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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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ron Frobisher. Porton Down. Wiltshire, England

      

      

      The conference room was packed—wall to wall—with new volunteers. Alan—the tech who’d dealt with Ron’s cicada goop—was in charge of a team distributing MREs and scrubs.

      “Eat first, if you wish, then head through the door to my right to the showers. You’ll be assigned a bunk and a number, and one of my staff will take a medical history when you’re ready.”

      Ron found Professor Jem in the observation room off to the side. “What’s going on?”

      “Salisbury, Devizes, Cricklade, and Chippenham have all been evacuated. Even the military base. All compromised.” He studied the shambolic mass shuffling on the other side of the mirror and hit his mic. “Those three, right in front of you, Alan. Move them to the far side of the divide.”

      Ron tried to see what the prof was seeing, but the gray, tattered subjects all looked the same: hungry, exhausted, and willing to do anything to get away from the swarm. They’d been offered food and clothing for ‘donating their bodies to science’ in exchange. “What’ll happen to them?”

      “Not what you’re thinking, Mr. Frobisher. No one will be in mortal peril under my watch. They’ll be well taken care of.” He hit the button on his mic a second time. “Pink shirt. Another one for the A class.”

      “Separating the sheep from the goats?”

      “Asthmatics, Mr. Frobisher. They aren’t suitable for our purposes. It’s a sad truth, but they’ll skew the data.”

      It wasn’t Ron’s business, but he was interested. “What happens to them?”

      Jem shifted in his chair. “They’ll be fed, given a clean set of clothes, and sent to Boscombe Down, next door.”

      “Is that one of your weird English idioms? Being sent to Boscombe Down? Like being ‘sent to Coventry’ or ‘put out to pasture’ or being ‘sent to Glory?’”

      “Only if the military aviation test site next door’s an idiom.” He didn’t take his eyes off the crowd. “They have hangars, unused, and living quarters that have in all likelihood been abandoned. It’s the best we can do, I’m afraid.”

      “So they’re not going to be lined up and shot? Or sent back out there to fend for themselves?” Ron didn’t have a lot of faith in the government stepping up and taking care of its people.

      “Mr. Frobisher, I respect the fact that you have the ear of Artemis himself and are to be humored and given access, but do me the courtesy of stepping away while I work. This might look like child’s play to you, but we’re fashioning a plan of attack and I need to concentrate.”

      Ron left the control room, weaving through the crowd and doing his best not to look ‘official.’ He was clean and had shaved, which made him look like royalty. They’d be forgiven for thinking him part of the Porton hierarchy.

      “Hey there! I say, young man, hallo!” A hand shot out of the crowd, grabbing at Ron’s sleeve. “I didn’t expect to see you again!” It was the vicar. His robes were filthy and his beard disheveled. He wheezed, just as he had when they climbed the cathedral staircase in Salisbury.

      Ron pulled him out of the line. “Take a deep breath.” There was an eighty percent chance the professor was telling the truth, that the asthmatics were going to be well taken care of in this abandoned air force base, but that other twenty percent nagged at him. “Can you regulate your breathing?”

      The father’s wheeze had a deep rattle.

      “They’re sending the asthmatics someplace else. Boscombe Down. Can you calm yourself? Get the wheezing to stop?”

      The vicar shook his head. “I lost my inhaler.”

      Ron hadn’t seen a dispensary, but there had to be one in Porton. “Shoulders back, head up, behave as though you belong. Do you understand?”

      He nodded, huffing, with his hand pressed against his chest.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Father Michael.”

      “Well, Father Michael, you’re coming with me.”

      “I’m with my parishioners.” He smiled at a grimy clutch of rejects. “I can’t leave them.”

      The line shuffled forward, Alan still directing some to the right, some to the left.

      “Are any of you asthmatic?” Ron kept his voice low. He couldn’t save all of them, but he could at least save a couple.

      “Just the vicar.” A woman with a nasty set of blisters up one side of her face clutched her kiddo close. “He was good enough to take us in when the swarm returned. One landed on me just before we locked up, but I was lucky. The people behind us, not so much…”

      The cool cathedral walls and thick sturdy door had been an excellent shield against the bugs, but a living tomb once the vicar was out of biscuits. Not even he could make a tea bag stretch to a family of four.

      “I’m going to borrow him.” Ron took Father Michael by the elbow.

      The vicar jerked his arm away. “Not the arm!”

      Ron waved over the heads of the assembled volunteers then pointed at the priest. “He’s with me.” He marched toward the conference room doors, away from Alan and his sorting mandate. Boscombe Down might be an Air Force base, but it might not.

      “Where are we going?” The vicar kept his arm away from his body at an angle, as if he’d broken it and it had been set wrong. Ron had no memory of him doing that when they’d first met.

      “You okay?” He tapped Michael’s wrist.

      Father Michael flushed. “I brought it with me.” His eyes went wide and wild. “I couldn’t leave it there with no one to guard it.”

      The corridor was lined with people too tired to chat and too beaten down to bother themselves with a couple of guys walking away from the intake hall.

      Geoffrey rounded the corner, as fresh and clean as Ron, but with a smile that said he was on a mission. “Ron!” He took the vicar in, his smile fixed in place. “Who’s your friend?”

      Ron propelled the vicar forward. “He brought ‘it’ with him!” He kept his voice at a whisper and made air quotes around ‘it.’

      “What?” Geoffrey was hooked.

      Ron tried to think of a place where they could debrief, where he could get the vicar some albuterol and talk Geoffrey into not ratting him out to the police. But his assistant/handler couldn’t have been clearer: ‘there are cameras everywhere.’

      “We need a cubby. Nothing fancy. Just somewhere to regroup and make the material safe.” He had a hunch as to what the vicar had up his sleeve, and if he was right, Geoffrey would help. He was sure of it.

      Geoffrey regarded him, coolly. Ron could almost see the wheels turning.

      “This is not a test, Geoffrey. Father Michael has one of the most important documents in living history, hidden about his person.”

      The vicar startled. “How did you know?”

      Dude? Like, what else was housed in Salisbury Cathedral, fits around your arm, and sends you into cardiac arrest if anyone gets close to it? “Educated guess.”

      Geoffrey cast about. If Porton had the personnel to watch the camera footage, he was about to be found out. It wasn’t just the deep frown, but the sweaty-nervous-gulping that he was doing that gave him away.

      Don’t quit your day job, Geoff.

      “Are there cameras in the kitchens?” In a campus so vast, there had to be a cubby or a corner not monitored.

      “Yes.”

      “The showers?”

      Geoff shrugged. That was another yes from someone who didn’t understand surveillance.

      “Okay. With me.” Ron led the way, trusting the two men were freaked out just enough not to ask questions.

      The corridors were lined with people, most of them worse for wear, all of them silent and crestfallen. A man coughed into his elbow. The woman behind him took a small step back. Neither of them were wrong, but both actions were depressing. Whatever Blitz Spirit their ancestors had brought to the war—let’s all pull together, we’ll never be defeated—had been crushed out of them.

      Ron kept his stride long and his voice low. “Geoffrey, you’re going to find whoever’s in charge of intake and let them know that you’re funneling people in blocks.”

      “What does that mean? Blocks?”

      Ron had gotten used to working alone. The few times he was paired with anyone else, they were trained to do as they were told. Or, as in Viv’s case, at least ask smart questions. “Say it with authority and they won’t pry.”

      Geoffrey didn’t command authority or, if he did, it had been wiped away by the revelation that the vicar had ‘it.’

      “There’s a glut of volunteers. More are arriving every hour. The corridors are getting crowded. We don’t want people too close together in case they’re carrying any infections. You’re going to let people in through the doors in ten minute intervals, in groups of twenty.”

      “Oh! Yeah! In blocks, I get it.”

      The doors to the lobby were propped open—tsk tsk—by a man in his thirties, barely awake, clutching a bundle of rags that turned out to be a child.

      Ron put his fingers to the child’s neck. The father didn’t resist. There was a pulse, but the kid was sickly, pale and drawn, with little crusty rolls of dirt in the folds of its neck. Ron held up his hand. “May I have your attention, please. Anyone with a child under the age of three, step to the front of the line.”

      Conversations bubbled up, neighbors asking neighbors how old their kids were.

      “She was three last week, sir.” The mother practically poured her kiddo into Ron’s arms. But something was wrong. The kid rolled her face into Ron’s chest, the cough a rumble that snagged and caught.

      Ron handed the sick girl back to her mother. He’d seen triage done right and he’d seen it done wrong. If he asked them to self-assess, they’d all claim they were critically ill. He needed someone to work the line, sending the worst cases on ahead. “I’ll have someone come and check on you shortly, ma’am.” He extricated himself and hugged the wall, barely out of arm’s reach. Now that he was positively ID’d as someone in charge, there were going to be more calls on his time and attention.

      “Keep going.” He pushed Geoffrey through the doors and into the lobby of the Visitors’ Center.

      A child sat on his motorbike, pretending to rev the handles. People pushed their way inside, huddling close to one another in a very un-British way.

      Ron selected the healthiest looking person he could find. “What’s your name?”

      “Brenda Wilson.”

      “Brenda Wilson, you’re now the door monitor. Can you do that for me?” She gave him a ‘can I ever!’ head twirl, complete with a wink.

      She was on it, like jam on toast. “Back up. We’re going to have an orderly line and we’re not going to complain about it. If you’re a family, you can clump together, but other than that, it’s one at a time. Yes, even you. Step back. Come on, do as the nice man says.”

      “It’s coming!” The shout was from way outside, but it set people to shoving.

      Ron walked into the crowd, his hands out to move people out of the way. “Everyone’s going to get in. Our people are overwhelmed and we need to do this in increments.”

      “It’s right behind us!” A man, still in his work clothes—a suit that had seen better days and shoes that were split along the seams—pulled his jacket over his head. “I’ve made it this far. I can’t go down at the last minute.”

      Ron strained, but didn’t hear the hum or buzz of the swarm. If they were coming, it wasn’t imminent. “We have time. You’re going to be fine.”

      “You’re American.” Funny how they always had to point that out. “You don’t get it. English weather changes…” He clicked his fingers. “Like that.”

      Salisbury, Wiltshire—being inland and not mountainous—was one of the least windy places in the UK, but the man was frothing with certainty that they were about to be eaten alive. Ron checked the sky—overcast, as usual, but the clouds weren’t shifting any more than normal. “You’re going to be fine. Stay calm and we’ll all get through this together.”

      Suit Guy loosened his tie. “Fine for you to say.”

      “I want you to help keep the line in check.” The calming influence of power—however petty—went into effect immediately.

      “What do you want me to do?” Suit Guy stepped out of line, readjusting his tie and slicking his hair back.

      “Brenda?” Ron called his door monitor outside. “Find four or five more helpers. Have them walk the line, explaining what’s going on.”

      “What do I tell them? Hell if I know what’s going on myself.” Brenda was in a housecoat, with pockets. She produced a pack of cigarettes and offered them around, which was generous, considering.

      “Porton’s offering safe haven for anyone who’s willing to help with firefighting. It’s been dubbed Operation Furies’ Fist.” Suit Guy was a fount of knowledge. He produced a sheet of paper and unfolded it.

      The message was simple: do your patriotic duty, sign up, we can beat this together. In keeping with Churchill’s mandate that the name of the op be ‘inspiring’ and ‘not use a real person’s name,’ they’d gone full on classical, but it was a clever pun, all the same.

      “That’s right.” Ron folded the paper and handed it back, curling his fist at his side. It was subtle, but all the best brainwashing techniques were. “Operation Furies’ Fist is in full flight. For anyone who doesn’t know, explain the plan. For anyone who does, bolster their spirits.” He stepped onto the grass and held his hand up for attention. “Stay calm, stay in line, there’s a cup of tea at the end of this.”

      Once again, ‘cup of tea’ was the magic phrase, patriotism be damned. The line evened out. There were even a couple of smiles in the mix. Brenda and Suit Guy conferred, their backs to the crowd, deferring and rehashing and repeating themselves. Ron wasn’t designed for English negotiations. They were a hair’s breadth easier than negotiating with the Japanese—who were so subtle you had almost no chance of knowing what anyone other than the boss wanted—but they were circuitous and polite to the point of making you want to bash your head against the nearest wall.

      Ron rejoined Father Michael and Geoffrey in the lobby. “The cameras are looking at the doors, the front desk, and the door to the bathroom. If I’m right, there’s a blind spot between the front desk and the corridor that leads off to the bathroom. Father if you want to keep your treasure safe, you’re going to need to trust us.”

      Geoffrey’s eyes went to the cameras in the ceilings. There was one Ron hadn’t spotted, right behind the hanging welcome sign. “Hmm.” They could go outside, but the coverage in the approach to the Visitors’ Center was going to be excellent. “Geoffrey, how many people are assigned to security?”

      “Normally? Or now?”

      “Now.”

      “Harry, Klaus, and Flora.”

      Holy Toledo! Porton Down was being monitored by three people? The world really had lost its marbles.

      Geoffrey flushed, perhaps realizing how stunning that revelation was. “You still need the pass to get in.” Ron waited. They’d walked through the doors without using a single pass. There was anthrax in the building, for crying out loud. VX gas, sarin, Ebola, and hundreds of unvetted people pouring through the front doors.

      “It needs to go in a secure location. I can’t let it fall into the wrong hands.” The father was almost teary as he reached into his sleeve.

      The ink—iron gall, if Ron remembered correctly—was waterproof and hadn’t leeched while it had been up his sleeve, and the parchment had fared well.

      “Oh…” Geoffrey was suitably stunned. “You’re Father Michael Sydenham?”

      The vicar gave a shallow bow.

      “I…”

      It was a gripping moment for the two Englishmen, but Ron had other plans and needed to get them in motion. “Geoffrey, any chance you know where we can stash this so that it’s safe?”

      Geoffrey’s eyes flicked over the parchment. His mouth slowly dropped open. The vicar took a step back. “It’s the Magna Carta.”

      The awe was real. Geoffrey couldn’t take his eyes off the ancient text.

      If Ron had been presented with an original copy of the Constitution, he’d have been interested, but not so distracted that he lost the plot. Everything was going according to plan. If he’d merely told Geoffrey that the vicar had the document, the impact wouldn’t have been nearly as dramatic. “I want you to take Father Michael and deposit this someplace no one else will think to look for it.”

      “Give me a second. I’m thinking.” Geoffrey gently pushed the vicar’s hands away. “Roll it and put it back. You do not want anyone to see that.”

      In a world of chaos and with a swarm (allegedly) approaching, the two men were convinced that the most important use of their time was hiding an 800-year-old document. Why? Who would they sell it to? Who’d pay to see it, now?

      “I think I have it.” Geoffrey was brimming, almost a tippy-toe version of himself. “You good on your own here for a bit?”

      Am I good? I’m friggin’ ecstatic. Go! Hide the not-quite-there English constitution. Once the vicar and his newest fan were out of sight, Ron slid behind and past the reception desk, lifting the child who was still sitting on the seat of his motorbike, mimicking the ride of his life, and depositing him on the floor. “Where’s your mom?”

      “In the garden, lying down. She had to take a nap, but then I couldn’t wake her up.”

      Ack. “Your dad?”

      “Dunno.”

      “Brenda?” Ron bellowed and Brenda came running. “Find all the kids who are floating…”—he didn’t want to say ‘orphaned’—“…and pair them up with an adult.” He hoisted the kid toward Brenda, the entire action unsteady enough that she instinctively reached for the child to prevent him from falling. The transfer of responsibility was complete.

      “An adult female right?”

      That made sense. Sucked that the world made them see it that way, but he didn’t have time to fix that problem. “I’ll be back in an hour.” He rolled his motorbike out the front door. “If anyone asks, I’m doing a perimeter check. It’s great that these people are coming to safety, but we don’t want breaches in the fence.” It made no sense. There was no security. But Brenda, like everyone else around her, was still locked in ‘the rules exist for a reason’ land, which was to his advantage.

      He mounted his bike and eased down the road toward the main gates.
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        Dr. Diana Stewart. North of Austin, Texas

      

      

      “Keep a look out for a good place to stop, guys,” Diana called. “It’s getting very hot again.”

      Rachel and Jesse were wandering on ahead a little way with Reuben in companionable silence. Earlier there had been more chatter between them but as it had gotten hotter, they’d all fallen quiet. They didn’t seem like obvious candidates for friendship, but there was one thing they had in common, sadly; Jesse and Reuben had recently lost their fathers, and Rachel’s mother wouldn’t last much longer.

      In the cart behind them, Jazz was looking more and more frail; she was barely conscious most of the time. Ben rode with her because of his injured leg, and Patti paced next to the cart, holding on to the side for support. Diana led the donkey—which still didn’t have a name, but was a sweet creature. She scratched its neck, fingers lost in its soft coat.

      Reuben pointed to where the road went through a clearing. “Here?” There was shade enough around the edges, but the ground was loose and sandy, and softer than much of the hard-packed earth around it. She handed the donkey’s lead rope to Reuben and went to check it out. No cicada carcasses, nothing in the trees, and no sign of anyone living. There was a burned-out car a little way down the hill, but the corpses had been stripped, and there wasn’t much to worry about from them.

      She turned over a bone in the grass with her foot, flicking it out of sight under the remains of the car to hide it from Reuben and Rachel. They had been insulated from the chaos in their strange little commune, and hadn’t been desensitized to it—and Jazz too, though there was little enough chance of her moving from her bedding.

      She looked back up the hill from where she’d come. “All safe! Let’s stop here.” As she clambered back up the slope, Reuben brought the donkey in under the trees. They unharnessed it and left it tethered to nibble what grass there was—it was dry, spiky stuff, but it didn’t seem to bother him.

      Patti had found a pleasant place for Jazz to lie. “Why don’t you pass me the blankets? We’ll use them to make this a little more comfortable.” She laid them on a soft sandy mound at the edge of the slope and took one of the pillows from the wagon as Ben lifted Jazz out. Limping, Ben carried Jazz over to the bed, and Diana and Patti helped him lower her gently onto the pile of clothes.

      Jazz gasped as they laid her down, her grip tightening on Diana’s hand. She was weak now—maybe too weak to keep holding on. Reuben handed the last bottle of water to Ben.

      “Are you thirsty, Jazz?” Ben held the bottle to her lips.

      She sipped a mouthful or two. “That’s enough. Thanks.” She looked around at their surroundings. Her eyes flickered. “We’ve stopped?”

      Diana stood, rubbing her back. “For a few hours. Until it’s cool enough to go on. We all need a little rest, and it will give you a break from the traveling.”

      Jazz blinked up at the dappling of trees and blue sky above her. “This is a good place. The breeze is nice.”

      “It’s pretty here.” Ben sank to his knees next to her. Rachel went to the other side of her mother and took her hand.

      Diana laid a hand on Ben’s shoulder. “Why don’t we give you three a little peace and quiet?” she murmured. “We’re here if you need us.”

      Ben nodded and didn’t look up. A tear fell onto his arm. She led Jesse and Reuben to the other side of the clearing and settled down. Reuben was soon asleep and Jesse lay quiet next to Diana, but he held tightly to her hand. Eventually his eyes closed.

      “It won’t be long now,” Patti whispered. “I’m surprised she’s held on this long.”

      Diana felt her heart clutch at how Jazz must feel, leaving Ben and Rachel behind. “I’m glad she did though. The commune was a horrible place. At least here she has a little peace and quiet and is with the people she loves.” Love was rare enough in this world without losing it so early, and how terrible to leave your child behind in this madness. But at least Jazz knew that they wouldn’t be alone. Diana had promised her that much.

      A short time later, Rachel started sobbing. Ben drew her to him.

      The air was still but for the trill of a goldfinch and the wind moving through the leaves. The stench that dogged so many of their steps hadn’t permeated their little glade, which made Diana almost giddy. If you had to go, it was as good a place as any. Jasmine had slipped away in a place they could all remember as beautiful.

      Rachel clutched her mother’s hand, whispering ‘I love you’ over and over. Diana looked away, not wanting to intrude on their grief, and found Jesse awake, his eyes open and full of tears. She held her arms out and he came close and threw his arms around her, crying desperately, which he hadn’t done when he lost his own father. Diana held him, rocking him as he wept until he was all cried out. “I’m so sorry your parents were taken from you, sweetheart.”

      He sniffled. “But we can stay together now, right?”

      She squeezed the boy tight. “Always. And we’ll make ourselves a family, and we’ll always come back to each other, even if we have to be apart sometimes. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.” He fell quiet, and after a while started to nod off.

      “Let’s lie down. It will be more comfy.” She lay back on the bedding, and he cuddled up in her arms, gradually going heavy and limp as his breathing slowed. She held him close even though it was far too warm, and felt a part of her heart heal. She hadn’t been truly whole since she’d lost her own child all those years ago. It felt like a small miracle, almost painful in its happiness.

      She thought about Jazz. She’d only known her a short time, but she was deeply moved by her loss, and her heart ached for Ben and Rachel. But she had the right to be happy that she and Jesse had finally sorted out their relationship. This was the first time in many years—maybe in her whole life—that she’d really been able to understand that she was allowed to be happy.

      It was… She struggled for a comparison. It was like when she’d gone back to England in her 30s and had been given her favorite childhood hard candy, sherbet lemons. She’d popped one in her mouth and thought that there was something different about the flavor—that perhaps they’d changed the recipe. Then as the candy disintegrated into the usual knifelike shards, she’d cut her tongue like always. The addition of a few drops of blood was exactly the taste she’d remembered. She’d been disturbed to discover that what had been missing was the taste of blood. Now she was experiencing happiness without guilt, and it was just as strange a feeling.

      The hours ticked on, and she must have fallen asleep at some point. Reuben, kneeling quietly beside her, woke her.. “Diana? Do you have a moment?”

      She sat up. “Of course.” The sun had moved behind the hill, and though it was still hot, it was no longer so fierce that the air singed her lungs. Jesse sprawled next to her, his hair damp with sweat. She got up carefully so as not to wake him, and followed Reuben.

      Ben and Patti stood beside the wagon. Rachel was still sitting across the clearing by her mother’s body, holding her hand though they’d pulled the cleanest of the sheets over Jazz’s face. Ben’s eyes were red. He looked lost.

      “I’m so sorry, Ben.”

      He held his arms out and she walked into them without hesitation. They held each other and he tried to speak, cleared his throat, and tried again. “She’s gone. It seems so sudden. I hardly even knew she was ill. They kept it from me.”

      “It’s beyond unkind.”

      He let her go and wiped his eyes. “Thank you.” He leaned back on the cart. “We need to plan what to do now. With…with Jazz, I mean. Rachel won’t want to leave her behind.”

      “Oh, Ben…”

      “We need to decide. We can’t stay here. There’s little shelter, and no water beyond half a bottle. If the cicadas come back there’s nowhere to stay, and unless you have another pot of that salve, we’re not going to do well.” He swallowed. “I need to be busy, to keep doing things. Will you help me?”

      “Of course.”

      “Anything you want,” Patti chimed in.

      Ben took his crutch from the cart and they followed him to a little distance away, where Rachel could see him but not hear the discussion.

      Diana climbed to the edge of the slope and looked up and down the road. “Why don’t we stay here overnight? There doesn’t appear to be anyone nearby and we’re not far from the van. We left the extra supplies in there. Reuben and I could go down and see what we can find. Then in the morning, after you and Rachel have had the time you need, we can sort out Jazz.”

      Ben’s tone was harsh. “We can’t bury her. The ground is too dry here and we don’t have anything to dig with. And I won’t leave her for carrion.”

      “Of course we won’t.” Patti hesitated. “But we can’t wait too long in this heat.”

      “Tomorrow morning at first light we’ll see her safely laid to rest, one way or another.” Diana came back down to the road from her lookout above. “The river isn’t that far away, but I think we’d be pushed to reach it before the heat of another day. There are plenty of stones around though.”

      “A cairn?” He passed a hand over his face.

      “We can wrap her in the sheets. And if we gather stones in the cart we can build a really secure cairn for her.”

      “Then when things go back to normal, you can come back and give her a proper burial.” Patti seemed to still think that things might go back to normal. Diana wasn’t so sure.

      Reuben licked his lips. “I—I have a knife. Not big, but enough for whittling. If you like, I’ll make her a wooden marker. A cross or whatever kind of marker you’d prefer.”

      Ben rubbed his leg. “I’d appreciate that. And I think Rachel would too. I—we’ll need to leave tomorrow as soon as it’s done. If not, I don’t think I’ll be able to leave her behind again.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll do.” Diana turned back to the camp where Jesse sat, awake now and wide-eyed. He relaxed when he saw her. “Ben, why don’t you go and be with Rachel now? Reuben and I will go and get what we can from the van, and in the morning we’ll make sure Jazz is safely covered.”

      “Thank you. Appreciated.” He limped back to his daughter.

      Diana fished in her pocket for the old linen handkerchief she’d picked up back at the farmhouse, and blew her nose to avoid bursting into tears again. It felt unseemly to cry at someone else’s grief. She pocketed the handkerchief. “So much death, Patti. So much loss. How can things ever be the same again?”

      “I don’t know.” Patti rolled her sleeves up. “But I don’t dare stop thinking that they will.”

      Jesse came over hesitantly. “Are we leaving?”

      “Not tonight, no.” Diana gave him a one-armed hug. “We need to gather enough stones to cover Jazz’s body. Tomorrow we’ll make her a cairn here. And Reuben and I are going to bring stuff from the van.”

      Jesse sighed. “This is one of those times you’re going to leave me behind, isn’t it?”

      “It’s a long way to walk in the heat and we don’t have much water.”

      He kicked a stone. “Well, you just better come back, that’s all.”

      She tousled his hair and he glared at her. “You know I will do, don’t you?”

      “You just better.” He looked so fierce that she wanted to laugh, but it felt like a huge step for him not to protest, and she was touched.

      She leaned close, gave him the Scouts’ salute, and whispered, “Scab Twin’s honor, right?”

      His glare turned exasperated, and he pointed a finger at her. “Scab Twin’s honor!” But he went away seemingly more resigned than angry, and started gathering stones.

      Diana tried to hide her smile, but Patti nudged her in the ribs. “Progress?”

      “Seems like it.”

      “Good! I’ll keep an eye on him for you, of course.” The older woman straightened. “If you two are heading for the van, I’d better go find out where Ben wants the cairn.”

      The journey to the van was monotonous and tiresome, but Diana recognized various parts of the road and she still had the map with her. They found the vehicle as the evening started to cool down.

      “There.” She stopped and the donkey stopped too. “It doesn’t look like anyone’s broken in or anything, but…”

      “Better safe than sorry,” Reuben finished for her.

      “Why don’t you stay here with the donkey? I’ll slip down and see if anyone’s in there.” He opened his mouth to speak but she went on talking—she was not going to let a black-eyed fifteen-year-old walk into what might well be a trap. “Keep an eye out, and shout if you see anyone or anything larger than a rabbit, hey? I’m a little shortsighted,” she lied, “so you’ll probably make a better lookout than I would.”

      He hesitated, but evidently couldn’t find a good argument. “I will.”

      “Thanks, Reuben.” She suppressed a surge of guilt. Her eyesight was fine, but the lie would keep him safe. “If you can get the cart off the road and hidden it might be an idea. There might be no one about, but we can’t afford to lose it.”

      She approached the van, keeping close to the trees lining the road, picking her way through the undergrowth in the gathering gloom. Hopefully the van was untouched but with evening coming on she just wanted to get back to Jesse and the others before dark.

      She stole closer. There was no movement, but was that a sound? The driver’s door was ajar. She glanced back at Reuben, but he was just disappearing into the foliage with the cart. Oh well.

      Staying well back in the shadow of the trees, she carefully moved to where she could see into the cab. No one was visible. Promising. She listened again—there was a crinkling—and then edged her way forward. Another rustle, and some…what was that, snorting or something? It didn’t sound human. Nothing ventured nothing gained, eh? Her heart pounded, but she crept forward and reached for the door.

      As her hand was about to touch the handle, the door sprang open. She shouted as a hefty beastie tumbled out and dropped to the ground—a porcupine, she realized, jumping back quickly. “What were you doing in there, fuzzbucket?” The porcupine ignored her, snuffling instead at a discarded wrapper, which Diana dragged away with her foot so she could get into the van.

      “You’re quite cute, though.” She peered into the van. “Ugh, what a mess.”

      Stinking fragments of food were all over the seats and floor. A couple of flies buzzed lazily. A food parcel must have been left behind, and it had been torn to shreds. She peeked back at the porcupine. “Your lucky day, my friend.” Dried apricots were scattered on the seat, remnants from a shredded packet, many with bite marks in them. She collected the apricots and scattered them on the ground a little way into the bushes. The porcupine waddled over to investigate.

      Leaving the critter to its impromptu feast, she threw open the back doors of the van. The cargo area also stank, but not as badly. She clambered in and began to haul out the big bottles of water and their various belongings, then the last few remnants of the food parcel. As she got the last bit out, she backed out of the van and turned to find herself face to face with a stranger. The thin, wiry man glared down at her. He grabbed her throat and slammed her against a tree. “Who are you and what do you want with my stuff?”

      Diana clawed at his hands. She struggled to speak, but his grip was too tight and she couldn’t breathe, never mind choke any words out. Her chest tightened and her heart drummed. Black spots danced in her vision as her oxygen ran out.
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        Dr. Keiko Sato. Hueco Tanks State Park, Southwest Texas

      

      

      

      Keiko stopped the car almost immediately after she’d put it in gear. She slid the gearshift into park and shut off the engine, then turned and reached around behind the seat to the provisions Gretchen had stashed in the back. With a lunge and a stretch, she grabbed the roll of duct tape. “We need to seal the air vents.” She ripped off three strips of tape and handed them to Netsy.

      “Get that one on the dash by your door.”

      

      “You don’t think the respirators are good enough?”

      

      “Better safe than dead.”

      

      Netsy stuck two strips to her pants leg and plastered the third over the air vent. “I have a question. Gretchen said there’s a ‘derecho’ coming this way. What’s a derecho?”

      

      Keiko ripped three more strips from the roll of tape and started on her own vent. “It’s an insanity-level wind storm.” She smacked the tape flat and applied a second strip. “Think Cat-4 hurricane, but without the rain and storm surge.”

      

      Netsy finished her air vent and moved on to the vents at the center of the dashboard. “I don’t know what a Cat-4 is.”

      

      “It’s the second-strongest hurricane there is.” Keiko leaned back in her seat. Sweat ran down her forehead and stung her eyes. Her hands ached and throbbed. For a moment, she flashed to scraping and scooping the dirt barehanded to make Maiko’s grave. A ball of pressure rose in her chest, but she swallowed it back down. She went to pinch the bridge of her nose, but was stopped by the respirator’s shell. She couldn’t even wipe away the tears she couldn’t hold back. She was a mess.

      

      Focus, Sato. Focus.

      

      She swallowed hard and cleared her throat. “Hurricane Katrina was a Cat-5. It practically destroyed New Orleans. This derecho is one notch below that.”

      

      “So it’s a bad deal.”

      

      “Very bad,” sniffed Keiko. “And it’s pushing toxic smoke ahead of it.” She furiously tore several strips of tape off the roll. “So let’s get this thing sealed up. Do where the windows meet the frame, too. Anywhere smoke can get in.”

      

      She sealed her window, then scoured the sky as Netsy finished taping up, unsure of what she was looking for. The sky didn’t read right, the clouds moved too fast, flying toward the east. May you live in interesting times wasn’t a Japanese curse, but it was a curse nonetheless. She refocused on the road, and when Netsy set the depleted roll of tape onto the console between them, she put the Subaru in gear and rolled forward, trying to keep her heart from accelerating with the engine, trying to remember a world that wasn’t utter chaos, a world where her beloved Maiko wasn’t under the dead, dead earth.

      

      The wind was on them almost immediately. When it came, it ripped through with the fury of a freight train. The wailing, smoky gust saturated the sky with an oily, impenetrable black that reduced the sun to an orange dot the size of a pencil eraser. Smoke churned around the car. Keiko hit the brakes and brought the car to a stop, then turned off the engine—both to save gas and to stop any fans that might force smoke into the car. She knew the smoke was going to be bad…but this? She’d been through a wildfire in California before, one of the worst the state had seen, and that smoke was awful. This was unimaginable.

      

      The fierce wind hit the Outback broadside, rattling the car. The wind scooped up under the frame, howling and rising, tilting the car as if trying to raise it onto two wheels and flip it. Netsy braced her arm against the passenger door. “I can’t see a thing.” Her respirator muffled her voice and gave it a weird resonance. “I sure hope we got these air vents sealed up tight.” She flattened her hand on the nearest vent and pressed the tape down tight. “And that we didn’t miss any.”

      

      Keiko gripped the steering wheel tight. “Yeah, I hope so too.” The car bucked from side to side, and she prayed that the wind wouldn’t flip it and send it pinwheeling across the desert. She glanced down at the roll of duct tape that had fallen down between her feet. “We’ll be okay.” She was reassuring herself as much as Netsy. She clipped her seat belt as the car bounced back and forth. “The tape is a backup. The respirators should keep us safe all on their own.” With her hand hidden between the car door and her leg, she silently crossed her fingers. “It’s this wind I’m worried about. We’ll just hunker down, pray all four wheels stay on the ground, and wait out the derecho. At one hundred and thirty miles an hour, it shouldn’t take long for it and the smoke to blow through.”

      

      But the smoke didn’t blow through. After several hair-raising minutes, the wind stopped, the car ceased to shake, and the smoke stilled. Then it just sat. And sat. And sat.

      

      Keiko leaned forward until her forehead touched the windshield. The pressure of the respirator against the glass pressed the respirator tight against her face. She peered out into the dense smoke. “What in the hell is going on?”

      

      Twisting in her seat, Netsy took the handgun out from the back of her jeans. “This gun is starting to hurt.” She arrhythmically tapped the gun’s barrel against the window. “I can’t even imagine how bad the fires must be for there to be this much smoke. It wasn’t like this in Boulder.”

      

      “And it’s not like there’s much in New Mexico to burn.” Keiko fell back in her seat and kicked at the floor. “I can’t drive in this! It’s too dark. And too thick. I can barely see the end of the hood.” The ball of pressure rose inside her again.

      

      “I sure don’t want to walk in it.”

      

      Keiko pulled at her hair and screamed. She stomped her feet on the floor mat. “This isn’t fair! Shane and the other Boulder Boyz are going to get away!” Shane had killed her precious baby girl and he was going to get away with it. “How is this right? It’s like God is protecting them!”

      

      Netsy laid a hand on Keiko’s arm. Keiko threw it off. Netsy tried again. “Maybe we could go, but go real slow? It’s not that far, right? Just a few more miles?”

      

      “A few more miles will take forever in this.” Keiko spread her arms to indicate the sickening pall outside the car. “We’re never going to catch up.” She sobbed underneath her respirator.

      

      “Listen.” Netsy slid her hand up over Keiko’s and squeezed gently. “They probably can’t go anywhere in all this either. So we’ll just take our time, drive slowly, get to Hueco Tanks, and then…”

      

      “And then what?”

      

      Netsy pointed her gun at the windshield and clicked her tongue. “And then blam.”

      

      Keiko turned the ignition, slipped the car into gear, and eased her foot off the brake.

      

      Netsy patted Keiko’s hand. “Okay, easy does it. You got this.”

      

      The Outback rolled forward at less than a walking pace, the speedometer needle hovering barely above zero. It was no use looking out the windshield, there was nothing but the thick, impenetrable bank of black smoke, but Keiko stared straight ahead anyway. She glanced at the taped-over vents. So far, no sign of smoke. “I wish I could at least open the door to keep an eye on the road so we don’t drive off the shoulder.”

      

      Netsy patted down each of the vents. “I give that a big ‘Yeah, but no.’ I want as much between my lungs and that smoke as possible. Having it outside my window just a few inches from my face is close enough, thank you.”

      

      Keiko clutched the steering wheel as the car inched forward through the smoke. There was no way they’d know when they were at the turnoff for Hueco Tanks. They were going to roll right on by it, she just knew it. And then what? Eventually run out of gas in the middle of nowhere and have to walk to… to someplace. Back to the lab. Where there was barely any food, barely any water, barely any electricity…and who knew how long those would last. And then they were really going to be stuck. They might be able to walk to El Paso, but judging by the killing, burning, and looting in Boulder, El Paso wouldn’t be any better. And what if…

      

      The car shuddered to a complete stop. Even at their slow speed, the two women rocked forward and back in their seats. They’d hit something—run into it head on. Keiko reversed for a moment, then wrenched the wheel. The Outback slowly hauled around to the right. Metal scraped along what sounded like more metal as the car dragged alongside whatever it had run into. Keiko turned and looked out her window into the compact car she’d collided with. A blood-soaked face looked back at her.

      

      The young woman in the smoke-filled compact, her hair held back under a blue bandana, coughed. Blood and phlegm spurted from her mouth and nose. She stared at Keiko with wide eyes, blood trickling from the corners. Beside her sat a slender young man, also wearing a bandana, his face and dark beard saturated with snot and blood, his body slumped against the car door.

      

      Keiko kept eye contact with the young woman. On top of the smoke and the blood, she had to be scaring the poor woman to death. She knew what she must look like to the woman, because she knew what Netsy looked like in her respirator...she looked like a satanic techno-ghoul.

      

      The young woman raised her hand and pressed it against the window and spoke. Keiko couldn’t hear a word that was being said, but reading the young woman’s lips was easy enough: “Help us.” But she didn’t have anything to offer. They’d exactly two respirators, a roll of duct tape, and Fruit Roll-Ups. There was no known cure for the Teff smoke, either. As much as she wanted to be the Good Samaritan, there was nothing she could do. She’d already lost one daughter. She wasn’t about to risk Netsy, too. She shook her head no and whispered, “I’m so sorry,” then gently pressed the accelerator. As the Outback eased forward, the young woman coughed and collapsed in her seat, her hand leaving a thick smear of blood on the window.

      

      Roughly an hour later the smoke had thinned enough to afford about twenty feet of visibility. The setting sun shone through with a little more force, and Keiko had the Outback up to a respectable eight miles an hour. The smoke was thick enough that the hills she knew ran alongside them were still cloaked, but she could at least see the road, and for that she was grateful. She’d twice slewed off the road, the second time getting the back right tire so stuck that she’d nearly redlined the tachometer while getting it free and back on the road.

      

      Netsy suddenly lurched forward and banged on the windshield.

      

      “There it is. Miss Keiko, there it is! The turnoff to Hueco Tanks! We did it! We found it!”

      

      Keiko gave a little fist pump and brought the car to a stop. She considered not making the turn toward Hueco Tanks, because what exactly did finding it mean? It meant—maybe—they were closer to the Boulder Boyz. Closer to Maiko’s executioner. Closer to that point where she’d have to make a choice and take action to sate her white-hot desire for vengeance—or not. She felt for the gun in her shoulder holster. The metal was warm from sitting against her body. The fully loaded magazines in her front jeans pockets traced thin, blue-white rectangles in the denim. Christopher’s .45—his beloved M45A1—stood barrel-first in the center console coffee cup holder. Guns had taken the two people closest to her life, and now here she was, ready to add a name to someone else’s list. Shane did, after all, have a mother somewhere. And a father. Maybe a girlfriend or a sister, who knew.

      

      A cold, razor-thin shaft of steel rose up in her chest. Be honest, Sato. You don’t care who might or might not be waiting for Shane to come home. WHO. CARES.

      

      Shane had taken the most precious thing in her life and destroyed it. Without remorse. Without even a thought. Now it was her turn. She would take a son from a mother, a brother from a sister, a son from a father. She would destroy the destroyer.

      

      Vengeance was holy.

      

      She accelerated and cranked hard on the steering wheel. Gravel crunched under the Outback’s tires as it slid off the road. She wheeled the other way and a moment later the car was back on the road and plowing through the smoke toward Hueco Tanks.

      

      Though she couldn’t see more than a few feet in front of the hood, she knew from her ex’s pictures that the rugged landscape hidden beyond the pall of smoke was made up of piles of enormous boulders and rock formations. Christopher had been an avid rock climber and had made the trek to Hueco Tanks, a renowned bouldering and climbing location, more than once. He’d told her once while inspecting his ropes, that ‘it looked as if the Great God Almighty had reached down from heaven, scooped up fistfuls of earth, then crushed them and let the crumbles plop down into jagged boulder formations.’

      

      They were creeping up on the turn-in to the Ysleta Gun Club’s parking lot when Netsy grabbed Keiko’s arm. “Whoa, Miss Keiko. There’s something in the road.”

      

      Keiko had seen it too, and was already slowing from a creep to a standstill. Just beyond the hood of the car, perhaps twenty feet ahead, were a pair of sawhorses placed end-to-end across the road, both pushed back from the center of the road, leaving a gap big enough for a small car to squeeze through.

      

      The hair on the back of her neck stood up. It was a barricade. Sprawled on the road, his back slouched against a sawhorse, was a shaggy-haired man wearing a baseball cap with what looked like a blood-drenched bandana stretched across his mouth and nose.

      

      Something about the young man looked familiar. She stretched her mind, racking her brains to work out where she’d seen him before. It was at the moment that the man raised his eyes to meet hers that she knew. He was definitely one of the Boulder Boyz. He was the guy in the baseball cap who’d brought Maiko out from the pickup truck when she’d given Shane the epifluorescence chemicals. Baseball Cap glanced from Keiko down to the front of the car, then to his left, her right. He was looking at Netsy. His eyes narrowed. He reached behind him and drew a gun.

      

      Keiko lunged for Netsy. “Get down!” She hauled Netsy down onto the center console and threw herself over the babysitter’s body. A bullet exploded through the windshield, sending spiderweb cracks throughout the glass. There was another shot, and then another, and then silence.

      

      “Are you okay?” Keiko whispered.

      

      From underneath Keiko, Netsy whispered back. “Yeah. But what do we do now?”

      

      “I don’t know.” The door handle was close behind Keiko’s hip. If she stretched just right, she might be able to reach it and open the door. “Stay here.”

      

      “Where are you going?”

      

      “Hunting.” Keiko drew the SIG from her shoulder holster, twisted for the door handle, and sprung the door open. Smoke billowed into the car. She said a quick prayer to the Universe that the respirators would do their jobs, then slid out and crouched behind the door, noticing too late that her lower legs and feet were exposed beneath the bottom of the door.

      

      “I can see you, you know.” Baseball Cap’s voice was throaty and rough, the sound of someone choking. He coughed, then sniffled forcefully. Keiko cringed at the mucousy sound.

      

      She stood up and peered over the car door, the SIG leveled at Baseball Cap’s head. In the corner of her eye, Netsy moved. She refocused. “Why haven’t you shot me?”

      

      Baseball Cap coughed again. “Easy.” He lifted his bandana and spat a wad of blood and phlegm. “I’m outta bullets.”

      

      “What a tragedy.” It was Netsy. Keiko risked a quick glance—Baseball Cap wasn’t going anywhere. Netsy had opened her car door and was standing behind it with her gun pointed over the top. “You want to shoot this punk, Miss Keiko? Or shall I?”

      

      Baseball Cap didn’t flinch or move. His rattled breathing remained the same even laborious pace.

      Keiko turned back to Baseball Cap. “You’re a Boulder Boy.”

      

      “Bingo.”

      

      “You killed my daughter.”

      

      “Not bingo.” Baseball Cap paused to spit out a glob of blood. “Technically, no, I didn’t shoot your baby chattel. Shane shot her. But I would have.”

      

      “Why? What do you have against children?”

      

      “Nothin’ at all. I like kids.” He let the inference hang in the air, as ugly as it was shocking, then raised his gun and pointed it at Keiko. Before she could react, he pulled the trigger. The gun made a metallic click. “Bang.”

      

      A gunshot exploded, echoing among the stone hills. Baseball Cap lurched and his hand went to the shoulder where Netsy had shot him. “Dammit.” He glared at Netsy. “This was my best shirt.” He turned to Keiko, wincing as he spoke. “You look pretty comfortable with a gun. Shane told me your aim’s not too good though, so I ain’t too worried.” He nodded at Netsy. “She might be worried though.”

      

      A shudder ran through Netsy. “Shut. Up. You’ve got no right…”

      

      A crooked smile creased his greasy face. “Listen, babydoll, you’re gonna kill me. You know that. I know that. And as a condemned man, I got every right to my last words.”

      

      Keiko stepped out from behind the door and stopped three feet in front of Baseball Cap, her legs spread for stability, sighting the gun somewhere between Baseball Cap’s eyes. “Where’s Shane?”

      

      Baseball Cap turned his eyes to Keiko and he shrugged. “Beats me. I ain’t my brother’s keeper.”

      

      “Listen to me. You’re going to tell me where Shane is or so help me, I’ll put a bullet through every joint in your body. You’ll die, but it won’t be comfortable. Or slow.”

      

      Baseball Cap grinned and drew a long-bladed knife from a brass-tipped black sheath strapped to his leg. Keiko flinched. He turned the knife in his hand and ran his thumb along the blade’s edge. “You know what this is?”

      

      “It’s a knife, you fool,” said Netsy.

      

      “Bingo, babydoll. But it ain’t just any knife. You ever heard of the Schutzstaffel?”

      

      Keiko and Netsy shook their heads no.

      

      “That’s too bad. Good group of guys.” He flipped the knife in the air and caught it by the hilt, “This here’s a ceremonial SS dagger. I can do tricks with it and stuff. Gotten pretty good over the years.” He looked at Keiko. “If I wanted to, I could throw this right smack through your left eyeball.” Keiko tried and failed not to wince. “But don’t worry. I ain’t gonna throw it. This knife’s way too good for the likes of you.”

      

      Heat flushed Keiko’s face. She’d had it with this clown. “Enough! Where is Shane?” She shifted her aim to Baseball Cap’s left knee. “Tell me or the first knee goes bye-bye.”

      

      Baseball Cap’s mouth turned up in a smirk. “Lady, you can find Shane on your own, cuz I ain’t telling you a damn thing.” Then he drew the dagger across his throat.
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        Kim Walker. Ranch, Northwest of Van Horn, Texas

      

      

      Coughing and hacking, Kim rolled to her side and pressed a shaking hand against her sweaty forehead. She couldn’t work out why she was lying on the ground. Her throat was raw from a combination of raging thirst and inhaling smoke, even through her respirator’s filters. The air was thick and hard to breathe, her limbs so heavy it was an effort to move. She allowed her hand to drop by her side and pressed back against the rock face. Something tugged at her subconscious demanding entrance, but blackness swirled through her mind. She fought for focus, her bleary gaze drawn to Gerry and little Markus’ shrouded bodies, so small, so vulnerable.

      The ache in her heart was so intense, it would remain with her forever. But she had to move—to get away from the smell of decay before she vomited. Not that she had anything to purge from her stomach. It was as empty as a cave. She’d wandered over to check no predators were lurking close by…when exactly? Her head whirled as a savage pain stabbed at her temples.

      Placing a hand on the rock wall, she climbed to her feet. She needed water. Emma needed water. But their water was all gone.

      Head reeling, she fumbled her way forward, hoping she was heading in the direction of the others. Her legs couldn’t seem to support her weight. Her knees sagged and darkness encroached upon her vision as she slumped to the ground. Shouts came, as if from a great distance. Emma calling her name? And someone else’s voice—deeper, commanding. Then firm hands shook her shoulders before unfastening her respirator and dribbling water into her parched mouth. She gulped greedily but the bottle moved away. She made a grab for it and her hands were slapped for her efforts.

      “Steady or you’ll puke.” Rush. No mistaking that voice. He’d seemed almost kind for one hot minute, but that friendly vibe had dried up. “Can you stand?”

      “I think so.” She wasn’t above hanging on to his arm as she clambered shakily to her feet. Pressing a hand to her throbbing head she willed strength into her body. “When did you get back? Did you find help? What happened?”

      “You were out for the count. Dehydration.” His voice was clipped. “Let’s get you to the truck first before you faint at my feet.”

      “I never faint. Wait, a truck?”

      “Yes. Sometime before dawn, I came across a fence line and set off the flare. A rancher came to our rescue. Won’t be long and all of you will be safe.” Cupping her elbow he urged her into a shuffling jog which sent jabs of pain streaking across the top of her head.

      “I think I have heatstroke,” she mumbled.

      “I’m not surprised. Here we are.”

      A stake bed truck was parked under the sparse shade of a stunted tree and a couple of men wearing cowboy hats appeared to be helping others climb into the truck bed.

      “Kim!” Emma ran to her, slipping an arm around her waist, making her start. The action smacked of concern but there was little nuance of that emotion in Emma’s cold, flat tones. “You look awful. I knew it! You gave me the last of your water, didn’t you?”

      “Are you okay? The boys? The others?”

      “Stop fussing. Mom’s already in the back along with everyone else. We’ve been waiting for you.” Emma climbed into the metal truck bed and held out a hand.

      Kim allowed herself to be tugged forward and a few seconds later sat in the bed next to Ollie, who held the cat. Natalie was propped up against the back of the truck cabin, her face haggard with pain and her legs stretched out before her. Everyone else crowded close on one side, avoiding looking at the two blanket-wrapped bodies stacked opposite.

      With a grunt, Rush jumped inside and one of the cowboys rammed the tailgate shut. The cabin doors slammed. Rush leaned over and smacked the side of the truck with his fist, signaling the driver. With a jolt, the Chevy rumbled forward.

      Emma offered Kim a water bottle, and relief, exhaustion, grief, regret, and a ton of other emotions swept through her. They were safe. Emma was safe. She had to hold on to those mercies and not think about all the others who hadn’t survived.

      The trip to the ranch took over an hour. The truck bumped and jolted over the rutted track and shook them about like dice in a metal box. Natalie groaned and gripped her leg with each bounce, while Kim spent the majority of the time sipping from her bottle of water. By the time the track evened out into a smoother drive, her dizziness and sickness had abated enough for her to take an interest in her surroundings. The terrain was lusher, with small, wooded areas of low-growing trees beneath which cattle rested or grazed. A windmill appeared, and then a clump of buildings, all gradually growing larger as the truck closed the distance. When the vehicle rattled over a cattle guard, everyone in the back gave a cheer, including Kim. Her eyes met Rush’s, and even he cracked a smile.

      Three chickens squawked and fluttered off the gravel drive as the truck rolled to a stop a few yards from what appeared to be the main ranch house; a long building of white stucco, wide porches, and two stone chimneys nestled in the foothills of a small mountain range studded with trees and prickly pear cactus. Off to both sides of the house stood three much smaller stucco buildings with a massive open barn on the right, behind which stood a cluster of barns and outbuildings. A pickup truck sat outside the largest barn with its hood up, and a massive windmill stood beside a covered well not far from the house. There were stone and wooden benches beneath shady trees and, as the breeze picked up, baskets of flowers suspended from the porch roof swayed.

      The truck’s doors squeaked open. A moment later metal screeched and the rear gate lowered.

      “Welcome to my ranch, Sweet Springs.” A middle-aged man wearing a dusty black cowboy hat held out a hand. His wide smile revealed white teeth and formed a dimple in one brown, stubble-covered cheek. “I’m Mateo Garcia. My wife Camila will be here shortly to welcome you.”

      “Thank you.” Kim took his hand and slid to the ground. “Is there any way… We left two people back at the crash site. And we lost a few.”

      Mateo patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’ll send the truck back and bring them here.”

      “That’s wonderful. Thank you so much.”

      “We look after each other out here.” He patted her shoulder again, then waited while Rush shuffled Natalie toward the end of the bed. With Rush’s help, he lowered her off the truck. Rush jumped down and both men assisted her to the front porch, where a woman with masses of long, black, gray-streaked hair ushered everyone inside through opened French doors and into the house. “Gracias, Camila,” said Mateo as he and Rush escorted Emma’s other mother into the house.

      Camila wore a pristine white apron over a floral dress and a pair of sturdy boots. “Come, come. There is food and water waiting for you in the dining room. Later you must wash, and we will find you fresh clothes. Come.”

      Two ranch hands, both with rifles slung across their chests, appeared from the far side of the truck. They must have been riding shotgun in the cabin with Mateo. Their gazes slid beyond Kim and rested on the shrouded bodies. The oldest, a grizzled looking gent of at least a hundred, judging by the thousands of wrinkles lining his nut-brown skin, tipped the brim of his hat. “Ma’am,” mumbled Grizzled Man, “We will take care of your friends.”

      “Thank you.” Kim snagged her battered knapsack and trudged over to the house. Inside, she found the others already reclining in comfortable chairs and either chugging cold water or browsing the loaded plates sitting on a table covered with a linen cloth. A vase of wildflowers made up the table’s centerpiece. She found a place for her knapsack, then tugged off her respirator and rubbed her stinging eyes. Standing beside the neatly laid table, she felt incredibly filthy, but she was relieved that the room, with its high ceilings and flagstone floors, was blessedly cool after the thick heat and humidity they’d endured outside.

      Mateo and Rush crouched beside Natalie and both appeared to be poking and prodding the toes of her broken leg. Camila bustled forward with a strip of tablets and handed the silver packet to Natalie, who thanked her and ripped off several tabs, popped the tablets into her mouth, and chased them with a glass of water.

      Kim spotted Wyatt sitting near Ollie with two water bottles pressed between his bandaged arm and chest. She made a mental note to check on his injuries as soon as he’d had something to eat and drink. But now, it was time to relax for a while. They had food, water, and shelter from the elements and any lethal critters. She pulled out a chair, sat, and stared at the laden table. She sighed. There was too much to choose from, so she started small. A bowl of fresh fruit and about ten gallons of water should do the trick.

      The two ranch hands entered, hats in hands. “Be back in ten.” Grizzled Man nodded at his boss, then they both shuffled out again, leaving the French doors ajar. That meant Gerry’s and Markus’ bodies had been removed from the truck and taken—where?

      Kim’s appetite disappeared and she set her bowl of fruit on the table. Turning, she met Natalie’s gaze. “Now what?”

      Natalie ducked her head and picked at a tortilla, shredding it into pieces as Rush pulled up a chair beside her. “Austin.” That was Rush—blunt and straight to the point.

      Kim dragged her chair so it made a noise on the floor, interrupting Rush’s conversation with Natalie. “The kids need a breather.” She didn’t mention she also was on her last legs, that she’d give anything to have a day of complete rest—preferably on a soft bed after she’d washed the stink of smoke and sweat from her body.

      Rush got up and moved to the table, not bothering to even look at Kim as he spooned chili con carne onto his plate. “Two hours max or they stay behind.” He moved on to the grilled corn and guacamole.

      Kim drummed her fingers on the table. “You’re dreaming. Everyone needs at least half a day—a full one would be better.”

      “Out of the question.”

      Rush was implacable. She knew this, and she knew that the way to change his mind was not head-on, so she changed course “You know, I’ve been meaning to ask you…” She leaned forward and lowered her voice so only Natalie and Rush could hear. “Did either of you know there was a crate of bugs on our plane?”

      “I knew.” Rush took a mouthful of his food and chewed slowly. “Once we were airborne, I informed Natalie.”

      “And you didn’t think having insects that can kill people on board would be a problem?”

      “There would have been no problem if the crate hadn’t been damaged. I suspect that occurred when it was being stowed in the cargo hold.”

      “By the military.”

      He finally looked at her. “You were there.”

      “But you knew.” Kim tapped Natalie on the wrist. “You both knew how deadly those insects were, and yet neither of you said anything when they first appeared on the plane. You could have warned us. Warned the pilot. Maybe we wouldn’t have crashed.”

      Rush sipped his water. “You don’t know that.”

      “Yeah. And that’s because I’m not God. But you, Rush, have been playing with our lives since the moment you met us. I don’t have to remind either of you how many have died.”

      Rush shrugged. “People die in times of war.”

      “This isn’t war.”

      Rush narrowed his eyes. “Isn’t it?”

      Kim’s fingers trembled. She started to speak, but found she had no words.

      Natalie interjected, her eyes burning bright in her haggard white face. “This is bigger than any of us, Kim.”

      “Even Emma?” Kim covered her eyes for a moment. Rush’s motives she understood—the man had serious tunnel vision and was hell-bent on following his orders to the letter. Meanwhile Natalie—the same Natalie who Kim had once believed would be the perfect mother with her wealth, social importance, and stable character—was displaying all the hallmarks of a fanatic. Or of a person teetering on the edge. That and her involvement in unleashing toxic fires on the world were slowly dismantling Kim’s beliefs about what it meant to be worthy of love. It was more than a little unsettling. It was as if the anchor holding her steady all these years had been destroyed, casting her adrift.

      Natalie slammed her fist on her chair. “Leave Emma out of it! Everything I’ve done is because of her—for all the Emmas in the world.”

      “Keep telling yourself that,” Kim sniped back.

      “I do. Every day.” Natalie sucked in a fierce breath as if hit with a spasm of pain before adding in a deflated tone, “We have to reach Austin as quickly as possible.”

      Kim flung herself backward in her chair and folded her arms. “What were the bugs doing on the plane in the first place? Were you taking them to Texas? If so, why?”

      But Natalie’s face closed up. Her mouth tightened as she flicked a quick glance at Rush, then back to Kim. “You’re right that we need more rest. All of us. And that includes me.”

      Rush grimaced. “Very well. Four hours. Max.” Then he shoveled a spoonful of corn into his mouth.

      Mateo came over with his arm around his wife’s shoulders, seemingly unaware of the tension in the room. They settled onto chairs close to Kim and Natalie. “My Camila and I have talked.” Mateo beamed his beautiful, gentle smile and raised his voice so he could be heard throughout the large room. “There is no need to leave. We offer you sanctuary. All of you.”

      Dixie laid down her glass. “What? You mean stay here?” Beside her Bushra and Noah looked over at the ranch owner and his wife.

      “Sí. It’s dangerous on the roads these days. Criminals have escaped the detention center in Sierra Blanco. Armed gangs take whatever they see. Van Horn, our nearest town, has locked down. No strangers are allowed to enter. We have plenty of room and we could do with extra hands to run the ranch. But that isn’t the only reason why we would like you to stay.” Mateo’s smile vanished. “We’ve had no communication from the White House, or from any authority. Our country is on its knees. We haven’t heard from our three children for four weeks now. Our grandchildren…” He faltered into silence, digging out a spotted handkerchief and wiping his eyes.

      Camila lifted her chin. “We hope others will help our children as we can help you.” She rested her hand on Mateo’s thigh. “Listen to my husband. You will not be safe elsewhere. We have food and plenty of water from our well, but the showers will be cold. There are solar panels, but we save that to power our refrigeration and radio. We have plenty of fuel for our wood stove. Together we can work and survive. But now…” She suddenly rose to her feet. “You will wish to wash. I will find clean clothes for you. Think about what we have to say and remember, you’re all welcome.” She moved out of the room leaving a thoughtful silence in her wake.

      Natalie broke the silence first. She turned toward Mateo. “Do you have a radio I could use?”

      “Excellent idea.” Rush dabbed at his mouth with a paper napkin. “We need to contact Austin.”

      Natalie frowned. “I wasn’t thinking about Matreus, Inc., Rush. I want to contact my parents. They live alone in Montana on a farm quite a ways from any town and I’m worried about them.”

      Slapping both hands on his legs, Mateo pushed aside his chair. “I will show you our radio.”

      “I’m coming too.” Kim placed her glass down and helped Natalie stand. Together, with Natalie’s arm draped over Kim’s shoulder, they shuffled behind Mateo down a wide corridor to his office, which had windows looking out toward the hills. She occupied herself by studying the landscape and doing her best to ignore the conversation going on behind her.

      “QRV Mama Moose. QRV Mama Moose.”

      The radio crackled then a faint voice sounded, “Mama Moose, QRZ?”

      “Doe.”

      “Doe! Oh my! Is Fawn okay? Where are you?”

      “She’s good. We’re in Texas.” Natalie’s tone was steady and even, which, considering she was talking—to her mother, she assumed—in the midst of an international catastrophe, landed as just plain wrong. Was she in shock? Cut off from her feelings? Needing a hit of liquor? Where was the feeling? The passion?

      The voice on the radio spoke in rushed words. “Come quick, Greg! It’s....” The line cut out and buzzed for a few seconds while Natalie fiddled with the radio until she got her mother back on the line. The discussion was short and punctuated with a lot of code signals Kim didn’t understand.

      Natalie lowered her voice. “Is Buck still in England?”

      Kim’s ears pricked up.

      “No, he was in Texas with the girls the last time we heard from him.”

      “I need you to get an urgent message to him. It’s important.” Lowering her voice even further, Natalie continued to speak. Kim couldn’t make out most of what she said, but she did catch the words ‘FeedIt’ and ‘re-wilding.’

      Then, from the radio, “QSL.”

      Rush entered the room and sat on the edge of the desk, just as Natalie raised her voice to end her chat. “…lovely to hear your voices, Mama and Big Moose. Eighty-eight. I’ll be in touch soon. Take care. Over and out.” Natalie pushed the microphone away. “All yours, Rush.” She turned toward Kim. “Can you give me a hand back to the dining room, please? Sorry, but the painkillers haven’t quite kicked in yet.”

      “No worries.” Although Kim wanted to stay and listen in to Rush’s conversation, she helped get Natalie upright. Rush would have shooed her out of the room anyway.

      At the entrance to the dining room, Kim put her arm across Natalie’s chest, stopping her. “What was the important message? And who is Buck?”

      A bitter-sweet smile twisted Natalie’s lips. “My brother, Dale. He’ll be pleased to learn that he was right and I was wrong.” Slipping away from Kim’s arm, she struggled past.

      Deep in thought, Kim wandered into the dining room. Everyone was still there apart from Dixie and Bushra, who must have gone off to clean up. Noah was busy eating as if it was his last meal. Ollie was on his belly playing with the cat, while Wyatt leaned against the wall, his face bathed in a sweaty sheen. One of his bandaged hands twitched. Emma glanced up at Kim and Natalie, then bent her head over her plate. Kim frowned.

      Natalie eased herself into a chair close to where Kim stood, shooting uncertain glances across the room. “I guess Emma’s going to need some time,” she said quietly. “But I wonder if she can ever forgive me.”

      Forgiveness. That was something Kim was still working on with Emma. She had no comfort to offer Natalie. After all, Natalie was the one who’d dragged Emma to the other side of the world and into a situation worse than the one they’d left. As far as Kim was concerned, the woman could work out her own problems. She helped herself to some chili con carne. “What’s with the weird names you used over the radio?”

      Natalie looked up at Kim. “CB call signs. According to Mom, Dad gave them to us the moment we were born. He gave Emma hers too, the day he found out we’d adopted her.”

      That was something else she could never give Emma—an extended family. Grandparents, aunts, uncles and everything in between—Kim could give none of it because she had none of it. She was totally alone in the world. If only she could fix everything—make the world the way it used to be—then Emma would be safe. Emma giggled at something, a sound Kim hadn’t heard for several days, and she glanced over at her, just in time to see Ollie kick out his legs, accidentally hitting his brother. Wyatt flinched, but what worried her wasn’t the kick but the way his eyes were scrunched closed and his cheeks were flushed.

      Kim set her plate of food back on the table. She could eat later. She went over and crouched next to Wyatt. “Let me look at that infection. Is it more painful than yesterday?”

      “Yeah.” The boy’s words came through clenched teeth. “It sucks.”

      “I bet. Hold still.” Kim unwound the grubby bandages covering him from elbow to fingertips. “Dixie? Can you ask Camila or Mateo if they have a first aid kit or fresh bandages please? We don’t have any left in our packs.”

      “I’m on it.” Dixie hurried from the room.

      “Here, I’ve got some hand sanitizer.” Emma pulled out a small bottle from her bug-out bag.

      “Thanks.” Kim squirted the liquid over her hands. But even before she’d pulled the tacky cloth clear of Wyatt’s skin, the putrid smell of pus wafted into the air.

      Emma pinched her nose and wriggled sideways. “Eeeuw.” Ollie chuckled as he imitated her. After a quick glance at Kim, Emma got serious and diverted the young boy’s attention by asking him to feed her cat.

      Kim tossed the sodden bandages on to the floor. Wyatt’s left hand and arm appeared to be healing well. Most of the swelling had disappeared and the sites where the cicada toxin had landed were no longer inflamed. But his right hand was a different matter. Angry red marks streaked halfway up his arm, while greenish-yellow discharge welled from his skin. Infection. Kim pressed her fingers over the rapid pulse beating near his wrist. “Your heart’s beating too fast and you’ve got a fever.”

      Wyatt moaned and wiped his hand across his forehead. “I don’t feel too good.”

      Mateo appeared, holding a large white container. He pried off the lid and offered the contents to Kim.

      Kim picked out a brown bottle. “It’s possible Wyatt has blood poisoning. We need a doctor.”

      “There is Culberson Hospital in Van Horn, but I have no idea if it’s still open. Perhaps a doctor or nurse could be found in town. I have a friend who may help.”

      “Appreciate that…” A bell pealed in a roll of furious clangs. Kim started and the bottle of disinfectant slipped through her fingers. She caught it just before it crashed on the flagstone floor. “What…?”

      Mateo tossed the first aid box onto the stone floor. “Cicada swarm! Quick! We must barricade the house!” He raced across the room just as the first bug flew through the open French doors.
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        Sam Leary. Austin, Texas

      

      

      “Samuel Leary, don’t you take that tone with me!” Sam’s mother, Marcy, marched across the room and snatched the paper from him. “Go and help your father dig over the vegetable beds!”

      He thinned his lips and stood, fighting the urge to take the paper back from her. He didn’t want his drawing crumpled and torn up again. Paper was too hard to come by. He placed the pencils back in the pencil cup and straightened the pad on his desk.

      She hovered over him, so close he could smell her perfume. “Well?”

      There were a lot of answers he could have given her, but he’d learned long ago that his mother was transmit-only—she didn’t have conversations so much as say her piece and then use the time the other person was talking to think up her next jab. And she didn’t have a lot of time for book learning. At least his dad didn’t particularly care what he was up to as long as he was out of trouble.

      “I’m going.” He stood and pushed the chair in neatly under his desk. “After you.” He waited as she threw the paper back onto his desk, then followed her out and shut the door behind him, pushing it inward so it would be difficult to open for anyone who didn’t have the knack. He’d learned that the hard way, too.

      “You don’t seem to understand what a hard time I’m having!” She sailed down the stairs in front of him. “This house is so humid I can barely breathe. The government should do something about it. We can’t be expected to live without A/C. I’m having to pull my hair back in this bun because it goes into a frizz in the humidity and I look ten years older than I should. And when my makeup remover runs out, I’ll look even worse!” She went over to the sofa and sat down, leafing through an old magazine before throwing it on the table. “There’s no TV or radio. The house is too quiet apart from your Dad hammering stuff in the garden, which gets on my last nerve. All my friends have left. There’s only your godfather that we even know here anymore and what do I have to say to him? He’s never watched a single episode of Celebrity Singers.” She sighed, dramatic as usual. “Yolanda isn’t answering her phone and she was supposed to call me and organize coffee.”

      Sam paused by the kitchen counter. Yolanda was lying under a sheet in her garden according to his father, but his mother refused to believe it.

      “The house is a mess. I can’t vacuum and the brush doesn’t clean the carpet. It’s still caked in hair from that dog of yours, which at least you had the good sense to get rid of before you came back—Samuel! Samuel, don’t walk away from me when I’m talking to you!”

      He’d be in trouble for that later, but Sam half-ran out of the door and down to the garden where his dad was digging. He was having a hard enough time without Henry. He missed that lovely pooch so much it hurt. And his mother was actively pleased that Henry was gone. He was so tired of her telling him he was overreacting.

      “He was my friend! He died for me.” He could barely get the words out, but he did it. For Henry, who was ten times smarter than his mother would ever be, and possibly five times as courageous as his father.

      He headed for the railing alongside the path, tapping the uprights and the rails as he walked past each one. He concentrated, counting each tap, and when he got to the end of the railing, he turned and counted his way back again to where he had started. It calmed his mind enough for him to let go of the smooth, sun-warmed wood and go into the fenced off area behind the little summer house that his father had designated the vegetable patch.

      His father was sitting on a chunk of tree, eating a tomato. He slurped the seeds out and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. “She been winding you up again?”

      Sam nodded. His father picked another tomato from the plant next to him and lobbed it to Sam, who missed the catch. He bent to scoop it up quick before ever-mischievous Henry could make off with it—the realization that he was gone hit him like a truck, just like it did every time.

      “You’ve just got to learn how to handle her.” His father took another bite and a small trail of seeds dripped into his beard and down onto his what he termed his ‘scruffies’—the old clothes he used for gardening. “Your mother’s all about her friends and going to the nail salon and having the most up-to-date appliances, that sort of thing. She fills her head with TV and celebrity lifestyles and all of that stuff, and that’s what she thinks this world’s about. All of that’s been taken from her. She doesn’t know what to do with herself.” He swallowed the last of his tomato. “She always did get all wound up that you’re not normal. I swear that woman talks as if you’re faking it. Me, I never thought that, but when she gets a thought in her head there’s no moving her. In any case, she’s not a happy woman these days. I just keep out of her way when she’s on the warpath. I’d suggest you do the same.” He let his glasses slide down his nose slightly and peered at Sam over them. “Why don’t you go and see if there’s something you can help your godfather with? He was saying he was having difficulty with a radio or some of that techy stuff you both like so much. And at least it’ll get you away from your mother for a bit.” He stood and picked up a pair of clippers. “I’m going to check the apples. There’s a few looking pretty ripe.” He wandered off down toward the far end of the garden where the fruit trees were covered with a camouflage net, which hung there as much to hide the fact that there was fruit on them as to keep the birds off.

      Sam set the tomato on the stump his father had just vacated. He appreciated the gesture, but his sensory issues got in the way of eating raw tomatoes. The seeds squirmed around in his mouth. He was really tired suddenly; it was as if he was fourteen again and had never moved out, only this time he didn’t even have Henry to keep him sane.

      Loneliness gripped his heart as he made his way down the side of the path and along the drive to his godfather’s house. His father meant to be kind, but he didn’t understand him. His mother didn’t even seem to want to try. He stopped and pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes so he wouldn’t cry. “I need you so much, Henry! I’d rather they’d shot me than you.” Once again he was back there on the road, cradling his beloved dog, feeling his furry body go limp, and his heart broke all over again. Angry tears spilled out of his eyes and he dashed them away and ran the rest of the way to his godfather’s house.

      “Hey there, my boy! Be a bit more careful—that path is covered with brambles and this is not the time to break your neck!”

      “Now would be exactly the right time to break my neck…” Sam stumbled to a halt, waiting for his godfather, who was traipsing back through the woods toward him carrying a few rabbits.

      “Your mother?” Sean Trumble clapped him on the shoulder. “She’s living in a different world than the rest of us, son. If you pay attention to what she says it won’t help you any.”

      “Why’s she like that?” Sam fell into step with him. “Why does she hate me so much?”

      “Your mother doesn’t hate you. She just can’t understand anyone who’s different from her.”

      Sam let his hand stray to the railing. Tap, tap, tap—at least that was orderly and made sense to him, the feel of the wood under his hand grounding and reassuring him. “Then why am I so different from her? When I tried to be like her she got angry and told me off for making fun of her. It seems like I can’t win.”

      “You have to be yourself. All of us do. If we spend our life trying to be someone else we’ll never be any good at it and it will sound false and wrong. But when you are being yourself, there is no one as good at it as you. That’s when it comes naturally to you and you are most happy and at ease.” He opened the door and Sam went in.

      “I’m hardly ever happy and at ease,” Sam grumbled.

      “Depends who you’re with though, doesn’t it?” Sean set his rabbits down on the table. “With people who don’t get you, which is most of them I admit, then it looks like hard work. But with the right people I’ve seen you relaxed and happy. What about your friend Diana? And the little boy? Jesse didn’t seem to be too awkward?”

      There was a little piece of loose skin beside Sam’s fingernail. He picked at it. “Jesse started to be kind of a friend. Kids are simpler. They don’t say one thing and mean another like adults do. Diana is a good friend. She doesn’t do that too much either. I think she knows it confuses me and she tries really hard to put things in ways I understand. And she can tell when I’ve missed a cue and she just tells me what she meant instead of getting angry.”

      Sean went into the utility room and began to sharpen a knife. “Here, bring those through, would you?” He spat on the sharpening stone and moved it in long slow circles over the flat side of the blade. “You miss her.”

      Sam plonked the rabbits down on the side next to his godfather. “Sometimes it feels like, apart from you, there’s only Diana who cares about me. But she’s taking Jesse home, and...” He didn’t want to say it out loud.

      Sean gutted the rabbit expertly, pulling the innards out and putting them onto a chipped old plate. “You don’t think she’ll come back? She talked as if she meant to.”

      “I didn’t really get the chance to speak to her after Jesse was mean to her. And she seems to really love Jesse. If they find his relatives, she might stay there with him.” He tugged the skin on his nail a little too far. It stung suddenly and started to bleed. “She’s always wanted to be part of a big family, just like I did.”

      Sean went to the door and grabbed a handful of dry, crackly grass from the garden, then used it to wipe out the insides of the rabbits. Slipping his fingers between muscle and skin, he eased the pelt away, working gently around the carcass. “I’ve known your dad for a long time, Sam—he’s always been like an older brother to me and he looked after me when I was a kid. He has a good heart, though he’s not always the most tactful. But your mother, she isn’t the same girl I knew when we first met. She thinks she isn’t good enough, and she goes on the defensive when no one’s even thought of attacking her.”

      “I think she hates me.” He hadn’t dared to say it to anyone else, but Sean was like the father he wished he’d had. “She really hated Henry. She’s so glad he’s gone, and it really upsets me.”

      “She doesn’t hate you, Sam.” Sean flipped the rabbit over and cut the pelt free from the back legs, then deftly pulled it off the body as if he was taking its sweater off. He pulled the pelt right to the end of the front legs, then cut it free. “She’s intimidated by you, by your intelligence. You hit her every insecurity on the head. She can’t understand you and she doesn’t understand why you don’t want to conform. And that makes her uneasy that perhaps she shouldn’t be the same as everyone else either. It scares her, because she doesn’t know any other way to be.”

      Sam sat on the hard kitchen chair and his hand automatically went to tap the table leg, the side, the top. “I don’t want her to feel like that though. I just want her to let me be. And to stop being happy that Henry is gone.”

      Sean slit open the hide so it lay flat, then put it on the countertop next to the sink and picked up the next rabbit to do the same. “It’s not so much that she hated Henry. She was jealous of him.”

      “Jealous?” That seemed all wrong.

      “He could get through to you and she never could. Even when you were little, he could always make you smile. She thinks she failed as a mother.”

      Sam turned that thought over and over. “How do I fix it?”

      Sean peeled the skin off the second rabbit and cut it loose. “I’m not sure you can. She still loves you in her own way, but it’s buried under a lot of unhappiness and resentment. Being around her is no good for you, and being around you doesn’t help her any, either. I’d hoped that a bit of time away would ease it, but it doesn’t look like it has. Maybe you should think about moving your stuff in here. You know you’re always welcome.”

      Sam shivered. All his things, his whole room. And Henry had lived in his parents’ house. There weren’t any memories of Henry in his godfather’s house. It was too much of a shift for him to act on immediately “That’s a big change. I like the idea but… I don’t think I can manage it right now.”

      Sean set the second rabbit aside and picked up the third. “There’s no hurry. Have a think about it, and if you think it feels right, you can always start moving things down here one at a time. And for now, if you want to bring down your drawing stuff and maybe leave that here, you can tell your mother you’re helping me, and then spend the time as you wish.”

      “That’s a good plan.” The smell of the rabbit innards was getting to Sam and making him feel sick. He stood up. “Can I use your radio please?”

      “Still looking for Cockroach?” Sean gutted the third rabbit. “Of course you can. And if you hear anything with my call name on, come and get me, please.”

      “Thank you.” Sam left the kitchen. He wasn’t particularly squeamish, but sometimes the smell of dead things got to him. Rabbits were so much smellier than insects. Or at least normal insects. The cicadas were quite stinky.

      He went through the small, neat living room. Sean had taken precautions against invaders, unlike his parents, and there were strong wooden shutters on the windows, double-locks on the outside doors, and supplies stacked neatly in the basement. He’d long ago set up a large tank to capture what rain fell and had been experimenting with some of the water capture structures he’d read about in Ethiopia. It was still a work in progress, but it harvested a little of the dew at least. It was nearly dry now, though, and Sam’s parents weren’t really doing anything to help find water. If it hadn’t been for Sean, they’d have died of dehydration.

      Sam mounted the stairs to the little room at the back of the house where a lead from the solar panels was connected to a portable power pack. It had been charging while Sean was out, and the light blinked green, so Sam connected it to the radio and put on the headphones. He turned it on and tuned into the wavelengths he’d heard voices on before.

      Sam spoke into the microphone. “Austin calling, anyone out there? Over.” The first couple of times there was no reply, but when he tried a third time, he got an answer.

      “Hey, Austin!” A female voice replied. “Bugluvr here, and I gotta message for Samwise Gamgee from Moonshine, over. Can you pass it on if he’s got his ears on?”

      “No need, Bugluvr, I’m pretty sure you’ve got the right guy.” Sam hesitated. “Hang on, should I recognize your name? It rings a bell.”

      “Also from the forum, and I haven’t spoken to you before, but you helped my boy when the cicadas came. I owe you big time!”

      “We helped your… Oh my goodness, was that your son? Was he okay?” That brightened Sam’s day considerably. He started to laugh. “Did you manage to get in the door or had he taped that up too?”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it in my life! I don’t think there was a single wall that had its paint left intact. I shoved the door open and got stuck in the tape like a big, silver spiderweb! But my boy was safe, and he tells me he has you guys to thank for that.”

      “I’m glad.” Sam rocked back on his chair. “Have you heard from the others? That sounded like Moonshine.” It was balm to his heart to hear a friendly voice.

      “I sure have, and they’ll be happy as all get-out to hear you’re still with us. Moonshine heard you were in the fire in Berkeley from Cockroach, and we didn’t hear anything else for so long we thought you must be dead.”

      “Not yet! Though things are crazy here. So Cockroach is still with us? I’m really glad to hear that. I’d been worrying about him. Her.” Having been friends with Cockroach for years, it was still a bit of a mental jump to think of that person being a slight, young girl. “Can you ask Moonshine to tell her…ugh. I don’t know. To tell her thank you, and I’m sorry we got separated.” That wasn’t the half of it of course, but it’d do for starters.

      “Why don’t you put your ears on again this evening, Samwise? Sometime around sundown. I’ll let Moonshine know you’ll be online—well, on air, and listening.”

      “Good plan.” There was a bang behind him, and Sam pulled the earphones off one ear.

      “Was that a shot, Samwise? You got trouble?” Bugluvr sounded worried.

      “I should probably check. Later, Bugluvr, and thank you.” He turned off the radio and hid the battery under the bed just in case. “Oh, over and out,” he muttered as he hurried downstairs.

      “Sam! Get down here!” Sean’s voice came from the front of the house.

      Sam got to the foot of the stairs to find the rooms in darkness. All the shutters were closed and locked. He hurried to where his godfather stood, rifle in hand, peering out of the firing slots in the kitchen window. “What’s happening?

      “Trouble.” Sean nodded at the table where the rabbits had been. A shotgun lay in their place. “Grab that and aim it at the truck.” He sighted through the slot and fired again—the sound was deafening. “Fire at the truck, Sam! Doesn’t matter if you hit or miss, I need you to keep them from rushing the house. There’s too many for me to deal with.” He fired again.

      Sam grabbed the shotgun and moved to another window. He pointed it out the slot in the wood and pulled the trigger.
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        Ron Frobisher. Porton Down. Wiltshire, England

      

      

      The guard on the gate was the same sallow youth who’d turned Ron away when he first arrived. Ron flashed his pass and was rewarded with a surly nod.

      “Are the roads blocked either way to Boscombe?” He had no clue where the Air Force base was and needed directions, but also needed to look like he knew what the hell he was doing.

      There was a steady stream of dismal humans coming at them with their endless snuffles and sneezes and coughs, and it was Mr. Not-Happy-With-His-Lot’s duty to let them all in, when in the past he’d been allowed to turn almost everyone away. The guard needed a friend and Ron was determined to be the buddy who made his day that little bit brighter. “Someone mentioned that the roads were clearer to the south, but…I figured you’d know better than anyone else.”

      Mr. Grumpy pointed the way. “If you head down Porton Road until you hit the A345, follow that until you hit Stockport Road and take a right. You’re on wheels. The wrecks are all still out there, but you can make it.” He rubbed his apple on his trousers, shining it to a gleam. “What’s at Boscombe?”

      “Beds. Kitchen. And some medical supplies.” Ron gave an exaggerated twitch, as if he’d slipped up and said something he shouldn’t. “Best kept between you and me?”

      “Mum’s the word.”

      Ron saluted, secured his helmet, and made his exit. As reported, the roads were littered with wrecked, abandoned, and parked cars. He had a light hitch in his breath and turned his head to cough.

      Boscombe Down was clearly signposted and there was no one at the gate.

      There were planes on the tarmac—beautiful jets, the height of modern engineering—hobbled and grounded because of the smoke and lack of fuel. Ron did a tour of the perimeter, but it wasn’t until he hit the first hangar a second time that he saw a human. He slowed his motorbike, one hand in the air to signal that he was a friend.

      “Can I help you?” The stack of boxes in the subaltern’s arms suggested he was the one needing help.

      Ron parked and left his helmet on the seat. “Here, let me.” He took a couple of boxes.

      “We’re headed for the side door. You the new admin officer? Because, let me tell you, this place is heaving with people. We’re almost at capacity, but they keep coming.”

      Ron opened the door. The high, curved ceiling helped with the stench of overripe humans, but it did nothing for the clamor.

      “We’re trying to keep the place sanitary, but there’s no running water.” He deposited the boxes under a table and stuck out his hand. “Second Lieutenant Raines. Roger, to my civvie friends.”

      “Fielding. Gary Fielding.” Ron fumbled with his boxes, tipping the lid open before they hit the floor. Plastic bottles of rubbing alcohol tumbled over the disinfectant and pool cleaner.

      “Here, let me.”

      “No, apologies. My mess, I’ll clean it up.” He counted off the supplies. The high ceilings and general lack of a seal made it unlikely that they were planning to gas the refugees in the hangar, but there were plenty of other places they could take the sick and feeble to ‘put them out of their misery.’

      Roger tidied the supplies, then straightened everything on the table. “I suppose you’ll be wanting a tour?”

      Why, yes, underly-cautious-soldier, I do. “If you have time? I don’t want to get in the way of your duties.”

      “We’re waiting on the food. No one moves much before chow. That’s what you Yanks call it, right? ‘Chow?’”

      Ron laughed, drawing too much attention to his position. “Yup.” It wasn’t often you found an Americanophile in the UK, but if the kid wanted John Wayne, that’s what he was going to get.

      Roger checked his watch. Everyone who could had gone analog, and he was no exception. “If we do the lightning-fast tour, we can make it before the kitchen staff serve up. There’s not much left to see.”

      Just show me where the bodies are buried.

      “Hangar One is for the people who haven’t been processed.” He leaned on the door, which stuck tight until he rammed it with his shoulder.

      “Who processes them?”

      Roger leaned around Ron and grabbed a piece of paper off the desk. “It’s not rocket science, so we let them admit themselves. Just name, former address, next of kin. There’s no point asking for what doesn’t exist anymore, so I crossed out the email and phone fields.”

      “Nothing about what they’ve been exposed to? Health check? History of certain conditions?” If the powers that be at Porton were sending the asthmatics to Boscombe, they needed to know how sick/healthy they were.

      “Should we?” Roger scribbled a note on the bottom of the paper. “We don’t have a medic. A couple of us have CPR training and there’s a defibrillator, but I don’t think it carries a charge anymore.”

      “I hear you.” Ron hadn’t played the American version of himself in a while and it started with a low-grade stutter. How did the English believe they comported themselves? Loud! You have to be LOUDER! He clapped a hand on Roger’s back. “You did your best, we’ll do the rest!”

      “Is it true, then? The United States Air Force is landing? Here?” Roger walked them to the second hangar. “Even if we had people to man the tower, there’s no power and no way to talk down anyone in a bird.”

      “Our pilots are instrument rated. They don’t need a tower.”

      Roger lapped up every word. “We’ll need to move the RJ100. The DOD took most of the aircraft when they evacuated, but it was rushed. The smaller craft—the Midge and the Hawker—won’t be an issue, we’ve got enough diesel to power the tug a couple of times. To be honest with you, I was saving it, just in case…” He didn’t say in case of what, but the disasters were so numerous it wasn’t a bad plan. “This is the Grub Hub. That’s not its official name, but we take our pleasures where we may.” He swung open the door, the enclosed air smacking them both with a smell so pungent Ron had to fight himself not to back away.

      In the far corner there was an open fire, but rather than filling his nostrils with delight, the odors repelled him.

      “I know. Me too. Smells like pee, but rats are the only protein we can lay our hands on.” He offered Ron a dish of peanuts. “You’ll like these!”

      Because all Americans eat peanuts! I know! The idea of putting his hand into a bowl of nuts…no, legumes…that had been sitting by the side door in a metal hangar that was strung with skinned vermin wasn’t Ron’s idea of good eats.

      “Officers only, and three max, but you’re literally the cavalry, so take whatever you want!” Poor Roger. Raised on tales that ‘the Americans are coming’ and believing it. He’d have been better off knowing that the Porton scientists were gene-editing.

      “Thanks, but we get three hots and a cot over at Porton, so Imma leave those be.”

      Roger helped himself. “Okay by you if I have yours?” He retrieved six whole peanuts from the bowl. “My stomach thinks my throat’s been cut!” He downed the nuts in one. “How about a sip of water?” The tub under the desk had a collection of assorted bottles—some for soft drinks, others for water—but given the conditions he’d seen, Ron no more fancied drinking from someone’s used bottle than he did eating rat meat.

      “What else can I get you?”

      How about nothing, and…more nothing? This wasn’t the hangar he needed to inspect, but Roger had to believe he was the new admin. “The rats are field fed, rather than dumpster divers?”

      “Well…” Roger’s face went through at least three changes before he rustled up an answer. “Porton delivers them.”

      Ron came to a screeching halt. They had to know. Everyone knew. Even he—a lowly Yank who’d graduated from a no-name nothing college (Cornell, but the Brits didn’t rate it because it wasn’t Harvard or Stanford)—knew that Porton Down experimented on animals. “Show me.”

      Roger’s enthusiasm had fallen from an eight to a three. “There’s way more to see. More important than the Grub Hub. You’re going to want to see the Press Office, the Training Team, the…”

      “Show me the food.”

      No one paid them any mind as they crossed the floor to the large plastic tubs lined up against the wall. They had their jobs to do—and in the blink of an eye they’d gone from supermarket meat to processing rats—they kept their heads down.

      “They’re delivered daily.” Roger kept his eyes averted. “We remove the lids, but cover the tops with netting to keep the flies at bay.” He coughed.

      The tub—about four-foot by two-foot—was stacked to the rim with vacuum-sealed baggies of rats.

      “The mice were too finicky. More bone than meat, so we leave those out for the birds.”

      Porton was potentially poisoning the entire food chain. Humans included.

      Roger walked the line of containers. “Rats—they’re the bulk of the supplies. Rabbits come next, and that’s what they send us. Daily.”

      “Did you ask?” Ron rolled the pouch rat over in his hands. “Did you ask how they died?”

      “I mean…” Roger was the proverbial deer, locked in the white-hot beam of Ron’s disgust. “What else are they going to do with them?” His voice was feeble, barely that of a man’s. “It’d be a waste to incinerate them. People are starving, Gary.”

      Ron didn’t have enough biochemistry under his belt to know what was stored in the lungs of an animal once it had been subjected to… He didn’t even know what they’d died inhaling or ingesting. There’d been plenty of talk about ‘humane slaughter’ during his lifetime, but this was a different matter entirely. Porton Down was home to gasses so toxic that a molecule could kill. Had killed. He kept his face impassive. “How do you process them?”

      Roger brightened. “They’re skinned and soaked in vinegar. I figure that’s the best way…you know…bacteria and the like.”

      Ron didn’t know and neither did Roger.

      “They stay there overnight, then they’re boiled.”

      They’d walked into a wall of stink and there was no holding your breath and getting through it. Ron relaxed into the moment. He could peel his skin off later when he was back at Porton. The irony didn’t escape him.

      “Once we have the meat off the bones, it goes in here.” The long, metal tray had a layer of sauce as bright as any red vindaloo curry Ron had ever seen. There were no vegetables, not even an onion, in sight.

      “Surely you can rustle up a couple of potatoes? What’s the spice? Turmeric, powdered chili, and…?”

      “No. It’s food coloring, sir.” Roger dropped his chin to his chest. “In the first days, we found the meat was being put aside, but once we livened it up again, they started eating…”

      Ron turned and left the Grub Hub. More of a Maudlin Meat Market. He’d never imagined that Professor Jem would cook up something so depraved. Sure, they needed to know the impact of the cicadas—and the fires, if it came to that—but sending toxic meat to the air field felt like a betrayal. Of what, he wasn’t sure.

      “Food Dye Red 40 is banned in the UK, but there were supplies left behind by your fellow Americans.”

      “Take me to the Press Office.” If the kitchen was such an unholy abomination he could only imagine what kind of propaganda they were churning out of Boscombe. He hadn’t kept the sheet of paper Suit Guy had in his pocket, but dollars to donuts there was worse waiting for him.

      At the Press Office, Roger pushed the door open and stuck his head inside. “Lola!” A woman in overalls and a headscarf looked up. “It’s the new camp administrator, Gary Fielding.”

      Lola wiped her ink-stained hands on her towel. “Pleased to meet you. Hope you’re here to whip these boys into shape!”

      “You’re in charge of the printing press?” Ron had no time to play the fool or charm these people. The questions he had for the professor were multiplying in his head.

      “Yes, sir.” She led them to the open doors of the third hanger. She stopped at an ancient machine. “Proud hand-cranker.” The mimeograph that sat in the doorway had to be at least a hundred years old. “The printers went out with the power, obviously, but we were lucky enough to have the War Museum close by. I talked to a friend, who talked to a friend…” She rolled her hands. “You know how it goes. Someone always knows someone. And we got our hands on this little beaut.”

      “Who’s writing the copy?”

      Lola looked to Roger for permission to speak.

      “Eyes front and center. I’m running this joint and you’ll answer to me.”

      Lola snickered at Ron’s attempt at authority. “We’re not military, buster. We’re volunteers. You might be able to get away with that tone back wherever you came from, but here it’s honey and butter if you want to get your own way.”

      Roger’s hands went to the epaulet on his shoulder. “We took whatever uniforms we could find.”

      Ron’s hand lashed out and he ripped the insignia off Roger’s shoulders. “Someone earned that. You didn’t.” So much for the ‘honey and butter’ approach. He took two deep breaths and centered himself. He needed intel. Lots of it. And he wasn’t going to get bupkis by going at it like an angry rhino. “Any military personnel remaining?”

      “They were all evacuated, Gary. Right at the beginning. Some of the civilian staff stayed, brought their families here.” Lola leaned up against the door post, cigarette already lit. “I can’t speak for anyone else, but I was sure they’d come back and get us. All that talk about ‘being family’ and ‘pulling together.’ Turned out to be rot.”

      But the remaining staff were affiliated with Porton, so there was a hierarchy of a kind. “Who’s in charge?”

      “Meh. Sometimes Roger, sometimes me. Depends on how much sleep we’ve had. We do our best to keep things running—and your friends over at the lab have been a godsend—but mostly we’re doing foraging runs and trying to stay out of trouble.” She checked the sky, which had a domino effect, Roger and Ron following suit. “When we hear the swarm, we batten down the hatches and stay put until the rain dilutes the toxin, and when the smoke ticks up, we wear our masks.” She produced a grotty N95 from her pocket. “No idea how long these are effective as filters, but we wear them all the same.”

      The masks weren’t designed to last months—a few weeks at most, and then only if you were wearing them episodically. Lola’s mask looked like it might be incubating a new life form of its own.

      “Word on the grapevine is the Winchester Swarm is headed back this way, but I don’t put much credence in that. People will say anything just to hear the sound of their own voices.”

      “You’ve named the swarms?” It was the first Ron had heard about it, but he liked it.

      Roger smoothed the torn fabric over his shoulder, tucking the stray threads inside. “By city. The Southampton Megaswarm was by far the worst. It ground Hampshire into the dust, chowing through their crops like they’d never been fed.”

      Ron would never be able to tell a soul that he’d released those cicadas, or at least been in the vicinity when they set flight.

      “The Portsmouth Swarm wasn’t much to write home about. Couple of hundred deaths, but they’re surrounded by water, which helped contain the spread. They moved north from there. London was a borough-by-borough situation.”

      Roger laughed, but pulled himself back. “Sorry. You don’t have people in London, do you? Didn’t mean any disrespect.”

      “The leafier boroughs saw more action, the council estates—the poor people, the people who live in the ugly places—they did better.”

      Score one for urban blight.

      “You know the rest. This is the perfect place for them, if the newscasters were to be believed. We’re a ‘green and pleasant land’ and they like green. They don’t eat everything, but anything they don’t eat is crammed with cicada eggs, which means—in layman’s terms—that the entire countryside, every English garden, the parks, the woods, and the forests—are all hunting-breeding grounds for the little suckers.”

      For such a tiny island, and for such ravenous insects, they’d lasted a long time.

      “Care to share the plan, Mr. Fielding? What are our marching orders, now?”

      They still thought he was their new commander. He needed to milk that assumption. “Show me the latest ad copy.”

      OPERATION FURIES’ FIST

      We Want You to Be Our New Recruit

      Food, Shelter & a Safe Place for the Little Ones.

      Join Us at Porton Down Where You Can Make All the Difference.

      ALL WELCOME

      NO ONE TURNED AWAY

      He’d already seen that one. Short, to the point, and while it left a lot out (how you could help, what you’d be sacrificing, how precisely you’d ‘make a difference’), Ron had seen the facilities and knew they at least offered food and shelter. He grunted and handed it back. “What else?”

      OPERATION FREYA’S FIRE

      Want to be the first to SCORCH THESE SUCKERS!

      The FIRE CENTERS are ready for you.

      No firefighting experience necessary.

      Must be able to:

      RUN, JUMP, & BREATHE WEARING BREATHING APPARATUS

      “What’s this all about?” Ron took a copy of each leaflet and tucked them into his upper pocket.

      “They’re sending volunteers in to burn the swarms. Once the adults move through, and the eggs or nymphs or whatever are planted in the remaining stalks, they’re using flamethrowers to raze them to the ground.” Roger might as well have said he was willing to sign on the dotted line, he was so jazzed.

      Lola stubbed her cigarette out on the bottom of her shoe and stashed the filter in a decorative tin. “Waste not, want not.”

      “Any more?” Ron hadn’t learned near as much as he wanted to.

      “We generally get new ad copy on a…” Lola’s face scrunched up in laughter. “Who knows what day it is? We get them when they arrive. I tried to keep a tally, but…it’s impossible.” She looked to the sky as if she was expecting something, although perhaps it was a symptom of living through the kind of tragedy that came at you from the sky. Historically, the Brits knew that well.

      “Want to see the dorms or the laundry?” Roger had relaxed back into himself and was anxious to please.

      Ron wanted to see everything, create a picture, see where and how the Porton crew were aiming themselves. “Lead on.”

      A klaxon blared, more submarine sound than security alarm.

      “Everyone inside.” Roger’s smile fell away as he helped Lola shut up shop. “We’ve got three minutes, tops.”

      Ron ran for his motorbike. The swarm couldn’t harm him and he wasn’t about to go into lockdown with the rats.
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        Dr. Diana Stewart. Northwest of Austin, Texas

      

      

      Black spots danced in front of Diana’s eyes, her lungs screaming for oxygen, and then she remembered what Ben had taught her. With her remaining strength, she grabbed the stranger’s wrists, dug her thumbs in, and twisted. He yelped and let go of her throat, giving her enough time to gulp a great gasp of air before he lunged back at her.

      “Diana!” Reuben hit them like a wrecking ball. “Let her go!”

      The attacker was tackled away from Diana and she crumpled, completely winded. Reuben’s shouts mingled with the attacker’s, and savage thuds resounded next to her where Reuben fought the attacker, kicking and punching at whatever he could. The attacker rolled out of Reuben’s reach and tripped him, sending the teenager sprawling. The wiry older man leaped to his feet and drove a heavy boot into Reuben’s ribs before the kid rolled onto his belly. The attacker dropped to his knees on Reuben’s back, crushing the air out of him, and grabbed his hair, jerking his head back and exposing his throat. Reuben wriggled, but couldn’t get his hands under him, and with his shoulders pressed to the ground he was helpless.

      “You can’t have my water!” The man’s face was red with rage, his voice a howl. “It’s mine! I found it!”

      “Get off me!” Reuben spat. The man screamed and jerked back on Reuben’s head again and smashed it into the ground.

      Diana had to force herself out of her immobilizing shock. Reuben needed her! She pushed herself to her feet just as the porcupine ambled into view, pausing to snuffle at a piece of apricot. She threw herself at the stranger, driving him off Reuben and slamming him face-first first onto the porcupine, which squealed and ran.

      The man screamed and clutched at his face. Diana grabbed Reuben’s hand and threw her weight backward, pulling with all her might. Reuben rose and staggered to the van, leaning against the sidewall, clutching his abdomen and wheezing. The stranger struggled to his feet and she gasped. Needle-sharp barbs peppered the right side of his face, one piercing his eyelid and sunk deep into his eyeball. The man felt for the quill, clumsily driving it deeper, and screamed again.

      Diana gagged, then composed herself. She took Reuben by the shoulders. “Quick. Let’s get out of here. Are you hurt?”

      Reuben coughed and choked. Blood streamed from his nose, but he staggered forward. “I can walk.”

      She looked back at their attacker, who had fallen to his knees and was sobbing for help. There was barely any blood, but his screams dropped to a low, inhuman howling which was somehow worse. He crawled into the darkness of the trees. “If he comes back, we may need to run.” She shuddered as the man disappeared into the shadows. “We need to get this stuff out of the van and away from here as quickly as possible. He may have friends. Where’s the cart?”

      “I’ll get it.” Reuben snuffled and coughed as he limped back up the slope.

      She spent several nervous minutes unloading the van. Darkness was gathering, and the man’s unnerving howl remained just on the edge of hearing. He wasn’t far, but he also wasn’t likely to be fit to attack again. She hoped. Still, she reminded herself, he might have friends. When Reuben arrived with the donkey and cart, they loaded up as much unspoiled food and drink as they could. Diana set the donkey off at a quick trot, thoroughly freaked out and just wanting to be back with the others.

      The donkey tired quickly, and it wasn’t long before they were walking beside the cart again, but at least they were out of earshot of the stranger’s eerie howling. They made good time where the road was flat, and where it sloped upward they pushed the cart. The only light left to them was an ominous orange glow on the clouds to the south.

      “What is that glow?” Reuben led the donkey now. “Isn’t it too late for sunset?”

      “Yeah… And since when does the sun set in the south? I have a horrible feeling it’s those wildfires.” Now more than ever, Diana felt the lack of information keenly. How far had the fires spread? Was the situation under control? Or still raging through anywhere that was still left after the cicadas?

      Reuben grunted. “We got wildfires again? Great. Just what we need right now.”

      The road sloped up again, so Diana went behind the cart and put her shoulder to it. “What did you hear about them up at the commune?”

      “We rarely heard much about the outside except when we bought food, and the traders stopped coming weeks ago.” Reuben paused to cough. “I wanted to go down and find out what was going on, but my father wouldn’t hear of it. I think he was afraid I might be exposed to people who weren’t like us.”

      “He probably was.” And not in any kind of protective way, either. Reuben’s father Ezekiel had been a cruel, controlling man who used the commune’s beliefs to maintain his own power over others, and his fists when the commune’s beliefs didn’t prove strong enough. When the cicadas got him she hadn’t been sorry. “The fires are hungry and raging, and they’re not the usual sort. The world is in bad shape right now.” That was the understatement of the decade, but she was already jittery and not inclined to think too closely about how many of the people and places she knew might be left untouched. Alive even. Nope; immediate problems first.

      The cart crested the hill and began to trundle down the other side. Reuben took his place by the donkey’s head again. “Do you think they’re close? The fires?”

      “Far enough away for now. But we need to be aware of them. They can move fast. We’re not that far from the river right now, but we’ll need to factor in the fires when we move away from it.” The road twisted around the hill, and soon the fireglow was hidden and they had to slow and feel their way forward.

      Just as Diana was thinking that they would have to stop, a voice sounded out of the darkness. “Who’s there?”

      “Ben?” Relief flooded through her. “Thank goodness.”

      “You’re safe? We were worried about you.” He turned on a flashlight and hurried forward to hug her and slap Reuben on the arm.

      She hugged him back, hard. “Is Patti still awake?”

      “She’s back with Rachel and Jesse. I heard the cart and thought I’d come and lead it away if it wasn’t you.” He stepped back and shone the light on her briefly. “Are you hurt?”

      “I’m just bruised, but Reuben’s a bit bashed up. We could do with Patti taking a look at his face.”

      Reuben cut in, “Nothing serious. Just a bit of blood.”

      “Come on.” Ben limped along next to her, and Diana was finally able to relax. Patti hustled Reuben off to clean his face with antibacterial wipes and Diana curled up next to Jesse, exhausted as the adrenaline wore off.

      She hadn’t expected to sleep well, but evidently the heat and her exertions tired her out. Movement in the camp woke her—it was Ben disappearing off into the trees. It was barely first light, and blessedly cool. When Ben came back, he settled on his bed, but from the way he fidgeted and turned over she knew that he couldn’t sleep.

      Her attacker’s injuries haunted her. She should’ve gone back and helped him, not left him in the woods, blinded and in pain. But he’d attacked them, and there’d been Reuben to look after. And it was their water he’d claimed as his own, and Jesse and Rachel needed it, as well as the adults. She’d done what was necessary; but she couldn’t convince herself that it was what was right.

      Eventually she extricated herself from Jesse and went to stand over on the edge of the slope, looking out over the wooded hillside. She listened—no hint of cicada-buzz, but there was that acrid taste to the air again, and the sunrise was smoky orange.

      Ben rose and limped over to stand next to her. “You couldn’t sleep either?” Diana shook her head. “Want to talk about it?”

      “Do you have the headspace?” She didn’t want to load her problems on top of his grief.

      “Tell me. I’m drowning in my own thoughts, so a little time with someone else’s would be a relief, to be honest. What’s on your mind, Doc?”

      She sighed. “It’s all been so manic since Watseka. This is the first chance I’ve really had to stop and think about things…and I’m kind of wishing I hadn’t. So much has happened. It seems like the world has fallen to bits. At least our part of it. The most I know is that everywhere the train went on the way from Chicago was dead or burned or cicada-ravaged. But what about the rest of the country? Is anything left? Is the rest of the world functioning as normal, watching all this on the news? How can we not know? It’s surreal. But the fires and the cicadas and the devastation and the death… It’s too much. It’s too big. I can’t grasp it.”

      “It doesn’t seem real.”

      “And yet it is. It’s a nightmare. Or it should be, but I just—I’m living it, but I honestly just can’t believe it.”

      Ben sat down with some difficulty. “All we can do is deal with whatever we’re faced with, and just hope that somewhere someone is finding out how to fix all this.”

      “Maybe… But if anyone should be doing that, it’s me. And it’s too disjointed for me to get a hold of right now.” She sat down beside him and unlaced one shoe to inspect the sore spot that was forming on her foot.

      The sunrise was beautiful, but partly marred by the dirty haze to the south. In that area, the smudge of smoke was noticeably darker now, though it was spreading around the horizon.

      “What will you do? Now you’ve found Jesse and his relatives, I mean.”

      Diana pulled the seam of her sock so that it didn’t sit where the boot rubbed. “I don’t know. I hadn’t planned that far.” She eased the boot on and started to re-lace it. “You?”

      “Same. I knew I had to reach Rachel and Jazz, but I hadn’t really thought much about what would happen after. I figured if the commune was like some sort of hippy place it might not be a bad place to stay, if Jazz was okay with it. But now… Jazz is dead, and I haven’t even thought about where to take Rachel. I can’t go back to Watseka—I mean even if I could travel all the way back, they’ve already run me out of town once. And unless things go back to normal real fast I figure we’re not going anywhere we can’t get to on foot.”

      “I suppose we should have stayed at the farmhouse but…” She shuddered, remembering Garrick’s body suspended in a pit of sewage-saturated mud. She’d never be able to rest easy there.

      “There must be a better place. Or at least another one that would do just as well.”

      “Agreed.” She sat in silence, twisting a piece of grass around the end of her finger and untwisting it again. “It might not be a silly idea to go back to Bud’s ranch. They know we have meds to exchange, and even if they don’t want us to stay, they might put us up for a night or two while we work out where next. And Izzie could probably do with some company.”

      Ben frowned. “We can’t assume anything.”

      “No. But they know we come in good faith.” She twisted the grass into a loop and knotted it. “And if they turn us away, we can maybe try Sam’s parents. Or look for someplace empty. There must be places where…where nobody’s left. Where we could stop for a while without causing trouble to anyone.”

      Ben rubbed his leg. “You’re right. It’s just—strange, I suppose. It feels like trespassing.”

      “Every time. But everything has changed so fast. And so horribly. Apart from—”

      “Apart from?” His eyes were compassionate.

      She shouldn’t be feeling happy in a time of so much tragedy…should she? But Ben had never judged her. She could trust him to be kind. It was a slightly shocking realization, almost a scary one, and though it felt like a risk, she answered. “Apart from Jesse. He’s been through so much and I wouldn’t have wished that on anyone. But now he and I are together, and I wouldn’t change that for the world. If I had to choose between sparing the world the cicadas and the fires and all the rest, and finding Jesse, I wouldn’t give him up. I couldn’t. Is…is that a bad thing?”

      He clambered to his feet before answering. “That’s an impossible question. Don’t torture yourself with it, Doc. You should just be proud that you saw a little boy in trouble and took him under your wing.” He rubbed his leg hard before putting his weight back on it. He hadn’t mentioned it, but he’d been doing that more the last day or so. “You’ll make a good mother to him. It’ll be hard at times—it always is—but you love him like anyone would want their mother to love them. You’ll do just fine.”

      Mother. That word still terrified her, but not into a full panic attack these days. That had to be progress. “With your help, right?” She fell in beside Ben as he walked back into the camp. “You did say on the train you’d help me.”

      A startled laugh came from Ben. “Yes, of course. With me heckling your parenting skills, how could you do anything but excel?” Diana wasn’t used to being teased by someone who didn’t mean things in a bad way, but she thought she could get used to it. “Doc… thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “I needed a bit of normality this morning, and I wasn’t doing too well at it on my own.” He paused as they got back to the camp. “Losing Jazz… It’s overwhelming right now. It helps to get back to…well, even to this madness. Just for a little while, enough to give me the distance to function for a bit longer. It helps.”

      “I know.” She laid a hand on his arm. “I’ve been there. Any time you need to talk, about her, or about everything but her… Rachel too, if talking to a stranger would help.”

      “I appreciate that very much.” He squeezed her shoulder, then let go. “Well. It’s getting warmer. I guess we can’t put off starting the day much longer.” They woke the others, passed around the water now that there was a bit more of it available, and unloaded the cart so they could gather stones for the cairn.

      “We can’t leave my mom here on her own.” Rachel’s eyes were red and swollen. “We just can’t.”

      Patti put an arm around Rachel. “Why don’t I stay with her while you gather rocks, honey? I’m not supple enough to do all that bending and stretching.”

      “Thanks.” Rachel sniffed. “I know it’s silly but—”

      “Not in the least.” Diana lowered her voice and looked over to where Ben stood with the donkey. “It’ll make your Dad feel better too. I’m glad he has you looking out for him.”

      Rachel left and Patti murmured, “We really shouldn’t be leaving the supplies alone either, even if we can find someplace to hide them.”

      “We won’t go far.” Diana was still jumpy after the attack at the van, but she followed the others as they moved along the track, picking up stone after stone to make Jazz’s cairn.

      Once they’d collected a cartload of stones, Diana sent Ben and Reuben back to start making the cairn while she stayed with Rachel. A short time later, Reuben reappeared with the empty cart.

      Diana straightened, rubbing her aching back. “How much more do we need?”

      “As much as we can get.” Reuben looped the reins over a tree branch. “They’re trying to dig into the ground with sticks, but it’s hard work.”

      And the day was getting warmer. Diana took her water bottle from her belt. “Kids, you want a drink?” She held out the bottle. “Don’t finish it though—just a mouthful each.” It probably wasn’t hygienic, but given the state of everything in the world, sharing a water bottle was the least of her worries.

      Jesse came for his mouthful of water. She hated not being able to give him more. “How are you getting on, kiddo?”

      “I found a stone for Jazz, a special one.” He held out a rough stone—it looked like quartz but was pale duck’s egg blue. “It’s like a little piece of the sky. So she doesn’t feel all closed in.”

      “It’s lovely. Make sure to keep it to one side till we get back there. It would be sad if it got lost in the rest.” They picked up stones and loaded them into the cart, and she was grateful when the cart filled. The kids were as tired as Diana. Together they rolled the cart to the clearing. The hole had been dug and Jazz laid to rest inside it. Ben, Reuben, and Patti had already begun laying the stones for the cairn.

      They laid one last stone on the cairn before leaving. “Sleep peacefully, Jazz,” Diana whispered as she set her stone down. “I’ll remember my promise. I’ll look out for them.”

      Jesse laid his stone on the top. “Goodbye, Jazz. It was nice to meet you.” Diana’s heart warmed as she watched. He’d barely known Jazz, but her rascal was turning out to have a heart of gold. He took her hand and they walked back to the cart to wait for the others.

      Patti and Reuben had just set their stones on the cairn when Diana heard a noise. She tensed.

      “What’s that?” Jesse looked up the road.

      Reuben’s head went up like a hound scenting the air, and he hurried over. “Diana, isn’t that—?”

      She cocked her head to listen. From the distance—in the direction of the van—came the roar of engines. They were coming toward them. Fast.

      “We need to get out of sight.” She looked back to where Reuben knelt by the cairn beside Ben and Rachel. “I’ll deal with them. Can you get the cart into cover somewhere?”

      Reuben leaped to his feet. “Will do.” He hurried to harness the donkey to the cart.

      Patti came over. “Trouble?”

      “Our friend from last night, presumably with the rest of his gang.” She took Patti by the shoulders. “I need you and Jesse to stay together. The road curves back on itself just up above us. Can you hurry up there and keep watch? You’ll be able to see them before they get here, and Jesse can run back to us with the news.” Patti and Jesse rushed away and she hurried—reluctantly—to the two mourners at the cairn. She laid a hand on Ben’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Ben…”

      He raised his head and for the first time seemed to hear the engines. Wiping his eyes with the back of his hand, he cleared his throat. “Company?”

      “We need to go. If they find us here it won’t go well.”

      Patting the cairn, he struggled to his feet, catching his breath. His leg seemed to be getting more and more painful. Diana was worried about it, but right now wasn’t the time.

      “Rachel, sweetheart?” He bent down and stroked his daughter’s hair, but she didn’t respond. “Rachel, we have to go.”

      Diana looked back toward the sound of the approaching engines. She could totally appreciate Ben’s tenderness toward Rachel, but there just wasn’t time…

      “I can’t. I can’t leave her.” Rachel looked up at him, tears streaming down her face. “We’ll never see her again. Not ever. I—I can’t.”

      Diana twisted her fingers in her hands. Please hurry please hurry please hurry. Behind her, the cart jerked into action and Reuben hurried the donkey into a half-trot along the road in an effort to find somewhere to hide.

      “Honey, we have to…”

      “Daddy, I can’t. I’m not ready.” She was babbling, almost sobbing as he pulled her to her feet.

      A flurry of movement near the road. Patti appeared, waving her arms wildly, Jesse right behind her. “They’re coming!”

      Ben pulled Rachel away toward the trees, stumbling and limping. “We have to go now, honey. Your mom wouldn’t want us to be hurt.”

      The engines roared closer and closer. Above the din, Diana heard a sound that raised the hackles on the back of her neck—the howling of the attacker from last night. Patti reached them, very much out of breath. “They’ll be here in moments. There’s no time to go elsewhere.”

      Diana grabbed Rachel’s other arm. “This way.” She helped Ben guide the sobbing girl, across the clearing, hoping Reuben had managed to get the cart out of sight. As they crested the ridge and started down the slope the engines slowed to a stop behind them, then idled. She nodded downslope to a burned-out automobile. “Behind the car. Quick!” They hurried down the hill and Ben dropped to the ground with Rachel clasped to him, muffling her sobs in his chest. Patti shrank behind the rear fender beside Jesse, who huddled up with Diana. For two heartbeats they froze, listening.

      A nasal voice whined from just above them, “They can’t have got this far, can they?” Rising up just a hair to look through the broken windows of the car, Diana saw a skinny youth with a shaved head and leather vest. He must have been sweltering in the heat.

      A second man appeared, this one older, wearing a baseball cap. “Who knows? But it’s not like we can afford to let them get away, is it? They took our stuff. They have to pay the price.” A machete and an axe hung from his belt “Besides, after what they did to Chuck, they deserve everything they get.” He turned to walk away. Diana relaxed. Then Rachel sobbed. Ben clapped a hand over her mouth.

      The young man stopped. “You hear that, Pap?”

      “Hear what?” The old man came back to the edge of the slope.

      “I dunno exactly, but it didn’t sound like any animal I know.” He nodded toward the car. “Came from down there.”

      To Diana’s horror, first one and then the other man made their way down the hill toward them.
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        Dr. Keiko Sato. Hueco Tanks State Park, Southwest Texas

      

      

      

      “Welp, if we’re going to find Shane, then we better move these barricade things out of the way.” Netsy stepped over Baseball Cap’s blood-soaked body, kicking the dead thug as she did, and went to the far end of a sawhorse and began tugging it off the road. It registered with Keiko that her sweet-hearted babysitter had just kicked a dead man.

      Netsy caught Keiko watching and paused with the barricade half on and half off the road. “Is it just me, or is it totally weird that I just kicked a dead body like it was nothing?”

      Keiko grabbed the end of the other sawhorse and hauled it. “It’s not just you.” She dusted dirt and grime off her hands. Netsy was less than twenty feet away on the other side of the road, but just barely visible as a spectral image in the thick smoke.

      Netsy moved to the middle of the road and stared down at the dead man. “When I stop and think about everything that’s happened to me in the last three or four weeks—which I really try not to do—I’m stunned that I’m not in bed with the blankets pulled over my head.” She looked over at Keiko. “Of course, I’d need a house with a bedroom to do that.” She kicked at the man’s legs. “I wonder if this fool was one of them.”

      Keiko went to Netsy and hugged her. She knew the rest. The part that wasn’t being said: Burned my house down and murdered my family. She held the girl for an uncomfortably long time—which was probably a normal amount of time for anybody else—then stepped back and held Netsy at arm’s length.

      “Listen to me. We’re going to make it through this. We’re tougher than they are.” She gestured at the smoky landscape with open arms. “We’re tougher than all of this.” She didn’t know where the words came from. She wasn’t even sure she believed them. But she said them anyway. “We finish, Netsy. It’s what we do. You and me, we’re going to finish. We’re going to survive all of this. Together.”

      Netsy made a fist with her right hand and held out her pinky. “Pinky swear?”

      Keiko laughed—it felt like the first laugh she’d had in a dozen years. And maybe it was—she hadn’t exactly been keeping track. She hooked Netsy’s pinky with her own and the two of them squeezed.

      “Together?” said Netsy.

      “Together.”

      “Cool. Now let’s get this jackass off the road so we don’t have to run over him.” Netsy bent over and grabbed the guy by a foot, “…and go find Shane and execute him.” She let go of the foot and stared at Keiko. “I just said we were going to execute someone, didn’t I? Like I was talking about math homework…or a Tyler Perry movie.”

      “Yeah, you kinda did.”

      “I’m so sorry, Miss Keiko. That was a terrible choice of words.”

      Yes, it was, because execute is exactly what Shane did to my little Maiko.

      “Man, I’m all kinds of broken.” Netsy bent over and grabbed Baseball Cap’s foot again while Keiko grabbed the other. They dragged his bloody corpse onto the hard-packed earth and dumped him into a depression that ran along the road.

      Back in the car, Keiko picked up the nearly finished duct tape and gave it to Netsy. “Why don’t you try and seal up those bullet holes in the windshield.” She started the car and rolled slowly down the center of the road past Baseball Cap and the two saw horses. “I wish I knew what we were looking for.”

      Netsy tore off squares of tape and stretched them over the bullet holes in the windshield. “What do you mean? We’re looking for Shane, right?”

      “Yeah, but what’s that going to look like? Are we looking for another barricade? A few guys sitting off on the side of the road? Is he sitting in his truck? Or in one of the park buildings, ready to ambush us?”

      “I highly doubt he’s waiting for us. He doesn’t even know we’re… Whoa, stop the car.”

      Keiko’s braked. Her hand went to the .45 in the center console. “What did you see?”

      “I thought I saw a light from a flashlight. Or maybe headlights. Over there ahead of us to the right.”

      They peered into the hazy, thickening smoke, waiting for the light to reappear. It never did, and after five minutes of searching and waiting, Keiko gently pressed the accelerator and eased the Outback forward through a lefthand bend in the road. “Keep watching, okay?” Netsy nodded as they passed a sign for the park’s visitor’s center. Just ahead, it said, next left, half a mile. At their speed, they’d be there in exactly six minutes.

      Netsy broke off searching and turned to face Keiko. She folded her hands in her lap. “Do you have a minute for some real talk?”

      “What do you mean?” Although Keiko tried not to let her eyes wander from the nose of the car, Netsy’s fidgeting distracted her. She didn’t need that. She needed to focus. If Shane was out there, she needed to find him before he found her.

      “I mean, I’ve got something on my heart that I need to talk about. But I don’t want you to lose it on me.”

      The last shards of the day filtered through the smoke. Netsy was wringing her hands in her lap. Where was this going?

      “Well, I mean, I don’t know how to say this, Miss Keiko, so I’ll just say it. But do you think going after Shane is the right thing to do?”

      Keiko stopped the car.

      Netsy put up her hands. “Now before you say anything, I totally understand how you feel. They…” She paused, tears wetting her amber eyes. “They killed my family, too. And there’s nothing I’d like more than to watch these guys burn. But I’ve been thinking… If the price is that millions of people die because you’re not doing your God-given thing to find a cure, then isn’t the cost of revenge too high? I mean, they kind of win, don’t they?”

      A hard edge crept into Keiko’s voice. “When did all of this come to mind? Just now? As we were rolling along looking for thugs and flashlights?”

      “Miss Keiko, listen, I’m one hundred percent loyal to you. One hundred percent. If you want to go through with this, finish it, I’ll have your back all the way. But…well…maybe…I was thinking that maybe it’s time to go home.”

      A hot flourish of emotion rose up through Keiko’s chest. Her lips trembled and her throat tightened. “Go home? Where is that exactly?” She shot Netsy a savage look. “Neither of us has a home anymore. Neither of us even has a family.”

      Netsy reached out and stroked Keiko’s hair, letting her hand slide down Keiko’s back. “Miss Keiko, this is probably going to sound weird, but…well…you’re my family. Even before you broke up that…thing…that was going on in the alley, you and Maiko were my family.”

      Something broke inside Keiko, like a dam giving way to a swollen river. She sniffled hard. “Really? You never thought I was an arrogant, stuck-up, lone-wolf loser?”

      “What? No, not even once. You’re the most un-loser person I’ve ever met.”

      “Oh, honey, if you only knew.”

      “Listen, if you think you’re the only one that’s ever effed up…well, that would be some ego trippin’ right there. I’ve been walking around feeling like a zombie for weeks and crucifying myself for not stopping Shane. And just look at what happened because I didn’t.”

      Keiko took Netsy’s hand and stroked it. “There were more of them than there were of you.”

      “Maybe, but I should have done something. I mean, I shouldn’t be here talking to you. Maiko should be. I should’ve been the one taking that bullet.”

      Keiko shook her head and squinched her eyes to clear her tears. She wanted desperately to rip off her respirator and let in some fresh air. But there was no fresh air. Only smoke. “No, you’re wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong. Losing Maiko was torture. Losing both of you…that would be…” She couldn’t finish the thought. “Because you’re my family, too.” She gripped Netsy’s hand tight and stared out the windshield into the darkness. Words were forming in her heart—the kind she knew she wouldn’t be able to suppress. She turned in her seat to face Netsy. “I apologize in advance if any of this comes out sideways.” She paused to gather herself before pressing on. “I was so angry at you. Angry that Maiko was gone and you were here. I just want you to know that wasn’t me. It was grief. Or shock. Or whatever.” She squeezed Netsy’s hand. “I know it wasn’t your fault. There was nothing you could have done. Now listen. I’m not going to turn around. Not yet. And here’s why. Because you’re right. I need to get back to work. But we need those chemicals Shane stole. I’m going to find them, and I’m going to get them. And if Shane dies in the process, well…oops.”

      Netsy put her hand over Keiko’s. “Miss Keiko, did you ever see that old movie, Thelma & Louise?”

      “No.”

      “Well, I’m not going to explain it all now, but this is starting to feel an awful lot like the end of Thelma & Louise.”

      “Why?”

      “Tell you what, we’ll watch it together after this is all over. It’s guaranteed to make a sister cry.”

      “That’s exactly what I need.” Keiko gave a quiet laugh. “More crying.” She slid the car into drive, bopped the little Colombian flag hanging from the rearview and silently blessed Raoul’s memory. She took her foot off the brake, eased the Outback into gear, and resumed her slow, interminable crawl through the smoke.

      The white Silverado’s tailgate emerged from the smoke at the same instant Netsy slapped her hand on the dashboard. “There it is!”

      Keiko braked. She shifted the car into neutral, pulled the handbrake, and let the engine idle. Beyond the tailgate, the smoke hung like a shroud. There was no way to see who was in the cab.

      She eased the door open, then slipped out and crouched behind it, just as she’d done with Baseball Cap. She reached for the SIG in her shoulder harness, then reached back into the car for the .45. If she was going toe-to-toe, it would be with maximum firepower. Netsy crouched behind her door as well, her handgun drawn, its muzzle poked out around the door’s far edge. She nodded at Netsy. Netsy raised her eyebrows and the corners of her eyes rose in a smile. It was a fatalistic expression, but what else could be expected from a weaponized seventeen-year-old girl crouched behind a ghost truck that likely held her rapist and the murderer of her family?

      Keiko slid away from the car door. Staying low, she crept forward to the truck’s rear wheel, stepping softly on the hard earth, trying to stay below the outside rearview mirror’s range of vision, hoping her movement didn’t create a trailing eddy in the smoke.

      A shoe scuffed the dirt. Keiko’s heart froze. It came from her right. She turned slowly and raised the .45.

      Netsy crouched at the rear of the truck and pressed her finger to the canister at the mouth of her respirator. Keiko relaxed. It was Netsy who had scuffed the ground. She waved Netsy forward, then crept along her side of the truck until she was just below the driver’s window. Silently, she counted to three, then popped up and aimed the .45 at the window.

      The man inside the truck jumped. It was Shane, and from the puffiness in his face and his wet cheeks, it was obvious he’d been crying. Shane hammered the door lock.

      Shane and Keiko stared at each other, Shane apparently unaware of whose respirator-covered face he was looking at. His eyes wandered down from her face to her body, stopping on her chest. A look of shock and horror flashed across his face. He must’ve seen her Metallica T-shirt. He lunged across the truck’s center console, grasping for the door handle. There was a tapping sound and Shane twisted mid-lunge. He pounded the door lock closed, then sat up, awkwardly sprawled across the console, staring at Netsy, who rapped her gun barrel on the window.

      “Hi, Shane!” Netsy waved at Shane and leveled the gun at him. “How you like me now?”

      Shane lurched backward against the driver’s door. He snapped his head around.

      Keiko clasped the gun tight with both hands and stared him down. “Unlock the door, Shane. Get out of the truck and give me the keys.”

      “It won’t do you any good. It’s out of gas.”

      “The keys, Shane.”

      Shane shook his head violently. “You’ll have to shoot me for them, and you don’t have the guts.”

      “Ohhh,” said Netsy, “You done messed up now, Shaney-boy.”

      Shane twitched in his seat, twisting to look at Keiko, then Netsy, then back at Keiko. He slowly popped the door lock, then, with sudden force, he kicked it open. The door slammed into Keiko, sending her sprawling in the dirt. He leaped from the truck and jumped on her, pinning her arms as he straddled her stomach. He ripped her respirator off and flung it away. Fire filled her lungs and she gagged as she gulped in the toxic smoke. He grinned and drove his fist into her face. Her nose exploded with pain and she twisted, turning her head back and forth. He grunted and wheezed and pounded her eye. Her head swam and for a moment the world went dark. Another brutal punch rattled her teeth and the iron-rich taste of blood filled her mouth. He pummeled the side of her head, forcing a compressed burst of air into her ear.

      Keiko, nearly blind, her ear ringing, struggled to raise her gun, but the weight of his body pressing down on her biceps was too much. He ripped the gun from her hand.

      “Get off of her!”

      Netsy!

      Shane twisted and slid off Keiko. He aimed the .45—Keiko’s gun—at Netsy.

      Keiko lunged. “No!”

      Shane fired. Keiko screamed. Netsy crumpled, her head wrenched sideways, her respirator ripped halfway off her face.

      Keiko leaped for the gun. She couldn’t let him get off a second shot. She grabbed the barrel and pulled, its hot metal burning her hands. The gun fired and she screamed as fiery pain tore through her leg. She fell back hard on the ground. Shane leered over her. He licked his lips. In that brief moment, she drew the SIG from its shoulder holster and fired.

      Shane screamed as the 9mm bullet ripped through his hand. The .45 fell into the dirt. Keiko scrambled to grab the .45, then snatched up her respirator and tugged it on. She scooted backward at fast as she could, driving her heels into the dirt to propel herself back. Her calf throbbed. Pain radiated out from the entry wound. “You shot me, you pig!”

      Shane cradled his bleeding, shattered hand to his chest. “You shot me!”

      Keiko holstered the 9mm and aimed the .45 at Shane. She risked a quick glance at Netsy, whose chest rose and fell. She’s alive, thank goodness. She looked back at Shane. “Don’t move. You move and I’ll kill you. Now get up on your feet.”

      “Which is it,” sobbed Shane. “Don’t move or get up?”

      “Get up. Slowly. I want you to pick up Netsy—and you better be as gentle with her as with a newborn—and I want you to put her in the back of the Subaru. If she’s hurt bad, you’re going to live out the short rest of your life here in West Texistan without your balls.”

      Shane rose and went to Netsy. “How am I supposed to pick her up? You shot my hand.”

      Keiko squinted through her bruised eye. Between the smoke and the swelling, she could barely see. “I don’t give a damn, Shane. Figure it out.”

      He gingerly slid his gun-blasted hand under Netsy’s knees, leaving a thick smear of blood along her leg, and his other under her shoulders. He cried in pain as he carried her to the car.

      “Now get on your knees.” Keiko motioned her gun toward the ground.

      Shane knelt and clasped his hands behind his back.

      “Hands in front where I can see them.” You sound like a police procedural, Sato. “Where are the keys?”

      “The keys? The keys to what?”

      “The truck, you idiot.”

      “They’re in my pocket.”

      “Give them to me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because this is the end of the road, Shane. You’re not driving out of here.”

      “What are you gonna do? Execute me?”

      Keiko sighed. “You said I didn’t have the guts to shoot you, but we’ve been here before, so you know I have the guts, and you know I won’t miss this time. Netsy almost wouldn’t let me come out here all by my lonesome and hunt you down, but I think we both understand where we are now.” She pressed the barrel of the .45 to Shane’s lips. “Now open, just like you told Netsy to do in the alley.” She pinched Shane’s nose until he gasped for air, then shoved the barrel in his mouth—hard. Shane gagged.

      Her finger tensed on the trigger. Pull it ‘til it clicks.

      A strangled shout came out of Shane. He coughed and choked until Keiko pulled the gun out of his mouth. He spit two teeth into the dirt. A gush of blood ran down his chin.

      “You won’t need those where you’re going, Shane. Now, the keys…”

      Blubbering, snot running out his nose, blood flowing from his mouth, he pulled the truck keys from his pocket and threw them in the dirt at Keiko’s feet.

      “I saw a backpack in the back of the cab. What’s in it?” She stepped away and sat on a large rock several feet in front of him. Too far for him to make a lunge. She aimed the gun at his chest.

      “The chemicalth,” he said, lisping through the huge gap in his top row of teeth.

      “Good job, Shane. Thank you for taking such good care of them. Now, different topic. You made a decision that wasn’t yours to make.”

      Shane stared at her dumbly. He shook his head. “What dethithon?”

      Keiko wanted to punch him. How could he not know? She steeled herself. “You took the most precious thing I had.” Her voice snagged on a sob, but she wouldn’t give in to grief. Not here. Not in front of him. “Maiko was a gift. You understand? She was a gift I never wanted to let go of. I was so lucky to have her for eight years…” The words came out thick. “But you know what, Shane? Whether I got eight years or more wasn’t your decision to make.”

      “It was jutht orderth.”

      “Shut up about orders. You drove all the way from Colorado. You chose this. You’re going to die here, Shane. Alone, far from home, far from school, far from friends. You’re never going home to eat Mom’s tater tot casserole or play catch with Dad. No one will know where you died, and no one will find your body, because you’re going to be eaten by coyotes and vultures.”

      A rocket of pain shot up her leg and she winced. “But here’s the deal. I’m not going to decide how or when you will die like you did with my Maiko. You get to decide. Look at me, chin up.” Keiko sighted down the .45’s barrel. “Now, I can shoot you. That would be quick and merciful, but I’m pretty sure you don’t want to die at the hands of a subhuman Asian metalhead. That said, a bullet is much cleaner than sucking in Teff smoke and coughing up bloody chunks of lung over the next whatever amount of time, which is what will happen because you don’t have a respirator. Or you can die of bacterial infection after I blow out your knees.”

      Shane coughed hard, then snuffled and wiped a trickle of blood and snot from his nose.

      “Uh oh, it looks like the Teff smoke’s already starting. Did I mention the seizures? A lot of people have them as they die. Yours is not going to be a pretty death, Shane. Then again…have you ever watched one of those YouTube videos where they shoot a watermelon with a .45? It’s fantastic stuff. Watermelony bamsplatter everywhere. Anyway, blah blah blah.” She waggled the .45 from Shane’s chest to his face. “It’s time to decide. How will you die? Smoke? Germs? Or me?”
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        Kim Walker. Route 54 to Van Horn, Texas

      

      

      

      “You promise Wyatt won’t die?” Ollie stood there, head tilted back, his hands curled into fists.

      

      Resting in a chair close by the front door of the Garcia ranch house, Wyatt shivered and clutched the blanket around his shoulders. “Don’t be a dork, bro.”

      

      Camila ruffled Ollie’s sandy red hair. “Don’t worry Ollie, he’ll be fine. He just needs some medicine. And as soon as he has seen a doctor, my Mateo will have him back here before you can sneeze.”

      

      “That’s right.” Kim finished packing away the change of spare clothes Camila had pressed on her. “We shouldn’t be away long. A couple of days at the most.”

      

      The swarm that had descended on the ranch had taken ages to disperse and fly elsewhere. But the Garcias had been well-prepared. They’d sprung into action, boarding up the house while the ranch hands had dealt with the chickens and barricaded themselves into the bunkhouse. Even the horses, goats, and sheep had a haven. They’d been secreted into a mine and only allowed out to graze for strict limits of time. The problem was the latest devastation wrought on the vegetable gardens and the fruit trees. Mateo explained that the first time a swarm had hit, the ranch had been caught unaware. One of his workers had died, along with his favorite horse, and several cattle. And after that first swarm, two ranch hands had fled, leaving him with only Old Jim, Pedro, and Noel. But Camila had done an amazing job preserving the remaining produce. Added to what she’d already stashed in their cellar, they’d enough supplies to last for several months.

      Waiting out the swarm hadn’t done Wyatt or Natalie any favors. Natalie needed her leg reset or put in a cast if she was to heal without a permanent limp. She also needed stronger painkillers. And Kim was certain Wyatt had blood poisoning, which could prove fatal if he didn’t receive medical attention soon.

      She clipped her respirator onto her belt as her gaze fell on the other three members of their group. “You sure about staying at the ranch long term?”

      Dixie exchanged glances with Bushra and Noah, who both nodded. “Hell yeah. We’ve got no stomach for any more excitement. This will be our home for a while, but y’all won’t be rid of me so easily. I’m coming to the hospital, too. Mateo may need an extra pair of hands with Wyatt on the trip back to the ranch.”

      Kim turned her eyes to Bushra. “I’m sorry, but we’ll have to leave you with…um…organizing the burial of Gerry and Markus. Wyatt and Natalie can’t wait any longer to see a doctor.”

      Bushra smoothed a hand over Ollie’s hair. “Don’t worry, we’ll take good care of Ollie while you’re gone. And we’ll take good care of Gerry and Markus, too. We can have a memorial or funeral when you get back.” Bushra didn’t mention Ben and René, whose whereabouts were unknown. Maybe she was holding on to hope they would somehow walk out of the desert one day, which was what Kim was hoping for. The ranch hands Mateo sent to the crash site had returned with no information about the two men. They’d also not been able to find Portia, who’d died of a snake bite.

      Her face grave, Bushra enclosed Natalie’s, then Emma’s, hands in hers, held them for a moment, then let them go. She clasped Kim’s shoulders and lowered her forehead to hers. “May Allah guide your steps home.”

      “Thanks, Bushra.” Unexpectedly, Kim’s eyes stung. It was all sounding far too final, like a last goodbye. She cleared her throat. “We’re good to go then. Mateo, thanks so much for driving us to Van Horn. I’m worried though that we’re using up your fuel. It must be hard to come by.”

      “Yeah, it’s a highly valued commodity these days. A buddy of mine was shot in the arm two weeks ago when he attempted to get gas at a station in Van Horn. But we’re okay here.” Mateo tossed the keys in the air then settled his hat over his gray head. “We have a small stockpile and have been careful. Camila, I’ll be home soon.” He planted a noisy kiss on his wife’s cheek.

      Ollie raced into the room and flung his arms around Kim’s legs, hugging her tight. “I don’t want you to leave. Don’t go! Please!”

      Kim peeled his arms away and knelt. “Listen, I understand this is hard for you. But I promise…I promise that I will come back.”

      “You promise? And Wyatt? He’ll come back too?” Ollie raised tear-filled eyes and sniveled. “Really truly? When?”

      “I’m not sure how long it will take to treat Wyatt. It may be days, or Mr. Garcia might bring us back tomorrow.”

      “And then you’ll stay here with me? And Wyatt? I want Emma and Didi to stay, too.”

      “As soon as Wyatt has seen a doctor, we’ll be back at the ranch.” She offered Ollie a tissue to blow his nose and smiled. “I’m not sure about staying here permanently, but no matter where I go, I’d love for you and Wyatt to tag along with me.”

      “Promise?” Ollie’s eyes swam with tears.

      “Promise.”

      Ollie surged back into her arms and cuddled close.

      Emma handed Ollie her cat’s leash. As if sensing the tension in the room, Didi yowled and sidled closer to Emma. Her eyes glassy, she knelt and hugged her beloved cat while looking Ollie in the eye. “You’re in charge of Didi, Ollie. You remember everything I told you about her food?”

      “Yep.” He scooped the cat into his arms and Didi purred.

      Camila rubbed the cat behind her ears. “Don’t worry, Emma. I love cats. Your Didi will be well cared for here. Tomorrow or the day after, you will be with her again.”

      Rush, freshly showered and dressed once more in his cleaned jacket and dress pants, rose from where he’d been sitting against the wall. “Nothing like happy families. Let’s move.” He stepped toward Natalie. “If you’ll take my arm, I’ll help you into the truck.” With a nod at those remaining behind, he led Natalie out the door, pausing under the portico to pull on their masks.

      “Be cool, bro.” Wyatt mock-punched Ollie’s shoulder as Kim grabbed her knapsack and Emma picked up her bug-out bag. After another chorus of goodbyes and good wishes, they made their way to where Mateo waited beside the stake bed truck, a red bandana around his face. Dixie, wearing an old-fashioned gas mask that looked as if it had come straight from a WWI battlefield, called shotgun.

      Mateo tugged at a rope securing a canvas roof that had been tied to the sides of the truck bed to give shade on the trip into town. “It’s all organized. My friend, Perez, will be waiting for us and will help us get into Van Horn.” Plucking off his hat, he waved it at Camila and then hopped behind the steering wheel.

      Kim trudged around to the rear of the truck, adjusting her respirator until it was almost-but-not-quite comfortable, and clambered aboard with the others. Rush climbed in and secured the gate as Kim found a spot on the right-hand side. Natalie was already settled, braced against the back of the cab, a cushion behind her back. Her gaze was on Emma and Wyatt, who sat side by side as far from her as possible. Emma hung her head, allowing her long, shiny dark hair to fall forward and block any eye contact with her adoptive mother. She obviously hadn’t forgiven Natalie for her recent revelation over her involvement in the distribution of the drought resistant grass and the specially engineered fertilizer. Whether she would be open to listening to her reasons was hard to say, and Kim didn’t blame her. Emma had lost so much these past few weeks—her father, her home, her life. And yet the kid was as feisty as ever. And she’d kept her good heart, too. She watched her pull a bottle of water from her pack and give it to a shivering Wyatt, whose flushed face beaded with sweat.

      Hunched over to avoid the roof, Rush moved past Kim to sit beside Natalie. The truck roared into life and bumped down the drive. The last sight Kim had of the ranch house was of Ollie and the cat on the porch. An icy hand sent shivers down her spine. She twitched her shoulders as she threw off the notion that she’d never see the ranch again.

      Rush spoke to Natalie, his low voice inaudible above the din of the engine and the jostling caused by bumping along the dirt road. His legs were crossed at the ankles, his hands resting casually in his lap, looking completely relaxed and confident, as if everything was going according to plan. His plan. Kim’s gut roiled, but there was nothing she could do. All she had were suspicions that he couldn’t be trusted. If he’d stayed true to himself—curt to the point of rudeness, secretive, and bullying—she might not have been so suspicious, but that burst of kindness in the desert threw her for a loop. The problem with the man was that he wasn’t consistent, which made her think it was all an act. To what end, she didn’t know, but putting their lives in his hands felt like a huge gamble.

      Twenty minutes later the truck turned off the dirt road and hit a paved highway. Picking up speed, the truck flashed past a sign. SOUTH 54 TEXAS. Kim leaned forward and peered through the cab’s rear window and out the windshield up front. The road appeared to stretch in an unending straight line, while overhead smoky clouds settled dark and ominous, as if they weren’t moving on anytime soon. The landscape was empty of movement, and every so often they passed burned-out trucks and cars. They could have been the only people alive.

      Several miles down the road, Mateo downshifted and slowed the truck until it rolled to a stop. Leaving the engine running, he climbed out, then turned back to look inside the cab. “Dixie, it might be best if you duck below the dash.” Then he walked to the truck’s side, where Kim couldn’t see out because of the canvas blocking the gaps between the bed’s wooden slats.

      Rush moved over to the side of the truck, his mouth close to the canvas. “Why have you stopped?”

      Mateo spoke quietly. “There’s a vehicle heading our way. These days it pays to be cautious.” There was a metallic click. “I suggest the women and children lie flat in case there is shooting.”

      “Right.” Rush turned around. “Everyone lie down and keep quiet.” He clambered past Kim and slipped out the back of the truck, closing and bolting the gate behind him, then giving his jacket a tug before joining Mateo.

      Kim’s instincts bolted into hyperdrive. Rush had performed that same jacket-tugging action once before, when he’d looked as if he was about to produce his gun. “Emma, Wyatt, do as he says.” She sidled over to Natalie and helped her slide down lower.

      Natalie raised her head. “Emma. I want you over here.”

      “I’m fine where I am.” Emma flattened herself to the metal truck bed, beside a shaking Wyatt. She tugged the blanket over his chest and took hold of his hand.

      As the growl of approaching engines grew louder, Kim crawled forward then peered through the rear window and windshield. Her heart slammed against her bones. The vehicles coming into view screamed military. They couldn’t be anything else. The lead vehicle was armored, complete with a turret and a lethal-looking gun aimed at Mateo’s truck. Two jeeps trailed the armored car. The convoy stopped in a staggered diagonal line, effectively blocking both lanes of the highway.

      For a couple of seconds no one moved, then a man swung out of the passenger side of the middle jeep. He had a buzz haircut and wore desert camouflage clothes.

      Mateo nestled the butt of his rifle into his shoulder and rammed the bolt home. “Just stay where you are and state your business.”

      Rush laid a hand on Mateo’s shoulder. “No need for any heroics. I know these guys.” He walked forward, holding out a hand. “You’re late. I expected you days ago.”

      “Sorry boss. Took us a while to work out your plane’s location.” The newcomer shook Rush’s hand. “Then we had some trouble getting out of Austin. Nothing we couldn’t handle though.”

      Three men exited the rear jeep, rifles in hand. All wore full-face respirators. Although their weapons pointed toward the ground, Kim wasn’t fooled. Meeting up with these men had been Rush’s plan all along. The ‘why’ was the big question.

      Buzz-Cut narrowed his eyes. “Do you have the woman and kid?”

      Swinging around so his back was protected by the truck, Mateo swung his rifle from Buzz-Cut to Rush. “What is this? Who are these guys?”

      “Nothing you need to concern yourself with, Mateo. Now be a good man and lower your weapon.” That was Rush. Cool. Calm. Controlled. “Norris, get them off the truck.”

      Emma. They were here to take Emma! Kim scuttled over to Natalie. “Did you know about this?”

      “No!” Natalie fumbled with her shirt. “I don’t know who to trust anymore. I thought…”

      “You thought Rush was one of the good guys, huh?” Even at barely a whisper, Kim’s voice vibrated with a mixture of fear and fury. She rummaged inside her knapsack, desperately searching for a weapon, for anything. Her hand closed over a flashlight as Buzz-Cut, aka Norris, released the tailgate’s bolt. The door lowered. She scrambled to the end of the truck bed and lashed out at Norris, crashing the flashlight square on his head. Norris cried out a stream of curses, and she pounded him a second time as footsteps rounded the side of the truck. “Mateo! Drive! Drive!”

      Dixie shrieked from the cab. Another two soldiers appeared, one leaping onto the bed. Kim swung the flashlight, catching his shoulder. He grunted and toppled out of the bed, narrowly missing the other soldier, who reached in and yanked Kim’s leg out from under her. She fell hard on her back. Blinking back tears, she heard the driver’s door open and Rush shouting.

      “Mateo! Don’t be a fool!”

      The engine roared and the truck jolted forward. A shot cracked through the air. The truck shuddered and stopped.

      No. No. No. No. Kicking and screaming, Kim freed herself. She scrambled out of the truck and ran around to the driver’s side.

      Rush stood beside the truck’s open door, gun in hand. Inside, Mateo slumped over the steering wheel, blood and brains splattered across the windshield. His left hand dangled by his side. Blood dripped into the dirt.

      Dixie screamed, pressing herself against the passenger door, her hands covering her mouth and her eyes. Flecks of blood were spattered over her mask and shirt.

      Rush checked Mateo for a pulse, then stepped back, holstering his weapon. “This is what happens to heroes.” His cold eyes met Kim’s shattered gaze. “For goodness sake, drop the flashlight.” He shifted his eyes past Kim. “You two, grab the other woman and the girl. And get those packs—the laptop is in the knapsack. Hop to it, we’re behind schedule.”

      Bleeding from his head, Norris yanked the flashlight from Kim’s hand then backhanded her. Blood filled her mouth and then Norris slammed a punch into her belly. Her vision blurred as pain radiated across her ribs, stealing her breath. She collapsed, scraping her knees on the asphalt.

      Thuds and bangs shook the truck bed. Emma’s screams carried over the soldiers’ swearing. Dixie’s shrieks were like a record on repeat.

      Gasping for air and clutching her stomach, Kim struggled upright. She lurched toward Emma, who fought against two soldiers holding her arms, ramming her boots into whatever she could reach while Wyatt clawed at Norris’ shirt, trying to pull him off balance.

      A hand grabbed Kim’s ankle. She jerked her foot free and looked down and saw Natalie, who had army-crawled away from the melee and was reaching up with a USB drive clenched between her fingers. “Hide this. Get it to my brother, Dale. He’ll know what to do.”

      Footsteps hammered the paved road. Reinforcements would be on them in an instant. Kim snatched the USB stick in one lightning-fast movement and secreted it inside her bra. A young voice cried out from the rear of the truck and Wyatt staggered backward, his eyes rolling up in his head. Norris rubbed his knuckles and stared down at the boy. Shaking off her pain, Kim leaped onto Norris’s back and locked her elbow around his throat. His choking gurgle gave her immense satisfaction.

      “Enough!” Rush was there, and a cold, terrifying object pressed against her temple. “Let go of him, Kim, or I swear I’ll put this next bullet in your brain.”

      Kim loosened her grip around Norris' throat and slid off his back. “I’ll get you for this,” she snarled. “Trust me.” She raised her hands in the air.

      Rush pressed the gun tighter against her head and twisted, grinding into her flesh. “Remember this—if you come after me, you’ll meet the same fate as Mateo.” He jammed the barrel harder. “Pity. You would have made a good soldier. I would have welcomed you on my team.”

      She spat a glob of blood at his feet. “I’d never be on your team.”

      “Never say never.” He leaned close and whispered near her ear. “Maybe in another life.”

      “Hell is the only life you’re heading for. And I’m putting you there.”

      Unbelievably, Rush laughed. More soldiers appeared, one with his rifle aimed squarely at Kim. Norris manhandled Natalie off the ground and into the waiting arms of another soldier. Another two men restrained Emma, while yet another snagged their packs and carried them to a jeep. Emma dug her heels in and squealed as a soldier flung her over his shoulder. She managed a pleading glance at Kim. “Look after Didi!”

      “I’ll find you, Emma! I promise!”

      The soldier holding Kim at gunpoint smirked, then left her to join his buddies as they took their victims to the waiting vehicles. Kim dragged herself to the front of the truck—willing herself not to look at Mateo’s dead body—in time to see the soldiers thrust Natalie and Emma into a jeep. Before he swung into the lead jeep, Rush threw Mateo’s keys far into the desert and then saluted Kim.

      Tires squealed as Rush’s men turned their vehicles around. Kim stepped toward them, then remembered Dixie and Wyatt. She staggered back to the open door on the passenger’s side of Mateo’s truck where Dixie was struggling to her feet, blood oozing from a cut lip, her face a blank mask of shock. Engines revved, and Rush’s vehicles roared back the way they’d come. This time Kim gave chase. “I’ll find you! I swear I’ll never stop looking until I find you!”

      She ran and ran, reeling from pain and horror and sorrow until she could run no more. Her ragged breathing an aching wheeze in her chest, she collapsed, sobbing, as the vehicles dwindled into tiny specks, then vanished, leaving her alone in a foreign land with a man murdered because she’d begged him to drive away, and a boy whose life depended on getting urgent medical attention. The corrosive knowledge that she might never see her daughter again burned like hellfire. High above her head a vulture circled.
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        Anayeli Alfaro. Curtis Family Compound. Thompson Falls, Montana

      

      

      The onslaught, when it came, wasn’t at all what Anayeli had prepared for. It wasn’t what any of them prepared for.

      She smashed yet another mosquito, her own blood making a smear across her arm, then waved a hand to ward off the others hovering around her face and making a high buzzing whine in her ears.

      “Ugh, Cricket! I’m so sick of bugs!” The dog looked up at her from his place at her side—always, always at her side—his head cocked like he was considering what she’d said. “You’re lucky you have fur.” Cricket’s bald, burned patches had mostly grown back, and even though he still had a bit of a limp and wore a T-shirt to keep his chest wound protected, he’d never missed a patrol shift. She’d tried leaving him back at the house the first time she’d gone out on watch, but Mama had gotten fed up with the perro estúpido and his barking at the door and had let him out.

      “At least the mosquitos aren’t deadly, because Grangela’s bug repellent is worthless.” She scratched the side of Cricket’s neck, his favorite spot, then finished twisting the wire she was using to patch a hole in the field fencing.

      In the days since the elder Curtises had opened the compound gates to Anayeli, Mama, Ernesto, Andrew, the dogs, the horses, and Bounce the goat, it had been a race to ready the compound for what Greg Curtis insisted was coming. According to radio chatter there was a so-called “horde” of armed families on their way, fleeing fires to the south and on their way to storm the compound at any minute.

      Except that had been the story for days and not a single person had appeared at their gates. Instead, there had just been a bajillion mosquitos and smoke, smoke, smoke, and more smoke. They were covered in welts and lived in masks or respirators, but walking with her dog through a wide open meadow edged by trees, life almost seemed pretty good. “That’s pathetic, isn’t it, Cricket? Did you ever think you’d call this ‘pretty good?’” As soon as she said it, her throat twisted closed at the thought of those who were gone and couldn’t even enjoy what passed as ‘pretty good’ anymore. Papa. Luz. Sid. Her dead. The ones she hadn’t saved. The ones she’d failed. They haunted her—even Jeremy Curtis, who she’d barely known, but who’d given her access to his family’s compound, only for her to leave him for dead on the roof of the UC Davis Medical Center.

      A choked sob wrenched out of her throat and Cricket gave her a quick look, shoved his nose against her elbow, wagged his tail, and went back to sniffing. She’d sobbed a lot out on walks with Cricket. He was getting used to it. She didn’t think she ever would.

      But then another mosquito landed on her shoulder and she used it to force her thoughts to her current situation.

      Bug bites and the absence of any sign of human invaders hadn’t eased Greg’s prepper paranoia. He kept going on and on about the importance of the twenty-four-hour-a-day patrols he’d organized around the compound perimeter. According to him, the compound was “at capacity” and they couldn’t afford to let any “marauders” breach the fences or help themselves to the Curtis family stores. They couldn’t even offer the meagerest of supplies to anyone else. Which was why Anayeli was trudging through the soggy far-meadow pasture on a muddy path that had become well worn, trying to parse exactly what the definition of “at capacity” was.

      She was pretty sure “at capacity” meant “until our actual family members arrive.” Brandon was the only blood relative of the Curtises who had actually shown up at the compound, but Greg and Angela were convinced their other children and grandchildren were on their way. Of course they would let their family members in. What happened to Anayeli and her family at that point was the unaskable, unanswerable question she worried over while she made her way around and around and around the field where Fortune and Manteca grazed along with the Curtis’ three horses.

      She flicked a gaze over at the horses, their tails swishing nonstop to ward off the mosquitos and flies and whatever else. Bounce trailed in Fortune’s wake. Even though the Curtises had their own small flock of goats, Bounce preferred the company of the horses she’d arrived with. Which was its own lesson: just like people, the animals had their own pre-formed allegiances.

      There was only one way she could see to combat those allegiances and keep the Curtises from kicking her family out of the compound: make herself useful. No—more than useful. Indispensable. Worth the cost of feeding. Even asthmatic Ernesto and little Bailey Rae had to work. She’d told them both: any chore you see that needs doing, you do it. Don’t wait to be asked.

      She bent next to a fence post, pulled out the hammer she carried, and banged a popped nail until it was flush with the wood. “I swear, we just fixed this last night, Cricket.” But it was probably some other place where the nails had worked loose. There was so much to do around the compound—so much maintenance had been deferred, the place was shambling into disrepair.

      The work was constant and exhausting. In addition to chores, all of them—save Fatima who still had occasional bouts of the spins, and Bailey Rae who was deemed too young—did daily patrols alongside the perimeter fence line. Anayeli took the worst shifts. Which was why she was currently being eaten alive. No one wanted to be outside at dusk or dawn. She slapped her arm for the bajillionth time. Another streak of her own blood, another itchy welt. Cricket looked up at her again, his brown eyes somehow perpetually worried. He sniffed the air and whined.

      “Just a tiny bit of blood, buddy. I’m okay.”

      If there was one thing she knew it was that it could be worse. So much worse.

      She was alive. What was left of her family was together. They had food, water, shelter, and clothes. And if her people—Mama, Carlota, Ernesto, Bailey Rae, Andrew, the dogs, the horses, the goat—had to leave the compound at some point, they’d be in better shape than when they’d arrived. But they weren’t going to leave, not if she could help it.

      Cricket whined again, louder this time, his nose twitching at the breeze.

      The hair on Anayeli’s arms raised, even as she whispered. “What do you smell, amigo?” All Anayeli ever smelled anymore was smoke, but Cricket always knew trouble was coming before it arrived. The thought made her pulse throb loud in her ears.

      She stopped in her tracks and listened. Really listened. The wind filtered through the trees that edged the meadow. There was the high whine of more mosquitoes, the wet tearing and soft crunching of horses chewing grass.

      No voices.

      No footsteps.

      Nothing out of the ordinary, except the smoke, which made it impossible to see any distance.

      But Cricket whined again, a long high-pitched sound that went on and on, in pulsating vibrations. Except it wasn’t Cricket. His hackles were raised and as he let out a low growl, the other noise coalesced into familiarity.

      She’d only heard the sound once before, but she would never ever forget it. She bolted toward the house on impulse, like jerking a hand away from a hot pan before the pain had time to register.

      “Corre!” At her yell, all five of the horses’ heads shot up. Bounce let out a loud warning snort and the horses tore off at a gallop, charging ahead of Anayeli and Cricket. “The swarm! It’s coming!”

      There was no one to hear her—not as far away as she was from the main house and all the outbuildings—but she had a walkie-talkie. She fumbled at her waist where it was clipped, slowing just enough to get it loose.

      “Anayeli to watchtower!”

      There was a long pause. She kept running. Andrew was supposed to be up on the platform at the top of the palisade. He’d probably fallen asleep. They were all so tired all the time. Or else she was too late—

      She pushed herself harder. The horses were already at the pasture gate, snorting and blowing, their tails flagging. She threw a glance over her shoulder, but she couldn’t see anything— no strangely undulating cloud of toxicadas, nothing but the darker shadow of trees against a background of smoke-filled sky. But the air was alive with the throbbing, screeching buzz.

      She tried the walkie-talkie again. “Anayeli to Big Moose! The swarm—the cicadas! They’re coming!” At the last second she remembered the procedure Greg had drilled them on. “Over.”

      The walkie-talkie crackled to life then. “This is Big Moose. What’s your status? Over.” Good grief, she could murder Greg for his insistence on proper forms. She couldn’t remember the code for invader or shelter or fire or cicadas or any of the other things Greg had made them memorize—“for security” he’d said. The only ones she could think of were from the police scanner. Those she knew by heart.

      “Big Moose! I don’t remember the codes! But danger! The swarm! Shelter! Get everyone inside!” The silence stretched again and she could’ve screamed. She did scream. “Over!”

      A stream of curses spun through her head. They’d run through a few shelter-in-place drills, practicing getting down into the Curtis’s underground bomb shelter in case the invading hordes breached the fences. “We can wait them out a long time down here!” Greg had puffed out his chest when he’d said it, bumping a fist against the bar that secured the door, but it hadn’t made Anayeli feel safer. Instead, it felt too much like the active shooter drills she’d grown up doing in school: performative safety that was chancy at best. There were too many variables in play, so many ways things could go wrong, too many situations to ever possibly think of everything. And if you chose one situation to be ready for above all the others, it was probably the wrong one.

      Greg and Angela had really tried though. They’d gone to great lengths to think of everything, and to prep for all kinds of scenarios. It wasn’t just the bomb shelter. There were solar panels, a windmill, a generator and a massive propane tank to fuel it, stacks upon stacks of split firewood for the wood burning stove in the house—and more that Andrew added every day.

      She flung the pasture gate open, barely managing to scurry out of the horses’ way as they barged past. They galloped through the corral into the barn, and she silently praised the design, the way the pasture opened onto the corral, which funneled the livestock into the barn, which had doors that opened into the livestock shelter, dug into hillside against which the barn was built.

      Anayeli’s mouth had hung open and Carlota had rolled her eyes behind Greg’s back when he’d first shown them the livestock shelter. “Just like the one over at the Roberts Dairy.” When they’d given him blank looks, he’d tried again. “The fallout shelter? In Nebraska?” He’d shook his head as if everyone ought to be an expert on Cold War-era paranoia and explained how he’d copied the design, just on a smaller scale. “Here we’ve got fans and air filters. And this is the dedicated livestock water tank, so we can keep the animals alive and producing for as long as we need. Though, come to think of it, soon as we get the garden weeded, we’d better drain it and bring in a fresh supply of feed…it’s been awhile…” It had struck her as both too much and not enough when Greg had given them the tour, but as she pushed her way past the horses and fumbled with the chain around the gate, she leaned hard into the idea of the shelter being safe. And as much as she and Greg would probably butt heads if she ever voiced what she truly believed, she’d a soft spot in her heart for anyone who made a plan for their animals in the event of a disaster.

      “Big Moose! Securing livestock! Do you read me? Over?”

      “Copy that Anayeli.” There was a crackle of static. “Heading for Big Hole. Over.”

      Big Hole. That was the codename for the shelter.

      She threw a glance toward the compound gate as she struggled to slide the barn door shut. Through the haze the stairs leading to the platform watchtower were just a dim outline. “Big Moose! Is Andrew with you? Over?” They were all supposed to have CB handles, like the Curtis Family did, but they hadn’t done anything other than giggle over silly possibilities. They’d let themselves feel too safe. Estúpido.

      “All accounted for, over.”

      Relief had become Anayeli’s new drug and it flooded her like quicksilver—a shimmering cool wash—even as she yanked at the wooden sliding barn door. The thing was heavy and it took all her weight to budge it. The rollers gave a metallic screech, but loud as it was, it didn’t drown out the buzzing of the cicadas. They were closer.

      Cricket dashed from inside the barn to outside and back through the too-slowly-closing gap, barking barking barking, his intensity and pitch growing louder with each passing second. “I know amigo! I know! I’m trying.” She gave a last heave as the dog scrambled inside again and the door banged closed.

      The barn was anything but airtight, though. There were windows in each stall, and no time to close them. She’d wasted precious seconds on the door, and it didn’t even matter. Except it did, because the horses and goats were contained.

      The cicadas were so close their incessant whirring drone felt like it was inside her, or maybe that was just the adrenaline making her every muscle twitch with readiness to run. She forced herself to walk though, breathing out to lower her tense energy so the horses wouldn’t panic. When she was close enough, she grabbed onto the halter Manteca wore all the time for exactly this reason, and used it to lead him to the livestock shelter door. But when she opened it, he planted his feet, refusing to go.

      “Manteca! Por favor!”

      Cricket nipped at the horse’s heels, trying to help, but succeeded only in making things worse. The horse pulled away from her.

      Grain. She needed grain. Anything that might lure the horses inside. If the horses went, the goats would too. Or at least Bounce would.

      She ran down the aisle to the grain room, yanked open the door, and threw the lid to a garbage can off with a clatter. From inside, she scooped something sweet with the scent of molasses from an open feed sack.

      Dashing back, she let the horses smell the grain, then tossed all of it onto the floor of the livestock shelter. The grain did the trick—Bounce and the horses were always happy to eat something richer than meadow grass.

      The livestock shelter door was mercifully easy to close and she slammed it shut fast enough that none of the animals had time to whirl around and bolt back out. Then she took off up the corridor that linked to the human shelter, Cricket bounding ahead.

      It was chaos on the other side of the door between the two shelters. Bailey Rae was hunched along a wall, her arms wrapped around Roxy. Ernesto, Mama, and Fatima stood in the center of the main room. Everyone else was crowded on the stairs leading down from the house, the whole shelter filled with shouting.

      “They’ll strip everything!” Grangela was beside herself, pushing at Carlota and Zara, fighting her way back up the stairs toward the shelter door Andrew was barring. She writhed and twisted against Greg and Brandon, who each clung to one of her arms.

      Grangela was shrieking. “We’ll be dead either way! If they eat everything, we won’t have enough food! We can’t get through the winter!”

      Anayeli’s worst fear was coming true. The cicadas were outside and the Curtises—at least one of them—had decided Anayeli’s people should be too.

      Grangela got an arm loose and pushed Carlota, hard.

      “Hey!” Anayeli’s fury boiled, but her shout was lost in everyone else’s.

      “Gran, stop it! You can’t seriously think—” Brandon’s voice was loud, but it was Angela’s that cut above the rest.

      “But the garden! We need to save the garden! They’ll decimate it!”

      “Gran! We don’t know if you’re immune! The cicadas kill people! Instantly!”

      The cicadas. Grangela was talking about the cicadas destroying the garden. Not Anayeli’s family.

      “Ang!” Greg’s voice was a barking command. For a second there was silence.

      “Greg. We need the food.” Angela’s voice was no longer a shriek. It was steady, as if she was being completely reasonable. “It’ll take a second. The tarp’s right there!” Before anyone could respond, the older woman took advantage of the moment of calm. She was spry and strong and with a sudden yank, she twisted free of her husband’s hold.

      She barreled into Zara full force, knocking her down.

      “Ma’am, please!” Andrew held up both hands, trying to ward Angela off but Carlota teetered from Zara’s impact and as she tried to save herself from falling, she grabbed one of Andrew’s arms.

      It was the opening Angela needed. With a speed that spoke of many repetitions of many drills, she threw up the bar across the door, flung it open, and was gone—out into the toxicadas, the door swung wide to the swarm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dale Curtis. Wamego, Kansas

      

      

      Ingrid was at the RV door. “Did you find some?”

      The jerry can was empty, the RV a dud. “We’ve got to move.” The sky was blotted out, the smoke lower and thicker than it had been just a few miles down the road.

      “I…” Ingrid disappeared into the belly of the RV. “I packed a couple of bags, just in case.” She’d been busy. ‘A couple of bags’ turned out to mean three massive, army-issue duffels, a backpack, and several boxes. “Food,” she counted off what was in which bag. “The arsenal. Meds. Clothes…”

      “We don’t need clothes.” They didn’t need most of it. Felicity, over at the feed store, had food, clothes were a luxury. “Meds, yes. Munitions, yes. The rest, we leave.” That decision saved them most of the boxes and one of the duffel bags. “Water?”

      Fidget was huffing, bowing her head and tapping her hoof. Why didn’t they have masks for horses! The smoke was going to injure her lungs. He poured the water into a bowl and held it to her muzzle. “Good girl. Not long now. We’ll have you back to your friends in no time.” When she was done, he poured the remaining water back into the bottle and stashed it in her saddle bag.

      He bent, allowing Ingrid to heave the duffel bag containing the M24 rocket launcher onto his back. That meant the rifle, the ammo, and the grenades were in the other army bag. “You can’t carry that much weight…” But he wasn’t sure Fidget should, either. He checked the horizon for the hundredth time. “Anything else we can lose?”

      “I’m tougher than I look.” Ingrid did an about face, urging him to lift her bag and securing the waistband with a mighty oof.

      The wind turned, great wafts of hot air running up his legs and buffeting the impossible bag. He set off, his stride longer than usual and his arms pumping to the beat. Ingrid and Fidget kept pace, both of them huffing and puffing.

      “Perhaps we should skirt the river?” There was no map, no way of knowing if the river would take them directly into town or if it bowed out, curving through its glacial track. The land around them was flat and tinder dry. If the fire was headed their way, they needed a Plan B. Plan A being a ‘follow the road’ march/jog.

      “Hang on.” Ingrid stopped, her hand against her side. “Cramp.” She leaned against Fidget, fighting to control the spasm in her side. “You go ahead. I’ll catch up.”

      Dale rolled his eyes. There was no going ahead or catching up. “Take the grenades and put them in the saddle bags.” Any weight he could get off her back had to help.

      They worked well together, unpacking her bag and distributing the artillery evenly.

      “Better?” He searched the bottom of her bag for another bottle of water but came up empty. Dang it. They’d left the bag containing the water back at the RV. He offered her Fidget’s bottle. “Horse slobber at no extra charge!”

      Ingrid laughed, pushing it away. “I think I’ll last a while longer.” She helped him back on with his pack and they powered toward the fork in the road.

      “Not far now.”

      “You always say that and it’s never true.” She’d taken Fidget’s reins and didn’t seem to be struggling to find her breath. “You’re one of those ‘nearly there’ people, even when we’re miles from our destination!”

      “Four? Give or take?” Compared to the miles he’d already covered, it was a stone’s throw.

      “See? Four miles is a long way!” She patted the horse’s neck. “This girl is tired.”

      “Want me to run on ahead? Bring the Chevy and the trailer back for the two of you?” He calculated what it would take for him to leave her and the bags by the side of the road, run to Felicity’s place, nab the Chevy and come back, but all it would take was that one gust that sent the fires in their direction and the two of them would be roadside barbecue.

      “I’m yanking your chain. Four miles is fine.” She coughed into her elbow, mask still in place. “Dan’s going to be bummed about the RV.”

      “You never know. We might luck out. The fire might never make it that far. It’s a beast with a mind all its own.”

      The rocket launcher dug into the scars on his back. It was a trick of the mind—the memory of glowing ash landing on him that night so long ago—but they burned all the same. The road narrowed, the trees tall and arched, some of them new enough to bend in the wind. “We’re all going to be fine.”

      “You always were an optimist, Dale Curtis!” She said it with a smile—and she was a good woman, she meant no harm by it—and yet, Dale was struck with a vision of Terri’s last hours. He’d imagined, almost to the very end, that she’d be spared—that his beautiful, talented wife was going to beat the odds and come out the other side unscathed. But that wasn’t what happened. She’d bled from every orifice, begging him to find their son.

      “You okay in there?” Ingrid sought his hand. “You’ve gone awfully quiet.”

      “Thinking about Terri.”

      “Yes?” She didn’t press, which was one of the many reasons she remained such a dear friend. She’d wait until he was ready to talk, though she had to have questions for him.

      “She wanted me to find Brandon. It was the last thing she said to me. And I promised. Solemnly. I said I’d come to America and find him, but we’re way off track.”

      Ingrid reached around Fidget and squeezed his fingers. “You’re being too hard on yourself. On any normal day, we’d have found him already, but the world’s spinning off its axis and we’re doing the best we can.”

      Dale rolled his neck, trying to let go of some of the tension. “But…” Ingrid knew so much about their family. He didn’t need to give her a whole song and dance about their backstory. “She knew Brandon was with Jeremy hiking Half Dome in Yosemite. She knew he was with his ‘bio-dad,’ but she was adamant—I can’t overstate this Ingrid—she wanted me to come and get him. Like…she knew?” Knew he isn’t safe with Jeremy. Not totally.

      “Yeah. I hear you.” Her tone shifted, not unlike the wind, bringing low notes that portended doom. “She wanted it to work. For both their sakes. But… I mean…”

      Dale’s heart skipped. Talking about his brother raised his blood pressure.

      “He told her that they’d upped his dose of Prozac.”

      Dale’s feet almost gave out from under him. “Jeremy? We’re talking about my brother, Jeremy?”

      “Yep. He was sure it was going to make ‘all the difference, this time.’ But in the end, he disappointed her, just like he always did.”

      She’d never mentioned antidepressants and neither had his brother. He thought back—Jeremy brooding, Jeremy unresponsive, Jeremy struggling with his classwork—depression wasn’t a big leap.

      “I think it was worse because she’d gotten her hopes up, you know?”

      Dale wanted to hear everything; every last word his wife had said. He wanted to be a fly on the wall, a microphone in the lamp, a recording device in Ingrid’s hand. “When was this?”

      “Hmm.” Ingrid ran her hand down Fidget’s nose. “The year before last? The summer he said he was going to finish his Ph.D.”

      What a joke! Jeremy didn’t have the discipline to buckle down and complete his doctorate. Depression, though? “What else did she say?”

      “He wanted to be in Brandon’s life, wanted to get to know him ‘properly,’ wanted their summer trips to be ‘long enough for us to bond.’ He was in ‘treatment’ he said and ‘working on it,’ though she didn’t know what ‘it’ meant.”

      Dale had heard some of that, but he hadn’t recognized the urgency, nor known anything about the antidepressants.

      “He told her how much he loved her. Always had.”

      A knot of anger formed at the top of Dale’s spine. Jeremy had no right to say those things to Terri. He’d abandoned her—when she was pregnant! You didn’t get to come back, sixteen—no, seventeen—years later and say, ‘oops, my bad!’

      “He and Brandon went to some amusement park right after he delivered that speech? At least, I think it was an amusement park? I don’t remember, but by the time I got there, she was a mess. Crying. Angry. Calling Jeremy all the names under the sun…”

      He remembered Ingrid being there when he got home that day, but he was so jazzed about his own surprise that he’d missed all the signs that Terri was upset.

      “The worst part was Brandon telling her to ‘give Uncle Jeremy a chance.’ That burned her!”

      “No!” No way Brandon said that. He was as angry at Jeremy as the rest of them. He knew what his birth father—sperm donor, loser, flake—was like.

      “Yeah. They had a fight.”

      “Wait, who? Brandon and Terri?”

      “Sorry.” Ingrid softened her voice, brushing her hair out of her eyes. “I thought you knew most of this, Dale.”

      The town was in view, the fire a distant memory. A new flame burned, but it was internal and far worse than the one at their backs. “That was the day I took her to meet Butterscotch.”

      “She was so grateful, Dale.” Ingrid kept her eyes on the ground. “She needed that horse. Brandon choosing Jeremy—on her birthday, no less, and right after he’d told her that he was still in love with her—knocked the stuffing out of her. But then there was the lovely, docile, sweet Butterscotch, who needed her.”

      The tears had seemed in keeping with the moment: a retired racehorse, a gift they could never have afforded if she hadn’t been a partial-share purchase, and a birthday celebration that was just the two of them. He’d held her close while she sobbed into his jacket, thinking them happy tears, when she was shielding him from his brother.

      The town was quiet, the streets deserted. He led Ingrid and Fidget to Felicity’s place, lowering the rocket launcher onto the back porch before walking the horse into the barn, his mind far, far away.

      There were kisses all around, Jojo and Kitty clinging to him as if he’d been gone for an eternity, but his mind was back there with Terri and Butterscotch, replaying every moment to glean a better understanding of what was going on.

      They locked the barn and retired to the kitchen, which was their refuge throughout the night, the adults taking turns at the windows, watching for the conflagration that never came.

      Ingrid had finally fallen asleep on a bench under the main window, while Felicity and Stella swapped stories about what grew where and how the soil was going to change once it had been charred, all the while shelling homegrown peas into a massive bucket.

      Dan did his best to teach the girls gin rummy, but he was such a stickler for the rules that they bagged out after an hour or so, retreating to a corner of the main room with the claim that they were ‘cleaning tack!’ but were possibly swapping ghost stories and trying to freak each other out.

      Dale stayed by the back door, one eye on the barn, the other on the glowering sky—turning that day over and over and over until he’d wrung it dry. Terri never mentioned Jeremy’s declaration because it meant nothing to her. Similarly, she hadn’t mentioned the antidepressants because that would have led to all the questions. Jeremy—cad and bounder that he was—hadn’t mentioned anything because…well, because he was a loser and hadn’t changed a bit. And Brandon? Whatever slack Brandon had cut his bio-dad that day died on the vine, killed off by the repeated disappearances of Jeremy ‘Now-You-See-Me, Now-You-Don’t’ Curtis.

      The second the sun broke the tops of the trees, the twins were on his case, itching to get out of the kitchen. “We need to check on the horses, Dad.”

      He forced himself to pack the past away and turn his attention to the girls. “Masks on at all times. Without fail. It doesn’t matter if you can’t see the flames or not, it’s the smoke that’s dangerous.” Dale checked the seal on both of their facemasks. “I don’t care how hot and sweaty it gets under there, don’t care if you sneeze or cough or get gunk on the outside, the mask stays on. Yes?” He lifted Kitty’s chin so she was forced to look him in the eyes. “Yes?”

      “Yes, Dad. A hundred times already.” She had her hand on the back door and was waiting on Jojo. “Let’s go! The horses are going to be freaking out!”

      “I get it, but you need to understand that it’s the smoke itself that’s dangerous. Listen to me! Are you listening? Kitty? Even if you can’t see the flames, with the sky looking like that we’re under a high-risk warning. Right, Dan?”

      The sky was a smudge on top of a dun, gray palate, no morning oranges or scudding white clouds.

      Dan joined them at the back door, blocking Kitty’s exit. “Your dad’s right. One hundred percent. That smoke’s more like a lethal gas than anything else. You do not want that in your lungs.”

      Kitty turned back to Dale and rolled her eyes, ‘blah-blah-blah-ing’ with her hand, which wasn’t fair. Dan was a decent fellow. His bossiness—which was delivered with lecture after lecture—came from a place of genuine concern for the girls’ welfare.

      “Here we go.” Dan had a rifle over his shoulder and a gun holstered under his arm. He pulled his bandana over his nose and mouth. “Out of the frying pan...”

      They were only steps behind the twins, but the work of soothing the horses was well underway by the time Dale and Dan hauled the water buckets inside the barn.

      Blackbird was restless in her stall and pawing at the gate, but Kahlua and Fidget both had their heads down, muzzles in oats and tails flicking in that steady, calm way that horses did when things were good.

      “Want to brush them down, girls?” Dan found Felicity’s brushes and soap. “I’ll get to work on the bridles.”

      Dale left them to their work, sneaking back to the main drag to make sure the fires were dying down.

      Ingrid and Felicity were on the front steps of the Tack Shop draped in coveralls and face masks.

      Felicity pulled her mask down to talk to him, though they had no evidence that the smoke had cleared or that the air was safe. “Going to see if Kelly’s people were driven into town.”

      He hadn’t asked, and she hadn’t told him, who Kelly was, but the stories were always the same when disasters of this magnitude hit: there were breakaway factions of lawless people who went out of their way to make life worse. For everyone. Themselves included. Dale didn’t need to know the particulars to know what manner of man (or woman) Felicity was looking for.

      “I’ll guard the shop.” Ingrid stepped back and closed the door, her outline hovering in shadow on the other side of the glass.

      “They have a cousin, used to work over at the Smokin’ Willies Barbeque. Last I checked their kitchen had been gutted, but people go where they know.” Felicity kept herself close to the walls, both hands on her rifle, her trigger finger lying flat but ready.

      Dale hugged the doorways, dashing between storefronts to keep up with the older woman, then raced over the main road hunkered low to the ground. The BBQ joint was in a sorry state—glass on the sidewalk, doors kicked in—but as far as he could tell, there was no new vandalism.

      “Gonna head up to Fifth and cut across, see if maybe they’re hiding out at the Friendship House.” Felicity led with her gun, sneaking down the sidewalk, jumping at every tiny sound. But the charming, quirky shops that had lined the streets before the disasters hit had been stripped down to the studs. Every store told the same, desperate story: someone cared about me once, but now I’m barely worth the bricks that hold the roof in place.

      When they’d cut through four blocks—hovering in every doorway and waiting for the telltale sound of footfall and circling back to where they’d started—Felicity relaxed her guard. “Guess they’re gone.”

      It wasn’t what you’d call a thorough search mission, but if she was right—if people gravitated to the places they knew—perhaps they’d been lucky, again.

      She closed her eyes and cocked her head. “Can you hear that?”

      The town hadn’t lost its creepy vibe, but whatever rodent- or insect-noise she thought she heard was tamped down by the heavy-lidded sky.

      “Crackling?”

      Dale strained, but still couldn’t hear what Felicity was tuned into.

      “If it’s jumped the river, this place’ll go down in minutes.” She ran down the side of her building, shouting for the girls to saddle up. “Whatever you can carry, take that. Nothing more.”

      Jojo raced to the stable door, her mask dangling around her chin. “What?! We just got them calmed down.”

      “I can smell it.” Felicity darted through her back door, yelling for Ingrid to get moving. “The fire. It’s coming.”

      Dale popped his mask off for a second. The smoke, which had blanketed the town, smelled just as it had when they first stepped onto the street. There was no itch, no scratch, no catch in his throat, nothing to say it was the ‘special’ smoke that killed on contact. “Are you sure?” When she didn’t answer he mounted the steps to her back door and shouted. “I think we’re safe, Felicity!”

      Stella pushed past him, pot in hand, and clambered into the pickup. “Are we taking them in the trailer, Father, or are they riding the girls out?”

      “Dale?” Dan walked Blackbird into the yard. “Which way’s the wind blowing?”

      “Get to the river. Straight down. Don’t stop.” Felicity pulled a rucksack from under the table on the porch. “Girls! Get out here. Now!”
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        Ron Frobisher. Boscombe Down. Wiltshire, England

      

      

      Ron had made the assumption that the cicadas were coming, ignoring the signs of what was really headed their way. He’d never been downwind of the toxic fires, so he had—not written them off, exactly—but he hadn’t given them much credence.

      A crash by the main gate—camel-beige hide, but hoofed and horned—snagged at the edges of his attention. A buck, antlers wedged in the wire fence, struggled against the restraint but he was tangled too securely. Ron scoured the printing room for shears or bolt cutters, but the only sharp thing he could see was an old school paper cutter, the blade a wide swish of solid steel. He checked the sky. The clouds hadn’t moved much, but the itch in the back of his throat told him the bad air was coming.

      Over by the Grub Hub, a soldier—or at least someone in a uniform—cranked the handle on a vintage air raid siren, urging everyone to get inside.

      The deer screamed, pawing at the ground and shaking the fence. As far as Ron knew, animals didn’t survive the toxic smoke.

      He shoved the guillotine off the table, stomped one foot on the flat wooden surface and tugged the blade with both hand, yanking it to one side to loosen the bolt and with the third tug he had a makeshift weapon in hand.

      The fence was a standard galvanized steel chain link fence in a diamond pattern—nothing fancy. If it had been electrified, that line of defense had been neutralized when the power went out. Now Boscombe had nothing more than a mesh fence to keep out the riff-raff.

      It wasn’t rutting season, but Ron knew better than to get too close to an angry 300-pound buck. He resecured his mask and snuck to the left of the animal. “You’re going to be okay. Give me a sec and we’ll have you on your way.” He pulled the mesh toward him with one hand and sawed with the other. It wasn’t until he was ten or eleven hacks in that he noticed three more deer standing in the trees on the other side of the road. One hesitated—a fawn, spots still visible—then stepped closer.

      A fox darted from behind the deer, a cub at her heels, sending the deer into a nervous side step. A flock of starlings shot from the top of the trees, rising and falling together as they passed overhead. A dog—no, three dogs!—pounded down the road, passed the gates, howling and panting, barely giving Ron a second look. The dogs spooked the buck, who jangled his antlers in the fence, steaming mad and vocal. The young deer at the tree line bolted, smaller animals underfoot, all of them headed for the gates to Boscombe.

      Behind him, the soldier paused the crank handle on the air raid siren. “Deer!”

      Dammit. I don’t need people shooting in my direction. Ron redoubled his efforts at the fence, pulling and sawing harder and faster. Finally, the steel gave way. He dropped the blade and worked the diamond, unwrapping the spool until he was inches from the buck.

      “We’re both going to stay chill.”

      The six-pointer was having none of it, thrashing as Ron forced the wire down and away from the trapped antler. The animal threw himself at Ron, head down as far as he could get it, his shoulders bunched and bucking. With one antler almost free, he redoubled his efforts to either escape or mash Ron beneath his hooves.

      Ron released the fence each time the animal flung himself toward his chest. “Nearly there. Just a couple more twists and you’re free.”

      The stream of animals from the trees hadn’t let up, giving the old ‘fox and hound’ moniker a run for its money. Mice, voles, rats, badgers, squirrels, bats—night, day, feather, furred, horned and hoofed—they came at the camp, paying each other no heed, but fleeing the smoke that had the English countryside in its grip.

      The final loop of the fence was almost there, the beast a millimeter from freedom, when the shot came. The deer slumped, its antler slipping from Ron’s grasp. He turned in time to see Lola, the printer, pump her fist in the air. A couple of rangy civilians bolted from the Grub Hub doors, a coiled rope between them. They dodged the stream of animals, cackling and laughing until they reached the fallen buck.

      “Piece of luck, that!” The first guy—wearing a tattered Clash T-shirt—bound the deer’s feet. “I’m not a hunter, but when I saw he was a sitting duck, I said to Marge, ‘Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.’ And Lola had a rifle! What are the chances!”

      Marge, sporting a summer smock and wildly impractical wedge heels, futzed with the front legs, adjusting her mask to allow her to cough. She obviously didn’t know a slipknot from a square and was securing the hooves with the least useful loops Ron had ever had the misfortune to witness.

      He forced himself through the hole in the fence, ripping his shirt as he went, and took the rope from her. “Let me?”

      “You’re the American!” Once again, it had to be said out loud. “Perhaps you’d like to barbecue it for us? Albert here doesn’t know a slotted spoon from a spatula.”

      The couple laughed, coughed, removed their masks in tandem, spat, and laughed some more.

      Ron didn’t see the joke. Neither was he a backyard barbecue kind of guy, and the slaughter of a trapped animal had left a bad taste in his mouth. “Here.” He handed the tether back to her and turned to go.

      “That’s it?” Albert had the back feet secured and was reaching for the front. “No nugget of wisdom from our learned friend from the other side of the Pond? No special recipe from Hillbilly country?” There was a type of Brit—usually in a pub, but Ron had encountered them in the wild, too—who liked to bait Americans.

      He’d never understood it and he wasn’t about to engage with an idiot while the smoke was driving creatures from their underground homes. “I’ll bid you good day.” The urge to flee surged—get on a plane, a train, anything that would take him far from these provincial oiks—but he had a job to do. He was immune to the cicada toxin, but he needed to test how the ‘bad air’ landed in his lungs. Perhaps he was some weirdo who had a glitch in his immune system that meant he didn’t respond to any invaders. He struck out for the trees.

      “Hey! Yankee-boy!” Albert wasn’t done with him. “Why did God create wars?”

      The bile rose in Ron’s throat. They were in the middle of an active crisis and this jerk was trying to get a rise out of him. He’d heard it before, knew the punchline, but forced himself not to respond. “Sure. I’ll bite. Go ahead.”

      “To teach Americans geography.”

      Marge gasped, her hand smacking her chest. “Oh! Oh, that’s a good one. ‘To teach them geography.’”

      Why be the bigger man. Take a minute out of your day and course correct this bigot. “Two words, doofus. The war.” It was a deliberate ploy, one that Ron knew would send the racist piece of garbage over the edge.

      “You people honestly think that, don’t you?” Albert sneered, lifting the rope and winding it around his shoulder. “You believe—hand on heart—that you waltzed in, after we’d done all the hard work, and saved the day.”

      Wait for it.

      “We held the Germans off for years before you showed your faces. And we did it alone.” The color had come up in his face, leaving blotchy white patches up his neck. “You barely did anything…lazy, preening poppinjays. You think you’re so ‘cool.’ Well, I’m here to tell you, you’re not. Like I said, we defeated the Germans. Us. The British. End of story.”

      Marge hadn’t joined the tirade, but she was nodding gently. It was a popular British opinion, one that didn’t hold up to much scrutiny.

      “I think the Russians would disagree.”

      Albert raised his eyebrows, perhaps surprised that Ron knew any history at all.

      “The Eastern Front drew the German’s firepower…”

      “Yeah, but…”

      “And we provided arms to both countries before we sent our men to be slaughtered at Omaha Beach.” Ron had strong feelings about the men and women who donned the uniform to serve their country and this little windup toy wasn’t about to take a dump on their memories. “And when we were provoked, we answered the call.”

      “Provoked?” Albert was in full sneer, now, enjoying every minute, which made the next factual infodump that Ron had lined up much more satisfying.

      “What? Do you think we should have poured money, resources, and lives into a fight that wasn’t ours?”

      “You’ve done it often enough. I can think of at least three Middle Eastern conflicts that are down to you…”

      Bullseye. “So, which is it, Albert? Do you want us to stick our noses in or keep our beaks out?”

      Albert flapped for a second, caught in the web of his own bias.

      Ron went in for the kill. “Adjusted for inflation, World War II cost my country $4.1 trillion. The tax rate for the rich was 94%. We outspent the Germans by a factor of one and a half and the Japanese by a factor of ten. And we left our men and women behind to enforce the peace. So if you want to come after us for ‘not being there’ from the start of the war, go for it. But know your facts, because you’re on shifting sands there, buster. We showed up, we did our duty, and we didn’t leave a mess behind when we were done. We’re your friends—then and now. You might not like us, but we’ve had your back so many times we might as well be cousins.”

      Marge had put her rope down and was gawping, her mouth almost as wide as her eyes.

      “I…” Albert looked away, then at his shoes, then to Marge, but not back to Ron.

      “I think the phrase you’re looking for is ‘sorry.’ And then, ‘thank you.’” Ron rarely got into political debates. Most people didn’t have the facts, relied on mass media to feed them pap designed to make them vote a certain way, and spouted nonsense they barely understood. But he’d given his body to science in a country which looked down its inbred nose at him and he was out of patience. “Take your deer and boil it until there’s no flavor. That way, it’ll taste like home.”

      He jogged to the road, careful not to interfere with the animal parade, lowered his mask, and took a deep breath. There was a light itch in the back of his throat, but nothing that gave him pause for concern. A plume of smoke, so thick it had almost reached a solid state, snaked over the pines reaching for the hedgehogs and mice and stoats who brought up the rear of the stampede.

      Ron aimed himself at the heart of the ephemeral hooligan that had the whole world running for cover, flung his head back and sucked down a lungful. The razors in his throat and needles in his eyes told him he’d been wrong. He hacked, clawing at his neck, wishing for water, damning himself for being so foolish.

      He turned and staggered toward Boscombe gates. The animals had scattered and the humans taken to their huts. The road from Boscombe back to Porton Down wasn’t long, but he had a mask, not a respirator. Even with his motorbike, he’d never make it. He coughed all the way to the Grub Hub and bashed his fist on the side door. The runways were deserted and he was the only one left outside. “Roger! Lola?” He pounded the flimsy metal door, jiggling the handle and pulling as hard as he could. It didn’t give and no one came to his aid. The back of his throat itched and burned, his mouth filling with a coppery tang, the urge to take his mask off and clear the phlegm almost overwhelming. He hacked, buried his head in his chest, and tried again. “Roger. It’s me!”

      The time for running had passed. It was time to shelter in place. Ron hugged the wall, racing to the printing hut. Some cover had to be better than none. He wrapped his arms around the mimeograph and grunted, but it had been bolted to the iron desk and wouldn’t budge.

      A small gust would have that monstrous column of death up his nose and down his throat, his eyes bleeding out and his life at an end. Not happening. Not today.

      Way in back of the shed was a door. Ron dodged through the desks and stacks of paper and crushed himself into the stationery closet. He kept his mask on, jamming bits of paper around the cracks in the door, but without something to wet the paper he couldn’t make a seal. He removed his jacket, pulled it over his head wrapping it as tight as he could and tamping down the urge to cough up a lung.

      It’s data. Data’s good. The professor would be interested to learn that Ron wasn’t immune to the smoke, but what did it mean for his mission? They could send him some but not all places? He was useful, but not as useful as he’d thought? There had to be someone out there who wasn’t impacted by the smoke toxin. There was always ‘someone.’ If the Prof had his way, they might eventually create someone—gene snipping until they had the autoimmune soldier they all dreamed of. An hour, perhaps more, of idle speculation and Ron found himself going around in circles. Fine, so I’m not immune to everything. I can still take care of the bug situation.

      The burn in his gut hadn’t abated. He needed water, a gargle, some Pepto. The cramp in his leg told him he’d been crouched for too long. Time to move out. He cracked the door, useless sheets of paper fluttering to the ground. There were no tweets, chirps, or chittering. No birds, no insects, no human traffic. The place was deserted, the doors still closed against a foe that could seep through the tiniest cracks.

      The sky was a dull gray rather than the charcoal black that had blotted out the sun earlier. He strained for the sounds of crackling fire, but heard nothing. Licking an index finger, he tested the air, but the breeze was barely more than a gentle huff swirling about the camp.

      Ron dug through the drawers until he found a pack of new masks, helped himself to two clean ones, and retrieved his motorbike. He pushed it to the gate, unwilling to draw attention to the fact that he was leaving. The Boscombe crew had known he was out there, but had left him to his own devices, which told him what he needed to know. You couldn’t save everyone, and certainly not those who’d leave you to a gory death.

      A dog limped around the bend, head hung low, tail lower. Ron parked his bike and raced to the creature, scooping him up and running for the printing hut. The mutt was more rib than flesh, his gums an anemic pink and his eyelids faltering.

      Ron removed his jacket and made a small bed, hunted for a bowl and emptied the last of Lola’s water into it. The dog showed no interest in the water, laying her head on the floor and sighing. At least she wasn’t coughing and Ron could see no signs of blood. He dipped his finger in the bowl and dropped water onto her muzzle. “I think you’re going to like this.”

      She had no collar or tag, but her nails were trimmed and she showed no signs of neglect.

      Ron dipped his finger a second time, making sure the water landed directly on her tongue. Four more rounds and he had her licking, then lapping, and finally finishing the bowl.

      A door creaked, humans emerging from their hiding places. The dog was too skinny to be considered food, but that didn’t stop Ron from wrapping her in his jacket and holding her close.

      “Mr. Fielding! Gary! You’re okay!” Lola and Roger rounded the printing room doors. “Sorry we didn’t open—”

      “No worries.” Ron cut her off. “I understand. No one in or out.”

      Roger blushed. “Not even the new boss.”

      Ron edged his way around them and headed for his bike. “Sorry to break it to you, but I’m not the boss. And, while I’m at it, the cavalry’s not coming.”

      “Wait, what?” Roger put his hands on Ron, but Ron batted him away. “You’re not the boss?”

      Ron mounted his bike, arranging the dog in his lap. “Nope. I work at Porton Down. I came to make sure this place was safe for evacuees.” He revved the engine. “Clearly, it’s not.”

      “I don’t understand.” A crowd had gathered behind Roger, whittering and twittering about ‘the American.’

      “My advice is to head for water. The bugs can’t survive out there and the fires won’t reach you.” He left Boscombe Down much as he’d found it—isolated, abandoned, and filled with fools. Why would you wait for someone to tell you what to do? Why wouldn’t you just do it? He folded his jacket over the dog’s muzzle and hit the road.
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        Dr. Diana Stewart. North of Austin, Texas

      

      

      

      Diana watched in horror as first one and then the other pair of boots made their way down the slope toward the burned-out car she hid behind with Jesse, Patti, Ben, and his daughter, Rachel. Rachel was silent, her body rigid with terror, but it was too late—her sobs had given their hiding place away.

      The sound of sliding metal suggested that the father had drawn his machete, and a click told her that the younger man had cocked his gun. These were not the sort of men to ask questions before attacking.

      She racked her brains for ways to get the others to safety, but nothing she thought of would work and she was running out of time. There wasn’t even the chance to get Jesse and Rachel hidden in the wreck, even if they’d been sure that was safe.

      Her hand closed on something in the grass. Something club-like. She glanced down. Well. She wasn’t totally unarmed after all. A femur was better than nothing. Madness. The slight hiss of boots through grass came closer and she eased herself into a crouch, ready for action.

      A gunshot ripped through the air and she nearly dropped her club, but then a shout sounded from beyond the top of the hill. The two men paused. The younger man moved back up the hill.

      The older man cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted. “Karl? What’s going on?” When there was no answer, he loped halfway back up the hill. “Karl?”

      Another gunshot, this time from further away. Then Karl’s voice from atop the hill. “There’s a guy with a gun, Pa! Nearly killed me! He’s smashed the back window of the Chevy!”

      “Get him!” The father’s heavy boots thudded away up the hill.

      A couple more shots were exchanged, and a third voice yelled “Stay away from the commune! We’ve got everything we need to keep you out for years!”

      “Reuben,” Rachel breathed.

      “You’re…from the…commune?” The father’s voice came in bursts. “Let’s see who gets there first, shall we? You or us. Come on, Karl.” Car doors slammed shut and the cars roared off again, their engines growling.

      Diana jumped to her feet, hauling Patti up. “Come, quickly! We need to get to somewhere safer, because once they’ve found the commune is empty they’ll come back, and wherever their base is, it can’t be far from the van. Looked like the guy who attacked us was staying there but the others must have been somewhere nearby.”

      They raced up the slope, Ben stumbling behind, the roar of the engines fading along the road to the commune. At the top they found Reuben waiting for them. “In the cart!”

      “Patti, Ben, get in with the kids.” Diana held out a hand to help Jesse in. “There isn’t room for all of us and Reuben and I can keep the pace up better than you can.”

      Ben clearly didn’t like it, but got in. Diana set her shoulder to the back of the cart to help get it going, and Reuben set the poor donkey off at a quick trot.

      It was tiring, fearful going. Ben had a map and navigated them toward the town. At the base of each hill, everyone got out of the cart and those who could pushed it from behind. The heat of the day came and they all grew tired. It was like Groundhog Day, each day on repeat, but with fires and bugs and everything collapsing around them. The acrid stink of smoke kept them coughing. Diana’s throat burned.

      The sound of engines long disappeared, but whether that meant the men had found the commune or that the sound was being carried away by a change in the breeze, Diana couldn’t say. A thought struck her out of nowhere. “Oh! What about Gabrielle?” She stopped in her tracks. “We sent armed men bent on revenge to the commune and she’s just about the only one left there!”

      Reuben stopped and let the donkey’s lead go slack. “She’ll hear them ages before they arrive.” He wiped the sweat off his forehead. “You know how we heard the cicadas? Gabrielle told me once that the shape of the cliff sent sounds up from the valley before they should have, or something like that. Anyone who’s there will be in the bunker with a shotgun the minute they hear engines, given how things were when we left.” He smiled at her. “She’ll be okay. She’s a lady with a lot of sense.”

      Diana rolled her shoulders as they started back up. She was glad to hear Gabrielle would be okay, but tired from walking and from collecting stones in the early hours of the morning. Though adrenaline had kept her moving for a while, it had faded into a jittery nervous energy that felt much more like caffeine than strength. She wished she could be like Ben, Patti, and Rachel, who had all fallen asleep in the back of the cart.

      Reuben stopped the cart and whispered to Diana. “We’re getting near the van now. We can hide where the cart was last night. I’ll go on ahead and make sure the coast is clear.”

      “Quick as you can, though.”

      Reuben handed the reins to Diana and she led the cart to the side of the road. Ben perked up and stretched, then yawned. “What’s going on? This won’t be a good place to stay if they come back.”

      “I agree. The best place would be the other side of the van and halfway to the ranch, if you ask me.” Diana’s shoe was rubbing again, but she was too tired to deal with it, even though they’d stopped. She watched the area where Reuben had disappeared out of sight. “Come on, come on.”

      Reuben reappeared within minutes. “All clear. I found their camp, but nobody’s home. Let’s go while we can.” Behind them, an explosion sounded along the valley. “Weird. I wonder what that was. It didn’t sound like a gunshot.”

      Ben, Rachael, and Patti climbed out of the cart and took the opportunity to walk for a bit. Reuben got the donkey moving again and as the cart bumped along, Diana followed a few paces back, thinking. Something worried her. There was a vague sound lingering just on the edge of hearing, and as she looked out across the valley, birds came fleeing from behind them, headed toward the city ahead. It was a strange flock, made up of all sorts of different birds. She sped up until she caught up to Ben. “It shouldn’t be that far now. The van ran out of fuel annoyingly early in the journey.” She decided not to mention the sounds or the odd grouping of birds.

      Patti looked past Jesse, who still rode in the cart, at Diana. She smiled as if there were no apocalypse. “That thought has cheered me right up.” Diana studied Jesse. He was too quiet. Probably exhausted. It had been a lot of physical work for one day, and they hadn’t stopped to rest. But they couldn’t. Not back there by the van. Not in the lion’s den.

      Diana allowed herself to drift back behind the cart again, and Patti joined her. She cleared her throat. “Whatever’s burning, that acrid smoke really irritates me. I could live without it.”

      “You and me both,” Patti chirped. “It’s definitely smokier today, but at least it’s more like normal smoke and only a little bit like that chemical stuff.” She tripped and nearly fell, catching herself. “Ugh, these roads are terrible! I’m really looking forward to finding somewhere to stop for a while.”

      Diana glanced forward at the others and dropped her voice. “Ben and I were having the same conversation earlier on. We were wondering about going back to the ranch. If Bud’s family will put us up for a few days, just while we figure out what to do next. We can maybe work around the place or something to pay our way. Although I’m guessing it’s barter or nothing going forward. Cash is useless.”

      “Didn’t take long, did it?”

      Diana frowned. “No. I guess we can only hope that things are sorted out soon. I can’t believe that this is how it will be forever, but…”

      Patti nudged her as she trailed off. “But what?”

      “Oh, sorry. But until there’s some kind of end date, we have to assume it will be like it is now.” Diana paused. There was that sound again. “Patti, can you hear that?”

      Patti cocked her head. “I can’t really hear anything out of the ordinary, but my hearing isn’t the best.”

      Diana jogged ahead and tapped Reuben’s shoulder. “Reuben, can you stop the donkey for a moment, please? Everyone, give me a little quiet.”

      Jesse sat up in the cart. “Are they coming back? The men in the cars?” He was completely awake now.

      “No, but there’s a noise…” She gestured them all to be silent. “Not cicadas. Quieter.”

      “A kind of rushing sound?” Reuben asked. “Is that the wind?”

      “No, it’s coming from behind us and the wind is blowing in our faces.” She hauled herself up into the cart and stood, trying to see back the way they’d come. There was nothing really to see—just billowing gray clouds over the brows of the hills, but…she paused to think…but it was very dry for clouds. And getting increasingly smoky. “Guys. We’re going to need to pick up the pace.” She clambered down from the cart. “That noise? I think it’s a fire.”

      Patti raised her hand to her eyes and looked back in the direction they’d come. “What do we do?” We can’t outrun it. Even if only the kids and Ben and me are in the cart, the donkey can’t outpace a fire, never mind if we’re all in it. And we’re not leaving anyone behind.”

      “The river?” Ben looked around him and pointed. “If that’s south, then the river should be that way.”

      Diana reached into the cart for the map and unfolded it. “No good. The hill’s too high here—the river drops down some cliffs. I don’t know how large the drop is, or how deep the water, but if we make our way down there and it’s no good, we’ll be stuck. But look, it’s almost all downhill from here to the main road.”

      “The donkey still can’t—”

      “Not the donkey. The van. If we put it in neutral and can get it turned round, we can ride it down as far as the road. It should get us a bit of a head start at least, and the road might even act as a firebreak.”

      Ben traced the road with his fingers. “There’s a couple of steep curves, and we’d be dependent on the brakes but…” He nodded. “It’s our best chance. And we haven’t gone past it far. We can be back there in ten minutes.”

      Diana flung open the van’s back doors when they arrived. “Empty the cart, guys. Everything into the back of the van. Hurry!” She grimaced at the stink emanating from the van.

      As the others grabbed the backpacks and threw them into the vehicle, Reuben paused. “What about the donkey?”

      Ben passed a bottle of water to Diana. “He can’t go in, Reuben. I’m sorry. If he panicked and started kicking, it would be too dangerous. Unharness him though—he may be able to outrun it.” Ben paused to stroke the beast’s soft nose before handing the next bottle of water across. “Are we nearly done, guys? We need to get moving, right now!”

      “We can’t just leave him to burn!” Reuben slid his arm protectively around the donkey’s neck.

      Diana stood to one side to let the kids get in the van. “Can you ride him without a saddle? Without the cart he might be able to keep up.”

      “Of course!” Reuben tore at the donkey’s harness, releasing it from the cart. He made a couple of loops with the straps around the shaggy creature’s midriff. She hoped he knew what he was doing.

      She got out, and made sure the van doors were properly closed. “Follow us down as far as he can go. But be sensible, Reuben. We’ve lost so many people already. I don’t think Rachel could handle losing her mother and you. If the fire gets close, we stop the van and you get in, okay? Promise?”

      “Promise.” Reuben clambered onto the cart. From there, he maneuvered onto the donkey. He didn’t meet her eye, but she didn’t have time to argue.

      As he kicked the donkey into a fast trot, she hurried around to the driver’s door, climbed into the van, and strapped herself in. “Everyone hold on. This could get interesting fast.” She put the van into neutral and it rolled backward down the hill. As it picked up speed she brought the steering wheel around and the van reversed, rolling back up a little way with the last of its momentum until it came to a stop.

      “Come on, come on!” Patti was looking back at the fire, the flickering tips of which could be seen over the crest of the hill, smoke billowing over the treetops. The fire was coming fast.

      She threw the wheel around as the van started to roll downhill again, traveling forward and gathering speed. As the road twisted around a corner, she stamped on the brakes, then let the momentum take over again as the road straightened out.

      “The smoke’s getting worse,” Ben noted from the back where he sat with the children. There were sounds of tearing fabric. “Pass me that bottle of water, please. Now… Okay, Patti, one for you. Tie it over your nose and mouth.” He passed a long wet cloth forward. “Diana, will it distract you too much if I put this on you?”

      “For now, yes, but if the smoke gets too bad I may rethink that.” She peeked at the sideview mirror. “I hope Reuben’s okay.”

      “There he is now.” Rachel’s voice was strained. “How can he not be falling off, at that speed?”

      “He must be an excellent rider,” said Ben . “He’s doing really well. We won’t leave him behind, don’t worry.”

      The van sped down the slope and Diana braked, though her instinct was to get away as quickly as possible. “Patti, keep your eyes on the mirrors. We can’t let that fire get too near.”

      Another bend loomed, and again she braked into it, but this was a sharper bend than she’d realized.

      “Car!” Patti braced herself on the dashboard and Diana threw the wheel over as far as she dared, but still the van scraped along the side of a derelict car abandoned on the roadside, deafening them all with a metallic screech and taking off the mirror on the passenger’s side.

      Rachel cried out and Jesse demanded in a high, shrill voice, “What was that? Are we okay? Are we getting away?”

      Diana found Jesse in the rearview. “We’re fine, Jesse. It was just a bit of a surprise, and I didn’t manage to clear it.” Diana’s mind was totally on the road now. The swerve had added momentum to the van’s course and it rocketed down the road. She pressed the brakes harder and harder until a burned-rubber smell wafted through the air vents, overlaying another layer of danger on the harsh smoke that clutched at her throat.

      Patti gripped her seat with clawed fingers. “Let’s hope the brakes hold.”

      Diana eased up on the brakes, then feathered them down the long straightaway that would take them out of the wooded area. “Ben, can you see Reuben? We mustn’t lose sight of him.”

      “He’s behind us. The fire’s in sight now as well!”

      “Do we need to stop and get him in yet?” Diana pressed harder on the brakes. The chemical taste in her mouth was so intense it threatened to make her nauseous.

      “Not yet, but soon. Very soon. It’s coming fast.”

      The steering wheel bucked and Diana cried out, and then the brake pedal slipped from its shaft and hit the floor. “Guys, hold on. We just lost the brakes. Like, literally!” The van picked up more and more speed.

      “Holy moly!” Patti squeezed the handle above the door as the van careened down the road.

      “Ben! Map!” Diana hung on to the steering wheel for dear life, fighting desperately to get the van back under control.

      “Long, straight, steep gradient line ends—” There was a rustle of paper. “Ends on the bridge. On a sharp corner.”

      Diana steered slightly left, then right, trying to lose speed, but it just made the van more unstable. “Reuben?”

      “Reuben’s bent over the donkey’s neck. Coughing, I think. The smoke’s billowing around him, but he’s not in the middle of it yet. The fire’s still coming fast though.”

      “As are we,” Diana murmured. There was a sharp jolt and a bang that threw them all to the floor, apart from Diana, who was buckled in. “I think we lost a tire!” The van screeched and shuddered, skewing sharply as if hit by a truck.

      “Hold on!” Patti screamed as the van tipped onto two wheels, then rolled onto its side, screeching as it slid along the asphalt, deafening as they went. Another impact rocked the van, throwing it back onto its wheels, when it suddenly slammed to a stop.

      Diana’s head hit hard against the door and her vision clouded for a sickening moment. She blinked, refusing to black out, and concentrated on breathing in and out until her head stopped spinning. “Anyone hurt?” No one answered. She didn’t know how long she’d been stunned. She twisted to look behind her and the van teetered.

      “Nobody move!” Patti’s voice was barely more than a whisper. The van stilled again, but not entirely.

      Diana’s vision slowly cleared and the surrounding landscape came into focus. She found herself staring through the splintered windshield at the wrecked ends of the bridge railings they’d smashed through and then, as the van gently tilted forward, straight down to the river below.
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        Dr. Keiko Sato. Hueco Tanks State Park, Southwest Texas

      

      

      

      “Hey, you. You’re finally awake.” Keiko sat in the rear of the Outback with a flashlight on the deck, cradling Netsy’s head in her lap and running her fingers through her hair. Night had come. Deep darkness obscured the smoke that still hung over Hueco Tanks.

      Netsy stirred and moaned. “I’m hungry.”

      Keiko laughed and smoothed her hand over Netsy’s brow. “How are you feeling? You’ve been out for a while.”

      Netsy touched the lump on her head and winced. “My head hurts.”

      “You took a nasty fall when Shane shot at you. You’re lucky the bullet went through the respirator canister and not your head.”

      This time Netsy laughed. She flinched as the sound came out of her. “No offense, Miss Keiko, but one shot in the head is enough for me.” She looked around without lifting her head. “Are we in the Subaru? How long have I been out?”

      “A while.” It was well past midnight and time to be getting back to the lab. Gretchen was probably frantic with worry. Hopefully she’d made some progress on the antitoxin while Keiko was out dealing with Maiko’s killer.

      She raised Netsy’s respirator. “The bullet ripped two holes in the canister, one going in, one going out. It didn’t flatten, so I was able to fix it up as best I could with the duct tape we had left. I think it’ll do the trick. Do you think you can put it on?”

      “Yeah, I’ll give it a try.” Netsy slowly sat up, wobbled a bit, and took the respirator. She slid it over her head and grimaced. “Ow. This strap sits right on the bump on my head.”

      “We’ll get back to the lab as quick as we can. Maybe the smoke has thinned a bit and we can drive a little faster.”

      “My head feels fuzzy.”

      This was concerning. While she was no expert, she knew a blow to the head could cause a concussion, and all the negative side effects that came with it. When a bookshelf collapsed on Christopher’s head, the doctors had made her quiz him to check his cognitive functions weren’t impaired. He’d gotten really irritated about having to answer her questions. She never thought she’d miss him being mad at her.

      Keiko held up her hand and extended four fingers. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

      “Four.”

      “Who is the president of the United States?”

      “Does it really even matter anymore?”

      “No, seriously. Who is the president?”

      Netsy rolled her eyes. “Michael Anselmo. Wait, no, he’s dead. I remember seeing that on TV, back when we still had TV. It’s Elizabeth Blair.”

      “Did you take a foreign language in school?”

      “Spanish.”

      “Count backward from ten, in Spanish.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Serious as a heart attack.”

      Netsy sighed and—slowly—counted down the Spanish numbers backward, then smiled. “Happy now?” Keiko nodded and Netsy’s smile turned to a frown. “What were we doing before I smacked my head?”

      Keiko leaned in. “You really don’t remember?”

      Netsy closed her eyes tight and furrowed her brow. “Wait, it’s coming back.” She rubbed her temples, then opened her eyes. “What happened to Shane?”

      Keiko bit her bottom lip. “It doesn’t matter.” She leaned back on her hands, her shoulders pressed back against the side of the Outback. Even with two smallish people, there wasn’t much room. She wished Raoul had driven a van instead. “Shane’s behind a boulder now. He’s not a problem anymore. The vultures and the coyotes can fight over him.”

      “Now there’s a mental image. How are you doing?”

      Keiko exhaled audibly. “I’m tired. I’m really, really tired. And my leg hurts really bad.” She couldn’t even name how the rest of her hurt—the empty ache of the cavernous hole that carved out her insides where her soul was supposed to be.

      Netsy looked at Keiko’s leg. “What’s that?”

      “A tourniquet. Shane shot me.” She worried about infection and wanted to get somewhere where she could clean the wound and wrap it properly, but she said nothing, not wanting to freak out Netsy any more than she probably already was. “It’s not too bad. He got me in the calf, not the thigh, thankfully, but it hurts to put any pressure on it.”

      “And you dragged Shane around behind a boulder like that?”

      “Yes. It was torture, but it’s done now. Which brings us to our next problem: getting back to the lab. Can you drive stick? I don’t know if I can work the pedals.”

      Netsy shook her head. “I’ve got no idea. All I’ve ever driven is my Yaris, and it’s a normal transmission.”

      “Well, there’s no time like the present to learn. But first let’s get as much of the food and water out of the back of Shane’s truck as we can. It’s not technically stealing, since he stole it from us, right?”

      Netsy laughed and they quickly toted the food and bottled water Gretchen had so meticulously hoarded and packed the Outback until it was stuffed. Keiko dusted her hands when they’d finished. “Now let’s get out of here before one of Shane’s buddies shows up.” Netsy flinched and Keiko pressed her hands around Netsy’s. “I don’t know if there are more of them or not. Probably not. It might have just been Shane and Baseball Cap back there. But let’s not take any chances, okay?” She didn’t mention that there had been four at the barricade before. What Netsy didn’t know couldn’t scare the hell out of her.

      She hobbled to the passenger side of the car and settled into the seat. Netsy plopped into the driver’s side and fastened her seat belt, then glanced in the rearview. “We look like space aliens.”

      “I like to think of us as steampunk queens. Okay, let’s get back to the lab.” Keiko pointed at the pedals. “This is real easy, it just takes a little feel. First thing is to take off the emergency brake. Then put one foot on the brake pedal and push down on the clutch.”

      Netsy looked down at her feet. “Which one is the clutch?”

      “The extra one.” Netsy rolled her eyes at Keiko. “Far left. Push it all the way to the floor. Okay, now put the car in neutral.” Netsy moved the stick shift back. “Feel how the stick wiggles around? That’s how you know it’s in neutral. Now turn the key and start the engine, but don’t move your feet.”

      Netsy checked her feet. “This is all very complicated.” She turned the key and the engine came to life.

      “It’ll be muscle memory in no time. Now put the stick into first.” Netsy stared at the stick shift. “It’s at the top left. There’s a diagram on the gearshift knob.”

      “Miss Keiko, I can barely see out this respirator as it is and you want me to read what’s on a knob? In the dark?”

      Keiko put her hand on top of Netsy’s and shifted the car into first gear. “Okay, we’re good to go. Now move your foot off the brake and onto the gas.” The engine roared as the RPMs soared. “Stop stop stop!”

      “What?”

      “Take your foot off the gas!”

      The car bucked back and forth and died, jerking Keiko and Netsy forward and back. Netsy cried out as her head slammed against the headrest. Keiko’s leg banged against the side of the car and she grabbed her calf where she’d been shot, tears watering her eyes.

      Netsy burst into tears. “I can’t do this! I can’t do anything! I’m over all of this!” She hammered the steering wheel. “I can’t do this anymore…It’s all too much.” Her shoulders heaved and she sobbed. “My parents, our house, my kid brother, that thing in the alley. Eating prepper food for weeks. People dying everywhere and there’s no cure. And Maiko. My head is killing me… and now I can’t even drive a stupid car!”

      Keiko leaned across the center console and wrapped her arms around Netsy, absorbing the sobs wracking Netsy’s body, and whispered, “Everything is going to be okay in the end, and if it’s not okay, then it’s not the end.” She held Netsy until the crying stopped and her breathing returned more or less to normal.

      “That’s a line from a movie.” Netsy made a nervous laugh. “I watched it when I was a kid.”

      “The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel.” Keiko pressed out a smile. “Go easy on yourself. Everyone kills the engine the first time they try.” And just forget about murder, rape, arson, the whole freaking worldwide apocalypse…and Maiko. She swallowed hard and cleared her throat. “You want me to drive?”

      “No, no, no. My dumb ass will figure this out.”

      Something struck the car’s hood. There was a huge racket and both women jumped. Keiko grabbed the flashlight, flicked it on, and shone it out the windshield. An enormous vulture sat perched on the hood, its bald, reddish-pink head cocked sideways. It stared at them with black beady eyes. The bird spread its wings—they more than spanned the width of the car—and Netsy screamed. She leaned hard on the car horn. The vulture leaped forward, scraping its talons on the windshield, then flapped its enormous wings and flew away.

      Keiko pushed Netsy’s hand off the horn. “Don’t do that. If anyone else from Shane’s group is around, that will bring them over.”

      “I thought you said there weren’t any more of them.”

      “I said probably not.” She knew there could be two left, roaming around out there.

      “Well, I couldn’t just sit here while some freaky bald-headed Angel of Death sat right there. Did you see the way that thing stared at us? Like we were dinner?”

      Keiko nodded. All the energy she had left drained out of her in a rush and she slumped in her seat. She immediately thought better of it and straightened up. They needed strength, not weakness. They had to finish. They’d sworn on it. She was the adult. She had to lead by example.

      “Let’s try starting the car again.” The pain in her leg returned and she massaged the area around the wound. If this gets infected, I’m done for. She closed her eyes and shook her head, trying to kick the negativity. Netsy needed her. All of her. “This time, ease off the clutch and at the same time ease down on the gas. Then you’ll start rolling forward.” For luck, she rubbed Raoul’s Colombian flag that dangled from the rearview mirror.

      The Outback lurched and jerked and eventually—a shambolic seven mile drive out of Hueco Tanks later—heaved itself onto Loma Linda Road.

      Keiko was exhausted. Her leg was screaming at her after having been banged around by Netsy’s driving. She couldn’t understand what was so hard about driving a stick, but it was clear Netsy was not getting it. With the main road under their wheels now, Keiko tapped Netsy’s thigh. “Why don’t you let me take over? I can manage from here.”

      “I’m pretty bad at this, aren’t I?”

      Keiko patted Netsy’s leg. “You do a lot of other things better.”

      “Oh, my goodness, stoppp.” Netsy snickered. “You’re so mean.” She peered out the windshield. There was nothing to see—the toxic smoke utterly swallowed the headlights’ beams. “At least we don’t have the cicadas to deal with.” She turned to face Keiko. “Are you sure you can drive? What about your leg?”

      Keiko put on a brave face. “The leg will be fine. It hurts, but no more than anything else hurts. Shane really did a number on my face, and my hand still burns from where I grabbed the gun. But I can see and I can drive, and I’m afraid we’ll burn out the clutch if we keep going like we are. And then we’re totally screwed.” Totally screwed. One of Christopher’s favorite expressions. ‘Oh, this is just lovely. An interception on the ten yard line. Now we’re totally screwed.’ A pang of self-loathing knifed Keiko’s heart. She’d been a terrible wife, and now it was too late to fix it. But it wasn’t too late to save Netsy. She raised her butt off the seat and motioned Netsy over. “Slide in behind me. Switch spots.”

      There were gymnastics—nobody wanted to go out of the car and into the smoke—but eventually Keiko was nestled into the driver’s seat and Netsy ensconced as a passenger. Keiko started the engine and rolled forward, slicing through the Teff smoke at a bone-tingling seven miles an hour.

      It was oh-dark-hundred in the morning when they saw the clothes. Scattered all over the road, just visible in the illuminated area immediately ahead of the car, were all manner of items. Keiko stopped the car. “There’s a backpack.” She pointed. “Over there.”

      “A bunch of rope, too. What do you think happened?”

      “Somebody ransacked something.” Keiko didn’t really know what she was talking about, but she faked it authoritatively anyway. You’re the adult. Lead by example. “You know what I bet it is? I bet it’s the car we passed earlier on the way here.”

      “Ewww, you mean the one with the dead girl and guy?”

      Yes, the ones who were alive when we saw them. Who had names and not just statuses. The images came to mind without prompting. The young woman with the bandana, blood sputtering from her mouth—the young man beside her with the blood-soaked beard—the woman pleading for Keiko to stop and help. But there was nothing she could have done—the nameless girl hadn’t been dead yet, but she might as well have been—so she’d kept driving. “Someone must’ve found the car and looted it.” She wondered who that someone was, and what they’d wanted—and more importantly, if they were still nearby.

      “Should we stop and check things out?”

      “No, let’s keep going. It’s way too late for them.” Keiko slewed the Outback wide. In the thick smoke, she had no idea how close or how far she was away from the doomed climbers. Far, she hoped. She was about to tell Netsy not too look, but she was too slow—Netsy already had the flashlight and was shining it through her window as they passed.

      The car door was open. There was no way not to see the vulture perched on the young woman’s lap, pecking at her face.

      Netsy froze. “Oh, no.”

      “Turn off the flashlight.”

      The vulture buried its beak in the climber girl’s eye socket and pulled back a moment later with the woman’s eyeball. The massive bird hopped down to the road. Another vulture took its turn to feed on the corpse.

      Netsy hacked. “I’m going to puke.”

      Keiko grabbed the flashlight and shut it off. “What were you thinking? That was stupid!”

      “I know. I don’t know… but I’m seriously going to puke. Is it okay if I open the door real quick? I don’t want…” And then the door was open. Dark smoke billowed into the Outback as Netsy raised her respirator and leaned out of the car. Not far away, a coyote howled. Netsy emptied her stomach onto the road, then slapped the respirator back down over her face and closed the door. “Ugh, my mouth tastes so gross.” She coughed and fanned the smoke. “How long do you think it takes to get enough smoke to kill you?”

      “I don’t know.” Keiko eased off the brake and crept forward, the limited visibility outside impaired even more by the smoke in the car. “Joe McCarty didn’t breathe in that much before he died back in Boulder. Then again, Shane lasted longer than Joe. Hopefully you only got a whiff. And hopefully your respirator still works.”

      “Lady, I have one hundred percent faith in you. If you say it’s fixed, then it’s fixed.” Netsy coughed again. “I gotta say, though, that smoke is harsh. I tried not to breathe in while I had my mask up, but I got a little… Oh! Did you hear that howling?”

      “I did. It’s coyotes. I’ve seen them from the lab. It’s not going to end well for those two back in that car.”

      “It already isn’t ending well.”

      That was the understatement of the year.

      The Outback sputtered and died.

      “You’ve got to be freaking kidding me!” Keiko punched the steering wheel and she pumped the gas pedal, her voice rising as she spoke. “We’re out of gas?”

      “Didn’t Gretchen say we had enough to get to El Paso or something?”

      Keiko snarled. “I can’t believe this. Seriously? REALLY?”

      “Clearly, Gretchen has been smoking the epifluorescence chemicals. Maybe that’s the real reason we’re always so short on chems?”

      “Netsy, I love you and your sense of humor, but this is not the time.” Keiko stared at the gas needle, which rested squarely on E. “Gretchen, I’m going to murder you.”

      “Are you sure we’re out? Maybe I destroyed the car when I tried to drive and it just now decided to lay down and die?”

      “Look at it!” Keiko rapped her knuckle against the clear plastic shielding the speedometer and the fuel gauge. “Look at it!”

      Netsy leaned over, then leaned back to where she was. “So what do we do now?”

      “Normally I would say we call Gretchen and tell her to get her butt out here to pick us up, but of course there’s no cell phone service anymore.”

      “We could go back and get Shane’s truck. You’ve got the keys, right?”

      “It’s out of gas. And too far the other direction. We’re closer to the lab.” Keiko leaned forward and rested her forehead on the steering wheel. “What are we going to do?”

      “Walk, I guess?” Netsy gazed out the window into the pitch dark. Her voice sounded distant, almost like she wasn’t in the same car.

      “Walk.” Keiko gestured ambiguously at the smoke. “In this. With coyotes and vultures and who knows what else roaming around out there.”

      “I don’t see what else there is to do.” Netsy rubbed the side of her head. “My head is hurting again. It’s really throbbing now.”

      “I know what you mean. My leg is killing me. We need to get back and get ourselves cleaned up before one of us gets an infection or something.” Keiko took a deep breath, then touched Netsy on the shoulder. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to diminish you. How bad is it?”

      “Pretty bad.”

      “All right, let’s get you back to the lab. I don’t suppose you’re able to get a GPS signal on your phone?”

      “The battery’s dead. I thought maybe we should’ve searched that couple back there to see if they had a charger, but that idea kind of noped out once I saw that vulture eating her face.”

      Keiko made a bleh sound behind her respirator. “Don’t remind me.” She adjusted her mask. “I’d guess we’re less than two miles from the lab. I think my leg can make it. How about you?”

      “As long as I don’t bonk my head on anything, I’ll be fine.”

      “The sun comes up about six, but if the smoke has cleared out some, there might be enough pre-dawn light to see our way home.” Then Keiko laughed.

      “What are you laughing about?”

      “Thinking of the lab as ‘home.’ I’ve spent so much of my life in one lab or another that labs really are home for me. Or a second home, at least.” Images of home flashed through her mind. Her tatami mat flooring. Her pink cherry-blossom-painted byobu folding screens. Her grandmother's framed kimono and her beloved Okinawan Shinto shrine. Maiko-chan snuggled up with her in bed, curled up in blankets, watching Kung-Fu Panda yet again on her tablet. And then the fire, which obliterated the images. Those things were gone now. All of them. Everything she’d loved. Gone. She began to cry.

      “It’s okay, Miss Keiko.” Netsy stroked Keiko’s arm. “I get it. It’s pretty crappy all the way around.”

      Keiko sniffled. Her nose was running, but she didn’t dare lift her respirator to wipe her nose, so she let it run. “I was just thinking about my home. My real home. Before the Boulder Boyz...” She snuffled. “And Maiko-chan.”

      “I think about that stuff, too. Mom and dad and my little brother. And things that seem to have gone extinct lately. Running water, being able to wash my hands like a normal person, showers, the microwave, streaming music…”

      “And now we have test tubes and beakers and electron microscopes.”

      “And a car with no gas.”

      “Yes, and a car with no gas.”

      “So…I guess we walk? Without waiting for sunrise?”

      “You have the flashlight?”

      Netsy picked up the flashlight from the seat. “Yup.”

      Keiko sighed and put her hand on the door handle. “Let’s do this.”

      Keiko took the little triangular Colombian flag from the rearview mirror, folded it, and tucked it into a pocket of her jeans. She thought about Raoul driving her to the Supah Dupah back in Boulder—The people, they are crazy—which seemed so long ago it might as well have been the Eocene. Then Jacob Horowitz, and explaining to him over dinner—blech—about the elevated CO2 levels in the Eocene, and how both Raoul and Jacob died at the same gas station outside Breckenridge.

      She shook her head to clear her mind. There were more immediate issues at hand. “How is your respirator?”

      Netsy tapped the not-banged-up side of her head. “So far so good. There’s a little tang in the air, but I’m all right.”

      Keiko tried to taste her own air, but there was nothing. She put weight on her foot. A bolt of pain screamed up her leg. She drew a sharp breath, then relaxed into it.

      Mind over matter, Sato. You can do this. You’ve already survived worse. She paused. It was the first encouraging self-talk she’d heard in a very, very long time. Maybe ever.

      She reached out her hand to Netsy, and Netsy took it. Enveloped by toxic Teff smoke, they walked into the pre-dawn darkness.
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        Kim Walker. Route 54 to Van Horn, Texas

      

      

      

      Kim fought the hollowness behind her solar plexus, where her heart should have been, and concentrated on the grim task of wiping the dash and windshield clear of blood and brain matter. With each sweep of the rag, a stark refrain ran through her head—you killed him, you killed him, you killed him.

      It was her fault Mateo lay stiff and cold in the dirt. She’d ordered him to drive on when they’d been stopped by a small convoy of armed men. Not just any men, it turned out, but Rush’s henchmen, there with their guns and armored car to pave an easy path through hostile territory to Austin.

      If she’d never shouted for Mateo to get them away then he might still be alive. Maybe Rush wouldn’t have murdered him. Maybe. How she could ever face his wife, Camila, again was beyond her comprehension. Vision blurring, she scrubbed harder. She had to pay for her stupid decision. And surely the fact that her daughter Emma had been taken by Rush was her due punishment. But she couldn’t wallow in self-pity—couldn’t even take the time to mourn the death of a good and kind man who’d done nothing but help a bunch of strangers. No, she had to find Wyatt the medical attention he desperately required. Then figure out a way to follow those murderous thugs and rescue her daughter.

      Teeth gritted over rising bile, she mopped up a puddle of congealed blood from the driver’s seat while Dixie assisted a groggy Wyatt with climbing down from the rear of the stake bed truck. Overhead, heavy smoke clouds hung low in the sky, sullen and smothering the late afternoon sun. Visibility was limited to twenty yards or so before the surrounding flat landscape was swallowed by a dirty orange haze. Before they’d been intercepted by the mercenaries’ convoy, a bolt of lightning had illuminated a mountain range running north-south off to the west of the highway, but as the miles passed, they’d left the thunderstorm behind and the mountains could no longer be seen. Kim could only guess their location, and the haze made it difficult to discern if a ranch or help was nearby. No way did she intend to go haring off the main road. Their goal had to remain getting to Van Horn.

      A circling vulture dipped, then arrowed into a dive, swooping low over the truck’s hood while emitting a loud, guttural hiss. Even though half her torso was inside the cab, Kim ducked, protecting herself with her arm in a move born of instinct. The huge predator flapped its wings, hovering, talons outstretched, Mateo’s fast-cooling body its feral agenda. No way could she allow that to happen!

      She wiggled out backward and snatched a handful of stones from the ground, chucking a barrage at the nasty thing. The buzzard squawked, snapping its sharp beak as it rose and fell, wings flailing and feathers flying.

      Dixie ran around the truck, waving her arms. “Shoo! Shoo! Get out of here!”

      With a frustrated hiss the bird zoomed off, landing at the edge of the smoke in the center of the road. It waited, its beady eyes fixed on Mateo’s corpse.

      “Horrible creature.” Kim shuddered as she tossed the gory rag away. She took a container of water from the cab and washed her filthy hands.

      Dixie sagged against the side of the truck pressing her fingers to the jagged cut on her lip. “He’ll have friends.” Her right eye was almost invisible in folds of swollen flesh, courtesy of a punch to the face. She’d done her best to ward off the mercenaries. They’d all done their best including Emma—but the end result was they’d failed while Rush had succeeded.

      “How’s Wyatt?” The eleven-year-old had developed an infection, possibly even blood poisoning, from cicada toxin when they’d been attacked by a swarm after their plane had crashed in the desert. He’d been knocked out by Rush’s thugs when he’d attempted to stop them from kidnapping Natalie Curtis and Emma, regaining consciousness only after the convoy had departed.

      “Quite a bump on the back of his head. I dunno, he could have a concussion.” Dixie fiddled with a button on her shirt, avoiding looking at Kim.

      She didn’t have to voice what they were both thinking, because for a brief, heartbreaking moment little nine-year-old Markus’s ghost stood right by their sides. Another life lost. Another life that could have been saved if Kim hadn’t insisted they leave the crash site and search for help. That decision had also caused the death of Dixie’s best friend, Portia, from a rattlesnake bite, and Gerry Marshall’s death from a heart attack when he’d tried to save Markus in the dust storm.

      The dead were multiplying too fast. Kim could feel them lining up in front of her every time she closed her eyes. She rolled her shoulders hoping to ease the twin burdens of grief and regret, as she refastened the lid on their precious water supply. But it didn’t work. She would carry their names and faces to her grave.

      Dixie broke into a fit of coughing before wiping a hand over her mouth. Kim’s heart stuttered at the droplet of blood that formed on Dixie’s lip. “You should put your mask back on. The smoke’s a killer.” She shoved the water container onto the floor and closed the driver’s door.

      “Sure thing.” Sounding unutterably weary, Dixie slipped the old-fashioned gas mask over her face. “Now what?”

      “We get to Van Horn as soon as possible.” Indicating for Dixie to follow, Kim strode to where the eleven-year-old boy stood staring down at the body by his feet. Above his crudely fashioned cloth mask, Wyatt’s forehead was sheet-white and dotted with beads of sweat. He cradled his infected hand on his other arm. Kim touched his shoulder. “How about you hop inside out of this smoke?”

      Shoulders bowed, he stumbled past without speaking. When he’d closed the door, Kim bent at the knees and took hold of Mateo’s shoulders. An unbidden memory rose of how she’d buried Simon, Emma’s adoptive father, in the sand bunker of a golf course, and the flaccid feel of his body beneath her hands. Her belly roiled as her mind rebelled against the painful images. “We’ll put Mateo on the bed of the truck. The canvas roof should protect him from any more vultures.”

      Dixie sent her a curious glance, no doubt in response to Kim’s sudden hoarse tone. But to explain any further was too hard. She’d yet to fully process all that had happened, and the people she’d lost during the global catastrophe. Maybe she’d never be able to come to terms with how she’d killed to survive and protect her only child. All she could do was keep moving forward and keep fighting. Emma was counting on her. Even if she never forgave her for giving her up for adoption, Kim would never stop in her quest to keep Emma safe. And by doing so, maybe she’d finally prove to herself she was worthy of being loved in return.

      “On three. One, two…” Pushing up with her legs, she lifted Mateo while Dixie hefted him up by the ankles. Together, they shuffled over to the truck where, with some heaving and jostling, they maneuvered the body onto the truck. He landed with a dull thud and they both climbed on board to slide the corpse to one side.

      Heart pounding and sweating despite the coolness of the dwindling day, Kim sank to her knees to catch her breath.

      “Are you, okay?” Dixie coughed as she attempted to fold Mateo’s arms over his chest. But rigor was setting in. Defeated, she cast about for a tarp and found an old blanket wedged under a toolbox.

      Kim made an ‘okay’ sign with her fingers. Although she wasn’t really because despite the full-face respirator she wore, she was struggling to inhale sufficient oxygen. It was like her lungs had shrunk. She blamed the toxic smoke. There had been those test results she’d snuck a peak at when in the hospital in Bathurst before she’d left Australia for the U.S.A; a lot of medical mumbo-jumbo, a chart with red lines and a few phrases that were engraved in her memory—possible reduced lung capacity, unknown long-term effects. The only comfort she took from that brief sojourn in the hospital had been that her daughter, Emma, had come through the ordeal unscathed. A miracle in itself, given she was asthmatic—and a ‘miracle’ that scratched at the back of Kim’s mind like a trapped rodent. Because no matter which way she looked at Rush’s behavior, she couldn’t ignore the fact that Emma was in danger. He’d either taken her along as leverage to ensure Natalie behaved in accordance with whatever the powerful global conglomerate Matreus, Inc. had planned—or for some other nefarious reason she had yet to imagine.

      Dixie draped the blanket over the body, then held out a hand.

      “Thanks,” Kim managed to wheeze as she staggered to a crouch. Rubbing her tight chest, she jumped down from the truck. “I’ll search for the keys.”

      “I’ll help.” Dixie shook her head when Kim opened her mouth to object. “It will be faster if we look together.”

      It took a long forty minutes before Kim located the keys half buried beneath a clump of wild sage. Waving, she called Dixie back to the truck, and Then they were on their way, the air conditioner on full blast as they roared along State Highway 54, heading south to where it merged into La Caverna Street on the outskirts of Van Horn. Squished in the middle of the bench seat, Wyatt’s head lolled on Dixie’s shoulder. She held her hand to his forehead.

      “He’s still burning up.”

      Kim shifted up a gear, pushing her foot hard on the accelerator. The truck surged forward. Keeping one hand on the steering wheel, she fished out a small packet from her shirt pocket. “See if you can get him to swallow this pill. I know he isn’t due for another one yet, but that fever has to come down.”

      “I’m on it.” Dixie took the packet and grabbed a water bladder out of Kim’s bug-out bag before shaking Wyatt by the arm. “Come on, buddy. Wake up.”

      Groaning, Wyatt opened his eyes, and after pulling down his cloth mask, he obediently swallowed the pill. “Where are we?”

      “Maybe ten more minutes or a bit more and we’ll be in Van Horn. Hang tight.”

      Dixie reached across Wyatt and patted Kim’s leg. “I can’t imagine what you’re going through right about now. What with that traitor stealing your daughter away. You think he wanted to wait near the plane wreck so those pals of his could find us?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then it’s just as well you talked us into walking out of there. I bet a dollar Rush would’ve left us to die.”

      Markus’s face flashed before Kim’s eyes and her throat tightened. “Or maybe they would’ve driven all of us to safety. Or at least the highway.”

      Dixie removed her gas mask to blow her nose, then she gave a loud sigh. “I doubt it, hon. That man is the kind that lives to follow orders. Ain’t no room in his life for anything or anyone else.”

      Wyatt turned toward Kim, his eyes glistening with tears. “I’m sorry ma’am. I tried real hard to stop them taking Emma, but I couldn’t stop them.”

      “It’s okay. It’s not your fault. And don’t worry, I’ll get her back,” Kim said fiercely.

      “I know you will. And then we can all be together at Mrs. Garcia’s ranch.” A faint smile creased Wyatt’s freckled face. For a few seconds, he looked like any normal young boy, happy, but the next instant, his expression was drawn, his eyes darkened and his mouth drooped.

      Heaven only knew what the poor kid was thinking or feeling. He’d been through the wringer ever since deadly fires and bugs had descended onto Los Angeles. Then to top it off, his parents had perished in the plane crash, and then his younger brother Markus in a dust storm. And the end was nowhere in sight.

      A shudder wracked Wyatt’s thin frame and his teeth chattered. Bright spots of color bloomed on his cheeks as he lifted a shaky hand and felt around the back of his head where he’d landed hard on the metal truck bed. “I feel sick.”

      “I’ll find a bag or something.” Bending over, Dixie groped around the floor beneath their feet, finally coming up with a chipped enamel mug. She thrust it at Wyatt and encouraged him to have another mouthful of water from the bladder.

      “I can’t tell you how sorry I am about Portia. I keep second guessing myself, thinking we should have stayed with the plane.”

      Dixie shook her head. “It’s not on you, hon. If we’d stayed, more of us would’ve died. You gave us a chance. I for one am mighty grateful, even though Portia’s death created a hole inside me.”

      “No disrespect but you seem unlikely friends.” Kim smiled as she recalled Portia and her ‘take-no-bull’ personality. Squinting, she leaned forward a tad as a signpost came into view. “We’re only minutes away.”

      “Phew. And no sign of those gangsters.” Dixie nudged Wyatt’s lips with the water bladder again but he shook his head. Hunching her shoulders, she angled her body toward the window, allowing the bladder to rest in her lap. “I lost both my parents in a car accident when I was four years old. They went to work one day and never came to pick me up from daycare. I was lucky though. Went to a real nice foster home, although I never felt like I fitted in. There were another seven of us foster kids, and we were three to a bedroom. I was a quiet, angry kid, and then I met Portia in the playground. She was amazing. Nothing seemed to faze her, and for some reason she took a liking to me. Although we chose entirely different career paths, we stayed friends, calling or emailing every other day.”

      Dixie’s grief was palpable in the silence that stretched between them. Then Kim cleared her throat. “I’ve never had a friendship like that. I never was close to my father. I felt like I was more his housekeeper than his daughter. But I do know what it’s like to miss someone every hour of every day.”

      They exchanged a glance over Wyatt’s head. Dixie nodded. “Your daughter.”

      “Yes.” Kim’s voice softened. “I’m glad you’re here, Dixie.”

      “I reckon we’re both where we need to be. But I gotta admit, I had some moments when I regretted leaving the ranch.” She gave a wry smile. “I thought I was gonna die when we were surrounded. I thought Rush would order his pals to kill us all. I’m kinda surprised he didn’t, to be honest.”

      The memory of the cold, unforgiving steel pressed into her temple assailed Kim and she trembled, her fingers slipping on the wheel. The truck veered out of its lane for a few seconds until she regained control. “I’m totally on the same page. I certainly won’t forget what he did. He’ll pay for Mateo.”

      “Atta girl. You remind me of Portia. You’ve got that same single-minded determination.” Dixie pointed out the windshield. “Look, we’re coming up on Van Horn.” Smiling, Dixie stashed the water bladder back into the bag as Kim shifted down a gear.

      The township sprawled across the landscape—hulking, dark buildings interspersed with shadowy lots. La Caverna Street burrowed straight ahead into the dirty haze, while a paved road branched off to the left, disappearing into the darkness. Icy fingers trickled along Kim’s spine and she slowed the truck. No lights lit the houses, there was no movement on the road, and with no streetlights glowing, a neon sign flashing ‘danger’ couldn’t have said it better.

      “Why do I get a bad feeling about this?” Dixie slung an arm around Wyatt’s shoulders, pulling him close.

      The truck rolled to a stop and Kim placed her hand on the window crank. “Get your masks back on, I’m going to lower the window. See if we can hear anyone.”

      She waited a moment then wound down the window, gagging as a fetid stench mixed with acrid smoke wafted into the cabin. Hacking and swallowing the ball of bile in her throat, she got the window back up quick smart.

      Beside her, Wyatt flung off his mask and vomited into the mug. Dixie coughed and flapped her hand in front of her face. “That is foul! Smells like…”

      Wiping his mouth with his grubby hand, Wyatt whispered, “Dead people.”

      “Probably just rubbish that hasn’t been picked up in a while.” Even as the mumbled words left her mouth, a muffled pop rang out. Gunfire. So there were people in Van Horn. Problem was, they’d no idea if they’d be friendly. Kim raised her shoulders at Dixie, who shook her head, her white face and bulging eyes mirroring the same dread stealing Kim’s reasoning. And her courage. But Emma needed her. And Wyatt needed her. And Rush had to get his just desserts.

      Conquering the urge to turn and run, she set her chin and rammed through the gears. The truck rumbled forward. “I know Rush took Mateo’s rifle, but check the glove compartment.”

      “On it.” Dixie rummaged through the glove compartment, then turned a triumphant face toward Kim. She held up a revolver and a box of ammo. “Can you fire this thing?”

      “I’ve had a little practice.” Yeah, killing a pair of biker drug-traffickers, along with being in a shoot-out with their scumbag friends. But that incident didn’t make her an expert, and she had no idea how different the revolver Dixie had found was from the Glock she’d stolen from a policewoman’s corpse back in Sydney.

      They drove through two intersections, the truck’s engine a deafening noise in the quiet streets that caused Kim’s palms to sweat.

      Dixie tapped on the windshield. “There’s the sign for the hospital. Take the next turn to the left.”

      Kim swung the wheel and they rumbled along the road. “Are you sure? It looks like we’re heading out of town.”

      “It’s up there, on the right.” Dixie pointed out the window at a large parking lot, then sucked in a shocked breath. “Oh, no.”

      Pulling into the lot, Kim turned off the engine and slumped in her seat. Culberson Hospital was a burned-out shell, its walls piles of blackened rubble, its roof collapsed inward, the metal framing buckled and melted, while a couple of charred posts were all that remained standing. Telephone poles had fallen to the ground like so many felled trees, the snaggle of power lines like a tangle of branches. A broken gurney lay near what used to be the front entrance, a stained and torn sheet draped over the side. To the left of the wreckage was another destroyed building along with two burned-out ambulances. The three vehicles squatting in the parking sat on naked rims, their windows smashed. Although the asphalt was a sea of trash, nothing stirred. Nothing rustled. The silence was as punishing as death.
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        Sam Leary. Austin, Texas

      

      

      Sam’s shoulder hurt where the shotgun had thudded into it. He hated shotguns. His godfather always told him to hold the stock jammed into his shoulder, but somehow he always drew back just as he pulled the trigger, wincing in advance.

      Hands shaking, he loaded it up again. Beside him, Sean fired his shotgun again. “Over to the left, son. They’re creeping in low and close.” He moved to one side, trying to angle his gun around. “I can’t reach them. Send a blast of shot that way so they know we’ve seen them.”

      Sam moved back to the window and fired, bracing himself for the impact this time. He tried to tuck the stock into his shoulder. It helped, but there was still a kickback straight into the bruise he’d already acquired. He lowered the gun, reloaded, and raised the muzzle again, peering through the slot.

      Outside there was a small group of men and women, heavily armed with clubs, knives, and machetes; a couple were sprawled on the ground. One clutched his leg, screaming; the other was still, his head a bloody mess. Three of those creeping toward the house, taking cover behind trees and bushes, had blood streaming down them from where they’d been in the line of fire for his birdshot.

      If his time in the desert had taught him anything, it was that people were crazy and you should not give them the benefit of the doubt. If they came at you with weapons, you replied in kind.

      “Watch out, Sam!” Sean yelled.

      Sam looked around, started, and an axe bit into the shutter next to his left ear. Sam panicked and pulled the trigger; his face splattered with blood as the attacker took the full impact of the shot, which made a larger hole in the shutter. Sam’s heart was beating so violently it made him nauseous.

      Sean stuffed another couple of cartridges in his shotgun and pumped the forearm. “Out of the way!” He ran across with his gun and picked off the attackers. “Load up again, Sam, quick! They’re all coming for us now.”

      There was a thud at the other kitchen window and the shutter splintered. He ran across and shot through the gap; this time he’d loaded the gun with buckshot and blood splattered through the firing slot. It spattered his face, hot and sticky as sin.

      Now beyond thought, Sam loaded and fired again and again, until Sean yelled “Sam! Stop!” Sam froze. Sean set his gun on the table and came over to him, putting a hand on Sam’s arm. “It’s okay. We’ve seen them off. You can stop now.”

      Sam dropped into a chair. Dazed, he scrubbed a hand over his face. It came back bloody.

      “Here.” Sean went to a cupboard, poured some whiskey into a glass, and handed it to him. “Drink this and stay there. I’m going to check it’s all clear outside.”

      By the time Sean came back, Sam had poured a little water over the edge of his shirt and scrubbed his face clean.

      “They’re all gone and I’ve covered the bodies for now.” Sean was wiping his palms with another handful of grass. “I need to go and make sure they didn’t get up as far as your parents’ house.”

      They collected the weapons, Sean pocketing a box of ammo and handing a second off to Sam. His godfather paused to bar and padlock the door, and the two of them slipped as quietly as they could across the woodland outside and around the back of Sam’s parents’ house.

      “Stay there and out of sight,” Sean hissed.

      Sam ducked under the foliage of a partly fallen tree, dropping to his haunches to watch for anyone following while still being hidden by the leaves, shotgun at the ready.

      Sean walked away, laying his feet down carefully to avoid making any sound. For a few minutes there was nothing—then raised voices. Sam tensed, not sure whether to go and help or stay as he had been instructed, but a two-tone whistle cut through the noise—Sean’s all-clear signal.

      Sam went limp with relief. Keeping his gun firmly in hand, he made his way through the trees to the back gate of the garden, which had been battered open.

      His father sat on the tree stump, a bloody cloth held to his head.

      “Dad? Are you hurt?” Sam hurried across to him. “Oh, no.” His father’s carefully-tended vegetable patch was trashed. Not only had the raiders taken anything that was remotely ripe, but they’d stomped on all the developing vegetables and snapped and trampled the plants.

      “It’s all gone. All of it.” His dad sounded dazed. “There aren’t even any seeds saved for another crop. We can’t grow more food.”

      The wanton destruction was the most shocking thing Sam had seen that day, even with all the blood and horror of the earlier attack. “Dad, where’s Mom? And Sean?” His dad didn’t look in any fit state to answer, and Sam didn’t want to leave him alone, but he needed to know about the others. “Can you walk?”

      It took a couple of goes to haul his Dad upright, but he eventually tucked himself under his old man’s arm and maneuvered him up the path, suppressing the urge to tap the railings as he went. He didn’t like not doing it, but the day had already gone badly wrong, so for once the feeling of wrongness made no difference.

      It took longer than Sam wanted, but eventually they reached the house. The door hung off its hinges and inside was chaos. Sam took his father over to the garden bench under the tree and propped him up, then hurried into the house. The kitchen cupboards were open and had been emptied of his mother’s stockpile of cans, courtesy of her addiction to coupon clipping. A couple of jars of preserved fruit had been smashed on the floor, making it slippery and treacherous, and to add insult to injury, the cupboard with the plates had been wrenched off the wall. If there was a single glass or piece of crockery that wasn’t smashed, Sam couldn’t see it.

      He picked his way through the detritus. The sofa cushions had been taken, as well as the blanket that normally lay over the back of the sofa, he supposed to make beds. The ornaments had been crushed underfoot, and all the candles his mother had so carefully arranged were gone. So were the curtains, and one of the windows was smashed.

      The bathroom was cleared out of anything useful, and his mother’s makeup cabinet stood empty, but the looters had left her vitamins and supplements.

      There was a noise from the bedroom. Sam froze. It didn’t sound like Sean. Someone was creeping along stealthily—they’d just trod on the board that creaked like a door opening in a horror film. It had terrified him when he was a kid. Gripping his weapon in both hands, he edged up to the door and peered through the crack. His mother was there, collapsed against the bed. Someone was holding up her left hand and twisting off her engagement ring. They had their back to him.

      Sam moved right up to the door, readying himself for action though his palms were sweat-slick and he couldn’t load the stupid thing, even though he had ammunition right there in his pocket. He counted himself in silently, “One, two, three, GO!”

      He kicked the door open and swung the handle of his shotgun at the raider’s head. It contacted and a teenage girl fell to the floor. She already had a black eye and plenty of bruises. “Do you need help—?” He started, horrified he’d hit someone so young, but she scrambled to her feet, grabbing a big pair of pruning shears from her pocket. “Hey, stop. We can talk!”

      “Back off!” she spat. “I found her! I get the jewelry! Go find your own stuff!” She grabbed his mother’s outstretched hand, tugged at the wedding ring in vain, and positioned the pruning shears round her ring finger.

      “Please, there’s other jewelry. Stuff that’s worth more. You don’t need to do that—”

      “Yeah, tell that to Floyd, why don’t you? Pretty sure he’d disagree.” But she paused. “What stuff? Where?”

      “In the drawer behind you. There’s some jewelry in green boxes, Tiffany’s. It’s supposed to be really expensive. If you don’t hurt her you can have it all.”

      The girl dropped his mom’s hand and backed to the drawers, reaching in without turning away from him.

      “You take that. I’m going to move her out of your way now.” Sam moved around the bed and grabbed his mom’s hand. He backed away into the corner, dragging her across the carpet, not daring to take his eyes off the girl. His mom was dead weight, but her hand was still warm, which was a good sign.

      The girl emptied the green boxes out on the bed and stuffed the necklaces and bracelets into her jacket. “Thanks. That’ll keep him off my case for a while. But now that he knows you’re here and you have this sort of stuff, he’ll keep coming back. If I were you, I’d get out of here. He’ll send more of them next time, for sure.”

      He nodded. She turned and ran and he slammed the bedroom door behind her, then turned to check on his mom. She was breathing, or at least he was pretty sure she was, but he couldn’t find a pulse—but that might be because his own was pounding so hard.

      The door slammed open; Sean stood in the doorway. He’d slung his rifle over his shoulder and was pointing a pistol in the room, but seeing Sam he raised his gun. “There are still some of them about. What have you—oh no, is that Marcy?”

      Sam’s hand fluttered to the bedside table—top, side, leg, side, top, side leg. “I don’t know if she’s dead…”

      Sean was already feeling for a pulse. Sam passed him a mirror from off the dressing table. It came back with just the slightest mist, but at least she was still breathing. Sean checked her eyes and felt around her skull. His face went still and he explored the same part of the skull again, but more slowly. “We should get Ryan back in here. I’ll stay with her, you bring him.”

      Sam hurried through the wreckage of the house. He paused in the doorway of his own room—also trashed, although it seemed they had been disturbed before they could take his blanket, which he was pleased about, as it was a weighted one, and he found it very comforting.

      It took a bit of persuading to get his dad up and moving—he’d been thumped hard on his head and was feeling sick and dizzy. But Sam got him to his feet, and once he’d hooked his father’s arm over his neck, he managed to walk him in a few steps at a time. Sean came to find them, and took the other arm, which helped, and they eventually managed to get him into the room.

      “Marcy?” he asked. “Is she okay? I heard her shouting…”

      “They tried to take her engagement ring.” Sam propped him up on pillows on the bed and went to the bathroom where he poured a little water from the washing jug onto a sponge and took it back in to see to his father’s injury. “And her expensive stuff.” He turned to see his mom’s eyes open; she was trying to focus on him. “Mom?”

      Sean felt her pulse and frowned. “Marcy, can you hear us?” She blinked. “Do you know where you are?” She blinked again and mumbled something.

      Sam knelt by the bed. “We’re here, Mom. What do you need to tell us?”

      She leaned her head back on the pillow and closed her eyes. Suddenly she said in a very loud voice, “Don’t give them the Tiffany, stupid! They can have this old ring. The Lord knows I don’t want it.” Then she exhaled with a sigh and her face went slack.

      “Mom?” Sam took her hand. It was a dead weight.

      “Marcy? Marcy!” Sean felt her pulse, checked for breathing. “Sam, do you know CPR?”

      “What?” Sam was still holding her limp hand.

      “Doesn’t matter, look after your dad. Take him into the living room.” Sean laced his hands and jumped astride Marcy, pumping his hands on her ribcage.

      Sam got to his feet and went round to the other side of the bed. “Dad?”

      Ryan was still holding the cloth to his head. “What’s…Sam, what’s going on?”

      “Come on. Mom’s having difficulties and Sean’s helping her. We should give him some room to work.” He got his dad up and helped him out of the room. Ryan was steadier on his feet.

      “She said something, your Mom? I missed it.”

      Sam was glad. He hedged. “She was sad to lose her Tiffany stuff I think. But they were threatening to cut her finger off to get her wedding ring, so there wasn’t much choice.”

      “Oh, right. Yeah, she does love the flashy stuff. Always made a point of wearing as much of it as she could when we went anywhere with the neighbors. Yolanda, rest her soul. What’s that word you young people use, frenemy?” He shook his head as Sam helped him into a chair. “I’ve never understood why you’d want to spend so much time point-scoring with someone you don’t really like. But it seems to amuse your mom.”

      “Yeah.” Sam sat on one of the other chairs. He pulled his knee up and curled up into a comfortable slouch as usual. He didn’t know what was wrong with his mom, but Sean had acted as if it was bad—really bad. He dropped his head onto his knee. Everything was too much at the moment. He imagined his diagram of the cicadas and began listing the parts one by one under his breath. “Head, antenna, compound eye, foreleg, veinules, forewing, hindwing, prothorax, mesothorax, metathorax—” The bedroom door opened, startling him, and he lost his place. Automatically he hurried to get back into what his mother termed a ‘normal, civilized sitting position’ but it was Sean.

      Sam jumped to his feet. Sean shook his head slowly. “I’m sorry, son. She’s gone. Nothing I could do.”

      Sam could not take it in for a moment, and stood, his fingers tapping themselves on his thumb, one-two-three-four, four-three-two-one. “She’s…?”

      “Dead.” Sean came to join them in the room and bent over to put a hand on Sam’s dad’s shoulder. “Ryan, I’m so sorry…”

      Sam ran to the bedroom and burst in the door. His mom lay neatly posed on the bed. He grabbed her wrist—it was cool to the touch. Her face had gone slack, her mouth fallen open. There was something about her that looked like a wax model and not his mother—all the expression was gone. “Mom?” It was illogical. He knew she was gone, but he couldn’t believe it. She’d been such a strong presence in his life. He looked down at her hand and laid it back across her chest with the other as Sean had arranged her. He checked her pulse. Nothing. It wasn’t a surprise, but he had to do it. And then he backed away and sat in the chair, staring at the figure in the bed.

      It was not a nice thing to look at. It was as if he was walking down a road he used every day and suddenly realized he was on the very edge of a cliff. But the one thing he wasn’t was…sad. He stood and ran to his own room, shutting the door behind him even though it meant leaving Sean to deal with his dad.

      He sat on the bed, then crossed his legs and sat exactly how he wanted. There was a roaring void in his heart, yes, but also a huge sense of relief that he wouldn’t have to try and pretend he was ‘normal,’ that he wouldn’t have to put a brave face on her gloating over his loss of Henry, that he could tap every single structure in the house any way he wanted without her telling him off for being who he was.

      Maybe she had loved him once, but it had been a very long time since she had made him feel like anything other than a failure and an embarrassment. Henry’s death had broken his heart. His mother’s… The words horrified him even as they came to him, but he recognized it as truth. His mother’s death had freed him.

      He caught sight of the picture of Henry in its frame on the windowsill. “That day we went to the beach was such a happy day, wasn’t it, boy? We had so much fun. I miss you so much.” He went over and picked up the frame. “Sean’s right. I should go somewhere else.” He picked up Henry’s blanket, which had been over his bed, and wrapped the picture in it. Then he piled on some clothes , all of his paper, and his precious pencils. There were a couple of Henry’s toys under the bed. He grabbed those and arranged them on the pillow. Something clinked on the floor. He picked up a metal disc. “Henry’s old tag! So that’s where it went.” He dropped it in his pocket.

      He looked around the room. He was tempted to take some of his books, but they were the old, out-of-date texts from his school days, and it wasn’t like he wouldn’t know where they were. The only other thing he didn’t want to leave behind was something Diana had given him—a little photograph of them on their graduation day, Diana resplendent in hood and gown and himself in just the gown as the whole thing was too heavy and hot for words. They knelt on the university’s lawn with Henry between them, his mouth open and tongue lolling out in a doggy smile, and Diana had perched her hat on his head at a jaunty angle. She’d embedded the whole photograph in a square of clear resin to keep on his desk so that when he needed to tap on the top and sides of an object, he always had something at hand that would make him feel better. He’d snatched it from his desk at Berkeley as he and Jesse had run for their lives.

      “Oh, goodness. Cockroach! It’s nearly sundown!” He grabbed his rucksack, stuffed everything in it including his weighted blanket, and flew out the door, colliding with Sean in the corridor.

      “Sam? Are you alright?”

      “I need to get back to the radio!” Sam swung his bag onto his shoulder. “Cockroach is going to call and I might miss him. Her.”

      “Sam…” Sean put a hand on his shoulder and held him still. “Sooner or later this will hit you. If you need to talk…”

      He made it sound like a wrecking ball, but Sam knew what that meant. “Thank you. I can’t now.”

      “But if you need to?”

      “I’ll come find you.”

      Sean released his shoulder. “What’s in the bag?”

      “My stuff. You said to come and stay with you. The raider said they would come back because there was good stuff here. So I’m coming to stay.”

      “We should get your dad down there too. My place is more easily defensible.” Sean sighed. “Be careful on the way back. They may be sneaking around out there, and the light’s fading. Your dad and I’ll be down in a little while.”

      Sam turned and jogged away through the house, tap-tapped his way along the path fence, and hurried up to the radio room. He set up the battery, put on the headphones, and hit “Transmit.”

      “Austin calling, anyone out there? Over.” He waited. “Austin calling. Bugluvr, you got your ears on tonight?” He didn’t know if that was the correct language, but he’d heard it on a very, very old movie called Smokey and the Bandit and liked the sound of it.

      “Hey Austin, might that be the redoubtable Samwise Gamgee out there?” This was a male voice, on a very crackly signal.

      “It might well be. Who’m I talking to, over?” He’d forgotten to say ‘over’ before. But then, so had the other guy.

      “Moonshine here. Great to hear from you, buddy. You had us worried!”

      A grin spread across Sam’s face. At least one of his friends had survived. “I was worried everyone was dead. Have you heard from any of the others? Bugluvr said you’d heard from Cockroach.”

      “Heard from some, but some are still on radio silence and without the forum we can’t tell if they’re okay or not. It’s madness everywhere these days. Listen, I haven’t got much power so I need to keep this short. I’ve spoken to Cockroach, and what a surprise that was! Have you heard from—him?” There was a laugh in his voice.

      “I met Cockroach, yes. Totally not what I was expecting.”

      “Cockroach will be online with a friend with a message for you about this same time tomorrow, if you can make it.”

      Sam leaned back in his chair. “I’ll make it. Thanks for the message, friend. Stay safe.”

      “Will do, man. Same, yeah?”

      “Yeah. Over and out.” Sam was halfway through detaching the battery and setting it back to charge when it suddenly hit him. Who was Cockroach’s friend? And why did they have a message for him?
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        Ron Frobisher. Porton Down. Wiltshire, England

      

      

      The air was murky, the skyline orange. Ron coughed. His eyes smarted and he blinked away the grit.

      The Porton guard was doubled over, hacking up a lung.

      Ron slowed to a stop, the dog shifting in his lap. “You got a respirator, man?”

      When there was no answer, Ron hiked his bike onto its stand, moved the dog to the grass where she huddled on Ron’s jacket, and forced the guard back into the hut. There was a stool and a counter, but not much else. He opened both drawers, but found no masks. An N95 wasn’t going to cut it, not if the reports were true. “You need to come with me.”

      “Can’t. Gate.”

      This wasn’t the time to tell him that the gate was a flimsy piece of wood and steel and that anyone who wanted to drive a reasonably sized car through it would succeed. “There’s more security onsite.” He didn’t wait for an argument, dragging the man to his bike and helping him onto the back seat, then retrieving the dog and draping her over his own lap. It wasn’t pretty and they wouldn’t have been able to do a road trip that way, but they didn’t have far to go. “A minute. Not more. Just hang on.”

      The smoke had thickened again, coiling above the treetops and sending tendrils down toward the ground. Ron pulled his mask over his nose and mouth and gunned the engine.

      The line to the visitors center, which had snaked around to the back of the building when he’d left, was a quarter of the size now, but the laggards weren’t faring well. Brenda and Suit Man were still maintaining calm, but the time for keeping the masses calm and in neat, little lines had passed.

      “Everybody in. Now. Run if you can, but you still need to haul ass if you can’t.” Ron handed the dog off to a very willing Brenda and half-dragged, half-carried the guard into the lobby and sat him by the desk. “Geoffrey?” His assistant was nowhere to be seen. “Anyone?”

      “They told us to stay here.” The teenager—a grubby English urchin right out of Dickens—had a child on either side and another slung around her chest in a makeshift BabyBjörn.

      “Who told you?” Ron pushed a couple of people, pointing them onward. “The conference room. Get down there.” He wasn’t sure where the air filtration started, but it wasn’t in the lobby.

      “A tall man with sort of greasy hair?”

      Alan. “Did he say when he was coming back?”

      “He just said to stay here and remain calm.”

      Another part of the experiment. How long does it take for subjects to die when they’re inside, unmasked, and in an unfiltered environment? The line stretched as far as he could see, but there were at least fifty people still outside. “Take this.” He pulled his keycard out of his pocket. Open the conference room and get everyone inside.”

      She opened her mouth to ask whatever.

      “It’s marked. Now, go.” He took off, urging everyone to “Keep moving. Faster, now. We all know what this means.”

      Brenda closed the lobby doors, her breath whistling up her throat. She stashed the dog beside the guard, the two of them sleeping through the apocalypse.

      “Move. Go. We want everyone away from the doors and windows.”

      The guard fell to one side in a slump. His nose was bleeding and his tears weren’t clear.

      Brenda raced to his side. “I’ll take one arm, you take the other.”

      The man was already dead, or he would be within a couple of minutes. “You’re in charge of the children, Brenda. Keep the line moving and get them to safety. I’ll be right behind you.”

      The sky had morphed to a streaky, angry, red-and-black composition that Ron had never seen in nature before. The fire had to be close. He pulled the guard back up so that he was at least sitting and wrapped an arm around his shoulders. No one should die alone. As soon as they were settled, the dog raised her nose and plumped it in Ron’s lap. She’d rallied, but she wasn’t out of the woods.

      His mask pinched his cheeks and the moisture gathered, dampening his nose and upper lip. “You’re going to be alright, fella.” What did you call someone you didn’t know, when your voice was the last they’d ever hear? Maybe silence was the better choice.

      The wheezing turned to coughs and back to wheezing, but still the guard clung to life.

      “Sing.” The croak split the silence. “Sing to me.”

      Ron could hit a moving target from a ridiculous distance, swim the length of an Olympic pool underwater, move illegal cargo from one port to another with no official bodies being any the wiser, but a crooner he was not. But it was a dying man’s wish and he wasn’t about to let that pass. He knew the words to most Stones’ songs—his mother having been a fan—and the Beatles had seen their fair share of revolutions when he was growing up, but he didn’t know anything ‘modern,’ nothing that this poor fool would be familiar with. He hummed a couple of bars of Jumping Jack Flash.

      “Jerusalem. Sing Jerusalem.”

      It was a British hymn. Ron knew it well. They rolled it out during the Proms, a summer-long program of orchestral music that, for reasons known best to themselves, the British were nuts about.

      “And did those feet, in ancient times…” The music was a crashing, heart stirring avalanche that he couldn’t hope to recreate, not even in the smallest way. He did his best to hold the tune, but it didn’t matter. The song was clearly playing in the guard’s head as he swayed and used the last of his energy to conduct his private orchestra with the tiniest movements of his index finger.

      “And did those feet in ancient time

      Walk upon England’s mountains green?”

      Ron paused, waiting for the last breath, but it didn’t come. A man, whose name he didn’t know—and would never know—was deep in the throes of his own private command performance. Ron wasn’t necessary to the process, but he stayed even as the reds outside grew deeper.

      “….I will not cease from mental fight;

      Nor shall my sword sleep in my hand

      Till we have built…”

      And it was over, the last breath a heavy sigh, his head falling forward.

      Ron laid him on the floor, wished him well on his onward journey, and checked on the dog. “I won’t be long.” He jogged to the conference room. Brenda, and/or Brenda and the Dickensian teenager had done a good job of getting the milling crowd out of the corridor to safety.

      “Jason!” The cry was high-pitched and hysterical, not what was needed in that moment. “Jason?”

      Ron took the woman by the shoulders. “What does Jason look like?”

      “This tall, brown hair, curly. He’s seven. He’s wearing a bright blue—well, it was bright once—but you can see it a mile away. It’s the England shirt.” She drew three fingers across her left collar bone.

      “She means the men’s soccer shirt. The Three Lions.” Brenda was a good interpreter.

      Ron jumped onto the nearest chair. “Listen up. We’re looking for a seven-year-old boy, about three feet tall give or take, wearing a blue soccer shirt.”

      A hand shot up. “He was by the loos.”

      “Thank you!” Ron hopped down, pulling Brenda to one side. “Keep the mom occupied. We don’t need anyone following me.”

      “Hey! Mister!” The shouter had crossed the room. “He was by the outside loos.”

      Dude, there are no outside toilets at Porton.

      “You know, the clump of trees that gave you a bit of privacy? Some of the kids couldn’t wait…”

      “I need more.” He flattened his hand and held it parallel to his chest. “This is the front of the building. Here’s the doors. Which way are the trees?”

      He was lucky the shouter wasn’t directionally challenged. He had a mental map of where he was going and a solid idea of how long he’d be out in the smoke. That didn’t mean he knew how long he could safely be outside, but he and the professor were going to have a nice, long chat once the air had cleared.

      “No one in or out, Brenda. Deputize whoever you need to.” He left his new 2IC marshalling her troops and ran, coughing every other breath, back to the front lobby.

      Gate Guard, aka ‘Jerusalem Man,’ had left thin rivers of blood across the tiles, even though he hadn’t moved from the spot where Ron had left him.

      “Dammit.” He hadn’t been there for the man’s death, after all.

      The dog raised her head in greeting, but was too weak to get to her feet. “I haven’t forgotten you. Stay put and we’ll decide what to do when I get back.”

      Jerusalem opened one eye. “Not gone yet, Mister.”

      The shock of that eye—bloodied, but seeing—spurred Ron back to the present. The smoke had cut visibility to a few feet. If there was a child out there, he was almost certainly dead, but his mother would die ten times over if she thought her child was lying in his own blood the way Jerusalem was.

      Ron cracked the door and slipped out, dashing for the trees. The kid wasn’t where he was supposed to be. Not behind the first ‘loo’ or the second, but there was a scrap of smudged blue atop the rise, on the other side of the path. Ron sprinted, calling Jason’s name. The kid didn’t move a muscle.

      Ron skidded to his knees, pulling his mask from his face and jamming it over the kid’s mouth. They could worry about life and death once they were inside. He weighed nothing, a scrap of a thing who had his mother’s love tied up for eternity.

      Ron staggered, his own breaths short and shallow and shot to hell. Whatever the Teff smoke was or did, it was unlike anything he’d experienced before—and he’d done it all. His buddy, Gene, had taken a lungful of phosgene during a raid. That did it for him. One minute he was upright, the next he was a goner. When the Taliban started ramping up gas attacks on girls’ schools, Ron’s team had repeatedly been sent in to defuse and dismantle chlorine and truck bombs. But the acid burn of this particular toxin, jabbing his eyes and peeling his throat, was all of those put together.

      He stumbled through the lobby doors, glad for once that security had fallen apart. Jerusalem was on a loop, singing the same verse over and over—his hand on the dog’s head—though with that much blood loss the man surely couldn’t have much longer.

      Ron crashed from wall to wall, the ultimate pinball experience, all the way down the empty corridor. Brenda was there to let him in, Jason’s mother a steady presence. They’d made a bed for the boy—nothing more than donated clothing turned inside out so that less dirt was showing—and cleared a ring around him as Ron lowered him onto the heap. “Anyone have medical training?”

      A young man—maybe thirteen or thirty? Ron couldn’t see through the blood—stepped forward, gently removed Ron’s N95 from Jason’s mouth, and pressed his fingers to his neck.

      The chatter fell away. Only Jason and Ron’s breathing—labored and punctuated by coughs—was audible. Or that was Ron’s impression as the room narrowed to a single focal point: the boy.

      “Pulse rate’s good. Resps are down, but that’s to be expected. My thermometer’s in my bag, but I lost that on the way. To the touch, Jason feels okay.”

      Ron wiped his face on the back of his hand. It came away bloody. “Jerusalem, dammit!” He ran, but one leg was barely working, so it was more of a drunken stumble back to the doors.

      Brenda intercepted him. “Where do you think you’re going, buster? Sit down and wait for the doctor.”

      “He didn’t die.”

      Brenda smiled. “I know.”

      She didn’t get it. “Jerusalem. He didn’t die.” He pushed past her, though she was a lot more resistant than he’d expected. “Come on, then.” He accepted her offer of an arm, leaning on her more than he wanted to, but together they made the awful trek down the endless hall to the front of the building.

      The guard, who had to have been made of Teflon, was still humming the occasional note.

      “You take the legs, I’ll take the arms.” The arms were heavier, he should do that.

      The dog pressed herself against her new friend. Brenda snorted. “Fine. Get on board.” She lifted the dog onto Jerusalem’s chest.

      “Okay.” The walls wobbled and the dog shifted in and out of focus. Ron’s lungs pressed against the side of his chest, itching to get out.

      Brenda bent over Jerusalem and the dog. “Sorry, mate, this is going to be a bitch of a ride. It’s the best we can do, so brace yourself.”

      She was right, he was in no state to pick up another human being. Blood dripped, but it was his nose and not his eyes, so Ron counted his blessings and did what Brenda directed, putting both hands around Jerusalem’s left ankle and pulling. Two steps and his lungs tried to eject themselves into the back of his throat.

      A hand, an arm, a release. Jerusalem was being dragged away and Ron had no words left. He was half a man lighter and a whole lot happier. But dizzy, so dizzy. Nice wall. Nicer floor. Blessed sleep. Come get me.

      “Sir?” Some weisenheimer shone a light in his eye.

      “Go to hell.” He did what he could to close that eyelid, but the weisenheimer’s thumb won out. “What?!”

      “How many fingers?”

      “Five on each hand.” He had to hand it to himself, he was a pretty funny guy when he needed to be.

      “Sir, I need you to concentrate.” It was the kid doctor who’d been taking care of Jason.

      Ron rolled onto his side and spotted the kid a hundred feet away, sleeping—the pink in his cheeks said ‘sleep’ rather than ‘death’—on a stinking pile of sweaters and overcoats. “Cool.”

      “How many fingers?”

      Ron rolled onto his back and focused on the hand over him. “Three. And one thumb.”

      “Can you tell me your name?”

      Damn. It was only the second of five cognitive fitness tests they were going to ask him and he was already failing. Which name did they know him under? He was in Porton Down, but had any of these folks been at the other one? Bosc-something-or-other Down? “My mother called me ‘son’ and my daddy ran away.”

      “Who’s the Prime Minister?”

      “Hell if I know. There was a chick. Not popular, as I recall. Tried to fix things by getting a dog, but if you’re not a dog person that doesn’t work.” He pushed himself off the floor. The light was getting a bit much. A pair of hands pushed him back down. “Brenda, tell the nice young man that I have all my marbles, please?”

      Brenda hadn’t strayed far. “Not sure you have, son. You seem a few short. How about you stop being a wise ass and answer the questions?”

      “My name is Ron Frobisher. I’m here at Porton Down at the invitation of a government agency that has no name. I’m part of an ongoing experiment to ascertain how to defeat the cicadas and if someone doesn’t bring me a bourbon, I’m going to have something to say about it.”

      The kid doctor stepped away. “No driving, no drinking, no heavy machinery until you’re cleared by medical. Other than that, I think I can leave you in your wife’s capable hands.”

      He and Brenda both protested, but gave up when the doc left and the audience was down to them and the Dickensian bunch, who were inspecting Ron with some ferocity.

      “Have any officials made it back up here?” Ron forced himself to his knees, then used a chair to get himself into an almost-standing position. “Wrong first question. How long was I out?”

      Brenda shrugged. “Half an hour. Not more.”

      “And? Anyone come looking for us?”

      Brenda’s eyebrows cha-cha’d across her forehead. It was quite the achievement, though he realize there were still halos around certain objects and the kids were ever-so-slightly doubled. “You said no one in or out. So that’s what I did.”

      Ron used the chair as a walker and approached the door. The handles had been secured with a broomstick, which meant Geoffrey and Father Michael, who were trying to get in from the corridor—taking turns to batter the doors down with their shoulders—weren’t having any luck.

      Ron knocked on the glass partition in the door. “Guys? Guys! Give it a rest.” He pulled the broomstick out of the handles and threw it to one side.

      Geoffrey beeped himself in, but there was no need. The power was down and security was a bust. “We’ve been looking all over for you.”

      “I was right here. Barely moved a muscle.”

      Father Michael pulled Ron down to his level and whispered, “The item is secured.” The man could have swiped the chalice or the crucifix, which Ron hadn’t seen but assumed would be valuable on the open market. Instead, he’d taken a document he held dear, which made him a mini-hero in Ron’s eyes.

      “The world needs more Father Michaels.” He meant it. The world needed more people who cherished the past and understood how it created the future.

      “You’re looking none to steady on your feet there, mister.” Geoffrey found him a chair. “You need to see a medic.”

      Ron waved his arm over his head. “Doogie Howser saw me already. Said I’m not allowed to operate heavy machinery.”

      The dog, who Ron had forgotten about, poked her head around the door. He held out his hand, willing her to come to him.

      “Gemma!” A woman’s voice sailed over the heads of the evacuees. She wrapped her arms around the mutt, whose butt was suddenly all wiggles. “Where did you go? You naughty, naughty girl!” The words were laced with honey and the dog doubled over to get close to her human. “Did you find her?”

      Ron shrugged. “She found me.”

      “Thank you!” She waved a hand over her head. “Honey! Gemma’s home!”

      Weird to think Porton Down was now ‘home,’ but for some people, it was. Ron rested his head on the back of his chair, happy that Gemma was back with her people, angry that he wasn’t immune to the smoke, but determined to do something to change the course of the disaster.
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        Dr. Diana Stewart. North of Austin, Texas

      

      

      

      The van tipped back and forth over the drop to the river below. Diana stared into the open air beneath them, transfixed, her heart thundering. A little gasp in the back reminded her that Jesse was back there, probably terrified—she had to get her vertigo under control and sort the situation out before the whole vehicle tumbled down into the river. A wave of nausea hit her, but she clamped down on it and focused on the situation at hand.

      “Anyone hurt?” Diana very slowly turned to look around her. Patti sat pale and shaken in the front seat. In the back, at the very edge of her peripheral vision, there was movement. “Jesse?”

      “Ow. That hurt. And I won’t even get a scab.”

      She snorted a laugh which was ninety-nine percent nerves. “Ben, Rachel?”

      “Bruised but okay,” Ben replied, his voice tense.

      “Dad, your leg is bleeding!” Rachel exclaimed.

      Patti reached up and moved the rearview mirror so she could see. “The gunshot wound has opened up again. I don’t think it’s bad. We’ll get that sorted out when we’re out of here.” Diana didn’t like the fact that it wasn’t yet closed over properly, and from Patti’s frown, she didn’t either.

      “So…getting out. How do we do that?” Of course it was Jesse who asked the question they were all avoiding.

      “Cautiously.” Diana thought for a moment. “Jesse, can you move to the back of the van, very slowly and carefully?”

      “Okay.” He sounded as dubious as she felt.

      “Patti, can you see the fire?”

      Patti glanced out of the window. “Well I suppose we won’t get burned if we’re halfway over the river.” Her whisper was barely audible over the rush of the water below and the roar of the fire approaching.

      The van shifted. Rachel screamed.

      “I’m at the back now,” Jesse said.

      “If you can reach any of the bags, pull them toward you slowly. Rachel, if you can edge back too, do so.” Diana’s hands ached from gripping the wheel so hard. She forced them to relax. There were sounds of dragging in the back.

      “Hey! Is everyone okay? How can I help?” It was Reuben, coughing between words as he spoke. He slid off the donkey and came up near Diana’s door.

      Diana clutched her seatbelt, opened the door, and looked out. The drop yawned like an abyss. There was no chance of jumping back to the bridge from here. “Ben, hand me a mask for Reuben, please?” She struggled to still her spinning head.

      Two lengths of wet cloth slapped into her hand. “One for you too.” Ben eased himself back toward the back of the van.

      “Here.” Diana balled up one of the masks and tossed it to Reuben, trying to move as little as possible. “Okay, for a start, go stand on the back of the van. Let’s see if we can open the doors without unbalancing anything.”

      With the side door open and smoke pouring into the van, Diana hacked and sputtered. She put on the cloth mask Ben had passed her—it helped a little, but not enough. Reuben went to the back of the van and opened the doors, clambering onto the bumper to add his weight.

      Diana twisted around in her seat. “Ben, can you join the others? Then Patti, follow him.”

      Jesse’s eyes met hers. “It’s getting awfully hot out there.” Then he turned and looked out the back of the van. “Oh no, the donkey is escaping!” He jumped out—too impulsive, too intent on catching the beast to be careful—and the van jolted. Rachel tumbled out onto the asphalt and the van slid forward, tipping precariously nose first into the chasm, then coming to rest again. Everything inside Diana clutched with terror.

      “I’m sorry!” Rachel wailed. “I didn’t mean to, I’ll get back in—”

      “No!” “Stay out there!” Diana and Ben spoke at the same time.

      “It’s okay, honey, we can manage this.” Ben was very levelheaded in a crisis, thank goodness.

      “The fire is really close. I’m scared, Daddy.”

      Diana looked in the mirror. Ben reached as far out of the back of the van as he could and took his daughter’s hand. “We’ll be okay, honey. The fire can’t cross the river. If it gets too near and things are too hot, take Jesse and wait for us at the far side of the bridge, okay? We’ll come and join you just as soon as we’re out of the van. It will take a little time, but we won’t be long. Now, can you go and see that Jesse is okay? If the donkey tries to bolt again, I’m not sure Jesse can hold him by himself.”

      “Yes, Dad.” Rachel backed away, tears streaming down her face, then ran off. Turning, Ben caught Diana’s eye in the mirror. “She copes better when she’s thinking about other people. Jazz was the same. But let’s get out of here as soon as we can, okay?”

      “Not arguing. Seems like we’ve got the van balanced again. Ben, can you join Reuben as far back as possible? Only, maybe don’t fall out, please?” She looked down at water rushing around jagged rocks that jutted out of the current. “I’d love a bath, but now really isn’t the time.”

      The smoke was stifling. Ben slid further back, and then sat, waiting to see if the van would shift

      “Patti, move one row back, okay?” Diana leaned sideways to grab her door handle as Patti moved. The van slid again and Diana cried out as she overbalanced and snatched at the door handle.

      “Doc!” She had no idea if Ben was shouting from inside or outside the van. Had he jumped out too?

      She lunged for the handle, but the door swung wider, making her position even more precarious.

      The van lurched again.

      “Everyone still!” Ben snapped.

      “Sorry. I’m sorry.” Patti was frozen in place, her voice trembling and on the verge of tears.

      “Not your fault, Patti.” Diana’s heart pounded and sweat poured down her sides. The lurch had thrown her sideways under the shoulder strap of the seatbelt, and now she was stretched across the open space between her seat and the open door. Her shins were wedged in the footwell, keeping her from toppling out, and the seatbelt was painfully tight across her hips, but if she lost her grip on the door, she risked slipping out from under the seatbelt and plummeting onto the river rocks below. She was helpless, caught in a trap, and every time she coughed, her hand slipped.

      Reuben’s voice came from behind the van. “Jesse is the lightest. We can anchor the back of the van while Jesse brings you something to hold onto while we pull you back in.”

      “I don’t want him back in here.” Diana choked the words out through the smoke, barely suppressing the almost irresistible urge to cough. She tried to keep her voice under control, but she was shaking. “Where is he? Can you see him?”

      “The smoke’s billowing across the river. Wait.” Reuben paused. “There’s a car. Some jeeps, too. They’re coming this way.”

      “Through the fire?” Diana felt her grip slipping. She was putting too much weight on the shoulder that hadn’t fully healed yet. The pain was agonizing. Tears ran down her face, but whether from the thick smoke or the pain in her shoulder she couldn’t tell.

      She saw the cars now. A long, sleek, black one, followed by a couple of military-looking jeeps filled with black-uniformed personnel.

      “It’s Rachel and Jesse!” Reuben’s voice was farther away now. He must have moved. The van creaked, then slid forward with a deep, rending sound. Diana let out a cry as she slid further out of her seat into the open air, her arm cramping painfully. Her grip on the door wouldn’t last for more than a few more moments. She turned her head away, forcing herself not to look down as she tried to shift her weight onto her other arm. She gritted her teeth, but the cramp in her forearm squeezed and twisted and tightened. She could barely stand it.

      The van groaned as it teetered, each dip more dangerous than the last, but she ignored it, focusing every ounce of strength on her grip. Someone spoke to her from behind, and the van shifted again and suddenly she was weightless as she came away from her seat. A great force hauled her up and back by the shoulders and she was back in the van. A knife severed the seatbelt and she was shoved back through the van and through the doors by two men. They virtually threw her out of the vehicle, then leaped out after her. Before they hit the ground, the van teetered one last time, then slid inexorably over the edge, plummeting into the river and smashing on the rocks.

      The two men, apparently soldiers of some kind, stood Diana up and checked her over. She was too stunned to understand what they were saying. She needed to sit down. Her knees wouldn’t hold her. “Thank you,” she gasped. “Thank you.”

      “Doc, it’s okay.” It was Ben. He’d made it. He laid his hand on her arm. “Everyone’s out. We’re all fine. But we need to get away from the fire.”

      She massaged her forearm hard as she gathered her wits. The cramping eased slightly. “Jesse?”

      He ran to her and threw his arms around her. “I was so scared you would fall out.”

      “Me too.” Her voice betrayed how shaken she was, so she stopped talking.

      “Di? We have to go.” The door of the black car opened, and of all people in the world, her former mentor emerged. Victor Matreus. “I’m so glad you’re not hurt. But let’s not stand here and choke to death, shall we?”

      Dazed, Diana got into the limo with Jesse, and at Victor’s urging, Ben, Rachel and Patti followed. How did he find us? What’s he doing here? Has the whole world been driven to this part of the country? Are we being herded together by bugs and smoke? What are the odds? The questions tumbled and spun in her mind, bashing into each other. It was so improbable as to be ridiculous, but there he was—flesh and blood—albeit somewhat worse for wear. The apocalypse had taken its toll on her old friend.

      Reuben coughed. “I’ll follow on the donkey.”

      Victor held up a hand. “Ride in the jeep. Your donkey can follow on the lead. He’ll keep up better if he’s not carrying you.” He gestured to one of his men. “Harrison, you have spare masks, don’t you? The boy can ride with you.”

      “Yes, sir.” One of the men handed Reuben an N95 mask. “This way, please. We can tether the donkey to the back of the vehicle. It’ll be slow going, but we’ll manage. Mr. Matreus, we’ll follow and catch up when we can.”

      “Excellent, thank you, Harrison. Okay, let’s go!” Victor got into the limo and sat at the back near a little figure lying huddled under a blanket. “Anna?” His granddaughter lay limp and relaxed, her breaths coming slowly. He stroked her hair. She didn’t open her eyes. “Still out for the count, thank goodness. She’s had an intense time. We all have.” The limo moved out with the jeeps following, rolling away from the river that blocked the fire, and away from the thickest of the smoke.

      Diana massaged her forearm. It really hurt, but now the pain was clearing her mind, not blanking it. “I won’t deny I’m very glad to see you just now, Victor, but I have to ask. What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Oh, Di….”

      She’d never heard him sound so unhappy. She stopped massaging her arm and looked him in the face. Black shadows scored the skin under his eyes, and he seemed to have aged twenty years since she last saw him. “What happened?”

      He bit his lip. “Bryce.” He glanced down at Anna. “What you thought about him… You were right and I was wrong. I thought I could balance him out if I stayed. Steer him back on course. But I was wrong. So, so wrong.”

      She reached up and switched the interior light on to look at him closely. His expression was haunted, and a fine spray of something brownish dusted the side of his face. “Is that—Victor, is that blood?”

      He closed his eyes as if in pain. “Selena’s. Bryce’s wife.” He viciously scrubbed his face on his jacket sleeve, but the dry blood didn’t come off. “We won’t discuss it in front of Anna.” He changed the topic. “Are you people headed somewhere specific? If not, I’d suggest you come back to my house. You can eat, we’ll get you checked out, especially your friend here, and when we’ve talked, I’ll drop you off wherever you want to go. How does that sound?”

      Diana nodded. “Ben needs his leg looked at. Your house will have a decent medical suite, I imagine? And a generator?”

      “Of course. It’s just south of Austin city limits, separate from the main Matreus site. It’ll be just this group and the staff. It’s safe and well stocked, and you can leave whenever you like, but…well…I really need to talk this through with someone who understands, and Di, you’d be perfect.”

      Her anger flared and she bit back hard to keep everything from spilling out.. “You and I are going to have a talk about the nature of friendship later. I’m not your employee now, Victor, and you have a great deal of apologizing to do. But you have something we need, so we’ll call a truce for the moment.”

      Victor passed a hand over his face. The suave playboy façade was gone, and he looked like a shaken old man. “Please. I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life, Di, and if you say I’m a silly old fool, I won’t argue. But I need to get Anna home safe and settled, and she’s going to need more support than I can give her for a couple of days.” He checked the child again. “She’s sedated. We had to get away in a hurry, and I couldn’t risk her seeing—the mess.” He rubbed his left arm, grimacing. “In any case, we were driving along the valley road and had to stop for your donkey, which is when your young man here,” he nodded at Jesse, “ran into the road yelling and waving his arms and absolutely refusing to move until we promised to help him.” Victor chuckled. “He was very persuasive.”

      Diana slipped her arm around Jesse’s shoulder. In the aftermath of the excitement, and after the long day they’d had, the boy was starting to nod off. “This persuasive young man is Jesse. Why don’t you snooze for a bit, my dear? I’ll wake you up when we get there.” He snuggled close, leaning his head into her. She went on with the introductions. “Ben Ford and his daughter Rachel, Patti you may know, and Reuben is the young man with the donkey. Everyone, this is Victor Matreus, owner of the place where I used to work. Anna is his granddaughter.”

      “Mr. Matreus.” Patti nodded at him. Ben did the same rather grimly and Rachel simply watched with wide eyes.

      “We won’t stay long, Victor.” Diana coughed, her throat still raw from the smoke. “Patti, if we stop at the ranch, would you be prepared to go in and talk to Bud and the others? Once Ben’s leg has been seen to, it’d be best if everyone went there. With Anna here, Bryce will turn up sooner or later and I don’t want him to find anyone there who doesn’t need to be.”

      Victor turned to face Diana. “He may not, actually.”

      “I’ve seen the way he is with her.” Diana peered out the tinted window. They were passing through the outskirts of Austin now. “It’s his one redeeming feature, the way he loves his daughter. He’d move heaven and earth to find her.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you.” Victor reached down and covered the little girl’s ears for a moment, then lowered his voice to a whisper. “She’s not his daughter.”

      Diana fell back against the lush leather seat. Exhaustion hit her like a sack of wet sand. She was too tired for Matreus family drama. “Let’s get everything sorted out now and we’ll talk more later.”

      “Certainly. Where’s the ranch you want to stop at?”

      Ben gave directions and they set off, complete with a donkey and a million unanswered questions.

      Bud and the others were armed and waiting by a barricade when their little convoy drew up to the ranch. The vehicles stopped short of the barricade and Patti got out alone. Seeing her, Bud left the barricade and came to meet her. Cautious at first, his face quickly brightened, and then he waved to the others before taking Patti in to negotiate.

      Diana fell asleep while they waited. She woke briefly when Patti returned, wreathed in smiles. “They’d love to have us. They want people they can trust to help them defend the house and the livestock. And they’re very happy about the donkey!”

      With just a few sentences and a handshake, Patti and Reuben had a home and the tired little donkey had a place to rest its hooves. The world was stranger than it had ever been and Diana struggled to wrap her head around the changes.

      As soon as the convoy set off again, the rocking of the car lulled her back into a numb, exhausted unconsciousness.

      She woke to Ben shaking her arm. “Doc? Jesse? We’re here.”

      Victor led them into a gracious marble hallway, where he was met by a serious-faced, uniformed woman. “This is my housekeeper, Marina. Marina, are the rooms ready? And the medical staff?”

      “Yes, sir. And dinner will be at eight.”

      “Excellent.” He turned to the others. “I’ll leave you to rest for now. I’ll be in my study. If you need anything, Marina will get it. Please feel free to use the facilities as your own. Diana, when you’re rested, please come and find me. There are matters we need to discuss.”

      “This way, please.” Marina led them up a great, curving staircase. “I’ve put the children in with you. I hope that’s acceptable. Doctor Stewart, you and your son are in the Yellow Room here.”

      My son! Diana was too tired to quibble, and Jesse was more or less sleepwalking, but the phrase was still a shock.

      “Sheriff Ford, you and your daughter are in the Blue Room. Both rooms have an en suite bathroom and plenty of towels. Clean pajamas can be found in the wardrobe, though they may not fit the children very well. If there’s anything you lack, I’ve placed handbells outside each room. Ring them and someone will attend to you.”

      Handbells? The confusion must have registered on her face.

      “Even we must conserve energy, Dr. Stewart. Mr. Matreus is rich, but when there’s no more oil there’s no more oil, and no amount of throwing money at the world will power your generators. So, yes, handbells.”

      Jesse leaned against Diana’s leg, more asleep than awake. Diana felt for the door handle.

      “I’ve arranged for sandwiches and coffee to be brought up shortly, as Mr. Victor says you haven’t had lunch.”

      So, the room service telephone had been replaced by a bell, but there was still coffee to be had?

      Ben grinned. “No, we haven’t.” He caught Diana’s eye, and the two shared a bemused look. It was unreal, as if they’d walked through a door out of the collapse of civilization back into the real world.

      Marina waited patiently, and when she had their attention again, she spoke. “Sheriff, when you’re ready, I’ll have someone take you down to the medical suite to have your injuries looked at. And if you’d like your clothes laundered, leave them outside the door and I’ll have someone get them shortly. We can’t offer you much in the way of a fresh change of clothes, I’m afraid, but we have plenty of uniforms that will fit you, and we can have some altered to fit the children over the next couple of days if you’d like.”

      “Thank you.” Diana yawned. “That would be excellent.” She was exhausted and wasn’t sure anymore what was real and what was her imagination. She only knew that if she woke up back in the woods, she was pretty sure she would cry.

      “As I said, dinner is at eight. If you’d like to wait in the lounge at the bottom of the stairs, someone will show you to the dining room.” Marina nodded and left.

      Diana shook her head in disbelief. “Right now some food, a shower, and a comfortable bed sound like absolute bliss. We can deal with the rest later.”

      “Amen to that, sister.” Ben’s face was drawn. “See you later.”

      A discreet knock at the door announced the arrival of sandwiches. Diana had Jesse shower before he ate, and while he showered, she found two sets of cotton pajamas in the cupboard. Once clean, Jesse put on the T-shirt half, though it was like a nightgown on him. Diana divvied up the sandwiches, and they dug in, but halfway through the last sandwich Jesse was nodding off, so she tucked him into the crisp white sheets of the double bed. He was asleep before she’d even straightened them out. She ducked into the shower and marveled at how good it felt. She let the hot water rinse off the filth and stink until she could feel her own eyes closing, and then she toweled off and put on the clean, fresh pajamas, got into bed, and slept.

      She woke suddenly to the noise of a vehicle. Bryce! She bolted out of bed to check, but it was only the guards ferrying a tank of water from one place to another. She got back into bed, but the adrenaline had done its job and she couldn’t sleep. She peeked outside the door. All the clothes from her rucksack were there, cleaned and folded. Ironed, even! She dressed, feeling more secure in her own clothes.

      Jesse was deep asleep, and according to the clock on the wall it was barely six pm, so Diana left the room as quietly as she could and went to find Victor in his study.

      It was surreal, sitting in this opulent room, hearing about the misdeeds of millionaires. Diana couldn’t forget that outside the compound wildfires burned and smoke choked, cicadas laid waste to whole states, and the dead were scattered over roads and cities like garbage—and yet here was Victor sitting in his Armani suit in a leather chair, swigging whiskey that cost more than six months of her salary. Or at least of what her salary had been before the world had been devoured by cicadas and set on fire.

      But the conversation Victor had started in the limo was hardly gossip, it was deadly serious. “So. What happened to Selena?” She wanted to get to the bottom of this mystery about Bryce Matreus’ wife.

      “Her bodyguard, Hallam. We discovered, quite by accident, that he’d been passing secrets to our competitors. It cost us a lot of money over the past eight years.” Victor shook his head. “They told us that he was in his quarters, so we walked in there and found him.” He paused for effect. “In bed with Selena.”

      “Oh, shoot.” Diana rubbed her face. It all seemed so utterly unimportant when the world was going to hell, but there was one person who wouldn’t think so at all. “Bryce has a heck of a temper.” She didn’t want to know, but she had to ask. “What did he do, Victor? How did he react?”

      Victor looked down at his hands. “They scrambled out of bed. She was trying to cover herself up with the sheet, but Hallam just got to his feet and stood there. He had that relaxed look bodyguards get when they’re ready to react to anything. I was just so taken aback. It was not what I’d been expecting. And like you, I thought Bryce would go ballistic. But he didn’t. No shouting, no screaming. He was cold as ice.” Victor took a swig of his expensive, expensive whiskey, swallowing it too quickly to have really tasted it.

      “He told me to find Anna and take her somewhere out of earshot.” Victor paused. “I knew it was going to be bad, and then it struck me that Hallam had been around for exactly eight years. Once Bryce calmed down, it was likely he’d start wondering if Anna was his daughter. I figured I’d put his doubts to rest, so I took Anna down to the labs and left her with a lab tech. I gave them a sample of her hair and my own, and asked them to test for shared DNA. Then I went back to try to talk him down. But I was too late.” He stood up and went to the mantelpiece, leaning his elbow on it and putting his head in his hands. “As I got near I heard gunfire. I ran into the room. Hallam was dead—he’d been shot several times. Selena was badly injured too. As I went inside, Bryce raised his gun to shoot Selena again, but when he pulled the trigger it just clicked. He was out of bullets. I was relieved. I opened my mouth—I didn’t know what I was going to say—but before I could even shape a word, he grabbed an ornament from the side table—a bronze bust—and he…he beat her to death with it.” He swallowed. “And I…I just stood there and let him do it.”
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      In the gloom it was impossible to tell if they’d walked for ten minutes or thirty. The out-of-gas Outback was well behind them—dead in the road—stuffed with all the food and bottled water the Boulder Boyz had stolen, which Keiko had stolen right back. She guessed they were two miles from the lab. It would take about an hour to cover the distance, so long as the light from their flashlight held out. That would put them at the lab around half an hour before sunrise, right at civil twilight—still pre-dawn, but light enough to see by…if the smoke would lift.

      It absolutely killed Keiko to leave all of their hard-won provisions in the car. Maybe they’d be lucky and no one else would come upon them until she and Gretchen had the chance to get back to it. Not that they could carry everything back to the lab in one go, but they could carry enough…or they could make multiple trips. She instinctively reached inside the neck of her shirt for her omamuri amulet—the good luck charm she’d picked up as a girl at her favorite Shinto shrine on Okinawa—but it had burned with everything else in her house. She sighed and crossed her fingers for luck—a completely ridiculous American gesture that the Japanese didn’t use or understand. The omamuri would have been so much better.

      She lifted her respirator, took a sip from her water bottle, and jammed the bottle back into her back pocket. “Are you doing okay? Is the respirator holding up?”

      Netsy looked over, nodded, and gave a thumbs up—a gesture the Japanese did understand. “I think it’s working mostly okay. There’s a little burning…” Netsy held up her hands when Keiko shot her an alarmed look. “…but just barely. I haven’t tasted any blood, so nothing to worry about.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Positive. My head hurts like crazy, though.”

      “I’ve got some painkillers in my trailer.”

      “Yeah, so do I. Some heavy-duty Motrin for those times when you need it.”

      Keiko smiled, then winced as she stumbled over a stone. Pain rocketed up through her leg, and when she bent to massage her calf, there was fresh blood on her pants and her shoe. She tugged on the tourniquet, then stopped. There was a fine line between tight enough and too tight. The last thing she wanted was to starve her leg of blood—but she couldn’t go around bleeding all over the place, either. At least until they got back to the lab and could put a proper bandage on her gunshot wound. For a horrifying moment she thought about losing the leg to gangrene, then she laughed silently. No one loses a leg to gangrene anymore—that’s sooo American Civil War. Then again, there probably weren’t any functioning hospitals or emergency rooms anymore. Or doctors. And even if there were, she had no way to get to one.

      “Come on.” Keiko grimaced as she limped. Her analytical brain kicked in and she wondered if it was better to hurry and risk increased respiration or go slower and increase the time they were exposed to the smoke. She ran and re-ran the pros and cons of each idea, but kept coming up with the same answer: insufficient data. In the end, getting home sooner won. “Let’s walk a little faster so I can get this leg amputated sooner.”

      “Ninety more minutes?”

      “Ninety more minutes.” Keiko tried to sound certain and reassuring. Truth be told, she was neither. She was a jittery mess. A coyote bayed and another answered, a sound that didn’t do much to soothe her nerves. “Can coyotes smell blood?”

      Netsy shrugged. “I don’t have a clue.”

      Keiko crossed the fingers on both hands.

      Netsy suggested singing a song to keep the coyotes away. “It’s supposed to work on bears and mountain lions. I read it on the Internet, so it must be true.” She chose a ridiculous song Keiko had never heard of—Ninety-Nine Bottles of Beer—and they sang it as they walked. The counting calmed Keiko’s mind, but she lost track of how many beers were still on the wall every time a bolt of pain seared her leg, which happened more and more frequently as they pressed on.

      She reached for her phone to check the time, then remembered the battery was dead, just like Netsy’s. The coyotes continued their wailing, a spooky call-and-response that seemed nearer sometimes and then farther. Just like time, distance was an illusion in the churning Teff smoke illuminated by the flashlight’s beam. Keiko crossed her fingers again, this time for the flashlight’s batteries. She needed them to hold up. In her heart she cursed the stupidity of whoever created Teff.

      “Netsy, if we get out of this and if there is a world left with an Internet, I’m going to blast whichever moron invented this Teff crap.”

      “Preach, sister.” Netsy coughed. “By the way, Gretchen mentioned Teff the other day—the day she warned us about the derecho. And now you’re talking about it like someone invented it. No one invented it. It’s a grass native to Ethiopia. We use it to make injera.”

      “What’s injera?”

      Netsy feigned shock. “Only the most important food in Ethiopia. It’s like a spongy bread. We use it for everything, including as a scoop for picking up shiro, doro wat, lentils, household pets…pretty much everything.”

      “I haven’t heard of any of those things. Except for the pets.”

      “Then as soon as we get out of this mess—assuming there is a way out—I’m totally making an Ethiopian dinner for you. We’ll do the coffee ceremony and everything. And then I’ll teach you the happy shoulder dance.”

      “The happy shoulder dance?”

      “Eskista.” Netsy laughed when Keiko frowned. “Don’t worry. I’ll teach you.” She rolled her shoulders back and forth and threw her chest out and laughed again.

      A shot of pain jagged through Keiko’s leg and she stopped. “Sorry. I need to rest. My leg is killing me.”

      “I could use a rest too. Dancing with a respirator is no picnic.”

      The two women lowered themselves in the dark and sat on the road—not the smartest place to park one’s butt, but surely no one would be out driving in this soup. Then Keiko laughed to herself—they themselves had been driving in this soup.

      Netsy coughed hard.

      “That didn’t sound good. Are you all right?”

      Netsy hacked again. She smacked her lips. “No blood in my mouth.” She cleared her throat. “I’m fine. Just a little tickle in my throat. My head still hurts, though, and I’ve been feeling woozy.”

      “Woozy like you’re going to faint?”

      “Woozy like my legs might not hold me up. But it’s okay. I’ll make it. I’ve had bad days before.”

      Keiko nodded. It was true—Netsy had definitely had bad days. So had she. She was ready for the bad days to stop. Ready for the daily fight to survive to stop. But if that went away, there would be no way to keep the terrible thoughts about Maiko at bay.

      Stop the selfish crying, Sato. Everyone is suffering. Netsy lost her whole family.

      Keiko collected herself. “Let me know if anything gets worse, okay?”

      “Sure, but what are we going to do if that happens? It’s not like we can walk any faster, or move the lab closer.”

      Keiko let the question hang unanswered in the smoke. Netsy was right. There was nothing to be done if her situation—if either of their situations—worsened. They’d just have to press on and get to the lab. There was no other way—they had to finish.

      She leaned back on her hands. “This was always my favorite time of day. The hour before the dawn. Everything is silent and peaceful…no one has had a chance to screw anything up yet.”

      “Except people who work the night shift.”

      “Okay, I’ll give you that.”

      “I don’t know how anyone can get up at this hour. I mean, staying up until this hour is one thing, but getting up out of bed? On purpose? That’s nuts. Much better to lie in bed until 10:30 listening to music.”

      Netsy yawned, and Keiko followed suit. It hadn’t really registered how long she’d been up until Netsy said staying up was one thing. She was pushing twenty-four hours, and they hadn’t been easy ones.

      Netsy stretched her arms high and yawned again. “I’m ready to lie down right here and go to sleep.”

      “Netsy Abraham, don’t you dare. I will not be dragging you the last mile to the lab.”

      Netsy laughed, then coughed hard—the hardest cough yet. She quickly lifted her respirator and spat. Keiko shone the flashlight on the road. No blood. Netsy looked at Keiko. “My eyes look okay, right? No blood?”

      “No blood.”

      “All right, then I’m okay.”

      A coyote’s howl carried through the smoke. Netsy whipped her head around. “Did that sound closer?”

      Keiko rose to her feet and offered Netsy a hand up. “I don’t know. Come on. Let’s get out of here. We’ve been sitting for too long anyway. We’re probably not going to get to the lab until after six now.”

      Not long after restarting, Netsy wobbled and rested her hand on Keiko’s shoulder. Keiko stopped walking. “What’s the matter?”

      “Feeling woozy again. Real bad this time. The whole world is tilted.”

      “Do you have vertigo?”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      “Like the room is spinning after you drink too much.”

      Netsy clutched Keiko’s shoulder tight. “I don’t know. I’ve never been drunk. How far is it to the house?”

      “The house?”

      “I mean, the lab. How far is it to the lab? Why did I say house? Can I put my arm around your shoulder? I feel like I need another set of legs.”

      “Yes, of course.” Keiko wrapped Netsy’s arm around her shoulder, holding it there with her opposite hand, and they made their way slowly through the smoke.

      A few steps later, Keiko sagged as Netsy’s weight dragged down on her shoulder. She propped the girl up and tried to walk, but had to stop. Netsy’s legs weren’t working and her full weight was on Keiko. Hacking coughs wracked Netsy’s body. “Mom, how far are we from home? I’m tired and I want to go to bed.”

      Keiko knelt, lowered Netsy, and slid her hand under her head. “Shhh. We’re almost there. Just a little farther.”

      “Can we go for ice cream? I really want an ice cream.”

      Keiko’s eyes welled with tears. This wasn’t fair. This wasn’t fair at all. She couldn’t bear to lose Netsy, too. And Netsy didn’t deserve to die, not after fighting so hard, for so long, to stay alive. Netsy hacked and Keiko fumbled for the flashlight. She shone the beam into Netsy’s respirator. Her eyes rolled slowly. There was no blood—not from her eyes or from her nose. She checked the patch job on the respirator. It seemed to be in good shape.

      Netsy writhed on the road, as if having a bad dream. “A banana split. With hot fudge and strawberries and butterscotch…and whipped cream and a cherry.” Keiko slid behind her and did her best to support her on her lap. This all had to be a delayed effect from her hitting her head. Right? She peered down into the young woman’s respirator. “What’s going on in there?” The words were barely louder than a whisper.

      An odd fluttering sound and scratching on the road caught Keiko’s attention. A massive vulture had landed and was watching her from not six feet away. A second arrived, then a third. Panic rose in her gut. She didn’t know what to do, so she did the only thing she could think of—she drew the SIG. “Shoo! Go away!” She fired the gun in the air. The vultures took off and Netsy flinched in her lap. From not far away—perhaps not far from the edge of the road, several coyotes yipped. She turned toward the noise. A pair of coyotes stood facing her, stock still, staring. The larger one bared its teeth.

      “Oh, no you don’t.” She aimed the SIG and pulled the trigger. The larger coyote dropped and the other ran away. She looked down at Netsy. “Okay, girlfriend, we’re not staying here.” She hauled herself to her feet, hoisting her friend with her. The pain in her leg was excruciating, but she drove it out of her mind. “We’re not going to sit around and become dinner.”

      There was no way she’d be able to drag-walk them the rest of the way to the lab. She could if Netsy were just a little bit functional, but she was 100% dead weight. She evaluated the options—there weren’t many. She’d have to carry her. On a bad leg. Through toxic smoke. With vultures and coyotes. So this is what it’s like to be a hero. She wanted nothing to do with it. But there was no other choice.

      Keiko got on all fours and got Netsy across the backs of her shoulders. She threaded her arm between Netsy’s legs and positioned her hip near her head, then struggled to her feet. Thank goodness the girl was a bird—she couldn’t weigh much more than a hundred pounds. Once risen, with her one-time babysitter draped across her shoulders in a fireman’s lift, Keiko shifted her until she was almost-sure they were stable, then took a first tentative step. Her leg screamed at her, but it held. She took a second step, then a third, with each one expecting to crumple to the road, but her legs held firm. Yes, every second step hurt like hell, but she was doing it. She was getting Netsy home. She raised her head and peered out into the smoke. “I will kill every last one of you that comes for this girl. Do you hear me? Every last one of you!”

      Keiko staggered through the smoke. A soft padding sound went along with her, sometimes off to one side, sometimes behind. She’d walked forever it felt like, but probably only for fifteen minutes. Maybe only ten. She was insanely tired. Her leg crucified her with every step. She wanted to give up. To stop and sleep. But she couldn’t. Not yet.

      “I’m almost done, Netsy. I’m almost ready to collapse.” She dragged her feet forward. “You’re all I have left. There are no lies between us.” She paused and took a deep breath. Sweat trickled down her face, stinging her eyes. The padding sounds had stopped. Hitching her shoulders, she walked on.

      “You know what, Netsy? It’s going to be real hard to adjust to a normal life again once this is all over. I mean, assuming it’s ever ‘all over.’ My goodness, you’re heavy for a tiny person.” Her breathing came hard. “I was thinking. We should stay together after this. I’m all the family you have, and you’re all the family I have. But don’t worry. I have money. I can put you through college. Someplace good. An Ivy, if any of my connections are still left. You’ll study STEM and I’ll help you. You’ll be one of the greatest minds in science.”

      She grimaced and staggered as a sharp pain shot up her leg. Netsy slipped on her shoulders. Keiko stopped and took a deep breath. She adjusted the girl, then took a step forward.

      “Who am I kidding. Nothing will ever be the same. For all I know, they’ve burned the Ivies down. Nothing means anything anymore. Everything is gone, or will be gone. I can’t even imagine a normal world anymore, can you? What’s that line from Hemingway? We are a lost generation. You see, even us science whizzes have to study the humanities.”

      A snuffling sound made Keiko stop dead in her tracks. She looked around. A coyote stood behind her. It leaned back on its paws, its front legs straight, back rigid, its head lowered and hackles raised. “What the…” Keiko kicked at the coyote and pain shot through her leg. “Get away from me!” The coyote backed off, but it didn’t flee. “I’ll shoot you dead, you mongrel. I’ll shoot you dead like I did your little friend back there.” She walked her hand across her chest, feeling for her shoulder holster and the SIG. Gingerly, she drew the gun and turned to face the coyote. “Scram! Go!”

      The coyote snarled and shifted its weight forward. It perked its ears, curled its lips, and stared at her. A second coyote approached, then a third and a fourth. Two more were just visible in the smoke. The leader snapped its jaws and growled.

      Keiko took a long, slow breath and aimed the SIG between the coyote’s eyes. She had one chance. She held her breath for just a moment and collected herself, trying to ignore the bloodthirsty snarling.

      They can't take both you and Maiko. They can’t get you both. I won’t allow it.

      She spread her legs for balance. Her fingertip flexed around the warm metal of the trigger. She squeezed gently and exhaled. The coyote leaped. Keiko fired. The coyote shuddered in midair and fell at her feet. She squeezed off three more shots in rapid succession and dropped the other three coyotes. On the fourth shot, the hammer clicked and the remaining two coyotes fled into the smoke.

      Her head drooped and her shoulders gave way. She had no idea, no way to tell, how far they’d come or how far they had left to go. She dropped to her knees.

      “I can't do this, Netsy. Tell me it's okay to quit. I'm so tired.” Her chin fell to her chest and Netsy’s body shifted on her shoulders. “Everything hurts.” Tears came, and she wept for the girl she carried, and for herself on her knees on a road in the desert. She wept for her daughter and for the mess the whole world was in. She barely recognized who she was, and only dimly remembered what she was. “You know what people are going to say, Netsy? I’ll tell you what they are going to say. People are going to say—if any people are left—that the cicadas and the Teff fires were what ended human life. But it’s not that, Netsy. It’s not that at all. We could have conquered the cicadas and Teff. What we couldn’t conquer was ourselves.”

      Keiko looked around her. From where she sat on the side of the road, the smoke seemed somewhat thinner. Lighter. A light haze shone in the sky, the bodies of the coyotes splayed out on the road to her right. Behind them, a pair of vultures landed then hopped…tentatively…to the farthest body and began pecking at it.

      She looked left, up the road. The smoke didn’t cling to the ground anymore. She could see some of the landscape. Elation filled her chest.

      “Netsy, I know where we are. We're almost there—I recognize this turn off! We turn left here and we're there in ten minutes. We can go ten more minutes, right? Come on.” She heaved herself to her feet. “We have to. Up we go. Just ten more. Apocalypse be damned!”

      She staggered forward. Energy coursed through her, one that dulled the savage pain in her leg, which had spread through her back, shoulders, and hips. “We’re going to make it, Netsy. You’ll see. We'll get back to the lab and we'll fix you up. The world's best scientist is on the case, and she's never been defeated.” She raised her head skyward toward the smoke. “Do you hear me? I'm undefeated!”

      She turned left onto the lab’s access road. “Hey, remember the superconductors, Netsy? Of course you don't remember, you weren't there. You were just a kid. What am I saying...you're still just a kid. Oh, my leg hurts so bad.” She leaned forward, balanced, and pressed her hands on her knees. “I'm so tired. But don't worry, I'm not giving up. I never give up. Not even when they steal the last bag of rice.”

      She pressed herself up and walked. “You've got your whole life ahead of you, kiddo. We just have to get out of this mess. What was I saying? Oh, yeah…the superconductors. They said it couldn't be done. The superconductors, I mean. They said it was impossible, but me and Gretchen, we proved them wrong. We did it. I really should have put her name on the paper, though. I'm not a good person, Netsy. I’m selfish and afraid of everything. I should have done what mom said and been a dental hygienist.” It felt so good to be able to see, even if the air was still hazy and thick with smoke. But that didn’t matter. There was daylight and she could see!

      “Gretchen’s going to be there, Netsy. She’s going to save the day, just like she did when she opened the lab to us. Gretchen’s going to be there with snacks and water. She’ll know what to do. She’s the soul, you know. The heart. I’m the brains.” She went to tap the side of her head, then remembered she had to hold on to Netsy. “I almost screwed up and dropped you just now, but I didn’t.” For the first time the humidity in her respirator made her gasp. It was all the talking. She made a bleh sound. “Gretchen’s not dumb, but I’m the brains and she's the soul. That’s what you need, Netsy. A soulmate. You have the brains too. Maybe, though...I wonder...maybe you can be your own soulmate. Because you have soul, too. Brains and soul and heart. And you’re so pretty. I wish I was as pretty as you. Once this is all over the boys will be lined up to date you. And you know what? Your big, pretty smile means they’ll never see where I shot half your ear off.” She gasped for air. “Goodness, girl, you’re getting heavy.”

      Gretchen rushed out from the mangled doorway. “You’re here! I’ve been so worried!” She reached out her arms as they approached, slid Netsy off Keiko’s shoulders and into her arms, then carried her into the building and laid the broken girl on the couch.

      “We made it, Gretch. I didn’t think we would, but here we are. The soul and the brains.” Keiko took off her respirator and breathed in the lab’s clean, filtered air.

      Gretchen pulled Keiko into an embrace, then extended her arms, holding Keiko just far enough so she could see her friend’s face. “Keiko, I’m so sorry. There’s no other way to say this. Netsy’s dead.”
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        Kim Walker. Route 54 to Van Horn, Texas

      

      

      The pistol slipped through Kim’s clammy hand as she crept down the drive to try her luck at yet another house. Heart jolting, she tightened her grip. Pausing in front of the door, she tucked the gun into the back waistband of her cargo pants. The darkness was absolute. There was no power to the small town of Van Horn, and toxic smog from the out-of-control fires smothered the stars and moon. Cold leeched from the hard, frosty ground. Shivering, she zipped her fleece-lined hoodie up to her throat. Crazy how it was almost the end of June and yet the heat of a normal summer day had been snuffed out by the sooty clouds. It was even colder at night. If the smoke didn’t pass over the state soon, all the remaining vegetation would die, followed by the animals. Birds were already being affected. Since they’d been searching the streets, she and Dixie had stepped over at least three dead mourning doves and only a few minutes ago, an owl had spiraled down from the sky to slap onto the road.

      Dixie was as wheezy as an old accordion as she sucked in lungfuls of the deadly air. Kim’s breathing was hardly any quieter, but they did their best to limit the amount of noise they made on the too-quiet streets. The past days had taught them the hard way, few could be trusted. While the town gave the appearance of being deserted, or even abandoned, they hoped—no, they needed—people to still be there, sheltering inside their homes. Wyatt’s life depended on locating help within the next few hours. They’d left the eleven-year-old in Mateo’s truck parked at the intersection of La Caverna Street and East Ninth Street with strict instructions not to unlock the doors for anyone but themselves.

      Kim rapped on the house’s wooden door. Waited. Then rapped again. She pressed her ear against the timber then turned to Dixie. “I’m certain I heard someone moving about inside.”

      “Try again?” Dixie swept her flashlight over the house, then more slowly over the patch of dirt and rocks that populated the front yard.

      They needed to find Mateo’s friend, Perez. Wyatt’s life depended on it. Kim thumped the door, but again there was no response. “Please, can you help us? We’re looking for a man called Perez. We’ve got a sick child who needs urgent medical attention.”

      A soft footfall came from inside. That was all. Kim fought her urge to kick her way through the door. “Can’t blame whoever is inside for not answering. We could be anybody.” Still she gave the unyielding door another prolonged hammering. No one came.

      “How are we going to find Perez? We’ve been banging on doors for ages now and no one wants to help.” Muttering under her breath, Dixie stomped down the gravel drive to the road, the narrow beam of light her only guide. They’d been lucky to find a flashlight as well as a pistol in the truck’s glove compartment, otherwise they would have been feeling their way down the street in the dark or having to wait for dawn. And since Wyatt’s fever hadn’t abated, waiting wasn’t an option.

      Kim stumbled over a trash bag that had split open revealing decaying food scraps and loaded diapers. A putrid odor like rotten eggs wafted through her mask’s filters and her gut cramped. She hurried to catch up with Dixie. The orange smoke haze wrapped around buildings, buried the tops of the few small trees studded beside the road, and shifted like passing ghosts. Kim’s forehead tightened with the beginnings of a headache. Her throat was scratchy and she rubbed a hand over her aching chest. Damn this smoke. She’d hoped they’d left the toxic fires behind in California, but no such luck. It appeared the majority of the United States was under siege by fires, smoke, and lethal bugs.

      Their boots crunched over loose pebbles and something else that made her stop and crouch down. “Hang on.”

      Dixie grumbled but stopped walking, then aimed the light toward Kim’s feet.

      “Empty cicada shells.” So the deadly bugs had swarmed the town at some point. Kim was careful not to touch the residue staining the dirt. She’d witnessed how toxic the cicadas could be to humans. “Let’s get back onto the main road and see if we can find the sheriff’s office.”

      “Yeah.” Dixie scratched her hair beneath her beanie. “Sure is a spread-out town. This could take all night.”

      “I know. It’s been a long day.” What an understatement. “But Wyatt can’t wait until morning.”

      Turning around, they walked on in silence and were soon on La Caverna Street. Soft, flurries of ash drifted down like a gentle misting rain and Kim brushed a hand over her head every so often. A shape began to emerge. Dixie shifted the light. Metal glinted in the darkness. They hurried over to the shape, then Kim flung an arm out to stop Dixie. “It’s a police car.”

      “Sheriff,” Dixie corrected her as she played her flashlight over the crumpled remains.

      The vehicle lay on its roof and small round holes were punched into the metal. An arm clad in a blue uniform extended from the open window, fingers clenched into a claw. Judging from the smell, the officer had been dead for some time.

      “That’s bullet holes, right? Wait a sec while I check out the office.” Dixie skirted the vehicle and jogged to the police station, the thick haze swallowing her as if she’d never existed.

      One hand over the butt of the gun in her waistband, Kim kept checking every direction. Pebbles rattled and she swung back, tugging at the weapon.

      “Just me.” Dixie shone the flashlight under her chin before flicking the beam toward the ground. “The building has a lot of bullet holes too. But it’s locked up tight and there’s no one home. Could have been Rush and his buddies, maybe?”

      “Maybe. Let’s not hang around. We’ll sweep a few more streets then go back to the truck. I’m worried for Wyatt. We’ve left him alone too long.”

      Dixie nudged her with her shoulder. “I’ve been thinking about how we tell Camila what happened to her husband.”

      “The truth. It was my fault. If I hadn’t shouted for him to get in the truck and drive, Rush wouldn’t have shot him.”

      “We talked about this. That’s garbage.” Frowning, Dixie swished the flashlight back and forth as they headed for the next cross street.

      “He didn’t deserve to be murdered.” Kim’s voice vibrated with repressed fury and grief. “I made the wrong call, and I have to live with the consequences.”

      They fell silent, the thuds of their boots on the paved road echoing far too loudly as they moved through the smoky fog like spirits from the underworld. A scream cut through the chilly night, then a loud guttural laugh.

      Her skin pebbling with raised hairs, Kim jerked to a stop. Her grip tightened over the gun, readying to whip it out in an instant. Her gaze darted in all directions. “Where do you think that came from?”

      “Maybe another block over. I don’t…”

      “And I know it sounds like someone is in trouble. Either way, we need to check it out. Besides, they might know where Perez lives.” Grabbing Dixie by the hand, Kim urged her into a sprint.

      “We don’t. We really don’t.” Dixie panted hard as she ran beside her.

      Kim didn’t reply. They turned onto a road heading west and doubled their pace. The coarse laughter grew louder. Whoever it was had to be close by. Dropping Dixie’s hand, she cut through a vacant lot, then edged along the side of a house, making for the back yard. She stopped when she heard the voice.

      “Come on, boy. Hand that thing over and you can skedaddle on out of here,” growled a menacing voice.

      “No! I won’t let you hurt him!” The response was high-pitched, with a piercing mixture of terror and desperation.

      “Boy! We aren’t gonna hurt your mangy pet! We’re gonna eat him!” Raucous laughter boomed.

      Nearing the corner of the house, Kim stopped and motioned for Dixie to turn off the flashlight. With the light extinguished, she poked her head around the corner. The pool of light coming from an oil lantern revealed five figures facing a kid with his back to her. He appeared to be holding something in his arms, which suddenly emitted a yowl. One of the taller figures swaggered forward. Sniveling, the kid took a cautious step back. “Please, señor. Leave us alone.”

      Light glinted off something metallic, maybe steel. Kim’s skin crawled. The lead man was threatening a child with a knife. Every muscle Kim possessed bunched like tightly packed springs.

      A hand closed over Kim’s arm, tugging her back around the corner of the old house. “Don’t,” came the forced whisper. Dixie leaned closer. “We can’t get involved. Think of Wyatt. Think of Emma.”

      Kim clenched her fists. “I am thinking of Emma,” she hissed. “And her future. All the kids’ futures. If we cower from thugs like these, we’ll have a world of anarchy and fear, and nothing but a miserable death to look forward to. We have to give them hope. Kids didn’t cause the mess we’re all in—we did, and it’s up to us to fix it. Or at least make this new world livable.”

      Dixie shook her arm, knocking her flashlight against the house. The thud echoed in the still air. They froze.

      “Hey man! You hear that? Someone else is out here.” The lantern light swept toward the house. Heavy footsteps crunched over gravel.

      Shrugging off Dixie’s hand, Kim stepped out into the light. She marched over to the group as they all switched their attention from the kid to her.

      “Well, I’ll be. What do we have here, boys? We’ve got ourselves a woman. About time, I say.” A man in the front of the group cackled. Sweat and stale booze oozed from the pores of his unwashed body.

      The man gestured at Kim’s jacket. “Here now, take that thing off. I want to get a good look at you.” He had to be the alpha male, judging by the way the others watched and then imitated him. Although he was skinny, there was sharp definition in his biceps, and the gleam in his eyes was all predator. He wore his jeans low, and held his knife in a casual, almost offhand way that radiated confidence, like he’d used a knife many times before. She had no doubt he’d strike right at her heart if she made a wrong move.

      Now that she was fully in the light, Kim saw that the other men were armed. Three pointed rifles in her direction, and the one with the straining beer belly had a kitchen knife stuck through his belt. She widened her stance. The gun she carried shifted at her back with her movement. She silently berated herself. It had been incredibly dumb to burst into the back yard without at least having her gun at the ready, and now there was no way she could reach it before one or all of the thugs fired their own weapons. Her pulse boomed in her ears.

      One of the thugs took a step forward, the crunch of his boot on the gravel like a gunshot. Every nerve in Kim’s body quivered. She had to do something. She flexed her stiff fingers and pushed up onto the balls of her feet. She had one card up her sleeve. She was a marathon runner. And a good one. If she could just get the kid out of danger, she could lead them away from Dixie and Wyatt.

      The man with the knife grinned, revealing a row of gleaming teeth. He stabbed the knife toward the boy. “How about me and you have a little chow together. I hear cat tastes just like chicken.”

      “Is that so?” Kim tried for a casual ‘isn’t that interesting’ tone. “I hear that people taste like pork.” She pointed at the beer-bellied guy. “Now there’s a nice specimen of bacon.” Anything to shift their focus for a second. “He has to weigh at least a good three hundred pounds.”

      The fellow’s jaw dropped and he spluttered, his wild eyes darting from Kim to the alpha male with the knife as his buddies turned to stare at him. “Hey! Don’t y’all look at me! I’m not dinner.”

      Alpha Male snarled. “Too right. My guess is this girl tastes mighty fine. Get her, boys! Get both of ‘em!”

      Dixie burst around the corner. “Run, kid! Run!” Roaring like an enraged Amazon, she lowered her shoulder and rammed the full force of her body into Alpha Male, sending the lantern tumbling, scattering shadows like leaves in a wind.

      The kid ran. Alpha Male threw his knife at the boy’s back, but missed. Cursing, he darted after the boy. Kim dove for the lantern and scooped it up. Dixie jumped to her feet as the thugs reacted to the shock of what had just happened. The tallest charged Kim, while the other two raised their rifles, firing wildly in the direction of the kid who’d disappeared into the darkness.

      Kim sidestepped, swinging the lantern up and ramming the heavy bottom into the tall thug’s chin. His head snapped back and he lost his grip on his rifle. Kim nudged Dixie and they sprinted for the corner of the house. Bullets whizzed past, ripping into the dirt at their feet and punching holes in the house. They flung themselves around the corner and Kim smashed the lantern against the weathered boards. The lantern shattered and went dark. In an instant, the night pressed in.

      “Where’d they go? Get moving! I want those women!” Boots pounded over the hard-packed dirt along with the crack of gunfire. Alpha Male wasn’t giving up.

      Kim led Dixie deeper into the shadowy haze. They raced to the front of the house as bullets tore holes in the wood planks, missing them by inches. They sprinted across the yard. A fence materialized in the gloom and they wriggled through the barbed wire, emerging into the next lot. The shouts faded. “I think we’ve lost them. But we should split up when we reach the road. You get to the truck. I’ll lead these jerks in the other direction. I don’t want them finding Wyatt.”

      “I don’t either, but I say we stay together, get to Wyatt, and get the heck out of this town.” Dixie checked over her shoulder, then flicked on the flashlight and ran off toward the truck.

      Kim thought for a moment. Getting to the truck was the wisest decision, even if leaving Van Horn without getting any medical help could prove to be a death sentence for Wyatt. She took off after Dixie, running in the soft dirt beside the tarred road to minimize sound. “Alright. No splitting up but we must find Perez.”

      Dixie placed a hand over her wheezing chest. “We might have better luck at Sierra Blanca.”

      “A last resort after we search the other side of town, okay? Let’s check if we’ve shaken them off.” Kim and Dixie stopped. Chests heaving, they stood in silence for an agonizing thirty seconds.

      There was no gunfire. No shouts or footsteps cut through the heavy night air.

      “What do you think?” Dixie adjusted her beanie. The beam from her flashlight wobbled.

      “They won’t give up easily. But I think we’ve put a few blocks between us and them. This house looks familiar. I’m sure it’s one we knocked on earlier, which means we’re not far from where we left the truck.” She looked around in the gloom. “I wish we could see the street signs better. How’s your breathing?”

      “My lungs feel like they’re getting crushed in a vise. But I’ll make it.”

      “The air conditioning in the truck will help. Come on.” Kim surged forward, ignoring Dixie’s groaning. “There’s the sign for the hospital.”

      The sight gave Kim a fresh rush of adrenaline and she led Dixie along the road. In less than a minute they were approaching the corner of La Caverna and East Ninth. She spotted the stake bed truck sitting just where they’d left it. Kim twitched her shoulders as she raced to the passenger-side door. She rapped on the glass in the prearranged signal, but no sound or movement came from the cab.

      Dixie shone the flashlight through the window, sweeping it over the dash, the steering wheel, and the bench seat. “Oh no!”

      Kim’s knees buckled. A panicked voice shrieked inside her head. Wyatt!

      But Wyatt was gone.
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        Anayeli Alfaro. The Curtis Family Ranch, Montana

      

      

      

      “I’m telling you, it’s not worth the risk!” Anayeli would repeat herself a million more times, if that’s what it took to get the blockheaded Curtises to listen to her. They’d barely managed to stop Grangela’s ill-advised attempt to run outside to protect the garden. It had taken both Andrew and Brandon to drag her back down the stairs into the underground bomb shelter, and the woman—whom Anayeli had formerly thought of as the mild-mannered opposite of her outspoken husband—hadn’t shut up about the garden since. Her arguments had only gotten more impassioned since Brandon had had his brainwave about some kind of organic dust that would make tiny holes in the insects’ exoskeletons and kill them.

      “We have a way to stop the cicadas!” Grangela’s hands were on her hips. “We should use it!”

      “That’s just it!” Anayeli couldn’t believe they were seriously entertaining doing anything other than waiting for the swarm to pass. “We don’t have a way to stop the cicadas! Brandon thinks sprinkling the diatomaceous-whatever-it-is might work. It’s not the same!”

      “But without the garden”—Grangela wrung her hands—“we won’t be able to make it through the winter. There’s not enough!” Anayeli glanced over to the fully stocked kitchen area, its shelves loaded with MREs, commercially canned foods, bulk dry goods, and row after row of Grangela’s home preserves. She only just stopped herself from asking exactly how one calculated “enough.”

      “Angela”—Mama said it the Mexican way, so the ‘g’ sounded like an ‘h’—“You’re más importante.” It was the first time Mama had ever spoken in contradiction to anything the Curtises said. “Todos. All of us. Every one. We are more important than a garden. The family needs you.”

      But none of the Curtises paid any attention to Mama.

      “Let’s think it through, Brandon.” Greg was in his own world, the one where he could prep for anything. “What’re we going to need?”

      Brandon shook his head. “Nothing. Just…someone willing to go outside and get the bags of diatomaceous earth. Where are they?”

      “They’re stacked just outside the greenhouse. But we’ve got to hurry!” Grangela’s voice wavered, teetering toward shrill. “The growing season is already practically half over! And Greg, you’ve always said the garden was key—”

      Brandon put his arm around Angela. “Yeah, Gran. We know. But Maria is right. People are more important than the garden, so we have to do this right. Help me think it through.” Not for the first time, Anayeli was impressed with Brandon’s ability to manage his grandparents, even if it still meant doing something she herself disagreed with wholeheartedly. “I’m probably the fastest one here.” No one argued. “I can run out to the greenhouse, grab the bags, and then… I don’t really know how my dad uses DE. I think he sprinkles it all over the ground. Does that seem right to you, Gran?”

      The older woman nodded. “That’s how I’ve always done it.”

      “Brilliant. It’s simple, fast, no way to mess it up.” Brandon rubbed his hands together. “I’m feeling good about this. What do you say, Gramps?”

      Anayeli couldn’t keep her mouth shut. “I say it’s too risky.” It was as if her words dropped into a black hole and were sucked away to another dimension, that’s how little response she got. She shot a glare at Carlota, one meant to say a little backup here, please? But Carlota was looking between Brandon and Greg, waiting while the older man stood, his fingers steepled before his lips, as if he were in deep thought, or praying.

      Finally Greg let out a breath and gave a solemn nod, as if he’d gotten word from some higher authority. “It’s decided. We’ll let Brandon try out his idea.” Greg patted Angela’s shoulder. “If it doesn’t work, then we have the starts in the greenhouse. We can hunt. We’ll ration if we have to. We’re prepared, Angela.”

      Anayeli was aghast. “This is absolute insanity!” Since Greg had opened the compound gate to her family, Anayeli had tried not to argue with him—with any of the Curtises. She really had. But sending a barely-adult into a toxic swarm of cicadas was different than patrol shifts and work assignments. She felt a responsibility toward Brandon. Carlota had never said anything, and Anayeli hadn’t seen anything beyond the looks that passed between Carlota and Brandon, but he’d thrown his lot in with her family when Greg had been ready to shut them all out of the compound. She wasn’t about to forget that. She rounded on Greg. “You’re going to risk your grandson’s life because you think some stupid dirt is going to kill the cicadas?”

      “No. Hear me out.” Brandon put up his hands, as if to placate everyone. “My dad’s big on organic gardening and stuff. He swears by it.” He met his Gran’s eyes. “And you’ve used it before, right Gran? The diatomaceous earth?”

      Grangela nodded. “Sure. All the time. I keep it on hand for delousing the chickens and getting rid of ants and oh, killing just about any kind of bug.”

      “Okay. Great.” Anayeli couldn’t keep the pique out of her voice. She was furious. “So the diatomaceous earth works on bugs. But these aren’t just any kind of bug! These cicadas kill people. Maybe you haven’t seen it, but we have!” Anayeli gestured toward Mama, Ernesto, and Andrew. “It’s horrible! All it takes is one landing on—”

      Carlota put a hand on Anayeli’s forearm. “Brandon’s immune to the cicadas.”

      Anayeli whipped around. Fatima was nodding. Zara and Bailey Rae too. “Immune? What are you talking about?” The moment in the transport truck, when the cicada had landed on Mama’s arm, flashed through her memory. Mama had nothing more than a red mark that had quickly faded, while other people ended up with welts and pustules and—she shuddered. She’d seen enough people dead from the toxicadas to never want to see anyone else die that way.

      “I got their residue all over me. I was sure I was going to die. But I didn’t. I got a little rash, but Fatima washed me off and—” Brandon shrugged. “I didn’t die. I was absolutely fine.”

      “Ay Dios! We don’t have to test this theory! We can all stay safe, inside!” But Brandon was already making his way up the stairs to where Andrew had been guarding the door. No one was saying the obvious, so Anayeli did. “It’s probably already too late. If the cicadas were already at the edge of the meadow when I closed the animals in, then they must’ve found the garden by now. This whole experiment is pointless—an unnecessary risk!”

      “Wait. Anayeli’s right.” Fatima’s command stopped everyone. “No unnecessary risks.” For a second, Anayeli felt vindicated and relieved—someone was backing her up. But then Fatima went on. “You can’t go outside again like that.” She pointed at Brandon’s short sleeved T-shirt and shorts. “What protective gear do you have, Greg? We don’t want any skin showing.”

      “I’ve got more of my bug spray!” Angela went to the area where all the hand tools—plows and scythes and drills and saws and more—were stored and pulled a spray bottle out of a crate. The stuff didn’t even repel mosquitos, but Anayeli bit her lip and stayed quiet.

      As Angela misted Brandon, Greg sprang into action, going to the bank of shelves that lined the entire outer wall of the shelter. He went to a section of labeled bins, pulling down one marked ‘Men’s Winter.’ The shelter was chock full of clothes for all seasons, spare boots and socks of all sizes, gas masks, and lots and lots of N95s. And everything was labeled and categorized so it was easy to find. Which was why it took no time at all to outfit Brandon.

      In short order, he was suited up in a winter jacket, a ski hat, gloves, and pants. He pulled socks over the hems, then shoved his feet into tall rubber boots. Using a scarf, Fatima fashioned something approximating the hijab she wore. With an N95 mask in place, Brandon was almost fully covered.

      Fatima stood back to survey her handiwork. “You need goggles.”

      Greg dug in another plastic bin and held out a pair of safety goggles. “These work?”

      It was such a stupid question, she could barely stop herself from screaming. “None of us knows what works. That’s my whole point—” No one was listening. They’d never been listening. Before she’d finished her thought, Brandon had pulled the goggles on.

      Only then did Grangela start fussing. “You know where the bags are? If you’re facing the greenhouse, they’re on the right side. About halfway down—”

      “I got it, Gran.” Brandon turned and clomped up the stairs.

      At the top, Andrew offered one of the bug-out bags from the row where they hung on hooks near the door. They’d spent one whole day unpacking them and checking the contents. They’d made sure everything was in working order: flashlights, lighters, water filters. They’d restocked rechargeable batteries from an honest-to-goodness Faraday cage crammed with what looked like walkie-talkies, radios, solar chargers and a bunch of things that reminded Anayeli of the Tech Closet of Obsolescence. They’d refilled water bottles, and checked ammo supplies. They’d organized a smaller pack just for Bailey Rae, full of all the same things, except no weapons or ammo.

      Brandon didn’t take the backpack. “I don’t want to be slowed down.” No one argued. He was either immune and would be back soon, or he wasn’t.

      Andrew hung the bag back up and stayed clear of the door while Brandon lifted the bar across it.

      “Oh! Wait!” Grangela stepped onto the bottom stair. “If you run out of DE before you get the whole garden covered, there’s a bag in the chicken coop, where I keep all the wood shavings—”

      “Gran. I’m good.” Brandon gave a little wave at the clump of people gathering in a semicircle at the base of the stairs, watching from well back of the door. As if the distance would matter if the cicadas were waiting on the other side. Anayeli couldn’t stand it. Behind them all, she paced, and Cricket did too.

      “Be safe. Be quick.” That was all Greg said before his grandson eased open the door and stepped out.

      Anayeli had long since stopped pacing the circuit from the compostable toilet closet, past the kitchen, and into the bunk room, but Carlota and Grangela had taken up the path she’d been walking as soon as the intermittent taps and thwacks had started against the shelter door.

      Brandon had been gone a long time. Too long. From the tension that radiated from every single person inside the shelter, it was clear what they all suspected what the noise was. Cicadas. Flying into the door. Lots of them.

      From where she’d scrunched up in a corner with Roxy, Bailey Rae kept murmuring, “He’ll be okay, won’t he Roxy? He’s very clever.”

      “Why didn’t we send him with a walkie-talkie?” Grangela had asked the question at least fifteen times, and no one had an answer. Or at least, not one they were willing to say out loud. Because it was a stupid plan, poorly thought out, is what Anayeli screamed inside her head. I told you so never made anyone friends.

      She would have given almost anything for a window to the outside world. But they were as good as blind, stuck inside the shelter. A design flaw, to be sure. Greg should have thought to install a periscope or something.

      “Gregger, do you think we should—”

      “Listen, I think I might be immune too.” Andrew stepped forward. It was true he’d been out in the swarm in Salt Lake City, and had made it through alive. Anayeli had just attributed it to luck, or the fact that his uniform’s long sleeves and long pants and hat kept him mostly covered. “If Brandon’s in trouble, I should go out there, get him back to safety.” The pause was slight before he said the word safety, but it was there. Because nowhere was safe—there were just varying degrees of unsafe, especially if they kept opening the shelter door during a cicada swarm.

      Without any further discussion, Greg went back to the winter clothes bin, pulling out another jacket for Andrew to wear in a nightmarish reenactment of what they’d done to prepare Brandon for his expedition outside.

      “Hold on.” She couldn’t believe they were going to send someone else out to the same potential fate as Brandon had met. “We need to talk about this. We can’t just do the same thing and expect different results!”

      “Here, sweetie.” Grangela handed Andrew a walkie-talkie, then shot Anayeli a look. “Take this with you.”

      “No. That’s not enough! Even if we send him with a walkie-talkie, what’s to say that makes any difference? We don’t know what happened to Brandon. We can’t just keep making—”

      “We can’t leave him out there to die!” It was Zara who said it, but Carlota and Bailey Rae and both Curtises flanked her.

      “That’s not what I’m suggesting. I just don’t think we should send anyone else out there without really thinking it through.”

      “I’ve survived it before, Anayeli.” Andrew was resolute. It was his stupid sense of duty or honor or whatever it was that made people join the military. “I’m volunteering.”

      “We can’t just keep opening the door, and expecting nothing is going to fly in.”

      “Let’s be smart about this.” Fatima stepped next to Anayeli. “How are we going to get anyone out and back in, without letting bugs inside? We all need to be protected.”

      That was all it took.

      “Right. You’re right. We need some kind of shield or vestibule. Something that can stop any bugs that make it through when we open the door.” Greg went right into solution mode when they should be talking about whether it was even a good idea to open the door, not how to open it. But the Curtises would never leave Brandon outside. The door was opening one way or another.

      Grangela went to the bins and started pulling clothes out for all of them—long sleeved shirts and jackets and hats—while Greg went into what passed for a bathroom and came back out with a shower curtain. He dug around in his tools and pulled out some hardware and who knew what else, then headed up the stairs and to the door in a rustle of plastic.

      They were all so busy getting ready—or in her case, stalling for time—that Cricket’s bark made them all jump. The dog had left Anayeli’s side and stood staring up at one of the air vents.

      “Shhhh!” Greg jabbed a single finger into the air. “No talking.”

      Everyone went silent, eyes darting to their corners while Greg thundered down the stairs, stalked over to the nearest ventilation fan and stared into it. They’d gotten used, at least a little, to Greg’s blustering, but this was different.

      They all heard it then—a scrabbling, scritching sound. Something was in the vent. More than one something by the sound of it. Andrew went to stand next to Greg, as if he might see what the older man couldn’t. “That can’t be right…”

      “What is it?” Zara was the one who asked the question they were all thinking.

      “Masks on!” Fatima barked the order just as a cicada dropped out of the vent.

      Even though she’d been half-expecting it, the sight still made Anayeli shriek, along with everyone else. It was the same noise they each might have made if a rat or mouse had plopped onto the floor. Except the cicada was deadly.

      It took less than a second before Andrew stomped on the bug, its green insides oozing onto the floor from under his boot.

      “Gregger…” Grangela pointed to the vent. “If the bugs can get in…”

      “Yeah. Dammit. I know. We’ve got a breach.”

      No prizes for stating the obvious, Anayeli wanted to say. Talk about a design flaw. Or the peril of deferred maintenance. Or both. The well-stocked shelter would be useless if it was full of toxicadas.

      Zara let out a little yelp. Crawling past the green smear of the dead cicada, was another one. Headed right toward where Zara was struggling to pull socks over the cuffs of her jeans.

      “Kill it!” Zara backed away as the bug crawled toward her, its wings vibrating with its terrible buzz. “Help me!”

      Andrew leapt forward and stomped on it, just as another cicada dropped out of the vent, and then another.

      “Look!” Grangela pointed. “Brandon did it!”

      Each of the bugs was covered in white dust. The diatomaceous earth.

      And each of them looked perfectly normal and healthy.

      “Stop!” Greg’s voice rang out as Andrew was about to crush another cicada into the floor. “We need to watch them.”

      “Absolutely not.” Anayeli couldn’t believe the suggestion. “They’re toxic! Their residue is toxic. We can’t have them near us.” Even as she said it, more toxicadas dropped from the vent. “We have to close up that vent.”

      “Do not kill any of them.” Greg punctuated each word drill sergeant style.

      Andrew was obviously torn, his foot hovering over the cicada as it scuttled across the floor. If it started flying—

      “Brandon’s outside with those.” Carlota scootched back as another bug dropped out of the vent.

      “Angela! Canning jars!” Greg’s order made zero sense to Anayeli, but Grangela scurried to the shelves in the shelter’s kitchen and slid a box from one of them.

      “Catch them.” Greg pulled a quart-sized glass jar from Angela’s box. “We need to see if the diatomaceous earth is working.”

      “It’s obviously not. They all look fine.” Anayeli couldn’t believe they were even entertaining Greg’s idea of trapping the bugs. “And what if they escape? We can’t have toxic insects inside with us!” But another cicada bounced as it hit the cement floor. “We need to block up the vent, or we’re going to be inundated!”

      “My daddy says duct tape is good for everything.” It was the first time Anayeli could remember Bailey Rae speaking of her dad since he’d died, but Greg ignored the girl.

      “Catch. Them.”

      Andrew set a jar over the top of two bugs. As if they could sense the moment they were trapped, they whirred into flight, buzzing inside the upturned jar, their bodies pinging against the glass each time they flew into it.

      In a matter of moments, each of the bugs was caught inside Angela’s jars, and like middle-schoolers drawn to a fight, the humans crowded around, watching. Each cicada was like a miniature Hannibal Lecter, murderous and locked inside a glass box. Even dusted white, the bugs’ orange eyes seemed radiant and sinister, glaring out of their jars like occupants of some kind of bizarre zoo, or victims of a childhood experiment gone awry. All it would take was someone losing their balance or forgetting to watch where they were going or the dogs getting playful, and a jar could be knocked over or broken and a deadly insect unleashed that would murder them all.

      “No me gusta.” Mama muttered under her breath, then moved away.

      The cicadas relentlessly explored their traps. They crawled over every inch of the jars, taking flight only to bang against the glass. Each time they flew, a little more greenish mist coated the inside surface—the toxic residue the #GoodMatreusDoctor had warned about. It dampened the diatomaceous earth covering the cicadas, too. Every single one of the insects was robust, completely unaffected by the dust, and the longer they were trapped, the more frantic they seemed to get, battering themselves against the glass harder and harder, their screeching growing louder.

      They were still staring uneasily at the cicadas when the tapping and thwacking against the outer door changed from background noise into banging.

      “Let me in!” It was Brandon, his voice loud, even through the door. “I’m having a reaction!”
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        Ron Frobisher. Porton Down. Wiltshire, England

      

      

      The rations were small, but shockingly—it was still Britain, after all—tasty.

      “The Ministry of Defense has deep pockets.” Geoffrey piled the peas onto the back of his fork, an exercise in futility or a Zen meditation that Ron was yet to master. One pea on, one pea off. One pea on…

      Ron pushed his lone potato around his plate. “It’s going to run out sooner or later. You’re an island nation. There are no ships coming in and the ground is riddled with bugs.”

      “You’re cheery this morning.” Geoffrey had moved on to the small hillock of mashed potatoes on the west side of his plate. All foodstuffs were carefully separated and he ate in sections: green first, then creamy-white, then brown. Ron had seen it before, but only after his kid brother had been institutionalized. “Any particular reason for your chipper chatter?”

      “One, I’m not covered in cicadas and two, I’ve had an idea.”

      Geoffrey balanced his knife and fork either side of his plate. “I’m listening.”

      “I have an all-access pass.” Ron was in earnest, but Geoffrey was already rolling his eyes. “Hear me out.”

      “Everything in Porton is dedicated to the dual problem of cicadas and Teff fires. There’s nothing else. If you’re thinking of doing some recon for—well, I don’t know what for—you can forget it. There’s nothing to see. Everyone already knows what’s on Level Four.” He retrieved his utensils and set about attacking his meat. Eating out of order! He was upset.

      “They haven’t brought me in on the question of the fires.” Ron mashed his boiled potato under his fork.

      Geoffrey swallowed before answering. “You’re immune to the cicada toxin. Why would they use you in the fire investigation?”

      Ron shrugged. There was a small part of his brain itching to understand how these two—very, very strange—problems had emerged in tandem. Cicadas weren’t usually toxic and grass fires didn’t usually kill unless you were close to or in the fire. He needed access to the internet. Oh, such luxury. We had the world’s research at our fingertips and we made cat memes and argued about celebrity this or politician that. “I’m going to talk to Professor Jem.”

      “Give me a second.” Geoffrey hacked at his meat, sawing it into bite sized pieces.

      “You’re good. You don’t need to come with.” It wasn’t the first time that Geoffrey gave off the ‘observer’ rather than ‘assistant’ vibe. And why not. If Ron had been in charge of Porton Down and an American operative had been granted access to his labs, he’d have tasked someone close to him to tag along and report on his movements. ‘Geoff’ might not know he was essentially a double agent.

      Geoffrey folded his napkin and laid it beside his plate. “I can finish later. Let me ask Kirsty if she’ll put this by for me.” There were three bites of meat and two mouthfuls of mash, but the man wasn’t going to scrape the remains of his lunch into the trash.

      Ron sat back down with a resounding thump. “Finish up. I can wait.” He wasn’t going to lose his tail, so he might as well accept his fate. “Have you read about the fires?”

      “Before you arrived, Mr. Frobisher, I was the tea boy. Whatever I’ve learned about these threats has been at your side.” He was too smart to have been in Porton for months and not noticed anything.

      “I’m going to ask them to grant you an all-access pass, so you can come with me.”

      If Geoffrey swallowed harder it was the most innocuous show of excitement ever. Very English.

      “There. Done.” Geoffrey eyed the window that let into the kitchen. “One second.” He ran to the counter. “Kirsty? Any chance you’d put a helping of Eton Mess aside for me?”

      “Sorry, darling. No dessert.” She threw her dish towel over her shoulder.

      “But it’s Thursday.”

      “Wouldn’t matter if it was a month of Sundays, my cherub, there are no longer desserts to be had for love nor money.”

      It was happening—rationing and disappearing foodstuffs. If they’d been on the outside, Ron would have been able to find the local ‘Dollar Bill’—there was always someone fencing goods when the market faced a squeeze—and find them whatever remained of Britain’s pantry. “It was always going to happen.”

      “But no dessert!” Geoffrey was as indignant as he’d ever been. He’d watched Ron face down an entire swarm without batting an eyelid, but take away his strawberry pavlova and he was incensed. “I know they have livestock here. They should repurpose the chickens and get them laying.”

      See? You HAVE seen things that I know nothing about.

      “They’re going to be in short supply, Geoffrey. I doubt that ten chucks can lay enough eggs for a hundred scientists.”

      “Four hundred, give or take.” His grump was an excellent, if unexpected, turn of events. Geoffrey was spilling data without checking himself.

      Ron waited. Any question would alert the kid to the fact that he was listening carefully and he didn’t want the flow of intel to stop.

      “I guess desserts are, and always have been a luxury. Eggs, sugar, flour—all need the human touch. Well, I suppose eggs don’t, but sugar…” They hit the sliding doors at the edge of the canteen, Geoffrey running a spiel about the history of sugar and how it had been regarded as a ‘spice’ for some years in Jolly Olde England. Either he’d caught himself talking out of school and changed tacks, or he had genuinely been yakking about nothing. Either way, Ron wanted him back on ‘the number of scientists onsite’ and ‘what the hell they’re doing out of sight.’ He hadn’t seen near that number of staff.

      The corridors were empty, people squirreled away in their labs, running tests and coming up with new ways to drive the insects into a trap. Ron checked the glass port holes that looked in on each laboratory, but the Professor was nowhere to be found. “Alan! Hi, there!” The tech who’d cleaned Ron’s visor backed into a door, a small box in hand. “We’re looking for the Prof.”

      “Can’t help. Delivering venom.”

      Ron jogged to his side. “Mind if we tag along?”

      The frown said no, but Ron’s all-access pass said ‘tough luck, we’re coming.’

      “Want to tell me about the latest?” They’d been playing with pheromones, working out what the cicadas found most attractive, but someone somewhere had to be thinking about what to do with the critters once they rounded them up.

      Alan backed through door after door, keeping his box safe. “Same as before, Mr. Frobisher. It’s a race against time. Word is Wales has been fully quarantined. No one in or out.”

      Dammit, Viv. I’m sorry. Ron had left the Fairwinds’ captain at Llanarth Court. She wasn’t going to be happy about that once she came around. She was like him—a doer. Being cooped up with her hands tied would make her crazy.

      “If we don’t do something soon, all crops will be stripped to the soil.” They arrived at a bank of elevators which Ron hadn’t known existed. “Hit the down button for me.”

      Geoffrey’s eyes were wide, the side of his mouth tight. Everything pointed to ‘I didn’t know, either.’

      “You have to show your pass when you get onto the elevator.”

      Ron held his up. “You got it.”

      The elevator arrived. Alan and Ron got on and Geoffrey remained in the corridor. Alan mouthed ‘sorry’ another clear indicator that Ron was being watched and monitored and everyone knew it.

      “Hit minus three for me.”

      The elevator buttons went from ‘ground’ up a level and down four. Porton was described as ‘covering 7000 acres,’ but it was far, far bigger. Ron suppressed a smile. If there were things to see, he was about to see them. The doors slid open and the two men stepped into Lower Level Three. The corridor was empty, but the rooms on either side of the hallway were packed. “Guess this is where the action is.”

      “You’ll find Dr. Jem in Lab 56.” Alan disappeared into a room teeming with Level A encapsulation suits and the air lock wheezed shut.

      Ron’s skin pricked suddenly with perspiration. Geoffrey was right, he had no idea how badly the Teff smoke would impact his lungs. He wasn’t immune, he knew that much. He checked the numbers over the doors, stealing a look at each porthole. He was only in the teens and he needed to make it to Lab 56 and the docs and techs were all covered, head to toe, in that blaring orange that said ‘danger.’ Getting all the way to Dr. Jem meant passing a lot of pathogens wearing nothing but a set of scrubs and light booties. He rapped on the door. No one came. It wasn’t a door-knocking kind of place. He eased the outer door open and stepped inside the air lock, banging as hard as he could and waving through the window.

      “Alan!” It wasn’t his finest moment, shouting for a tech, but he wasn’t about to do the English thing and ‘say nothing’ and die a foolish death.

      Alan disappeared behind a bank of machines, but popped back out, visibly irritated and stomped to the other side of the door. He was already suited and booted. “What?”

      “I need PPE.”

      Alan cussed, made an excuse to his colleagues, and shooed Ron away from the door. “This is sealed for a reason.”

      There was a certain tone—quintessentially English—that signaled ‘you’re an idiot’ and Ron was having none of it. “I’m here to do a job. Help me or get out of my way, but less of the lip.”

      They marched back toward the elevator in silence. Alan swiped his keycard over the panel and led Ron into a large supply closet. “Suits here. Helmets there. Boots over by the lockers. If you’re going past Level Three, wear nothing flammable, which may mean removing your scrubs. Up to you. The oxygen tanks are by the showers.” His face was a stony gray behind his mask. “There are clearly labeled decon units on every floor. If you’re exposed to a contaminant, proceed slowly and carefully to the nearest unit and allow the staff to process you. You’ll be quarantined until you receive a medical discharge.” His smile was grim. “Or leave in a body bag.”

      Ron ran his finger along the necks of several suits. “They’ve been worn.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Where are the new ones?”

      “There are no longer new suits, sir. We’re reusing.”

      “Gloves? Booties? How am I sealing this?”

      “Duct tape.”

      For a second Ron thought Alan was yanking his chain, but the tech made his way to the lockers where the boots were housed and handed Ron a roll of duct tape and an X-Acto knife. “You’d better be down here for more than idle curiosity.” He left with a sneer. He would have slammed the door had it not been on a piston.

      It wasn’t mere curiosity, especially now that he knew that the British government’s most prestigious and secretive chem lab was running out of more than figgy pudding.

      He found the largest suit in the room, checked the seams, and felt for holes in the wrists and ankles where someone had ripped their duct tape off. Ten minutes of thorough examination and he had what he hoped was the least-compromised suit in the room. All the remaining boots were too small, but he couldn’t enter a lab that potentially housed Sarin or VX wearing only booties. He taped his feet, winding the gray stuff around several times, then scuffing the soles so he had a little traction. He didn’t fool himself, the U.S. forces were probably facing the same privations, but that didn’t make him feel better.

      He moved slowly, checking every lab—as far as he was able without drawing too much attention to himself—consigning faces and numbers to memory. He wasn’t sure what he was looking at—other than high-tech equipment and busy scientists—but there were a lot of them, and not a cicada in sight.

      Alan and Geoffrey had been insistent—adamant, even—that the only research being conducted at Porton was concentrated on the twin threats to human life: Teff fires and toxic cicadas. He’d seen neither seed nor bug and he’d passed at least thirty rooms. The corridor terminated in a Y-junction. With no signs or labels, he had to investigate to see how the numbers were trending. The first door he passed was unlabeled and, for the first time since he’d arrived at Porton Down, had no window. Ditto the second. And the third.

      Ron turned and walked the other way; things hidden were always more interesting than things shown, so he needed data in order to make a decision. The right fork was similarly unlabeled, but the lights over the doors, encased in their metal housing, gave that corridor a smidgeon more weight.

      He tried a handle which didn’t give, remembered his card, and swore in every language he knew. A not insubstantial list and some of it quite satisfying, but not as satisfying as being able to open a door. His keycard was around his neck. Under his suit. The percentages were in his favor. The bad chemicals were housed on an upper floor—everyone knew that—but given that he’d never heard a whisper about Porton having underground levels he had to assume the worst. If there was a leak he’d have time to zip up.

      He took a deep breath, fumbled with the storm flap over his zipper, and dug for his keycard. It was impossible to get off without removing his hood, which wasn’t about to happen, so he yanked as hard as he could and separated the hard plastic card from the lanyard.

      His heartbeat had increased slightly, but no alarms had sounded, no doors opened, and he was no worse for wear.

      He swiped his keycard. The door opened onto an empty room. But an interesting empty room with the kind of baffling on the walls and ceiling that he’d only seen in sound studios. The microphones weren’t hidden, but they were buried deep in the padding. Ditto the cameras. There were three such rooms, the fourth being an honest-to-goodness sauna, with raised fruit beds filled with soil.

      By the tenth room a picture was emerging. The rooms had undergone custom refurbishments to deal with the cicada threat. Sound, temperature, food stuffs—they were all geared to investigate the life cycle of the insect that was ravaging the land.

      “There has to be a combo room?” The cicada threat wasn’t coming at them in a vacuum. They had to be figuring in the smoke. “The other corridor.” He retraced his steps, waving at the cameras as he went. Security guards Harry, Klaus, and Flora might or might not have been at their screens but if they were, he could bring a smile to their otherwise grim day.

      The new rooms mirrored the cicada-testing cubicles he’d already seen, each scenario just a little more complicated, the difference being that sensors were dotted along the walls and huge pipes jutted from the floor.

      A handful of seeds lay in a trough by the far wall.

      “Mr. Frobisher!” It was his good pal, Alan. “Would you step out of the testing chamber, please?”

      Ron made his way back to the corridor then let himself into the observation room adjacent to the test site and joined Alan as he hit this button and twisted that dial. “What’s this for? What are you testing?”

      Alan flipped a switch, opening a panel in the wall. A small swarm buzzed into the chamber, half of them drunk and bumbling, the other half angry. They spread out, hitting the walls, the observation window, the floor.

      Alan pushed the joystick on his remote down, angling a camera inside the room so that it took in the seed trough.

      “Is that what I think it is?”

      Alan huffed. “I’m a scientist, Mr. Frobisher, not a mind reader.”

      They watched as the cicadas landed on the seeds, feeling their way across the bumpy terrain. As far as he could tell, there was a whole lot of nothing going on in the test room.

      “How goes it?” The door opened and the professor squeezed himself into the cubicle. “Ron! You’re here. Pretty exciting, eh!”

      Ron quashed the urge to crack wise about paint drying. “You’re testing feed? There’s something in the grains that will kill them?”

      “Very good!” Professor Jem took the joystick from Alan. “The Teff seeds produce an immunological response in humans. Immediately. It’s a cytokine storm.” The camera racked focus, singling out a clutch of cicadas. “The body reacts to the foreign invader, but does so with such ferocity that it—how can I put this in layman’s terms?—”

      “It crashes the system.” Ron had done a little reading about the body’s response to poisons and pathogens over the years. He knew what a cytokine storm was.

      “Something like that. Yes.” The professor pulled his phone out of his pocket and jotted down some notes. “We need to see if there’s a naturally occurring substance that will eliminate the cicadae in large numbers.”

      “And these Teff seeds might do it?”

      “Who can say, Mr. Frobisher? It’s science. We make no determination until the facts show themselves.”

      Ron watched while the bugs ambled over the seeds, confused by the experiment and frustrated that things were moving so slowly. The professor was no fool, so there had to be a solid reason to test one menace with another, but…there was a gaping hole in their logic. If this Teff grass was so poisonous, how—why?—would they think of using it to eliminate the bugs? It was like nuking a cockroach and hoping the land would be livable afterwards. “They don’t seem to be reacting.”

      “More’s the pity.” Jem handed the joystick back to Alan. “Leave them in there for a couple more hours, then shut this one down. He opened the door, waiting for Ron to join him in the corridor. “We don’t want to burn the seed, you see? The smoke it produces is lethal. But we need a way to get it out of the ground and we’ve yet to find a natural predator.” He barked a laugh. “Not that one usually refers to seed-eaters as predators! We’d hoped the cicadae would eat the Teff and die! You—and people like you—could then go in and hoover them up, so to speak!”

      “Get it out of the ground? So, there’s a lot of it?”

      “Oh, thousands of acres, dear boy. The government had some trade deal—” He rolled his eyes and raised his eyebrows, as if that said it all. The government sold us down the river. They knew what they were planting was toxic. “But, we’ll find a way. We always do.”

      Porton’s way was often extreme, illegal, and unethical. Ron wasn’t sure if, left to the scientists whose curiosity ranked higher than their common sense, the cure might not prove worse than the disease.
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        Dr. Diana Stewart. Victor Matreus’ house, south of Austin, Texas

      

      

      

      “Bryce actually beat his own wife to death? Good grief.” Diana got up and poured herself a slug of whiskey. She handed Victor the decanter and downed her drink in one shot, feeling the fierce burn inside her.

      Victor set the decanter down on the side table, and when he answered it was little more than a whisper. “I just stood there, Di. I was frozen. I just couldn’t believe what had happened. He turned around—I don’t think he knew I was there. He looked at me, and for a moment I was afraid of him. My own son. But he just said, quite coolly, ‘I’ll get the mess cleared up. You don’t have to stay for this.’ So I—well, if I’m honest—I ran back to my rooms and had several drinks. Then I realized that I needed the results of that test. If I could prove that Anna was my granddaughter, it would mean Hallam wasn’t her father, and at least she’d be safe. But I went down to the lab and they told me.”

      “Let me guess. She isn’t related to you.” Diana sat back in her chair. “Man alive, what a mess.”

      “It could be that Bryce isn’t my son,” Victor went back to the desk and sat down so heavily that the chair squeaked. “I wouldn’t be that surprised. In fact, given what he did, I’d be more than a bit relieved. But there wasn’t an easy way to check in a hurry. And I just thought, if Anna isn’t his daughter, what’s to stop him attacking her like he did her mother? As his daughter, he loves her more than anything in this world, but what if he finds she’s the daughter of his unfaithful wife and the man who cuckolded him for eight years? How safe would she be then? So as evening fell, I slipped her some of my sedatives, gathered my more trusted people together, and we left.”

      Diana was stunned. “He’ll be furious. But at least when he finds out he won’t be anywhere near her. Does he know you have her?”

      “Hell no.” His face spasmed, and he rubbed his left arm, hard.

      “You okay?”

      “Pulled a muscle I think. Maybe pinched a nerve. I’ll have them look at it when I have a moment. Anyway. Look. I know you don’t owe me a damn thing, Di. You’re mad at me and you have every reason to be. But I honestly don’t know how to tell Anna that Bryce just killed her mother and the man who we assume is her father. How can I break her entire world to pieces that way? I need help, and when I saw you… Tell me. Please, will you stay? You’d pitch it better than I ever could, and at least Anna has met you.”

      “What?” Diana fell back in her chair. “Wow. I honestly can’t believe you asked me to do that. Except, no, I absolutely can believe it. Victor! You don’t even know just how—how blinkered you are, do you?”

      Victor’s eyebrows drew together. “So that’s a no?”

      A wave of anger brought her to her feet. “What is it with you guys? You understand I’m not your employee any more, right? I didn’t spend that many years studying for a degree and a Master’s and then a Ph.D. in order to do the jobs that you and Dan and every other boss in your benighted company does not want to do, Victor!” She paced to the mantelpiece and back. “Do you know why I was at Jonah Sanders’ farm in Watseka in the first place?”

      “No.”

      “I was there because Dan knew that he was going to have to give Jonah bad news, and he was too chicken to do it himself! It’s all very nice to be the one handing out the checks, or swanning round agreeing to fund projects, or sitting in a conference looking important and speaking for the company, but if it’s a hard, horrible thing that needs done, what do we do? We call Diana, because she’ll take one for the company! No more, Victor.” She swung round. “And of all the jobs in the world, this is not one anyone else can do. Not if you love her, because she will remember how you handle this for the rest of her life.”

      “But Di—”

      “No. Do it yourself, even if you do it badly, and she will forgive you. She’ll remember that you were there sharing in her grief. You send anyone else at all, even if it’s someone she’s loved since she was a baby, and she will never forget that you didn’t think her important enough to tell her yourself.”

      “Oh, come on, Di.” Victor leaned back in his chair, annoyed. “Don’t you think you’re overcomplicating this?”

      “Anna is the same age I was when my mother died.” Diana let that sink in for a moment. “I was at school at the time. And my father told his secretary to phone me and let me know, because he didn’t want to have to deal with my reaction. She disobeyed, took the day off, and took me out of school to at least tell me in some privacy.” She paused by the window. “I always appreciated her kindness, but I never forgot that my father cared less about me than about some business meeting. Don’t you dare make her feel like that.”

      Victor held up a hand. “I’ll get it wrong. I’ll say the wrong thing—”

      She rounded on him. “Doesn’t matter. Do you love her?”

      “Of course!”

      “Then step out of your comfort zone for once in your life, Victor!” All the things she’d never had the opportunity to say boiled up inside her like magma in a volcano. “This is a moment where supporting her is more important—so much more important—than you maybe feeling a bit awkward. Get with the program!” The volcano was in full eruption, and she couldn’t stop herself. “And while you’re taking your blinkers off, take a look at the wider world round you. I have been immersed in death and destruction ever since that first day in Watseka—where Jesse, who’d just lost his mother—also saw his father die, in a particularly horrific manner, by the way. And you wanted me to leave him with social services. I’d like you to just consider how that would affect Anna before you go on.”

      She slammed her hand on the desk so hard her palm stung, and Victor jumped. “So many people have died, Victor. So many! There are cadavers rotting in the streets everywhere, or still sitting in crashed cars, or lying in the fields. I tripped over someone’s femur outside a burned-out car yesterday, and I wasn’t even surprised any more, never mind shocked or upset. Because it’s all I have seen every day since the first swarm rose. And so have Jesse, and Rachel. Do you even know what that does to a child? I don’t, but I’m thinking it’s nothing good. There’s no water or power available to most people. They’re having to fight for food or starve. I was attacked yesterday by someone I never met before over a bottle of water, and he was absolutely set on killing me for it. The world’s gone feral. People are killing each other in the fight to survive, and it’s terrifying. Something has to be done, because it’s horrific out there, and it’s only getting worse.”

      She caught herself. Victor had a glazed look in his eyes, like a deer in the headlights. He’d never managed conflict well. If she wanted to make her point, she’d need to dial it down a bit. She went through her grounding exercise quickly, calming herself, then turned back to him, speaking slowly and deliberately. “Between the cicadas and the wildfires, the world has gone mad, Victor, and it’s all linked into FeedIt. This is our mess, and we need to do something about it. Do you really expect Bryce to get in on that? Because it seems to me that Bryce is all about the money and he doesn’t give a damn about the consequences.”

      Victor had the look of a man whose wits had been scattered to the four winds. He was rubbing his left arm, and avoided her gaze.

      She turned and stormed back to the mantelpiece. It was pointless even trying. She didn’t know why she kept wasting her time on him, again and again.

      The rush of energy her anger had brought ran out suddenly, and she slumped on the window seat, looking out at the smoke clouds that were turning pink with the setting sun. Outside two of the armed guards chatted. One took a drag on a cigarette and blew a smoke ring.

      Victor pinched the bridge of his nose. “You can’t blame FeedIt for natural disasters, Di.”

      “What about unnatural ones? Because I’ll tell you now, this is the most unnatural thing I ever saw, and I honestly believe that if it doesn’t get turned around soon, we might not ever manage it.” She swiveled the window seat to face him. “And I solidly, squarely, 100% believe that this is a disaster of our making. It’s our responsibility. I don’t care what the lawyers said, FeedIt did this. You know it and I know it.” She held his gaze until his shoulders slumped.

      “Yes,” he murmured.

      “So why don’t you do something about it? Bryce’s reaction is to turn all this into something he can weaponize and sell. It’s just wrong. He’s selling death, and you know it.”

      Victor did that helpless little handwave that she’d always hated so much. “But what can I do? He has the controlling interest—”

      That did it. She was up on her feet again, and striding back to the desk. “You can grow a damn backbone, Victor! There’s a hundred things you can do, and with the world on fire no one gives a toss about the controlling interest! Right now, it’s not about what you have on paper, it’s about what you have in your hand. And yes probably Bryce has more in the sense that he has the whole Austin facility to play with, but it isn’t like you’re short of facilities here, is it? You have a medical suite. You have a lab. You have people, and power, and water, and supplies.”

      “But—”

      “Don’t you see?” She took her seat at the desk again, leaning forward as she spoke. “You have the facilities here to find out how to stop it or slow it or protect against it or something, at least.”

      There was a long silence before he replied. “I wouldn’t know where to start.”

      Diana snorted. “That’s a ridiculous excuse and you know it. You have all the information at your fingertips about how it was put together, and you’re no slouch of a scientist yourself. You want to know where to start? I’ll tell you exactly where. You work out what we did, how it affects the Teff and the cicadas, how to stop the cicadas reproducing—which they appear to be doing at increasingly fast intervals, by the way. Then you block those affected. If we know where the affected Teff is, we can get rid of that in a controlled way, maybe by gathering it in and burning it.”

      “We already tried that in California.” He shook his head. “We’d no idea how flammable FeedIt would make the Teff. The fires started when we tried to burn the lot. It got out of control so fast it was eating whole towns before word even got to us.”

      “Holy hell. We started the wildfires?” Diana dropped into her chair. “And they’re so bad because of Teff? Just how widespread is the Teff? Do you have access to those records?”

      “I think so.” He pulled his laptop across, opened it, and started tapping away.

      “Victor, are you really going to commit to this?”

      He paused typing but didn’t catch her eye. “I want to.”

      “Not good enough. When Bryce turns up, as you know he will, will you keep going, whatever he threatens you with?”

      He didn’t move for a full minute. Then he exhaled. “I have to, don’t I?” He looked up, his face sad. “You always could make me remember who I wanted to be once upon a time, Di. I wanted to make a difference, in a good way. I wanted to do things that were worth doing. My father made me realize I was powerless in the face of his opposition. So I stopped trying, and became the pointless playboy that he thought I was. But in doing that, I allowed him to sculpt Bryce into something terrible. My own son.”

      He sat back in his chair, dropping his hands from the keyboard. “I’ve blamed my father for Bryce’s ways for a long time, but the truth of it is that if I had been a proper father to him—if I had just paid him some attention—he wouldn’t have been so hungry for affection that he turned to my father.” He went back to typing. “But if I accept that I’m responsible for how Bryce is, then I also need to accept some of the responsibility for Selena’s death, and that’s horrifying. And I love Anna, utterly. It wasn’t till her that I really understood about children. But I’d do anything, risk anything for her. And if I’m to prevent her from growing up like Bryce, then I need to learn how to be a good grandfather. And I’m starting from a pretty low point, I guess.”

      He picked up the framed photograph that was still facedown on his desk. “Di, I’m terrified. Look at how badly I messed up with Bryce. I couldn’t bear getting it that wrong again with Anna. And even though my father isn’t around anymore, Bryce is, and he’s even worse. And she adores him. Somehow I have to break it to her that he killed her mother. How can I do that? But how can I not? And how can I be a good person for her to be with if I condone everything that my company has done?”

      Diana waited. This was an answer he would have to come to for himself.

      He dropped his face in his hands. “The only way I can redeem myself is to work to make it right. I don’t want Anna to grow up in a world where she can’t play outside in case she gets killed by a cicada. I want her to have a good life.” He looked up at her, a wry smile twisting his face. “And no one is going to make that happen but me, right?”

      “Well, maybe we’ll get you a little help on that one. It’s a big ask for just one person. Sam Leary, the entomologist, would jump at the chance to work on this. He knows all about the cicadas.” She frowned. “Are there others in the main compound you would trust to come across? We could do with someone who knows more about the Teff.”

      “I don’t know. I’ll think about that.”

      “We don’t have to answer it right now. It’s been an intense few days for both of us and I for one need a little more rest before I can work out how to fix the world.” She opened the door. “Come on. It must be nearly time for dinner now. Let’s eat and sleep and tomorrow we can work things out.”

      “Very well.” Victor followed her out. “Will you stay and help me? You know more about FeedIt than virtually anyone else, especially with Ed Greenbaum dead, and Dan too.”

      Dan. She shuddered, trying not to remember his bulging eyes and swollen face. “I don’t know, Victor. Bryce has it in for me, you know that, and I’m not going to have the others in danger from him either. That’s too much. I’ll send Ben and Rachel back to the ranch. Ben needs to rest that leg of his, and he absolutely won’t do that if there’s drama going on.”

      “And the boy? Jesse?”

      “You can’t send me away.” Jesse was peering over the banister. How long he’d hidden there, she didn’t know. “I won’t leave you. Not this time.” He ran down the stairs and clung to Diana. “I’m not going.” The tears in his eyes stung her.

      “It’s dangerous, Jesse. I just want you someplace safe.”

      “I’m not going. I’m not.” Tears spilled down his cheeks and he clutched at her so tightly that it was uncomfortable.

      I’m not going. I’m not! She’d said the same thing clinging to her father when he’d sent her to boarding school after her brother died. Her stepmother Angelica, screaming and slamming the door, her father trying to smooth things over, and all the time they knew it was Diana who had caused Charlie’s death, caused the arguing that stressed him so much his faulty heart had given out.

      She remembered being all of ten years old and grieving for Charlie, and being sent away to a world of strangers; the girls in the school who already had their friendship groups and weren’t interested in inviting in anyone else, the teachers who were happy to talk about her intellectual prowess but left anything emotional ‘to matron.’ The matron who’d been so kind to her leaving after a month, and being replaced by a woman who thought Diana was too clever for her own good and should make more effort to fit in. She hadn’t hesitated to tell everyone, including the other girls, that that was the case.

      It still hurt, a wound that deep, but grief among strangers was just what she was sending Jesse back to. Even though Ben and Rachel were hardly the mean girls at school, still…

      The truth hit her like a sledgehammer. If she didn’t want to be like her father, some day she would have to stop sending Jesse away and get on with being a good guardian to him. Family was supposed to mean something, and she was his only family now.

      She dropped to her knees and held him close for a moment before she could speak. “It’s probably a bad plan, but we’ll only be here for a day or two and then we’ll be out of here. So yes, on this occasion you can stay and then go back with me when I do, okay?”

      “Okay.” His voice was muffled against her chest. “I had a bad dream. And I woke up and you weren’t there. I thought you’d left me again.”

      Again. Ouch. Behind her, Victor caught his breath, and Diana was in full agreement. “It’s okay, sweetheart. We’re gonna finish up here, and then we’ll go back to the ranch. As soon as we can, we’ll find someplace we can live for good. And Ben and Rachel will maybe stay with us for a little while, maybe Patti too, and we’ll make it a real home.”

      He sniffled. “Can I have a dog?”

      She laughed. “That will be a question for then, not for now. But when the time is right, maybe. I like dogs too. For now, let’s go and eat something. Tomorrow we’ll sort out the rest. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      She straightened up to find Victor leaning against the wall, clutching his arm. His lips were gray. “Victor? Victor!” He didn’t seem able to hear her. “Help! Somebody help!” She let go of Jesse and ran over to him.

      Marina burst out of the kitchen. “What is it?”

      Diana had an arm around Victor, supporting him. “The doctors, quick!” In moments the medical staff rounded the corner with a gurney. They lifted him onto it and whisked him away.

      “Will he be all right?” Ben was leaning over the stairs, Rachel close behind him.

      “I don’t know.” Diana’s heart pounded. Not Victor too! I’m not ready to lose him yet! “It didn’t look good.” She was brought back to earth by Jesse tugging on her hand. “What is it, Jesse?”

      He looked up at her beseechingly. “I’m sorry about your friend but…I’m hungry.”

      She mustered a smile. “Of course. Let’s get you something to eat.”

      Ben and Rachel came down to join them, and they sat together at the dinner table. Diana found it difficult to eat, but she forced her way through a proper meal for the first time since she’d left the Tower in Chicago. Jesse scarfed down everything that was in front of him, of course, and won a smile from Marina by asking for more.

      “He has a staff!” Ben shot a look over his shoulder, but Marina was busy in the kitchen. “Who has a staff during a global catastrophe?”

      The house had power, hot water, food. Who wouldn’t stay?

      “Don’t they have families of their own?”

      Diana shrugged. She’d given up trying to understand humans. Perhaps Jesse was right, they should get a dog.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Ben continued. “This is delicious, but it’s creepy, too.”

      Diana passed him a bowl of mashed potatoes. “Add butter and enjoy.” It was as good an answer as any and made him laugh.

      After dinner they waited in the lounge, but the hours stretched on and still there was no word about Victor. Jesse began to nod off again. Rachel offered to get him back up to bed, while Ben stayed and kept Diana company. “You okay there, Doc?” he asked gently as the clock struck 1 a.m.

      “I’m scared for him, Ben. I really am. He was finally going to do something about all this. For the first time he was going to go against his family and do what was right.” Diana lifted a cushion onto her lap and hugged it. “And now this.” Ben raised his arm as she leaned back, and she tucked herself under it almost without thinking. “You’re a very comforting person to have around, sheriff.”

      “We aim to serve, ma’am.” He tightened his arm around her.

      “I’ve been thinking about what we need to do now.” She snuggled her head onto his shoulder. “Will you take Rachel back to the ranch? I’d rather she wasn’t in the middle of all this. And—”

      “Doctor Stewart?” A nurse came into the lounge. “Mr. Matreus wants to see you.”

      “Of course.” Diana didn’t want to move, but she couldn’t justify not going to Victor simply because she was sitting with Ben. “Sorry, Ben.”

      “Go. We’ll talk later.” He gave her a final squeeze and lifted his arm so she could get out.

      “Thanks.” Diana followed the nurse down to the gleaming white medical suite. Victor was lying on a bed, hooked up to all sorts of machines and wearing an oxygen mask. “Victor? Are you okay?”

      He waved her forward. “Sit. We need to talk.” His voice was muffled by the mask.

      She took a seat in the chair next to his bed. “This is no time to be talking through the plan, you know.”

      “That’s not what I need to say.” He rested his head back against the pillows and closed his eyes for a second. He looked less gray-faced than he had earlier, but so, so tired. “Di, it turns out I have a dodgy heart. This time it’s nothing too serious if I don’t get up to too much, but it could go boom at some point, and that one might cause a lot of damage.”

      “Oh, Victor.”

      He took her hand, and that worried her. “While I’ve been lying here, I’ve been thinking things through. I have to go on with the plan. I have to. They tell me that with the right medical help I could have years ahead of me, but given the state of the world right now, it seems foolish to assume the right medical help will always be available. So I need to plan for things not going well, as well as for things improving.”

      “What do you want to do?” The hairs on the back of her neck lifted. Something big was coming, she could feel it.

      “I need to work on this mess, and I need to work on it now. We’ll bring in anyone we can. We still have a little fuel for the chopper. If the right people are far away, then we’ll use whatever we have left to go and get them. We’ll make this happen. If I don’t get it all sorted out now, I might not have another chance. But there’s something that’s even more important than all of that.”

      “More important than saving the world?” Victor clutched her hand so tightly it hurt, but she ignored it—her brain was already working on who ‘the right people’ were. Victor had the money—even a chopper, for crying out loud—but she knew how to cobble together the Dream Team. She squeezed his hand back, certain she could, and would, make him proud. “Tell me.”

      “Anna.” He turned away, his eyes deadly serious. “If I die, she’s on her own. Bryce isn’t related to her, so he has no claim. Her real parents are dead. She deserves a mother who will love her.” He turned back to face Diana and then paused, gasping for breath. “I want to make you her legal guardian. I want you to be that mother.”

      Oh! That’s not what I… You want me to be her mother? Her heart thundered so that she couldn’t say the words out loud, and her breathing shallowed. As the room started to swim round her, she clutched at the arm of her chair, fighting to get a grip on the old panic. Don’t ask me that! It’s too much!
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      It felt like forever that Keiko watched Netsy’s chest rise and fall. Her breathing was shallow—almost imperceptible—but respiration was occurring. Keiko’s eyes met Gretchen’s when Gretchen came into the room. “You see? She’s not dead. She’s breathing.”

      “I didn’t explain myself well.” Gretchen frowned and pushed up the sleeves of her shirt. “What I meant to say is that a lot of people with serious Teff smoke exposure go into seizures, and even comas.” She laid her hands on Keiko’s shoulders. “The problem is—I don’t know how else to say this—they don’t usually come out of it.”

      Keiko pulled herself away from Gretchen and took a step back. “You don’t know Netsy Abraham the way I know her. She’s a fighter. A survivor.” Her voice tightened and tears spilled, running down her cheeks. She wasn’t about to lose Netsy. Not after Maiko. “Don’t you dare talk to me about her dying.” She sniffled and stroked Netsy’s hand. “You’re a fighter, right? Just like me. We finish.”

      Gretchen rubbed Keiko’s back. “You’re probably right.” Her voice was tinged with resignation. “She had a respirator on the whole time, right?”

      “Almost the whole time. That SOB shot a hole through it, but I fixed it.” She lifted the respirator and showed Gretchen the taped-up canister. “See? Almost like new.”

      “You did a great job. I’m sure she’s going to be fine.” Gretchen turned her eyes to Netsy. “Like you said, she’s a fighter. She might even be breathing better already.” Gretchen huffed and shuffled from one foot to the other, a nervous gesture Keiko hadn’t seen in a while. “I do have some good news, though. This is going to sound totally random, and I guess it is when you think about it. Keiko, are you listening to me?”

      Keiko looked up from the floor, where she’d lowered herself to be on eye level with Netsy. “What? I’m listening.”

      Gretchen sighed. “As I said, this is random, but there’s a helicopter coming for us.”

      “A helicopter?”

      “Yes. It’ll be here in…” Gretchen checked her watch “…about an hour. Probably a little less. So we need to pull together whatever we need—although they said there’s very little room. And we’ll somehow have to get Netsy up onto the roof.”

      “Wait, backup. Who is ‘they?’ And why are ‘they’ sending a helicopter?”

      “They are Victor Matreus, and…”

      “Stop. Did you say Matreus? Bryce Matreus?”

      “No, Victor. Who is Bryce Matreus?”

      “Bryce Matreus’ thugs threw me out of my lab in Boulder, kidnapped me and Maiko, and murdered Christopher and Raoul.”

      “Holy…”

      “I’m not going anywhere with anyone named Matreus, so cross that helicopter right off your list. How do you know about this, anyway?”

      Gretchen pointed at a small radio sitting on a lab counter. “You forgot about the shortwave. I’ve been monitoring the emergency channel. A message came across about 90 minutes ago that said ‘Keiko Sato, whoever you are, I understand you’re at the Donck solar lab,’ and went on to say that a helicopter was coming to pick us up and take us to the Matreus lab in Austin to continue research for a cure. The helicopter’s already left and will be here, like I said, in less than an hour. We’re supposed to be ready for what Matreus called ‘a lightning extraction,’ whatever that means.”

      “I just told you, I’m not going anywhere with anyone associated with Bryce Matreus.”

      “Victor, not Bryce.”

      “Whoever. Besides, can a helicopter even fly here from Austin? That’s over 500 miles.”

      Gretchen shrugged. “Beats me. Boys and their toys.”

      “Well I’m not going. That’s final.”

      “Look, you say you love Netsy, and I believe you. But, this may be our only chance to save her. And maybe this Victor guy is unrelated to Bryce.”

      Keiko shot Gretchen a stony look. “Gretchen, exactly how many unrelated Matreuses do you think exist who are rich enough to a) have an army of thugs and b) have a private helicopter WITH FUEL that can fly 500 miles to rescue a stupid scientist this deep into an apocalypse?”

      “Look, all I can say is we’re screwed if we stay here, and Netsy will die. You do what you want, but I’m getting me and her on that helicopter.” Gretchen stormed out of the lounge.

      Keiko had been watching Netsy breathe for half an hour when Gretchen stormed back in. “Roll up your pants leg. You can’t sit around in a tourniquet forever.” Keiko froze, not understanding what Gretchen was asking or why. Gretchen crossed her arms. “I said roll up your pants leg. I’m going to clean that gunshot wound.”

      Keiko let go of Netsy’s hand and loosened the belt around her thigh. She rolled up the leg of her jeans. The wound was a dark purplish-red, seeping fluid and blood. Gretchen knelt and settled Keiko’s leg across her knee.

      “This is going to hurt a lot, isn’t it?”

      “I’m sorry, but yes, yes it will. Are you ready?”

      Keiko gritted her teeth and nodded, then howled when Gretchen poured rubbing alcohol into the bullet wound.

      Gretchen dabbed at the torn skin with a cotton ball. “This is starting to look kinda gross. I hope it’s not getting infected.” She stretched several Star Wars Band-Aids over the wound, then gently set Keiko’s leg down and inspected her work. “Darth Vader and C-3PO are a good look for you.”

      Keiko wiped tears from her eyes. Her calf burned like hell. “Maiko used to have manga Band-Aids. I bandaged Netsy’s ear with them.”

      “Is that after you accidentally shot her?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How is Netsy doing?”

      “Worse, I think. Her breathing has slowed to even less than it was. She can’t die here, Gretch. Not now. Not after making it through so much. We’re so close.”

      “I’m not trying to be mean here, but I don’t know what you think we’re close to. We’re stuck in the middle of the desert in an apocalypse, with fading power and barely any food or water. The situation is dire, mujer. Which is why you’re getting on that helicopter.”

      “I told you I’m not going anywhere with a Matreus.”

      “Listen, if this Victor Matreus guy is as rich as he seems, then there’s a chance he’s got medical. And medical is what Netsy needs. As do you. But fine, do what you will. I’ll take Netsy and you can stay here and die of dehydration or gangrene or whatever.”

      Keiko hobbled up onto her feet. Her calf muscle seized, but she ignored the pain and faced Gretchen. “You’re not taking Netsy anywhere. She stays with me.”

      “Oh, so you’ll both die. That’s just awesome. I’m going to check the power. The helicopter will be here soon. Please achieve sanity before it gets here, okay?” Gretchen strode away down the hallway.

      Keiko sat back on the floor rubbing her calf to ease the cramping. Once the muscle relaxed, she lifted Netsy’s hand and kissed it as she smoothed her brow. Netsy moaned and for a long, agonizing moment her breathing stopped, then her chest fell and she resumed breathing. “You’re going to be all right, Netsanet. You’ll see. I’ll have you right as rain, and then I’ll teach you everything I was going to teach Maiko. Remember, I told you I’d teach you everything there is to know about science. You’re going to be a genius. Number one in your field. Just stay with me and keep breathing, okay?” She squeezed her hands tight around Netsy’s. “Please don’t leave me here alone.”

      Her leg cramped again and she stood up. “I’ll be right back. I’m just going to walk this off. If Gretchen comes, tell her we are not getting on that helicopter.”

      She hobbled out of the lab pulling her respirator on, then went down the hall where a bit of the Teff smoke still lingered, and out the mangled opening where the front doors had been before the Boulder Boyz ripped them off with their truck. She stood in the doorway and shielded her eyes against the sun. The smoke had thinned considerably, to the point where she could clearly see the low hills that boxed in the lab. The helicopter was due in minutes. There was no wind and with the clearing skies it should be perfect for a helicopter ride. How ridiculously tragic that it had to be a Matreus helicopter and not one she was actually going to get on.

      Something moved. She squinted and peered into the distance. It was two somethings. Two men, walking toward the lab. Her mind raced. There were four Boulder Boyz at the barricade, and only two—Baseball Cap and Shane—had been accounted for since then. Were these the missing two? She turned and shuffled back through the destroyed doorway. She wished she could lock the doors, or chain them shut like when she was evicted from her lab in Boulder, but nothing could ever be that simple, could it? She shouted down the hall. “Gretchen! We’re going to have company!”

      Gretchen sprinted down the hall and met Keiko at the lounge door. “What are you talking about? What company? The helicopter? Is it here already?”

      “Boulder Boyz.” Keiko, gasping, choked out the words. “There were two unaccounted for. I think I’ve found them. Or they’ve found us.”

      “Quick! We’ve got to get Netsy up onto the roof!” Gretchen sprinted into the room and bent to lift Netsy.

      “Gretch, I can’t!”

      Gretchen whirled to face Keiko. “Look, you can stay and die with your Boulder Boyz murder thugs, but Netsy is not going to be left here for that human garbage to paw over. Do you get me?”

      Tears streamed down Keiko’s face. She froze in place.

      “Don’t give me the sad-girl tears, Keiko. They won’t work. Now give me a hand. Slide under her other arm and let’s get her up to the roof. Once we’re there you can stay or go or do whatever you want. But this girl will not die at the hand of these racist idiots—not on my watch!”

      Keiko stumbled to the couch and helped Gretchen raise Netsy’s limp body. With one of Netsy’s arms slung over each of their shoulders, they staggered down the hall and entered a darkened stairwell.

      “Shut the door behind you.” Gretchen’s voice was a low hiss, and she held Netsy steady while Keiko pushed the door shut. “Is there a way to lock it?”

      Keiko shook her head. “I don’t see anything.”

      “Shush. I hear voices.”

      Footsteps approached the stairwell door. “Hey, ladies! Did you think you were the only ones with a radio?”

      A second voice crossed over the first. “Dude, shut up. They’ll hear us.”

      The footsteps stopped on the other side of the door.

      “Bro, chill out. There’s nowhere for them to go.”

      “That Asian chick has a gun. You saw what she did to Shane. And that black girl is probably packing too.”

      “Whatever, bro. Shane was dumb to get caught. Let’s check the lab.”

      The footsteps moved on and faded down the hall. Gretchen poked Keiko and whispered, “It’s going to take them all of three nanoseconds to realize we’re not in the lab or the lounge and start searching for us, so let’s go. This stairwell has rooftop access. Hurry.”

      Keiko and Gretchen emerged onto the rooftop half supporting, half hauling Netsy between them, and were met with a raging flurry of grit that stung their arms and faces. A long, slim, single-rotor helicopter descended and settled onto the rooftop, the gun turret nestled in its belly just clearing the surface of the building. Gretchen slipped out from under Netsy’s arm and slid her over to Keiko, shouting to be heard over the deafening roar of the helicopter’s engine. “Get her in the helicopter! I’ll be right back!”

      “Where are you going?”

      Gretchen raised her hand to her ear, signaling she couldn’t hear, then waved Keiko off.

      Keiko dragged Netsy toward the helicopter. She couldn’t believe what she was about to do. Nothing even remotely associated with the Matreus name had been good—ever—and now she was going to put Netsy on a helicopter owned by a Matreus? It didn’t matter if it was a Bryce Matreus or a Victor, they were all pure evil. But there wasn’t much choice, not cornered on the roof by two armed killers. Then again, it’s not like she hadn’t been in similar situations over the last month.

      The thought lingered. At no point in her life did she imagine herself breaking up a sexual assault, or watching her house burn down, or witnessing Christopher’s murder…or her darling little Maiko’s. And she’d killed too. More than once. It was astonishing how much her life had changed since the beginning of the cicadapocalypse. Just astonishing.

      The rotor blades buffeted Keiko as she approached the pilot, who sat nestled in the cockpit behind a separate, empty seat situated directly in front of him. Her eyes wandered over the sleek, narrow machine. “Where’s the side door?”

      The pilot, a middle-aged African-American wearing an olive-drab cap with a 17th Air Cav patch leaned out toward Keiko. “There is no side door.”

      “Then where do we sit?”

      “Right there.” The pilot pointed at the seat directly in front of him.

      “But there are three of us.”

      “Lady, there’s no room for cargo on this bird. I was sent to pick up one person. Japanese name. By the looks of it, that’s you. Now with all due respect, I need you to get in and strap up. I’ve got barely enough fuel to make it back as it is, and that’s not a 100%, because I think this is some dirty fuel they gave us.”

      Keiko hitched Netsy up against her shoulder. “I’m not leaving this girl behind. Or my friend.”

      The pilot gave Keiko an exasperated look, then scanned the rooftop. Keiko followed his gaze to the rooftop door, where Gretchen was jamming a lid or cover of some sort under the door handle. “What’s going on up here?”

      “We’re being hunted. By white supremacists.” That might resonate.

      “Dammit. Look, I only have space for two—and that’s if you squeeze tight. Someone’s got to stay behind.”

      “They’ll kill her!”

      A hand fell on Keiko’s shoulder, and a familiar voice spoke. “Keiko, it’s okay. I’ll stay.”

      Keiko turned to face Gretchen. “What? You can’t!”

      “Really, it’s no problem. I’ll make it work. I’ve got enough gas in the car to get to El Paso.”

      “Where have I heard that before?” Tears rose in Keiko’s eyes—again. She’d never cried so much in her life as she had during the last month.

      “I have friends there. I’ll work something out and get myself to Austin. I’ll find you there. And Netsy.”

      “But there’s no food. Or water. And the Boulder Boyz…”

      “Ladies, I got to go. My fuel situation isn’t good, and I have no desire to tank out and crash.”

      “You have to let her come.” Keiko pleaded with the pilot. When he gave her a blank expression, she switched to Gretchen. “You have to go with us!”

      Gretchen sniffled, then cupped her hands to make a stirrup and lowered them for Keiko to step into. “Step here and get going.”

      “Gretchen…”

      “Keiko, please shut up and get in the helicopter.” She grabbed Keiko’s good leg and raised it, then re-cupped her hands and slid them under Keiko’s foot and boosted her up.

      Keiko hauled herself into the helicopter, then looked out over the edge of the cockpit. “I don’t want to do this!”

      Gretchen slid Netsy out from under her arm and pushed her up toward Keiko, who hauled her up and settled her into the tight space in front of her.

      Gretchen leaned on her hands against the fuselage and looked up at the cockpit. Tears filled her eyes. “Dammit, I promised myself I wouldn’t cry.” She wiped her nose. “Keiko, listen to me. This is your time. Your moment. The world needs you. Go. Save the world. Win the Nobel. Make me proud.”

      “I can’t leave you here.”

      “Just remember to put my name on the damn paper this time, okay?”

      “No, I won’t remember because you’re going to effing come with and remind me yourself!”

      Gretchen forced a smile, choking words out around her tears. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.” She patted her side under her arm. “I brought a friend. Besides, we need to look out for the greater common good, right?”

      The pilot rose in his seat and leaned forward out the cockpit. “Lady, you need to strap in. I got to go. Now.” He pointed at the open cockpit canopy over Keiko’s head. “Grab that handle and pull down, then turn it once it’s closed.”

      Keiko pulled down on the handle. It took all her weight and strength to drag the door down.

      Gretchen cupped her hands and shouted as the canopy door closed. “We can’t trade seven billion for one, right?”

      The pilot lowered his canopy door and throttled up the engine. Gretchen waved, then turned her back to the spray from the rotor’s wash. Keiko waved to Gretchen’s back, her arms wrapped around Netsy’s middle, her eyes blurry with tears.

      The helicopter rose and Gretchen walked toward the door with her gun drawn. The door flew open and two men rushed out. There were flashes of fire and one man’s body jerked backward and dropped. From inside Victor Matreus’s helicopter, Keiko watched in horror as Gretchen’s body convulsed. She crumpled and Keiko screamed. “No! No, no, no!” She pressed her hands to the canopy’s glass. “Gretchen, I need you! I can’t do this alone!” She buried her head in Netsy’s shoulder and sobbed.

      The helicopter banked sharply to the south. A gust of wind buffeted the chopper and Keiko looked up. The Stefan J. Donck Molecular Research Institute Solar Lab receded behind them, disappearing with all the work she and Gretchen had done. With Gretchen’s body on the rooftop.

      They flew south along Loma Linda Road. Keiko scanned the ground as they flew toward Hueco Tanks. There was Raoul’s Outback, sitting in the center of the road, dead. A moment later, the little compact car with the dead climbers. Then the intersection where Shane’s barricade had been. Somewhere nearby off the roadside, somewhere she couldn’t find, was an old cactus with its arms stretched out over a little girl’s grave.

      The pilot shouted, his voice jarring her. “I’m really sorry about your friend, ma’am. There just wasn’t any room.” He took the helicopter higher up and wheeled east toward Austin. “This is a fool’s errand, if you ask me. No one was even sure there was anyone here. Some pipsqueak named Sam assured us you’d be around. Guess he was right.”

      Keiko shut her eyes. The glare from the morning sun lit up the cockpit, and she could sense the sun, even with her eyes closed. The pilot shouted forward again. “You better be good at whatever it is you do—that lady down there died to protect you, and Matreus is pissed about spending so much money on this little rescue mission.”

      You better be good at whatever it is you do. No pressure.

      Keiko’s heart broke for Gretchen. And then there was Matreus. The last name she wanted to hear. So much of the violence—so much killing and death—was due to the Matreus family. And now she was flying right into their arms.
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        Kim Walker. Route 54 to Van Horn, Texas

      

      

      “You hear that?” It was Alpha Male. The dirtbag thug who’d been hunting her and Dixie all over town since they’d thwarted his and his gang’s attempt to harm a young boy and his pet cat.

      Footsteps thudded near where Kim and Dixie lay hidden in the crawlspace beneath the old house. Kim froze and tried not to gag. Everything around her smelled of damp, decay, and death. A jittery, thin beam of light swept the sparse, scraggy weeds that grew next to the house.

      Another man responded, sounding aggrieved. “Hear what? There’s nothing here and I’m dog tired. I say we hightail back to the hotel.” A beer can fell to the ground and a heavy boot stomped on it. That must be Beer-Belly Man.

      Something with multiple hairy legs skittered over Kim’s bare neck. She sank her teeth into her lower lip so she wouldn’t scream and started counting to twenty. She wished herself far, far away. Maybe home in Australia with cheeky gray and pink galahs feeding in the bottle brush tree outside her bedroom window. Or brewing a pot of fresh coffee in her café. Or maybe she was sitting beside her daughter for the first time in over eight years and they were relaxed and happy in each other’s company. Anything was preferable to this, lying in the dirt on her belly under a house in a godforsaken corner of America in pitch-black darkness while drunk thugs scoured the town looking for her.

      Wistful fantasies couldn’t take away her bleak reality. And worse, that Emma remained missing, perhaps lost to her forever. She would never give up searching for her daughter, but before she could begin, she had to find Wyatt, who had disappeared during the night—yet another person who’d relied on her for protection..

      A volley of coughs burst from another thug, each one hoarser than the last before he hawked up something gross and spat it onto the ground just a few feet away. “I’m for getting out of the smoke. My chest is killing me.” He sniffled, then erupted into another fit of hacking and spitting.

      “We need to eat, fools.”

      “We haven’t raided the houses on the other side of the railway line yet.” Beer-Belly Man belched and coughed.

      Someone punched the side of the house. “Aww, fine. But I’m not waiting all day. As soon as it’s daylight, we’re gonna rip this town apart. I want those women. And I want food.” Alpha Male punched the siding a second time. He had to be standing right beside the house, but Kim didn’t dare turn her head to check.

      The…spider?...paused its journey across her neck, then resumed, sending fresh shudders through her body. It had to be a spider—of all the creepy-crawlies in the world they had all those creepy legs. The spider moved again, picking its careful way up her neck. Even though she wore a full-face respirator, her anxiety skyrocketed. She bunched her fists, her entire body stiffening as she fought the urge to slap at her skin and fling the spider as far away as possible. It probably had an army of friends about to launch themselves on top of her at any minute. A shiver raced through her. Thugs she could deal with, but a massive creepy-crawly was another matter.

      Dixie’s hand touched hers, squeezing gently, the brief contact grounding her. She wouldn’t—she couldn’t—give in to fear. She wouldn’t allow fear to rule her and cause her to make another bad decision. She clenched her jaw. The bloody thing moved again! Jerking away from Dixie’s hold, Kim brushed at her neck, breathing hard as she swallowed her shriek. Full-blown panic bloomed in her chest. She jerked, and her elbow cracked against the floorboards, the noise as loud as a gunshot in the quiet night.

      “There it is again! Come on! You must have heard that!” The flashlight swept back and forth beside the house.

      “Probably just a cat.”

      “We can eat a cat.” Knees cracked on the far side of the house, then a beam of light swept through the crawlspace, lighting up the jungle of piers and discarded household junk. All that protected Kim and Dixie from discovery was a broken bed frame.

      Kim tried to flatten herself lower.

      “I’m telling you, there’s nothing here, man.” The voice was on the near side of the house—the side with nothing between them and the thugs. “And I don’t want to eat a cat.” Beer-Belly Man coughed. “Aw man, my chest!”

      Kim cringed as a shriek built in her throat. The spider crawled up onto her mask and stopped on her face shield. It was enormous—as big as a small dinner plate from the end of one leg to another—and brown and hairy and huge. The pincers at its mouth flexed open and closed. Big beady eyes stared down at her face, just inches away. The only lucid thought she could manage was that the spider looked a lot like the Huntsman spiders they had back home in Australia, and those weren’t poisonous, right? Right? It took everything she had to remain in place, motionless, every bone in her body rigid as the horrendous thing sat on her. If it got in her hair… She suppressed a scream.

      The light withdrew from the far side of the crawlspace, and then something pounded against the side of the house five times, like someone was letting loose a whole pile of frustration. “Okay, listen. Hotel first, then we burn this town to the ground. That’ll flush out those women.”

      “Sure thing, boss.” Beer-Belly Man coughed again.

      Footsteps crunched away down the gravel drive taking the light with them. The shadows in the cramped space beneath the house morphed into a blackness so deep Kim felt entombed, but she didn’t dare move until the voices had faded completely.

      “I think they’ve gone. What in the world is wrong with you?” Dixie’s whisper sounded on the edge of irate.

      Her muscles aching from the enforced immobility, Kim mumbled out of the side of her mouth. “Spider. On my mask. Get. It. Off. Me.”

      Dixie switched on her flashlight. The sudden light, blinding in the darkness, exposed the underbelly of the house and the labyrinth of cobwebs filling the beams and joists. Insects scrambled in all directions.

      A cockroach raced across Kim’s hand and darted onto her belly. “Shoot! ” It was the final straw. Slapping at her face, her torso, her everywhere, Kim rolled onto her side then squirmed through the dirt, praying she wouldn’t roll over onto the massive spider and smash it.

      Choking off a laugh, Dixie, who had scrabbled out from under the house ahead of her, aimed the flashlight, giving Kim a beacon to follow. Kim scrambled to the edge of the crawlspace and wriggled her way out from under the house. She stood and beat at her clothes, shaking her head and dancing up and down in an attempt to eject any insects still clinging to her.

      “You done?” Dixie rose to her feet and brushed at her own clothes.

      After raking her fingers through her hair and ridding it of dirt and dead leaves, Kim pulled the locks into a ponytail. She kept her voice low. “That was seriously one of the worse moments of my life.”

      Dixie chuckled. “Worse than facing down a bunch of armed thugs?”

      Kim performed another quick dust down of her clothes for good measure, spraying a mist of dirt and ash in all directions. “Way worse.”

      “Stand still and I’ll check you over.” Stepping closer, Dixie shifted the flashlight up and down Kim’s body, even shining it over her head. “All clear.”

      “Thanks.” Kim blew out a breath to steady her nerves before placing her hands on her hips. “Did you hear what they said about ripping the town apart? That boy we saw last night proves other people are still here. With those idiots rampaging about, no wonder no one answered when we knocked.”

      “How are we going to find Wyatt?”

      “No idea. But one thing is for sure, we have to find him before they do. Let’s check the truck again, in case he’s returned. I wish we knew whether he took off himself to look for help or whether someone forced him to leave.”

      Dixie led the way as Kim shrugged off her pack and found a bottle of water. Removing her mask, she took a few swallows, then passed the bottle to Dixie and replaced her respirator.

      Dixie drank several mouthfuls as they hurried to the rear of the yard and onto the adjacent property And then handed the bottle back to Kim. “Thanks, hon.”

      Kim packed the bottle away and slipped the bag over her shoulder. “You realize that the houses we haven’t knocked on are those on the other side of the railway line?”

      “Yeah. I did.” Dixie coughed, then adjusted her old-fashioned mask. “Exactly where those thugs are heading.”

      “Then we’ve got, what? one, maybe two hours at the most before the sun rises to check out that area. Let’s get to the truck. A run will warm us up. Come on.” Kim surged into a jog, weaving her way around the trash lining the side of the road. “I’ve been thinking about Wyatt. He’s only eleven. We should never have left him alone. Maybe I should have kept driving the second we saw the burned remains of Culberson Hospital.”

      “Maybe. But then again, I could have stayed with him instead of going with you looking for help.” Dixie’s breathing became more labored as they alternatively ran and quick-walked along the road.

      “And that was a waste of time. I bet the people still here are hunkered down, too frightened of the bullies to come to the door.” Fire flared over her ribs, burning deep through her lungs. Before the fires began, Kim could have run all day with no problems. Damn the smoke. “Almost there. See? We’re at the end of East Ninth street.”

      They both sprinted into a last spurt as they approached the intersection. The familiar outline of the stake bed truck appeared in the gloomy haze. But there was no sign of the boy. Kim pulled the keys from her pants pocket and opened the driver’s side door. Once they’d piled inside, she turned on the engine and ran the air conditioning. She unshouldered her mini bug-out bag and let it rest on the bench seat beside her. She slumped against the headrest and pressed a hand over her chest. She didn’t know if it was actually possible, but even her lungs felt tight. “Give it a good ten minutes before you take your mask off.”

      After stowing the flashlight in the console, Dixie took several long deep breaths until her wheeze became less noticeable. “Wyatt must have gone outside the truck for some reason. We left him with the doors locked and we have the only keys. If someone else came across him, you’d think they would have stolen the truck, too.”

      “Or there would be signs of breaking into the cab.” She frowned as she put the truck into motion. “Maybe they didn’t know how to hotwire the engine?”

      “But what made Wyatt open the door?”

      Good question, and one that had plagued Kim since they’d found him gone. The kid wasn’t stupid; he had a good head on his shoulders. He had to have had a reason to leave the truck. The truck rolled onto the road and Kim hesitated a beat before switching the headlights on. “His temperature was high, maybe he was delirious? Or maybe he had to pee? I guess we won’t know until we find him.” She took the next left onto Eisenhower Road, then turned left onto East Seventh Street. “I’m thinking we stay on the edge of town as much as possible.”

      “I like your way of thinking. Hope no one hears this engine. It sure is loud.” Using her sleeve, Dixie wiped the window clear of condensation.

      Ominous dread settled on Kim shoulders. Continuing their search for Wyatt was chewing up precious time, time that her daughter might not have. She couldn’t shake her mother’s instinct that Emma was in danger, but neither could she abandon Wyatt. But if she had to make a choice, it was Emma all the way. A few more hours, midday at most, and she would be on the road to Austin. Dixie would have to deal with the consequences by herself. And Kim would have to pray that Emma never found out her mother had left a boy to die.

      Frowning as her gut churned, Kim leaned close to the windshield. It was like driving through a pea-soup fog. “I did wonder whether we should have left the truck and walked. Although I don’t know about you, but I had to get out of that smoke, even if it’s only for a short while.”

      “Same, hon. This is good. We may need our energy later on. I sure wish we had another gun, though.”

      Bending forward, Kim slipped the gun from the back of her pants and handed it to Dixie. “You may as well take this. I can’t steer and fire a gun at the same time.”

      Dixie rested the weapon on her lap and returned to scrutinizing what little was visible through the dark smoke and wafting ash. Dawn was close, transforming the black night into patterns of a weird orange-gray as the landscape took shape and form around them. Kim turned right onto Baylor Street where the houses were few and far between. Some were nothing more than ruins—fallen walls and collapsed roofs amid a jungle of creepers and weeds. The further they drove down the road, the more obvious it was they had reached the eastern edge of Van Horn, as the ramshackle houses gave way to empty lots and fields that disappeared into the smoky distance.

      She was slowing as they drew closer to the next cross street when someone dashed out from behind a pile of snarled bedframes and old furniture and ran at the truck. The person slammed a fist against the side of the truck and Kim braked hard, jerking them forward and back. “Dixie! Quick! The gun!”

      “What have you done to Mateo?” A short man with a thick mane of black hair that flopped over his narrow eyes widened his stance and aimed a pistol at the window. He wore welding glasses over his eyes and a PN95 industrial mask over his nose and mouth. “Where is he? This is his truck!”

      “Perez? Is that you?” Kim raised both hands in the air as Dixie fumbled to raise the gun. “Dixie! Wait! Stop!”

      The man lowered his gun a tad, the fire in his voice easing as he stepped closer to the driver’s side door. His voice was curt and suspicious. “I’m Perez. Who are you?”

      “I’m Kim and this is Dixie. We…” They could hardly claim to be friends with Mateo given they’d known the man for less than one day. And then there was the little matter of his body lying behind them in the truck bed. She picked her words with care. “We know the Garcias and drove into town from their ranch yesterday. There was an incident along the way. But first, tell me, are you really Perez? If so, we’ve been looking for you all night.”

      “Sí, I’m Perez.” He lowered his gun, his shoulders slumping. “Then it is true what the boy tells me? My friend, Mateo, he is dead?”

      Kim opened the door and jumped to the ground. “I’m so sorry for your loss. We’ll tell you everything that happened, but you mentioned a boy. Is he…is his name Wyatt?” Fingers trembling, she held her breath as Dixie slipped out of the cab.

      Perez nodded and slid his pistol into a holster around his waist. “I heard an engine during the night and went to investigate, hoping it was FEMA arriving with food and water. I recognized Mateo’s truck, and saw there was an unknown boy inside who was very sick. I convinced him to come with me to my home. I could see at once he’d been affected by cicada toxin. A swarm hit us several days ago with tragic results, then those thugs arrived, destroying our hospital, murdering our people.” Perez paused and passed a hand over his welling eyes. “My father who lives with me has not been well for some time. We had a small stockpile of medication. I was able to give the boy some antibiotics.”

      Kim had to blink back tears as relief spiraled through her. “Thank you.” Wyatt was okay, he was going to be alright which meant she could restart her search for Emma.

      Dixie grabbed Perez’s hand and pumped it several times. “That sure is wonderful news. Thanks a bunch, Mister Perez.”

      Kim reached out and squeezed Perez’s hand herself. Then a distant rumble vibrated over the ground. “Did you feel that?”

      Perez gripped his pistol while Dixie fell back against the truck, hand over her heart, eyes wide behind her mask. Gunfire erupted from several streets away. Not the pop pop of single shots, but a rapid burst that split the early dawn.

      “Sounds like a machine gun. Is that possible?” Kim wrenched the door open, preparing to dive inside the truck.

      “Probably not a machine gun. Could be a semi-automatic rifle, though. Like an AR-15.” Perez pulled his gun back out and spun around.

      “But who?” Kim all but shrieked.

      “Those thugs.” Perez made frantic shooing movements with his gun. “Quick! Inside the truck.”

      Dixie scrambled back inside while Kim flung herself behind the steering wheel and slammed her door shut.

      Dixie scooted to the middle of the bench seat to make room for Perez, who hopped in beside her. He wound down the window and rested his gun on the opening. “Go to my house! Take the next right!”

      Kim swung hard onto East First Street, then swerved left then right to avoid fallen telephone poles. A thin stretch of rough dirt and scrappy weeds separated the road from the tracks. On the right was a white steel sheeting fence, behind which rose a tall pile of road base and the top of a cement truck.

      They were nearing the end of the fencing when two vehicles shot out from the side of the road, barring their way. Blazing high-beam headlights blinded Kim, and a volley of four shots punched into the road directly in front of the truck, spitting up shards of weathered asphalt.

      Kim hit the brakes hard. A harsh voice blared from a megaphone. “Lay down your weapons and exit the vehicle! One wrong move, and we will shoot to kill!”
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        Sam Leary. Austin, Texas

      

      

      

      “Is it really you?” Sam was aware that his question wasn’t logical. Of course it was Dr. Diana Stewart. No one sounded like her…or made his blood pressure settle and his mood rise the way she did. But she was reaching out over the airwaves, asking him to do something stupendous! Tremendous! Fantabulous! Incredible! The words of joy kept on repeating, even though she was still talking through his headphones.

      

      “You know you’re the only man for the job, Sam. There isn’t a brain as fine as yours from here to…well…anywhere!” She said the nicest things, but because she was Diana, he was inclined to believe she was telling the truth. “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t crucial. I know how much you want to be with your folks right now…”

      

      Yeah? Well, do I have news for you, Diana! He didn’t interrupt or try to correct her, even though she was way off base on that one.

      

      “…but I’m putting together the dream team. I’ve already reached out to Dr. Sato…”

      

      Sam’s brain glitched, missing several sentences. Dr. Keiko Sato! DR. KEIKO SATO! An old song—from his childhood—rose from his memory, another illogical-but-true eventuality. It was about a villain—Fagin? Maybe?—asking children if they’d do ‘anything’ for him.

      

      ‘Rob a store?’

      ‘Anything’ came the sing-song reply.

      ‘Hit the floor?’

      

      That wasn’t right. It was about a hangman’s noose, but the correct words weren’t making themselves known over the sound of Diana’s sales pitch. The point wasn’t lost on him—he’d give ‘anything? Anything!’ to work with Dr. Keiko Sato and Dr. Diana Stewart. She’d called it her ‘dream team’ but it was his ‘dream-come-true’ team, something his mother might have called a ‘bucket list’ item.

      

      “…will you think about it?”

      

      Sam’s stomach churned. He’d think of nothing else, he was pretty sure of that! “Okay!”

      

      “I get it, Sam, you have an obligation to your family.” Her words struck a deep sadness in his heart. She was right, he couldn’t just up and leave. “But we need you, too.”

      

      He nodded at the radio, every bit as gloomy as he’d been elated. He had obligations.

      

      “I’ll check back in a day…” And then she was gone, her kind, firm, easy-to-understand voice fading into static.

      

      Sam stumbled into the kitchen. His godfather, Sean, sat at the table, whittling a piece of wood. Sean nodded at him briefly but didn’t stop. Sam was glad—neither of them were morning people. He went over to the pitcher on the sideboard and poured himself a glass of water. It left the pitcher nearly empty, so he took it over to the water tank by the back door, but the water merely trickled from the tap, and when he looked inside there was only a foot or so of water in it. He waited till the jug was full and then brought it back inside. “We running low on water?”

      “Uh-huh.” Sean didn’t pause in his whittling. “Those idiots who attacked us tore my water tower to shreds, so now we just have what’s in the tank.”

      Sam pulled out the chair opposite and sat down. “How long will that last?”

      “If we ration it really carefully…well, still not long. A couple of weeks, maybe three if we’re really disciplined with it.” Sean turned the wood around to work on a tricky bit.

      “Then what?”

      “I guess if nothing else there’s always the river. But that’s a last resort. In the first instance I’ll see if there’s a way to do a rudimentary fix on my water tower. Even if it only works a little, anything will help.” Sean set down the knife and swept the shavings off the table and onto a plate which he set in the kitchen window. “We can use this as tinder if it dries out enough.”

      Sam picked up the wooden bar Sean had carved, rounded with a small rectangular hole in the middle. “What is it?”

      “Replacement head for the tap. The old one is gone. I’m hoping we’ll find it in the bushes somewhere, but we’ll need something in the meantime. Can we talk about your call with Diana? That was her last night, right?”

      Sam did his best not to stand to attention. It was exciting, but unnerving, to know that Diana was out there. Not just out there, but thinking about him and asking him to come work with her?

      “I wasn’t eavesdropping, honest.” That meant he had been and, worse, he’d heard part of his conversation with Diana. “I know you always feel most settled in the lab.”

      Sam sighed. To work with Diana and Dr. Keiko Sato was precisely where he ought to be, where he could add most value, where he could truly do what he was trained to do, but… “I don’t know. I want to help—with the science, you know? It’s fascinating stuff—but with everything that just happened…I don’t want to just leave my dad to deal with everything himself.”

      Sean turned around in his chair, leaning on the countertop. “I hear you, but there’s not much we can offer you here, and it sounds like you’d be safer there. Ryan and I have known each other forever. I’ll make sure he’s okay. There aren’t many who have your brains and your knowledge.”

      “They’re recruiting Dr. Keiko Sato. She’s one of the cleverest, most knowledgeable people I’ve ever crossed paths with. Her brain goes on for miles. You know how most of the time you bump into the walls of other people’s training and they’re looking at you blankly, as if you’ve grown another head, when in fact you’ve just laid out something logical…”

      Sean smiled, but he had precisely the look Sam was talking about—a type of kind-worried-frowny-something face. His godfather didn’t understand what he meant, but that was okay. Sean was kind and kindness mattered, just as much as smart.

      “There’s oatmeal in the pan. Eat a good breakfast and we’ll talk again later. We have a lot of digging to do today and it’s going to be…well…you know...” The subject was closed and he had to make his peace with that.

      Sam set the tap down. “A grave for Mom?”

      “Yes.” Sean went to the door and paused. “We should get rid of the other bodies too. They’re already starting to stink. We should do as much as we can before it gets hot.”

      Sam dropped his head in his hands. It was all a nightmare. He just wanted to be back in a lab, doing something that made sense and was quiet and ordered. But he didn’t feel like he could leave his father so soon after the loss of his mother. It wouldn’t be right somehow.

      As if summoned, Ryan walked into the kitchen, saw him, and walked out again without speaking. Yep, that was all it needed to be absolutely, utterly perfect. He didn’t know what to say to make it better…to make his dad sit on a log, with a tomato, and commiserate about his mom.

      Tap-tap-tap. Table-top, side, leg. Leg, side, top. He let his hands go through the routine until the rhythm of it helped him self-regulate. Then he went to look in the pan on the counter for the oatmeal, stuck some of the unappetizing stodge into a bowl and sweetened it with a drizzle of the precious last stocks of syrup. It was indulgent, but he was drowning in this alien existence and needed something familiar to anchor him.

      The morning was a misery of digging. Grit was everywhere: in his boots, under his collar, under his mask, and he couldn’t tune it out. The smoke wasn’t as bad as it had been on other days, but it was still enough to make his eyes sting and his throat scratchy. The shovel chafed his hands, and his back ached, but there was something cathartic about the way the shovel bit into the hard ground, the vicious jerk to free the soil, and then the heave to hoist it up and over the edge onto the pile next to him. Sean worked on the other end of the grave, and as the hole grew deeper and the pile grew bigger, the rhythm of the shovel dulled Sam’s whirring mind into something calmer. It was peace of a kind.

      He was jolted back into the present when Sean’s hand fell on his shoulder. “Sam. Sam! That’s enough, son. It’s time to stop now.”

      Sam blinked and put his shovel up on the side of the grave. Sean got out, then reached out a hand and hauled him up onto the grass. Sam stretched and wiped sweat from his forehead. It was hot, very hot, and he’d been so focused on the rhythm of his digging that he hadn’t noticed how thirsty he was. His throat felt almost raw. He cleared it and then began to cough, hard.

      Sean nudged him with a bottle of water. “You were zoned all the way in. I know what you’re like.” He nodded down at the grave. “Good job. We should get in out of the heat now, and this evening we’ll put her to rest.”

      Tiredness fell on Sam suddenly, as if he had walked under a waterfall of tar that weighed him down and made his limbs heavy. He fell into step with Sean, the shovel balanced on his aching shoulder. “My Dad. Does he blame me? I don’t think he can be in the same room as me right now.”

      Sean shrugged. “There’s a lot going on in his head right now and he doesn’t know what to do with himself. He might well be blaming himself for all I know. Probably best not to assume it’s got anything to do with you.”

      “Okay. Thanks.” Sam shifted the shovel to his other shoulder and turned his hand over. The palm was blistered, and the blisters had burst in several places.

      “We should wash those and cover them up when we get back to the house. That sort of thing can get infected before you know it, and we don’t have much in the way of meds these days.” Sean took another swig from the water bottle before offering it to Sam.

      Sam drank, then stoppered it carefully. “Yesterday. The truck. Is it still outside?”

      “Yeah. It’s pretty shot up. I rolled it back into the trees so it’s not so obvious, but we’ll need to get rid of it soon in case anyone comes calling.” Sean took his cap off, ruffled his hair up, and tucked his cap in his pocket.

      “Where are the people we killed?” He stumbled over a root and caught himself. “Do we have to bury them too?”

      Sean frowned. “We can’t really leave them out anywhere near the house. It would be foolish to try to burn them when everything is so dry, but digging is hard work. Let’s get them away from the house. Last thing we need right now is to attract any big predators. We don’t have much ammo left.”

      Sam looked away. “I used it all, didn’t I?”

      Sean slapped his shoulder. “No apology needed. You kept us safe and the house intact. Well, more or less intact, which is what the ammo was there for.” He went inside and leaned his shovel in the corner. “Come on, let’s see if that truck of theirs still starts.”

      Sam followed him back out and through the front gate. Parts of the walkway stank of blood, though Sean had thrown buckets of earth or ashes on them. He swallowed fast, hurrying past the bodies. The truck was peppered with holes, the windows shattered, and one of the front tires was flat.

      Sean got into the driver’s seat and felt around. The keys were in the ignition. “All ready for a speedy getaway, I guess.” He turned the key, and the engine coughed. Again, and it roared into life. “Okay. Not much fuel. I guess they only put as much in as they needed. But that’s probably for the best.”

      “What are you thinking?” Sam picked up one of the squares of glass that had been smashed from the spiderwebbed windshield. He rolled it between his fingers—the sides were smooth, separated by the sharp edges and points.

      “I’m thinking we’d best get rid of the truck, as well as the bodies, and make it look like they came and went.” Sean turned the engine off. “We’ll load it up with the bodies and leave it back down the road somewhere. We’ll do that later though. Now we need to rest.”

      Sam followed him back into the house. He was so tired, but he couldn’t wait to speak to Cockroach. His friend was a little breath of air from a time of sanity before all this had started. In the kitchen, Sean poured them both half a glass of water. Sam slurped his down, trying to keep it in his mouth long enough to hydrate the parched tissues before swallowing.

      Sam’s dad was sitting in the living room, staring at nothing until Sean caught his attention with a little wave and a smile. “Hey, man. How’s the head?”

      Sam waited in the doorway. His father blinked. “Oh. There you are. Where were you?”

      “We were digging. We found a nice place for Marcy’s grave.” Sean perched on the sofa next to him. “Down in the clearing where the prairie larkspur grow.”

      Ryan stood up. “We should finish the job.” He swayed, and put a hand on the back of the sofa to support himself

      “As soon as it cools down.” Sean patted his shoulder. “It’s too hot to do much now, and the smoke is getting heavier. Sam and I have been digging since this morning, so we’re going to catch up on our sleep for a few hours and then go back this evening.”

      “You can’t leave her in the house on her own.” His face spasmed, but he composed himself. “I’ll go and sit with her.”

      “What if the bad guys come back?” Sam blurted out.

      His father’s face hardened, but Sean replied first. “He has got a point, Ryan. You’d be better to stay safe in here. They already threatened to return. If you’re on your own, it could get nasty.”

      Ryan pressed his lips together. “Fine. I suppose I’m not confined to the house here, am I? Am I allowed to go and see where the grave is?”

      Sean sighed. “Of course you’re not confined to the house. Just be careful out there.”

      “I was in the army the same time as you were, Sean. I’ll be back later.” Ryan slammed out of the living room.

      Sean rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, there’s going to be no talking sense into him right now. Get some sleep, Sam. I’ll call you when it cools down a bit and we’ll grab something to eat, then go back out.”

      Sleep came, fast and dreamless, but for a lone dog who curled around his feet, begging for Sam to throw his ball. “Good boy, Henry.”

      Henry’s tongue lolled and his head cocked to one side, “Right back at you, Sam! But, you know what you have to do. You have to—”

      It felt like only moments later when Sam was woken from his fabulous dream, Sean shaking him by the shoulder. “Sam? Sam, it’s time.”

      Sam surfaced slowly, blinking sleep out of his eyes. “Where’s Henry? I need to tell him…” And for the first time since his dog had died, Sam didn’t have to fight back the tears. Henry had been right on the verge of telling him what he already knew—he had to go to Diana and Dr. Keiko Sato.

      “You good there, pilgrim? Look like you’ve seen a ghost!” Sean had all kinds of weird nicknames for people, but ‘pilgrim’ was about the weirdest. He couldn’t tell his godfather that his dead dog had brought him a message from the other side…

      “Ugh! What I wouldn’t give for a shower right now!” He wasn’t lying—he was sticky and grimy—but that’s not why he’d been staring off into space.

      Sean snorted. “You’re telling me! Starting to get used to my own stinkiness now, and I can’t work out whether that’s good news or a bit worrying. Still, one less thing to think about.”

      Sam sat up and shoved his feet in his tatty old sneakers, still comfortable, but now very much the worse for wear. He coughed. The air was catching in this throat. “Wind changed?”

      “Yeah.” Sean went over to the window and checked the layer of Saran Wrap and tape that covered it. “We might need to go around and re-tape the windows. It feels like some of the smoke is getting in. You hungry?”

      Sam coughed again and propped his foot on the bed so he could lace his sneakers. “What have we got?”

      “Oatmeal or rabbit stew. The usual.”

      He set his foot down and started on the other set of laces. “Oatmeal again, I guess. Stew later?” He’d have one last, good meal before he set off.

      “Makes sense. I’ll go start heating the water.”

      By the time Sam got downstairs, Sean had a pan of water on the stove and was teasing the embers into flame. “Dad?”

      Sean dropped a stick. “Sorry?”

      “Have you seen Dad? He’s not in his room.”

      “Guess he went up to the house.” Sean glanced at the shattered window, which he’d rewrapped with multiple layers of Saran Wrap against the smoke. “I hope he has something he can use as a mask up there. Maybe we should take him something to eat. He’s not himself, Sam.”

      They ate quickly, saving some for Ryan, and then took a mask each and a spare from Sean’s stash, took their shovels, and set off to the house.

      “We need to move your mom.”

      “Right.” It seemed like Sean was stating the obvious, but there might be a nuance he hadn’t caught, so he waited.

      “I don’t want your dad to see, but I think we should use the wheelbarrow, just until we have her graveside.”

      “Okay.” Sam left the drive and cut across the garden to his Dad’s shed. He found two pairs of safety goggles—his father always had spares—and put one on in the thankfully less smoky air in the shed. Stuffing the other in his pants pocket, he went around to the vegetable patch where his dad kept the sturdy wheelbarrow he used for moving plants into and out of the greenhouse in winter. He was backing the wheelbarrow out of the shed when Sean hurried out of the house.

      “He’s not there, and neither is your mother!”

      Sam set the wheelbarrow down.

      “Come on.” Sean set off at a run. Despite the masks, both of them were coughing hard in a matter of steps and they had to slow to a fast walk. “He must’ve decided not to wait for us. But he’s been gone so long, and without a mask…”

      They hurried on to where the path split, then slid and staggered down through the woods toward the grave.

      Sam grabbed at the fence to keep his balance.

      Sean banged his fist on a tree. “Dammit Ryan, all you had to do was wait!” They were in sight of the grave now. All was still. “Sam, where’s that mask?”

      “Got it here.” But as Sam ran the last few steps to catch up with his godfather, he knew it was bad news.

      Sean stood staring down into the grave where his mother’s body lay shrouded in the bedspread, and on top of her, his father lay limp, blood pooled around his face.

      Sam clasped his hands together, twisting the mask in between them. “Is he…?”

      His voice seemed to spur Sean into action. “I don’t know.” He climbed down into the grave. “He’s still warm… There’s a pulse, just a faint one. Ryan! Ryan, can you hear me?” Sam’s father moved his hand, as if swatting a fly away. “Ryan, you fool! What did you think you were doing?”

      Ryan blinked, opened his eyes, and squinted as if trying to focus. Sean knelt over him, supporting him on his arm. Ryan coughed and more blood trickled down from his mouth. “I’m fine. Just a little…short of breath.” His breath rattled and gurgled in his throat.

      “Dad?” Sam wanted to go to his father but there was something horrific about the pooled blood and the shrouded corpse beneath. He fell to his knees at the side of the grave. “Dad, what did you do?”

      “What needed to be done. As always.” Ryan coughed again, and this time he retched and choked. Sean turned him onto his side in the recovery position, and again the trickle of blood ran out of his mouth and pooled on the edge of the white bedspread covering the corpse.

      “Dad…” Sam turned to Sean. “We need to get him home, right? We need to look after him. I have the mask. Here!” He held the mask out, but Sean made no move to take it. He just shook his head slowly.

      Ryan coughed again—unless it was some kind of harsh laugh. Sam couldn’t be sure. He panted, each breath rattling and gurgling. He coughed, cleared his throat, coughed again. “Tell…him. You…might as…well.” He coughed more, went into a choking fit, and then a great gush of blood came out of his mouth.

      “Dad?” Sam whispered.

      Sean put his finger to Ryan’s throat and felt around for the pulse. He picked up the limp arm and felt the wrist. He rolled Ryan onto his back and listened to his heart. He stayed, head bowed over Sam’s father, for what seemed like forever. Then he straightened. “I’m sorry, son. He’s gone.”
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        Dale Curtis. Outside Wamego, Kansas

      

      

      Jojo’s head appeared by the barn door. “I can’t get Fidget to move.”

      Dale joined Felicity and the twins in the barn.

      “Who normally rides her?” Felicity ran her hand under the saddle, adjusting the straps.

      “She’s Stella’s, but I don’t know if…”

      “Stella!” Felicity ran out to the yard. “Your mare is spooked!”

      Fidget weaved, taking a couple shuffling steps side to side, but didn’t move from her stall.

      “That’s good. Lean on her, just to keep her off balance.” Dale stroked Fidget’s neck. “Will she follow Kahlua? Let’s get her out.”

      Kitty walked Kahlua past Fidget’s stall—head up, ears back, nostrils flared—but her bestie didn’t budge.

      “Blinkers. Find some blinkers.” Jojo was whispering to Fidget, but her tail was still clamped tight and her neck rigid.

      Dale hunted through the tack on the wall. “Bridle, bit, reins, stirrups… No blinkers.”

      “Use the saddle pad. Let’s cover her head. Whatever she’s seen, she needs to un-see.”

      “It’s the smell. She can smell the fire, I bet.” He draped the saddle pad over her neck, sliding it up and over her ears, whispering and clicking his tongue gently. “It’s going to be okay. We’re not going to let anything bad happen. You need to trust me.”

      Felicity rounded the barn door. “Any luck?” If Dale had been the spookable type, her energy would have set him off. She was vibrating at a high frequency. “Two minutes, then we’ve got to go.” She hadn’t said, ‘leave the horse behind,’ but that’s what she meant.

      He was back at the stables in England, Terri at his side, panting and shaking her head. “This isn’t happening.” The fire crackled, and the steps that ran up the side of the stable collapsed. “Butterscotch. My lovely Butterscotch…”

      The clang of the fire truck broke through her sobs, but no engine arrived with its hoses and gallons of water.

      “Where are they?” Terri stepped back, craning to look at the big house. “We need them…”

      A scream—like nothing Dale had heard before, terror and panic and death incoming—raged out of the barn as the fire licked the sides of the building, reaching up and singeing the bottoms of the clouds. He ripped his jacket off, tearing at the sleeves until they gave at the seams. He tipped a bucket of water over his head, wrapped bits of sodden fabric around each hand, and ran.

      Terri matched him step for step, but he butted her out of the way with a shoulder. “Stay. No, really. Stay. We need someone to catch the horses when they run out.”

      The metal handles hissed, steam coiling up from his fists. The barn door gave, oranges and reds leaping into the yard and beating him back. Head scrunched into his shoulders, he hunkered as low as he could and forced himself into the wall of heat. The north of the building was engulfed, angry pops sending miniature fireballs into the straw. He kicked his way through the flames, reaching for stall handles, cursing and shucking off a hail of sparks. Butterscotch was in one of the far stalls, closer to the fire than the barn doors.

      The first stall door gave easily. He moved down the line, flicking the latches and throwing the doors wide. No horses bolted. And that noise—the scream of a terrified animal—repeated to the sound of hooves crashing into the wood. He raced back to the first stall. “Come on! Move!”

      Someone was behind him. A stable hand? One of the grooms? “They’re tied.” The kid joined the first horse in her stall, tugging the rope hard to undo the quick-release knot, urging the massive creature through the maze of tiny fires.

      The back wall groaned. If that fell in, rather than out, the whole place would be engulfed. Dale plunged his head into a trough, water sluicing down his torso, and turned to the north side of the building.

      A pair of eyes—large as dinner plates and wide enough that the whites were showing—greeted him. He unlatched the stall and reached for the tether. The beast rose, feet slashing inches from his shoulder. He jogged to the side, handed the rope off to the groom, and moved on.

      Butterscotch crouched, low to the ground—something he’d never seen in a horse. The back wall peeled away, wood raining down in sheets. Dale threw himself over Butterscotch’s head, arms around her neck, begging her to get up.

      The muffled screams—human this time—laced their way through the crackling drone of fire. Dale swished his arms in Butterscotch’s trough and ran them over her. “Good girl. Almost there. Let’s do this.” There were oats. Where? By the doors? He felt for the feed bag, hands mittened in his wraps. He threw the singed material to one side, running his hands through the food. “Here we go.”

      Her mouth remained closed. Not even a nibble, but he felt her massive frame shift, back legs coming up and head untucking. He kept a gentle hand on her mane, urging her through the blackening until they were outside, coughing and bent double, the barn finally giving a last heave and collapsing in on itself.

      Terri had them, wordless words pouring out of her, competing with the ringing in his ears. The ambulance was there, then the vet, salve, bandages, handshakes, tears, more words, the fire department finally arriving to douse the end of the sizzling heap.

      The stable owner—who’d been up at the house, making sure her son made it out alive—clung to Dale. “Thank you. If you hadn’t… I can’t… They shouldn’t…”

      He tuned out the fight with the ancient groom who’d tied the horses when they shouldn’t have been tethered. Butterscotch was safe—a little less tail, a patch on her haunch where she’d been hit by debris, and matching scorch-pocks where the fire-rain had landed on their backs—but safe.

      The talk of who was to be stabled where drowned in the background as he and Butterscotch ambled through the paddock searching for fresh grass.

      Terri slipped her hand into his. “That was the dumbest thing you’ve ever done.”

      The laugh burbled up from a deep well. “Hmm. I wonder?”

      She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him gently. “Thank you.” She was warm and teary, lavishing Butterscotch with praise for being such a brave girl. “We made it…” she whispered. “We all made it.”

      “Dad?” Jojo was back from the yard, her face creased with worry, snapping him out of the terrible/wonderful memories. “The fire’s jumped a block.”

      The smoke was dense. Gray-black and scudding toward the stone yard. Fidget reared her head back, a block of pure muscle.

      “The peas!” Dale ran to the trailer, waving his hands over his head. “Stella! Give me the peas!” She had them stashed in the footwell. He didn’t wait, lifting her legs and grasping the pan. “Get down to the river. We’ll meet you there.”

      The trailer inched out of the yard as he held out a palmful of bright green peas, clucking and kissing the air in front of Fidget. “Look what I found.”

      The horse took a blessed step, lips puckering.

      “Good. Yep. That’s it. Let’s keep this up.”

      She dove for the pan, but Dale kept it a step out of reach, stepping backward as she picked up speed.

      “Jojo! Kitty! Go!” He’d make sure Fidget kept moving, but he couldn’t let his girls linger.

      “Daaaaaaaa-ad!” Jojo coughed, wiping her forehead on her sleeve. “We’re not leaving you.”

      The foursome walked—slow enough that he could taste the fire coming for them—down the road, Fidget gradually picking up the pace while the girls kept up a steady commentary.

      “The sky’s red-black, with streaks.”

      “There’s a funnel over to the west.”

      “I don’t think we can get out the way we came in.”

      And the coughing, over and over until he was afraid that one or both of them might lose a lung.

      The river bank wasn’t designed for easy entry, but there were signs for a dock slightly to the east. The Chevy and trailer were beside the strip that led them under the bridge and into the water where Dan and Stella hauled saddles onto a flat-bottomed boat.

      Blackbird and Kahlua were already ankle-deep in the river, but Ingrid and Felicity couldn’t coax them deeper.

      “It’s not going to come all the way to the banks. We’re good here.” But the wall of fire chomped its way toward them, faster and faster, gobbling everything in its wake. “Walk in as far as you can, girls.”

      Kitty took Kahlua from Ingrid, steering the horse a couple more inches into the water.

      Dale followed, a lead rope in one hand and a pan of peas in the other, the water a welcome addition to his squelching shoes.

      “What now?” Jojo had her fingers knotted in Fidget’s mane.

      “We wait.” They were waist deep, the riverbed rock-slick rather than foot-sure.

      The flatboat hit the water, ripples eddying toward them. Dale stretched and landed the peas in the bottom of the boat. “Sorry to commandeer your hard work, but you saved a horse, today.”

      Stella smiled. “Thank you for your hard work, Dale. You saved the mare!”

      Dan had a paddle at the ready, but he’d left them tethered to the bank. “Here’s hoping the RV’s safe.”

      Dale hadn’t given the RV a thought, but he understood why Dan’s mind went there. They were going to be hard pressed to make good time without it. But, more than that, the RV was their last connection to home, as well as their pantry, their armory, and their clothes closet.

      “How far are we from Fort Riley?”

      “Thirty miles, give or take?” Felicity looked downstream. “The Kaw passes right by the fort.”

      “The Kaw?” Jojo leaned her head against Fidget.

      “Only strangers call it the Kansas River. Locals all know it as the Kaw.”

      “Is it safe?”

      “How deep is the water?”

      “Are there rapids?”

      “Can horses swim?”

      The girls did their twin-thing, showering Felicity with questions.

      “I say we stay put until we know which way the fire’s tending.” Dale had his eye on the main street, as if wishing the thing away could make it so. “It can’t burn forever.” At least the fire had come for them during the day time, when they could see what they were doing.

      Felicity walked a couple of steps deeper, scooping water over Blackbird’s back. “Keep their manes wet. Tails, too!”

      “Too bad we couldn’t drive the trailer into the water and keep her hosed down.” The flames jumped from the rooftops to the trees. “Don’t like her chances, Mother.”

      Kitty shrank, splashing her face with river water.

      “Keep doing that.” Dale ladled water over Fidget. “And stay as low as you can.”

      A boom shook the street, fireballs rolling and rising while the heat gusted their way in waves, tiny sparks riding the wind and pricking at them.

      Oh! The rocket launcher. He’d left it on the back porch. If anyone else had snagged it, they hadn’t said. And the grenades? Were they still in the saddle bags, adding to the horror that gnawed on Felicity’s tack store? A second boom—this time with run-on rumbles—threw fistfuls of fire into the air. Wamego, Kansas was about to become a former-town. There was no going back that way.

      Coals hammered the top of the trailer, bouncing like errant hail. Dan—grim, but resigned—cast off the rope that bound him to the bank. “Fate does what she will with us. We need only find our way.”

      But what was left to them? Their choices were fast becoming ash. The far bank of the Kaw was a charred and blackened wasteland, but there was no guarantee the underbrush wasn’t simmering, ready to lick their feet and send them up in tongues of fire.

      Dale crouched in the water, scanning the horizon and finding no break. The world was on fire and inching its way toward them. Their choices were to stay in the river or stay in the river.

      Thirty miles wasn’t far. In a car. On a motorcycle. Using paved roads. But thirty miles of winding river, with freezing teenagers and a downcast Dan, was at least three times as long.

      The fire swept through Wamego, punishing buildings, tearing down roofs, hounding the trees that lined the river, ultimately pushing them farther and farther downstream until they all agreed that they were walking in water until they were sure it was safe to climb out.

      “Get in, girls!” Dan made space in the wide, flat boat.

      “The horses need us.” Jojo’s lips were fading to blue, her arms prickled with goosebumps.

      “I’ll take a turn.” For all his failings—and being a man with strong opinions wasn’t the worst thing Dale had ever encountered—Dan was a steadying presence, calm in the face of an unfurling tragedy. No one had lost their head, which meant their chances of survival went up.

      Dan leaned over the side of the boat, easing himself into the water and offered Jojo a hand up. She landed with an inglorious thump, squirming onto the bench in the middle of the boat, chafing her arms and trying to stop her teeth from chattering.

      “Mother? Care to hand off the steering to the girls?”

      Stella followed her husband into the river—wading through the silty water and humming to her horse as Kitty swung herself into the boat and huddled next to her sister on the slatted bench. “It could have been a lot worse. We all made it.”

      “True enough, Mother, but…” Dan lamented the loss of the Chevy and the trailer, recounting tales of all the shows they’d been to, who they’d sold which horse to, and who among their former neighbors were good ranchers. He was mostly talking to himself—there wasn’t a word of reproach or lecture in the entire thirty-minute monologue. “…we’re going to need to rest these horses soon enough.”

      “The next bridge is at Manhattan.” Felicity, who’d lost everything but the clothes she stood up in, remained upbeat. “Yes, we have our own Manhattan, right here in Kansas. It’s not far.”

      Dale heard the light huff of a laugh from Ingrid. ‘Not far’ was relative. Add in the cold of the river and the distances doubled and tripled. “Perhaps we should see if there’s a footpath before Manhattan?” The horses were tired and they hadn’t seen flames for hours.

      “Oh, look! Kahlua’s swimming.” Jojo leaned over the edge of the boat. “That’s so cool.”

      It might be, but Dan was right, the horses were going to need to rest before too long.

      The sun leaned heavy on the tops of the trees, shadows coming at them in long streaks, taking what little warmth there had been in the air. Dale pushed himself toward the shallows.

      “Hold up there, hoss!” Dan pulled up alongside, his horse dipping her head and tossing her mane. “Let me make sure there are no sinkholes!”

      Dale stood aside, making room for Dan. The riverbed was soft in places, yielding under his feet. He stumbled and let the lead run through his hands, but didn’t let go. Fidget rewarded him with a nudge to the head.

      Once Dale had righted himself, Dan handed off Blackbird’s reins and crawled up the bank, smacking the earth as he went. “Not too bad. If we don’t all come out in the same few feet, I think we’ll be fine.” He thwacked the reeds around him down into a blanket, further reinforcing the way out. “Girls? Do you want to steer the boat a little further downstream? Not too far. I want you to stop, but not disembark. We need that boat!”

      Dale urged Fidget up the bank and through the reeds, where she paused while she shook herself off. He looped her reins around the tree and helped Blackbird and Kahlua to safety, Ingrid, Felicity, and Stella clambering up behind them.

      Stella grabbed a stick, then another. “Fire?”

      The women hunted through the undergrowth, chatting and laughing as if they weren’t all wet, muddy, cold, and hungry. The horses set to chewing, and Dale joined Dan jogging toward the boat. “There’s a ways to go yet.” Felicity had said the military camp was miles downriver. “But I’m not sure we’re all fit to travel.” He meant his girls, but he didn’t want to single them out.

      Jojo was doubled over, her hands clutched around her stomach. “Daa-ad…”

      “You okay?” He ran back down the bank. “What is it?”

      Kitty helped her sister to the edge of the boat, the two of them swaying on the lazy rhythm of the water. “She’s got a temperature.”

      “Did you eat anything?” He took her hand, guiding her onto the bank.

      “Nu-uh.” He put a hand to her forehead. No question—she was running a fever.

      “Did you drink the water, miss?” Dan pulled the boat up to the rocks, Kitty at his side. “Because the runoff is going to be...”

      Dale caught his eye and shook his head. Jojo slumped against him and Kitty was eagle-eyed, ready to panic at the slightest provocation. “Let’s get the two of you to the fire.” Which hasn’t been built yet.

      “Everything okay?” Ingrid joined them as they hauled Jojo away from the water. “Oh…”

      Jojo vomited, the water arcing out of her as if it had a life of its own.

      “Over here.” Ingrid cleared a space under a tree. “Lay her down.”

      Stella and Felicity raced to build up the pile of twigs and branches, arranging them in layers just as any practiced outdoorswoman would do.

      “Everything’s wet.” Dan sorted through what little was left in the boat, mostly the tack they’d saved and a few, sad peas. He unbuckled one of the saddlebags. “Well, lookie here!”

      Stella shook her head. “Father…that’s…”

      “Tell me you’ve got a better idea.”

      “Get yourself far from us, husband.”

      Ingrid took off her outer shirt, bunched it up and rolled it under Jojo’s head. “We’ve got to get her dry…”

      Dale turned in time to see Dan stalking away, a grenade in each hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ron Frobisher. Porton Down. Wiltshire, England

      

      

      Ron’s encounter with the professor had left him with a weird taste in his mouth and he was in the mood to make things happen, which meant thinking outside the box. Outside—in the real world—the people were eating vermin to survive. Inside the walls of Porton Down—a rarified enclave staffed with eggheads and nerds—there was an almost leisurely pace that infuriated him. They’re supposed to be finding answers, not futzing with theories. If it had been up to him, he’d have had a thousand experiments all running at once, all designed to wipe the cicadas off the face of the planet.

      It was only when he was in the elevator—and then on a whim—that Ron hit the ‘down’ button, though there were no levels listed below level minus-three.

      And the seeds, Mr. Genius-man? If they’re really as prevalent as the Prof. says, what then?

      The elevator stuttered, then lurched down, his heartrate juddering up to match the unexpected, but very welcome, movement. The doors opened onto a dimly lit corridor, the tiny lights over each door casting a weak beam that illuminated the lab number and not much else. Ron ran his keycard over the scanner, but the click of the lock didn’t follow. “That’s more like it.” Fully restricted areas were where the action was at!

      He swiped another card reader, and another. No doors opened. The inside of his suit was slick with sweat, his visor steaming up. He tried every door until he hit a set of steel-reinforced double doors, turned back, and tested every panel on the opposite side of the corridor. Right before he hit the elevators, a door lock clicked open. The janitor’s closet had been repurposed, just like the one on level minus-three, but the similarities ended there. The PPE was top class—encapsulated suits, hard hats, steel-toed boots, oxygen tanks, the works—and there was plenty of it.

      Ron weighed his chances. He could strip out of his Mickey Mouse Duct Tape PPE right where he stood, or he could take a suit back upstairs and dress where there were (perhaps!) fewer contaminants.

      He ran his hands through the suits, searching for a large. He found one and put it aside, then found a second suit. He hunted through the lockers for a duffel bag, but came up empty. He ripped the wrapper off his suit, careful not to make a hole in the bottom, placed a couple of hard hats in the makeshift bag and sorted through the boots.

      He had broad feet, which meant anything off the rack was going to pinch, but boots were better than homemade duct tape booties, and blisters eventually healed. Once he had two complete sets of PPE, he hit the elevator button and shot up to the ground floor.

      Geoffrey hadn’t moved, but his mood had soured. “You were gone a long time. They’re asking questions.”

      Ron handed him a pair of boots. “You’re welcome.”

      “What’s this?”

      “A badger? What do they look like? Boots.”

      Geoffrey checked the size, impressed that Ron had gotten it right. “Where are we going?”

      “First, we put these someplace where no one else can get their grubby paws on them, then you’re taking me to the comms center.”

      Geoffrey shook his head. “We’ve had this conversation before. Comms are strictly monitored. There’s no chance you’re going to be allowed—”

      “Mr. Bount. I understand your orders are to keep the outsider in check. And if I were running the show—” If I were running the show, we’d have a solution already. “But, I’ve been given access and I intend to exercise that privilege.”

      Geoffrey checked over his shoulder. “Okay? So…?”

      “I’m going to talk to Artemis.” Ron rolled his neck, willing the pounding in his brain to go away. “But before I do, Geoffrey Bount, I need to know. Which side are you on?”

      Geoff snickered, realized Ron was serious, and pulled himself up to his full height. “The side of the angels. Always.”

      An answer that wasn’t an answer. Clever, but not what Ron needed to hear. “‘Oh, what may man within him hide, though angel on the outward side.’”

      “You know your Shakespeare.” Geoffrey’s surprise was dull and predictable. What was it with the English believing that they were the only ones who’d read anything before 1776?

      “Are you for me, or against me? Because I’m going up against these suckers, and if you’re not for me, I need you to step off and stay away.”

      Geoffrey held Ron’s gaze for several beats. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      “Fine. Let’s do it.”

      The comms department was far from the main drag—not a place you’d find by accident. If Geoffrey hadn’t shown the way, it would have taken Ron a week to find the place.

      The entire room snapped to attention when he let himself in, soldiers turning in their seats to get a good look at the intruder. “Ron Frobisher. Here at Artemis’ request.”

      A middle-aged woman stepped forward, her uniform crisp and clean. Her insignia declared her a warrant officer. “We’ve been expecting you, Mr. Frobisher. Your wee jaunt to the lower levels didn’t go unnoticed.” She was Glaswegian. Her accent had softened, but remained true to her Scottish roots. She turned and marched to a computer three desks from the door. “Everyone out. Now.”

      There was some grumbling, but the comms staff weren’t civilians, which meant they followed orders. When the last grunt had left the room, the warrant officer led Ron to a wide desk and offered him a seat. “If you’d like to avail yourself of the headphones?”

      Ron slid the massive, noise-canceling cans on. Her voice, tinny and far away, filled the headset. “This is a secure channel, Mr. Frobisher, but we have to assume that security is compromised on the other end. You’ll keep your comments general. You’ll refer to Porton Down only as ‘the office’ and, if you’re going to discuss your ridiculous visit to Boscombe, you’ll refer to it as ‘the airport.’ You’ll share no names, no physical locations, nor proffer identifying material of any kind. Are we understood?”

      “Yup.”

      The screen hiccupped to life, static replaced by a room that had been dressed for the occasion, a black curtain behind a plain wooden chair and nothing else.

      The warrant officer waved her hand in front of his face. He shucked an ear can. “When you’re done, knock on the door.”

      They were giving him the room, which was a step in the right direction. He waited in silence, hoping that they hadn’t prepped Artemis to turn him down. He didn’t know what he didn’t know, but the fact that they wanted him not to know it made his brain itch.

      Artemis lowered himself into the chair, a wire with a flimsy microphone dangling from one ear. “Mr. F. This is not the best time. You might not have noticed, but we’re dealing with something of an international situation?”

      “I’m at the office but I don’t have the access you promised.”

      “The Cambridge Man assures me all is in hand.” Cambridge Man had to be the professor.

      “To do my job properly, sir, I need unfettered access. They’re expecting me to go into the field…” Did Artemis know Ron was immune to the cicada toxin? He had to. He’d been talking to the Cambridge Man. “The office isn’t known for being forthcoming about their activities…”

      Artemis was a smart cookie, if weather worn and gray-eyed. He probably knew more about Porton’s history than Ron could guess at.

      Artemis ran a hand over his three-day stubble. “You’re talking dominoes?”

      Yes! Exactly! They’re setting things in motion that could have catastrophic, long-term effects! Make it worse! Yes! Yes! Yes! “Precisely so.”

      “Who’s Cambridge’s 2IC? What does he have to say on the matter?”

      Hell, good question. Who was his second-in-command? Alan? No, he was a worker bee. Geoffrey said there were hundreds of scientists in the compound, so there was every chance he hadn’t met the professor’s closest confidant and/or right-hand man. He shook his head. Sorry, sir, no clue.

      “Give me five?” Artemis vacated the screen, leaving Ron to wonder who Artemis might be reporting to and/or briefing.

      What he planned to do with the data once he’d secured it was a bridge Ron had yet to cross. As the Cambridge Man had said, data first, decision second—he couldn’t decide what to do without knowing what the opposing team was doing.

      “R—” Artemis caught himself in time, cutting Ron’s name off with a shrug. They’d been running him ragged. His face was puffy, his eyes sunk in their sockets, the gray of his beard adding years to an already aging face. “We’ll expand your remit, but you’ll report to me once you’ve completed your recce.”

      The screen blinked to black. Ron removed his headset and let himself back out into the crowded corridor. “Thank you.”

      The warrant officer stepped into Ron’s path. “And? What’s it to be?”

      “Full access.” He wove around her, avoiding contact with the truculent staffers who lined the walls. “That goes for Mr. Bount here, too.”

      “No way!” She and Geoffrey spoke the same words, but with different emphasis. He was thrilled, she was flabbergasted.

      “Call Artemis and check if you don’t believe me.” Ron kept walking. She wouldn’t check. She was already miffed at having to place the call in the first place.

      “Is this for real?” Geoffrey jogged to Ron’s side. “We have unfettered access?”

      Ron shrugged. “Let’s use your keycard and find out.”

      They retrieved their PPE, but elected not to suit up until they reached minus-four. Word of his chat with Artemis had probably spread fast, but they didn’t need the extra interrogations. The elevator doors opened with a ding.

      “After you.” Ron held his card in reserve but Geoffrey’s did the trick. They rode down in silence, Ron imagining all the experiments a Cambridge-Porton man might dream up, while Geoffrey loosened the laces on his steel-toed boots.

      The corridor was empty, ditto the janitor’s closet. They changed, checking each other’s helmets and oxygen tanks, careful to keep their passes on the outsides of their suits.

      “Let’s stick together.” It’d be faster if they split up, but that’s how people got themselves killed.

      The first lock snicked open, the door hissing on its hinges. The second door remained locked, mist raining down on them from the ceiling. They waited, arms outstretched, their reflections warped in the steel wall to their right. The second lock clacked open. Ron shoved Geoffrey behind him and took the first step into the miniature lab.

      “Rats.” Hundreds of them raced through tubes that lined the walls. If it hadn’t been Porton, the set up would have been a rat’s paradise. On the floor, little gray carcasses with long pink tails were stacked three deep. Ron didn’t wait to inspect. If rats were in the first laboratory, there were far bigger fish to find.

      Back in the corridor, Geoffrey leaned against the wall, his chest heaving.

      “You okay?”

      “Visions of 1984.” He held his hand out, grabbing his own wrist and trying to force the tremors down. “Richard Burton…you know?”

      Ron hadn’t seen the movie for a long time, but he knew exactly which scene Geoffrey was reliving. Richard Burton and John Hurt faced off… He clamped his glove on top of his assistant’s trembling wrist. “That’s not happening here. They’re testing bugs, remember?”

      Geoffrey nodded, but the shakes racked his body.

      “Want to go back upstairs?” He couldn’t have someone freaking out and ruining the operation, and there were horrors yet to come.

      “I’m good.” He swallowed, nodding ferociously. “I’m good. I don’t know what I was expecting…”

      Not your next meal, that’s for sure. “You’re going to man the doors. I’ll check the rooms.”

      Geoffrey agreed faster than a rabbit on speed.

      The next room was dedicated to badgers, their den built behind a plastic partition, much like a grade school ant farm. They looked healthy enough, but then everyone did before. Room three contained three sheep, four a macaw, and number five housed an apiary. The final door, at the end of the corridor, opened to another string of rooms. The lights were bright and buzzing, throwing everything into sharp relief.

      “Great. Just what I need. A Yank on a mission.” Alan—just as friendly as ever—blocked their way into ‘Lab Gamma’ staring Ron down with an ‘I dare you’ look.

      “Jason!” A woman’s voice, one Ron had heard before, jolted him out of the pointless turf war.

      “You want to block me, you answer to Artemis.”

      The mother had her son draped over one arm, her elbows propped on the side of the gurney and her face streaked with tears. “Why isn’t he responding?”

      Ron checked the banana bag—vitamins, folate, magnesium sulfate, saline—nothing life-saving in there. “What else has he been given?”

      Alan shrugged. “I’m a tech, not a decision maker. I do as I’m told.”

      “He was doing better, and then he wasn’t. His temperature has skyrocketed.” The woman brushed her son’s hair out of his eyes, plastering it to his sodden scalp. “Give him something!”

      The chart—clipped to the bottom of the bed as if Jason was in a real hospital being taken care of by real doctors—tracked his temperature, fluid intake, and white cell count—nothing more.

      Alan busied himself by the meds cart, arranging and rearranging bandages and aluminum clips. There was no medicine. Jason was a guinea pig telling Jem and his chums how long it took to die from X- or Y- exposure to the smoke.

      “Ma’am.” Ron took the mother’s hand in his. “Kiss your boy and tell him how much you love him.”

      “Oh, no. Please, no. I—” She swallowed the howl he knew was brewing inside her and replaced it with an English smile. You had to give it to them, the Brits knew how to roll out the stiff upper lip when the chips were down. Jason’s last moments would be spent with an outwardly happy, rather than a visibly decimated, mother, and that had to be good. The rest would come—the heartache, the torrential tears, the endless void in the center of her chest—but Jason didn’t need to see that.

      Ron took a couple of steps, hissing in Alan’s ear, “There’s a word for what you’re doing and it’s not a nice one.”

      The next ward was larger—a four-bed affair, with patients Ron recognized from the intake line.

      “Have you seen Father Michael?” The Dickensian teenager who’d had half a nursery with her when she arrived had shucked her baby carrier and was at Ron’s side like a bullet. “We’ve been down here since you left.” She turned her head and coughed.

      “Sorry, I haven’t.” The kids—brothers and sisters, maybe—had a bed apiece, the baby in a crib beside the eldest girl’s gurney. Candy bar wrappers were strewn about the place, soda cans on nightstands, and the little one sucked on a rusk. The bribes were good, exactly what starving kids would hold on to, but they were on level minus-four, a world of experiments rather than wonder. “Get your things and head for the elevators. I’ll meet you there.”

      “But, mister…” The teenager tucked her hair behind her ears and backed up toward her bed. “It’s almost time for tea.”

      Tea? Really? But what’s in the tea? That’s what I want to know.

      “You children hungry? Because I’ve got some treats for you!” The doors swung open and a metal cart squeaked into the ward. Kirsty from the kitchen was dressed in light PPE—a gown, gloves, booties, and a face shield. “Who likes scrambled eggs?”

      One of the boys slid off his gurney and ran to the cart, grabbing a bowl and spoon. “Do you have ice cream and jelly?”

      Kirsty took the bowl. “No ice cream. Sorry, but…” She took the lid off a large pot, steam twisting around its edges filling the room with curry and ginger. “I’ve got some tandoori chicken soup with cashew rice! How does that sound?”

      Ron stepped from the cover of the curtain. “Hey, Kirsty.”

      Her hand went to her throat. “Oh! You gave me a fright!”

      “How many are you feeding?” He looked over the cart. Four large pots, a tray of over-boiled green stuff—perhaps cabbage, once—and a large plastic bag hanging off the side stuffed with potato chips. “Forty? Fifty?”

      “I just do the…” She turned her back on the little boy, dropping her voice. “I feed the healthy ones, you know? The science team—nurses and whatnot—feed the people who, God bless them, aren’t doing so well.”

      He took the ladle from her hand and sloshed it through the soup. “Correct me if I’m off base, but this isn’t your usual tandoori.”

      “Got to stretch the meat as far as we can, Mr. Frobisher. A soup’s as good as a stew, these days.”

      The meat was the same bright pink he’d seen at ‘the airport.’

      “Want to give it a try?” She’d already spooned rice into the kid’s bowl and was reaching for her ladle.

      Ron held it aloft. “Where does the meat come from, Kirsty?”

      Her face closed up, eyes narrowing and mouth flatlining.

      “Where does it come from?”

      “They said you was trouble.” She grasped the cart handles, pulling it away from him. “And I defended you. Said you was a nice man. But you’re just sticking your oar in where it’s not wanted.” Her butt hit the doors.

      Geoffrey, who’d held himself apart, craned to see what she had to offer. “Smells good, Kirsty!”

      “Tell your boss that! Tell him that we’re making do. All of us. We can’t be fussy…”

      “Wait!” The little boy was on the verge of tears. “I want my tea!”

      That’s right, some of them call the largest meal of the day ‘tea’ rather than ‘dinner.’

      “I’ll come back, petal. Don’t you worry. I’ll be back when he’s gone.” Kirsty let the doors swing closed behind her.

      “But I want it now!”

      The boy’s sister pulled him back to his bed, stroking his hair and telling him that it was going to be alright. “See what you did? I just got them settled and you’ve got them all riled up again.”

      Tandoori rat. That’s what you’re not eating. You’re welcome, by the way. He couldn’t tell them that the kitchen was serving rat cutlets; but he could find out how they were killing the rats before they became tandoori soup. He pushed past Geoffrey, checking his oxygen tank as he went. They didn’t hold an infinite supply of O2 and he wasn’t in the mood to take his respirator off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Diana Stewart. Victor’s house. South of Austin, Texas

      

      

      

      Diana didn’t sleep much that night, and when she finally woke up it was late morning. Jesse, who was getting more confident in the mansion day by day, was already out of bed and had wandered off to have breakfast with Rachel. She’d left a quick note that Jesse was with her, bless her. She was a good kid.

      Diana got up, rubbed her eyes, and unfolded a note sitting on the bedside table. She read the message and frowned, then refolded the note. She’d pass the message along to Victor once she’d cleaned up and restored herself to humanity. She went into the bathroom for a shower, a luxury which she couldn’t help feeling she’d never really appreciated before. She washed her hair, reveling in the feel of hot water, and then stepped out as quickly as possible. They had plenty of water, Victor had said, but that was still no excuse to waste it. She pulled the fluffy towel off the hook and wrapped it round her, then went to get dressed in actual clean clothes. It was as if the nightmare chaos of the last months hadn’t happened at all.

      She looked in the mirror, teasing the knots out of her hair with a brush. “What I wouldn’t give for it not to have happened.” But it rang false. There was nothing and no one that she could allow to separate her from Jesse now.

      There was a knock at the door—Rachel, bearing a cup. “Coffee? My Dad thought you might need it this morning.”

      She laughed and set her hairbrush on the table, coming out of the room to take the coffee. “Thank you. I’m guessing Jesse’s been bugging you for hours?” She shut the door behind her.

      “He’s been making friends with Anna mostly.” Rachel’s face was drawn and a little red, as if she had been crying.

      Diana paused. “And are you hanging in there?” Rachel looked away and blinked. Diana patted her shoulder. “Sometimes it’s hardest when things slow down and you have time to process it all. If I can help in any way, I’m right here, okay?”

      Rachel sniffed. “Sorry.”

      “No apologies needed, Rach. I lost my mother when I was a child, and it’s really hard. Do you want distracting? It can be too much to try and talk about it when it’s so recent.”

      Rachel nodded with a smile.

      “Okay, let’s find some nonsense. Favorite subject at school?”

      Rachel cleared her throat. “Spanish.”

      “Nice! Ever been to Spain?”

      “No, but I’d like to. Have you?”

      Diana sipped her coffee as they descended the stairs. “I have, but only briefly. I had a conference in Madrid. I couldn’t afford much time off on either side of it, sadly, but one day I’ll go back and investigate a bit more thoroughly.” Always assuming there was a ‘one day’ after all this, of course.

      As they chatted, Jesse came bombing into the room. “Hey! You’re a sleepyhead today!”

      “I am. I was quite tired.” That was the understatement of the year. “I hear you’ve been playing with Anna?”

      “Yeah, she’s cool but she keeps falling asleep. I don’t know what’s up with people. But she’s got these cars that you pull them back and they go really fast. We’re making a racetrack. Do you want to see?” He grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the study.

      Diana drained the rest of the rapidly cooling coffee and set the cup on a coaster. “Do I get a choice?”

      “Not really.”

      Rachel followed them into Victor’s study. The chairs had all been pulled to one side and a box of bright orange track parts had been upturned in one corner.

      Jesse got down on the floor. “Will you help us put it together?”

      Diana cocked her head. “Do I get to choose which car I race?”

      Jesse looked at Anna, who was lying on the sofa, pale and wan. “As long as it’s not the blue one.” Anna yawned. “That one’s mine.”

      “Okee dokee.” Diana lowered herself to the floor, feeling every single one of her aches and pains. “Where shall I start?”

      “The main thing is the loop-the-loop. That’s where you start so you have all the pieces you need.” Anna yawned again. “Then the rest can go where you want.”

      It was strange; putting together Day-Glo toys for the kids in this luxurious, cigar-smelling room, but it was nice to have a little break from everything. Normality was something Diana had desperately craved during the emotional rollercoaster she’d been on ever since the first swarm.

      Rachel got down next to them and they constructed a complicated series of loops around and under the chairs and over the desk, culminating in a truly magnificent loop-the-loop. Diana was suddenly seized with a pang so strong it was almost painful, a desire for normality, for the most threatening thing that might happen to be burning the dinner. This reality, surrounded by friends—and, well, adopted family—this was the existence she wanted with a burning passion she’d never felt before.

      She took her car and set it going round the track again, Jesse and Rachel cheering it all the way. Anna lifted her head and provided sleepy commentary. “I thought it was going to come off going round that corner.” The car zoomed and slowed almost to a stop as it went over the desk, then set off around the loop-the-loop before performing a highly respectable launch toward the empty trash can by the door.

      “Go! Go!” Jesse shouted.

      Just then the door opened and, with impeccable style, Ben caught the little car one-handed. “Grrr! And the monster took the little car and ate it! You lose!”

      Diana reacted with mock shock. “What? I don’t believe it says anywhere in the rules of motorsport that you lose if a monster eats your car!”

      Anna shook her head. “I don’t know…”

      Ben held the car out to her. “Did not finish. Pretty sure that’s a fail!”

      Diana snorted and nudged Rachel. “And whose side is your father on, exactly?”

      “The side of the LAW!” Rachel gave her a stern look.

      Ben shrugged. “She’s got you there, Doc.”

      “Maybe she has at that.” Diana got to her feet. “You going to join us?”

      “I came to tell you that Victor’s asking for you.” He threw the green car up in the air and caught it. “So maybe I’ll run the green car for a few runs on behalf of the monsters.” He stepped out of the way, holding the door open for her.

      “He okay?” she murmured as she got close.

      He nodded. “Said he has some things to discuss and he couldn’t settle down until he got them off his chest, so they gave up trying to persuade him to sleep.”

      “Thanks.” She closed the door behind her and headed for the medical suite.

      Victor was in his bed, still hooked up to all sorts of machines. The gleaming white room was impeccably clean, with its bright lights and beeps and smell of disinfectant.

      She shuddered. She disliked hospitals. They took her right back to those dark days sitting by Charlie’s bedside, her little brother’s face pale and his breathing labored. She hadn’t been there when he died and she’d never gotten to say goodbye to him. She’d thought about that a lot over the days in between then and the cicadas arriving, but not much since. There’d been a lot going on, and the living had shuffled the dead off stage.

      Victor waved her in. “Just the person! How are we doing with our recruitment drive?”

      Diana sat on the chair beside him. “I spoke to Sam Leary, who’s thinking about it. He’s had some difficulties at home. He’s okay, but his Dad is a wreck, so he doesn’t really feel he can just walk away from him. He’ll get back to us later. I’m hoping he’ll come along—his parents have never really understood who he is, so he’ll be finding it really hard there right now. I’ll stay in touch with him, though.”

      “And Dr. Sato? You sent the chopper for her I believe? The Cheyenne?” Victor rubbed his nose where the little oxygen tube ran under his nostrils.

      “Yes. I’m a bit twitchy about that. The pilot said he could do it, but it would be close in terms of fuel. He checked in to say there are two passengers, not one, and one is in need of some pretty urgent medical attention. Unfortunately, he didn’t say which. Hopefully, it’s not Dr. Sato.”

      Victor leaned forward, appearing confused by the news. “Dr. Sato is injured?”

      Diana shook her head. “I don’t know. Like I said, the pilot didn’t specify. We don’t know who the second person is, it may be her lab assistant. To make things worse, there was a third woman who was killed as they left, so Dr. Sato might not be in a state to start on the project for a couple of days. Also, the woman I first spoke to, someone named Gretchen, who, now that I think of it, is likely the second passenger, warned me that Dr. Sato recently lost her daughter to a gang shooting, so we’ll follow her lead about whether having the kids around will help or hurt her.”

      Victor laid his head back on the pillow. “That poor woman! You’ll extend her every courtesy when she arrives?”

      “I’ll welcome her of course; but Marina will extend the courtesies. I’m just a guest here myself, remember?”

      He smiled. “And not my employee anymore, of course.” He looked exhausted.

      “You need to rest.” Diana got up from the chair and laid her hand on his. It was slightly chilly. “The chopper should be back any time. I’ll get them settled and seen to by the medical team, but I doubt Dr. Sato will be up to seeing you tonight. It sounds like she’s had a bit of a time of it.”

      “Haven’t we all.” He turned his head aside and she pulled the covers a little higher over him.

      “Sleep. I’ll be around when you wake up.” Diana was on her way back up to the living room when one of the guards ran in. The man had been assisting with the arrangements to pick up Sam and Dr. Sato and she knew him. “Can I help you, corporal?”

      “Do you want my report? Or should I give it to Mr. Victor, ma’am?”

      “To me, please. He’s sleeping.”

      The guard came to attention. “Radio message from the chopper, ma’am. They’re flying on fumes and the city is still a short ways off. We may have to execute a friendly extraction. I just hope he can find somewhere to set it down without crashing.”

      Diana popped her head round the door of the study. “Kids, I need to go talk to the corporal about some logistical stuff for a while. Will you be okay here with Ben?”

      Jesse looked up from his cars. “What’s logistical?”

      Anna blinked blearily. “My Dad used to do logisticals all the time. It means it’s boring and will go on for ages.”

      Diana laughed. “Not far wrong. Ben, can I borrow you for a moment?”

      Ben set down his car and came out of the study, pulling the door closed behind him. He frowned at the guard. “Trouble?”

      Diana leaned against the doorframe. “We hope not. But the chopper is likely to run out of fuel before getting here and we’ll probably need to go pick up the pilot and passengers when it does. Hopefully it’ll still be in one piece. Can you keep the kids distracted till I get back?”

      “No problem. Victor?”

      “Asleep for now. He hasn’t heard the message yet. I leave it to your judgement as to whether or not to tell him if he wakes up before we get back.” She straightened. “Right. Best not to keep them waiting. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Ben opened the door. “Sounds like the passengers might not be in the best of shape even if they do land safely. You taking a medic?”

      Diana looked to the corporal. “Already in the truck, I’d guess?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Be safe.” Ben walked back into the room. “Jesse, I want a do-over of that last race! There’s no way a little red car like that ought to be able to go that fast. Have you been feeding it coffee beans?”

      Diana shut the door on the giggles inside.

      “Ready, ma’am?”

      Her rucksack, which she had taken to leaving pre-packed with PPE and other items, hung on a hook in the hall. She grabbed it and hefted it onto her shoulder. “Ready.”

      He hurried her out to the truck and they roared off, flanked on either side by four men on motorbikes. The corporal turned and put an elbow over the back of the seat to face Diana. “Those things can really move. They’re the new hydrogen motorbikes we got back in the spring.”

      “Hydrogen?” She grabbed the door handle as the truck leaped and swerved around or over—whatever—probably best not to know.

      “These are the prototypes for something the tech arm has been experimenting with. We only have a few, and once the spares are gone they’re gone, but given how anxious Mr. Victor was to get the chopper to Dr. Sato in the first place…”

      “Good call, corporal. If Mr. Victor thinks otherwise, he can take it up with me.”

      “Thank you, ma’am, much appreciated.” He turned back around and fiddled with the radio.

      Diana tuned out and leaned her head back. The truck was going as fast as it could, but even so, the bikes had long since disappeared from sight. The road wasn’t too bad—a path had been cleared through the abandoned vehicles and the bodies of the dead had been dragged and deposited—efficiently, if unceremoniously—on the roadside. The bodies unnerved her. There were an obscene number of corpses, many little more than bones and shreds of flesh. The more recent dead showed signs of violent death, which didn’t improve her nerves. Clearly, Austin, despite its famous weird-hippie vibe, had descended into anarchy just as fast as anywhere else, and it was into this chaos that Victor Matreus was bringing Dr. Sato.

      A fair amount of the city was burned and charred, but surely the damage wasn't all due to Teff fires. Gangs, maybe? Looters? There were bound to be some. An old man shambling along the side of the road caught her eye. Gaunt and ragged, he stopped to root through an overturned garbage can. Her face heated. She had been living in the sheer luxury of relative normality while others were in such terrible need. The old man looked up to watch the truck go by, then he put his fingers to his lips and whistled. Another man looked out of an upstairs window and shouted something.

      Diana sat forward. “Corporal, the old man!”

      “Seen him. Let’s get a move on, Harris. We don’t want trouble along the way.” The truck surged forward and the corporal shifted the rearview mirror, where he met Diana’s eyes. “Don’t worry, ma’am, we’ll be out of reach before they can get up to much.” He moved the mirror back.

      Diana winced as a missile of some sort bounced off the truck. Harris floored the accelerator. The radio crackled. “Falcon to Base, we’re three miles out and coasting on fumes. Keeping her as low as I can for a sudden touchdown. You guys around? We’re hardly being discreet right now and people are shooting at the chopper. I’d prefer they don’t catch up to us.”

      “Base to Falcon, the riders have gone ahead to look out for you and we’re following fast. Where are you—”

      The corporal was cut off as the pilot transmitted again. A high-pitched siren beeped repeatedly in the background. “It’s about to get interesting. Setting down now. Follow the beacon.”

      “Shoot.” The corporal waited, but no further transmissions came. He opened the sunroof and clambered up onto his seat to look out the top. The truck filled with the acrid, scratchy smell of smoke and Diana and the driver went into a fit of coughing. The corporal dropped back into the truck and closed the sunroof, pulling a bottle of water out of the door and taking a long swig. He cracked the window to vent the inside air. “Well, there’s no plume of smoke that indicates a crash. That’s something at least. How far are we, Harris?”

      The driver glanced at the screen on his dash, and the flashing green dot they were speeding toward. “Maybe a mile sir, assuming the bridge is in one piece.”

      “Let’s get a move on.”

      The truck careened along the road. Diana latched onto the door handle and held on for dear life, hoping she wouldn’t throw up. She wasn’t keen on the idea of another bridge, but if the bridge was out, they’d just find a way to boat across or something.

      What she hadn’t anticipated was the barricade . Several old vehicles, pushed together with furniture piled on top, blocked the road. In front of it, the riders of the four hydrogen motorbikes sheltered behind a derelict truck, exchanging shots with several shooters hidden behind the barricade.

      Bullets thudded against the windshield and Harris brought the truck to a screeching stop. The radio crackled again. “Base, this is Falcon, we are down in one piece but unfriendlies are approaching. I don’t like the look of them. Where are you?”

      “Less than one mile, Falcon. We’ve encountered hostile resistance. Will be there as soon as we can.”

      “Any ideas, sir?” Harris ducked as a bullet shattered the door mirror.

      The corporal loosened his shirt collar. “We don’t have the ammo for this, and we don’t have time to reroute. Not an ideal situation.” A shot ricocheted off one of the motorbikes, and it toppled.

      Diana leaned forward. “The bike!”

      The corporal lowered his window and shouted to the bikers. “Is the bike totaled?”

      “The hydrogen lead is damaged. Pretty sure the gas will escape.”

      Diana snapped, “Back up, quick. Get the riders out. We can use it to blow the barricade.”

      The corporal gave a series of hand signals to the bikers, who immediately raced to their motorbikes, then turned back toward Diana as the truck reversed. “We have no idea how big an explosion it’ll make. It could take the bridge out.”

      “No, fire at the underside of the truck. The hydrogen gas will have accumulated under there before dispersing.”

      Harris brought the truck to a halt. The four bikers, one doubled up with another, skidded to a stop beside the truck. The corporal raised the radio to his mouth, but did not press transmit. “Thoughts, Harris?”

      “If it takes out the bridge, we’re no worse off. If it doesn’t, well, it should shift the barricade enough for the bikes to get through at least, and distract the defenders.”

      Bullets pinged off the truck and kicked off the asphalt. The corporal took a deep breath. “Let’s do it.” He pressed the transmit button. “Fire into the gas cloud, guys.”

      The motorbike riders unslung their rifles and fired.

      “Did they miss?” Harris asked. “There’s no flames.”

      Diana leaned forward to look. “The flames are difficult to see but any moment now—” The truck suddenly seemed to rise up from the ground in slow motion, then there was a boom, a mighty flare of flame and the truck’s windshield shattered.
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      Dixie was agog. “You know who that is, don’t you? It’s Elizabeth Blair! Unbelievable. I’m sitting in the same room as the Vice President of the good ol’ United States of America.” She drove her elbow into Kim’s ribs for emphasis.

      Rubbing her side, Kim shifted out of elbow-jabbing range. They were seated on plastic lawn chairs in Perez’s cramped kitchen, certainly an unexpected development after being stopped on the road outside by Blair’s security entourage. In the center of the table, two candles danced, fixed to a cracked plate by melted wax. The lone source of light threw flickering shadows over the faces seated at the table. Three doors led off the room, one leading into the main bedroom, where a nurse in stained scrubs dozed beside the bed where Wyatt, pumped full of life-saving drugs, rested. Mercifully, his fever was down and he was pain free.

      Kim swiveled around to check in and Wyatt raised a fist. The ashen hue of his face had given way to a healthier color, even though his red hair hung in damp tendrils over his forehead, a testament to the raging fever that had come so close to claiming his eleven-year-old life.

      Kim sipped tepid water from the glass she’d been rationed by one of the soldiers—a true blessing, given that Perez and his elderly father had depleted their water supply the day before and Kim and Dixie were down to their last shared bottle. It had been a long, horrifying night spent searching for Wyatt and dodging thugs—being off her feet and protected by the United States military was a heady feeling. Soon, she hoped, maybe in an hour at the most, she’d be on her way to finding Emma. With Wyatt safe and being cared for and the military in town, surely the worst was behind them. To top it all off, the Vice President of the United States of America, of all people, sat across the table from her.

      “Not quite, missy.” The rickety wooden chair creaked as Colonel Robert Wilson leaned back and ran a finger along his bristly gray-stubbled jaw, keeping eye contact with Dixie. “You’re looking at our new president. President Blair was sworn in twenty days ago.” Black circles encircled his hollowed-out, baggy eyes. His filthy camouflage uniform was wrinkled over his barrel chest and he’d placed his M4 rifle on the table, ensuring it was within easy reach. As he moved, his shirt sleeves rode up his arms revealing red and pus-filled blisters, a nasty reaction to cicada toxin.

      “No way!”

      “Unfortunately, very few of our fellow Americans are aware of the change in leadership.” Wilson dropped his gaze to where his hands clenched on the table. His gravelly voice came out hoarse. “We nearly lost her as well.”

      Kim did her best not to stare at President Blair, who had a bandage wrapped around her head and over her right eye. The right side of her face was swollen and inflamed around numerous blisters. Her cheek sagged like she’d suffered a stroke. Four other people were in the kitchen along with Kim and Dixie: Perez and his eighty-something father, Juan, who sat huddled on a seat on his walker and had a sweet—if somewhat vacant—smile pinned to his lips, Colonel Wilson, and the newly minted President of the United States. An additional five or six soldiers were camped out on the living room floor while a couple of civilians claimed a bedroom. The troops had commandeered the house next door.

      President Blair leaned forward. Her blonde bob was tangled and hung in stringy strands to her shoulders. Her grubby, brown pantsuit was stained with dried blood, but when she made eye contact, no one in the room could mistake her air of command.

      Instinctively, Kim straightened her back.

      “We lost many good men and women in Salt Lake City when we were attacked by a cicada swarm. Several more civilians and soldiers passed away on the journey here.” The president’s voice was composed and devoid of emotion. She paused and turned her head away covering her mouth as raw hacking coughs burst from her. “It’s past time we put a stop to the senseless deaths of Americans.”

      The words tumbled from Kim’s mouth. “You have a plan? Have you heard what’s been happening? What are you doing here in Van Horn?” She stopped when President Blair exchanged a glance with the colonel that she couldn’t interpret.

      Tapping a finger on the magazine of his rifle, Wilson took up the narrative. “We were heading to Austin when most of our convoy ran out of gas about twenty miles west of town. As soon as we’re fueled up, we’ll be on our way.”

      “Austin!” It couldn’t be a coincidence that soldiers and the new president were going to Austin where Matreus had a research facility. The same place where Kim believed that traitor Rush had taken her daughter and Natalie Shields. The same place that could hold the answers to the deadly fires that had caused catastrophic disasters in Australia and the United States. Then again, these people might not be their saviors—they could be in cahoots with the global corporation responsible for the deaths of hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of people. Kim’s earlier warm and fuzzy relief evaporated. Dixie shifted closer as if her thoughts were running along similar lines. If only they hadn’t had to hand over their lone weapon!

      “You sound surprised.” Wilson turned a flinty gaze on Kim.

      “That’s where our plane was headed before we crashed in the desert.”

      Wilson inched his rifle toward him. “You’re not American.”

      How much to divulge was a hard decision to make, but in the end nothing would be gained by holding back. “No. I’m Australian.” She gave a quick rundown on everything that had happened since the out-of-control bushfire had ravaged her small home town, and how she’d ended up in southwest Texas. Kim nodded to Perez. “I’m so sorry about Mateo. He was a good man.”

      Perez buried his face in his hands.

      “That explains the body in the back of your truck.” Wilson cleared his throat as Perez wiped his face with the edge of his tatty T-shirt. “Any idea why those people were kidnapped?”

      Sweat beaded at Kim’s hairline. Her heart thudded. It was so hard working out who to trust and how much information to divulge, but she needed the Army, or rather one of their vehicles. “The woman who was taken is Natalie Shields, a senior employee of Matreus, Inc. We flew here from Australia on a specially organized flight because Natalie needed to attend their office in Austin. But I think she’s begun to have second thoughts about helping her employer. And that’s why I believe they also took her adoptive daughter, Emma, who is my biological daughter by the way, to ensure her compliance.”

      “Matreus!” President Blair’s head snapped up and, for a split second, shock passed over her face. She quickly regained control and her expression smoothed out.

      Dixie frowned. “I would have thought you’d be heading for Fort Worth, not Austin.”

      Wilson drummed his fingers on the table. “That’s our destination once we complete our mission in Austin.”

      “Which is what, exactly?” Kim folded her arms. “Come on. Who are we going to tell, anyway?”

      President Blair burst into another fit of coughing, then absently rubbed her chest. “I don’t believe in coincidences. But I do have a deep and abiding faith in synchronicity. The Lord has a plan, and it’s down to us to do our parts. You have a connection with our mission which tells me we were meant to meet up and help each other. I feel the hand of the universe pressing us together. This is ears-only, but I’m bringing you into the fold. We intend to deliver to the Matreus lab in Austin samples of blood, plasma, and soil, along with research data taken from Sacramento’s disaster zone.”

      “Some of which were destroyed in Salt Lake City.” The colonel shielded his eyes for a moment. His voice hardened. “It’s imperative we reach Austin as fast as possible before the samples spoil. Every day, every hour, counts as more American lives lost. This blasted smoke means the solar panels have limited charge, which is why we’re running refrigerated containers on the truck’s battery—but they won’t last forever. Now, back to you. You were telling us about the men you were hiding from.”

      Kim repressed a shudder at the memory of how the men had stared with hungry eyes at her and Dixie. “Those thugs were looking for food. I think they intended to kill that boy’s cat. Maybe worse.”

      Perez stepped away from the wall. “Sí. Those animals arrived in our town six days ago. They are criminals who escaped from the West Texas Detention Facility at Sierra Blanca.” Perez offered some water to his father. “We think they must have killed whatever guards remained and then ransacked Sierra Blanca before turning up here. One of the first things they did was burn our hospital to the ground. Two patients died in the fire. So did our only doctor, Doc Torres. He was trying to get one of the patients out when the roof collapsed.”

      Juan, interrupted. “We should have run them out of town the first moment we saw them instead of offering them help.”

      “We didn’t realize who they were. We were fools thinking that more people banding together would make us all strong. Instead, they took and they took, and then they killed. Some of our neighbors ran from the town to seek food and water elsewhere. Those people haven’t returned. The rest of us barricaded ourselves inside our homes. We ran out of food three days ago. And now there is no water. I hoped you were FEMA.”

      Wilson’s jaw worked. “Sorry, pal. We’re not here to help. I’ve got orders to take the Sacramento and Salt Lake City samples and data to Austin.”

      “But what is to become of us?” Juan lifted shaky, liver-spotted hands. “Why has no one come to help?”

      President Blair turned to face Juan. “Help will come as soon as I make it to Fort Worth. From there I’ll begin to rebuild America.”

      As if all she had to do was press a button and the world would return to normal. Kim rested her elbows on the table. “With all due respect, Mrs. President…”

      “I think its Madam President,” whispered Dixie.

      “Madam President. That’s a huge undertaking, and it’s going to take some time. What happens to the people in the meantime? It’s a bit hard to govern a country when most of its citizens are dead.”

      “Sí, we cannot wait for that to happen!” Perez leaned on the table. “We need water, medicine, food. There are women and children starving. Being murdered! My neighbors, my friends. We. Need. Help. Now!” Perez pounded the table with his fist.

      Three soldiers charged into the room and leveled their weapons at Perez. The colonel spun the rifle butt toward his open palm as Kim launched across the table to snatch the weapon from him. He pulled while she tugged.

      Loud clicks cut through the sudden tension.

      Kim flung herself back against the chair, hands in the air. “What are you going to do? Shoot me?”

      Wilson aimed the M4 at Kim’s chest. “If I have to. I have full authority to use deadly force against all enemies of the United States. Foreign and domestic. But especially foreign.”

      Kim had no doubt if she so much as breathed he would plug a bullet into her heart.

      Planting her hands palms down on the table, Blair surged to her feet. “This is getting us nowhere. Stand down. All of you. Colonel, tell those men to return to whatever they were doing.”

      Wilson clenched his jaw and waved the soldiers out of the room.

      The president exhaled slowly. “Let’s keep calm, shall we? These are hard times for everyone. We’ve all lost someone, and we will all probably lose others we are close to, possibly even our own lives, before we are done. Butting heads will get us nowhere.” She returned to her seat and steepled her fingers. “Let’s recap. Kim, someone in your family has information that could be useful in finding a solution to the problem. Hence, she’s been taken to the Austin Matreus facility.”

      Kim folded her arms, causing the USB stick she’d secreted in her bra to scrape against her skin. She’d keep that little gem to herself for the time being. “She was taken by force. With my daughter!”

      President Blair fixed a steely glare on Kim. Her tone took on a hard edge. “You’re on your way there too, and so are we. I can offer you a place in the convoy.”

      “None of us are going anywhere unless we find gas.” Wilson laid his M4 on the table and shoved himself to his feet. He linked his hands behind his back and paced around the table. Obviously, a man who thought better while in motion.

      Kim rose and stepped in front of Wilson. “You need fuel. The people here need protection and supplies.”

      “Go on.” The colonel turned and coughed.

      Another person affected, probably permanently, by the toxic smoke. Like herself. Kim rubbed her own aching chest in reflex. “Get rid of the criminals terrorizing this town and share some of your water and food supplies. Then I’m pretty sure Perez will show you where you can get gas.”

      “Why should we share? I can simply take what I need.”

      She kept her gaze fixed on his haggard face, surprised that the president remained silent. Maybe she wanted to hear Wilson’s answer, too—it would certainly give her more insight into his character. Kim gambled on Wilson having some shred of humanity. “Because I know you won’t leave the people here to suffer and die. You’ve already lost too many yourself.”

      The colonel stepped around Kim, dragged a chair away from the table, and sat heavily. He grabbed the M4. “Consider it a done deal. We don’t have much in the way of food. Two bags of rice, some dried beans, bits of jerky, and MREs. But we’ve got a good supply of water, as well as water filters.” Kim was flummoxed by the colonel’s reversal. It was as if once he decided to come on board, any thoughts about holding back flew out the window. “We can also leave you with a few weapons and some ammo, but only what we can spare, which won’t be much to be honest.”

      A grim smile spread over Perez’s face. “The road service shop where I work has an underground fuel tank where you should be able to fill your tanks—if it hasn’t been discovered yet.” He snapped his fingers. “Wait! The Customs and Border Protection office should have an armory. Perhaps fuel supplies too. Before the CBP officers left the town, they locked everything up tight. I know this because those animals have attempted twice to get inside, but so far they haven’t been able to. Colonel, did you pass the CBP compound on your way into town?”

      “No. We were looking for a gas station and took a side road that led into the center of town. It didn’t take us long to realize Van Horn was in a whole pile of trouble. A small group of those criminals you’ve been talking about attempted a roadblock outside the Red Roof Inn. Didn’t do them much good. We took them out fast.”

      Kim slid to the edge of her seat, aware that Dixie was hanging on every word. “Then what’s the plan? We go after the thugs first? Or make for the CBP office?”

      Dixie fist-bumped her. “I vote we hit the armory first.”

      “No. Gas up first,” interjected Perez. “And I’m going as well. This is my town. My people. And I’m a good hunter. All I need is bullets.”

      President Blair’s eyebrows rose and Wilson scowled, tapping the butt of his rifle again. “This is a military operation. No civilians.”

      Kim shot to her feet. “Rubbish. We can be useful. Plus, the more we work together, the quicker you’ll be on the road. That is, we’ll be on the road. Don’t forget I have a stake in seeing you succeed. I must get to Austin. Fast. My daughter needs me.”

      The president stifled a cough. “I agree with Kim.” She looked around the tiny, darkened kitchen. “And these good people here aren’t the only ones who can shoot. Someone get me a gun. I’m coming, too.”
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        Anayeli Alfaro. Curtis Family Compound. Thompson Falls, Montana

      

      

      

      It took a long time for the dying to start. Long enough that Anayeli had fallen asleep waiting, watching for the symptoms. It was the noise of death that woke her.

      “Oh! He looks terrible!” Bailey Rae’s voice was pitched high, like it had been the night her father died.

      Anayeli shot up in her bunk, remembering just in time that there wasn’t enough head room for her to sit up fully. The bunks were stacked, much like the ones she’d seen when she’d toured the aircraft carrier USS Midway in San Diego. In fact, she wouldn’t be surprised if the things were actual military surplus.

      “That’s gotta hurt!” The voice was male—Andrew. At least Andrew was okay.

      From the lowest of three bunks, it was an awkward slither out onto the floor. She was careful not to land on Cricket who was, loyal as ever, lying at the floor alongside her. The bunk room was empty, aside from Cricket, who leapt up the instant she was on her feet.

      “He doesn’t look good, that’s for sure.” Carlota had never been so callous in the before-times. The things they’d seen had changed them—and not for the better.

      Anayeli scurried out into the main room of the underground shelter, then stopped short. There were bodies on the floor, arrayed in a semicircle around jars of cicadas—lots of jars. She quickly counted heads. Ten, eleven if she counted Roxy-dog. Everyone was accounted for, and no one noticed her arrival—they were motionless, their attention fixed on the jars of cicadas in the center of the ring they’d made.

      She counted again, just to be sure, then scanned for the one person she was most worried about. Sure enough, Brandon was there, one hundred percent conscious and not bleeding from any place visible. And definitely not dying. He was a bit worse for wear—his face was swollen and red everywhere that hadn’t been covered by his mask and goggles, with one welt where a cicada had bitten him vivid and oozing. But he was alive.

      “It’s too much! I can’t watch this!” Zara shoved herself up to standing and backed away, almost bumping into Anayeli as she hurried into the bunk room. The young woman was someone who might’ve called herself a Highly Sensitive Person in the before-times. Whatever hell she’d been through was even worse than what Anayeli and her family had survived. According to the half-hints Carlota had dropped, Anayeli had worked out that Zara’s sister had been murdered by the same men who’d assaulted them both. She’d good reason to be sensitive. Maybe they’d all gone too far in the other direction if they could openly stare as a creature’s life was violently ripped from it.

      Because that’s what was dying: the cicadas. They’d long since stopped flying and battering themselves against the confines of their glass jars and were instead twitching and jerking about, their legs moving spasmodically. It looked painful, but Anayeli couldn’t bring herself to feel sad for the murderous creatures.

      Instead she crowded closer. “They’re dying? The diatomaceous earth worked?” She couldn’t have been more shocked.

      Greg turned to her, a smile across his face. “Looks like it!”

      “That’s fantastic!” Aside from the moment her family had been reunited, there wasn’t a single other moment in the past weeks that had felt like good news the way the results of Brandon’s experiment did. “I can’t believe it! I never thought it would actually do anything.”

      “Yeah. We’re aware, Yeli.” Leave it to Carlota to go into full snark mode and not let Anayeli forget her objections to the entire idea.

      “Have you had breakfast yet, Lota?” She had to hold back a snort when Carlota stuck her tongue out. It was a guaranteed response any time she reminded her hangry sister she needed to eat.

      Anayeli changed the subject. “Have any more gotten inside?” She checked the vent she and Carlota had covered with duct tape. It was solid.

      “Nope.” Carlota definitely needed some food. Monosyllabic answers given with an edge were a sure sign.

      Mama must’ve read the situation too. “Angela? It’s okay for me to make breakfast?”

      “Oh, let me just…” And with that the two women went into the kitchen area.

      Anayeli went around to where Brandon sat and squatted down between him and Ernesto. “Hey, I’m sorry I doubted the whole diatomaceous earth idea. This is huge. We might actually have a way to stop the cicadas!” They’d still need to find out if the cicadas outside had been similarly affected, but if they had been… Something bigger than relief glimmered in her, but she had to tamp it down. She couldn’t afford to get her hopes up yet.

      “Thanks.” Brandon didn’t seem all that excited about the potential success of his experiment. “I just don’t understand what happened out there.”

      “What do you mean? Why it took you so long?”

      “No.” Brandon gestured to his face. “This. I thought I was immune.”

      “It looks a lot better than it did.” When Brandon had first gotten back inside, yelling about having a reaction, his face had been at least twice as swollen. Grangela had gone into a panic as soon as she’d seen him, but Fatima had jumped immediately into action and restored some semblance of calm, issuing rapid-fire orders. She’d had Brandon strip his outer layer of clothes, then set Andrew to catching the cicadas that had been trapped by the shower-curtain vestibule, while she’d hauled Brandon to the kitchen sink. Fatima had emptied water container after water container over Brandon, washing the toxic residue away, before finally allowing Greg to cut loose the goggles and mask Brandon wore. They’d left deep depressions in Brandon’s face, his skin swelling around their edges, but they proved that physical barriers and water worked.

      Anayeli thought of the blankets they’d used escaping from the Salt Lake City cicada swarm, and the storm that had come immediately after. Maybe that was why the dogs had survived, why she and Andrew had been able to go outside safely—the blankets had protected them, and the rain had diluted the toxin, or washed it away. Their defenses against the cicadas were so low-tech it was almost laughable. But only almost, because the best thing about low-tech was that it was accessible to most people. Or would have been, in normal times.

      “Maybe the cicadas aren’t like a disease people are immune to or not.” Ernesto leaned across Anayeli, closer to Brandon. “Maybe it’s like allergies, you know? Or mosquito bites. Like, some people aren’t allergic at all and others are just a little allergic and unlucky people are a lot allergic.”

      “Ay! Look at you, sabelotodo!” Anayeli gave her little brother a shove. “Smartypants!” It was the first time she could remember seeing him smile—really smile—since before the American River, before they lost Luz and Papa.

      “Yeah, but that’s the thing.” Brandon reached up to touch his face, then thought better of it and stopped. “I wasn’t allergic before. I was covered in way more of their residue. All over my whole body. I must’ve gotten bitten too and…nothing. And now, one bite and I look like this?”

      “My allergy doctor says sometimes people get allergies when they never had them before, and that’s because allergies are like a cup.” Ernesto had taken off his mask at some point in the night. She could hear the slight wheeze in his chest and worry pricked at her. They’d lost his inhaler. If the ventilation system was letting cicadas through, it definitely wasn’t working right. If he breathed enough smoky air and he had a full-blown asthma attack, they had no way to help him. “Everybody has a certain sized cup, and once it’s filled up, it overflows—and that’s the allergic reaction. So you had a big cup maybe, but when you got all covered in that stuff, it almost filled you up. And then you went out there”—Ernesto waved a hand toward the door—“and filled your cup up the rest of the way.”

      Everyone stared at Ernesto.

      “Behold, the wisdom of the thirteen year old!” Carlota gestured with a flourish at Ernesto. Their little brother was sprouting wings to fly at the moment the cicadas were folding up their legs and dying. What he said made sense—it explained why some people died so fast and others took longer, why some people weren’t affected at all by the toxin, and others were miserable from it.

      “Great.” Brandon’s voice was flat. “Now I can never go outside, is that what you’re saying?”

      “No. You just have to be cuidado: real careful. Like you were, but even more.” Ernesto settled back into his space on the floor. Careful was their new watchword.

      There was a clatter of pans in the kitchen. “Gregger!” Grangela stood at the edge of the kitchen, holding a pot and a device that looked like an extra-large digital thermometer. “Can you come here? There’s something… The water’s not right.” Grangela’s tone got both Greg and Brandon off the floor.

      When they looked in the pot, Brandon wrinkled his nose and Greg immediately checked the tester. “Well, that’s a problem boiling won’t solve. The reverse osmosis system must not be working right if the water’s that color.”

      “And we just have one container left of our extra water stores.” Grangela’s face was pinched with worry.

      Greg muttered a curse. “Enough for a day, maybe.” Almost as an afterthought, he went on. “All that water went for a good cause, though. Wouldn’t change it.” He gripped Brandon’s shoulder tight enough to make the kid grimace.

      “What about the big storage tanks, Gramps? For this shelter and the animals? Can’t we just use that?”

      “That’s where that water was from. Haven’t flushed the tanks in oh, I don’t know…years. Too long.” Checking on the shelter’s water system had been one of the tasks Greg had put on their list of work duties, but like idiotas, they hadn’t gotten around to it. So estúpido. Instead, they’d pulled weeds in the garden—a task rendered pointless considering the garden had probably been devoured by the cicadas.

      “But the shelter’s water system is a different one than the house, right? So, if we went back upstairs, there’d be safe water in the house?” The problem didn’t seem insurmountable to Anayeli. Inconvenient and, considering there was cicada gunk everywhere, potentially risky, but that was the new normal.

      “That’s right.”

      Anayeli turned and addressed the group. “Has anybody heard any cicadas flying into the door?” They all shook their heads, but the room got quiet. They listened for one breath, two. There was nothing, until someone coughed. The dry, hacking cough of an asthmatic. Ernesto.

      The ventilation system couldn’t be working right, not when one vent was covered in duct tape. The water filtration wasn’t working. Anayeli made a decision. “We should go back outside. The swarm is probably gone by now—they don’t seem to stick around. We can check on the garden and fix the shelter’s water and air filtration systems so we’re ready next time.”

      For maybe the first time, they were all in agreement and they celebrated by tiptoeing outside into the light.

      Every step Anayeli took ended in a crunch and a burst of slimy fluid. She hadn’t expected there to be so many cicadas. They littered every walkway, every path, all the places where lawn had been. Dusty, dead, and dying cicadas carpeted the garden. Or what used to be the garden. It was a total loss—a sad collection of stripped, sagging stalks under a glowering, gray sky.

      The diatomaceous earth might’ve succeeded in killing the bugs, but it hadn’t stopped them from destroying every plant first. The lush meadow the horses had been grazing looked freshly cropped, right down to the dirt. Every flower and bush was bare. The trees in the orchard, too.

      Grangela stood just inside the garden gate, staring at the devastation, looking as wilted and defeated as the plants themselves. “All that work!” She kept repeating the same three words over and over.

      “What’s the big deal?” Carlota rolled her eyes in Grangela’s direction, but kept her voice respectfully low. “It’s just some plants.” Hangry Carlota was also Callous Carlota.

      “Be nice, Carlota. It’s the first thing she’s lost.” The only thing, really. Greg steadfastly refused to believe that Jeremy was dead, which meant Grangela was in the dark about her youngest son’s fate. In her mind, her family was all still alive. She still had a home. For Anayeli and her family, loss had plagued them from the very first day of the disaster. And whatever gains they’d had—the dogs, Bailey Rae, Andrew, the horses—had come with a corresponding loss. “The cicadas and fires were far away before. Now they’re here.”

      “Should we tell her it’s only going to get worse?” Carlota frowned as Grangela headed for the greenhouse at the bottom of the garden, Bailey Rae trailing in her wake.

      The older woman fumbled with the chain latching the greenhouse door. With her heavy winter gloves on, she couldn’t undo the clip—the chain meant to keep bears out was keeping her out. She yanked one glove off and reached for the chain again.

      “Don’t touch it, Grangela!” Bailey Rae snatched at the woman’s arm, just before she touched the contaminated surface. “We can’t get the bug goo on our hands, remember?”

      Everything was covered with cicada residue—any exposed surface was lightly misted in the stuff and was a fomite. For that precise reason, they’d left the dogs closed in the house, and the horses and goats were still locked in their shelter. They couldn’t risk the animals getting covered in the toxin.

      “How am I supposed to get inside to check on the seedlings? We’ve never needed them more! What if the cicadas got in—”

      “We’ll hose it off first, Angela.” Fatima had insisted on coming outside even though they were all worried what impact that toxin might have on her and her unborn baby—especially if she had a bout of the spins and fell in the stuff, though that was happening less and less often.

      “No. We don’t have time.” Greg’s chest was puffed with importance, his voice too loud, his arms full of a stack of plastic buckets he must’ve gotten out of the barn. “We need to focus on our priorities: water for us, the animals, and the plants. In that order. There’ll be a storm soon enough to wash the residue away.”

      Anayeli couldn’t help herself—she looked up at the soot-colored sky. There was no way to tell whether a storm was coming or not, unless Greg had some kind of spidey-sense. Maybe rain in Montana in summer was the norm. Except nothing was the norm anymore.

      “Let’s go! Hop to it!” Greg barked orders, setting Andrew, Brandon, and Ernesto to filling the water storage containers from the shelter, and Anayeli, Carlota, Zara, and Bailey Rae to hauling buckets for the livestock in their separate shelter. The other women went to work in the greenhouse.

      Everywhere Anayeli went, there were dead cicadas. The barn aisle was scattered with them. The hope she’d felt when the jarred bugs had started dying blossomed. The diatomaceous earth really worked, and on a large scale.

      While the others filled buckets, Anayeli raked the cicada corpses into a pile, then closed the windows in each stall. The barn still wouldn’t be cicada proof, but if another swarm came, the closed windows would buy more time for anyone outside to get to safety. She was seeing everything with new eyes—what Greg called ‘prepper vision.’

      “What’re you doing with the dead bugs?” Bailey Rae poked at the pile with her toe. “I bet the chickens would like them, if they weren’t poison.”

      Anayeli’s guts twisted. “Oh no. The chickens.” She’d told Greg she’d secured the livestock, but she hadn’t even thought about the chickens. She took off for the coop and its attached run. “No, Bailey Rae! You go back.” She didn’t want the girl to see more death if she didn’t have to.

      She almost cried when she saw the birds. And that was saying a lot considering she’d only ever thought of chickens as mini-dinosaurs—brutal and mostly brainless. But the hens’ last moments had been a torture they didn’t deserve. They spilled down the coop’s ramp and into the run—as if they’d been roosting for the night and fled in a panic. Their wings were splayed at odd angles, their legs and feet swollen, clenched, and twisted, their beaks wide open. The cicadas didn’t just devour plants—they attacked animals. She nearly threw up. It was such a waste, and another source of food they wouldn’t be able to count on any more.

      That was when she remembered the diatomaceous earth. Grangela had said there was more near the coop, if Brandon needed it. They were definitely going to need it if another swarm came. The diatomaceous earth might not stop the bugs from their destruction, but every dead adult cicada meant fewer cicada larva. Maybe they couldn’t stop the cicadas immediately, but they could prevent them from coming back in the future. She picked her way through the birds, ballooned to twice their normal size and looking ready to burst. Behind the coop, she found the bright yellow bag of diatomaceous earth stashed on top of several bags of wood shavings. Just as she turned to leave, there was a shuffling noise from inside the coop. Something was alive in there.

      She pulled open the bag and grabbed a handful of the flour-like dust. If it was more toxicadas, she wanted to be ready. She eased down the latch on the egg-collection door of the coop and it swung wide, a shower of bugs falling to the ground below as Anayeli leapt back. Dead cicadas. Grangela had said she sprinkled the diatomaceous earth inside the chicken coop regularly. More evidence the stuff worked. But even better was the explanation for the noise she’d heard. Huddled in one of the nesting boxes was a single, solitary hen. A survivor.

      “I got you, lady.” Anayeli reached in to grab the bird, who ruffled her feathers and made what could only be described as a growling sound. “Yeah, I get it. You’re traumatized. But I can take you to the shelter.” A pang of guilt hit her. She should’ve thought of the chickens sooner. But just as quickly, she shot that guilt down. There’d barely been time to save the animals she had.

      When she lifted the hen up, the chicken darted a peck at her hands. “Lucky I got gloves.” Underneath the hen were seven eggs. “Oh. I see. You’ve gone broody.” One hen, and a clutch of warm eggs. She put the hen back into the nesting box and instead slid the whole thing out of the coop. If they were lucky, in twenty-one days they’d have eight chickens. Hope blooming again, she went looking for Greg.

      “Greg!” Her yell startled him, making him drop a pipe wrench with a heavy thud. Not the best start. “Look what I found.” She held the nesting box out. “A broody hen.” Give some to get some. Good news first, then the ask.

      “Well, isn’t that something.” Greg took up his wrench again, his tone sounding more dour than pleased. Not the best start, part two.

      “Yeah, and more proof the diatomaceous earth works. Where’s your radio? We’ve got to tell whoever you can raise about it.”

      “No.” Greg’s mouth was a straight line.

      “What do you mean, ‘no’?”

      “Some kinds of information isn’t free.” Greg picked up his wrench as if the conversation were over.

      She’d heard journalists argue the same basic thing—that some information deserved to be free, and other information didn’t. “This is information everyone should have. It’ll save lives. Give people hope. People need to know there’s a way to kill the cicadas and keep them from coming back again!”

      “Me and mine first. We don’t tell a soul until we’ve got our own supply secured, and that”—he pointed at the yellow sack Anayeli had balanced on top of nesting box—“is not close to a big enough supply.”
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        Dale Curtis. Kaw riverbank, Kansas

      

      

      The boom from the grenade lived on in Dale’s head, but the roaring fire more than made up for the initial shock. They fed the flames deep into the night, Kitty lying beside Jojo and jabbering in their foreign tongue, story after story that no one else could understand.

      Stella stoked the fire, tending her leaf-wrapped fish like some five-star, wilderness, celebrity chef. The filleted fish were folded in thick, waxy leaves, the stem threaded through the meat of the leaf to secure the package, then steamed in a stone-heated hole in the ground. Dale had spent a lot of time in the outdoors, but he’d always cooked over, rather than under, a fire. With only the pea-pan left to them, Stella had improvised. “Is she any better? Your girl? How’s she doing?”

      “It’s impossible to know.” Jojo was well and truly out of it. He hadn’t been able to rouse her for over an hour.

      “He’ll bring help. You’ll see. Dan’s never let me down, not in all the years we’ve been married.”

      After using a grenade to start a fire—something Dan was inordinately proud of—he’d insisted that he’d ride on to Camp Riley, secure transport, and guide them all to safety. But that had been before the sun had fully set and there’d been hours of rustling through the reeds, birds and bats flitting and chirping, the river lap-lap-lapping at the shore, and the steady snort of resting horses. But no Dan.

      “Here you go.” Stella levered the wrapped fish out of the rocks and pushed it across the sand to Dale. “Watch out. It’s hot.”

      Food was the last thing on his mind, but he needed Kitty to eat, so he… Dammit. Fish.

      “Not to worry! You’ll eat the last of the peas, right honey?” Stella dug a second leaf from the subterranean oven. “I washed them! No horse slobber for you!”

      Kitty pushed the bag away. “I’m not hungry.”

      “That’s the stress talking.” Stella pushed it back. “You need to build up your strength. For your sister.”

      Kitty fixed her with a baleful stare, the kind that might have stripped paint from a car in another life.

      “She’s right.” Dale opened his neatly tucked leaf, unlatching the stem from the tip. “Jojo needs you to be firing on all cylinders.”

      Ingrid and Felicity swam into the circle of undulating light that the fire cast about them, their arms filled with more sticks.

      “Smells good!” Felicity dumped her pile next to the fire and held her hand out. “Catfish are good eating!”

      “Bottom feeders.” Kitty was spoiling for a fight. “They’re disgusting. It’s like eating worms or cockroaches!” She was close to tears, her voice rising and cracking as she tried to goad Felicity into a fight.

      Felicity knew better than to take the bait. “Delish! You don’t know what you’re missing!”

      Kitty turned her back on the fire, muttering to Jojo. Dale caught a couple of words, ‘mum’ being the top of the list, but ‘Brandon’ featuring pretty heavily. He picked at his fish, throwing the bones back into the fire.

      Ingrid took a seat beside him, warming her hands with her fish packet. “We need to move her.”

      He’d been thinking the same thing, but with no maps and no knowledge of their surroundings, they needed Felicity to be on board with the plan.

      “It’s been too long. The fever hasn’t broken…”

      Stella scooped a couple more fillets out of the fire. “I agree. The child’s not doing well.”

      “Sorry, Aunt Stella. I know how hard this is for you.”

      For her? What about me! This is my daughter who’s… He didn’t want to admit she was fighting for her life, but Dan had whispered the dreaded words before he’d gone for help. “Runoff… Pollution… Not just industrial, but raw sewage now that the pumps are down…”

      Stella had scoured their only pan, then filled it with water and boiled it for at least half an hour, far longer than they needed to kill everything off, leaving it to cool beside the fire. “My hands are clean.” She shuffled toward Jojo. “Mind if I try to get her to drink some water?”

      Dale didn’t fancy her chances, but his daughter had heaved until there was only bile coming out of her and if Dan was right—if she’d been poisoned by something in the river—she needed to rehydrate, fast.

      Stella lifted Jojo’s head, easing it into her sister’s lap. “Could you keep her steady for me? I’m going to start with drips. Nothing more. We don’t want to shock her stomach.”

      Kitty wept, cradling Jojo’s face in her hands. “Make her better.”

      “That’s what we’re trying, my dear. Don’t worry, Uncle Dan will be back soon. He’ll have friends, with medicine, and doctors.” She dipped her finger into the clean water and ran it along the edge of Jojo’s cracked lips. “There we go. Just let this in.” She added a second drop of water, then a third.

      Jojo groaned, turning her head away.

      “It hurts.” Kitty would know. The twins felt each other’s pain.

      “Show me.” Dale discarded his leaf and scuttled to her side. “Where does it hurt?”

      “Her guts.” Kitty clutched at her stomach, just as Jojo had when she first got out of the boat.

      Jojo heaved, jackknifing into a V and arching suddenly.

      “Get me a stick.” Stella felt around, her hands skittering through the grass. “Doesn’t matter what size. I need a stick.”

      Felicity handed her a small branch half the size of Dale’s wrist, which Stella forced into Jojo’s mouth right as she began to thrash. The seizure went on forever, Jojo thrashing and thumping the sand around her.

      “Right. We need to move.” Stella was up, kicking sand into the fire and organizing the women. “We’re going to use Kahlua. She’s the more reliable horse.”

      “What?” Dale watched in horror as his daughter slowed to a halt. “What are we doing?”

      “We’re going to find Dan.” She tore one of the saddles from the branch where they’d hung it earlier that night. “Felicity, would you ride Fidget? Guide them to the road?” She ran her hands down her mare’s back before hoisting the saddle into position. “Sorry, gorgeous. We don’t have time to brush you.”

      “I can lead.” Felicity took Fidget, rubbing her hand across her mane and feeling for her withers. “It won’t take us long.”

      “Wouldn’t the boat be faster?” Dale had visions of car wrecks and pileups littering the roads.

      Felicity shook her head. “It takes a nice long bend away from the highway from here. It’ll be far faster to ride.”

      Why had he waited? Jojo was far worse than when they’d first gotten her off the boat. He’d thought they had time, but then he always thought that. What had Ingrid called him, an ‘optimist?’ More like a delusional dreamer.

      “How?” Kitty could barely speak through her sobs. “How do we get her on?”

      “Your dad’s going to hold her, aren’t you Dad?”

      Having a teenager who might seize atop a horse was bad enough, but adding another body to that fragile equine spine was a bad idea. “You’re going to need to do it, Kitty. You’re the smallest. The lightest. You’re going to sit behind your sister and hold on tight.”

      Kitty folded herself over Jojo, whose breathing had gone from frantic-sharp to too-low-for-comfort. “I can’t…”

      Ingrid had put out the fire, digging up the hot stones so there was no danger for ambling night creatures. “You don’t have a choice, darling. We all need to do our part now, and this is your part.”

      “But what if she—” She wailed, raising the birds from their branches and sending them into the star-spattered sky.

      “She’s not going to. She’s young. She’s healthy. She’s going to be fine.” Dale peeled Jojo from her twin’s lap, forcing himself not to feel for a pulse or check her temperature again.

      “Like Mum!” Kitty stayed in the dirt, her fists bunched and her face buried in her chest. “You said she was going to be okay.”

      Ingrid looped her hands under Kitty’s armpits. “Now’s not the time, darling.”

      Kitty threw her hands up, slipping from Ingrid’s grasp. “When is?” The fury coming off her was almost as hot as her sister’s forehead. “When will we talk about Mum? Because we haven’t!”

      “As soon as we get Jojo to a doctor.” Dale’s heart was in his mouth, his brain swirling the drain. He hadn’t talked about Terri because he didn’t want to upset the girls, but they’d been waiting on him to say something, anything!

      “Yeah, right.” Kitty buried her face in her knees. “I want my mother!”

      To their south, a light. And not some half-assed hiker’s flashlight, but an honest-to-goodness set of high beams with a blue tint. A horn sounded out and Stella ran toward the light, her arms over her head. “Dan!”

      The Humvee wasn’t perfect, but it was fast. The roads weren’t clear, but someone had gone on ahead, pushing vehicles out of their way. The military camp wasn’t close, but it was close enough that Jojo was still breathing when they barreled through the gates and screeched to a halt outside the medical unit.

      Dan and his friends—four of them, working as one—hauled Jojo out of the back of the vehicle and into the building.

      “Patient. Incoming!” Dan raced ahead, throwing open doors until he found a gurney. “Get her on this. Good. Now step back and give her some air.”

      “I want a drip. Antibiotics.” A white coat, topped with a crop of white hair. A stethoscope and a temperature gun. “She’s tachycardic.”

      The ER doors swung open and the team rushed Jojo, each of them attaching themselves to a different part of her body. The drip went in, the paddles came out, but before they’d charged, the doors swung shut, leaving Dale and Kitty to listen to the pandemonium from the corridor.

      “This way.” Dan had his arms out, as if he could herd them away when there was only one place to be. “They’re working on her. Let’s wait.”

      Kitty collapsed, her legs giving out as she slid down Dale’s side.

      Dan dove, catching her head before it bounced on the hard floor. “We need an assist out here.”

      A medic arrived, quiet and concentrated, taking vitals and reeling off the data. All Dale understood was that his girls were down, like their mother, like their brother, like everyone he loved.

      “Dale?” Ingrid steered him away from the glaring white of the emergency room. “They’re going to be fine. Kitty’s in shock, and Jojo’s got a case of food poisoning. That’s it.”

      But that wasn’t how it had gone with Terri. They’d eaten breakfast together, argued, she’d called him, then she was bleeding and gone, their unborn son, Alistair, slipping away with her before his time on Earth began.

      “This isn’t happening.” But it was.

      “Listen to me, they’re going to be fine. It looks worse than it is.” Ingrid—or Stella, he couldn’t tell them apart through the tears—forced a cup into his hand. The coffee was bitter and strong, but he didn’t care.

      The waiting room was nothing more than two benches and a table with a coffee pot, but no kettle. There were no magazines, no art, nothing to draw the eye and distract the mind.

      “I brought them here, Ingrid.” What was I thinking? “They could have stayed in England with Terri’s mother…”

      “No.” She had his hand in hers, stroking it like he was a lost dog or an errant kitten. “England’s no better.”

      But it is. They aren’t having these fires. The girls would have been safe.

      “I haven’t seen the news since I came to pick you up, but nowhere’s been spared. The world’s being eaten alive by these things.”

      They hadn’t seen a swarm in days and the fires they’d fled weren’t toxic. This was as good as it got. And still my girls are slipping away from me. The cup fell from his hand, coffee rushing out in rivulets over the vinyl. A face—no one he knew—grinned up at him, the eyes disappearing as soon as they’d formed. “Why, Ingrid? Why is this happening to me?”

      She shook her head. “There’s never a reason, my dear friend. Terrible things happen.” She turned away, her hand coming up to her eyes in a futile attempt to stem the tears.

      Dan and Stella paced in the corridor, checking in every third or fourth pass. One time they brought pastries, another time sandwiches, but Dale had no stomach for food.

      The gentle medic—Dale hadn’t caught his name—tiptoed into the waiting room. “Kathleen is resting comfortably.”

      No one had called Kitty that in a million years and it took him a couple of beats to realize he meant she was alive. “Can I see her? Where is she? How’s Jojo?”

      “If you’d like to follow me, sir?”

      Dale shifted aside the food that had amassed beside his chair and wound his way through the antiseptic corridors to a ward.

      “Your daughter’s in the last bay. She’s sleeping, but she’s fine.” The medic waved a nurse over. “This is Kathleen’s father. Mr.?”

      “Curtis. Dale Curtis.” He snuck down the ward, doing his best not to stare. The proliferation of bandages suggested burns.

      The nurse pulled the curtain aside. “We gave her a sedative. Nothing too strong. She won’t be out for long. But she was panicking. Not uncommon when you’re under that much stress.”

      Dale pulled the chair away from the side table. “What about Jojo?”

      The nurse checked the watch over her breast pocket as she took Kitty’s pulse. “No news is good news.” Her smile was warm. Almost calming. “As soon as we hear anything, I’ll be sure to let you know.”

      Dale took his daughter’s hand, so small, her nails crammed with dirt, her fingers covered in river muck. “Could I have a bowl of hot water and a towel?”

      A bell sounded at the other end of the ward and the nurse raced away. The pings and tings of the place were unending, each of them a tug on her time.

      Dale poured himself a glass of water, downing it in one shot. Such a simple act, but one he’d never taken for granted. Clean water was at the heart of civilized life. Without it, everything fell apart. He poured a second glass, then another, drinking for himself, for Kitty, for Jojo. He didn’t want to think about what was in the river.

      “Dad?” Kitty’s whisper jolted him out of his worries. “Where’s Jojo?”

      Dale took a seat next to his daughter. “They’re taking good care of her.”

      Kitty held her fist to her chest. “I can’t feel her.”

      His heartrate doubled. The twins had always known where the other one was, when they were in trouble, how they were feeling.

      “She’s usually here.” She beat her breastbone twice. “Beside me. Her pulse and mine.” Her eyes drifted to the ceiling. “She can’t go.”

      Dale fumbled through the sheets and found the alert button, hitting it several times. When the nurse didn’t arrive, he shot to the end of the bed. “Over here! I need help!” The lights on the ward were dim, but he could see at least two white uniforms beside beds.

      A new nurse—barely old enough to be out of high school—trotted to his side. “What’s up?” She took Kitty’s wrist, counting off the pulse. “All good. How are you feeling?”

      “Where’s my sister?” Kitty stared at the ceiling. “The lights are very bright. She doesn’t like them.”

      The nurse unhooked Kitty’s chart from the end of her bed. “Kathleen Curtis. Oh! Your sister’s Josephine?”

      “Yes.” Dale gripped Kitty’s fingers in his fist.

      “Let me check.” The nurse flitted into the shadows.

      Kitty coughed, her hand sliding up to her throat. “Ugh!” She rolled on her side and coughed again. “No!”

      Dale ran through the ward, throwing back curtains. “Help!”

      The first nurse jogged past him, but it wasn’t Kitty he was worried about. He knew what was happening; Kitty was manifesting Jojo’s symptoms. He couldn’t let her die alone. He had to be there. He pelted down the corridors, dodging doctors and nurses, waving off Dale and Stella, virtually tackling Ingrid to get into the emergency room.

      His little girl—firstborn, but one of two—was laid out on the gurney, wires and machines and drips and humans crowded all around her.

      “We’re in.” The medieval apparatus—shiny and metallic—curved out of her throat, leaving a tube in its place.

      “I’m sorry sir, you can’t be in here.” Hands—big hands used to getting their own way—steered him back through the doors.

      “My Jojo…”

      “She’s been intubated, sir.”

      “What does that mean?” He felt rather than saw his friends gather around him, Ingrid at his side, Dan and Stella and Felicity only a step away.

      “The doctor will be with you shortly.” The doors opened and closed, too quickly for him to see anything other than a medic with an ambu bag pumping air into Jojo’s lungs. He’d lived with an EMT specialist. He knew what that meant. She wasn’t breathing. But he wasn’t ready, couldn’t let her go, didn’t believe…

      “Mr. Curtis?” The doc took his mask and hat off in one move. “Could we take a seat.”

      It didn’t matter. Standing or sitting, it was insupportable. His little girl.

      Behind him, Stella sobbed, her face turned to her husband.

      “Josephine has a low-grade infection. You caught it early. Her kidneys need some support, and we don’t want her to have another seizure, so we—”

      “She’s alive?” The ceiling rose away from him, the walls expanding with every breath. “Jojo’s alive?”

      “She’s on a course of antibiotics, just as you’d expect, but we won’t know what was in the water until the cultures come back…”

      None of the details mattered. Jojo and Kitty were both alive. He shook everyone’s hand—some of them twice—and ran back to Kitty.

      “She was intubated. That’s all.”

      Kathleen was gray, her eyes fixed on the ceiling. “She saw them, Dad.” A tear slipped from the corner of her eye. “She saw Mom and Alistair.”

      Dale sat while his second child wept for her dead mother and the brother they were never to know, but in his heart he rejoiced. The girls had been spared and that had to be enough for one day.
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        Ron Frobisher. Porton Down. Wiltshire, England

      

      

      Ron threw open door after door. Ward Delta housed seven people. Three sat at a table, playing cards in hand, while the rest kept to their beds.

      The guy in the bed closest to the doors sprang up. “You’re the gentleman who got everyone in! Thank you, sir.” He shook Ron’s gloved hand.

      Ron had a great memory for faces, but it took him a second to recognize Suit Guy, who’d swapped his suit for a hospital gown. “What did they tell you?”

      “Tell us?” He pulled a chair from his bedside, motioning for Ron to sit.

      Ron stayed by the nurse’s desk. “The intake officers, Alan and his crew, what did they tell you?”

      “They’re working on a cure. They need volunteers. It’s dangerous work, but not fatal. Right fellas?”

      Ron sorted through the clip files in the intake drawer, but there were no clues there. “What are they testing? Do you know?”

      The card players had abandoned their game, joining Ron and Suit Guy at the entrance to the ward.

      “There’s a vaccine in the works.”

      “That provokes an immune response.”

      “We’re glad to do our bit for a good cause.”

      “And in exchange, we’ve got a safe place, away from the swarms.”

      “And the smoke.”

      “With food, guaranteed.”

      “And a cure at the end of it.”

      They tumbled over each other in their enthusiasm.

      “We’re grateful, Mr. Frobisher. If it hadn’t been for you, we’d still be out there.”

      The knife cut deep—he was, in part, responsible for these people being in the bowels of Porton—but they’d have all been dead if they’d remained out in the smoke.

      “So, you’re being injected with this new vaccine?” It was too soon. No way they could produce a vaccine that fast. “And then what?”

      “Not yet.” Suit rapped his chest. “We’re not healthy enough for the vaccine. Some of us were exposed to the Teff smoke, so we’re on a kind of…” He turned to his ward mates. “What did they call it? An exclusion detail.”

      So, they’re not the control group. The control group would have had no exposure to either toxin.

      “Thank you, chaps!” Geoffrey manhandled Ron out of the room. “We appreciate all you’re doing.”

      “What was that about?” Ron wrenched his arm free as soon as they were clear of the doors.

      “You’re spooking the inmates. We don’t want to start a riot.”

      “No…” Well, maybe. It depends what we find out.

      “Data gathering. Analysis. Then we report back to Artemis. That’s what you said.”

      That was what he’d said, but he wasn’t sure that was how it was going to pan out. “Fine. Got a pen and paper?” Geoffrey hadn’t left his side, though he’d stayed in the shadows during each encounter.

      “I can get some.” He popped back into Ward Delta, laughing with the patients, rifled through the nurse’s desk, clipped a stack of paper to a board, and nabbed three pens. “In case one claps out on me! Thanks, guys. You’re the best!” His forced smile fell as soon as he rejoined Ron.

      “You’re taking notes.”

      Each room held between five and eight people. Ron did the interviews, Geoffrey scribbling down observations as they left each ward.

      “Ward Epsilon: smoke exposure, longer than Delta.

      “Zeta: Exposed two or three times

      “Eta: Exposed two or three times, but older than Zeta ward patients

      “Theta: ditto, but with ten more years on the clock

      “Iota: and again, two or three rounds of smoke inhalation, but a health condition (not asthma, I notice)

      “Kappa: Cicadas, no smoke.

      “Lambda: Cicadas, no smoke, middle aged…” Ron nodded to himself. “See a pattern?”

      “They’re grouping people based on a combination of their previous exposure to the toxin or toxins, age, and underlying conditions?”

      “Looks like it.”

      “Then there are the pipes.” Geoffrey pointed to the ceiling. “They don’t run into all the rooms.”

      “Well spotted! Have you noted which rooms do and don’t have them?”

      They pored over the data, Geoffrey starring each of the rooms that had a pipe jutting from the wall. Ron fought off a shudder. Professor Jem was going all in to find answers. “No prizes for guessing what those deliver.”

      “You know what else I noticed? Not all of them have medical records. Bed number six in each ward is missing one of these.” He waved his clipboard in Ron’s face. “That’s not a coincidence. That’s a pattern.”

      The door to Ward Mu was propped open. The whitecoats outnumbered the hospital gowns by a ratio of three to one, most of them clumped around the bed in the center of the right wall, all of them wearing masks.

      Ron pushed his way to the bedside in time to see the glass cup, which housed a single, screaming cicada, land on the man’s upper arm.

      The doctor—scientist, torturer, whatever he was—checked his watch. “One minute.”

      The blister that formed after the cicada touched down was an angry red.

      “Oh…” The patient pushed his heels into the mattress. “That hurts!” He threw his head back, biting his bottom lip. “Get it off me.”

      “Thirty seconds. You’re doing great.” The administering doc had his eyes on his watch.

      The patient screamed, swiping the glass and kicking the junior technician who lunged across the bed to keep him down.

      “Ten… Nine…” They didn’t let him go until he’d withstood a full minute of cicada attack. “Okay. We’re done. Gill, if you could slide the lid back on, please?”

      The cicada was secured inside the glass with a fitted lid, much like a spider, then deposited in a glass cage.

      “We’re going to administer an antihistamine.”

      “A painkiller, more like it.” The patient had his eyes squeezed shut, but he’d stopped thrashing and Ron saw no evidence that the toxin had spread beyond the single welt on his arm.

      The ‘doctor’ dipped a tongue depressor into a tub of viscous, white paste and slathered it over the sting, laying a light gauze over the medicine.

      “What’s in there?” Ron bent and sniffed the paste, but of course he was wearing a mask.

      “You are?” The doc handed the depressor off to an assistant, eyes still on his watch.

      “Ron Frobisher.” He didn’t need to explain who he was or what he was doing. He had carte blanche. He should be asking the questions. “What’s in the paste?”

      The doctor lifted the gauze. “Wrap it. That looks good. Moving on.”

      The assistant tapped the doctor on the shoulder. “Time.”

      The shoal of professionals swept out of the room, each one faster than the last.

      “Where are you going?”

      The last man at the door pointed to the clock. “Every hour, on the hour. Get out while you can.” The doors to the outer corridor swung shut, leaving Ron and Geoffrey with the patients.

      “What happens on the hour?”

      A woman—mid-thirties, red hair, a gauge in each earlobe—pointed at the ceiling pipe. “It isn’t much. If you stay under the covers, you can just about bear it.”

      As the patients took to their beds, the door lock clicked shut.

      “You have got to be kidding me.”

      A wisp of smoke slithered out of the pipe, hugging the wall and heading for the top of bed six.

      Ron hunted for the camera. “Not acceptable. Absolutely not.” He reached for his zipper, but he had one suit, one helmet, one oxygen tank. Saving one wasn’t good enough, he had to save them all.

      The ward erupted into an avalanche of coughing spasms. Ron and Geoffrey stood, fully masked and contained, while the people around them hacked and wheezed. It didn’t last long—a minute or less—but the reactions were intense.

      As soon as the door was unlocked, Ron stormed through level minus-four, throwing open doors and shouting the professor’s name. “Jem! Get out here!”

      Geoffrey scurried behind him, showering him with questions, none of which Ron had answers for. They knew the smoke killed. How many people did they have to maim—or outright murder—to confirm that?

      “Professor! Jem!? We need to talk!” But it wasn’t Jem who was in charge of the decision-making. It was someone in Whitehall or, heaven forbid, Artemis’ outfit. Ron stopped, did an about-face, and headed for the elevators. He needed a quiet place to plan his next move. If Artemis had okayed these experiments, he wasn’t going to give Ron the green light to evacuate Porton Down.

      He stabbed the button for the first floor. Dammit! This is on me as well! He’d been so sure that Alan’s project—separating the human goats from the sheep—was sending people into greater danger that he’d encouraged them to stay at Porton. The air force base next door was precisely what he’d said it was—a place for those too sick to be of use to them.

      Ron headed for his bunk, ignoring Geoffrey and then, further down the corridor, Father Michael, both of them nagging at the edges of his mind. He closed the door on an entreaty to ‘take me to them,’ and removed his hard hat, then his respirator.

      Let’s assume they’re all in on it together—the scientists, Whitehall, whatever’s left of the government, and the Lazarus Group. What do they want—at the highest level of planning—and how can I get them there without more loss of life?

      The image of Jason dying in his mother’s arms, the patients in Ward Mu choking, and the carpet of dead rats repeated on a loop. Evil had certainly flirted with Porton Down in the past, but now she’d taken up full-time residence. The gloves were off and the Professor Lews of the world had a blank slate, which meant no one—not even the scraggly children who’d made it in from the cold—were safe. Someone had to take a stand and, worse luck, that someone appeared to be him.

      Ron had let his emotions get the better of him, leaving the scene of the crime before he’d done his job. There are people immune to the cicada toxin which means—right, yes, we’ve been here before—there must be people immune to the Teff smoke. That’s what they were searching for, a cadre of the immune they could send into the field without consigning them to their deaths.

      He retrieved his mask and opened his door to find Geoffrey and Father Michael standing to attention on either side. “I need to find Professor Jem again.” He’d last seen him on floor minus-three. Alan had even given him the room number.

      “Find as many people as you can and take them to the canteen.”

      Geoffrey’d already taken his respirator off, so it made sense to leave him above ground.

      “Keep them calm. Tell them…” What? “As soon as the smoke clears—that is, the smoke outside the building—we’re going to evacuate.”

      “We’re leaving Porton Down?”

      The plan was only just coming together in his mind, but he knew he couldn’t be party to mass gassings. “Yep, we’re leaving.”

      “What can I do?” The father clutched at his sleeve, even though his precious Magna Carta had been removed to a place of safety.

      “Help Geoffrey. We want as many people as you can find—look in the dorms, check the showers, go back to the intake bay—herded to the canteen. You’re a calming presence, Father. You’ll be a great help.”

      He left the two men to their plans and jogged to the elevator. Jem wouldn’t be on board with an evacuation—not before he had the answers he was looking for in ‘parts per million’ or ‘numbers of breaths to death’ measurements—but that wasn’t Ron’s problem.

      The trip down was the same as before—the elevator painfully slow, the corridor dimly lit—but there was a significant change on floor minus-three. The glass portholes that looked into the rooms were crawling with bugs. Ron stuck to the center of the corridor. Immune or not, they wigged him out.

      He found the professor precisely where Alan had said he would be, hunched down beside a fig tree with a magnifying glass. He took a deep breath, centered himself, and put all thoughts of dead subjects out of his mind. He needed to be cooler than cool to pry answers out of the professor.

      “Ron! Come and look at this.” It was as if he’d been expected. “See the nymphs? There are hundreds of thousands of them in a single tree. We’re up against such numbers you can barely get your head around it. Our problem is they aren’t just reproducing in faster and faster cycles. They’re outfoxing their predators.”

      They looked like see-through grains of rice, but with crenellations and—at least in some of the trees—feet and feelers. The bigger they got, the more they made Ron’s skin crawl.

      “We’re getting closer to understanding what’s happening.” Jem beamed up at Ron through his visor. His apocalypse was part dream-come-true. “Which means we’re that much closer to being able to reverse that mistake!”

      “Have you gene-edited these already?”

      “Excellent! You were listening. One’s never sure with one’s students. Some merely look like they’re listening so you don’t boot them from the lecture!” He pulled a large grub from a crack in the bark of the fig tree with a pair of tweezers. “Did you know that the sole purpose of the adult cicada is to mate? Only the males call out. The females bat their wings, but all that noise that they’re so famous for is the males screaming for a partner.”

      “So, what do you do? Mount a loudspeaker in the center of town and blanket them with insecticide once they arrive?”

      Jem seemed to give the idea some thought. “There’s no guarantee we’d get all of them. As a stopgap measure in smaller areas it’s not a bad thought, but if we’re looking to make them go away permanently, we need something more far-reaching and robust.”

      “Like finding more people who are immune?” Ron let the accusation land as if it was nothing more than a friendly chat.

      “Precisely.”

      “And how are you going to do that? Expose them to the toxin?”

      Jem blushed, the color reaching the tops of his ears. “If you have a better idea, young man, I’d like to hear it.” The Cambridge man regarded Ron with a mixture of pity and disdain.

      “Okay. I’ll cut right to the chase. You can’t push the envelope the way you’re doing downstairs. You can’t kill people in the name of science.”

      “Are you done?” Jem put his tweezers down and pulled a sheaf of papers from his desk. “One, they have all signed releases giving us permission to experiment on them.”

      Ron leafed through one of the contracts, searching for the precise language and not finding it.

      “Two, people are dying all over the world. We’re talking extinction-level die-offs. Do you follow? The human race can only sustain itself if we have critical mass. We drop below that threshold—or rather, the young people do—and we’re doomed.”

      “Next you’re going to tell me that you have a human breeding program.”

      The look on Jem’s face was neither a yes or a no, which meant he’d thought of it.

      “This is obscene, Jem. You’re obscene.”

      “This is science, Frobisher, I don’t expect you to understand.”

      Ron cussed all the way to the comms room, organizing his thoughts and channeling the rage that he’d barely kept under wraps when talking to the professor. He knew there wasn’t enough PPE to outfit an army of cicada killers. There hadn’t been enough suits or respirators when his unit had been sent to Iraq or Afghanistan and there wasn’t suddenly going to be a surfeit of equipment now. So? What do we do? He was a fixer, a problem solver, someone who got things done. To be stymied was his worst nightmare.

      The Glaswegian warrant officer was waiting for him by the elevators.

      “You watching me?” He didn’t pause. “Because that’s a waste of time. You know I’m here with permission.”

      “I know you’re a wild card, hon—someone who believes the rules don’t apply to him.” She matched him step for step. “But Porton only works the way it does because we have rule-followers.”

      Yep. You’ve got that right. You can only do what you can do because you’re willing to turn a blind eye.

      “So you’re going to run to Artemis? Twice in one day? Can’t say as he’ll be pleased.”

      He held the door for her, then followed her into the darkened room. “I want to talk to Claire Moone.”

      “Claire?” She turned so fast Ron had to hit the emergency brakes. “She’s alive?”

      Ah, shoot. She’s not?

      “They were just rumors—we aren’t officially briefed on black ops—but my brother’s on her team, so I sometimes hear snippets.”

      Good for me, not so good for brother dearest if Claire hears he’s leaky. “And?”

      “I’m not supposed to say.”

      “No. You’re not supposed to know. Now that you do, put it to good use.”

      She scanned the room, got a notepad out of her pocket, and wrote, ‘America.’

      Ron took the pad. ‘Claire?’

      ‘Grouse.’

      Who the hell is Grouse? ‘Where’s Claire?’

      ‘Team split. Grouse and his men testing nematodes in Kansas. MAYBE?’

      ‘CLAIRE?’ He underlined her name three times.

      ‘Last seen testing venom in Wales.’

      “Venom?”

      “Shhhhhhh.” She pressed her fingers to his lips, pointing to the page. “I’ll lose my job. Grouse will lose…”

      Fine, fine. I get it. ‘Where in Wales?’ he wrote.

      ‘Holyhead. MAYBE!’

      Holyhead was a small island off the north coast of Wales, connected by a causeway. An ideal spot for testing. ‘What kind of venom?’

      The warrant officer grabbed her notebook back and stashed it in her pocket. “Always a pleasure to see you, Mr. Frobisher. Be sure to pass my regards on to the professor.” She’d broken the rules, stuck her neck out, shared what she shouldn’t have known, and now she was sending him right back where he’d come from.

      “You’re going at it all wrong,” she whispered. “Ask better questions. Ask about the venom.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Diana Stewart. Victor Matreus’ house, south of Austin, Texas

      

      

      

      Diana was thrown against the back seat as the truck rocked backward. She clung to the door handle like grim death in case the vehicle flipped all the way over, but after an agonizingly long moment it slammed down onto its tires again. Great clouds of smoke and flames obscured the bridge. “Everyone okay?”

      Harris whistled. “Well if that didn’t clear a way through the barricade, nothing will. Corporal Leigh?”

      Leigh groaned, rubbing the side of his head where he had bashed it against the door. The radio crackled again. “Sir, Rodriguez here. I’m going to move forward while the visibility is low and see what’s what.”

      “Copy, Rodriguez. Don’t take any risks, okay?” Corporal Leigh wiped a trickle of blood from his temple with the sleeve of his uniform. “Dr. Stewart, we’re going to need to kick the windshield out. It’s totally shattered. Do you have a decent mask with you?”

      “Yes.” Diana’s backpack had fallen on the floor. She retrieved it and donned her mask and safety goggles. Leigh and Harris put on their own masks, and then Leigh took off his seatbelt and pressed the bottoms of his feet to the windshield, kicking hard and popping the glass out of its frame. Diana shuddered.

      The radio came to life. “Base, where are you? Falcon here and we’re in trouble! We’re stuck in the bird and there are people here with guns!”

      “Give me a moment, Falcon.” There was a spate of shots from the barricade and then a different voice spoke from the radio. “All clear. Watch where you drive, but the truck should get through. We’ll have no more issues with these guys.”

      “What about Miller?” As Corporal Leigh spoke, Harris was already edging the truck forward. The bikers went ahead, two stopping to shift larger chunks of detritus from the road.

      “Injured. He’s going to stay here with Young and defend the barricade until we return.”

      The other two bikers sped off into the smoke. Harris followed cautiously through what turned out to be not so much a gap in the barrier as a pile of detritus where the barricade had been. The two biker soldiers waved them through, and then Harris was off again like a bat out of hell, barreling through the increasingly thick smoke.

      “Rodriguez here. The chopper is in sight, but there’s a crowd around it. We’ll do what we can to move them along. How far behind are you?”

      Corporal Leigh raised the handset to his mouth. “Not far. A couple of minutes at most. Disperse hostile targets until we get there. We’re a bike short and a passenger more than expected, so when we get to you Harris will come and double up.”

      The truck ricocheted along the uneven road. Smoke billowed in through the hole where the windshield used to be. Diana pressed her mask closer to her face. Even with it, her throat was getting scratchy.

      The truck skidded around a corner and passed through an open gate into the grounds of a large house. One of the bikes was ahead, and as the rider saw them, he accelerated away, leading them around to the back of the house where, on a wide gracious lawn, the helicopter sat confronted by a mob of people. Two figures knelt behind the Cheyenne, shooting into the mob and a gunmen hidden near the house. The man she recognized as one of the soldiers who had zoomed off on a motorbike. The other—a woman with long, black hair whose blue streak of curses rose above the din of shouting and gunfire—was unknown to her. Several bodies sprawled on the grass. Diana held her hands together, hoping and praying that none of them were Dr. Sato.

      Harris skidded to a stop and the corporal opened his door. “Dr. Stewart, Harris, as soon as we clear a way through, take the truck right up to the chopper and see if you can get Dr. Sato and her colleague in.”

      “What about the pilot?” asked Harris.

      “Him too, of course.” The corporal sprang out of the truck and jumped onto a motorcycle. Revving the engine, he tore off toward the chopper and the mob.

      Harris looked at Diana in the rearview. “Hold tight. We’re going in.” He floored the accelerator and sped toward the chopper. Outside, the corporal had joined the soldier and the dark-haired woman behind the helicopter and was fighting for his life. The mob had flipped picnic tables onto their sides and were using them for cover. Rifles poked over the tops, blasting away. The helicopter’s canopies were open, and Diana thought she saw movement in the helicopter’s second seat.

      A volley of stones arced through the air, clacking against the helicopter’s fuselage and ricocheting off the canopies. Diana slid to the far side of the truck and opened the door. “I’ll see if I can find Dr. Sato and bring her back! Cover me!”

      Harris nodded and opened his door, then slipped out of the truck and took cover. He aimed his firearm between the door and the frame and squeezed off a shot. A long-haired man in a faded Aerosmith T-shirt crumpled to the ground. Harris pumped his fist. “Enfilading fire, baby!”

      Diana looked back. “Great, kid! Don’t get cocky!” She ducked and ran toward the back side of the Cheyenne. Ahead of her, Corporal Leigh fired. An older woman who had risen above the picnic table with a shotgun shuddered and dropped out of sight. Another shot splintered the corner of a second table and a girl screamed, broke cover, and ran for the house, her face spattered with blood.

      There was a sudden wheeze and the soldier beside the corporal collapsed, screaming and clutching his belly. The corporal grabbed his comrade’s arms and hauled him toward the truck. The dark-haired woman had stopped firing for some reason, although she continued shouting curses at the mob. Several men emerged from behind the picnic tables waving baseball bats and crowbars. Taking advantage of the sudden lull in the battle, they charged the helicopter.

      A gun flashed from the driver’s side door and Diana looked back to see an attacker fall from the roof of the house. The charging men were almost on top of the dark-haired woman. There were two loud clicks and Diana saw the woman smack the heel of her hand against the grips of her two handguns. The woman cursed again and several shots rang out in rapid succession—blam! blam! blam!—and the charging attackers dropped in their tracks one after another, just feet from the helicopter.

      The dark-haired woman dropped one handgun and switched to the other. “I’ll kill every one of you filthy mongrels! You will not hurt her again!” A jagged, bloody hole erupted in the chest of a skinny young man, the last of the charging attackers, and he staggered backward a step, then fell. There was a brief silence and then the dark-haired woman fired at a bearded man who had popped up above the picnic table. His head evaporated in a red mist.

      The gunfire stopped. Moments later, the remnants of the mob scattered like roaches back to the house.

      Diana crept toward the helicopter, ducking under its wing to get to the dark-haired woman, who had moved near the cockpit and was cradling a young black woman who was being passed down to her by the pilot. Diana waited, then, not wanting to startle, slowly made her presence known.

      “You must be Dr. Sato.”

      The woman turned and glared at her. Her eyes were flames. “Depends on who is asking. Who are you?”

      “Maybe I help you?” She carefully drew the unconscious girl’s arm over her shoulder. “Let’s get you both in the truck. I believe you know Sam Leary, a good friend of mine. I’m Diana Stewart.”

      “Dr. Diana Stewart?” Keiko looked at once exhausted and wired. Her level of adrenaline at that moment must be off the charts.

      “Yes, that’s me. We met once at a convention in Frankfurt. Your presentation was amazing. And this would be Gretchen, right? What happened to her?”

      Keiko seemed to deflate right before her eyes. “No. This isn’t Gretchen. This is Netsy. She’s got a concussion and has inhaled a lot of Teff smoke.”

      Diana glanced up at the helicopter, then back at Keiko. “I’m confused. I spoke with a very kind woman named Gretchen.”

      Keiko’s eyes narrowed. “Gretchen’s dead.” She limped forward a step, supporting Netsy with one arm. “Is that the truck?”

      Diana nodded.

      “Then I guess we better get in it. My experience with these fools is that they always come back—and always with guns.”

      Harris brought the truck forward, and while he helped the corporal get the wounded biker into the rear with the medic, Diana and the pilot helped Keiko and Netsy into the back seat.

      The pilot went around to the back. “I’ll ride back here with the wounded guy. Let you girls sit together.”

      Girls? Diana cringed. So did Keiko.

      With the wounded man sorted and everyone aboard, Harris hopped into the driver’s seat, slammed the door, and started the engine. “We need to get gone, folks. Pronto.”

      The journey back to the mansion was more than a little tense. They stopped at the remains of the barricade, where Corporal Leigh gave his bike to the rider whose vehicle had exploded. There were signs that the “unfriendlies” were gathering again, so he climbed into the back of the truck and they sped back to the Matreus compound as fast as they could, two bikes in front and two behind.

      In the truck, Keiko cradled Netsy, who slumped unconscious against her shoulder, gently stroking her hair and whispering inaudibly in her ear.

      Diana had given each of them a new mask, but she was worried—both women were struggling, Netsy’s troubles were simply more visible. She wanted to get medical attention now, but the medic they’d brought was busy tending to the soldier in the back of the truck. Fortunately, Matreus had more than one medic on staff. She leaned forward. “Corporal, we should radio ahead and have medics ready when we get to the mansion.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The corporal picked up the handset again and began talking into it.

      Keiko stared straight ahead. “Thank you. This one can’t die. I won’t allow it. Not after all she’s been through.”

      “If there’s a chance, Victor’s people will do it.” That earned Diana a cold look.

      “Victor Matreus, right? What does Victor Matreus want with me?” Keiko’s voice was edged with steel.

      Diana sighed. “Something tells me you’re familiar with Bryce Matreus. Or his grandfather.”

      “Yes.” Keiko’s face was a mask of rage. Clearly, something had happened between Keiko and the Matreus family, but she didn’t know what. Whatever it was, it must have been horrible.

      “I assume it’s safe to say it wasn’t good.”

      “You might say that.” Emotion flared in her eyes, then died. “Do you work for the Matreuses?”

      “Used to. Resigned. Bryce’s idea of getting rid of me was a bit too terminal for my tastes.”

      Tired as she seemed, that caught Keiko’s attention. “Yet you’re working with them now. How noble. So who’s this Victor?”

      Diana chose her words carefully. “Victor is Bryce’s father. Not the most self-disciplined character ever, but a decent man. He’s finally walked away from Bryce and has asked me to help him assemble a team to combat the ravages of the Teff fires and the cicadas before Bryce works out how to weaponize and sell them.”

      “Who’s he going to sell them to when everyone on the planet is dead?”

      “A great question.”

      “And why would a Matreus do that anyway? Save humanity, I mean.”

      “So there’s a world left for his granddaughter to grow up in.”

      “So a Matreus is capable of caring for someone besides themselves. How lovely. Well, Hitler cared about Eva Braun, so I guess it’s possible.” Keiko looked away, her face clouding over as if she had put a mask on.

      Diana realized what she’d said. “I’m so sorry, Dr. Sato, I should have thought before I spoke. Your colleague…”

      Keiko’s head snapped around and she glared at Diana. “Gretchen. She had a name. Her name was Gretchen.”

      “I’m sorry. You’re right. Gretchen told me about your little girl. That sort of loss is too painful for words.”

      Keiko turned her attention back to the young woman beside her. “Yeah, well I’m getting used to it.”

      The truck rattled on, finally drawing up at the mansion gates. Two teams of medics hurried out, each bearing a stretcher. One collected the wounded biker, while the second eased Netsy onto a stretcher and whisked her away before Keiko could get out of the truck.

      Keiko limped a few steps toward the disappearing medics, then stopped and turned around. She grabbed Diana’s wrist. “Where are they taking her?”

      She gently removed Keiko’s hand from her wrist. “To the medical suite. We should get someone to check you over too. Come on.” Diana led Keiko into the mansion. “Dr. Sato, I should warn you, we have a couple of young children in the house at the moment. Would you like me to tell them to steer clear of you for a couple of days? They’re good kids, and if them being around will cause you pain, I’m sure they’ll happily avoid you.”

      Keiko paused as Diana held the door open for her. She bit her lip and furrowed her brow. “Yeah. That might be a good thing. Thank you.” Her face suddenly softened and her forehead smoothed. “You can call me Keiko, by the way. Sam talked about you. A lot.” A tiny smile lifted the corners of her mouth.

      Diana led her down the stairs to the medical suite, where a nurse bustled out to meet them. “Hi there. Is anyone free to check Dr. Sato over, please?”

      “Certainly. This way please, Dr. Sato.”

      Keiko hesitated, turning her head back and forth, scanning the room. Diana laid a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Go, let them check you over. I’ll wait for word on Netsy, and as soon as they’ve taken a look I’ll come and let you know.” Keiko didn’t budge. “You need to be functional in case she wakes up and needs you. I promise, the moment there’s anything to know, I’ll tell you.”

      Keiko nodded and her shoulders sagged as if she’d just lost something dear. “Yes, okay. Thank you.”

      It was a little time later that Diana knocked on the door and was let into the room where Keiko was lying on a bed with a drip in her arm. Keiko pushed herself up as she entered. “The doctors say Netsy’s dehydrated…”

      “What about the Teff smoke? And her head? She was coughing badly and she might have had a concussion.”

      “They’ve put her on oxygen for the Teff smoke and are monitoring for any respiratory problems. She passed the concussion protocols, so that’s grand news. The doctors think that with a few days’ TLC, she should be recovering nicely, although they did say recovery would be a process, not overnight. They’ve dressed her injuries and put her on antibiotics for the moment—there are still a few of those left—so hopefully that should see any infections off. They’ll keep a close eye on her, but for the moment they aren’t too worried.” She sat on the chair by Keiko’s bed. “How about you? Have they gotten you fixed up?”

      Keiko’s face relaxed slightly. “The medical staff here has been very kind. As have you. But I can’t believe the facilities and supplies they have here. It’s like the apocalypse hasn’t touched this place.” She glanced around. “And nothing’s trashed. You should have seen my…our…lab.”

      “Weird, isn’t it?” Diana looked down at her hands. “There’s so much death and horror outside that in some ways it makes the sheer normality of all this even more horrible. They’ll run out of everything sooner or later, and it can’t be that much later. But for now, if we can get you and Netsy back on your feet, that’s something. And if between us all we can find a way to finish all this horror, then it’s worth doing.”

      “Have you been out in it much? The smoke and fires, I mean?”

      “From California to Chicago and back. It’s not pretty out there, and people have gone feral so fast.”

      “Some were feral to begin with.” Keiko’s fingernails bit into the palms of her hands. “The white supremacists were in their element. They followed us all the way from Colorado to the lab where you picked us up. They were the ones who killed my little Maiko.”

      “They—.” Diana hadn’t thought that anything could make the current situation worse, but the hairs on the back of her neck rose as she realized just how much worse it could be. “That’s unspeakable.”

      A bitter laugh escaped Keiko. “Yeah. Just a little. Listen, if it’s all right with you, I really don’t want to talk about it.” She turned her attention to the IV in her hand and picked at the tape holding it secure to her skin. “Netsy is my family now.” She looked up. “But you say she’s out of danger?”

      “Of anything immediate, yes. And likely for the long term, too. And you look exhausted. When was the last time you ate?” Diana stood. “Marina is getting rooms ready for you both. There are showers—actual proper showers with hot water—and the beds are very comfortable. Let me get you something to eat, and when you’re finished with that—” She nodded at the saline solution hanging from its hook, “if you’d like I’ll take you to see Netsy. Then I’d really suggest sleeping as much as you can. We have some complicated work to do.”

      “Showers?” A hint of a smile crossed Keiko’s lips. “I can’t think of the last time I had an actual shower—a proper one, as you say.”

      Diana paused in the doorway. “It’s surreal. It doesn’t get old though.”

      “Wait, hold on. Before you go, am I meeting Victor Matreus at some point?”

      “When you’re ready, let me know. If he can see you, I’ll take you in.”

      Keiko sneered. “Busy, is he?”

      “No.” Diana nodded to the door across the hall. “Recovering from a heart attack. But if the doctors say he’s good for company, he wants to see you as soon as you feel up to it.”

      “So we’re the Island of Misfit Toys. Inspiring.”

      “I don’t get the reference, but I’m pretty sure we’re all broken, Keiko. And if we weren’t before, we sure as hell are now.” Diana rubbed her ribcage, which still ached from time to time. “Anyway. I was going to get you something to eat.” She stepped out into the hallway.

      “Hey, Dr. Stewart! One last thing.”

      Diana stopped and turned around. Keiko had rolled onto one elbow and faced the open door.

      “I’m sorry if I’ve been a bit of a bitch. It’s been…well…hard. Very hard. And you’ve been nothing but good to me and Netsy. Thank you. Sincerely.”

      Diana smiled and left the medical suite. In the kitchen, she helped herself to a couple of coffees and an assortment of sandwiches Marina had prepared. She was heading back to Keiko’s room when she met Ben.

      “All well?” he asked. “Did they get back in one piece?”

      “More or less. They’ve had a bad time of it though.” She set the tray on a table. “How’s the leg?”

      Ben perched on the chair next to her. “Don’t worry about me. I’m fine.”

      “Ben, we need to think about what happens when Bryce turns up.” She picked at a loose thread on her sleeve. “Were there people at the Tower who came to Austin? How likely is it that there’ll be someone with him who recognizes you?”

      Ben ran a hand over his chin. “That’s something I hadn’t considered.”

      “Me either. But I’m starting to think that we can’t have much more time before he turns up. I can’t stay here much longer, but I need to make sure that Victor is up on his feet and at least well enough to look after Anna before I go. Jesse won’t budge—he’s determined to stay with me and I’m really torn. On the one hand, the last thing I want is for him to be put at risk. On the other, I can’t send him away forever, even if it’s for his own good. He actually needs me to stay with him for a while. And it’s my intention to be out of here way before Bryce turns up. But if and when he does come, and if we haven’t left yet, and if someone shows up who knows it was you who was supposed to be guarding my door in the Tower…”

      “Slow down. Take a deep breath.” Ben squeezed her shoulder. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Maybe, but Rachel?” The way his brows went down told her that was his dilemma. She pressed on. “Look, it’d really make me feel better if you’d take her back to the ranch where she’s out of the way. If you can get Jesse to go with you, that’d be ideal, but I don’t think he’ll go. But if you and Rachel are at the ranch, you can keep them reassured that Jesse and I are coming as soon as we can. I’m a little afraid of losing our place there.”

      He inhaled as if to speak, but then said nothing.

      She picked the tray up. “I promise, we’ll come on after you just as soon as we can, but I need to know that everyone will be safe. I need to be here to keep things ticking over until Victor is up and about again, but…” She sighed. “I just need everyone to be safe, or all this is for nothing. Have a think about it, would you?”

      He rose. “I don’t need to think about it. I’m not going to leave you and Jesse to the mercy of Bryce Matreus. But—” He stopped. Diana had opened her mouth, having started to interrupt. When she closed her mouth, he continued. “But here’s a compromise for you. I’ll take Rachel back to the ranch and get her settled in. Patti will look after her, and I have a strong suspicion that Reuben will too. So once she’s settled, I’ll come back here, and when Victor’s up to it, I’ll bring you and Jesse back to the ranch too. How does that sound?”

      She laughed, a mixture of exasperation because he wouldn’t save himself, embarrassment that she was so glad to hear his offer, and happiness that he was invested enough in her and Jesse to even want to make the offer. “There’s no helping you sometimes, Ben Ford! I won’t deny I’m pleased to hear you suggest that, but I kind of wish you’d stay safe too.”

      “Not with you and Jesse at stake.” He nudged her with his elbow, gently enough that she didn’t spill the coffee on the tray. “Now, I’m going to go and talk Rachel into it. I’m pretty sure she won’t be pleased at the idea either.”

      Keiko and Diana settled into a half-grateful, half-wary routine—eating and sleeping and watching Netsy get better—but they were in a holding pattern and Diana knew it. She had to get the team in motion, working toward the cure that had thus far eluded them.

      She tried to reach Sam Leary without success. It was one of the soldiers who finally mentioned that the gatehouse had a better long-range radio. She hurried through the house and across the grounds, thrilled to be doing something that might add up to…well…something.

      The guards were ready for her, bustling her into their hut and setting her up with a high-tech headset.

      “Mr. Gamgee, are you there over? Broadsword calling Sammy Boy.” Now there was a reference only about three people in the country were likely to get. The radio clicked and hissed. “Calling Mr. Gamgee, over.”

      “Mr. Gamgee’s answering service here, over.”

      That made her smile. She had a soft spot for Sam’s godfather. He seemed like a good sort, someone who wouldn’t punish Sam for being himself. “Hey, Sean. He available?”

      “Sleeping right now.”

      “Did he leave a message for me?”

      The voice at the other end sounded exhausted. “There’s been a lot going on at this end. I think he could do with a friendly face. He didn’t leave a message.”

      “Okay, duly noted. I’ll try him again tomorrow.”

      “Sundown seems to be the relevant hour for him.”

      She hesitated. Sean didn’t sound his usual, robust, cheery self. “Are you okay, man?”

      A long sigh. “No. But I suppose this is all standard apocalypse stuff.”

      “Not for long, if I have anything to do with it.” Maybe that would give him a little hope.

      He chuckled. “You may be named after a goddess, but I can’t imagine even you can save the world this time.”

      “Hey, best endeavors, yeah?”

      “Any news about the others?”

      “Netsy came around. Keiko’s spending her time between Netsy’s room and the lab. She met Victor briefly and agreed to help. We just need our savant entomologist now.”

      “Hey, save the hard sell for Samwise, yeah? But honestly, if you can get him away from here, I really think it would be good for him.”

      “Duly noted. I’ll give it my best try tomorrow night, if not before. Over and out.” Did it even matter if she said ‘over and out?’ Diana didn’t know, but as with everything right now, she was making it up as she went along. She didn’t like the ground-down nature of Sean’s voice though. She’d known Sam’s godfather for a few years, and he was normally irrepressible. All must not be well up there.

      When she got back to the house, Ben was chatting to Marina. “Ah, speak of the devil!” He stood up as she walked past the kitchen door and followed her out into the hallway. “Rachel and I are about ready to head out. Corporal Leigh has offered to take us back to the ranch, so we’ll be out of your hair by this evening.”

      “It’s not far from Sam’s house, is it?” Diana thought for a moment. “I might hitch a lift with you. I’m a bit worried about our favorite boy-genius entomologist.”

      “Excellent luck for us!” That made her smile.

      Jesse said his goodbyes to Ben and Rachel without a single tear, but he clung to Diana, extracting promise after promise that she’d come back to him.

      “Scab Twins, honor?” he whispered.

      The lump in her throat was the size of a grapefruit. That he’d accepted her back was one of the greatest gifts she’d ever been given. She drew her finger down her face. “Scab Twins honor.” She squeezed him tight and ran for the transport so he wouldn’t see her weep. Harris helped her into the truck and closed the door after her.

      The road to the ranch was long and bumpy and Rachel fell asleep. Ben and Diana sat quietly, each lost in their own thoughts.

      Finally they stopped at the ranch, where Patti hurried out to meet them. “It’s so good to see you all!” She stopped. “Jesse?”

      Diana stepped out of the truck. “Still at the mansion. I’m heading back tonight via Sam’s.”

      Patti gave her a hug. “Well, you finish up there and get back here as soon as you can, okay? The sooner we can be rid of the Matreus family, the better off we’ll be.”

      Diana exchanged an amused glance with Ben.

      “Now, come on you two. Dinner was being put on plates as I left. It might not be your fancy-schmancy mansion haute cuisine, but you’ll have your very own beans cooked with bacon grease.” Patti led Ben and Rachel away.

      Rachel caught Diana’s eye as she passed her. “What did I ever do to deserve beans and bacon grease???” she whispered melodramatically.

      Diana snorted and climbed back into the truck.

      Rachel waved, and as the truck drove off, Diana had to swallow against the lump in her throat. Patti, Ben, and Rachel had not been in her life long, but they had made a huge impact. She was glad to see them all safe.

      She leaned forward toward Harris and Leigh “Let’s get to the Leary ranch as fast as we can, corporal. I have a feeling all is not well there.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” Corporal Leigh loosened the pistol in his holster and patted the pocket where he kept his ammunition. “Let’s go, Harris!”

      Harris floored the accelerator and the truck leaped forward in the cloudy, orange-stained light of dusk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kim Walker. Van Horn, Texas

      

      

      

      Despite her full-face respirator, Kim’s lungs pinched tight with every inhalation of the smoky, toxic air. She jogged along Laurel Street then passed under the I-10 overpass. With clammy hands she held the M4 carbine close against her chest. Her heartbeats drummed loud in her ears as she strained her senses to detect any sign of the enemy, but the dual lanes of the major east-west interstate highway of the southern United States were quiet and empty. The murky orange haze of late afternoon added to the surreal atmosphere that threatened to dismantle her hard-won composure. Hard to believe that she, an Aussie café owner who had never seen a gun in real life—let alone fire one—was participating in a raid on a Customs and Border Protection office in Texas. But she’d do anything, risk everything, if it gave her even the slightest chance of getting back to Emma.

      The tramping feet of her fellow raiders, a small team of ten members of the United States National Guard—or what was left of it—echoed off the concrete girders. Another ten soldiers, with Perez acting as guide, were on their way to the road service workshop hoping to siphon fuel from the underground tanks for their vehicles. Five soldiers had remained behind in Perez’s house to protect the president, Dixie, Wyatt, and Perez’s elderly father, Juan.

      Colonel Wilson ran in the lead, residual frustration still steaming from him like the aftermath of a storm. The argument he’d had with the President of the United States over her insistence that she be included in the raids had been long and reminiscent of two bulls butting heads. In the end, the newly appointed president capitulated when Wilson pointed out a country needed a leader more than a soldier, regardless of her past history as a Marine. It was a wonder Wilson had agreed to allow Kim, a civilian, to tag along, but if he hadn’t, she would have followed them anyway. Which was what he’d probably realized and why he’d agreed. No way did she intend to let the convoy out of her sight in case they left without her—she had to get to Austin. Emma needed her.

      They reached the intersection with the frontage road on the south side of the interstate and Wilson held up his hand. Everyone jolted to a stop. Ahead and diagonally to their right lay their objective—the Customs and Border Protection facility, a single-story, flat-roofed, brick-and-stone building squatting in a large lot bare of anything that might soften its austere, prison-like look. A high brick fence that morphed into chain-link topped with barbed wire bled out from both sides of the building’s façade. The steel-wire gate leading into the lot hung from its hinges. A couple of small trees flanked the flagpole, where a ragged flag drooped and an overturned sedan lay not far from the entrance, covered in a thick layer of gray dust and ash. Nothing moved in the lot, and no sounds came from the building, which appeared deserted.

      That, however, didn’t mean there wasn’t someone waiting to shoot them full of holes. The thought broke Kim’s concentration and she stumbled. She refocused, hard. If she died, there was no one to rescue Emma.

      Wilson turned to face his troops. His expression was hard to determine, given that a third of his face was covered by his combat helmet and the rest shielded by a black M50 gas mask that made him look like a TIE fighter pilot from Star Wars. His voice emerged muffled and low, but distinct. “Taylor and Schaffer, clear the yard then establish a perimeter. Taylor, your team goes right. Schaffer, take the left. We’ll take the front door. Kim, you’re with me, but stay behind my team.”

      Kim wasn’t about to argue. Wilson’s soldiers split up and jogged toward the complex, weapons at the ready. He waited until each team of three disappeared along the sides of the building before he moved. Then, his head swiveling constantly, he stalked toward the front of the building followed by four of his soldiers. Kim fell in after the last one.

      They halted beneath the portico. With a sweep of his M4, Wilson indicated the windows barricaded by thick steel bars. The glass had been smashed inwards but the bars had held. The heavy front door remained intact, although there was evidence someone had attempted to hack their way through.

      The colonel stepped back. “Set a charge, private. The rest of you, fall back. Once this blows, we move fast. If the enemy hasn’t fixed our location yet, this explosion will change that. I want us in and out in under fifteen minutes.”

      A chorus of ‘Yes, sir!’ barked back at him.

      A soldier took Kim’s arm and led her behind a tall, metallic sculpture that sat in the courtyard in front of the building. Two others squatted with them, scoping down the barrels of their rifles as they protected the rear. Less than two minutes later, Wilson and the private rushed over to join them and ducked down.

      The door exploded with a thunderous boom that reverberated through Kim’s head, making her ears ring.

      Wilson leaped to his feet and waved his arm. “Go! Go! Go!”

      The two soldiers who had been guarding the rear stormed the front of the building. The colonel led the remaining two privates and Kim inside after them.

      The gloomy foyer rippled with shadows and wisps of smoke. Weak light filtered through the broken windows and played over the dusty paintings and notices hanging on the walls. Scraps of paper mingling with dirt, ash, dry leaves, and twigs clogged the floor making it nearly impossible to walk without causing a snap or crackle. The ripe, festering odor of decay and death wafted down a long corridor that led further into the building. It was a smell Kim had become far too familiar with, and one that still had the power to squeeze her heartstrings and churn her gut.

      She slipped the flashlight out of her mini bug-out bag and switched it on, aiming it as far as possible ahead of the soldiers.

      Wilson grunted a thanks as they headed down the hallway, the two soldiers who’d taken point sweeping each room they passed before moving deeper into the complex. Most of the rooms were offices or meeting rooms—the only movement came from dust motes drifting through the air.

      The soldiers communicated with hand signals. Kim simply followed the private in front of her, but every so often she twisted around to check behind, the memory of being stalked through another equally eerie building far too fresh in her mind. The corridor flowed into a large dining area dotted with tables and plastic chairs. Smoke drifted through a partially open window that looked out onto the parking lot, and a counter ran along one side of the room, leading to a kitchen beyond. The acrid stench of rotting food—and something else—made Kim shuffle her rifle into one hand and clap the other tight over her mask.

      Wilson jerked his head at one of his soldiers. “See if there’s anything we can use.” He marched to the other side of the room, where he smashed the lock off a door with his rifle butt.

      Kim followed hard on his heels and found herself in a short passageway that ended at a door and a large glass window. The smell of decomposition was so strong, her eyes watered behind her goggles.

      Wilson approached the window and pressed his face close to the glass. He shook his head. “We can’t help him. He’s gone. Private, get that door open.”

      A soldier kicked the door in and the team moved inside. Kim swept the flashlight around the small space. A dark swarm of blowflies buzzed around the bloated body curled up on the floor. Puddles of black blood and body fluids stained the carpet. What was left of his face and arms was a mess of swollen, blistered, liquefied flesh where tiny white maggots wriggled.

      A young, smooth-faced soldier jerked his mask aside and vomited.

      Kim retched as she fought back the bile rising in her throat. Somehow, she kept down the protein bar that had been her meager lunch.

      Wilson, seemingly oblivious to the carnage, unclipped the keys hanging from the dead officer’s belt and flipped through them, trying each on a reinforced steel door on the far side of the room. After several tries, one of the keys opened the lock. “We’re in.” He shouldered through. “Bingo!” They’d found the armory.

      Over the next several minutes they hauled out rifles, revolvers, and boxes of ammunition, along with as many tactical vests and helmets as they could carry, making a stockpile just inside the front entrance. One soldier located three crates of canned fruit and vegetables in the kitchen and added them to the pile, along with five cartons of water bottles and a massive can of instant coffee. He also found two more dead customs officers.

      Kim dumped several tactical vests, night vision goggles, and five rifles onto the floor, then stretched her aching back. “We need a truck to cart this lot back to the house.”

      Wilson started to answer, but was interrupted by a series of dry pops—gunfire from somewhere in town. He spun and raced out the door into the bright sunlight just as Taylor and her team pounded around the corner, followed quickly by Schaffer and his team from the other side.

      “Sir!” Taylor waved her rifle in the air. “The president!”

      The President. The Perez’s house. Wyatt and Dixie were there! Her blood roared like fury in her ears.

      Wilson barked commands. “Schaffer, I want two men to stay and guard these supplies. Kim, remain here. The rest of you, load up on spare weapons, ammo, and anything else you need. Everyone else on me.” Wilson snagged a pistol and hauled on one of the tactical vests. He shoved spare ammunition into his pockets and then, rifle in hand, charged across the parking lot and down the road toward the overpass. His soldiers grabbed whatever they could and followed.

      The volley of gunfire ebbed before erupting into fresh, furious bursts. Whatever was happening, it was a fight to the death.

      Kim grabbed a tactical vest, her fingers fumbling to secure it, and then foraged through the pile for a gun she could use. Her shaking hands closed over, of all things, a Glock, then she found a box of 9mm bullets.

      One of the soldiers yanked her arm. “Hey, what do you think you’re doing?”

      “My friends are in danger.” She tore herself free and launched forward, her muscles shifting automatically into a mile-eating run. Her boots slapped hard on the asphalt, the need for stealth gone, replaced by an ever-increasing urgency as she headed north. The gunfire grew louder as she emerged from the highway overpass. She turned right onto West Desert Street, then took a left onto Cypress. As she surged into the dogleg corner, a twitch of a curtain captured her attention. A young boy peered out of a house on the right. His lips moved as he pointed toward her and candlelight flared from deep inside the room. Then she was past and turning onto West First Street, gaining on the soldiers who ran ahead of her like the devil was on their tails.

      Her lungs burned with every labored breath. It was the smoke. She sprinted across La Caverna, pushing through the agony in her failing body. Ahead, the colonel slowed as he approached Parker Street and gestured with a flurry of hand signals. The soldiers split into two teams, one peeling off to the side and bounding through a vacant lot while Wilson led the others straight on.

      The gun fire boomed louder, but as they came closer to Perez’s house it was obvious that the return fire from inside was sporadic. The soldiers inside must be running out of ammunition, while the criminals edged closer to the building, spraying bullets into the walls and windows. Glass shattered. Chips of wood siding splintered left and right.

      “Fire at will!” roared Colonel Wilson. He raised his rifle and fired; a man using a garbage can for cover crumpled and fell.

      Several criminals popped up from cover and fired toward the charging soldiers, providing cover for a group advancing toward the front door.

      A bullet whizzed past Kim’s ear. She scrambled over the fence, drew the Glock, and made her way to the rear of an Army truck. Heart in her throat, every nerve sizzling with tension, she crept around the side of the vehicle, startling an ugly man with a massive gut. Beer-Belly Man. His mouth dropped open, then twisted into a snarl as he brought his rifle up. She shoved the Glock against the fat man’s belly and fired off several shots, flinging him backward. Blood bloomed over Beer-Belly Man’s shirt and his rifle fired as he fell. The bullets burrowed into the dirt an inch from Kim’s foot.

      With a loud crack, Perez’s front door fractured into pieces. Gunfire exploded inside the house. Wyatt! Dixie! Kim leaped out from behind the Army truck and lunged for the house, but Wilson got there first. He hurdled a small patch of dirt and flew into the house. His rifle boomed again and again.

      Screams came from deep inside the house.

      Then shouts.

      Then silence.

      Kim sprinted up the two front steps and over the threshold. Bullets zipped past her head. She tripped over a body and stumbled to regain her balance. Sweat stinging her eyes, Kim swept her Glock around the room. Blood dripped down a wall where a thug sprawled with empty eyes and a hole in his forehead. A soldier lay on his back beside him, his face a pulp of blood and bone.

      The colonel stood in the center of the room, his rifle steady and aimed at Alpha Male. Kim’s heart jumped as a nightmare she never wanted to revisit was replayed in front of her.

      On the far side of the room, Alpha Male had an arm locked around Dixie’s throat and a gun jammed against her head. The memory of that horrific day ripped into Kim’s mind. Leanne. That innocent young girl who’d been murdered in a similar scenario in a Blue Mountains’ resort. So young, right on the cusp of a life, brutally murdered by a drug trafficker with no conscience.

      And now Dixie, her pale face defiant, her hands clenched together, with a murderer smirking by her side. “Don’t move or I’ll kill her.”

      A door opened behind them. Alpha Male started, the gun slipping and no longer pointed at Dixie’s head. He turned around as a woman with a bandage over one eye stepped forward. President Elizabeth Blair.

      Colonel Wilson shoved Kim to the floor as the president calmly, coolly, and with absolutely no emotion on her face leveled a revolver at Alpha Male’s back. She fired.

      A startled expression spread over his face. Blood spurted from his chest and bubbled from his mouth. Dixie flung herself sideways as Alpha Male’s knees buckled and he slumped to the ground.

      Kim scrambled to her feet and hurried to Dixie’s side. “Are you okay? Are you hurt? Where is Wyatt?”

      Dixie hugged her then drew back, averting her gaze from the man dying on the floor. “I’m good. Wyatt’s okay, too. He’s locked inside a bedroom with Juan and a soldier—the young one that doesn’t look like he’s old enough to shave. The President ordered him inside to protect the civilians.”

      Wilson strode forward, kicking Alpha Male’s weapon out of his lifeless hand. “Is that all of them?”

      President Blair tucked her handgun into the waist of her pantsuit. “Yes.” Her face as white as the bandage wrapped around her head, she pressed her fingers to her side. Blood seeped through her jacket.

      “You’re wounded.” In two strides Wilson was next to her, but the president waved him away.

      “Flesh wound only. One of your soldiers has a GSW to the leg and is in the kitchen. Nurse Kerry is working on her now. I’m afraid the others died saving our lives.”

      Colonel Wilson looked away for a moment, his jaw working. “Too many.”

      Choking back a bout of coughing, Blair touched his arm. “I know. But we will stop the slaughter of our people. Together.”

      A spurt of gunfire exploded outside.

      Wilson inserted a fresh magazine into his rifle. “All of you, stay here until I return. Kim, you take the door. No one, I repeat no one must get past you. The president must be protected at any cost.” He edged out the door and, firing as he went, rejoined the battle.
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        Anayeli Alfaro. Curtis Family Compound. Thompson Falls, Montana

      

      

      

      They were armed to the teeth, considering their supposed objective was the hardware store. Anayeli pulled down her safety goggles, pinched at the nose of her mask, and swung onto Manteca, looping the reins over her arm while she checked to make sure her gun was in her backpack, even though she’d already checked it twice.

      “I’m ready.” Andrew slid aboard his mount, a spotted horse aptly named Spot. Once she would’ve laughed at his obvious discomfort on horseback, but they were all struggling just to move like normal human beings. In addition to their masks and goggles, they were wearing layers of clothes as a protective measure against another cicada attack.

      She eased Manteca close enough that Spot pinned her ears. “At least if you fall off, you’ll have plenty of padding. You’ll probably bounce.” If Andrew smiled in response to her attempt at lightheartedness, she couldn’t tell.

      Greg secured a small gas can with bungee cords onto the pack saddle Fortune wore, then handed Anayeli the lead rope. She’d ride Manteca and lead Fortune.

      Grangela handed Greg a carton of eggs. “You give these to Chuck if he hassles you about payment.” The eggs were even more precious now that they only had one hen—and a broody one at that. There wouldn’t be any fresh eggs for a while, but Angela had quite a stockpile.

      Greg took the carton, slid it into his backpack, and shook his head. “Never thought I’d be one of those guys, running for the store in a disaster.”

      “Who could’ve ever predicted we’d need so much diatomaceous earth?” Grangela put a bright face on things, but from the way she kept clasping and unclasping her hands as Greg mounted his own horse, it was obvious she was worried. “You all travel safe and come right back.”

      Mama stood behind Grangela, whispering what was surely a prayer to La Virgin to intercede on Anayeli’s behalf. Of all of them, only Mama believed the trip to town for more diatomaceous earth was unnecessary. Everyone else was in agreement that it was needed, though for Anayeli it was more of a means to an end. Once Greg had his supply of the stuff, then she could find a way to get the information out. People needed to know there was something that worked against the toxicadas.

      It had taken more than a little convincing to get Greg to let her go on Operation Bug Massacre—not that she’d called it that out loud. She needed to see what was happening out there, away from the compound, but of course that wasn’t what she’d said. Instead, she’d suggested that Brandon and Andrew—the two Greg had tapped for the mission—would need backup. That hadn’t convinced anyone, even though it was the truth. No. Her winning argument had been the ATV she’d abandoned when it ran out of gas in Thompson Falls. She’d suggested to Greg that if they wanted to recover it, they’d need another driver. “You said building in redundancy was good, right? This way we’ll have multiple vehicles and multiple drivers in case anything goes wrong.” Never mind there was a good chance someone had already liberated the ATV. But if there was any chance it was still there, she wanted to capitalize on it. That way there would be a vehicle she could rightly claim as hers, should there come a time when she and her family needed to leave the compound. Redundancy was the order of the day—whether she agreed with him or not, she was learning from Greg.

      Greg had applied the same redundancy principle to their weapons. Even though Anayeli still had the gun she’d stolen from the dead National Guard soldier back in Sacramento, Greg had insisted it wasn’t enough, and neither were Andrew’s two guns. Greg had packed one shotgun per ATV and given each of them a folding hunting knife. “Stash it on your person.”

      She patted the pocket where she’d squirreled the knife. She was clumsy and unpracticed with it, but she’d use it in a heartbeat if she had to. That was one thing she’d learned about herself. If it came down to kill or be killed, she was a killer. Yet another thing she wished she’d never had occasion to find out.

      “Let’s go!” Greg thrust his hand forward, and his horse trotted forward, Brandon’s and Andrew’s following right after, Andrew bouncing in his saddle at the choppy gait. She really hoped her comment about falling off stayed a joke instead of becoming a reality.

      As her horses fell in line behind the others, Anayeli turned over her shoulder toward the cluster of women, girls, and Ernesto waving to them. It felt like some wartime movie goodbye scene, except it was real. “Te quiero, mi familia! We’ll be back!” She said it with more confidence than she felt. She had no idea what to expect outside of the compound, but she doubted things were better.

      The moment they turned the horses from the dirt road that led to the compound and onto another narrower one, Anayeli’s anxiety spiked. The back of her neck prickled beneath all her layers, as if someone were watching them, and the horses’ ears kept swiveling as if they were listening to something behind them. But every time she twisted to look, there was nothing but dust settling. Nothing moved in the trees—no deer, or squirrels, or birds even. The air was heavy with smoke and silence. The smoke made everything indistinct and there was no such thing as visibility a few feet beyond the edge of the road.

      Maybe that and the fact that Greg and Brandon stuck to narrow, isolated dirt roads was why it took longer than it should have for her to realize the route they were taking to town was a different one than Anayeli and her family had traveled on their way to the compound. Andrew was tall enough that she couldn’t really see around him, so she focused on tracking whatever landmarks she could make out—a dilapidated old barn, a zigzagging split rail fence. If there were houses, she couldn’t see them. Half the time, trees were all they passed—or what used to be trees. In undulating swaths, there was nothing left but bare trunks spiked with denuded branches. The cicadas had been busy.

      Near a rocky outcrop, Brandon pulled over and Greg motioned to them. “Your radio working?” Greg had brought along two of his portable radios—one of which hung from the horn at the front of Andrew’s saddle.

      “Don’t know. I haven’t tried it, sir.” Andrew twisted a knob and static buzzed through the air. He adjusted the tuner, but the only variations were in the intensity of the noise.

      “Try 103.9.”

      Andrew made an adjustment—still nothing but static.

      Greg cursed under his breath. “I was hoping it was just our radio that was busted. The local station was up and running until around the time the cicadas hit. Sure hope Enoch’s all right.”

      Anayeli almost fell off Manteca. She should’ve known there’d been a working radio station. She should’ve asked. They’d never been able to tune in anything on their drive from Salt Lake City. She’d just assumed there was no signal anywhere.

      “Who’s Enoch?” She had to make up for lost time and get as much information about the radio station as possible. If Greg didn’t keep to his word about letting her use his radio to get word out about the diatomaceous earth, she needed to know what other options were out there.

      “Ah, he’s lived in these parts longer’n I have. He’s the one runs the station. Him and Dustin, his son.”

      “You think we should check on them? At the station?” It was too bald of a question, her motives far too plain, but Greg nodded. That was one thing about the Curtises— they were straight shooters. What you saw was what you got. It was refreshing.

      “Yeah, after we see about your ATV. The station’s on the way.”

      The lake took Anayeli by surprise when it appeared out of the smoke. Not just because she’d had no idea they were so close to town, but because her ATV was still there. The rush of excitement at seeing it burned out as quickly as it had sparked. It was there all right, but only in a fashion.

      The vehicle was nothing more than a shell, a frame. Anything that could be stripped, had been. Tires? Gone. Handlebars? Gone. Engine? Anayeli couldn’t be sure, but she was pretty sure that was gone too, though she had no idea how to identify any of the mechanical components.

      Greg gave Manteca a pat as he passed after making a closer inspection. “Not worth us doing anything with it, I’m sorry to say.”

      “I’m not surprised. I just hoped…” Hope was a dangerous thing. She had to keep reminding herself of that. “We still going to check on the radio station?”

      “I think we’d better. This doesn’t look to me like something a local would do.” Greg said local with a special emphasis Anayeli didn’t like. She knew what the opposite of local was and how terms like that were usually applied to people who looked like her.

      They rode on, the lake a mirror of sullen gray off to one side, the light so low that no sunlight reflected off the water. Anayeli could imagine how pretty the setting would be on a clear, sunny day—if they ever had one again.

      But the picture of the imagined prettiness dissipated the instant they steered the horses into a graveled parking lot in front of a small cinderblock building with a tall metal radio tower jutting into the sky behind it. There should have been red lights blinking on the top of the tower warning planes away—but there weren’t. Maybe it was just that the smoke was too thick, but she was pretty sure that wasn’t it. For one thing, the lone vehicle parked in the lot, a late model Ford pickup, had both its doors flung wide.

      “That’s Enoch’s truck.” Greg dismounted and reached for his shotgun. “No way he’d leave it like that.” There was a smattering of belongings strewn about the truck—a flannel shirt, a water bottle, pens, a journalist’s notebook. “With me, Andrew. Weapons ready.”

      “Maybe when they saw the cicadas, they decided to run for the station?” It was wishful thinking and Anayeli knew it. It’d been long enough that any survivors probably would have gone back outside. “Maybe there wasn’t time to bother closing the doors?” Anayeli pulled her gun out of her pack.

      “You and Brandon stay here with the horses. Don’t dismount, in case we need to make a fast getaway.” Greg handed his horse’s reins to Brandon and Andrew slid to the ground and passed Spot’s reins to her. Now Anayeli was suddenly in charge of three horses—none of whom really wanted to stand still. “Keep watch. Andrew? With me.” Greg took off at a jog, Andrew keeping just behind him until they reached the station building. There they split, Greg on one side of the door, Andrew on the other. When Greg toed it open, she realized it had never been fully closed. Her heart clutched inside her chest. She wanted to call out to Andrew not to go in, but it was too late. Greg disappeared into the darkness of the building, Andrew right on his heels.

      “I don’t like this…” She urged Manteca, and Fortune and Spot by proxy, closer to Brandon.

      “Me neither.” The words had barely left Brandon’s mouth before Greg burst back out, spooking the horses, his face a rictus of anguish. But instead of coming back to them, he went around the side of the building, disappearing out of sight.

      It was Andrew who told them, his expression and his voice flat. “Dead. Both of them. No power either, which explains the lack of a signal.”

      Greg jogged back to them, stopping only to check the truck’s interior for keys. “No luck.” The anguish in his expression had hardened into something else. “Generator’s gone too. Just a gas powered one, but still. Worth killing over, by the looks of it.”

      “It wasn’t cicadas?”

      “Definitely not.” Andrew answered instead of Greg.

      Suddenly Anayeli wished she had listened to Mama and stayed at the compound. She didn’t want to know any more about what was happening out in the world.

      “It’s exactly what the unprepared do. Steal whatever they can get their hands on because they were too complacent to bother thinking ahead.” Greg’s every movement was tense, angry. “They get desperate, ruthless. Never thought they’d make it this far north, here of all places, but if they have… It’s only a matter of time before they get to us.”

      In another life, it would have sounded like paranoia, but not anymore. Creepy Colin had tracked her and her family across state lines. They’d seen armed men guarding their families as they headed north. She knew what desperation, what fighting for survival, felt like.

      “It’ll be nothing short of miraculous if we find anything at the True Value. Good thing no one will’ve been looking for diatomaceous earth.” He flicked a glance at Anayeli, a little told-you-so. “Keep your weapons handy. We’d best be ready for anything.” Greg mounted up and made his forward chopping gesture again, indicating the route to town. “Sharp eyes, everybody.”

      Thompson Falls’ main drag had a brewing company, a café, an inn, a motel, the Rex Theater, an Elks Lodge—the quintessential components of a rural western town. But if it’d once been charming, it wasn’t anymore. It was worse than a ghost town—it was a dead town. It wasn’t just that the vegetation had been stripped, either. Main Street was strewn with bodies.

      The cicadas had been through, and no one had known what to do, that was clear. Anayeli had to look away as they passed a mother, her arms clutched around a boy of maybe eleven. She’d died, trying to shield him, and he’d died anyway—both of them covered in welts so big they ran together.

      Other bodies had clearly been molested in some way—vultures, maybe. Or bigger wild animals scavenging a meal. Anayeli gagged.

      “Herb!” Greg leaped from his horse and dashed toward an elderly man lying on his side, wearing clothes from several decades past that were too big in a way that spoke of a frame withering with age. Long dead, from the looks of him, but Greg stripped off his glove and reached to find the man’s pulse.

      “No, Gramps!” Brandon’s voice was forceful enough it stopped Greg, his hand hovering just above the man’s body. “The residue! We can’t risk touching it!”

      Greg rocked back on his heels and after a long moment clasped his gloved hands together. “Dear Heavenly Father, please usher these souls into your presence and anoint them in your Grace.” When he stood, the lines on his face were even more stark.

      “Let’s move quickly.” It was Brandon who said it, but any one of them could have. Anayeli wanted away from Thompson Falls and its preventable deaths as soon as possible. They kept on, slaloming through the bodies.

      Chuck’s True Value was the exact opposite of the kind of big box hardware store Anayeli was used to. Sitting on the corner, it was a low brick building built in the beginning of the previous century with big windows looking out over the street. Or rather, it used to have big windows. They’d all been broken.

      Anayeli didn’t like leaving the horses unattended, but they tied them to a bike rack in front of the store and headed for the entrance. All of them were on edge as Greg, the carton of eggs tucked under his arm, pushed open the door, nothing left of it but its metal frame. Shattered glass skittered across the floor as he motioned the rest of them to come along. They moved into the store, guns drawn.

      There was no sign of cicadas—dead or alive—inside. No greenish residue misted over everything. No whirring buzz. No dead bugs squished on the floor. The windows must’ve been broken after the swarm had attacked the town.

      Greg put up a hand and they all stopped. “Stay here.” He made his way down the main aisle, setting the eggs on the checkout counter as he went by. If he noticed the drawer of the cash register standing wide open, Anayeli couldn’t tell. He kept going, stalking past the wall of paint chip samples and the garden supply aisles, moving with the confidence of someone who knew the place.

      Anayeli scanned the store, stopping cold when she saw the blood. She took a few steps, the glass crunching under her feet. Andrew whirled at the sound, then lowered his weapon when he saw the noise was from her.

      “Blood.” She tipped her head toward it. There were twin smears on the floor, leading from the checkout counter in front of the refrigerated cases that hung open, the logos on the front indicating it had once been full of sodas and other beverages. She followed the gory trail past a display area that was eerily empty. A sign above it said ‘power tools.’ The next aisle, ironically labeled ‘cleaning supplies,’ was where she met Greg.

      “I’ll track these.” Greg pointed at the rust colored streaks. “You go find what we came for.”

      “Will do.” Anayeli retraced her steps, keeping her gaze studiously above the bloodied tile. “Greg is checking out where that”—she waved her hand in the general direction of the bloodstains—“leads to. He says we should get the diatomaceous earth.”

      It didn’t take any convincing to get the boys moving. None of them wanted to stay any longer than they had to.

      A quick glance outside proved the horses were fine, so they moved deeper into the store. The farther they went, the more it looked like it had been ransacked instead of looted. Some aisles were a disaster of items pulled off shelves and left cluttering the floor, other aisles, like the one for garden hoses, had gone largely undisturbed. Anayeli wondered what whoever had been here before them had been looking for. Masks probably. Food and beverages. Tools.

      Not diatomaceous earth. Please not diatomaceous earth.

      They found bags of what they were after lying stacked on a lower shelf—untouched. “Let’s grab these and go.” She slid the first two sacks into her arms, and Andrew pulled out the third bag. Twelve pounds total. That was all there was. It wasn’t much of a supply, but it was better than nothing.

      “Here, put this in your backpack, Brandon.” She held out one of her bags to him, but he didn’t respond. Instead, he pulled down a different container from one of the shelves above the diatomaceous earth. She caught a glimpse of the name as he turned it around to read the label. DefendIt.

      “My dad uses these too. Strange I forgot. He goes on and on about them.”

      “Them?” Anayeli had no idea what Brandon was talking about.

      “Nematodes. Microscopic things, like worms. They kill pests, but this says they live in the soil, so…I guess that won’t work on flying bugs, will it?” Brandon slid the box back on the shelf.

      “Wait a minute.” Andrew pulled the box back out. “Cicadas hatch underground. At least the normal ones we had in Texas do. They emerge out of the ground every seventeen years or something. We could use these worm things to stop them hatching.”

      Anayeli didn’t even bother trying to tamp down her hope this time. She gave Brandon’s shoulder a light shove. “Look who’s a sabelotodo now! If nematodes work, we have two ways to stop the cicadas! It’s fantastic!” She took down another box of the DefendIt and bent to put it into her backpack, then reached to grab another box.

      “Wait. Look”—Anayeli pointed to the row of boxes on the shelf—“there’s different kinds. How do we know which we need?”

      “I wish my dad—Dale—I wish Dale were here. He would know.” Brandon ran a hand through his hair. “Maybe Gramps will know? He talks to my dad about this stuff all the time. Speaking of Gramps…where is he?”

      “You’re right. It’s been too long.” Andrew headed down the aisle. “Store’s too quiet, too.”

      Except then it wasn’t. Shouts burst out from the back of the store where Greg had disappeared—and there was more than one voice raised.
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        Sam Leary. Austin, Texas

      

      

      

      “He’s gone? But…how?” It made no sense. Both of his parents were in that grave. How could that be true?

      But Sean closed Ryan’s eyes with a gentle hand. “Look away a moment. I’ll cover him and your mother together.” He rolled Ryan toward him and took hold of the edge of the bloodied cover that hid Marcy.

      Sam erupted to his feet and staggered a few steps away, leaning on a tree while the world spun around him at dizzying speed. After a few moments, a hand fell on his shoulder. Sam turned to look in the grave, but his father’s body was hidden under the bloodied white bedspread. “What do we do now?” His voice was working almost without input from his brain. It was as if someone else was saying the words.

      “We need to fill in the grave or we’ll get the big predators coming dangerously close to the house.” His godfather, thoughtful as ever, did not look deep into Sam’s eyes, but stood shoulder to shoulder with him. “I can do it if you need to go back to the house.”

      “I need to be doing something. I’ll help.” Sam went back and picked his shovel up.

      They dug deep into the pile of loose earth and threw it down into the grave. Sam’s ears were filled with a buzzing like static, which obliterated everything. It buzzed while he shoveled; it buzzed when they patted the grave down; it buzzed when they hauled the wheelbarrow back through the woods and along the path to his godfather’s house.

      They left the cart outside and went into the kitchen. It was almost dusk and Sam was exhausted and aching, but somehow as taut as a piano wire. He couldn’t rest.

      Sean peeled off his mask and goggles and dropped into a chair. Sam did the same, but after only a couple of moments he found himself up on his feet again and pacing.

      “I’m so sorry, Sam.” Sean wiped a grimy hand across his face. “Both of them…!”

      “It’s a big change.” Sam sat down again and his hand went to the table leg, tapping faster and faster—leg, side, top, leg, side, top, leg side top legsidetop— Sean was looking at him. He brought his hand under control with an effort and sat on it so he wouldn’t get shouted at. “Sorry. Change is hard.”

      “If the tapping helps you, don’t stop for me.” Sean snorted mirthlessly. “If I thought it’d help me, I might join you.” He dropped his head in his hands. “You’re right. It is a change, a very big one, and very sudden. It’s a lot to deal with, especially so soon after losing Henry. You’ve had a hard time recently, Sam. Do what you need to get through it, and don’t be ashamed of who you are, no matter who tells you how you should be you.”

      Sam took a deep breath. It was scary, but he trusted his godfather. Hesitantly he brought his hand up from under him and let it stray to the table leg again. Leg, side, top, leg, side top…

      Sam’s hand fluttered about the table without comment from Sean, who sat in silence, head in his hands. It took a little while, but the rhythmic movement caged the buzzing in his ears and sent it away, and it regulated him enough to let the emotions die back a bit. The tapping slowed, until he could breathe more freely and things didn’t seem quite so overwhelming. “Thank you.”

      The kitchen was darkening as the sun fell toward the horizon. Sam stood and went to the pitcher. “Water?”

      “Yes, please.”

      He brought two glasses of the tepid water back to the table and put one in front of his godfather, then sat and drank his own one sip at a time. He concentrated on it as much as possible, but there was still a corner of his mind that was replaying those horrible moments over and again. His father in the grave, Sean cradling him, the cough, the blood, the death. And again—his father, Sean cradling him, the cough, the blood… No, wait. His father had said something that made no sense to him.

      “What did he mean?” he murmured.

      “Sorry?”

      “He said ‘Tell him. You might as well.’ But I don’t know what he wanted me to tell you. Unless he was talking to you.”

      Sean drained the last of his water and gazed into the empty glass.

      Sam waited, but his godfather didn’t answer. “Was he talking to you?”

      Sean got up and walked to the window. “Yes.”

      “What are you supposed to tell me?”

      Sean leaned on the counter. “Look, Sam, so much has gone on today. You’ve got so much to deal with. I really think it would be better to have this conversation later, when things have quieted down—”

      “Why? Do you think it’s something that will upset me?” Sam’s hand was tapping the table leg again.

      Sean shook his head. “I don’t know if it will upset you, but it’s more change, Sam, a really big change, and I don’t want to add to everything you’re coping with now.”

      Leg-side-top. Leg-side-top. “That’s not your decision. It’s mine. And now that I know there’s something big enough that my dad used his last breath to make sure you told me, I need to know it now.” Sam was getting agitated faster than normal, but he was exhausted and so much had been going on. He needed it to stop, but he couldn’t leave this hanging.

      Outside the daylight faded and the sky was turning fire-orange. He hoped the fires weren’t close, but the smoke was getting so thick he could see it swirling. It was a strange, unearthly glow that promised nothing but danger and stress.

      Sean turned around and came back to the table. He took out one of the candles, from their dwindling supply, and cut an inch off from the end, then worked the wick free and lit it. It painted the kitchen with dancing shadows. Sam’s hand tapped the table leg.

      Sean sat down and leaned back in his chair. “You know how I met your father, right?”

      “In the army. He saved your life in an exercise.”

      “He did. I was injured and would have bled out before help could get to me, but this guy I barely knew threw me over his shoulder and staggered back to the nearest road, where he flagged down a car. They got me to the hospital just in time.” He shook his head. “It was an extraordinary thing he did. It meant he couldn’t get into the Special Forces that time, and he had to redo the course during the following session. By then, my wound was healed and I was able to sign up for the same course, and we got through it together. We had each other’s backs for years, and then eventually we left. Your father left first, when things were getting serious with Marcy.” He smiled to himself. “He adored your mother, right from the get-go, would do anything for her. And back then, she adored him too. She would brag about her big, strong soldier boy. When I came out of the military, Ryan offered me a place to stay for a while. His parents had died and left him the big house, and this place was more or less derelict. He offered to sell it to me for virtually nothing, and the idea was that when I’d done it up, I could sell it back to him cheaply, he could sell it at full price and all of us would make a profit.”

      “But you didn’t.” Sam had no idea where this was going.

      “No. Things got complicated.” Sean got out of his chair again and started pacing in the darkened kitchen. “Marcy always did want all the things she thought life owed her. She had her big handsome husband, and the big house, and now she wanted kids, just like all the women she’d grown up with. But the years ticked on and she didn’t fall pregnant. Turns out, your father had issues in that area. He’d had mumps when he was young. You know what that means, right?”

      Sam reached for the table leg. The puzzle pieces were coming together and it wasn’t a pretty sight.

      “Marcy was very disillusioned and your father was terrified that she was going to leave him, so…”

      “So?”

      Sean leaned on the counter, his back to Sam. “So Ryan asked me to help out.”

      “To help out?” Sam short-circuited. “How?”

      There was a silence. Then Sean replied. “Your mother came down here every night for several months, until she was sure she was pregnant.”

      Sam’s brain stalled. He had no words to reply. He’d asked, but he most definitely hadn’t wanted to hear what Sean said.

      Sean went on. “When she was pregnant, Marcy asked me to stay around in case something went wrong. But I quickly realized that she was lining me up as a replacement for your—for Ryan, and I wasn’t having any of that. I went away for a year or so. When I came back, I was planning to sell the house back to Ryan as we had always planned, and leave.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      “No.” Sean turned around. “Marcy brought you down to the house to show me. And having met you, how could I walk away? My son, and I’d never expected to have a son.” He came back to sit at the table. “It was awkward. I fell out with your father for a time. But once he realized I had no interest in taking Marcy off him and breaking up his marriage, he accepted it. Even then, it was clear that Marcy was not going to be content with being an average stay-at-home mom. She wanted to go out with her friends a couple of times a week at least, preferably with him. They were hard up, so having an onsite babysitter made sense. And I got to see you grow up into an amazing young man.”

      “That’s not what my mother thought,” Sam blurted, bitterness flooding through him.

      “Sam, your mother was more self-centered than anyone I know. She didn’t understand you. She spent her whole life trying to conform, and so when you weren’t what she expected, she didn’t know how to deal with that. At the same time, her big handsome soldier boy was not the alpha male she’d thought. Ryan was getting older and quieter. He had no desire to go out and pick fights and be the center of attention. She’d tried to pick me up and failed, which she took as a personal slight. And she was getting older too.” He shrugged. “She told herself that for one brief, shining moment she’d had it all, and then Ryan had failed her and everything had gone wrong from there, so she blamed him. And unfairly, she blamed you for not being the standard suburban son she had imagined.”

      “And my dad?” Sam asked.

      “He tried his best to be a good dad, but he saw his own failure first and foremost.” Sean patted Sam’s shoulder. “He knew it wasn’t your fault and he tried to be there for you, but he really didn’t get you either.”

      Sam erupted out of his seat. “And you do?”

      Sean laughed. “I’m pretty sure I can’t keep up with you in anything other than hunting, Sam. But I try to listen with an open mind, and not to expect you to be anyone other than who you are. You’re your own man, and I haven’t earned the right to be proud of you, perhaps, but I really am, anyhow.”

      That stopped Sam in his tracks. With the exception of Diana, no one had ever really said that to him before, certainly not his parents. Well, the people he’d thought were his parents. “My whole life was a lie, is that what you’re telling me?”

      Sean brought the pitcher of water to the table and poured them a half-glass each. “I was never going to tell you. For all intents and purposes, Ryan was your father. He was there when you were growing up. He provided for you. I can’t claim to have done any of that. I have tried to be a good godfather, and maybe even a good friend, and I’d really like to continue to do that. But I know it’s an awful lot to take in, especially now when so much else is going on. Perhaps you’ll never want to see me again, and I’d find that really hard. But all I can offer is that whenever you need me, all you need to do is call. And if you need space and to be left alone, I’ll totally respect that too. When you know what you need, just tell me. And in the meantime, I’d prefer you stay here because it’s more defensible if the raiders come back, but if you can’t do that, that’s your decision too.” He held out the glass of water.

      Sam took it and went back to the window. He turned the glass in his hands, blanking out everything but the hard coolness of the glass in his fingers, the slight acridity of the air, the swirling orange of the encroaching, smoky darkness. There was a low grumbling outside. For a moment he couldn’t place it, but Sean got up so fast his chair fell over, and he rushed to the window. “Engines! The raiders are coming back.”

      Sam’s heart jumped into his mouth. He poured the water back in the pitcher. “What shall I do?”

      Sean checked his rifle. “We only have a few rounds left. This might get messy, son.”

      “The baseball bat?” Sam dashed for the cupboard under the stairs—while they were destroying his childhood, they might as well shatter his memories of playing ball with Sean at the same time. It wasn’t until he was back in the kitchen and taking up position at the broken shutter that it occurred to him how often Sean had called him ‘son.’ Apparently it had been literal after all.

      “Blow out the candle. Let’s not give them any more help than we can,” Sean hissed. As the kitchen subsided into mid-darkness, two jeeps came into view, lights on, and pulled up in front of the house.

      The jeep door opened but only a couple of people got out, one shining a flashlight for the other. Sean raised his rifle and aimed through the shutters. The torch swept about, stopping on the bloodied wall in front of the window.

      “Sam! Sam, are you okay?” The figure grabbed the flashlight and ran to the door, beating her fists on it, while several others spilled out of the car, guns at the ready.

      “Diana?” Sam dropped his baseball bat and rushed to the door.

      “Sam!” As he opened it, she threw her arms around him, then immediately dropped them again. “Oh! I’m so sorry, Sam, I know you hate that, but I saw the blood and I thought it was yours.”

      “Diana!” Sam felt as if a weight had fallen from his shoulders. “Sean, it’s okay. It’s Diana.”

      “I can see that.” There was a tsssk of matches and the candle flared again. “Come on in and shut the door. The smoke’s vicious tonight.”

      “Oh! And I was supposed to talk to Cockroach at sundown!” Sam grabbed Diana’s flashlight. “Come on, we might be able to catch her!” He dashed for the radio room, Diana stumbling behind, and by the time she had caught up with him he had the radio live and humming. “Austin calling Moonshine, Austin calling Moonshine!”

      It took a few repetitions before there was an answer. “Well hello there Austin, is that my good pal Samwise Gamgee?”

      “It is! Is our mutual friend there, or did I miss them?”

      There was a laugh, and then another voice replied. “Cockroach here, Sir Gamgee, and very fine it is to hear your voice too!”

      “Cockroach, it’s so good to hear you! I thought you must be dead!” Sam clutched Diana in his excitement.

      “Got ahead of the flames and headed north just in time. You? And your companions? The younger one and your lunatic goddess friend?”

      Diana snorted next to him. He grinned. “Both fine and dandy. In fact the archer goddess is right here next to me.”

      “Then there’s someone else she might like to speak to. Got a moment?”

      “Definitely.” Sam pushed aside the microphone while they waited and reached up onto the shelf to light the candle. “Don’t waste the battery on that.”

      “Someone else?” Diana turned the flashlight off and put it in her coat pocket. Sam shrugged.

      “Di?”

      For a moment Diana’s face was blank. Then her eyes went wide. “Jane? Oh goodness, can that really be you? Are you safe? And the kids?”

      “All well. And my parents too.”

      “How…?”

      “Your friend Cockroach here!” That was Samantha’s voice. “She came and found us just as we thought we were dead meat.”

      “Cockroach, you absolute star!” Diana had tears running down her face, but she looked very happy. Sam always found that confusing, but Diana had explained that sometimes tears were just a release of emotion. Sam figured this might be one of those times. Humans were very complicated.

      Jane went on, “We got out of the way of the fire. It swept through Auburn and totally burned up the hotel, but afterwards, Cockroach brought us back to my uncle’s house. It had burned that up quite a bit, and he was still in his car halfway out the gate, which was a bit horrendous. But the basement is really livable, and the safe was still full of money so we raided it, got my parents out, and we’re all still here.”

      “I’m so happy, Jane. I thought you must have all died in that fire. I can’t even tell you—Cockroach, if we ever get out of this alive, I’m going to owe you big time.” Diana scrubbed the tears from her face. “I understand I’ve you to thank for releasing Sam and Jesse from the basement as well.”

      “The work of minutes, my dear goddess.” Cockroach replied. “Now, the power won’t last much longer tonight so we’ll say a fond goodbye for now. Sir Gamgee, I’ll be contactable here if needed. You?”

      “If I’m not here, you can always leave a message for me. I have an…associate here who monitors the radio regularly and knows my call sign.”

      “Duly noted, compadre. Live long and prosper!”

      “I’ll do my best. Over and out.”

      Sam turned the set off. “Cockroach is safe! And she made it to your friend after all.”

      Diana nodded and wiped the tears from her eyes, laughing as she did so. “That’s such good news, I can hardly bring myself to believe it. Cockroach is…one in a million.”

      “She truly is.” Sam stood up. “But how did you know I was going to speak to her tonight?”

      “I didn’t.” Diana followed him back down the stairs. “I wanted to see how you were, and to ask for your help again.”

      He stood aside to let her precede him into the kitchen again, where Sean had relit several candles.

      “We want to find some way to end all this, and we need your expertise.”

      Sam hesitated, torn.

      “You don’t need to stay here for me, son.” Sean got up and headed for the door to the living room. “I’ll give you a bit of privacy. I’m here if you want to discuss it, but I know you always find it easier to work things out in the quiet of the lab. If it feels like that’s what you need, then do it. I’ll still be here when you’re finished, and we can discuss anything you like then.”

      Sam nodded. “Thank you.” He went to the kitchen table and sat down with Diana.

      “Things sound complicated,” she ventured.

      “A lot has happened in the past couple of days.” He thought about it. His mother, his father—well, Ryan. The discovery that Sean was his real father. And now Cockroach. He didn’t know whether he was sad or happy or confused or just stunned. Sean was right—a little time in the lab would give him the space to work out what he thought about—well, everything. And then he could come back to—what? A father who understood him and cared about him. No one telling him he was wrong and ought to be normal. Maybe Diana and Jesse would move in. At any rate, it would be good to spend some time with them again. He took a deep breath, and it felt like his chest had been freed from a tight binding for the first time in a lot of years. “So. Tell me what you’re planning.”
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        Ron Frobisher. Porton Down. Wiltshire, England

      

      

      The burning topic for Ron was: do I go at this straight on with Professor Jem, or do I come at it sideways? The whole of Porton’s spying apparatus was aimed at him, it seemed, tracking him as he uncovered their secrets and listening in on his every conversation. If a warrant officer in the comms department believed he was asking the wrong questions, he was almost certainly asking the wrong damned questions.

      Geoffrey ran alongside Ron. “We’ve evacuated the dorms on this level, but my question is, do we go down to the experimental wards and get those people out?”

      “Not yet.” Ron had no idea if the venom (or multiple variations thereof) had been released below ground. Alan had mentioned a venom and Ron had given it no attention, but the clues were all there. “I need to talk to the professor one more time.”

      “Then we’re leaving?”

      Sheesh. Maybe? Or maybe I go it alone? “We’ll see.” He secured his respirator as the elevator doors shut on a very worried Geoffrey. The metal cab shuddered, dropping faster than it had ever moved before. The regular lights went out and the emergency ones fizzed on. The brakes ground and screeched and the death-box came to a halt.

      “Great.” No! He was in Porton Frickin’ Down! Not great at all. If the power was out, all bets were off. He lifted the handle to the emergency phone and waited for someone, anyone, to tell him that the generator was about to come on and all would be well.

      “Mr. Frobisher.” The warrant officer’s Glaswegian accent had grown thicker in the intervening minutes. “The lift is programmed to take you to the nearest floor. It’s a safety feature of this model. Please disembark on floor minus-four-b and wait for the power to return. The lights will come on, the lift will be reprogrammed, and you’ll be able to return to us.”

      There wasn’t a button for ‘floor minus-four-b.’

      “Be careful, Ron. You’re going where angels fear to tread.”

      The line went dead as the elevator car shook and descended, doors opening onto carnage. Level minus-four-b was littered with cicadas, some of them crawling, most of them dead. The crunch beneath his boots was every bit as sickening as it had been the first time he’d stepped on one of those impossible bugs.

      You’re fine. This is fine. You’re immune. Also, completely covered. You’re fine.

      Any sane man would have done what the nice Glaswegian soldier told them to do and waited by the elevator doors, but Ron was in the belly of the beast and there was no way he wasn’t going to investigate. He had the layout of the floor mapped—long corridors that terminated in a junction, with vast extensions the other side of the far doors. The deeper you went, the worse the reveals.

      He swiped his card over the first scanner. “Ah, shoot. Right.” The power was out. He reached for the handle, sure that a place as secure—and as lethal—as Porton would have an override lock. He pushed. The door gave, but there was resistance. He leaned in with his shoulder, opening the door by inches. He almost wished he hadn’t.

      Someone was propped up against the frame, gagging and gurgling, clutching at his throat. Three chutes—identical to the one that had been in the room where he’d first encountered the Porton swarm—hung open, insects lingering on the lip of the void.

      Ron didn’t have a weapon. If he had, he’d have shot the man dead. The screams ended before life was extinct, his throat closing with a rasp. When the thrashing was over, Ron moved the body to the side of the room and covered it with a scrap of cloth that lay on the gurney.

      “Bet he didn’t sign up for that.”

      He shuffled through the cicada casts, opening doors and counting the bodies. There would have been a logic to their selection—age, previous exposure, known allergens—but the results were all the same: dead, dead, and dead. It wasn’t until he reached the eighth door that he encountered a survivor.

      “Get me out of here!”

      Ron pushed into the room. “Brenda?” She’d helped him organize the evacuees, gotten them all inside to safety. How’d she ended on level minus-four-b? The room was inches deep in cicada carcasses.

      “Are they out there?” She had a pressurized canister in her hand, finger on the nozzle.

      “There are still cicadas. Yes.”

      She shook the can. “I’ve got one shot left. Two, max. Can we make it to the lift?”

      “Power’s out.”

      She was breathing just fine, which meant this section of minus-four-b hadn’t been doused with the toxic smoke. Just bugs.

      “Stay here until the power comes back on. That way, you can conserve your bug killer…” There’s a bug killer! Look at those dead suckers.

      She coughed, her arm going slack. The can clattered to the floor and she slumped against the wall. “I don’t feel…” She slid, her eyes rolling up and her tongue swelling.

      “Brenda!” He jammed his fingers into her mouth, keeping her tongue as flat as he could. “Stay with me.”

      She spasmed, jerking free of his hold, then curled into a ball, banging her head on the floor. There were no welts, no weals, no signs of cicada toxin on her skin, but this was anaphylaxis, no question about it. Ron stayed with her until life was extinct, wishing he could get her to safety, to doctors, away from this unending nightmare. He laid her out, once again covering the face with a sheet.

      She wasn’t the last dead body he saw, but she was the last living subject he encountered. There were canisters of varying colors—all of them empty—but the bug killer had done more than take out the bugs—it had eliminated the people, too. He collected as many cans as he could carry, lining them up in the crook of his arm.

      The lights hummed back to life, florescence making the corridor doubly disgusting. He did his best not to add more goo to the mix, but he needed to get out of there, and shuffling simply wasn’t doing it for him. The elevator doors opened. He hit the button for level-three and waited.

      Question: did Artemis know there was an un-numbered floor in Porton?

      Question: why hadn’t he been told about the floor?

      Question: what else didn’t he know?

      Question: what in the name of hell was he going to do when he saw the professor, because they were so far beyond pretending that what Porton was doing was ‘good science’ that he had to go at this hammer and tongs.

      Ron threw the canisters onto a table. “Yours, I presume?”

      “Don’t be like that, Ronald.” The voice startled him beyond his anger, beyond rage, beyond even astonishment.

      “Ann?” She was decked out in full PPE, but that upper-crust voice was one in a million. “Ann Pilkington?”

      “How nice to see you, Mr. Frobisher.”

      Ron had never punched a woman. He’d cussed at them, left them high and dry, he’d even assassinated a particularly evil people-smuggler who was selling girls into prostitution, but there were some lines he’d never cross, and that was one of them. And until that moment—with his former boss smiling at him as if she herself hadn’t unleashed Armageddon on the world—he’d never thought he could.

      “I understand from the professor here that you’re immune to the bug toxin?”

      Seriously? We’re going right there?

      “Ron!” The professor sorted through the cans. “This is so useful. We’re going through the tapes, but knowing how much venom they used is—”

      “They’re dead.” Ron cut him off.

      The professor turned, nodding solemnly. “Yes. It’s unfortunate.”

      “It’s more than ‘unfortunate’ Jem. Like I said before, it’s obscene. You get that, right? Human experimentation is obscene.”

      Ann stepped between the men. “Duly noted, Mr. Frobisher.”

      Once again, the desire to do bodily harm to the Right Honorable Ann was overwhelming.

      “But without these tests, we’re no closer to ending the blight. So, I suggest—in your own words—you’re either with me or you step off.”

      He’d never liked Ann. Respected her? Maybe. Enjoyed the money? Without a doubt. Believed she was into some shady deals? One hundred percent. But he’d never liked her, and that feeling was compounded with every word she uttered.

      “Good. Well, if you’re done throwing a tantrum, I believe there’s work to be done.”

      The professor and the billionaire waited. The ball was in his court. He could leave—she wouldn’t insist that he stay, even though she’d paid him—but that would mean he was on his own, outside the circle of knowledge, casting about in the dark with a bug zapper or a fly swatter. Much as it galled him, he had to stay in Porton and find a way to make himself useful.

      “Good. That’s settled.” Ann turned back to Jem. “You were saying, professor.”

      Professor Jem nodded vigorously. “They have natural predators, but the smoke has kept the birds at bay and we’re not sure what the mammals who’d normally feast on the emerging grubs are doing.” He swung around and grasped Ron’s shoulder. “Say! You wouldn’t like to be a field officer in that regard, would you?”

      What was it with these scientists and their complete lack of tone deafness? No, he didn’t want to be a field officer watching to see whether ferrets were still eating cicadas at night. He’d just watched several human beings die agonizing deaths. He wanted to go to his room and stay there for a long, long time.

      “Not that we could release badgers into swarms. We only have you and Alice Dench who are confirmed immune, so there’s that.” The professor sorted the cans, shaking each of them and making notes.

      “The wasp venom was promising.” Jem took down a couple more figures. “Fascinating creatures who stun the cicada with their venom and then drag them underground. It’s a terrible, slow death as their young feed on the live cicada. It’s always the females…”

      Ron’s brain had forged ahead. There was a venom guaranteed to kill the cicadas. “Let me guess, we can’t deliver the wasp venom without killing people?”

      “In small amounts, the wasp venom is very effective. In the open air, for example, it might disperse enough…” He paused, shaking his head. “No. We’d need to blanket the swarm with the venom, but as you saw, that means killing whoever administers the spray.”

      “Can we use farm equipment? Insecticide spreaders?” Ann Pilkington hadn’t set foot on a dirt road, let alone a farm, what did she know about heavy machinery?

      “If you can guarantee wind conditions and/or find a way to get such a machine into the woods and forests…” The professor had completed his inspection of the cans. “Otherwise no. I think today has amply demonstrated that wasp venom causes too much collateral damage.”

      “Next?” Every word Ann said sent Ron’s blood pressure into the stratosphere, and he was known—in all the circles he frequented—for keeping his temper.

      Next? People had died. VOLUNTEERS, for crying out loud. That is not okay.

      “Our best bet—and one I’ve been lobbying for, for some time, is the fungus.”

      Ron waited, the back of his neck racked with tension.

      “Massapora cicadina is a fungal pathogen that only targets the 13- and 17-year swarms. The theory is that it limits the size of the brood by rendering the infected insects infertile before killing them. It was my first—and, if I may be so bold—my best idea.” He chortled to himself which, even for the Professor, was an odd reaction. “They don’t go out bleating and moaning, though. The pathogen causes the infected cicada to produce a kind of amphetamine. They may even be tripping! In fact, we’re almost certain they are. The net result is they go sex mad! It’s the pathogen’s way of spreading its spores. The fungus eats a third of the cicada’s abdomen, filling the cavity with a white plug of fungal spores, but the bugs don’t seem to care. They still fly, mate, sing to each other, but all the while they’re shedding this fungus. They’re zombie bugs—literally, dead bugs walking—but they still operate! We call them the ‘salt shakers of death’ because they’re shedding this white fungus as they fly…”

      “And? What’s the catch?” The wasp venom paralyzed, then killed, humans. What did this sex-mad fungal pathogen do?

      “No catch that we’ve been able to track. So far. We’ve been testing, you can be sure of that. Testing, testing, testing. We have multiple tracks in play, Mr. Frobisher. This one just seems to be the most promising.”

      Ron had a flash of anger so intense he had to step away from the Professor. “There’s a known cicada killer?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you’ve known this all along?” He’d been waltzing around a chamber, carrying a queen when they knew—they knew!— how to end these evil little devils.

      “Of course. What else do you think our work here is about?”

      “I think you’ve gone power mad. I think you’ve opened Pandora’s box and you’re so thrilled with the result that you’ve lost all perspective. If there’s a fungal pathogen, which doesn’t impact humans—”

      “Hold it, right there. There’s a fungal pathogen which doesn’t impact humans, that we know of.” It was the professor’s turn to cut him off. “Do you see my point? It doesn’t impact humans, so far as we know, Ron. The fungus produces psilocybin, the hallucinogen. And cathinone, an amphetamine. If we release enough death shakers to take down the brood, we might—and I want to emphasize that this is purely speculative on my part—we might poison the human race.”

      “Sorry. I just heard you say these ‘salt shaker’ cicadas produce a hallucinogen and an amphetamine. You aren’t honestly saying they make enough to kill a grown man?”

      “Would you want to step into the test chamber, Mr. Frobisher, and find out?” Ann’s voice was nails on a chalkboard irritating. He wanted to say yes, just to spite her.

      But then he realized he wanted to say yes, full stop, because it was the first decent idea he’d heard since he’d arrived at Porton Down. “Sure, why not.” With those three words, Ron was himself again, assured, in control, and heading in the right direction. Flailing about and reacting to other people’s moves had made him half insane. Now he had a way to take the reins and be the master of his own fate again. “Lead the way.”

      The professor clapped his hands. “Today has been a challenge, I’m not going to lie. I never set out to harm another human being.”

      Rats, though? Fair game? Monkeys? Badgers? Bees?

      “I can’t thank you enough, Mr. Frobisher. This could change the course of history.” Jem hit the speaker on his desk. “Alan, could you prep the salt shakers, please?”

      “Say again?” Alan’s voice shook. “The salt shakers?”

      “You heard me. Prep them for release in the Frobisher Lab.”

      Great. They’ve named a room after me.

      “You’ll have none of this protective gear.” Jem tugged at Ron’s suit. “No mask. No gloves. No nothing.”

      “Professor. If you want me to go in there buck naked, I’ll do it.”

      The professor led the way to the elevators. “I don’t think that will be necessary.”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Ann was the other side of the professor, which was a sensible choice, given how irritating she’d become. “Perhaps we need to see the full effect of these substances?”

      “Do you want me to inhale the stuff?” It was a mistake to offer, he knew it as soon as the joke left his lips. He was in the company of an unhinged scientist who’d been given the Gordian Knot of all problems to unpick, and a billionaire who hadn’t heard the word ‘no’ in her entire life.

      “Did you know…” The professor swiped his keycard over the elevator panel and hit the button for the ground floor. “Crickets have been milled for flour.”

      I did. Your point?

      “They’re a far more sustainable protein source than your average cow.”

      The science team was gabbling behind the glass partition. The news of Ron’s escapade had spread throughout the professional channels.

      “Sucks to be a vegetarian, either way.” Ron shucked his outerwear. Did I honestly offer to eat these things? INFECTED BUGS? Have I lost my ever-loving mind?

      Jason had died in his mother’s arms. Brenda had passed on the floor of a cell. He didn’t know where the man who’d sung ‘Jerusalem’ had ended up, but he wasn’t doing well the last time Ron had clapped eyes on him. The deaths were piling up, people were subsisting on rat meat, children being experimented on in the basement. Someone had to step up and do something radical.

      “How many do you have?” He folded his scrubs top, adding the pants to the neat pile, then turned from the window to remove his boxers.

      “Let’s start with a hundred.” The professor was talking over his shoulder, giving instructions, telling Alan that he was to prep ‘as many as we have.’

      “One hundred zombie cicadas, infected with a fungal parasite. I get it.” He cupped his hands, covering himself against prying eyes. “Let’s do this.”

      “If you experience dizziness, double vision, flashes of light, or anything that might be the beginning of a hallucination, please advise us immediately.”

      “Got it.” He trained his eyes on the trapdoor in the wall. If he was going to go out, at least it was on his own terms and for all the right reasons.

      “If you’re suddenly overcome with feelings of euphoria, bravado, an inflated sense of your own power—”

      “I don’t think there’s much chance of that. If Ron Frobisher was any more puffed up, he’d explode.”

      That did it. When this was over—and it would be over one day—he was going to deck Ann Pilkington, woman or not.

      “If you don’t mind, Alan’s going to come in and affix a heart monitor to your chest.”

      He did mind, but there was nothing he could do about it. They needed to know how a normal human being responded to massive doses of a cicada fungus.

      ‘If this is normal, Ronald Frobisher, I’m a monkey’s uncle.’ It was Claire Moone’s voice in his head, which came as something of a surprise. He’d only worked with her on a couple of missions, but it turned out she was possibly—probably? Hopefully not!—the last human to grace his consciousness.

      The flap in the wall fell open and the infected bugs flooded the room.
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