgeting posse, “people. I’ve got information your community needs, and I hear you’ve got the press to print it.”

      “That right?” Mr. Mobile Home, Larry Sorenson, raised his weapon again. “I think you heard wrong.”

      Someone let out a low chuckle behind her, and it didn’t take much creative thinking to figure out it was the guy who’d been taking bets on her.

      “I get it. It’s hard to trust anyone these days. Especially a stranger.” She urged Fortune forward with a squeeze of her calves against the horse’s sides. “You ever heard of Sid Jastrow? Won a Pulitzer for a story on how immigration enforcement endangers public safety, back in 2009.”

      Larry’s gun lowered a smidge. It was the kind of tiny gesture her whole life, but especially the past few weeks, had trained her to notice. The one little observation could mean the difference between living or dying. The detail that told her Larry knew Sid’s name, even if he wasn’t going to say so.

      “He was my editor, Sid was.” She paused to let the weight of the was settle. “He didn’t survive the smoke.”

      She flicked a glance toward the horizon—where it was supposed to be, anyway. If the pyrocumulus cloud was still mushrooming into the atmosphere, she couldn’t tell. The entire sky was obliterated with the heavy, sickly yellow-gray that had first blanketed the Bertoli Farm in Woodland. Since there’d been Teff somewhere burning.

      Just like that, the idea she’d been untangling earlier came back to her. The force of the realization was enough that she was gobsmacked for a second. But she couldn’t afford to sit and stare with her mouth gaping like a goldfish’s. Larry Sorenson hadn’t put down his weapon, but she had enough to work with. If he didn’t believe she was a journalist, she would prove it to him.

      “Any of y’all farmers?” She twisted to look at the men arrayed behind her, hating the way she’d dropped an affected ‘y’all’ into her speech. Like that would tone down her accent or make her sound like she belonged.

      “Ranchers. Were, anyway.” One of the men, one who hadn’t bet against her, spoke up. “Before the swarm.”

      “You grow your own hay?” She flicked a glance at Larry, who was paying rapt attention, just like she’d hoped, while behind her the murmuring that bubbled up from the members of the posse told her what she needed to know about the posse members’ ranches. “Any of it Teff?” Ordinary Teff was a warm season crop, she’d learned that much from Papa, and maybe she was wrong, but she guessed whatever growing season Montana had, it was short. Which meant crops that would’ve already been cut and harvested in California were just getting started in Montana.

      Her heart thudded with hope and then there was a mumbled answer she didn’t catch. “What did you say?”

      “I got some Teff growing. What’s it to you?” The man who spoke had a full beard he’d clearly been growing since long before the cicadapocalypse, and the kind of wizened, crooked posture that spoke of years of physical labor. “Miles’s got fields of it too. Passed right by them to get here.”

      “The ones the cicadas didn’t touch are Teff fields?” The merest thought of pristine Teff fields made goosebumps pucker her skin beneath all the protective layers she wore.

      “I’d wager Teff’s the one thing the cicadas won’t eat.” Of course it was the Gambler who’d see the situation in terms of actual betting.

      “That’s right. The cicadas flew right past the stuff.” The man cocked his head. “At least we’ve got something to feed the livestock that made it…” He didn’t continue, overcome by emotion that clogged his throat.

      Whatever charge she would’ve gotten by being right was muted when she checked the sky again. She knew what was coming and how much worse it would get once the fire found the Teff—but she still had to ask. “Any of it Teff with seeds that came from Matreus?”

      “All of it.” Full Beard’s horse shifted underneath him and started pawing at the ground, restless after being spooked. But Full Beard’s attention never wavered. “The fancy Sustainable Ag guys over at the college said Teff was the latest and greatest. You trying to tell me it ain’t?”

      In her mind’s eye, Anayeli saw again the thick black smoke swirling over Papa and his friends as the water truck rolled past. She saw the spray from the truck hitting the fire, the wall of flames dying down, then shooting up higher, burning hotter than before. She heard Taylor Muckenfuss, Junior Agronomist’s voice in her head when she’d asked what had made the company, Matreus, order farmers to burn so many Teff fields. Taylor hadn’t answered that question or the one about how many farms had been impacted. He’d been adamant that the number she’d pulled out of thin air was wrong. ‘I don’t know where you got that number. That’s not accurate.’ She’d assumed that meant she’d given him too high a number—53. But she’d been wrong. The number of test farms was higher. A lot higher. And maybe the farmworkers in Montana hadn’t been murdered the way her Papa had, maybe the Montana workers had played it smaller and stayed safe by not complaining, but if there was Matreus Teff anywhere nearby, Yeli didn’t trust it.

      “Did the Teff make anybody sick?” Papa had said farmworkers had complained of breathing problems. “Or did Matreus give you anything to, I don’t know, treat the crop with?”

      “You mean the FeedIt?”

      She must’ve given him a blank look because he went on, explaining what, judging from the nods of the other posse members, was information that was common knowledge between them all.

      “Some new fertilizer. Makes the Teff grow bigger, faster. You know. Like fertilizer is supposed to.”

      FeedIt. Papa hadn’t mentioned that—only the loco grass. She wracked her brain to remember exactly what Papa had said about what it had done to his friends. They’d been working in the recently sprouted fields and they’d had some kind of asthma attack. They’d thought it had been from the Teff. But maybe it was from FeedIt. Or some interaction between the two. She’d never know. She wished for the five hundred bajillionth time she could go back in time. This time she’d ask Papa more questions, find out if Bertoli Farm had been using FeedIt too, and then she would never have let him get into her car to drive to the farm. They would’ve gone for coffee instead. But that wasn’t what she’d done, and she’d watched as her father had— She had to force the question past her squeezed-tight throat. “Is it flammable?”

      The man gave her a look that told her just how stupid he thought her question was. “The FeedIt? I try not to go around setting my fertilizer on fire, but yeah. You can smell the ammonium nitrate in it from a mile away, and you get close enough, it’ll knock you right to the ground. Same stuff certain people like to make bombs with.”

      “So, if it were fresh on a field, or if a fire got to where you were storing it…”

      “It would explode, and it would increase the intensity of a fire beyond—” The man had rattled off his initial answer like he was happy to have an audience receptive to his teachings, but as he spoke, understanding bloomed in his expression as he looked up at the smoke-filled sky. The whole posse did.

      It was Gambler who said what they were all thinking. “Crap. You mean… The FeedIt makes the fields more—” It was like he couldn’t say it.

      “More flammable.” Andrew was the one who said it, because she couldn’t. His hand was on hers before she’d registered he was reaching for it. “You okay, Yeli?”

      She shook her head. Okay was the last thing she was. But there was one more thing she needed to know, so she shoved down the part of herself that wanted to weep for Papa and went into Reporter Anayeli mode. “How do you apply it? The FeedIt?”

      “I don’t know about anybody else, but I spray it.”

      “Like from a water truck?”

      “Sure. Or a trailer. Even a backpack sprayer could work, for a small-time operation. But—”

      “Listen.” She fought to pull out the boss-lady voice she’d discovered when the fires first came because a massive wave of emotion was building inside her. If she let it crash, she would be so overwhelmed with all the helpless, horrible feelings that she’d never get anything useful done. Mental toughness: that’s what a reporter had to have. She called on whatever amount of grit she had left. “The FeedIt is more than any other fertilizer you’ve ever seen. I witnessed a Teff field go up in flames and then explode when the farmer sprayed FeedIt on it. Me and this dog”—she pointed at Cricket, who had flopped down in front of Spot—“we were the only ones who survived, and that was because we were far away when it started and we ran like hell. Whatever is in FeedIt isn’t just fertilizer. It’s toxic. Like the cicadas. The smoke from the fields it’s been used on, the smoke from the plants that have been grown with it, the hay you make from it… It’s all toxic. So, if the fires come here…” She pointed in the direction of where the pyrocumulus cloud had been visible earlier. “If the fires come here, you’re going to need N95 masks and you’re going to want to get as far away from any Teff fields as you can. You’re better to let it burn, because anything you try to feed it to will die—I already saw a racetrack full of what that looks like.”

      And just like that, she had her explanation. It hadn’t been water in the water truck. It was FeedIt. And she’d bet food and money it wasn’t toxicada residue in the river, that had poisoned the fish and the bear and then her and Cricket. It was fertilizer run-off.

      “What counteracts it?” Cowboy Hat had taken his hat off, or it had fallen off when his horse had spooked, and he looked weaker—naked—without it. “What stops the toxin?”

      Anayeli shook her head. “I don’t know. We know masks protect from the smoke, and barriers—cream, clothes—protect from the cicadas. If the toxin doesn’t touch you, you can survive it. And we know a few things that kill the cicadas. Cicada killer wasps. Diatomaceous earth. Nematodes. That’s the story I want to get out to people. How they can protect themselves and stop the cicadas, because the cicadas are going to go underground and come back unless we stop them. And unless we stop who’s responsible for all this mess, because I know with absolute certainty this wasn’t an accident, it was by design and—” She swallowed hard. The story was so big. “I saw the president touring a facility with Matreus personnel. The government was in on all of it.” She sounded like a conspiracy-theorist lunatic spouting stuff like that, but she’d seen President Blair, she’d been in Colonel Wilson’s convoy, and Matreus scientists had been right there too.

      “Name the last slug you saw.” It was Larry who interrupted, and Anayeli immediately knew it for the test it was. One Larry knew only a journalist would pass. That was when she knew she’d won, because if her questioning hadn’t already mostly convinced him she was who she said, she was one hundred percent confident in her next answer.

      “Never would’ve bet if I’d known Sorenson was so big on the gardening talk.” Laughter came from the pendejo behind her. The Gambler was laughing. She’d never wanted more to shush someone and tell him to let the adults talk.

      “‘FarmFire.’ That was the slug on my story about the Teff fires burning in the Sacramento Valley. But if you let me use your press, it won’t be the last one I write.”

      “You want to use the Monster?” Larry lowered the muzzle of his shotgun. “Why didn’t you say so? I can tell you’ve got a story worthy of it.” Anayeli’s smile was so wide it hurt, but then Larry went on. “Don’t suppose you’ve got the paper to print it on though, do you? Or a generator to run it?” And just like that, her hopes were sunk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ron Frobisher. Holyhead Island, Wales, United Kingdom.

      

      

      

      Claire Moone stood on the dock, shoulders back, head up, hands behind her back. She was in her usual all-black uniform, with good thick boots that were designed for storming the apocalypse. “You took your time.”

      Ron held out his hand. “Trains are running late.”

      She didn’t laugh, exactly. It was more like a brief snort. “Who are your friends?”

      Ron turned back to the boat, which was moored between a burned-out husk of a trawler and a catamaran with a jaunty red and yellow sail. Two members of Claire’s team—similarly decked out in black—had boarded the D’Urberville and were shepherding the passengers to shore. “Claire Moone, meet Captain Viv Alva. Viv, this is Claire.”

      The two women shook hands.

      “And this is Gweirful.”

      Claire crouched and took the dog’s face in both hands. “I hope you’re keeping Frobisher on a short leash, shy girl. Because if there’s anyone more likely to go off half-cocked, I’ve yet to meet them.” She planted a kiss on the pooch’s snout and righted herself, Gweirful gazing up at her, tail going a hundred miles an hour.

      “You’ve got a fan.” Viv hiked her pack higher on her shoulder, swaying ever so slightly. She hadn’t said anything, but she was dead on her feet, having barely slept since they’d left Bristol.

      “All dogs love me.” Claire grinned. “And I love all dogs. Straight shooters, the lot of them.”

      Gweirful wasn’t holding back the love, nudging Claire’s leg to get more scritches.

      “I’ll let everyone else introduce themselves.” Apart from Kimmy and the recently revived carbon monoxide duo, Ron didn’t remember most of their names. The teenagers were still trudging off the ship, bringing all their worldly belongings with them. Only Louise and Paul remained on deck. Good riddance to bad rubbish. He was relieved they were heading south on the next tide.

      Claire turned her back on the teenagers. “What the hell, Ron. I’m not a babysitter.”

      “They’re worker bees. Give them something to do.”

      Claire waved and a member of her team was at her side in a hot second. “Take the young people to the chow tent. Have cook give them rations. Then bring them to the staging area.” She checked her watch. “We’ll reconvene at 0900 hours.”

      The guy, dressed in a get up identical to Claire’s, jogged down the wooden walkway. “I’m Grouse and I’m going to be your tour guide.”

      Ron whipped around. “Grouse was in America.”

      “We have a lot of catching up to do.” Claire marched away from the jetty, Ron and Viv following close behind. “But there are bugs to zap and seeds to neutralize. Jeez, was there ever a stranger sentence in the English language?”

      “Hey! Frobisher!” Louise hadn’t been altered by her brush with death; she had as much charm as she’d ever had. “Tell this bozo that the yacht is ours and we’re free to leave.”

      Ron stopped, rolling his eyes, annoyed that they weren’t already gone. “Sorry, Grouse. She’s right. The yacht’s theirs.”

      Claire shook her head. “We’re requisitioning it. We had to blow the bridge to the mainland before we started work. We need all the seaworthy vessels we can get. We’re coming at this from the south as well.”

      Louise would riot. If they were lucky. “In that case, house arrest her and the guy standing behind her. She’ll blow her top if you tell her the yacht’s not hers.” She’d do more than that, but Claire was a woman of action and would get it. What a relief not to have to explain or bargain or justify himself.

      “Plank!” Another member of her team materialized with a smart salute. “The two on the deck are to go to Tent Delta. No force, no restraints, all meals on schedule, but no visitors and no excursions.”

      Ron whispered, “They’ll fight dirty.”

      “Java, Brush, and Beerbong, with Plank.” She handed a young woman a couple of pairs of industrial-sized ZipTies. “I told Plank that he didn’t need to restrain them. Order rescinded.”

      They didn’t wait around to see the pyrotechnics, but Ron could hear the screaming even after they’d put a few hundred feet between them. The tent city—all army green—spread out ahead of them, the one-man tents giving way to the sturdier deployable rapid assembly structures that housed the maps and radios and floor-to-ceiling towers of unlabeled stuff.

      Claire held open the flap to a back room furnished with a metal table and several folding chairs. “There aren’t any unauthorized personnel on base, but we maintain ears-only protocols. More habit than anything else now.”

      A young man entered, tray in hand, wreathed in unimaginable coffee smells.

      “Oh, good grief.” Viv helped herself to a folding chair. “Honestly? I thought we’d never have coffee again.”

      “Don’t get too excited. It’s chicory.” Claire took the pot and poured three cups of the dark, steaming liquid. “We don’t have any Custard Creams do we, Poutine?”

      The nicknames Claire gave her team cracked him up. “Poutine” either meant the kid was Canadian, liked poutine, or hated it, or it could be something so niche that no one would guess at it.

      Poutine dove into his pocket. “Ten pounds says you won’t guess what Plank sourced.”

      Claire tutted and Poutine’s smile fell faster than a speeding bullet. “Sorry, ma’am. Jammie Dodgers, ma’am. Possibly the last we’ll see.” He laid them on the table and made a fast exit.

      “He’s a keeper, but he likes to talk.” She cracked open the sleeve, offering the cookies to Ron first, then Viv.

      Viv’s chin rested on her chest. Eyes closed, breathing easy, she was out for the count.

      Ron took off his jacket and draped it over her shoulders. “We wouldn’t have made it here without her.” Gweirful looped a couple of circles and took her place under Viv’s chair.

      “Round One of the fungus has been a smashing success.” Straight to work; Claire didn’t mess around. “Even though we had to use drones and lost two tons of the stuff to wind erosion.”

      “You didn’t send someone in?” The sugar from the Jammie Dodger—a simple biscuit with, as advertised, jam in the center—exploded on Ron’s tongue.

      “No one immune, my friend. You’re it.” She dunked her biscuit in her coffee and downed it in two bites, brushing the crumbs from her uniform.

      “Artemis said there were four of us.” Ron reached for another cookie, then pulled back.

      “No, go for it. You’re a megastar. The main attraction. We’ve been waiting for you! A man of your talents gets two biscuits and no penalties.”

      He’d counted Alice Dench in the four, but she was a vegetable lying under the weight of Porton’s experiments. “Where are the others?”

      “Dead and/or MIA.” She checked her watch and glugged the end of her drink.

      “Gotcha.” Ron leaned back in his chair. That had some pretty serious implications for the operation. If he was the only known human who didn’t react to the cicadas, he was going to be busy for a good, long time.

      “The middlers—who make up a decent percentage of the population—can do single runs.”

      “Middlers?” She was right, the chicory coffee was disgusting. He drank it down and poured himself another cup.

      “Crappy name, but I’m not in charge of everything. Those who are between the death reaction and you. The middlemen.”

      It was a crappy name for them. Especially if they were being sent into swarms. “How does that work? They can’t withstand multiple contacts.”

      “That’s why we use them for night missions. Get them with their pants down.” She laughed. “The cicadas, not the humans, obviously.” Her eyes went to her watch again. “Briefing in ten. Do you want a shower? Grub? Other?”

      “All good.” He checked on Viv. “But if there’s a place she can sleep? I get that you’re going to need her to pilot the yacht, but if she can catch a few z’s before then?”

      “Poutine!”

      The tent flap opened.

      “Find a cot for Captain Alva and have it set up over in the corner. I don’t want her to be disturbed.”

      Ron went to the door and shook Poutine’s hand. “Don’t suppose you want to dogsit, do you?” He couldn’t have Gweirful in the field.

      Poutine looked to Claire for guidance.

      “He’d be delighted.” Claire turned her cup upside down on the tray. Ron did the same. It was a habit they’d picked up in Egypt when their camp had been inundated with sandflies.

      Though no one wore insignia that identified their rank, the parting of the human seas, standing to attention, and snapping salutes, all pointed to Claire being top dog.

      “When you see him, don’t comment. He’s very self-conscious about it.” As they approached the largest tent in the compound, the traffic picked up, soldiers busying themselves with equipment.

      The tent door swung open as they arrived, servicemen and women falling away as Claire took the aisle. Her team stood to attention on either side of a massive screen. The image that dominated the far wall was familiar, a single chair in front of a curtain.

      “Take your seats.” Ron didn’t see who issued the command, but he found a place in the front row and trained his eyes on the screen.

      Artemis was a shell of his former self, one side of his face slack and that eye barely open. “We have secured you a supply of nematodes.” His voice matched the damage done to his face, words slurred and indistinct. “They are to be deployed judiciously.”

      Claire stood and faced the troops. “My understanding is these worms—Criconemoides xenoplax, Pratylenchus, Heterodera schachtii, Tylenchulus semipenetrans, and Ditylenchus dipsaci, more commonly known as ring, root, sugarbeet cyst, citrus, and stem and bulb nematodes—are all known to infect and kill plants. They aren’t harmful to humans, but they are invasive and will kill food stock if they’re not properly contained.”

      Pandora’s Box-o-rama. Ron held up a hand. “And if they’re not. How do we get rid of them?”

      “Good question. The short answer is, there are nematode-resistant crops.” Artemis gave a lopsided smile.

      For once, Ron allowed his planning-self to relax. It was good not being the smartest—or most neurotic, forward thinking—person in the room. His pet peeve, The Law of Unintended Consequences, would have been through the wringer at the Lazarus meetings. There were some big brains in the mix.

      “In fact, nematode-resistant tomatoes have a yield that’s six times the yield of their non-resistant cousins.” The stroke might have changed Artemis’ face, but it had done nothing to his faculties. “Nemaguard rootstock can be used for stone fruit and almond trees; Harmony and Freedom rootstock is what you want for grapes.” He was clearly enjoying his lecture. “Citrus trees growing on Troyer and Trifoliate rootstocks are resistant to the citrus nematode.”

      “Unfortunately, resistant varieties aren’t available for many crops and ornamentals.” Claire smiled up at her father. “But we’re not going to starve.”

      Artemis took a folder from someone off-screen. “Ten minutes. Just give me ten more minutes.” He turned back to the camera. “Dr. Sato’s running parallel tests on St. Simons Island off the Georgia coast. And before you ask, yes, the state in America, not the country.”

      Wow! Keiko Sato’s still alive!

      “We selected islands—as I’m sure you guessed, Mr. Frobisher—for precisely that reason.” He made air quotes with his fingers. “‘What if it all goes horribly wrong?’ We kill the Teff seeds, but kill everything else, too.”

      “Like the old lady who swallowed a fly.”

      “As you say, like the old lady. A parable for the ages.”

      Claire cut in. “We’re sending Mr. Frobisher into the southern swarm. He can cover more ground, use less fungal powder, and infect more cicadae than anyone else.”

      Someone in the back whooped.

      Claire shut them down with a single look. “With more cicadae infected, the swarm will mate itself to death at four times the speeds than we’ve achieved by sending in the middlers.”

      “How so?” Ron leaned forward in his chair.

      “They infect bugs on the periphery of the swarm thereby limiting their exposure.” She hit the space bar on her laptop. A map appeared next to Artemis’ face on the screen. “Here are the known swarms on Holyhead.” She had a laser pointer at the ready. “We’ve already successfully infected Swarm Buzzkill over by Port Dafarch, Swarm Whinypants in Penrhos, and Swarm Damnyou in Trearrdur Bay.” Her light drifted south on the map. “We saved the largest swarm…”

      The room erupted into laughter.

      Not what I was expecting.

      “Swarm Frobisher’s Favorites…”

      Ah. I get it.

      “…in Rhoscolyn for you. That was where they landed when they first came to the island. Obviously, they laid their eggs and moved on, which means these are third or fourth generation cicadae.”

      “Which is why the work at Porton Down was so important.” Artemis straightened his tie. In an international crisis, the man still wears a tie. “I’m sure you saw the vast array of tests that Professor Jem set in motion.”

      Okay, small slice of humble pie for me. Just small, mind you. “So, that’s my job? I go to Rhoscolyn and infect the bugs?”

      Claire nodded, her pointer shooting to the top of the map. “Then you’re off to Parc—” She dropped her head. The Welsh names were a mouthful. Ron read it off, but had no more idea how to pronounce it than she did. “The Parc to make sure it’s still clean. We’ve done our best to limit the range of the swarms, but they’re bugs. They go where they want to.”

      “Any more questions, Mr. Frobisher?” Artemis reached for the laptop, ready to sign off.

      “Then what?” They were talking about the tiniest stretch of land and mini-incursions. The world was on fire, and they were spritzing it with a water pistol.

      “Then you embark on a world tour, I’m happy to say.” Claire did him the courtesy of not smiling for that nugget of news.

      “We will fight, Mr. Frobisher, in the fields. In the towns. And on the beaches.” Ron recognized the Churchill knock off.

      “We shall outlive the menace…” That earned him smiles from both Claire and her father. It was curious how much of that famous speech fit their circumstance. “We will defend to the death our native soil.” His brain skipped over a couple of lines about the European countries that had fallen to the enemy. “We shall go on to the bitter end, be that on seas or beach or field. In the street, the hills, the valleys of this beautiful land, we shall bring all our strength and might and we shall never surrender.” He’d bungled most of the lines, but captured the meaning. “And while we battle on, the New World—far across the scudding seas—with all its powder and blight, will join the fray and together we will secure the victory that is ours.”

      The room exploded, people knocking over chairs as they stood and cheered.

      The end was really—no, this time really-really—in sight.

      Ron shook so many hands on his way out of the briefing tent that the muscles in his arm felt the strain.

      “‘Powder and blight,’ pretty funny.” Claire escorted him to a massive tent. The sign over the door read Transportation. All fantasies of tanks and Humvees evaporated as soon as they ducked into the shade of the interior. “Take your pick.”

      Bike racks lined the walls, sporting two-wheelers of all descriptions. He picked out a racing bike and checked it for height. “Got fungus for me?”

      “All in good time, Mr. Frobisher. We need to feed you before we send you into the fray.” She crooked her finger and Plank came running. “Make sure no one takes Mr. Frobisher’s bike for a spin. We won’t be long.”

      The chow tent was packed, his teenagers holding court with tales of fallen Bristol, dolphins in Cardigan Bay, and—with just a word here and there as he passed—gruesome tales of being kidnapped by Paul and Louise and held captive for weeks.

      Ron took a tray and, with great trepidation, accepted a bowl of stew. “Tell me it’s not rat meat.”

      “Good lord!” Claire rarely broke character. “What do you take us for?”

      “Talk to the people at Boscombe and Porton Down.” He took a seat, accepting the grateful thanks of more soldiers as they moved away, giving him and Claire space.

      “About Porton.” She placed her spoon carefully by the side of her steaming bowl. “I have bad news.”

      There were so many ways this conversation could go. Ron steeled himself for the worst.

      “There was a fire.”

      His spoon hit the side of his bowl on the way to the floor. The damage a fire like that could cause was incalculable.

      “It started in the sub-basement, I’m told.”

      A vision of poor Alice Dench, hooked up to too many machines, flashed through his mind. He’d left her there and now she was gone.

      “One of the long-term patients woke up.” Claire folded her hands in her lap. “Something to do with staff leaving and her not getting a sedative?”

      Pick it up. Just tell me. “How many casualties?”

      “Two.”

      Ron slumped in his chair, relief flooding his system. “That’s fantastic.”

      “The patient who set the fire. I have a case number for her, but not a name.”

      It couldn’t have been Alice. She was too far gone. But there were so many of them down there, it could have been any number of those poor women.

      “And your friend.”

      “No!” Ron shot to his feet. “Father Michael?”

      “Who?” Claire remained seated. “No, not that I heard.”

      Ron smacked back down on the bench. My friend? The Scottish Warrant Officer MacGunn? Geoffrey? Surely no one called Alan his friend.

      “I’m afraid Ann Pilkington was killed in the blast. I know you were friendly.”

      Ron retrieved his spoon, polished it on the hem of his shirt, and met Claire’s eyes. “She was no friend of mine.” The soup tasted doubly good, but he managed not to let the smile that was bubbling in his chest make it to his mouth. “Truth be told, she was friend to no man.”

      And that was the truest thing Ronald Frobisher had ever said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dr. Diana Stewart. Austin, Texas.

      

      

      

      Diana ended the call on the sat phone and leaned back on her chair, rolling her shoulders to relax them. She gazed out of the window over the green pasture that had been spared from the fire, and the pasture that had burned. Some trees hadn’t been killed by the heat and they’d be sprouting soon enough. Life was on the rebound.

      There was a tap on the door and Honey bounded in to greet her joyously, followed by Jesse. “Are you finished now, Mom?”

      “More or less, sweetheart.” She squished him in a hug, laughing as Honey pushed her way in between them to share the affection.

      “They’re making dinner and it won’t be long. Are you coming?” He dashed back to the door, Honey right beside him as always.

      “I’ll be right over. You go on ahead, okay?” He ran off, and she rubbed her eyes. Her head was starting to ache.

      “Somebody needs to stop working, from the look of it?” Ben came in and stood behind her, massaging the tightness out of her shoulders.

      “Ooh, that’s good.” She leaned her head back on him as the muscles unknotted. “Yeah, you can’t be a workaholic with three kids, a manic dog, and pay-as-you-go vision.” He stepped away, and she stretched and stood up. “Thank you. That’s much better.”

      He dropped a light kiss on her lips. “Ready for dinner?”

      “You offering to escort me?”

      He frowned. “Do you need me to?”

      “No, it’s purely for my own personal gratification.”

      “Oh, well, in that case…” He bowed and offered her his arm. “What’s the news from the Capitol?”

      “Keiko Sato says hi. The fungus is being deployed in areas the fires never reached, and seems to be doing a great job of wiping the bugs out. The nematodes are being rolled out in all the places we planted Teff, and hopefully they should clear it from the ground, which should allow the next generations of cicadas to go back to what they should be. It might take a couple of generations, but at least now that we have the antidote, they’re not so lethal.”

      Ben opened the front door and they made their way to the patio area a little way up the hill. “We’re eating outside tonight. Bud’s grilling.”

      “Lovely.” Diana went to the padded chairs they had constructed and sat down.

      “Hey, guys.” Patti was fussing around the side table preparing salad and boiled potatoes. “The kids coming?”

      “On their way.” Ben went to the side table and poured them both a glass of water. “Know what I’m looking forward to when we get everything running again? Ice. And ice cream.”

      Patti groaned. “Oh! Don’t mention ice cream! I’m getting cravings!”

      Diana grinned at Ben. “You and me both, Patti. You and me both.”

      Victor was shelling peas at the far side of the table. “And whiskey. A really good single malt would do me a world of good right now.”

      Diana didn’t correct him. Whiskey took years to make. Everyone was allowed their fantasies.

      “Ha!” Patti stole a pea from the bowl in front of Victor and popped it in her mouth. “These though…”

      “Yeah, just how did I end up shelling these?” He paused, peapod in hand. “Anna offered to do it, and I was supposed to be supervising. Now she’s nowhere in sight and I’m stuck with a whole bowl!”

      “It’ll do you good to be put to work for once!” Diana teased. “Earn your keep and all that.” Honey dashed in and wagged her way around the table. Diana scratched the hound’s head affectionately. “Here they come!” Jesse, Anna, and Lettie were dashing up the path.

      Anna was half a step ahead of Jesse. “I’m gonna win! I’m gonna win! Last one there is a rotten egg!”

      “Whatever!” Jesse huffed, but as they came to the top, he slowed a little so that he came in side by side with Lettie.

      “Hey! You cheated!” Anna yelled.

      “How can I cheat when I didn’t win?” His voice was infuriatingly matter-of-fact.

      “You’re not trying to win!” It outraged her every time.

      “I didn’t really want to.” Jesse assumed a lofty air, the behavioral equivalent of throwing gas on a bonfire.

      It got the usual fiery response from Little Miss Competitive. “But that’s cheating!”

      This being a common argument with them all, Diana jumped in before it flared up too much. “Hey guys. You hungry? Dinner will be ready soon.”

      “Yay!” Jesse jumped up and down so that Honey did too. “Yay, Honey, dinner soon!”

      Rachel joined them, coming up the hill at a more sober pace. “Smells good, Bud! I’m hungry as a horse! Reuben and I are almost done plotting out where the donkey house will go. Jenny is going to be so happy once she has a place of her own. She’s so sweet and soft, and Miles loves her—he’s like a different animal since we found her.”

      Patti went round the table setting plates out, and Bud set a huge plate of meat in the middle. It smelled mouthwateringly good, juicy and smoky. “Who wants pork?”

      “Me, please! I’m starving!” Jesse called out. “Dad, can I have two potatoes?”

      Ben laughed. “Check with Patti. There might not be enough.”

      “Auntie Patti? Pretty please? If there’s enough?” He fluttered his eyelashes at her outrageously.

      Patti winked, setting out the plates and put a second potato on his. “Come on everyone, let’s get this food while it’s hot.”

      “Thank you!”

      For a moment there was nothing but the clinking of cutlery on plates as the food was put out and people took their seats. Then Bud stood and raised his glass. “To absent friends and present loved ones.”

      Diana thought about Jesse’s father, and Sam and Henry, and Maiko Sato, and Jazz, and so many others. “Much love to you all, wherever you are,” she whispered, and raised her glass to their memory.

      Ben nudged her. “Did you want to make that other toast we discussed, or shall I?”

      A smile spread across her face, as unstoppable as sunrise. “I’ll do it.” She stood up. “One more today, if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course, Di.” Bud took his seat, and everyone looked up at her.

      “To the families we’ve made for ourselves—the people around this table who we know and love and…” She let it hang in the air for a moment, “the one we have yet to meet.”

      There was a confused silence for two seconds. Rachel was the first to realize what it meant. “Oh, I’m gonna have a sister?”

      “Or brother.”

      Rachel erupted out of her chair and flung her arms around Diana. “I can’t believe it! I’m so pleased!”

      Patti and Bud exclaimed joyously, and Kyle and Cooper came around to clap Ben on the back. Victor’s eyes shone and Anna nodded playfully. “Babies are soooooooo cuuuuuuute!”

      Diana looked to see what Jesse’s reaction was. He was eating. She went and crouched next to him. “You okay, Jesse?”

      “I’m all good.”

      “About the baby?”

      He paused in cutting up his potato. “We’re gonna have a baby?”

      “You’ll have a little brother or sister.”

      He took a mouthful and chewed thoughtfully. “Can we have a brother? There’s a ton of girls here already.”

      “I’m not sure it works like that, exactly.” Diana hid a smile. Behind her, Ben edged over to listen in.

      “No, it’ll be good. I’ll have a little brother and we can call him Adam. Then Dad can show him how to ride a bike and we can have races and stuff. I’ll even let him play with Honey if he’s good. But not all the time though, sometimes she can just play with me.”

      “Adam, eh? I guess you’ve got it all sorted out, then!” Diana chuckled.

      “Uh huh.” Jesse swallowed his mouthful. “Dad, did you see? Auntie Patti said I could have two potatoes!”

      “Big day all round, huh?” Ben got to his feet and held his hand out to help Diana up.

      “Yeah, the best!” Jesse waved his fork at his plate, then stuffed another chunk of spud in his mouth with a look of bliss.

      “One should always celebrate these things,” Diana murmured to Ben.

      He raised his glass to her. “Two potatoes, my love!”

      And Diana laughed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Anayeli Alfaro. Missoula, Montana.

      

      

      Anayeli bolted upright and scrambled to her knees, ready to get her feet under her and run. Then she processed whose figure it was in the shadows beside the pallet that served as her bed, and whose voice had woken her. That Cricket was at her feet, wagging his tail.

      “Andrew. You scared me.” Nothing like stating the obvious as her heart eased itself back to a more normal rhythm.

      “I’m sorry. Everything’s okay. I should’ve let you sleep. But I thought you’d want to be the first to see it.” He held out a folded sheet of paper—newsprint.

      “It’s done? It’s ready?” If she hadn’t already been sitting up, she would’ve shot out of her blankets all over again. Instead, she made grabby hands at Andrew and he smiled—actually smiled—as he passed it to her.

      “Above the fold and everything!” It was a joke only Sid would’ve laughed at, if Sid were still alive to be her editor, because of course her story was the top story on the front page: it was the only story. And yet. She’d never worked so hard on an article in her life and to see it in honest to goodness print did something to her.

      Her eyes stung, and she had to put the paper down so she wouldn’t cry on it, Papa’s voice whispering in her ear. Vive. Escribe. She’d done it. She’d done all the things Papa would have wanted her to. She’d told Papa’s story the way Mama had asked her to.

      It was all possible because it turned out Larry had been pulling Anayeli’s leg, much to everyone else’s great amusement. Everyone who hadn’t ridden over a hundred miles to get to Missoula on the hope of finding a working press there, anyway.

      Larry might not have had a generator to run the Big Red Monster, the Missoulian’s former printing press, but he had better than that. He’d told her as much the instant after he’d scuppered her hopes the day before—or maybe it had been two days? She’d lost all track of time, had no idea how long she’d been asleep or what time of day it even was. Most days were so dim, it might as easily be dawn as dusk. However long ago it had been, Larry had insisted she go out with him to the big metal Quonset hut behind his creeptastic trailer, and when he’d thrown open the doors, she’d practically fallen off Fortune. She hadn’t even minded when the entire posse cracked up over it. Laughter was hard to come by.

      “Larry showed her the door all right!” Gambler had wheezed and she’d realized half their bets had been jokes and all her suspicion had been wrong. Which was fine.

      In fact, everything was better than fine as soon as she saw what was in the Quonset hut. The collection of junked tractors and cars the man had stashed in his yard should have been her first clue. Because it turned out that not only did Larry have his own junkyard, he owned a whole collection of printing presses. Not just the Big Red Monster or others of its ilk, but really old ones, too. The kind that didn’t need electricity to run and, to hear Larry tell it, had once printed out Revolutionary War treatises. He also had rolls and rolls of newsprint.

      She’d spent the rest of that day and night writing her story, scrawling it in pencil on scratch paper, laying out what she knew Matreus had done and why, citing what sources she had. Then, in a separate feature, she’d set out a list of practical tips to combat the cicadas and the smoke, explaining how some people were immune and others weren’t, and using the colored wristbands from the Sacramento evacuation center as evidence. She wondered what had become of Talia and Nurse Kerry and the others who had survived the evacuation center and whom she had left behind in Salt Lake City. So many lives had been changed so drastically.

      She looked up from the paper and found Andrew watching her—another life that had been completely altered.

      “It looks good, doesn’t it.” He was still smiling. “You happy with it?”

      “Beyond happy.” Happy wasn’t really the right word. Fulfilled, maybe. Not that she was going to quibble over word choice with Andrew. “Thank you for helping me. Without you I never could have—” Her throat tightened and she couldn’t get out the rest of what she wanted to say.

      If Andrew noticed she had gotten all tongue-tied, he didn’t let on. “We need to talk about distribution. Larry’s asking. Needs to know how many to print.” With each word he spoke, the smile incrementally vanished from Andrew’s face.

      “Distribution?” Every time she crossed one hurdle, there was another. “I don’t know. I guess I thought I’d keep riding? Give the paper to any survivors I find?” It sounded stupid and improbable and so very small when she said it aloud, when the whole point had been to go big.

      “I thought your mom wanted you back at the compound.”

      “Yeah, but…” She didn’t know how else to spread the news, if she wasn’t going to be the one to do it.

      “Earl’s made an offer.”

      “Earl?” As soon as she spoke the name, her brain called up the memory of who it belonged to. Cowboy Hat, leader of the posse.

      “The other riders are on board with it too.” Andrew was backing his way in to telling her whatever had been offered or agreed upon while she’d been asleep, and she didn’t like it.

      “On board with what?”

      “We can’t do it all ourselves, Anayeli. You can organize it, but then you have to let others share the burden. You’ve already risked—” Andrew ran his hand along the back of his neck, hooking his dog tag chain and repositioning it before fingering each of the tags that dangled from it in turn. Two tags—two little symbols of death—and something else. There was a third object dangling from the chain, that he kept messing with. “Your mom, Carlota, Ernesto, Bailey Rae, they’re expecting you back.”

      “Right.” She drew out the word the way Carlota would, squinting at him to make her skepticism plain. “Why don’t you just tell me what is going on?”

      “They’ve offered to go in teams of two riders. Each team will take the paper a hundred miles in a different direction, and then hopefully find someone else to take the rest even further. Like a relay, only without knowing there’s another runner waiting.”

      “Like a modern Pony Express?” The image of a rider in a cowboy hat atop a pony galloping hard came up in her memory, though she couldn’t remember where she’d seen it. The design on a commemorative quarter, maybe?

      Andrew gave an almost-smile. “Something like that.”

      “Okay.”

      Andrew shook his head, and she imagined his brain had made the record scratch sound. “Okay? Just like that?” He’d clearly been expecting more of a fight.

      Anayeli nodded. “Yeah. Just like that. It’s better than my plan.”

      “Huh.” Andrew seemed stunned, which made her wonder just how much like Carlota she really was, running around, intimidating everybody.

      “This way I’ll have time to head up to the radio station and see what the situation is there, and the riders can bring back news and I can put it in the next paper.”

      “The next paper?”

      It wasn’t until Andrew echoed what she said that she realized that’s what she wanted to do. She’d promised Mama she’d be back, but she didn’t want to fight to stay at the Curtis family compound and live under Greg’s thumb. She didn’t want to help Grangela replant her garden or help Greg rebuild the compound gate or join Dale and Brandon on hunting parties. She wanted to help people in the only way she could. Not just her familia, but todo la gente, the way Mama had said, the way Papa would have wanted. “Yeah, I think I want to stay here. Keep writing. Keep doing broadcasts, if I can figure out how.”

      “I wish I’d known that. Before.” Andrew didn’t even sound like himself, his voice low and graveled with something she’d never heard in his tone. Looking at it from his perspective, she could see why he might be upset. She wouldn’t have relished riding all the way back to the compound alone, either.

      “I’m sorry.” She really was. “I know you want to go back to the compound, but I only just realized— I never really thought it would be possible to stay here. To work here.”

      “Anayeli, I—” He swallowed hard, and she was sure he was going to give her an earful about why she couldn’t stay. But that wasn’t what he said at all when he finally spoke. “I’ll tell Larry and Earl you’re on board with the Pony Express idea.” He tucked his dog tags back under his shirt and just like that, he was gone, his back disappearing among the other printing presses as he wove back toward the one Larry had decided to use.

      They tackled the journey to the radio station after the teams of the Posse Express left for their first one-hundred-mile run, their saddle bags stuffed with paper and meager rations. The posse’s goal was to make it back to Missoula in one week’s time. They’d collect information along the way, and Anayeli would make whatever they brought back into the next issue of what she’d taken to calling the Apocalyptic Times. In the meanwhile, she’d start broadcasting.

      According to Larry, it would’ve taken maybe fifteen minutes to get from his place back to Missoula proper and then across town to where the University of Montana sat. “A nice little commute,” was how he put it. But the ten miles took Anayeli, Andrew, and Larry more like two hours on horseback and bicycle. Larry was faster than the horses, but every time they trotted to catch up with him, Anayeli couldn’t stop from running the calculus on whether more time in the smoke was better than more exertion, or the other way around, balanced by the fact there wasn’t really any way to get the horses out of the gross air anyway. She knew she didn’t like the sound of Andrew’s cough, which had come back with the smoke, or the way Fortune would get to blowing hard after what seemed like the shortest trot.

      Finally, they made it to the bridge across the river and rode onto campus—its brick buildings set against a stark hillside, a huge M outlined in white on Mount Sentinel above. They all had their weapons at the ready, but they hadn’t ridden far when it became clear the campus was abandoned, the trees lining the drive stripped as bare as if it were already fall.

      “Never was big on broadcast journalism myself.” Larry gave a shrug, then pointed. “But the PAR/TV Center is where we want to go. Guaranteed they have an emergency generator system, so we’ll try getting it cycled back up and see what happens.”

      Anayeli had no idea what Larry was talking about, but she liked the sound of it, and given his love of tinkering on old things, she had a good feeling he’d be able to do whatever ‘cycling’ was required to get her on the air.

      When they got to the building they wanted, they found its main doors still intact.

      “Well, this is a trick.” Larry fiddled with the handles, as if they might suddenly unlock themselves.

      Andrew slid off Spot and stepped forward. “I know how to pick locks.” He pulled out the Leatherman Dale had included in his stash of supplies and held Spot’s reins out for Anayeli.

      “What, are you some kind of criminal mastermind?” Anayeli meant it as a joke, but Andrew didn’t take it that way.

      “It was part of my military training.” He crouched in front of the door, letting out several dry coughs as he did, and Anayeli sent up a little prayer that he could make short work of the lock. The smoke seemed worse than it had when they’d set out, but maybe it was just that they’d been out in it for so long.

      While Andrew worked, she went over what she would say in her broadcast, if she got the chance to make it. She wished there were some way to guarantee Mama and the others at the Curtis family compound were listening, so they would know she’d made it and was safe, but all she could do was hope that Greg had managed to get one of his burned-up radios to work, and then that someone was monitoring the radio and had it tuned to the Missoula station. It seemed too much to hope, especially since there hadn’t been a working radio there when she and Andrew had left.

      There was a click from the lock, and then the snick of the latch. “Got it!” Andrew pulled the door open and held it.

      “Nicely done!” Larry gave Andrew one of those back slaps that seemed more intended to cause pain than be congratulatory and then wheeled his bike inside.

      “I’ll stay here with the horses.” Andrew reached out a hand for the reins.

      “No. We’ll bring them in.” It felt like a breach of a million different rules to lead the horses inside a university building, but Anayeli went for it, refusing to look over her shoulder to gauge Andrew’s reaction. “No sense in you all being out in the smoke if you don’t have to.”

      Anayeli could swear she felt the hum before Larry came hurrying down the hall to where she and Andrew were waiting with the horses. Her first thought was the toxicadas were back, but when she whirled to look down the hallway and to the doors they’d entered through, there was nothing outside but the haze of smoke, none of the vile creatures slamming themselves against the glass.

      “She’s up and running for you!” The man was too stoic to ever beam with happiness—but excitement still radiated from him.

      “You got it working? The radio?” It was too good to believe—too much going right after so much wrong. She needed a moment to switch gears from cicada attack mode to Reporter Anayeli.

      “That’s what I said, isn’t it?” Larry hooked a thumb over his shoulder, gesturing toward the studio. “Get on in there.”

      She handed off Fortune’s reins to Andrew and flashed him a smile, waiting for the two thumbs up he usually gave her before a broadcast.

      He didn’t give them, though. Instead, he caught her hand in his and gave it the smallest of squeezes before pinning her with a long look. “I’m proud of you. Now get going, girl.” Still her lucky talisman.

      She slid into the seat at the control panel and as Cricket curled at her feet, it felt like coming home in a way Anayeli hadn’t expected, like settling into the place where she fit, where she made sense, where she had a purpose. Even more, as she laid out the contents of the first issue of the Apocalyptic Times, she found a place to spend her grief, a place to direct the fury that had been burning her from the inside out. When she finished her broadcast, it was with a promise to do more of them, and an entreaty. “Look for my riders. They’re coming. They have news for you. They want what news you have. And they need your help to keep the news spreading. We’ve already survived this long, but with each other’s help we can do more than survive: we can live again. We can beat the cicadas back, and if you want to help, if you want to do more, you tell my riders.” To her own ears, she sounded like some cult figure, a zealot preaching of riders spreading the good news. But people needed leaders, and they needed hope. More than that, the best cure for hopelessness was action, and the more people who took action against the cicadas, the more they’d help everyone. She could give people the information they needed—which meant she wasn’t finished yet.

      “This is La Reina de Corazones, signing off with a special message for mi familia: we’re safe, the story is out, the news is on the way, but I’m staying here for now. Te quiero mucho.” She flicked a glance out to where the horses stood in the hallway, their heads drooping as they dozed next to Andrew. He was wide awake though, watching her as she made her broadcast. He gave her two thumbs up and her heart twinged.

      She hated that he was going to leave and head back to the compound, but he’d agreed to come on the premise that they’d be going back to Thompson Falls. They hadn’t talked about staying and she couldn’t—wouldn’t—make him. Her purpose wasn’t his, no matter how much she liked his company. To make things worse, she’d have to let him take Spot and Manteca and Fortune with him. He’d need two horses just in case, and Fortune wouldn’t stand for being left behind. Even more, Anayeli knew the compound was better equipped for taking care of the horses. She’d be able to find a bicycle to use for transportation somewhere—it was a college town, after all. Decided, she turned back to the microphone, and added one last message for her family, so they’d know to expect Andrew, without giving his name away to anyone who might still care he’d gone AWOL. “And mi queridos, keep your eyes to the east—your guard is coming home. Over and out.”

      She switched off the microphone and stood. Cricket was already at the door, letting out a low whine. “What is it, buddy?”

      “Anayeli!” Andrew barged through the door, the horses just behind him. “Get back on.” He pointed toward the microphone. “Tell them I’m not coming.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Tell them I’m staying. Tell them I don’t want to go back.” It was the most direct Andrew had ever been, the first time he’d flat out opposed something she’d said. She liked it, even if she was confused by it.

      “But going back was always the plan.”

      “Not for me it wasn’t.”

      Her mouth dropped open and her voice, when it came out, was small. “It wasn’t? But—” She struggled to get the right words. “You’re family.”

      “Is the compound home to you?”

      “Well, no, but…”

      “Don’t you get it, then, Yeli? The compound isn’t home to me either.” He tugged at his dog tag chain again, as if he wanted to show it to her, but before he could pull it all the way out from under his shirt, Larry’s voice boomed in the hallway.

      “We’ve got trouble, kids. Time to go!”

      The air outside was choking and so thick with smoke she could barely see ten feet ahead of her, but she couldn’t stop, she couldn’t turn back, she couldn’t slow down. From somewhere ahead, Cricket barked, the sharp warning bark that meant ‘pay attention,’ or else ‘trouble,’ and she used it to guide her through the gloom.

      As soon as they’d gotten outside the PAR/TV center, she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. The fire had arrived at Missoula’s outskirts, its orange glare a bold highlight creeping over the mountains ringing the southeastern edge of the valley. They had time, but not much, if the fire was moving as fast as the ones in California had. And if it hit the Teff fields before they’d gotten past… She couldn’t think about it.

      Larry had raced ahead on his bike, not bothering to wait for them, Cricket tearing off after him. Even Anayeli could hardly wait long enough for Andrew to get settled in the saddle before she was kicking Fortune into a trot, the fastest she dared to go on the pavement.

      It was too much smoke, and the farther they rode from campus, the more heat gusted over them. She debated turning back for the radio station, but it was too late for that. Besides, there was food at Larry’s place. There were tools and blankets and supplies. It was where the Posse Express would return to, assuming they made it back. But more than that: there were the printing presses. They had to protect the press.

      They crossed the bridge and rode hard, keeping the water between them and the fire for as long as they could, until they were through town and the river veered away from them and they were out in the fields. They were so close, but they had to get past the Teff fields before the fire did, and Andrew was somewhere behind her, the faintest shadow darkening the gloom even more, a cough coming through the haze. “You okay, Andrew?”

      “Yeah, I’m good. Keep going. Faster.” He let out a cough that sounded worse than before. Their masks were old. Maybe they weren’t working anymore.

      She urged Fortune on, afraid the horse might slip on the pavement but more afraid of what the smoke meant, and what it might be doing to the horse’s lungs, and to Andrew’s. The next time she checked behind her, the smoke had thickened and Andrew and Spot had disappeared into it, swallowed whole. “Andrew?” There was no answer. She reined Fortune in, listening hard for hoofbeats, and heard nothing. “Andrew!” In the next silence she heard it: the oxygen sucking roar of the fire.

      In the next instant, Spot careened out of the haze—riderless.

      “Andrew!” She’d only ever screamed as loud when Papa had gone down in the flames. Fortune wanted to gallop after Spot, but Anayeli yanked the horse around and kicked her back the direction they’d come, screaming Andrew’s name, her heart in her throat. She’d sworn never again, that none of her people would die on her watch, but as she dug her heels into Fortune’s side, the air around them grew hotter, the smoke turning from gray to black and then there was nothing but a wall of orange before them. Lying on the ground directly in its path, was Andrew.

      There was not a single thought in Anayeli’s head. There was only muscle and action and movement and sound—screaming, as she called Andrew’s name, and Cricket barking, barking, barking. She leaped off Fortune, but clung to the horse’s reins. There would be no hope at all if she let go and Fortune bolted. The instant she touched down, she was running for Andrew, Fortune on one side, Cricket on the other, pulling at her pants.

      He was alive when she reached him, on his hands and knees, coughing. “No.” He pointed in the direction they’d been traveling. “Get going.” His voice was the barest rasp, hardly audible over the devouring flames bearing down on them.

      “Absolutely not. Get up this instant.” She yanked at his arm, but he didn’t budge.

      The heat from the coming flames was unbearable and yet she withstood it. The flames flared, coming closer every second, and every fiber of her body screamed at her to run. Instead, she pulled at Andrew again, levering his arm up and over her shoulder while Cricket nipped at his heels and barked, nipped again and barked. “Andrew, por favor! I’m not leaving you here.”

      “Yeli. Take this.” The infuriating man reached for his dog tags again, coughing the entire time.

      “Not today, güey.” She tugged on him again and he staggered forward, losing his grip on the dog tags. He’d been obsessed with them all day. “Not doing this without you.”

      “Save yourself.”

      “No. It’s all of us or none of us.” There must’ve been something in her voice, or else he realized she was entirely serious, or else they both got one of those adrenaline spikes that turned people into superhumans because they started moving then. Faster and faster until they were running, and it didn’t matter that she’d accidentally let go of Fortune’s reins because the horse was running with them anyway.

      It was days and days later, after most of the valley and half the town had been burned out, after the fire had blackened its way to the riverbank and then died, after the first pair of Posse Express riders returned, that Anayeli rode back to make another broadcast. Andrew had insisted on coming too, and when they reached the spot, they both knew it for what it was. The place where somehow they had survived. It must’ve been a chance gust of wind, perhaps, or a miracle from God. She’d never know what caused it, only that the fire had veered away from them, drawn toward the Teff fields, and given them another chance.

      She stared at the line where the fire had stopped and the charred black ash remained.

      “Yeli.” Andrew was fussing with his dog tags again, but something about his voice made her stop herself from chiding him or rolling her eyes. “Did you mean what you said about me being family?”

      “Por supuesto.” The Spanish came on instinct, her answer immediate. “Of course.”

      “And the other part, too? About not doing this without me?” He wouldn’t look at her, just kept turning the dog tags over and over in his hand. He was backing his way into something again, putting out feelers first.

      Still. She remembered how he’d burst into the radio studio and told her to get back on and tell everyone he wasn’t coming. “Yeah, I meant that part too.”

      He found her gaze then, and held his closed fist out to her. “I want you to have this.” He waited until she held her open palm out, and then he set his hand in hers and opened it.

      Something fell into her grasp, and he took his hand away. It wasn’t dog tags, but a ring. A narrow gold band, with a tiny blue stone.

      “My grandmother’s. My family. I want it to be yours—” His throat worked. “I want you to be my family, if you’ll have me.”

      It was the stupidest thing to do when the world had fallen apart, but it was another thing that felt right, like settling into the place she was meant to be. Like coming home again. So, she did the only thing that was worth doing in the middle of an apocalypse: she put the ring on and let love in.
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        Ron Frobisher. Abergavenny, Wales, United Kingdom.

      

      

      

      As it turned out, fungal fairy dust and plant-eating nematodes weren’t the only weapons in their arsenal. The Lazarus group was in touch with tiny pockets of scientists dotted around the globe, and were piecing together a comprehensive scheme to beat back the double-threat to humanity. Captain Vivienne Alva rode the ocean waves, dispensing bug-killing justice, while Claire Moone ran the land-bound op like the boss she was.

      Ron parked his chair at the edge of Swarm Haid and watched the cicadas, their abdomens already plugged up with the powder that would kill them. Once he was done gloating—and he gloated several times each day—he sketched out a plan for the coming months. He was going to be on the road, that couldn’t be helped. He wasn’t the only human on the planet who was immune, but they were a rare breed, and he intended to do his part. But while on his Farewell to Buzzilla Tour—as Claire called it—he needed to make a couple of stops.

      He worked and reworked the list, adding and deleting names several times over. In the old days, he could have shot off a couple of emails—or, when he felt like talking, made a phone call—to express his thanks. But most of the people who’d helped him along the way didn’t have clean water, let alone radios. When he was satisfied that he had the definitive list, he folded the paper, stashed it with his pencil, and crunched through the carpet of bugs to his motorbike.

      One of the great benefits of being allied with the army was access to gas. Claire had drawn him a map of depots around the country—places no civilians would think to look—with assurances that he could tank up as often as he liked. Gasoline might be a finite supply, but as a one-percenter, he had rations on top of his rations.

      He stashed his folding chair, donned his N95 mask and helmet, and revved up. The dial was too close to the E and he was anxious to get to his next stop. He flew past the hedges, dodging wrecks and weaving through detritus, arriving at the military base before lunchtime.

      “Ron Frobisher, attached to the Lazarus Group. Here to tank up and fill my panniers.”

      The guard at the gates scanned Ron’s papers, but it was a formality. Everyone knew his name. “Take the main road to the stop sign sir, two rights, and the petrol stand will be on your left.”

      A functioning vehicle, even in an army base, was enough of an anomaly that soldiers stopped as he sped on by. The single gas pump was locked, but there was a cheery fellow close by who chattered away as he filled Ron’s tank. “They say it’s only a matter of months now. Is that right, sir?”

      “Could be.” Reports of the fungus’ success had made the rounds and everywhere he went he heard tales of cicada husks being ground up and shaken over virgin ground. The idea being, the fungus—which lived as the cicadae died—would infect the next generation of emerging cicadae.

      “And the fires are out, right?” He tapped the nozzle a couple of times. “All that talk of choking to death. I tell you. Had me right scared.”

      “As far as I know, there are no new fires.” There was still a massive blaze, somewhere in Irkutsk—which meant there were fires in all kinds of places that the Lazarus group hadn’t heard about—but the gas attendant wanted good news, not bad. “Point me in the direction of the mess hall?”

      “Ah, lunch is over sir.”

      “Quartermaster’s stores?”

      The guy pointed down an avenue. “Straight for a mile and it’ll be in Building B. Ground floor.”

      Ron mounted his bike and took off.

      The quartermaster, a solid man in his fifties with a handlebar moustache, inspected Ron’s paperwork for several minutes before handing it back. “All seems to be in order. What can I do for you, Mr. Frobisher?”

      It was a long shot, but there was no harm in asking. “Sugar?”

      “One pound bag do you?” He talked over his shoulder as he walked back through the shelves.

      “Any chance I can have two?” He was a hero, why not ask for more?

      “Two it is.”

      “There isn’t any chocolate left, is there?”

      “Cooking chocolate. I’ve got three bars left. I can offer you one.”

      “Great!” Ron stashed a pound of sugar in each of his panniers. “Coffee? Tea! Yes, tea.”

      “Now you’re talking. Tetley’s or PG Tips?”

      That was a no-brainer. He’d been around enough Britons not to get that wrong. “PG Tips.”

      Ron kept on asking and the quartermaster kept on delivering wonder after wonder. The two men shook hands, Ron giddy with his spoils and the officer beaming with pride. “You’re a national treasure, Mr. Frobisher. We can’t thank you enough.”

      “Just doing my duty, sir.” He lifted the panniers, stuffed to the gills, and made his way to his motorbike. News of his arrival had spread and there was a kind of honor guard to see him to the gate. Being a national hero wasn’t a bad gig.

      The center of Abergavenny had been cleared of bodies. He jetted to the chapel, retrieved a box of PG Tips, and tucked them by the front door. He didn’t bother knocking. The ladies had seen enough trauma and the thank you was baked into the deed itself.

      The road to Llanarth Court was a dream, the trees in leaf and the river just as burbly-bubbly as ever. He turned under the arch of the gate house, the familiar bite of gravel almost song like to his ears.

      Davith was on the porch, chatting to his boy. The two of them turned in unison, Davith shouting through the front door. “Mother! Get out here! He came back.”

      The front doors opened, Gwyneth flying down the steps and throwing her arms around Ron’s neck. “You’re a bad boy. Going away like that without telling us. I almost had me a heart attack.” She planted a kiss on his cheek the second he’d removed his helmet.

      Davith shook his hand, pumping it ten times longer than he needed to. “I knew! I said. Didn’t I say? I said you’d be okay!”

      “Well.” Gwyneth looped her arm through his. “Rhian has some nettle soup on the go.” She pulled him close and whispered. “It’s not her best, mind, but we don’t complain. She’s a good girl.”

      “Carwyn!” Ron paused at the bottom of the steps. “Would you bring the panniers in for me?”

      The entry hall had been polished to a gleam, the marble so smooth you could practically see your reflection in it. The ward off to the right had been converted into a kind of game room, with a ping-pong table in the center of the room and card tables scattered about the place.

      “We’ve been using the dining room.” Gwyneth opened the double doors with a flourish. “What do you say to that?” The best china had been laid out, along with the family silver. Crystal goblets graced each setting, and there were four pitchers of water lined up in the center of the table.

      “I think it’s a setting fit for a king.”

      Carwyn set the panniers at Ron’s feet.

      “Mrs. Jones.” He took her by both arms and steered her into the chair at the top of the table. “It’s not a stretch to say you were instrumental in saving most of Wales and, I’d bet good money, most of the south coast of England.”

      “Be away with you.” She slapped at him with her dishtowel, but blushed all the same.

      “Close your eyes.”

      The patients—well, former patients, they all looked hale and hearty—pushed into the dining room behind Davith.

      “Hold out your hands.”

      Gwyneth dutifully held her hands out.

      Ron plunked a box of PG Tips into her lap. The gasp from the crowd was a gale force expression of delight. “You can open them now.”

      Gwyneth burst into tears, covering her face with her hands. “Father! We can have a cup of tea with our breakfast!”

      “Close them again.” Ron wasn’t sure he could top the tea surprise, but he was determined to give it a try. He pushed a couple of batteries aside and went for the cooking chocolate. “Okay, open them again.”

      Gwyneth almost choked, the sobs came so hard. “It’s too much. You can’t. I can’t. Oh, Ron Frobisher, what are you about?”

      The rest of the unboxing was as much fun, goods that they hadn’t seen for months piling up on the dining room table.

      “There’s candles! Batteries. Oh, Father, would you look. Flour!” Gwyneth covered her mouth with her dishtowel, eyes brimming with tears.

      “What?” Ron could feel a question coming.

      “You don’t have any yeast, by any chance?”

      Ron let his smile fade, curling his bottom lip over his top in mock disappointment.

      “Oh! No! Don’t feel bad. It was a terrible thing to ask. Look at all these impossible things. I’m more grateful than I could ever say.”

      Ron dipped into the bag and produced four packets of yeast and a can of powdered custard.

      Gwyneth blubbered some more, laughing between the tears. “I said it before and I was right; you’re a very bad man, Ron Frobisher.”

      Everyone wanted a part of him, drilling into his story, asking a million questions. “Yes, it’s almost over. Yes, there’s an antidote. Yes, they’ll be back, but never in those numbers and we’ll never not be ready again.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Ron saw Mr. Hardy—he of the Magna Carta trade—hovering by the door. There was only one way to deal with the question and that was head on. Ron took the room in a couple of strides and pulled the man into a clearing. “Give it up for another local hero!” He clapped as vigorously as he could. “Without Mr. Hardy’s boat, the D’Urberville, I wouldn’t have made it to Holyhead in time to stamp out the Rhoscolyn Swarm.” They didn’t need to know Claire’s name for the megaswarm, it most certainly was not Frobisher’s Favorite. “If that swarm hadn’t been brought under control, we’d have been looking at another year, perhaps more, of work to get where we are now.”

      The applause was real and the congratulations heartfelt.

      “Where is she?” Mr. Hardy kept his voice low, but it was clear—having been on his luxury yacht and seen firsthand what good care he took of her—that he loved that little cruiser.

      “I had to trade her for a radio.”

      Hardy backed into the wall, ashen faced.

      “Without the radio I wouldn’t have found the team working on swarm eradication and without me, they’d still be clearing Holyhead and not much more.” It was a bit of an exaggeration; they’d deputized scores of teams up and down the country and the cicadae were humping themselves to death in record numbers. “I know it’s a blow, Mr. Hardy, but you did your duty, and I did mine, and when the smoke clears, I’ll put a flea in the president’s ear about the role you played in this gargantuan effort.”

      Grief and pride battled it out across Mr. Hardy’s face.

      “And now that the world is going to be put to rights, you’re going to be a very, very rich man.” Ron left Hardy smiling in a corner and marched back to the dining room table where an ecstatic Gwyneth was planning dinner.

      And what a dinner it was. The deer was dressed to perfection, the gravy thickened as it hadn’t been for months, the roasted potatoes piled high in golden pyramids, and Rhian’s nettle soup banished to the dust heap of memory.

      The candles were spaced apart, leaving pools of dark at regular intervals, but the mood of the place was so light and bright, they didn’t need more illumination.

      “Carwyn bagged this himself.” Davith carved the roast, handing plates down the table like an avuncular schoolmaster. “The potatoes are local, as are the greens. Can’t get finer than Welsh kale. It’s the soil, see?”

      The meat practically fell off the fork, the roasted potatoes were crisp on the outside and fluffy on the inside, and the kale—which would have found its way to the bin in times gone by—wasn’t too bad. Ron wasn’t too proud to admit that he’d missed real food. He lifted his plate when he was done and licked it clean.

      “There now!” Gwyneth elbowed Rhian. “That’s a compliment, that is!”

      The two women bustled into the kitchen as the plates were cleared and returned with a cake, miniature candles dotted around the side.

      “For he’s a jolly good fellow!” Davith started the song.

      Everyone joined in, standing to toast Ron while the cake was presented. “And so say all of us.”

      “It’s a prune cake, but don’t let the name fool you. It’s something else. Almost like a plum pudding! I didn’t think we’d see the like…” She cut the cake into wafer thin slices, passing the custard boat to the right.

      Ron was neither a prune nor a custard guy, but he smacked his lips and rubbed his belly and was halfway to convincing himself that it was going to be a feast for the senses. Until he tried it. See, now? That’s what you get for being close minded and cynical. “That is divine!” As advertised, the prunes tasted nothing like the shriveled fruit his mother used to press on him and the custard hit all the right notes. Once again, he polished off his serving and, with a theatrical flourish, licked that plate clean, too.

      He had his own room, complete with clean sheets and a wash basin. He wanted a shower, but the food… The food made him sleepy in the best way. He kicked off his boots, lay down, and slept a deep and dreamless sleep.

      He woke to sunlight, bread rolls, and real coffee. The house had been in motion for hours and he was the last to the breakfast table. Gwyneth insisted on serving him herself and sat at his side, regaling him with tales of all he’d missed. There were engagements, hunting parties, trips to Abergavenny to clear the streets. She recounted the tale of Ron Frobisher in the Meat Locker, which a neighbor had told her after hearing it from the town crier. In the tale, Ron had gained the strength of ten men and the skill of a gladiator. They might as well have thrown in alligator wrestling or fire juggling it was so extreme.

      “You don’t have to go, you know.” She rested her hand on his. “You’re like a son to us. Both of us. Davith, too. And a brother to Carwyn.”

      Ron folded his napkin and set it by his plate. “I won’t be gone for long. You’ll see me again.” He didn’t know when, so he didn’t make any promises. “How about we say goodbye here and you let me slip away? No fuss. It’s better that way.”

      Gwyneth shrugged, her smiled fixed in place as she brushed away the tears. “Bydded i Dduw eich bendithio a'ch cadw holl ddyddiau eich bywyd. Boed i chi gerdded yn ôl ei draed ac adnabod ei gariad dwyfol.”

      Ron squeezed her hands, moved by words he didn’t understand. He wasn’t a tramorwr anymore. Whatever had been foreign before was family now.

      “May God bless and keep you all the days of your life. May you walk in His footsteps and know His divine love.” Gwyneth covered her face with her apron as Ron slipped away.

      He gathered up his panniers, empty of all treasures, and eased the front door open.

      “Surprise!”

      The inhabitants of Llanarth Court—most of them imports and stragglers, people who’d been fleeing death—lined the steps, hands on hearts and heads bowed.

      Once again, Davith led the singing, this time in Welsh, the harmonies lush and layered. Ron knew three, maybe four words of Welsh, but the song which rose and fell in massive choral sweeps made his throat close and his eyes sting. By the end of the third verse, he’d let go of the notion that he wasn’t moved and he wept, openly, for the lost, the bereaved, and the hope that their tomorrow was brighter than ever before.

      When the song faded to silence, Ron made a point of shaking every hand, and though not a word was spoken, much was said.

      And that’s how it went, up and down the British highways. Ron stocked his bags and descended on the homes, the pubs, and the tents of all the people who’d shown him even the smallest kindness. Interspersed, of course, with the wholesale slaughter of the swarms that had plagued the land.

      Southampton was the last stop on his tour. He arrived, nut brown and wind burned, and made his way to the Duck & Downer, where it had all begun. He didn’t know what day it was, but the arrangement allowed for hiccups in their mutual itineraries. Whoever got there first would mark the door with a discrete X in the lower left corner, then return each day until their paths collided.

      The X was there, sending a thrill through Ron that he’d more than halfway been expecting. She’d made it, and he couldn’t have been more glad. He waited until the sun dipped below the rooftops, then made his way to the rundown hotel where he’d holed up after the debacle in the Bay of Biscay.

      His sleep was of a kind these days, deeply restful and restorative. He woke at dawn, showered in freezing English water, shaved off his beard, and headed for the dockland pub.

      Gweirful strained at the leash, whimpering when she spotted him. He bent low and held out his arms, scooping her up when she smacked into his chest. “Who’s a good girl, then?”

      She wiggled and yipped, throwing her head over his shoulder. When he finally put her down, she tucked herself next to his left leg, going to heel like a champ. Together, man and dog, they headed for the pub door.

      “What took you so long?” Claire Moone was in a crisp linen shirt, slacks, and a blazer. She hadn’t traded her boots for slingback pumps, but she looked like a stick of dynamite.

      “Trains are running late.” He waited for the laugh and when it came, he knew. He’d known for a long time, but there was always that voice that said his life was too chaotic, too dangerous, too out there for any woman to take him on.

      But that misbelief didn’t account for Claire Moone, who was—in every way he could think of—his equal. He took her hand in his. “How’s Artemis? I mean, how’s your dad?”

      “Good.” She didn’t take her hand back. “Recovered. It wasn’t a stroke after all. It was Bell’s palsy and it wears off, if you can believe that.”

      The good news just kept on coming. Ron gathered all his courage and threw out the first pitch. “So, he’ll make it to the wedding?”

      “Sure thing.” She waited a full minute before rewarding him with a smile. “For crying out loud, Frobisher, I thought you’d never ask.”

      But he had and she had and so they did.
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