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This one is for my father who stuck with me in my darkest hours.





 
 
“There has never been a law of nature to guarantee that our species would retain its dominance forever, once we had achieved it. It could almost be said that the laws of nature make it impossible for the dominance of any species to be permanent” 
—William R. Cotton, Overshoot (1980)
 
“As crude a weapon as the cave man’s club, the chemical barrage has been hurled against the fabric of life - a fabric on the one hand delicate and destructible, on the other miraculously tough and resilient, and capable of striking back in unexpected ways.”
—Rachel Carson, Silent Spring (1962)



Prologue
 
 
The smell of disease was faint, and the end of the world was carried softly on the breeze. The Engineer put a single finger in the air and felt the wind come out of the east. Santa Ana was blowing in from the desert bringing its unusually warm air. It was perfect for his purpose. He walked back to the SUV he left parked on the gravel road. He left his backpack in the back seat. He reached in to grab it and shut the door.
It was far into the rural back roads of San Diego County in a legal netherworld between county desert and Cleveland national forest land. The road was well used by hunters in the know, and today as the sun poked over the mountains to the east, it was empty. Just his SUV provided to him by the Army Corp. of Engineers.
The Engineer walked the path for twenty minutes just far enough that he could no longer see the road. His breath was labored. He had always been a healthy man until the cancer moved into his lungs. The coughing got worse each day but he managed. His condition made him perfect for this job.
“You are the spark of the cleansing fire,” he whispered to himself, as he walked up to the ridge overseeing a valley of dried brush. Hunters would sit in that spot where deer came down the mountain to drink in the San Diego River. The Engineer sat on a boulder, his feet still on the ground to catch his breath. He looked out over the dry field and the underbrush the county was supposed to clear. This hillside was a tinderbox.
The time was right. The disease had spread throughout his body, as it had through the city, and the country. It needed to be cleansed. He had to destroy the infection.
The Engineer pulled out his zippo lighter. He had just refilled the fuel. It had been more than a year since he used it to light his last cigarette. He flicked it open and thumbed it to ignite the flame. It was a strong flame inches high.
He stared at it. “You are the spark of the cleansing fire.”
You have orders he told himself and The Engineer tossed the lighter into the brush.
He closed his eyes and listened to the sound of the flames inching across the field. He felt the heat nearing his skin, the acrid smoke filled his lungs. The Engineer laid down and waited for the cleansing fire.



Chapter One
 
 
24 Hours later . . .
The smell woke her up. Austin rolled over in her tent. In the fog of sleep she had forgotten that she was here away from Lindsey. She had slept at her apartment for three nights, but things were a little off between them now. That is why she was back in the tent again. The faint light of dawn was coming through the thick green wall of her tent. She rolled on her back, her head on the makeshift sweatshirt pillow and covered her nose. The smell was awful, like she had woken up in Pike Fish Market during a heat wave. She had hung out with crust punks since before she left home and lived on the streets for enough years to have dealt with some very bad smells.
Still, Austin held her nose to her arm to do her best to block it.
“What the fuck?” A shaky voice spoke beyond the tent.
She thought she had pitched far enough away from the river trail, but the tweakers sometimes just crashed in the brush. It was a popular landing spot for the homeless under the half-mile long bridge carrying the trolley above the river bed. She heard the sound of the trolley train zooming down the track above her and the slight trickle of the San Diego River. These were sounds that were always in the background when she camped here.
“That ain’t good.” Another tweaker voice.
Austin sat up and reached for her sweatshirt. She shook it out of its pillow shape and slid it over her head. She slipped on the low cut Chuck Taylors she borrowed from Lindsey and stepped out. The bright southern California sun had not established itself. She had pitched this spot under the train bridge in the dark and now realized why the ground was so soft. 
She was in part of the river bed, overgrown with weeds and grass it had not been underwater in the past year of drought. The river flowed behind her, barely more than a creek at some points the water only traveled through a small percentage of the natural river bed. Two other tents were across the water and a concrete walking trail that went from the Fashion Valley mall six miles to the ocean.
The men reacted to her getting out the tent.
“Hello,” said the greasy looking man holding an open beer with a smile she could see from the distance. The other man only briefly noticed Austin. She had lived on the streets since her mother disappeared, and quickly learned her inherited beauty didn’t serve her. With beautiful red hair that she often dyed purple or green and jade eyes, she endured a fair amount of street harassment. She didn’t want men’s attention so she pierced everything, shaved her head and tried to be as much of a freak as possible most of her whole life.
Now this man with the beer was looking at her like she was on a platter. She had softened her look at bit, needed to feel herself. Half her head shaved, natural hair color and only a septum ring remained. She expected to be stared at, but before she told the bastard to stop staring she realized he was not looking at her.
Austin turned around and looked past the tent. The flow of the river had almost stopped. She now saw what the smell was. The surface of the river was packed with dead fish. She looked down the river and even where it was twenty feet across it was filled with the dead floating bodies of fish. A flock of two dozen pelicans had swarmed in the sky above and dive bombed the river to grab fish. Seagulls were gathered on the shore squawking at each other.
Austin’s eyes got wide, as close as she was to the river, the smell of gas fumes were coming off the water. Austin reached down and pulled the spikes out of her tent, zipping it up and pulling at it with everything still inside across the trail.
The two sketchy men laughed at how fast she was pulling her stuff away. Austin stared at the river in disbelief.
“Robbins is right . . .” She whispered. Not quietly enough.
“Sheeet.” The drunker of the two men laughed. “He’s a crazy motherfucker.”
 She could hear the two men dragging their feet away.
“Maybe we should like get the fuck out of here.”
***
Robbins walked through this neighborhood early in the morning. He was a homeless black man and out of place near these small but overpriced homes, these southern California homes that would be considered small and hard to market in the mid-west, but went through bidding wars here. The closer to the ridge overlooking the valley the homes got bigger, the price tags went up. Robbins pushed his luck with getting police attention up here.
The houses along the street backed up to Mission Valley, some built just feet from the cliff and the drop-off. The roar of the early morning freeways, the 8 going east and west, the 15 going north and south was loud. Robbins pushed through the bushes and sat on the hill. From this spot he was high above the valley. When he got to his spot and sat down he was just a few feet from the drop off that seemed as tall as a high rise building. The cars below looked like ants in a maze. He could barely see the construction crews that were building condos where dairy farms once stood and decades of football had been played. He watched the trolley cross the valley above what he knew was the San Diego River below.
Lights were coming on in the house to his right. The rising sun was not high enough yet to light the inside, but Robbins felt the rays on his face. This was one of Robbins favorite spots to watch civilization from. The freeways were like veins pumping blood around the body of the city. He took out his notebook. He was almost done with his book. He called it Civilization Suicide for almost a year before renaming it Tipping Point.
He knew they were calling the police inside. He pulled out his binoculars, they were the same ones his father watched the Chargers with at Jack Murphy stadium back in the day. He looked out towards the east and the rising sun. He could see into La Mesa out towards Grossmont College and thought the sky looked strange. Smoke was rising in the distance.
***
The ringer was turned down but the phone rattled and did a jumping bean dance on the nightstand. Scott Rivers rolled over in the hotel bed and covered his eyes to the bright Arizona sun. The light was sneaking past the blinds enough that he wished he had his sunglasses. He pushed the covers aside and put his feet down as the phone continued to buzz. He turned the phone over and looked at the screen.
Annie.
He had a feeling it was her. The superintendent of their team, the Wolf Pack, had no real days off during fire season. She always called each of her three squad bosses even if it was Tucker’s job as foreman. He slid his finger to open the call.
“You dressed.” 
No hello often meant an emergency.
“Just barely.”
“You fire ready?”
Scott looked at the clothes, beers and pizza boxes scattered around the hotel room. His pack and freshly greased boots were right beside the door. That was all that mattered. Tucker would knock on his door any minute to round him up.
“Yeah, ready to go.”
He should have been ready, but since the fire east of Tucson was eighty-five percent contained he took the chance to rest. As far as wildfires went this one had been a cakewalk. They were in and setting control burns and hand lines long before the fire came close to civilization. They left it without fuel, and they never even had eyeballs on the fire. Annie had wanted to give them a night to party. Hotshots train for strength and endurance, working sixteen hour shifts, sometimes longer. It wasn’t often that they got a room and let go, but the fire season was almost over. They were supposed to go back to headquarters in Boise later in the afternoon. 
Scott made his way to the bathroom, balanced the phone on his shoulder and pissed as Annie talked.
“Forest service in California has a bouncing baby outbreak near Cleveland National. Lone Peak is gonna have boots on the ground before us.”
Scott didn’t say anything. He had a mixed sense of relief from pissing, and knowing that a crew he respected like Lone Peak was working the fire with them. Annie encouraged the tough guy competition until things got hairy.
“Are you pissing?”
Scott almost laughed, but as he went to the sink to wash his hands it hit him. “Cleveland National near San Diego?”
“That’s the one. Might get time to see your brother this time.”
Annie knew what she was saying. Scott picked up his things. “He doesn’t want to see me.”
“Sorry if you thought I was interested in your drama. I need you at the helipad in thirty.”
Scott felt a tinge of panic. He would be cutting it close.
“Hey, Annie, what is this we’re walking into?”
“Details on the chopper. All I know is it is moving fast and all hands are being called on deck.”
The call ended. Scott slid the phone in his pocket and started throwing clothes toward his bag. He didn’t want to go back to San Diego even if it was for a job. He had not been back since graduating college. It had been almost 15 years. He talked to Victoria and his brother a few times when he had to but it was tough. He knew it was childish to hang on to anger, and he and Jake needed to move on.
Tucker knocked on the door hard enough to be heard over a concert.
Scott opened the door to the foreman standing in his full fire gear. Scott laughed. “What took you so long?”
He had the stuff in his bag and was out the door heading toward the van. Tucker followed, catching up to walk beside him.
“Alpha and Charlie company are on the road bringing our buggies.”
“Bravo gets the chopper, thanks!” It was sarcasm that Tucker often missed. His gray tips gave away his advanced age. He was not old for a human, but for the hotshots team he might as well have been Grandalf.
“You might not be thanking me when we get there. Your squad is going right into the oven.”
Scott stopped and Tucker turned to look at him. “You didn’t know that was sarcasm?”
Tucker shrugged and they kept walking to the van.
Riccardi Bravo Company’s spotter already stood by the van waving him forward. Scott was the last of the crew to load up. He scrolled through the contacts on his phone as he walked.
Jake and Victoria – home.
Scott jumped in the van and selected the number.
***
Victoria Rivers didn’t slow down when the phone first rang. She had both lunch boxes lined up and ready for sandwiches. She had the mayo, turkey slices and lettuce lined up when her barely teenaged daughter ran through the room.
“Tiff, can you answer that?”
Tiffany sat down at the table with one ear bud in and was scrolling on her own phone. Her mother knew right away her daughter was choosing not to hear her. The phone rang a second time as she spread the mayo on the wheat bread.
“Tiff! Answer the phone!”
The teenager rolled her eyes and picked up the cordless phone. “Hello?”
Victoria pointed with her butter knife. “Rivers residence . . . say it.” She watched the eyebrow go up on her daughter’s face. Something interesting.
“Uh . . . I think he already left,” Tiffany put her hand over the phone. She spoke in quiet voice. “He says he is Uncle Scott.”
Victoria hoped her face stayed neutral. She waved for the phone. “Finish the lunches.”
Tiffany laughed. “Sure.”
Victoria stepped out of the back door by the kitchen and stood in the back yard. “Scott?”
“Yeah it’s me.”
There was a long pause. Victoria squeezed her open fist into a ball.
“Jake had a doctor’s appointment. He left already.”
Victoria looked at the sky. Something looked different. Her attention faded from the phone to a slightly orange glow in the sky. 
“I need to talk to him.”
Victoria didn’t really hear him. She walked the length of the house and stepped into the front lawn. Her jaw dropped when she saw the sky to the east. The rising sun was behind a haze.
“You’re coming here for work.”
Scott was silent for a long moment.
“Yeah, some kind of fire in east county.”
Victoria turned to walk back towards her front door. “He is gonna be pissed if I give you his number. I’m not sure which of you is more stubborn.”
“I’m calling Vic, I am prepared to eat some shit.”
Victoria let out a deep sigh. “Can I text you his cell number.”
“Yeah that’s fine. Vic I just . . .”
“Stop.” Victoria stopped at the door. She leaned her head against the door. “I need to make lunches I can’t do this.”
She clicked the phone and walked back in the house.
***
Jake Rivers sat in the waiting area. He finished skimming the copy of the Union Tribune on the table. He pulled out his phone, and opened Twitter. He had wanted to avoid this because he did far more of his job on Twitter than e-mail these days. He didn’t want to do work while waiting for the doctor who was twenty minutes late already, but the longer he sat he felt pulled to work. One of the older men waiting kept looking at him trying to figure out where he knew Jake from. 
He only had two years in the NFL, but he was handsome and it had been enough to get him in the door at NBC as an analyst. He covered the local team until they left. It was a competitive business. Everyone wanted to break stories first and foremost. Player injuries or who was back at work-outs–it was a constant struggle to get the story first. He was only behind the desk on Friday and Saturday night but on camera throughout the week, so he got recognized often.
A door opened. “Mister Rivers?”
Several people in the overcrowded waiting room seemed deflated that it was not their name being called. The Blue Shield office was always full, but this was the health care provider that the local station provided. He was stuck with it. He got up and smiled for the nurse. She led him down the hall. He stopped by one of the examination rooms but she kept walking. Jake picked up his pace to catch up.
The Nurse held open the door to Doctor Wilson’s office. In her thirties and looking impossibly young, Doctor Nancy Wilson had only seen Jake twice. He had liked that she didn’t care about sports and didn’t know who he had been or was. He was just another person.
Jake felt his phone buzzing in his pocket as he stepped into to her office. He looked at the phone as he was about to decline the call. It was a 208 number. Boise. He only knew one person from Boise and his brother had not called in years. He didn’t have time to think about.
“Please have a seat, Mister Rivers.”
Jake turned and looked down the hall. “I thought we were doing an examination.”
Doctor Wilson took a deep breath. She looked at the nurse who pulled the door shut.
“It’s about your physical, Mister Rivers.”
Jake felt defensive. He waited for her to speak, but he was an athlete, he ran every day. Despite the torn ACL that killed his football career he played pickup hoops weekly. He had to let some guys get to the rack to protect his knee, but he was healthy, just some stomach discomfort, gas. It was enough that Vic forced him to go to the doctor.
“It’s about the MRI.”
“You said that was just precaution.”
Doctor Wilson crossed her arms. “It was and good thing we did it.”
“OK, OK what is it?”
“I had Doctor Burse at Oncology across the plaza look at it to be sure, and I think you need to see him right away.”
Doctor Wilson held an MRI photo, pointed to a fuzzy region. “Right now it is the size of an acorn but it is right on the outer wall of your intestine. Your food is traveling past it.”
“Past what?”
“An aggressive tumor.”
Jake let that sink in for a moment.
“A tumor? Cancer?” Even as he said it, all flashed before his eyes. It would be a struggle, but he wasn’t concerned for himself. It was his children and wife he worried about. Tiffany and Damian were so young, and Victoria who lost both her parents to disease—her mother to lymphoma and her father to years of soul crushing dementia. How could he tell her?
“. . . Mister Rivers?”
Doctor Wilson had been talking. She had kept talking and he heard none of it. It was then that he realized he was crying. He had built his life and career in a tough guy’s world but this was too much to handle. Jake blew out air and wiped his eyes.
“I’m sorry, just one more time.”
The young doctor was nervous. He could see it on her face. She really was new at this. Jake wanted to show her mercy, but cold waves of fear washed over him.
“Doctor Burse, he is our oncology specialist. He is right across the parking lot. I think you need to see him right away. I am told this is a rare cancer, deep enough that traditional radiation is difficult.”
“Not impossible.”
She smiled. “It is possible, but very difficult. I don’t want to misrepresent the struggle you have ahead. This really is a conversation you should have with Doctor Burse. He is much more knowledgeable than I am.”
Jake stood up. His legs felt shaky. “I’ll go see him.” 
Jake couldn’t stay. He turned and hit the door.
***
Jake didn’t run to his car, but he got there as fast he could. He opened up the locks with the remote and was in the driver’s seat of his Subaru Forester. Once the door was shut he gave himself a look in the mirror. His eyes were puffy. He had to pull himself together. He looked across the parking lot at the oncology center and couldn’t bring himself to even walk towards the building.
“Go to work,” he whispered out loud as he turned the key. He had to confront this, he knew it. He turned the key turning off his SUV and stepped out. He took several steps toward the building, saw a woman being led out by a nurse. Her hair was a memory and she was wrapped in a blanket on that warm day. Her body was shriveled like a raisin. He couldn’t tell her age, but the sight of her twisted Jake inside. In that moment he thought about the tumor deep inside him. It was killing him slowly.
Jake reached for the door and pulled it open just as a woman stepped out. Jake stepped past her not looking at her. She was pale skinned wearing large sunglasses. He was past her when he did a double-take. It was Kristen, now ex-wife of Andy, his buddy from the station who he ate lunch with almost every day.
Instantly they both wished they hadn’t seen it each other. The divorce was nasty, and the topic of many lunch time rants. Jake wanted to hate the woman but looking at her now he realized she was not well. Walking out of this building she had bad news as well. Jake wondered if Andy knew, and if he did why hadn’t he told him that his ex was sick.
“Hey, uh . . .” was all Jake managed before Kristen was gone.
Jake couldn’t blame her. No one ever walked into this building because they wanted too.



Chapter Two
 
 
Will grabbed his car keys and realized he had forgotten breakfast again. If he didn’t get out the door before 8:30 he would hit a wave of traffic that snarled the 8 west every morning before the split to the 15. It would make his commute almost twenty minutes longer. The rush was good. No time to reflect on how empty the house was. His wife and daughters had been gone two months but it felt longer.
All his fault for refusing to leave his job and follow his wife to a better paying job in Costa Mesa locked to a desk. He was a professional loud mouth, and had worked long and hard to turn that into a career. That is what he told himself, but when Cindy took Rachel and Micky with her, he was crushed, but torn. Micky wanted to have her bat mitzvah here at the temple around all her friends, so he volunteered to handle all the arrangements. Both girls took their mother’s side.
 With almost two decades on the radio as co-host of the Willy-Billy Show on San Diego’s sports talk leader am 690, it was his identity. Professionally, he was Willy Goldman. His wife complained that Willy on-air was more important to him than Will at home.
Will pulled out of the garage and drove in a morning daze. He listened to the Rolling Stones, half-singing until he stopped at a stoplight where he stopped every morning. The music cut off and the Bluetooth engaged. He looked at the phone hooked on his dash. His fifteen year old daughter’s face came up on the screen. He reached over enough to tap accept and her voice came automatically out of the speaker.
“Hey, Daddy!”
“Hey, sweetheart, what’s cookin?”
“Off to school.”
Will felt a moment of sadness knowing that she had grown to like high school in Costa Mesa better than La Mesa. He didn’t know what to say or ask her about the situation. He wished Cindy had not made it her or the show. It was where they were at. The light turned green and he headed toward the freeway.
“I miss you, sweet pea.”
 “Daaaad.” The way she said it, Will braced for a money request. “You coming to my soccer game tonight?”
He felt guilty and heartbroken at the question. “What time?”
“Four-thirty.”
Will stopped at the last stop light before the off ramp to the freeway. He could see up above on the bridge that the 8 was already a parking lot. He cursed inside.
“Dad?”
Will snapped back to do the math he was supposed to do. He was off the air by three PM. Without traffic he might be able to make it north for her game but not with the normal traffic.
“I’ll try, sweetheart. I’ll try to make it by the end of the game.”
The light turned green but no one on the off ramp moved towards the freeway. Will felt the pull to punch his horn. Horns blared all around him, hearing others frustration eased him a bit. Over the horns he heard a rumble. The sky was not as bright as normal, but thunder was not possible. Then the whine of sirens.
“Let me call you back, sweetheart.” Will ended the call and turned down the radio.
 Will could not see the east bound 8 from where he sat, but he saw several helicopters flying just above the freeway. They were military–he knew that much. Sirens sounded going east on the freeway. Finally traffic moved enough that he could cross to the off ramp. He hoped he made it to the station in time. By the rate he was going now he would have to run to the studio.
***
“Good morning, San Diego.”
Martin sat at the desk in his new office for the first time as chief of staff. The Office of the Mayor was on the eleventh floor. His view in his old office was the parking garage, but now on the south side of City Hall he could see the convention center and a tiny blue speck of the bay. He would take it. Thirty-one years old and in his second administration, Martin had worked as an intern in City Hall out of college and done every dirty job. For several years his job was watching the clock and giving the mayor ten to five minute warnings. Sometimes he would tap his watch.
“You ready?”
Martin turned to see Chuck, his biggest cheer leader and the outgoing chief of staff. Chuck was sixty years old but looked twenty years older. He had not bought a new shirt since three mayors in the past and his belly was giving the buttons a work-out.
“Yeah, totally, totally prepared.”
Chuck laughed. “One totally is fine. The Mayor wanted you to have this job for a reason. Youthful energy, piss and vinegar, not too much though.”
Martin nodded and straightened his suit. He knew he had a good half an hour before the Mayor even walked in the door.
Chuck gave him a thumbs-up and spun around disappearing into the various cubicles of the support staff. Martin grabbed his folder that had the day’s agenda in it and walked towards the main conference room.
District Three City Council, Chris Harper, waited for him. Martin noticed his hair was well-slicked. Thicker than normal.
“Martin, you have a minute?”
“Uptown library is our focus today, I promise.” Martin waved his folder.
“Big Bean on university closed. Like that.” He snapped his fingers.
Martin cringed. He knew another coffeehouse closing in Hillcrest was a huge deal. Small businesses through Harper’s district were having trouble keeping up with rising rent. They were hemorrhaging shops and cafes. This one was a surprise, the Big Bean was a block from the LGBT Center and very popular.
“I thought they were doing well.”
Harper shrugged. “Sign on the door said illness in the family. I need the Mayor to address retail rent control.”
“Maybe the sign was the truth?”
Harper gave him a disapproving stink eye.
Martin smiled “Library is in your district, a great story. Look, I’ll have Maddy type up a press release . . .”
Martin noticed that his assistant Madeline was not yet at her desk. He looked around the office, they were thin across the board.
“Where is everybody?”
“East county fire is messing with traffic everywhere.”
Jessica, one of the council reps walked toward him with a coffee mug in hand. “Two call outs in the admin staff. Chuck will be answering phones at this rate.”
 The office door opened and Kevin Alvarez, the district rep from Barrio Logan and parts of South Bay, walked straight towards them.
Chuck shook his head. “Go easy on him, Kev, it’s his first fucking day on the job.”
Alvarez represented one of the poorest districts in the city, and he was good at his job. Everyone knew when he stepped into this office, he came with an agenda.
“When was the last time you talked to the Mayor’s office in TJ?”
Martin thought this might be a trap. Tijuana was just 20 miles south across one of the busiest border crossings in the world and made their job unique. They had to work in international relations in a way most cities never had to do. 
“I am not sure, Kev. A couple days, maybe.”
“Couple days? You have no idea why I am asking, do you?”
Chuck shrugged and gave Martin a silent apology.
Martin sipped his coffee. “It appears I don’t know.”
“Jesus Christ, Chuck.” Alvarez looked ready to split blood.
“We have a massive crisis brewing with this fire. Frankly, Kev, if you wait . . .”
“No!” Alvarez cut off Martin. “We have a crisis too.”
“Can’t TJ handle this, Kevin. It is their fucking problem.”
“Whoa, whoa, what is their problem?”
Alvarez shook his head in disbelief. “It happened ten hours ago and your chief of staff doesn’t know?”
Chuck exhaled. “A sewer pipe burst in TJ again.” They all knew what this meant. The pipe was pumping raw untreated sewage into the river. It had been happening over and over and the river drained right into the ocean.
Martin put his hands up. “When can they cap it?”
“They say noon . . .” Alvarez shook his head. “. . . but that’s over 100 million gallons at least. We need beach closures.”
“Lisa?” Martin called out to the office a few doors down. The media director for the Mayor stepped out. Martin pointed at them. “Craft a statement. I will call Mayor Vargas. The fire is going to affect their air, right now we are both guilty.”
Alvarez walked away with Lisa. Chuck waited till they were out of sight. “Wow, actual shit hitting the fan your first day.”
“Not the time, Chuck.”
Martin walked into their media center. Three TV’s were constantly on local stations. NBC and KUSI, the local independent, were both covering the fire story live. Martin felt stupid not knowing about the sewer pipe, but worse about the fire. He looked at the map and had an inner sigh of relief. The fire had taken a large swath of land but technically it was not their jurisdiction, being county and federal land. He had been so wrapped up in his own day. He lived downtown, so the commute on foot from his condo was next to nothing, he didn’t think about it. 
Chuck came in the room with the newspaper folded under his arm.
“SDFD is already mobilized, but let’s make sure all agencies have what they need.”
“Is it that bad?”
Chuck shook his head. “Spreading like wildfire is a phrase for a reason. Get out ahead of this.”
Martin nodded and headed for his office. Chuck held up the newspaper.
The Union-Tribune newspaper headline was the one he wanted it to be. He had crafted the press release himself. ‘Uptown library moves ahead.’ Chuck pointed to a side bar article, one still on the front page: ‘UCSD researching local Cancer cluster.’
“You know about this?” Martin pointed at the cancer cluster article. 
“Nada.” Chuck shook his head. “My advice, just issue a statement saying you are closely following the findings. Then start closely following the findings.”
Chuck turned and left the media center. Martin looked at the TV. A reporter stood on a country road. Behind her it looked like the National Guard was mobilized.
“Somebody get me on the line with FEMA!” Martin called out to the office.
***
Victoria lined up the lunch bags on the counter and waited for Tiffany and Damian to come down the stairs. Damian came bouncing down the stairs first. At six years old, he received both regular love and torment at the hands of his older sister. Damian allowed his mother a hug before he ran out the door to a primed minivan waiting in the driveway.
“Tiffany, we gotta go!”
Tiffany was a younger copy of her mother. Long blond hair that made Victoria feel like a clone when she was still a reporter. She was covering a major car accident on camera when her identity crisis hit. Five local stations were live from the scene. She was one of three women with the same hair and make-up and almost the same exact boots. She was pregnant with Damian, but not yet showing. She had felt competitive not only with the younger women at the station but all the women working in the city. She hated that feeling, and Jake supported her need to step away.
“Tiffany!”
The fourteen year old came down the stairs, her thumbs texting quickly. Her hair was pulled back and she was wearing skirt. It made Victoria feel a bit uneasy. She was growing up so quickly, but they didn’t have time. She pushed her out the door. Tiffany was in the van and pulling the door shut when Victoria stopped. She felt something on her face. It felt a little like snow. In San Diego?
She put out her hand. The little flakes fell gently from the sky. Not as heavy as a flurry but they were dusting her windshield. They collected on her hand. Victoria pulled her nose closer. It was faint, but it smelled like her grandfather’s ashtrays.
“Mom!” Damian yelled from the car.
Victoria shook the ash off and ran to the car. The kids couldn’t be late.



Chapter Three
 
 
Austin pushed her bike up the sidewalk that went up the side of Texas Street. It was a fifteen percent grade that dropped cars at high speed downhill into Mission Valley. Every time she had to go up the hill she shifted her mountain bike into as high a gear as possible and still ended up pushing the bike more than half of the way. She always lost her breath a bit pushing up the hill but now the air felt different. She stopped and looked up. The sky had darkened a bit and she felt something tickle her face. She held out her hand and watched ash falling lightly.
“What the fuck?” She said out loud and got to the bridge that took Adams Avenue 50 feet over Texas Street. She saw two tents set up behind brush under the bridge. The spot was set on a shelf and just big enough for the tents. She knew Robbins’s faded red tent anywhere, this was his uptown spot; she knew most of his spots. He liked to move around the city, and she was glad she guessed correctly.
 Austin leaned her bike up against a bridge support.
“Robbins?”
Austin heard the sounds of cans being pushed around in the other tent.
“Robbins? It’s me Austin.”
His red tent didn’t move.
“He ain’t here!”
She got close and saw the zippers hooked shut with a padlock. The tent behind her opened up. Austin turned to see Smelly Pete. Robbins trusted him for the same reason he trusted her. Robbins was an activist in the early ‘90s with Pete’s parents. Robbins had joked that they were all family because they had all been padlocked to doors and trees together.
Pete and Austin were the only people in town that seemed to remember Robbins before he was homeless. Pete would say back when Robbins was still sane. Yet he followed him around town. 
“Where is he, Pete?”
“Working on the book.”
“Library ain’t open yet.”
“Probably watching the fire.”
Austin thought about the ash. A fire huh? She thought she knew where he would be. She turned to walk towards her bike.
“Hey, stay away from the river.”
Smelly Pete pulled out a cigarette. He wasn’t allowed to smoke when Robbins was around.
“What’s up with the river?”
***
Scott was the last on his team to open his iPad. He didn’t know when they had crossed into California, but they had been in the air almost two hours pushing the chopper to its max speed. He looked at his brother’s number in his phone and thought about texting him. He wanted to clear the air and talk, didn’t want to send a text, but it was too loud on the chopper. Annie stepped back from the cockpit, her voice in the headphones still sounded like screaming.
“Everybody have their maps?”
Scott almost gasped when he saw the map. The metropolitan area of San Diego was in green. Not far from the fire. The map highlighted the various freeways throughout the city. The county seemed as big as Delaware. Outside of locals, most didn’t know so many mountains and rural areas were a part of eastern San Diego County. The closest major population center was the city of El Cajon, but closer to the fire were little towns like Ramona, Santee and Lakeside. It was his job to know how to read these maps, and he had studied hundreds before starting jobs like this.
 The map had been updated just once since they were in the air. The speed with which the fire was moving was unnatural.
Scott addressed the group “Are you folks watching this shit?”
Annie nodded and gave one last look at the map. “OK, folks, this fire is twenty-six hours old give or take. It is really twelve separate fires that are connecting hour by hour. Old Santa Ana is not our friend gusting out of the east at twenty miles per hour, that motherfucker is spitting embers everywhere. Flames are hopping freeways, popping up. Structure losses started around noon yesterday. We have record speeds. This fire is no joke, moving south by southwest towards the city. Forty thousand structures in the path.”
Even over the chopper the crew’s reaction could be heard. Riccardi closed his eyes and dipped his head back. This fire was a monster and they all knew it. They were one of the best hotshot crews on the west coast, but even with a hundred crews they would be like sand castles trying to hold back a tide.
Tucker stood up and pulled his microphone down so he could speak. “No bitching. This is the job. FAA has shut down the airport. This city has several major military bases and they are all mobilized to support us. We have more agencies than Rivers has angry ex-girlfriends.”
Riccardi hit Scott on the shoulder and mouthed the word impossible.
“National Guard, FEMA – Christ, we got all the Marines Pendleton can spare so this is not a typical fight. Forest service and the locals in San Diego have done this before. “
Scott knew about the cedar fire in 2003, nearly burned down the city. At first glance, this fire looked like a twin, one all hotshots working the west have studied in their off-season. He used his finger and thumb to zone out the map. The locations of the fire outbreaks pulsed in yellowish red. He moved the map into the San Diego city limits. He followed small red dots in the north metro area. He had played college football here at San Diego State, understood that every neighborhood in the city had canyons filled with dry brush. He saw that small fires had broken out in canyons crossing east and west above the main population center. They were still small but they were dangerous, almost like tinderboxes lined in the direction of the city.
Jake clicked his radio. 
“Hey, boss, what about these fires in the canyons in the metro.”
“The canyons are metro’s problem.” Annie shook her head. “We got fires down south too, but this is triage mode.”
“They don’t know how to fight fires like those?” Riccardi said and laughed. Not really amused, more like disgusted.
Scott kept his eyes on the map and zoomed out. He found the little dots that represented the fire. He enabled a marker icon and started to connect the dots. Riccardi watched him circle the city except the coast. Scott held up his iPad.
“Boss, if those connect?”
She didn’t respond, just pointed at him before going back to her seat in the cockpit. Annie had been the commander he had since joining the crew. She knew it was a stressful job. She didn’t like worst case scenarios, what she called “doomsday talk.” They had lost friends on the line. They were one season removed from one of their crew, Frank Hutton, burning to death in eastern Oregon. Jake sat back and looked out the window. The sky was still blue but it would not be long before they were on the ground.
***
One of the perks of being chief of staff was his own bathroom. This gave him a chance to stare at himself and wonder if he was ready in private. He did this back at the condo. Youngest chief of staff in the history of the 8th largest city in the country, one on an international border. He tried to make his first day as simple as possible, focused entirely on the new library branch. A project the Mayor had been promising the city council would come in under budget. Currently two months ahead of schedule it was a proud accomplishment for city hall. 
 He looked at his watch, and was a minute late for his meeting. He had to wash his hands one more time. Martin turned on the cold water and rubbed his hands under it. A slight steam rose. Martin shut off the water and stepped back. He looked at his towel, didn’t dry just smelled his hands. Like rotten eggs. He reached down and turned the water back on just above a trickle, and leaned down to sniff the stream. He could smell it, a little stronger.
Chuck leaned in his office door, ready to rip his head off. “What the fuck are you doing?”
Martin didn’t know how to answer that, he just shut off the water and dried his hands. He ran across the office towards the main conference room.
Martin left the mayor’s seat open at the head of the conference table. Chuck sometimes sat there when the mayor was elsewhere. They all knew he could come in at any moment. The chief of police and the chief of the fire department were in uniform, but the fire chief had sweat through his shirt already. The mayor’s policy director, Stephen, was helping disconnect his laptop from the projector and the director of emergency services from the city was connecting her iPad to the signal.
Everyone cringed when they saw the latest map.
“Shit.” Chuck and Stephen said together.
Martin stood up and walked to the map. Martin tried rubbing his hands on his pants. He had forgotten for a moment about it, but he smelled the rotten smell again. He was worried others smelled it. He tried to keep his focus.
“How did this happen so quick?”
“Bigger than the Cedar fire already.” The chief of police sounded angry. She was holding something back. “We have outbreaks all over the county.”
“Most are tiny,” Stephen tapped his pen on the conference table. He always tried to minimize everything. Martin never mistook it for positivity, the man was lazy.
The fire chief shook his head. “With high winds and the underbrush serving as tinder we could find ourselves surrounded if these little fires start connecting.”
    Stephen pointed at the map. “Most of this looks federal.”
    “It was federal. Most of yesterday we were told it was contained.” The fire chief’s red cheeks looked bright compared to his stark white hair. “I can’t tell you how many agencies are out there. Miramar and Pendleton are sending who they can.”
Martin stood up and walked the length of the table. He stood behind the police chief. He was aware how close she was. He shook his hands in his pockets. “We need the mayors of all the suburbs on a conference with us as soon as possible.” He saw Stephen taking notes. For the first time this was his call. The fire was moving quickly.
“Mayor should address the public. The ash is practically snowing.” Stephen was still writing as he spoke. “Reassure people we are tackling this problem.”
“Are we?” Martin looked at the fire chief. 
The older man shook his head. “We are trying, but that ash for one thing is going to get worse. The brush, trees and structures in its path. . .”
Martin walked to the conference room window. He didn’t see it at first but watched the faint trickle of ash.
“We have to close schools.”
Stephen laughed. “The kids just got there. Parents are at work. You’ll cause a panic.”
Martin kept his eyes out the window for a long moment. Counting to ten inside, not wanting to blow up on Stephen. 
“How long before they can’t breathe at school. Cedar Fire was state of emergency, everything was shut down. The air was toxic.” They were all natives they all lived through it.
“I have to agree. It might be early.” The police chief folded her hands on the table. “It will set off panic. Give me a few hours to pull in extra staff. I need overtime approvals.”
Martin nodded. He hoped they would not be too late.
***
Austin rode her bike down Adams Avenue and watched the traffic passing her. She thought she knew where Robbins was and it would only take her a few minutes. She turned off the busy street and passed mostly empty houses. The neighborhood was full of families either at work or in school. Robbins had spots throughout the city where he sat and “watched civilization.”
She had known him all her life, but this behavior didn’t start until he lost his job. He had started the book long before the university let him go. Long before either of them were living on the streets Robbins was a friend of Austin’s mother. They had been a part of the small but active social justice movement in this military-centric conservative city. Austin didn’t really know him until after her mother was gone. He was one of the few in either homeless or activist circles that never flirted with her or made her uncomfortable. He always called her sister and she knew he meant it because her long lost mother was someone he considered a sister in the struggle. Robbins often referred to her mother as Sister Val or Sister Valerie.
Austin rode her bike to the lawn of a house on the cliff overlooking Mission Valley. She locked her bike to a stop sign and walked between the houses. Just as she expected, Robbins was sitting on a rock not far from the drop-off. The column of smoke rose in the distance between mountains. At first she thought it looked like a tornado that had been paused. Austin understood now where the ash was coming from.
“Big fire.”
Robbins only turned to look at her for a second. He was back looking in his binoculars when she sat down next to him. His greying dreadlocks were tied back sticking out of his Padres hat that he had worn for almost five years.
“There are several fires coming to together in East County, and heading our direction.” Robbins pulled out a bandanna and wrapped it over his face. “Smelly Pete tell you where I am?”
“Didn’t have to.”
He handed her the binoculars. “What am I looking at?”
“The Santa Ana’s blowing the embers everywhere. It’s jumping freeways.”
Austin didn’t know what she was looking for. He offered her a bandanna. She held up her own. Robbins gave her a look. He knew she didn’t track him down for nothing.
“The fish are dead. In the river.”
She had his attention.
“How many?”
“A lot. Looks like all of them.”
Robbins chuckled. “Old Robbins he crazy, that is what everybody say.” Robbins pointed at his notebook. “DDT, Mercury and PCP, no filters in the world catch that shit. All summer without rain, that stuff builds up on the roads. One good rain and it collects in the storm drains. Birds will be next.”
She had heard it before but today was different. “The river stinks.”
“Does it smell like gasoline, like when you are at the pump?”
Austin rolled her eyes. She had been on the streets since before she was old enough to drive. She had never been behind the wheel of a car or pumped gas.
“It smelled like bug spray. You know, like an exterminator dumped his shit right into the river.”
Robbins opened his notebook, and shuffled through pages. “Wouldn’t be the first time. Carrier caused a massive fish die-off in Indiana by draining refrigerator coolant. Chapter eight!” He pointed at the notebook. “The fish breathe that water. It is buried in their skin. People eat them and then what?”
“I know, I know, they will find us floating in the river.”
“I told you to stop camping so close to the water. The ocean is no better. The ice caps are melting and unleashing diseases trapped in the ice. Our bodies can’t fight outdated bacteria.”
“You pitch under a bridge, what about car fumes?”
Robbins thought on that a moment. “Air pollution is addressed numerous times in Tipping Point. How many times do I have to remind you of the bottom line?”
“If there is no escape. So . . . why not live by the river? Eat steaks and smoke cigarettes.”
Robbins raised an eyebrow. “What would your mother have said?”
Low blow. Austin never liked the topic of her mother. It just filled her with anger and sorrow. The unfairness of it all.
“Well she isn’t here now, is she?”
Robbins nodded. “I wish she was.”
Austin kicked the dirt in front of her off the cliff edge. Robbins stood up, sighing as his aching bones cracked slightly.
“Where you going?”
She knew. The library would open soon. He would get on a computer, update the book and check his blog. He was active on Twitter but only had 20 followers. Tipping Point was his focus every day.
“I got a bad feeling about today.” He walked toward the road. Austin dusted off her ass and followed.
“Oh, yeah? Why?”
“I think I am finally right.”



Chapter Four
 
 
Jake walked into the front office of the radio station and found Suzanne who worked the front desk looking disheveled.
“Hey, Suzie?”
Looking caught, Suzanne had a coffee cup under her nose.
“Oh, you made it. Alex said to buzz you right in.” Suzanne hit the button and the lock snapped open. “Oh, yeah, don’t drink the coffee it smells funny.”
 The office had two doors. One opened to an FM pop radio station and the other led to the sports radio offices. Jake walked through and saw Will Goldberg was already in his office at the end of the hall. The producers of the various talk shows gathered in the small kitchen off the front door. Alex, the Willy Billy producer, saluted Jake with his soda and followed him towards the studio.
“So, Will doesn’t know that Bill called out.”
Jake cringed because The Willy Billy show was one of rhythm. Bill Shocker was a team player. Long after his football career he had made a mark on radio by being the Willy-Billy wing man. He knew when to keep his mouth shut, knew when to laugh and Will Goldberg hated going on the air without him. Will didn’t trust anyone else on his wing.
Alex leaned in Will’s office. He still had his light windbreaker on and leaned back in his chair. He had just stepped in the door too.
“You’re fucking kidding me. Alex, where the fuck is Bill?”
Jake laughed. He had filled in on the radio before, and had been a hit. The only difference was that he was covering both hosts. Jake wasn’t in the mood. He had agreed to this on his way to the doctor. He didn’t want to be on the air so soon after being punched in the gut, and he wasn’t in the mood for Will’s shit.
“Whatever.” Jake turned around and walked to the door. Alex grabbed his arm and held him in place. Jake felt sorry for Alex. Everyone had great respect for Will, but he was a pain in the ass to work for.
“Hold on.”
“Oh, Christ,” The Jewish man said, as he took off his windbreaker. “Don’t get your panties in a bunch. I’m mad at Bill not you.”
Jake relaxed but didn’t quite turn around.
“Jakey, come on. It’s not you, I swear. Let’s have a good show.”
Jake nodded. “Sorry I had a rough morning.”
“No shit. That traffic, huh?”
Jake didn’t care about the traffic, but he wasn’t able to talk about what was really bothering him. He nodded. “Yeah, traffic.”
“Two minutes!” Alex held up two fingers.
Jake looked at the clock. It was almost nine AM. Will handed him show notes and walked past him into the studio. The notes had segments broken down into 15 minute sections. He went into the studio booth. Jeff, the morning host, was going solo. His co-host Dave had also called in. Jeff didn’t say hello or look up as Jake walked in. He kept blowing up the clock going over his time.
Will spun his finger to signal him to hurry up.
“I have had enough with all these ham and egger dopes in this town. Enough already. You’re a minor league city, San Diego. Mayberry by the beach. . .”
The same radio safe speech Dave and Jeff gave every morning. Off the air, Jeff was a good co-worker, and one of the more pleasant guys in the office. On the air, he was a world class smartass who insulted everyone else working in the media in this town. Jake tuned it out as he situated his notes. He couldn’t keep straight who Jeff liked or hated, as it changed segment to segment.
He saw Alex setting up and putting on headphones in the booth. The main booth had eight microphones that were on stretchy arms that made it looked like an over-turned spider.
Jeff signed off and dropped his headphones around his neck. The station sounder played before an ad for medifast weight control centers played on. Jeff laughed and looked at Jake. “Oh, brother. My man Will lose his shit we he saw you?”
Jake smiled. “He did.”
“Don’t take it personal. These jerk-offs take the minor leagues a little too seriously.”
Will shook his headphones at Jeff. “Where is your half?”
Jeff shrugged and stood up giving his chair to Jake. Leslie who did the sports center updates had also called in. It said on the notes that Alex would do the updates.
Will pulled the microphone closer. “Alex, you updating the fire?”
Alex’s voice blared in Jake’s headphones. He turned them down. “Telling people to tune into KOGO for real time updates.”
“We’re telling people to go elsewhere?” Will was pissed.
Jake laid out his notes in front of him and pulled the microphone, so he could sit near it without sitting too close. Alex was counting down from five on his fingers and Will complained till the last second.
“We should be talking about whatever our listeners want, if that’s the fire.”
Will shut up as the network sounder started and Alex read his update filled with the scores of the baseball play-off scores and previewing the Monday night football game. Jake felt the bad news creeping into his mind. He pushed it back, now was not the time. The theme song kicked in, an edited version of Twisted Sister’s
“We’re Not Gonna Take It.” Will and Bill’s voice cut over a different highlight clip each day. Alex pointed at Will.
“Good morning, this is Willy Goldburg checking in from San Diego’s sports leader AM 690. We’re a skeleton crew at the moment. This Willy is without his Billy. . .” It wasn’t funny but Jake knew his job, cracked open his microphone and laughed. “. . . As long as we have our Willy, right?” 
Alex shook his head in the booth at the bad joke. It was so Goldberg. “Filling the shock man Billy Shocker’s chair is former Aztec great and NFL journeyman, Jake Rivers, who you may know as the anchor of NBC’s weekend sports desk.”
“Thanks for having me, Will. Happy to be your Billy today.”
Will was looking at his phone, scrolling as he talked but looked up as he spoke.
“Almost didn’t make it here today?”
Jake felt a moment of panic, as if Will knew what happened to him that morning. Maybe he saw the confusion on Jake’s face. Will sometimes liked to let silence go, as if giving rope to his guests who might be saying the wrong thing or making a mistake. 
“I mean the roads are crazy out there. This is something all of you out there listening don’t need me to tell you. I know most of you are sitting in your cars and Alex wants you to flip to KOGO if you want traffic or fire updates. My heart goes out to those of you in the path of the fire out east. We, however, have important stuff to talk about. No, my dear listeners, it is early in the season but we have games with playoff implications already. We have a doozy of an NFL game you can hear right here on 690. . .”
Jake tried to put it aside. Just focus on the show.
***
The transition between desert and forest was a blur of brownish green brush. It spun under them as the helicopter entered the fire zone. Scott leaned as far as his straps would allow. He knew they were in it when the brown air consumed everything around him. It was easy to get nervous, but Britney their pilot flew blind more than he ever wanted to know. Scott leaned back.
 The Cobra didn’t carry chemicals or buckets for the water dumps, so they had to go to the far edge of the fire towards the base camp that was set up in a mall parking lot near El Cajon. No point in looking, everyone got quiet, several closed their eyes. Those who prayed did, those who didn’t pray always thought about it in moments like these. They were all thinking the same thing, fire that kind of size makes a person spiritual. The fire is bigger than they expected. The air didn’t clear but the soup they were flying through got lighter as they arrived at spike camp.
Hot Shots didn’t have red fire engines or water cannons. They used nature itself to fight fires and already they could see nature was not playing games.
They were in a shopping mall parking lot. A spot was cleared for them at the corner. A Navy crewman directed them with two burning flares to their spot. Scott tried to catalog it all as they lowered towards the ground. Two command trailers with FEMA logos and two Cobra’s with Navy markings. Soldiers were marching towards a troop carrier truck. One truck was loaded down and following a city fire engine that was leaving the parking lot.
The chopper hit the ground and everyone undid their straps. The helicopter kept going. Outside, the crew ran to load the chemical payload. It would be a cocktail of water and various thickening agents, including borates and ammonia phosphates. You could smell the spilled chemicals from the previous helicopters. The smell was overwhelming. The chopper would spit out hundreds of gallons, coming out in a thick red dust. Scott had been on a dump once, it weighed down the Cobra and it smelled like the inside of a bleach bottle. Riccardi kept telling their pilot, Britney, she was weeks away from cancer just hauling the cocktail. She was a vet having flown birds in the Middle East and was fearless. 
Annie turned around, pointed at her gas mask. “We are dealing with structures here, so I want everyone wearing masks.”
Scott was first to roll his eyes. Most of the team laughed. They were not trained for, nor did they ever use, SCBA to breath.
“Listen, I am not asking you to carry tanks, just remember we are going into structures.”
 Everyone put on their masks. Scott and Riccardi both fumbled to get their masks ready.
“Welcome to the shit show,” Riccardi yelled.
Annie opened the door and it was like she opened an oven. The burning embers blew around inside the helicopter. Scott took a last easy breath and stepped into hell.
***
Victoria had to turn on the wipers to brush away ash as she turned the minivan off El Cajon BLVD. She felt uncomfortable leaving Damian at school with the fire. The school was full of kids and the playground was still crowded. It had to be her. The other parents were not worried. She watched the kids running in all directions and tried to relax. She waited in the drop off zone long enough to watch Damian’s Spiderman backpack disappear inside. This was the moment each day when she regretted leaving work. Time to go home alone. It was hard to let go of Damian because she dropped him off last. It was irrational, she knew, but after losing her parents even the act of dropping off the kids or watching Jake get in his car to leave was hard for her.
Don’t assume the worst, she could tell herself a thousand times but she always, always did.
The radio came on, still tuned to news. “The containment level is unknown at this time, but I can report that multiple agencies are mobilizing. The threat is being taken seriously. Ashley Gibb, reporting from East County.”
Her phone, mounted in a holder on the dash, beeped and a text came up from Jake that read: ‘Filling in on 690 right now.’
Victoria smiled. She didn’t enjoy sports radio but a chance to hear Jake’s voice sounded comforting. She reached for the preset button.
“Cliff Johnson, reporting from KOGO. We are getting reports of a series of violent attacks in the City Heights neighborhood. . .”
Victoria hesitated over the button, thought about listening to that story, but City Heights wasn’t a violent neighborhood. Lower income, but outbreak of violence was not normal. She decided to look it up when she got home and pushed the button wanting to hear Jake.
 She stopped at a stoplight and waited to turn, Willy Goldberg was going on a rant. Victoria felt a moment of anger. She assumed Jake was filling in for him, not with him. The light changed and she turned. They were not talking about the fire but the NFL that she could not give a shit about. Willy Goldberg was a dinosaur to her, fired for making sexist comments she had asked Jake not to work with him. He was a livewire. Jake insisted that Goldberg was a great father, and had done great work in the community and to not judge the off-air man by the act on the radio. She was curious to hear if her husband of seventeen years joined in or laughed with any offensive comments.
Victoria turned the van on to their street, and saw something in her way. Victoria hit the brakes, at first thinking it was a pile of blankets. She nervously looked over the dashboard. It had a pair of feet. A shopping cart was turned over on the curb, a collection of cans and clothes were scattered on the ground. Victoria took a deep breath, relieved that she didn’t hit the person lying in the road. She looked around and saw no one was watching. She pulled on the steering wheel and went around. She looked in the rear view mirror and saw the pile move. Whoever it was, they were alive.
It was another strike against the neighborhood. She had thought many times they needed to move out of North Park. Their direct neighbors were all the same families that moved to the uptown neighborhood when they did with the same thought. The kids might not be able to walk to school, but the neighborhood was getting nicer and downtown was just down the hill. The TV station was not far and when the kids were young they were both still reporting.
 North Park had become home to some of the most active and growing night life in the city. She could sit on her porch and watch the exodus to the bars as it walked past, as the cars circled looking for open parking spaces. She watched some nights the cars circle half a dozen times.
The neighborhood was mostly quiet at this time of day, kids at school, most of the parents at work. Victoria should enjoy the time. She sat and read the newspaper with a coffee on the porch and would dream about making a comeback. She would think about how she would report stories and try not to be too frustrated. 
She was two blocks away from the house when she noticed the ambulance and police sirens flashing. She had a moment of panic, but they were not at another house down the street. She pulled in her driveway leaving enough room for Jake to park when he came home. In the rearview mirror, she could see some of her neighbors gathering. She left the radio on. Jake was talking—something about the 49ers and drafting for the future. She listened to his voice but not what he was saying. 
Something was very wrong. She could feel it and hearing Jake’s voice gave her a feeling like she wanted the family together. She turned off the van and took a deep breath.
Victoria stepped out of the van, her intention was to go straight back into the house. When she was a reporter she hated nosy crowds. Her eyes were drawn to the scene across the street. In the end, she wanted to know just like everyone else. The gathered crowd waited at the edge of the lawn. Several were on phones and more than one was taking pictures. A police officer pushed people back to the street. Abbey, her neighbor from the corner, was in her sixties and retired. She watched the neighborhood and knowing everyone’s gossip became her hobby. She walked straight to Victoria. She thought that her background as a reporter meant she knew everything.
“Hey, Vic!”
Victoria waved as they both arrived behind the crowd. This house was owned by a lawyer who was a partner in a firm downtown. Jake had a beer with him once. He was on his second wife, her kids lived with them. She didn’t even know his name.
“Shame what happened to Mister Pierce.”
A neighbor she didn’t know by name turned around, still in sweatpants and an SDSU sweatshirt. “Suicide.”
Victoria cringed at the thought. Her first thought was how to explain this to the kids.
“Nobody confirmed that, sir,” said the police officer. “Go home. Show some respect!” The EMTs were coming out of the house with the body. Victoria was the only one in the crowd staring at the cop. Their eyes locked for a second and he looked away. It was possible that he recognized her but she didn’t think so. He looked tired, scared. Suicide calls happened all the time, it didn’t make sense. The ash was also building up on his head and shoulders. A part of her laughed because it looked like dandruff. 
The crowd broke up, but Abbey followed Victoria who cringed. She shook her head and watched the ash fall. The crowd had forgotten about the fire, focused on the event happening in front of them. Abbey shook the ash out but was staring at the Johnston’s house.
“Shame about the Johnstons.”
Victoria stopped and looked at the Johnston house. It was the two story house on their right side. They had spent years greeting each other from their driveways. Close enough that when Stephanie and Bryan fought it was hard not to hear. They lived so close that most of her fights with Jake started with her shushing him and saying, “The Johnstons.” It was enough to remind him to keep his voice down.
She felt guilty that something had happened to them and she didn’t know. Abbey picked up on her discomfort. 
“You don’t know about Joe?”
The question made her feel worse. Victoria shook her head.
“Poor little boy has leukemia, they just found out.”
Victoria covered her mouth. The shock was real. She felt her gut knot a bit. Joe was younger than Damian, couldn’t be much older than five. She remembered the day they brought him home like it was yesterday.
“That’s awful.”
Her attention got pulled back to the police officer still standing at the Pierce lawn. His radio crackled.
“10-34 in progress. All units needed to 6th and Market. All units. 10-34 in progress.”
The voice on the radio spoke in a panic. The officer ran to his squad car. Victoria pushed Abbey out of the road and plugged her ears. The siren came on with a roar.
“What’s a 10-34?” Abbey asked when the siren was down the street. In the distance, sirens were sounding all over the city. Victoria spun around and heard the sirens in every direction. She pulled out her phone and opened Google. She typed in 10-34 police signal and got what she expected.
“What is it?”
The sirens grew quieter as many already sped closer to downtown. Victoria stepped up to her front door and picked up the Union-Tribune waiting on her step. “Riot in progress.”
Abbey wanted to say something but she coughed. Victoria, a one-time social smoker in college, felt the pressure the air was giving her lungs. She looked up to the sky and watched the ash.
“Better get inside, Abbey.”
Victoria unlocked her door, stepped in and unrolled the newspaper. She ignored the library headline and her eyes went straight to the sidebar. ‘UCSD researching local Cancer Cluster.’ She turned her eyes to her neighbors and her heart broke. The headline was literally hitting as close to home as possible. Both her parents wilted from disease, she hated that she had experience to offer Stephanie. This was a child, it was different. Were they sending Joe to school? What were they doing? Victoria wanted to do something for them. She looked at a pair of Damian’s shoes. She thought about his tiny feet and pictured for a split second what it would be like to get that news. She dropped the paper and slid to the floor, her back against the door and cried.
*** 
Jackets were left behind at the conference table chairs and the working group was crowded at the screen projecting the live map update every ten minutes from the spike camp. The fire chief wanted to be back at the scene and made it clear several times. Every ten minutes when the map updated the fire in the south bay would inch north. The fire east of the city was inching west and south. The pockets of fire inside the city limits were starting to pop.
“Forest service is letting the park burn, it’s triage.” Hawkins, the fire chief, used a laser pointer to circle Cleveland National Forest.
“Why?” Martin put his hands on hips. Trying not to look to frustrated. “It is helping fuel the fire, and the Santa Ana is pushing all that pollution right over our heads.”
“Structures, homes and buildings are first priority. We don’t have enough units, the hotshots from the forest service just got here. We are up to eight birds doing drops.”
The screen blinked and changed to the next update. They all cringed. The red pulsing areas of the map weren’t inching, it spread across the screen like spilled coffee.
Martin could already see it. He was not an expert. They were all avoiding saying it. San Diego was a coastal town. It was a matter of time before the different fires connected and the city would be boxed in.
The door opened. Mayor Kurt Hillard, who cut his teeth for ten years on the city council, came into the room. His glasses were off. He spun them in his hand out of nervous habit when he was worried. Normally everyone stood when the Mayor entered the room, but they were all by the map. Stephen came in behind and gave Martin a thumbs up. He had been fully briefed, and Martin guessed his delay was talking on the phone to the other mayors of smaller cities closer to the fire.
Chuck made a bad joke earlier about someone having to explain to this fire about jurisdiction.
“The dream team!” The mayor said, going right to Hawkins and shaking his hand and smacking his shoulder. Martin understood what he was doing, showing confidence in his team but they didn’t have time for this. They could all hear a chorus of sirens as the volume got louder and closer outside. Sandra Gibbons pulled out her phone. As the meeting went on, Martin noticed her attention on a series of texts. He didn’t stop her or try to get her attention, assuming she was looking into the sirens outside. 
“Mr. Mayor, this is the latest map.” Hawkins spun his laser pointer on the map.
Hawkins explained the direction of the fire, and the deployments. Martin didn’t listen, just watched the mayor spin his glasses. It went on for a few minutes, gradually the mayor’s eyes connected with Martin.
“Martin, can we step outside for just a moment.”
The meeting froze. Everyone was looking at them.
“Sure thing sir.” Inside, Martin felt pure panic.
They stepped outside the conference room and the mayor gently closed the door. Chief Gibbons caught the door and ran out. Martin was about to call to her to ask what was happening? The Mayor spoke his name softly. 
“Martin?”
He just said his name but the young chief of staff felt scolded. “I know, sir. I should have updated you sooner and gotten the ball rolling it is just this fire is moving much faster than. . .”
“Martin, I’m not mad at you.”
He should be. Martin was beating himself up. He felt emotional for a moment and tried to get it under control. Chuck said the mayor was kind to a fault with his staff.
“I know you want to close down the schools, but if this is anything like the Cedar fire we will be closed for days. We have to think of impact.”
The security door to the outside world buzzed. As chief of staff, Martin knew no one else was scheduled. Both men were surprised when a solider walked through the door, his rifle slung over his back. Behind him a man in uniform and two men in suits. A solider brought up the rear. Jessica, the woman who had worked the front desk for six mayors, followed them in.
“Mister Mayor, they insisted.”
The man in uniform stepped forward. He was older for a solider so it made sense when Martin saw the two stars on his uniform, a General. He stepped right to the mayor and extended his hand. “Mayor Hillard? Pleasure to meet you. I’m General Redcrow.”
The two men shared a nervous shake.
“We’re here to help.”
The two suits beside him held out business cards. Martin stepped in front of the mayor and put out his hands for the cards. CDC and FEMA. Martin understood FEMA, but didn’t understand why CDC was here for a wildfire. They were typical middle-aged white guys. He knew the name David Shea from FEMA, an appointee of the president who was overseeing earthquake refits and various projects along the west coast. He didn’t recognize Shane Lewis of the CDC.
“With all due respect, General. . .” The mayor was a tall man who played high school basketball not because of skill but size. He stood up straight looking down on the general. “We need resources, but we have the matter under control.”
General Redcrow chuckled and smiled. His two men laughed with him. The general looked straight at Martin. “When was the last time he looked at an updated map?”
“Excuse me!”
“Mister Mayor, did I hear you correctly? That you are planning on keeping the schools open?”
The Mayor didn’t respond. He was thinking about what answer he was expected to give.
“The air is getting worse by the minute,” said the FEMA man. 
“We could have a public health crisis on our hands,” added the CDC man.
The general grabbed the mayor by the arm and walked a few steps with him. “We need an hour or two to get the guard in place, light traffic and then you’ll make the call.”
“I don’t take orders from the military.”
“The governor has declared a state of emergency for this county. Washington has authorized a full mobilization. Look, Mister Mayor, you still get to go on TV and play the hero.”
“I don’t care about that.”
Martin did care, already thinking about how this impacted his mayor and ultimately his personal career. General Redcrow’s smile faded. He seemed offended. He lowered his voice. “I hope that’s true, Mister Mayor, because your city is over a goddamn barrel.”
The general walked towards the door. His two guards followed him.
“That’s it?” Martin blurted out. The Mayor put up his hand. Let them go, the silent message.
General Redcrow paused in the doorway. “I will command operations from Spike Camp, Mr. Lewis and Mr. Shea are familiar with the entire scope of the operation. The next few hours are critical, Mr. Mayor. I hope my presence is not justified.”
Martin watched him leave. The mayor was looking at the two government men before they walked into his conference room.
“What the fuck is going on?” Martin didn’t expect answer.
“You saw the map,” said The Mayor with bitterness. He went back to the conference room. Martin knew the mayor. He was a good man and Martin hoped he was motivated by being the hero.
***
Kendra Ryan closed her laptop and looked out across her desk to the newsroom. She couldn’t look at anymore e-mails, and she couldn’t avoid going out into the storm anymore. Normally she liked watching her crew from her desk and trusted them. When she took the station manager job she knocked down the wall and made her office wall a window. She watched the newsroom most of the morning and everyone from the lead reporters to the sports reporters and sales team were pitching in. She answered e-mails from the network in New York that wanted updates. They wanted to know if they should send national reporters. Kendra assured them that her crew could cover it.
She got up and opened the door to her office. She walked the cubicles, seeing maps of the fire on computer screens. She had teams out at various points in the county. Down the row of cubicles, she saw her primetime anchor, Jeff Gonola, already dressed for air talking to Eugene, her business reporter. She already knew the conversation before it started. Gonola saw her, he ran to catch up.
“Kendra, there you are.”
Kendra kept walking towards the live studio. She started at the NBC affiliate in D.C. straight out of Howard, growing up in what her husband called the black bubble. Not only did the San Diego newsroom feel fluffy by comparison, the subtle unacknowledged racism was a never ending issue. Gonola was the worst. A blowhard white boy anchor who didn’t know how to take orders from a woman, let alone a black woman. Born two generations late, he was like a young Ted Baxter who read the teleprompter well and was constantly annoying her for more screen time.
“Gonola, save it. You go on at your normal broadcast time.”
He kept following her. “Kendra, the people are tuning in for updates. They need a source they can trust.”
“Are you saying they can’t trust your colleagues?”
“Look at the poll numbers!”
Kendra still laughed at the poll Gonola personally paid for with heavily slanted questions of 1,000 random San Diegans that said he was the most trusted and loved anchor in town.
“How about you focus some energy on the story. Talk to the reporters in the field, research past wildfires be ready to go when it is your time.”
Kendra stopped outside the live studio. The sirens outside were getting intense. She knew the studio was sound proof but worried about it for a few seconds. Mindy, her morning weather lady, was talking about wind patterns coming out of the east. This was worst case scenario and she had sent out three e-mails reminding on-air to remind viewers this was pushing the fire fast towards the city. This was important for everyone in the city to understand. 
She looked outside and noticed something. The normal downtown activity on a weekday morning had trickled to nothing. Their studio was on the street-level meant to mimic the network in New York. A few people were walking, but she was used to a train of people coming off buses and the trolley past their spot heading to offices, courts and the Horton Plaza shopping center behind them. Kendra walked to the double doors that lead outside. She pushed the first set of doors and paused in the door way for a moment. The streets downtown were dead, two city buses were pulled over and the sound of sirens echoed through the valleys between buildings. Kendra stepped outside. The air wooshed and she felt suddenly like she stepped into a smoke filled bar. Looking up, she saw the trickle of the ash. She coughed fighting to expel the dirty air. She held her arm in front of her face.
Looking down Broadway, she saw a few cars and more buses pulled over. Half a dozen police cars came down the street directly over the center line at a speed worthy of the freeway. Kendra felt her skirt blow-up and she had to hold it down as the car flew past. The next five police cars drove past so fast the wind and ash they kicked up almost knocked Kendra off her feet.
Paul Bingham, one of her reporters, came out of the news room to watch with her.
“Tell me you know where they are going?”
Paul coughed before answering. “Riot on Market a couple blocks from here.”
“Take a camera. Get over there.”
“Ms. Ryan. . .”
She hated formality but he was young. “What?”
“I was on my way to tell you. We’re getting reports of isolated attacks around the city.”
Kendra reached into her suit pocket and pulled her keys free. As she unlocked the door to the building.
“The story is the fire right now and maybe this riot. The air is getting toxic. Have we gotten a statement about where the homeless are going to go from the mayor’s office?”
Paul shook his head.
“Well, get to the riot. I’ll find someone to call the mayor’s office.”
Kendra walked through the first door and shook her head. The ash fell on to the floor. She gave her clothes a last sniff and walked back inside. She headed back to her office and past the sports department. One desk was empty in the whole newsroom. She stopped at Jake Rivers desk. She stared at his empty space. His cubicle was wallpapered with pictures of his family.
“Where is Rivers?”
“He’s on the radio.”
Kendra turned to see Andrew Mallick, her Sky7 pilot, sitting at the traffic desk, the closest thing to office space he had. He and Jake were always leaving for lunch together. She often saw Mallick standing over Jake’s desk.
“He’s what?”
“Filling in for Billy Shocker on 690.”
Kendra looked at the swirling chaos in her newsroom. No one was off the hook today.
“The hell he is. And Mallick, why the hell are you not up there.”
“Conditions are shit.”
“CBS has a bird in the air.”
Mallick stood up. He mock-saluted and walked toward the elevator. Kendra got out her phone and searched for Jake Rivers in her contacts.



Chapter Five
 
 
“Keep it tuned right here for another hour of the Willy-Billy show on. . .” Will looked at Jake. It was Bill’s line.
“AM 690, San Diego’s sports leader.”
The commercial sounder played. Will dropped his headphones already looking at his phone. Alex was in the producer booth talking off air. Jake thought about listening to the commercial about hair restoration but dropped his headphones. Assuming he could watch for Will to put his back on.
“You say sports leader first,” Will didn’t look up from his phone. “Then the call number.”
“Sorry.” 
Jake was not really sorry. He didn’t care.
Jake pulled out his phone and saw that he had 13 missed text messages. He punched in his code and the message window opened. He saw 2 messages from Victoria, and the rest were from various people at the newsroom. He opened the last one from his news director, Kendra: HERE NOW!!!!
She went all caps. He scrolled down to the text from Andrew that read, Mega-bitch even making your crew work the fire. F Willy-Billy get here soon. I have to put the bird in the air. She crazy. The end of the message was punctuated with a row of devil emojis.
Jake had an hour left on the show. He had to stick it out. He promised Alex, and it helped his Twitter following every time he came on the show. He looked up as Alex came in the studio.
“We have a big problem.”
Will looked up from his phone. “We have a minute before air, dude.”
“Marty just got sick, and Dana called out, her road is blocked by the fire.”
Marty was the host of the afternoon show. He rode mostly solo, but Dana was the heart of the show.
Will stood up and pointed at Alex. “Do an extra-long update.”
Alex ran back to the board. Will was out of the studio. The sounder played and Alex read the baseball scores. Jake listened on his headphones but stood up to look through the window. Will was in the lounge across the hall trying to help Marty off a couch. Marty was a fit guy bigger than Will who tried and failed to prop him up.
Alex was giving stats down to individual box scores on the games when Will came back into the studio, hit his cough button to make sure the microphones stayed cold.
“Well, looks like we’re doing a few more hours. Marty is heading home.”
Jake hit his cough button. “I can’t! The station is up my ass to get down there.”
“To cover the fire? They don’t need jock reports.”
Jake nodded. “Our news director is very serious. Jeff is still in the office. Get him back in here.”
“You can’t be serious. The listeners can only handle so much Jeff. I can only handle so much Jeff. I am going to miss my daughter’s game tonight. I am doing this. Just help me out, bud.”
Alex was waving his hands wildly trying to get their attention to join the show. Jake wanted to scream, I have cancer, motherfucker, I am out! The county is burning down! Fuck your daughter’s soccer game! He kept it all inside. Will put his index finger up.
“Hey, Willy-Billy friends, this is Willy Goldberg at you for another hour of sports talk. My man Marty looks down for the count. I think he had some bad sushi, you know what a foodie he is. So you might have me for a few more hours. Jake Rivers filling in for the shock-man Billy Shocker, can you give our listeners a little bit more of your day. . .?” 
Will smiled, knowing he trapped him by asking him on air.
“I got a little more time.”
“We’re talking an hour at least because I know our friends out there need a distraction from the gloom in the air. They need to talk San Diego Aztec football and who better than former Aztec team captain and the school’s all-time leading tackler, Jake Rivers?”
If eyes could kill, Will Goldberg would have never left the studio.
***
Austin had gone a million miles or more around this city on her bike. She ate from food banks and dumpsters but she had never been called unfit. She shifted into high gears but soldiered up steep hills and she never grew tired. Now, as she rode the straight away towards her river camp, she was fighting for breath. Coughing over and over.
She could have folded her tent and tied it to her pack earlier in the morning but she didn’t want to carry her whole world. She had to trust that she moved her tent far enough off of the river that no one would see it and steal her stuff.
Robbins had left for the library, wanting to type up the latest pages of his book, but made sure to convince her first to move totally away from the river. The river trail had a concrete path that wormed between the 8 freeway on the north and the river on the south. She stopped at spot on the chain link fence that blocked off the river bed. She knew this was her spot because of the razor wire she had cut earlier in the morning when she stashed her gear. She locked her bike and climbed the fence.
The smell had not gotten better on the river. The flow was almost stopped and the fish were rotting on the surface. The ash falling from the sky added a layer that looked almost like snow on the brush. It was at that moment that she noticed how quiet it was. A flock of wild parrots that had escaped being pets and bred in the wild had long ago taken over the area near Ocean Beach. They were loud in the morning, it was part of pitching in the neighborhood near the beach.
Austin looked around at the hole in the large palm tree where she had seen a family of parrots living for more than a year now. They were quiet, or gone. Either way, they were silent. She saw the body of a seagull lying by the river bed.
 To get to her spot she had to balance on a few rocks. The tent waited for her, the padlock hanging from the two locked zippers. Austin put in the code and snapped open the lock. She had a bag she kept with supplies from her last Not My President rally. She didn’t care about anything else in the bag but her gas mask. She had grabbed it on that last night in the apartment after her mother was taken away. The last thing of her mother’s that she owned. She had to hide from her foster parents, until she ultimately ran away. Her mother’s gas mask. Her mother had written TOXIC U on the strap with white-out and it had faded years ago.
Austin’s mother had bought it at an Army-Navy surplus store for protest symbolism. She was protesting the university practice of selling land for corporate chemical dumps. She ended up wearing it in many protests protecting her from teargas. Austin threw it over her head and tightened the straps in the back. She stood up and breathed deeply. Her breath sounded impossibly loud and the world looked odd through the scuffed clear plastic. For the first time in at least an hour she wasn’t fighting for breath. Her lungs hurt still.
Quickly, Austin pulled her stuff out of the tent and looked one last time to make sure it was empty. She pulled the stakes free and folded the tent before stuffing everything into her large frame pack. She had it down to a science. In a few seconds she had the tent rolled and tied to the outside of her pack with two short bungee cables. She had to be back uptown at two PM to meet Robbins. She thought about Lindsay, the woman she had been dating off and on. The last night together had not gone well. Lindsay’s roommate called Austin a mooch, accused her of sleeping with her for the apartment and the roof to sleep under.
Austin opened her flip phone, no messages still. More importantly, she saw that she had a few hours before she had to be back in Uptown. Might be enough time to see her lady. Patch things up. Austin swung the pack onto her shoulders. It was heavy, but when she thought about it being everything she owned she was actually proud. Her mother, as anti-establishment as she was, tried to give them a normal life. Austin never wanted that. She had one bill each month for the crappy dumb flip phone that her older brother Isiah paid, so he could call her. Every once in a while she answered when his name came up in the caller-ID. He would beg her to come live with him in LA. She hated talking to him. He sold out in every way, shape and form.
Austin got to the fence and thought about throwing her pack over. Instead, she climbed with it on. Her breath echoed in in the mask as she went over the fence. Austin landed on the pavement and walked towards her bike when she heard coughing and wailing. She looked down the trail and realized something. The tent village that had been along the river for years was gone. She only saw one camp. A tarp tied between two shopping carts. Betty Clark. She was a grandmother who lost her home when collectors came for the bills amassed in her husband’s final year in hospice. Her grandkids were addicts who couldn’t help with the bills, just yelled at her when she lost the house.
Austin walked towards her carts.
“Betty?” Austin’s voice sounded like Darth Vader through the mask.
Betty coughed in response. Austin pushed the carts apart and saw Betty on the ground. It had been months since Austin saw her around. She was wearing the same shirt she last saw her in, but she was swimming in it. Austin gagged she could smell her faintly even through the mask. She was filthy, had not changed in forever maybe had not moved. There was a stain on the concrete under her. 
“Betty, what the fuck?”
She looked up at the gas mask, Betty had no idea who was talking to her. Austin wasn’t sure in this state if she would recognize her if she saw her face.
“I can’t. . .” Betty fought for air. “I can’t breathe.” The last word came out as a gasp. Then a wave of coughing took over the woman’s body. Austin stepped back. She hated to do this because this sometimes had unintended consequences for the homeless. She flipped out her phone. She dialed 911.
The phone gave her a busy signal.
“Seriously?”
911 busy?
Betty screamed. Austin realized she had pushed her carts and destroyed her cover. Betty was blocking the muted grey light with her hands over her face. She screamed, maybe words but Austin couldn’t make them out. Austin pushed the carts together. It was gradual but the screaming faded a bit.
“I’m gonna get you help, Betty.”
Austin dialed 911 twice before unlocking her bike and taking off. Still busy. She looked at spots that had been tent homes for as long as she could remember. Empty spots of long beaten down grass. Where did everybody go?
***
Scott held on to the side of the San Diego City fire truck. His mask in place. He watched the shoulder of the freeway. It would be a few more hours before they had their own squad buggies, so for now they were hitching rides. They had to weave in parts of the four lane freeway to avoid the cars that were left behind. More than one moron thought they could drive through the fire. Along the road he could see crews spraying chemicals to suppress the fire that was spreading in the ditch along the massive roadway.
As the squad leader of Bravo Company he had the radio and was monitoring all communications Annie and Tuck were having with Alpha and Charlie Company. Tucker had rolled out with Charlie Company and communication was spotty.
Scott tapped his radio. “We are moving into the fire zone.”
If the fire kept going it would follow the path into the valley, which was the geographic center of the county’s population. Across the freeway the traffic trying to go west was like a parking lot. Horns were constant but there was not enough road to move everyone. Fire looked so bad to the east that no one went that way. They had no idea how dangerous it was being this close to the fire. Scott was surprised the panic was not already setting in.
Riccardi tapped Scott’s helmet with his Pulaski, a tool that was an axe and a hoe combined into one. He looked around Scott to get a look as they pulled onto an exit ramp. They turned off the freeway. The air was so thick with dust they couldn’t see until the truck turned sideways.
A wall of flame that was four times taller than a person blocked the road. It came towards them like a wave, as it passed parked cars you could her parts of the car snapping and popping under the pressure of the heat. It did not follow the road and spit burning embers and pieces of trees it had eaten in the air. The wind gust turned most embers into harmless ash, but enough glowed red with heat to spread further and further to the southwest.
Scott looked over his shoulder and saw the neighborhood they were sent to protect. When enough embers floated in the air to look like fire flies there was only so much you could do. The houses were not mansions, but big enough for families and many of them looked as if they had been in La Mesa since LBJ was president.
Riccardi was first off the truck. He moved quickly using his Pulaski to tear way brush from the shoulder of the road. Scott shook his head watching the city fire department struggling to hook up to the local hydrant. One of the boys carried the master key and they spun the hydrant open like a prescription bottle. The fire would sweep through before they saw a drop.
Scott could feel the heat of the fire creeping toward them. His oxygen tank and back were warming. He pulled the cord on his chainsaw and ran away from the fire. He cut through the brush and dropped two trees near the house. Henderson and Clegg moved quickly behind tearing the potential fuel away from the structures.
His radio buzzed to life as he heard Annie in his ear. She watched from the camera mounted on Riccardi’s helmet.
“Scott? Copy?”
Scott happened to be moving in front from Riccardi and waved at the camera.
“Copy.”
“I need you to do house checks.”
“What the fuck are you doing?” Scott said turning to get a look at the flames. They were a wilderness crew used to working back country—going into houses was a job for the guys in the red trucks. “Annie, these people are gone.” Even over the roar of the flames he could hear the four engine air tanker. They were about to drop on this part of the fire. They needed cover quickly. Scott adjusted his mask and ran towards the houses. He knocked on the door at the first house. No response after fifteen seconds, that he counted out loud, he tried the door handle. Locked. He slammed his hatchet down breaking off the door knob.
Scott rushed into the house, his crew behind him. Henderson went to the window to watch. Scott could tell right away that the house was evacuated. Spots on the wall were missing photos. Stuff was knocked over. He paused at the door and watched the chemicals rain on the advancing fire. The house shook as the large tanker designed to refuel planes in-flight came lower than it was ever meant to.
“Here comes the rain,” said Riccardi 
The chemicals landed with a smacking sound.
“Keep moving, Scott!”
Scott felt like shutting down the camera and turning the radio off. He ran to the next house, but kept his eyes on the fire. The red dust filled his vision. For a moment it looked like it swallowed the fire. He knew better. When the dust faded the fire would be smaller, parts of it would have died but it would be moving closer. He just kept moving. They needed to clear the fuel, the only way to stop it.
He ran out into the toxic air and saw the flames coming downhill from a ridge towards the houses. He looked behind to map his escape route to the safety zone. It was a part of the 10 and 18 rules, always know your escape route. He double checked his emergency shelter tied under his oxygen tank. Little spot fires were popping up around his feet.
Riccardi ran along spraying the ground with a bladder bag and stomping out the small fires. The two hacked and picked with their Pulaski trying desperately to clear the fuel for the fire. Out of the corner of his eyes he noticed Clegg dragging the cut brush back. It could have been seconds but a quick look at his watch showed Scott forty minutes had passed. The fire was almost to the base of the ridge. He didn’t look up to see it, he could feel the heat.
He heard the rumble, thinking it was the fire, maybe the ridge giving way. Scott stopped and looked up. The wind swirled as a large Navy helicopter with two blades appeared. It carried a water bucket weighted down with 1,000 gallons of ocean.
“Fuck me,” Scott whispered before engaging his radio. He intended to ask Annie to call off the bucket drop, but it was too late. The chains holding the buckets tugged.
“Safety zone! Now! Fall back!”
Scott grabbed Riccardi’s arm and pulled him down the hill. Behind him he heard the sound of the bucket drop. The water came splashing down on the fire. The pilots who were in the Navy just thought they were soaking the fire. The ground was already unstable as the soil boiled under the heat.
They turned back to see the ridge crumble. The bushes, trees and rocks fell like an avalanche. The rumble of the hill overtook the sound of the chopper. Scott felt another gear pop and he ran faster than he thought possible. Scott’s lungs burned and his legs felt ready to snap as he ran. He heard screams, turned enough to see a boulder hit Clegg under his knee.
Clegg’s leg snapped as he fell back and landed on the mudslide. It carried him like a surfer on a wave. His screams of pain blended into the rumble of the slide.
Scott passed a house that the mudslide barreled into with a crash. Riccardi stopped with his hands on his knees knowing they were back into a safety zone. Scott fought to catch his breath and removed his mask for his radio.
“We need a medevac, I repeat, we need a medevac!”
***
“OK, Cobras One and Two you are cleared.”
Annie spun the microphone up on her headset and gave the state owned helicopter a pat. She dipped her head and ran away from the whirly bird as it lifted in the air. Fuel crew rolled out a cart holding twenty pounds of chemical retardant toward the spot where Cobra Three was inbound. The constant take offs and landings moved the air around, but this time of year California was already hot. The air only miles from the heart of a massive wildfire felt like the surface of Mercury.
Annie grew up the daughter of a wildfire captain and loved the forest so deeply to her core that she never pictured any other path in life. She commanded this crew by the time she was thirty-two, taking the reins from her father who taught her everything. No one wanted to see Jack Halford, the Forest Service legend, retire. They were ready to put up a statue of him in Boise. That said, no questioned that Annie was not a chip off the block.
Annie walked towards the FEMA trailer where her laptop was set up. She listened to her team on the radio but hated being away from the video feeds. She had to get a look at the fuel crews who were slow by her standards.
She was almost to the trailer when the roar of a helicopter approached. She looked at her watch. Cobra Three was not due for five minutes. She stopped on the steps of the trailer and watched a Blackhawk spin around the parking lot, coming in at a speed she would never let Britney fly the Cobra. She switched her radio to the command channel.
“Hey, Control, what is the deal with the fresh bird?”
“General Redcrow. Here to take command.”
Annie felt a wave of relief before she stepped into the command center. She knew it was the alpha male way to resist being usurped in any command. The Forest Service asked her to command the scene until the military liaison showed up. The local fire chief Hawkins was in over his head, and very willing to attend a briefing at the mayor’s office. She welcomed giving up command.
The FEMA trailer was basically a series of card tables and laptops. The command crew all wore headsets. One large screen TV was playing one of the local stations that had a traffic copter watching the fire. There was a room at the back but no one went towards it. Annie went to her laptop and switched to Scott Rivers’ video feed. He held a line with a group of locals as a wave of fire cut fifty yards from the back deck of a house.
The door to the trailer opened. Annie turned around. The military members of the team stood and saluted the general. He had two guards with him. It seemed a bit much. Annie had worked several times a year with National Guard units and commanders. She had great respect for them. She felt more at ease just knowing the general was here. That said, she was confused by the guards.
“Who was in command?”
The eyes in the room all turned toward Annie. She raised her hand. The general pointed at his iPad.
“Been following your progress. Great work.”
It didn’t feel good to her. The winds were over 25 MPH, the fires were inching closer to each other and the evacuations were creating chaos on the roads. Redcrow smiled at her and waved her towards the closed door at the back of trailer. He opened the door for her.
There was a small desk, a computer and the cheesiest eagle painting she had ever seen. On the desk a picture of the general in his dress attire with the president. She fought back laughter at the idea of this mobile command being lifted by helicopter, so this general could have his personal office. 
“Have a seat.”
“Sir, I am not sure I can spare the time.”
“I am sure that you can.”
Sounded like an order. Annie sat down.
“Miss Halford, I worked with your father. He was a good man.”
She didn’t remember him, but perhaps it was when she was younger. He noticed she was half listening to her headset. She pulled it down so it was around her neck.
“Thank you, sir. He taught me everything.”
“Miss Halford, I need to take full command of all aspects of this operation. That is no reflection on you or your ability. You OK with that?”
He was expecting a pissing match.
“Very OK with that, sir. If you don’t mind me saying, I’m happy for this to be someone else’s clusterfuck.”
He laughed. “All mine.” He patted his chest. “At this time elements are still need to know, but I want to tell you that this is more than just a typical wildfire.”
She didn’t need to be told that. “This is much closer to a city than normal. We have city, military and forest service units that all need to work together. It’s your command, sir. But we are making split second decisions that can mean the difference in saving lives or losing them. So, I will respect your orders but I am going to act when I need too.”
“Understood.”
The General leaned back in his chair.
“You can go now.”
***
Victoria watched her former station for two hours following the progression of the fire. She had not put down her phone, constantly loading Twitter. She quickly followed the SDFD but the city’s official Twitter was being updated more regularly. Twice she had picked up her keys ready to go get the kids. She saw closures were only in East County, and the mountain communities had closed schools, but so far San Diego Unified remained open.
She sent a Text to Jake.
You coming home or to the station?
She put the phone down and walked to the kitchen. It was hard to think about food, she didn’t feel hungry now but was already thinking about dinner. Life goes on. She went into the freezer and grabbed a package of chicken. She put it in the sink to defrost. As she dropped it she saw something on her finger. She held it up into the light coming through the kitchen window off the gloomy gray sky. It was thicker than blood. It was on her middle finger she touched with her thumb and it was sticky like syrup.
She turned over the chicken package. It looked like blood that had leaked out of the plastic on the bottom and froze.
Her phone vibrated in the living room to signal a text.
She turned on the water to quickly wash her hands. She didn’t want to pick up the phone with this stuff on her finger. She hoped that was Jake telling her that he was coming home. The sink spurt a blast of water and then the stream came out normal. She hit the soap dispenser and rubbed her hands under the water.
As she ran to the phone she smelled it. Her soap was lavender, but she smelled something different, something rotten. She held her hands to her face. The smell was awful and it was her hands. She extended her arms and ran to the bathroom. Using only the tips of her fingers, she turned the knob. The water burst out quickly at first, before slowing to a stream. She smelled the same smell.
Victoria stared at the water. She felt the skin on her hands crawling, but now she was afraid of the water. She stared at it pouring out. She had to stare at it for a moment but steam was rising off the faucet. She had turned on the cold water.
Afraid to touch anything she dropped to the floor, used her foot to pull open the cabinet. A pump bottle of aloe hand sanitizer was right where she left it. She dropped a large amount on her palm and rubbed it together. Her breath eased and she stood up. The smell was gone.
When she got to her phone she hit the home button. The message was from Jake but not what she was hoping for.
Gotta go straight to the station.
***
Robbins pulled the ‘Next Stop’ cable on the city bus. The bus had not moved in several minutes. Cars were backed up and even though the light had turned green no one moved. Horns blared, and anger flared. Even on the bus, Robbins could hear the voices of people screaming. Robbins walked to the front of the bus. The bus driver was a long haired man with fist full of skull rings. He looked at Robbins standing near the door.
“You want out here? We ain’t moving any time soon.”
“Thank you, sir.”
Robbins stepped off the bus. Here, south east of downtown, the air was far worse than his camp. This part of the city was close enough to the fire that the raining ash was thicker. He pulled his paper mask up and covered his face as he walked. Robbins held out a hand and looked at the landing ash as he turned a corner and walked away from the traffic.
The street was empty. Two taco shops, a KFC and Dominoes lined the right side of the street. All the restaurants appeared closed. Robbins stopped in front of the Roberto’s. It was open twenty-four hours a day. He walked up to the restaurant. The lights were out. The always lit neon open sign got rest for the first time in years. Smoke was coming out of the vents. It was more of a sign of life than the other restaurants on the block. He reached up to the front door. It came open. Maybe it wasn’t closed. He turned to look at the others down the street. He saw a hand written closed sign in the Dominoes.
“Closed!”
The voice startled Robbins who turned around to see a very unhealthy looking Latino man. The man was sweating buckets, his eyes were blood shot and his hands shook.
“It’s cool,” Robbins put up his hands.
“No water! Closed!”
Robbins wanted to ask what he meant by no water. The treatment plant was his mission here. But the man disappeared back into the restaurant. Robbins was at the far end of the parking lot when he heard a scream. It sounded more cat than human. It came from the restaurant.
He kept walking and once he was to the end of the street he heard another far off scream. Robbins turned around and looked back down the street. A man ran in the opposite direction. Robbins watched him. He heard the cat scream again. The man turned and leaned down like he was about to pounce. He screamed again.
Keep focused, he reminded himself. Robbins turned and ran the last block to the gate of the reservoir. He stopped at the chain link fence to catch his breath. The crazy man had not followed. This was a regular stop in his research. San Diego Water Board – No Trespassing. The sign was normally enough to stop him. A city employee stood in the tower during business hours. He was an older black man with a cue ball shaved head and blue jumpsuit who had chased Robbins away a dozen times. Always saying, “Move your ass, nigga!”
The gate wasn’t locked. The chain that normally held it closed was in the dirt. The tower appeared empty. Robbins squeezed through the entrance and walked toward the artificial lake that provided water for the city. It was one of nine in the city limits with twice that many spread around the county. The water was still half a football field away from the gate but he could smell something foul.
He had smelled something similar once before. Valerie Barr. Austin’s mother had taken him on a night mission to illegally video the conditions on a chicken farm in the mid-90s. Flashlights and video cameras in tow they climbed a fence and broke a lock on a building housing a mass production chicken farm. Close to 100,000 birds were housed in a building not much bigger than a basketball court. The birds were defecating, urinating and dying on top of each other and less than a dozen immigrant workers in paper masks managed them. The smell was something nearly impossible to explain and the reason Robbins never ate meat again.
Now even through his paper mask Robbins smelled something similar. Not nearly as strong, but it smelled familiar. He had written about it in his book. This water came through one long aqua duct into San Diego. It had two sources: mountains in Northern California and the Colorado River. He noted in the book that seventy-eight percent of the river’s flow was re-directed to agriculture.
Robbins leaned by the water. He watched the ash fall gently on the surface. It was far from clear. He pulled out his digital camera and snapped pictures. This time they had to believe him. He pushed the button three times and was scanning the water’s surface when he saw the shape.
The blue work shirt was puffed up but he could see the bald black head floating in the middle of the reservoir.



Chapter Six
 
 
“Get the fuck back.”
Paul held up his press badge. The crime scene tape was stretched stop light to stop light across all four corners at 6th and Market. Paul could see the glow of city buses being re-routed down the street. He coughed with the ash-laden air. He hated to admit Kendra was right and pulled out the paper mask. A few of the police officers wore them.
“This is an active crime scene.”
Paul looked down Market, a large four lane major street that cut through the Gaslamp District of downtown San Diego. It was not odd at night or early morning to see fog, but the air was nearly as thick with smoke. Police cars blocked the road in each direction, but Paul could only see their lights flashing. A few police cars were parked on the road running their lights, giving the scene an odd glow even during the day time. A cop sat on one of the curbs holding her bloody arm. The woman was in pain and the bleeding had not stopped. Another officer was trying and failing to give her first aid. Even from this distance Paul could tell the woman was in pain.
“What happened to her?”
The cop holding the line shook his head. “I ain’t talking.”
Paul scanned the scene in the other direction. A police car was flipped in the road. Glass and blood were scattered on the pavement.
“Oh, shit.”
Two more police cars were parked in what was normally a fire zone. Paul stared at the parked car. Someone was in the back. Paul walked closer on his side of the crime tape. The police officer followed him.
“Sir, I suggest you keep your distance.”
In the back seat a person thrashed, shaking the car. Both parked cars shook like they were in an earthquake. It took Paul a moment to realize that the prisoner was a woman. She kept kicking the windows and gate between the front and the back seat. Inside the woman screamed in a voice so high pitched it didn’t sound human.
“She on meth?” Paul asked.
The cop said nothing. Paul had to lean to look around the officer and tried to get a look at the violent prisoner in the second car. Behind the cars in the street three bodies lay twisted and unmoving on the ground. He couldn’t see the bodies well. The officer was trying to block his view.
“It ain’t meth.”
Paul was surprised that the officer was willing to say anything. He wished he had started recording on his phone. He was only three months and two on air stories about city council meetings away from his post-grad internship. He didn’t have a lot experience or skills but he needed to keep this guy talking.
“If it’s not meth, what is happening? What happened to them?” Paul pointed in the direction of the bodies. The officer didn’t need to see what he was looking at.
“They’re wild. A whole crew of them. Don’t quote me.”
Sure, Paul thought. He scanned the bodies. It was crass for him to think about his career but there were bodies in the street. Tragic, but it was his job. Paul his neck craned to look at the bodies. They were not police officers, but they were also not the bodies of street people. One of the bodies was a woman in a pantsuit. The body beside her was a man in a suit and tie. Paul leaned on his tiptoes and saw bullet wounds center mass.
“Off the record, was the shooting justified?”
The young officer pointed to the wild woman shaking the parked car. She never stopped screaming or growling.
“What do you think?”
Paul cringed. He still wanted to know what happened to them, but didn’t want to repeat himself.
“They seem mentally ill are you sure. . .?”
 He heard sirens flare again in the distance. An inhuman scream echoed off the buildings. Paul forgot about his ethical questions.
“You get ‘em all?”
 Another scream. Paul couldn’t tell the direction. It could have come from any direction. It was all the answer Paul needed. Gunfire erupted. It was blocks away, like the thunder of a storm approaching, but still in the distance. The screams twisted with the sound. Paul stepped back from the line.
“What do you think?” The officer said as he backed away.
“How many are out there?”
The cop didn’t respond. Paul could see the fear on his face. The man was shaking, his hand near his holster. Paul took a step back.
“I suggest you get inside, sir.”
Paul pointed in the direction of the injured cop.
“Where is the ambulance? She is in trouble if they don’t—”
“Get out of here!”
Paul wanted to. His gut churned. Every inch of him was tingling with fear. Ash fell from the sky. Gunfire and screams echoed through downtown. His breath was heavy in his paper mask. If he was going to get the story he would stay here.
“No, I’m good.” Paul looked around. “Until we get a statement from Chief Gibbons. Something, anything. If I could get a quote.”
“You want a quote?”
Paul nodded. The officer smiled.
“How’s this one? If you stay here, you’re a dumb fuck. Please fucking quote me.”
***
Martin looked out the conference room window. Eleven floors above downtown, he watched a wave of smoke pass through buildings like morning fog, but it was going the opposite direction. Normally it came out of the west, rolling off the water and never this low. It looked unnatural. The smoke mixed with the sound of faint gunfire gave the chief of staff panic. He waited for updates knowing Chief Gibbons had left to handle it. He had a text out waiting for an update.
 Behind him David Shea from FEMA was running the show and mapping National Guard checkpoints with the Fire Chief. He had a laptop connected to the projector. When he switched to the screen that showed the projected locations of the checkpoints the room filled gasps. They were all over the county, but highly concentrated just north of the 8 freeway. There were red dots at the major freeway exit ramps.
“Where are you getting these kinds of numbers?” The Mayor set his glasses down on the table.
“All four branches of the military are at our disposal. This chart was provided by General Redcrow. I assure you the operation is already under way.”
“Why?”
“Our studies have found an evacuation at this time would lead to a massive loss of life. We need the streets and freeways open to contain a fire of this size.”
Martin looked at his iPad. The latest map update was not pretty. The fire was coming together. Only one crew on the east side of the blaze was reporting containment. He scrolled through his iPad looking at pictures taken by crews along the San Diego River. Fish floated on the surface. Birds were covered in backwash sewage that had overflowed from a pumping station in Mexico. One hundred and seventy million gallons of backed up untreated sewage had pumped into the ocean in the last two hours.
No matter how many gallons of shit they were dealing with he couldn’t get a minute of the agenda for it. Not today. Stephen kept insisting that it was TJ’s problem.
“Martin, you have a minute?”
Martin turned to see Lewis of the CDC. His jacket was off, but he was still in his tie. The man pointed out of the conference center. Martin shared a looked with the mayor. He picked up his glasses and went back to nervously spinning them. They had been sidelined in their own city, just waiting to be told to make announcements.
“Sure.”
Martin wanted to leave the door open but Lewis shut it. He looked around to see if anyone was listening.
“Something is wrong with the water.”
“We have open air reservoirs filling with ash in a drought state, yeah I am aware. We normally have six months of reserve at all times.”
Lewis shook his head. “It was already in the water, separate from the fire.”
Martin felt itchy immediately. His hands itched, He thought about the water from the sink earlier. He felt a pull to smell them again. The smell had faded last time he sneaked a sniff but Lewis’s words stoked the fire of paranoia. This man’s job was disease control.
“Not sure I understand what you mean.”
“The city’s tap water. Have you smelled it today?”
Martin considered what to say. If he admitted to washing his hands would he suddenly be considered a danger? Contagious? “Something was a little weird.”
“It is not across the board, some areas are worse than others but the problem appears to be in the Fallbrook-Ocean branch section of the aqueduct.”
Martin had to represent the mayor at enough water board meetings to understand what that meant. The bacteria could be growing anywhere in the last ninety-four miles of tunnel that delivered 3.3 million people ninety percent of their water. Martin leaned back. He often wondered how people would feel if they understood all their water came in one pipe.
“We’re still testing, but we’re finding high levels of runoff contamination. Higher than normal levels of DDT and mercury is certain. We are finding things we can’t identify yet.”
Martin looked at the door to the conference room. “You want me to send the mayor out and tell people to boil their water?”
Lewis shook his head. “No, I’m not. I wish it were that simple. I mean, we need him to talk to the people but boiling the water is not enough.”
Martin looked at his hands. 
Lewis caught the movement in his eyes. “You washed them recently, didn’t you?”
Martin shrugged, but there was little point in denials. Lewis held a small vile that looked like clear water. Martin held it in his hand. You had to stare closely at it. Tiny, barely visible. A little star like bacteria floated in the water.
“What the fuck is it?”
“Good Question. Most are so small you need a microscope to see the little fuckers. Up close it looks like a spider, but break it down it is a prion. An infectious protein. You know, the little guys responsible for Mad Cow disease.”
“Mad Cow?”
“You should be so lucky. That takes decades to punch holes in a brain. These guys are speed daters in an encephalopathic sense.”
“You are telling me we have Mad Cow disease in our water?” Martin laughed.
Lewis took a deep breath. “That is not what I am saying. I am saying you have infectious prions floating in your water supply. You have a cocktail of bacteria coming downstream from the toilets pouring in untreated out of Tijuana, and that is not to forget the ice caps melting.”
Martin squinted “What are talking about?”
“You have ice melting into the ocean for the first time in millennia, there are microbes trapped in the ice we can’t understand. But let’s be real, Martin, more than seventy percent of the river you get your water from is diverted to agriculture.”
“If we can’t boil it. . .”
“Hand sanitizer. Bottled water only.”
“There are three million people in this water district, we can’t reach them all. Some are drinking it right now.”
Lewis nodded. “We are mobilizing for a reason.”
“People will panic.”
“Issue your state of emergency, tell people to stay in their homes and the National Guard will deliver water while we work to solve these issues.”
Martin was confused. It seemed Lewis was done. Martin nodded, turned and walked to his office.
“I’ll have the Mayor meet you in the media center.”
***
“Kendra is on the warpath.” Andrew Mallick got off the elevator and walked the final staircase that led to the roof of the NBC tower. He balanced the phone.
“Look I have one more segment on the radio and I am heading in,” Jake spoke over the phone.
Andrew fumbled his backpack and his key card as he approached the door to the roof.
“Hey, is something wrong with Kristen?”
“Besides being a raging bitch who makes it impossible for me to see Adam?” Andrew held the key card up. The roof top door opened. He stood in the door way. “Why do you ask?”
“I saw her at the doctor’s office. She was walking out of Oncology”
Andrew paused in the doorway. “What were you doing there Jake?”
“Commercial is almost over. I gotta get back on the air.”
Andrew looked at his screen. CALL ENDED. He slid the phone in his pocket and walked into the breeze. Fifteen stories above downtown San Diego with only a knee-high fence along the edge of the building. When the station moved downtown in the 70s it was the only station in town that had rooftop parking for its traffic helicopter.
He would never admit it but he hated landing here on the roof, given that they got cross breeze from the bay and Santa Ana winds this time of year. He was the youngest pilot to do traffic in the city only three years out of the navy. Newly divorced. Somehow, Kristen handled his deployments better than him being around.
Andrew took two steps towards the helicopter and looked out to the east. In the distance he could hear sirens, and popping sounds. It took a moment for it to hit him. That was gunfire. It was eerie enough with the smoke and the ash.
The smoke made seeing the short mountains east of downtown impossible. The air was a thick soup. Andrew didn’t expect to see anything, but Freddie Jackson, the pilot for CBS, was crazy enough to be up there, that meant Kendra expected him to be that crazy.
It was just like his ex-wife not to mention that she was sick. He was mad she treated him like shit but she was Adam’s mother. She was great for their son, and if she was that sick he should know. So he could be there for his boy. He knew a part of him was worried about being a single dad.
He was not built for that.
A text came through. Kendra.
What is the delay?
Andrew turned back to his helio. He talked the station into a new bird two years earlier but he spent as much time keeping in shape as he did in the air. Most days it was just him and Carly the traffic reporter. He sold Kendra that in emergencies he could take film crews. The VH-30 was used by military contractors in Iraq, but the station got an excellent deal. To this point he had not carried a news crew, but he had worked movie shoots on weekends to help pay off the station’s investment.
He opened the sliding door. Carly sat on the bench in the back typing on her laptop. She was wearing a mini-skirt and had done her make-up. He paused for a second to admire her.
“You know you won’t be on camera.”
“I just did a live hit from the studio.”
Andrew nodded and pulled the door shut. He climbed up to the front seat. Carly got into the passenger seat. Andrew started his routine of switches and began the process of firing up the engine. Carly put her hand on his stopping them. He could tell she regretted doing it, but it stopped him. There was sexual tension between them, but it was a one-sided crush that Andrew never admitted to anyone.
“Is it safe?”
Andrew shook his head. “No, not one bit. It’s crazy, but I’ll get you back here safe.”
Carly smiled and put on her headphones. She tapped the headset. Andrew put his on as he turned the final key. The engine roared to life. The blades began spinning. He enjoyed watching them pick up speed.
“Let me focus on keeping us alive, okay?”
Carly laughed. Andrew felt his stomach drop a bit as he pulled on the stick. That moment when they lifted off normally a feeling he enjoyed. Not today.
***
It was a major road, four lanes across that fed into the fifty year old sports arena that today was home to a minor league hockey team. Austin rode her bike up on the sidewalk and flew past the honking cars that were barely moving. She was only able to keep on the move because of her gas mask.
She looked around for a cop and saw nothing. She dialed 911 for what seemed like the seventy-fifth time. The signal was still busy. She pumped her legs hard, thinking about Betty struggling. She thought about going into a Burger King but what would they do? Call the police? She tried that.
She looked at the faces of children in the passenger and back seats of cars. It all looked funny to her and it took her a moment to realize what looked different. The windows were all rolled up. Not something you see in southern California often.
Down the sidewalk she saw a shopping cart. A person wrapped head to toe pushed it. Austin pulled up beside and saw a Mexican woman’s face with a shirt tied over it.
“Excuse me,” Austin said and lifted her mask just enough to speak clearly.
“Where are you going?”
The woman looked at her. They had seen each other around the river. Didn’t know each other, but the woman knew she could trust Austin.
“Sports Arena. Opening for us.”
Austin looked through the haze down the road. She saw two other carts being pushed in the direction of the sports arena. A police car blocked the parking lot to Target and Home Depot. Austin put her mask back over her face and rode toward the car. When she arrived at it she saw quickly it was being used as a road block. No one was in the car.
“Hello?”
Traffic on the road started to move. Austin got off her bike and laid it down a few feet from the car. The radio on the inside of the car was buzzing and going crazy. Austin couldn’t quite make out the sounds. It sounded like yelling.
“Pull back! All downtown units pull back!”
Austin stepped back from the empty car. The cars pulled over as far as they could on the main road. Austin’s jaw dropped as dozen green military Humvees drove past her. She stepped closer to the road. They were headed east toward downtown.
Austin stepped back toward the cop car. She stood by the door and thought about trying to open it. Getting on that radio might be the only way to save Betty’s life. She jiggled the handle, but the car was locked.
“What the fuck are you doing?”
Austin turned to see the cop walking toward her. She was taught to distrust and fear cops from the time she learned to talk. The smoke swirled around him. He had a baton out and a paper mask on his face that she could barely see. Austin put her hands up. She was a homeless punk rocker wearing a gas mask. She was surprised he didn’t already shoot.
“Sorry, man, I was just looking for help.”
He pointed to the Sports Arena with his baton. “Shelter is that way.”
He stepped closer and Austin gasped in her mask. He was a middle aged white guy. His hair was disheveled, his face marked up with what looked like four scratches going down his face. She looked to his holster, it was empty. His Taser, which SDPD had to carry, was also missing from his belt.
“What happened to you?” Austin spoke in the distorted voice the mask produced.
The cop pointed in the direction of the shelter. “Just go.”
“I tried calling 911, there is a lady named Betty who is dying down by the river. She was not healthy enough to move herself. . .”
“You need to get off the streets, young lady. The mayor is about to declare a state of emergency.”
Austin lifted the mask off her face. She wiped some of the sweat free. “This woman is gonna die, she doesn’t have any mask.”
The cop opened the door to his car, used it to push Austin back. In the silence she heard screaming over his radio.
“We’re a little busy now. Get to the shelter.”
Austin stood there dumbfounded for a moment, as the cop drove away leaving her and her bike in the middle of the road. Traffic was moving again. A part of her debated what to do. No one was going to help Betty. She wasn’t sure why she had wanted to help Betty herself. The smoke filled the air and the people were starting to panic.
“You’re going to have to think about yourself at some point.” She coughed. Breathing in the ash filled air, she pulled the mask back down and headed toward the shelter.
***
“Inside now!”
Ms. James held the door open for the members of her class. Damian ran with the group of kids out into the halls. They were all frustrated because outside recess was canceled. Ms. James set-up art projects, but they were boring. She finally let kids play with iPads and videogames.
“Back to class!”
Damian looked at his Spiderman watch. Ms. James didn’t look like she wanted to argue. Mommy sometimes got that look on her face. Wait till your father gets home, but when he did the sports segment of the eleven o’ clock news was on. So, often he got out of it.
He skipped back into the classroom and saw the other kids gathering their backpacks.
Scotty one of his best friends in the class offered him a fist bump.
“School’s canceled.”
“No way! Awesome!”
Damian ran to his backpack and grabbed it.
“Alright, class, we are going to be waiting in the cafeteria, gather your materials.”
Damian looked up at the TV that hung on the wall above the teacher’s desk. Daddy’s station was on. He didn’t know the mayor’s name, but he knew that was who it was on the TV. Mom and Dad voted for him and the whole family went to a fancy party by the ocean before he became mayor. 
The students still needing backpacks lined up one by one and walked toward the door.
***
 “. . . as the air quality continues to degrade we cannot ensure the safety of our citizens. Not only are we closing the schools, but we are declaring a state of emergency. Traffic outside of your homes and all stores and restaurants are suspended until further notice.”
The mayor paused. Martin felt the speech was too short. The mayor put up his finger to signal that he wasn’t done.
“We are trying to handle the environmental hazards related to this massive fire. Considering our cities network of open air reservoirs, we are issuing a water boil order. Do not, I repeat, do not use water even boiled water for cooking, or drinking. Furthermore we are suggesting you use bottled water. If you do not have bottle water, we are working with the National Guard to make them available. ”
The mayor paused. Martin cringed, knowing the small gathering of reporters were ready to pounce.
“Mr. Mayor!” All six reporters raised their hands and demanded attention. On a normal day all thirty seats in the conference center would be filled. Many of the news stations were headquartered north of the 8. With traffic the way it was, the majority of the reporters here were the union-tribune newspaper and NBC who were downtown, a news website and one young reporter from the local CBS station.
Heather Mills from CBS was a beautiful African-American reporter fresh out of graduate school. The mayor would pick her first.
“Heather.” He smiled at her.
“Mr. Mayor, we are getting reports of violence, looting and riots around the city. Is this the reason for military checkpoints?”
“Great question, Heather, as always. We asked the military to assist us with the state of emergency. Certainly, we are monitoring the reports of looting. We as San Diegans have got to come to together. The National Guard will be distributing water street by street, block by block. Please stay in your homes for your safety.”
“Mister Mayor! Kevin Reed – Voice of San Diego.”
Martin gave the mayor a look. He didn’t want him to call on Reed, who had written several pieces on the mayor that were less than friendly.
“Mister Mayor, what can you tell us about the gunfire downtown? It sounds like Baghdad.”
Martin watched the mayor squeeze the podium. Martin felt panic.
“We are working on getting Chief Gibbons up here to give you an update.”
It was clear that the mayor was throwing the bus on the police chief and leaving it at that as the small group of reporters shouted over each other. The mayor waved. Martin grabbed his arm and pushed away from the podium to the green room stage left. When the door closed behind them they could still hear the reporters yelling.
“What a clusterfuck!” The mayor walked toward the elevator that would take him back to his office. Martin followed beside him. “Why can’t we just shut off the water?”
Martin had discussed it with FEMA. They couldn’t lose the water pressure, but it was not as easy to shut the water down. There was no master switch.
“We can’t or we’ll lose the ability to fight the fire.”
The mayor punched the up button on the wall. Only one of the elevators was working, the building was built in the sixties and it was nearly impossible to replace the elevators. The four on the west side of the building were in the process of being replaced and three on the east side were not safe. The one working elevator was stopped on the fifth floor. If they waited, the media would be waiting with him. The front door to the media center opened.
“Shit.” The mayor ripped open the stairwell door. He and Martin walked the three floors in silence. The mayor stopped with his hand on the door.
“Mister Mayor?”
The mayor looked at him, and Martin could see it. Real fear in the man’s eyes. He was a man used to control. A natural born leader who hated not having answers. Martin put his hand on his boss’s shoulder.
“We give it our best, Mister Mayor.”
The Mayor grunted. “Give me a break, Martin.” He opened the door to their floor. “We’re fucked.”



Chapter Seven
 
 
“Mayor is done. We need to get back on the air.”
Jake was still holding his dick at the urinal when Will opened the door. The radio host stood in the doorway as Jake zipped up and flushed.
“I have to get to the station.”
“Come on, buddy. You’re a sports reporter, you’re needed here.”
Jake moved to the sink and only looked at Will in the mirror.
“Will, my world revolves around my job, not yours.”
Jake tapped the faucet and the water came on. He reached up to get soap when he smelled it. A foul stench came from the sink. He couldn’t put his hands under the water. Jake stood there wondering what he should do. He had gotten the text alert on his phone about the water boil but forgot as soon as his bathroom routine brought him to the sink.
“I know we are not exactly a charity but we are providing a service today a much, needed distraction.” Will stepped into the bathroom and invaded Jake’s space. “What is wrong with you? Think of your career. The station does better when you grow your Twitter followers and you build your audience. . .”
Jake turned and looked at Will. He stopped talking as their eyes locked. He could have told him he had a bigger audience on TV, his listeners were just more interactive. None of that occurred to him as the weight and stress of the news he got, and tried to ignore, pushed itself to the surface. Jake couldn’t hold in the anger and tears. He knew his eyes were welling.
“What is wrong with you, Jake? You were looking off into space half the show. You weren’t laughing when you’re supposed to.”
Jake tapped a fist on the counter. “Will, the goddamn city is on fire.”
Will shook his head. “Something else is happening.”
Jake felt the wall he had built up around his heart crumbling. He thought about Vic and the kids, knowing that he would have to tell them soon enough. He wanted to scream it at Will, just to shut him up. He kept his voice calm.
“I have cancer. Intestinal. Very hard to treat. I just found out.”
Will’s eyes got wide. The asshole shield Will put around himself as a part of his radio persona melted away. Jake could tell the man was speechless. Jake felt a wave of sorrow and his feelings bubbled up to the surface.
“When did you find out?”
Jake looked away from Will. He spoke just above a whisper.
“This morning.”
Will shook his head. “Why didn’t you say something? You should be home with Victoria, not yucking it up with me.”
“I can’t tell Vicky. Both her parents died slowly, it almost killed her. She was a wreck. As soon as one died, the other just . . . I can’t do it. I can’t do it to her.”
Will put his arm on Jake’s shoulder. “I’m such an asshole.”
Jake tried to dry his tears. “Yeah, you are.”
They both laughed. Jake only for a moment, the pain in his heart was too great. Alex walked the hallway yelling about getting back on the air.
“Will, air time! Goddamn it!”
Will pointed in the direction of the studio. “I gotta finish the show. You go home. Fuck the station, man. Tell Victoria. You think she doesn’t want to know, but I promise you buddy, she does.”
Jake wiped away the tears. “Not yet, I gotta work when this fire clears up.”
“Fuck them. You do what is best for you.”
Will turned and ran out the door. Jake looked in the mirror, his eyes puffy from tears. He didn’t care about that. He saw a man who made his living off his body. It failed him again. First the ACL that hurt his draft stock. That was okay. Victoria never wanted him in the NFL for long. Now cancer. How could his body betray him like this?
Jake’s eyes went to the sink. He looked at the faucet. He rubbed his hands on his pants.
***
“Fall back! Fall Back! Safety zone, now!”
The voice was Annie in his radio. Scott stepped over the hose held by two local fire fighters. The line of flames was moving up a canyon towards a three bedroom house. Scott heard the order, but they could see parts of the fire smolder under the onslaught of water they were pumping.
“I’m not going to make it!” Scott yelled.
The fire and the fight was a total blur. Scott didn’t think at this point in the fight. He just listened to Annie. This many hours into a fight he was dehydrated, Chugging warm water, his balls and ass were chaffed, he had sweat so much he might as well have been swimming. The blisters on his feet were so bad his feet had gone numb. He was beyond tired and operating on pure adrenaline. Early in the operation he hated hearing her voice. Now he felt like she was an angel on his shoulder.
He was as surprised as anyone that he was refusing her order, but they could save this house. The fire crawled up the hill, as if it was disagreeing with him. Scott ran the edge of the ridge breaking up the dirt. Behind him, Henderson used a shovel to the dirt down the hill. A huge swath of the fire line disappeared but not all of it. The flames cut through the spray and exploded on the bush.
The sound of the burning bush snapped, crackled and popped so loud he missed the sound of the traffic helicopter hovering above. Scott caught it in the corner of his eye. It was high above the smoke, but with a zoom they were on live local news for sure. The viewers at home would be watching as the flames danced on to the house they were failing to save.
More importantly Annie was watching. If she ordered a retreat they were losing. He knew he should listen but he was actually feeling rage towards the fire. The homes and lives it was about to destroy filled him with desperation.
The flames were jumping and popping, it was moving quickly, like a wave coming off the ocean that suddenly swelled. The fire was coming to swallow him. Scott reached back to pull out his shelter. He held his water and radio after he ditched his pack. In one motion the aluminum tent popped open. He pulled it over his body. He felt the heat of the flames overtake his spot and knew air would be tight. He dug with his left hand and he pushed his face in the small hole getting as close to the ground as possible. He understood for that moment what it felt like to be the thanksgiving turkey. He wanted to scream feeling his skin heat up.
There is nothing to do in the deployment zone, but pitch your shelter and wait. Some have lived and some have cooked to a crisp. All he could do was wait. Scott whispered prayer after prayer. Time passed but he could not guess how long.
The shelter popped opened. Scott reached for it afraid wind had caught it. It fell away as Scott looked up to Riccardi. His old friend had his arm. He had cleared a small path through the flames. He didn’t need to be told what to do. Scott broke into a run even as his friend pushed him. The local fighters were running a position across the street. They had a crew spraying water on the line. 
“Off the line, Rivers! You’re done.”
Scott ran as hard as he could. The oxygen tank on his back felt like two hundred pounds. Annie didn’t trust him to stay cool. His whole team was pulling back. In the distance, he saw Henderson and Cole getting in transport vehicles.
“Rivers back to base camp now.”
Scott finally turned around when they were on the second street of the neighborhood they were trying to save. It was a sprawl development. The houses all looked like two level copies. He listened to his breath in the gas mask. It was still afternoon, but this close to the fire it might as well been midnight.
A Humvee pulled up. A squad of soldiers got out. They were in standard infantry uniform with the addition of gas masks. They ran through the neighborhood with their rifles high.
Riccardi grabbed his arm again and lifted Scott into the vehicle. He and Scott both took off their masks once in the Humvee. Riccardi stepped up to the front cab.
“Base camp, please. We have orders.”
Scott closed his eyes as they drove, feeling the massive sweat on every inch of his body. He shook unable to process what just happened to him.
“We had a chance.”
Riccardi shook his head. “I just dragged you out of a fucking deployment zone!”
“They pulled us out too soon.” Scott struggled to catch his breath. “They keep fucking doing that.”
“We’re losing big time.” Riccardi looked out the window. “We need to re-group.”
Scott pulled off his helmet before Annie could give him the same lecture.
***
Robbins waited for the bus for twenty minutes. The traffic on the roads became gridlocked. He decided to walk and got a chuckle as he moved faster beside them on the sidewalk. He saw a line of cars backed up towards a local middle school. The people lucky enough to not have to wait for children were able to pull over to side streets. The school buses were loading slowly at the school. Many of the kids had their shirts up over their noses as they waited in line to board.
He had miles to walk before downtown. He stayed on the bus path in case the city bus came but it never did. Wearing sunglasses and his paper mask, he walked the long distance as the ash collected on his Padres hat and shoulders. He stopped paying attention to the traffic. He might have noticed it slowing down but his mind was thinking globally.
The reservoir had always been polluted, but how could he explain to the police why he was there. It could have been a murder he saw. He had been reporting murders his whole life and no one listened. The murdered ecosystem was finally proving him right. He had devoted much of his life to pointing out the signs. The earth was dying, the tipping point was coming.
Temperatures rose, the air was dirty, the water was dirty and what happens when you destroy the foundations of life? Disease had become commonplace, obesity. Excess and consumerism had added fuel to the fire for years.
Robbins looked down the hill that gave him a clear view of downtown San Diego. The smoke spilled through the skyscrapers like flood waters. Sirens blared in all directions, horns honked as cars tried desperately to move people back to their homes. There they would lock themselves away, like fish in a barrel.
He hated being right. In his heart every time he pulled out his notebook to write about the tipping point, he prayed he was crazy. He wanted nothing more than to be wrong. To be insane meant that this day would never come. Here it was. He was right all along.



Chapter Eight
 
 
“Vic! Wait!”
She was running from her door to the minivan when Abbey came down the block. Abbey held a wash cloth over her nose. Victoria sat in the van and held the door open as her neighbor walked up.
“I have to pick up the kids, I am not sure which school to go to first, I really can’t. . .”
“What is wrong with the water?” Abbey’s face was overcome with panic. Victoria wanted to shut the door to leave. The falling ash was getting thicker, and the sky turned an unnatural orange since the last night she had been out.
“I don’t know more than you.” Victoria looked up at the sky and back at Abbey. “I listened to the Mayor’s press conference just like you.”
“You gotta know something.”
Victoria shook her head. “Honestly, no.”
“I made my coffee and oatmeal with it this morning.”
Victoria thought about how many times she used water in the house that day. She washed her face, brushed her teeth, washed a spoon, made coffee. It wasn’t until she went to defrost the chicken that she smelled anything funny. She should be in just as much panic as Abbey. She couldn’t afford it. She had to get to both the middle school and the elementary school to pick up her kids. She could hear the honking of stopped traffic on the main roads.
“I don’t know anything, Abbey. I gotta get Tiff and Damian.”
Abbey stepped back. Victoria brushed the ash off her sleeve and pulled the door shut. She turned the key and the van came to life. The Willy-Billy show blared out of the radio and she flipped the radio off. She watched Abbey walking back home in the rearview mirror.
She had her hand on the shift, about to put the van into reverse when she glimpsed unintentionally in the window of the house next door. She felt the rush of embarrassment when you lock eyes with a neighbor you shouldn’t be staring at. Stephanie Johnston stood in the large window but it took Victoria a moment to realize it was her. She was one of those women who rolled out of bed looking put together. Now she looked like a homeless department store mannequin. Her clothes were dirty and tattered.
Victoria felt caught, as Stephanie kept staring. She put her foot on the gas and turned to back away. The image of her neighbor haunted her. She looked back again and saw the woman’s eyes tracking her. Her skin was pallid, her eyes bloodshot enough they could be seen at a distance. She had never seen Stephanie look as bad as she did.
She paused, thought about going to make sure she was OK, but the ash hitting her windshield reminded her to keep her focus.
“Go get your babies,” she whispered and pulled out into the street.
***
Austin adjusted her gas mask out of nervous habit as she weaved between cars that were jammed in place despite a green light. The traffic was still gridlocked on most of the roads she passed. In Mission Valley the cars were trapped trying to get to the freeway that was moving like molasses draining from a bottle. She felt like laughing as she passed all the people on her mountain bike. 
Austin jumped up onto a curb and crossed the empty mall parking lot at a Target anchoring a mall. Across the parking lot, she heard screams coming from the front door of the store. Three police cars sat with their lights on in front of the door. She had passed a Ralph’s and Trader Joes and heard screams. Through the misty, ash-filled air, she watched looters jump into cars just to end up in the gridlock.
She turned to look up the hill out of the valley. You couldn’t even see uptown. The smog of the fire erased the higher parts of town from view.
A few buses were stopped in traffic. She had seen two empty left on the side of the road with blinkers on. The only form of public transportation not shut down was the trolley. That is where Robbins waited for her. She had to cross one more road disguised as a parking lot to get to the smaller strip mall where the trolley station was. 
The cars looked parked on the road. Austin weaved through them. The curb was high, so she got off the bike and lifted it to her shoulder. One man rolled down his window. “Hey, how much you want for that gas mask?”
She ignored him and kept walking until she was across the street. She was risking a lot to come meet Robbins. She often thought he was as crazy as everyone else did, but he was as close to family as she had left in town. She thought about Lindsey, the fight forgotten, she started to worry. She felt the need to find her, make sure she was okay. The roommates would think she was looking for a place to stay, so she promised herself when she found her she would go back to the shelter. She just had to know Lindsey was safe.
 Traffic inched forward as she got back on her bike to cross the parking lot. She saw two cars pulling into the parking lot. They were giving up on the roads. The cars weaved into the parking lot at a dangerous speed not following the lines. The commuter train pulled into the station.
There was no telling how long it would stay or when it would come again. The cars almost crashed into each other. The faster car, a Honda civic, pulled up to the curb, bounced and crashed into a trash can.
The doors opened to the train. She could just see it through the haze. The train was packed, but no one got off. The man driving the civic got out and waved. His young children jumped out of the back seats. He pulled on them forcing them to run toward the train. The second car stopped at the curb. A woman jumped out of the driver’s side, a teenage boy with her. They also ran to the train.
They were leaving their cars. The train made the beeping noise it did when it pulled out of the station. 
“Stop! Stop!” The desperate father yelled. One of his children fell. Even from the distance, Austin could see the man’s confusion.
The train inched from the station. The father dropped his other child’s hand and ran along with the train smacking it over and over.
“Stop! Please!”
The man fell. His older child ran behind him, also smacking the train. Austin was close enough now to see the shocked look on the faces of the people packed like sardines in the train heading east. The train picked up speed and pulled out of the station. Austin looked at the poor man on his knees. Robbins crossed the train tracks.
He didn’t seem fazed by the two children comforting their distraught father.
“Where you been?”
Austin lifted her gas mask up on to her head. It was the first time she had taken a breath of the outside air in more than hour. She coughed immediately. Behind them, the father with the hacking and coughing children turned back to their car. The mother with the teenager had collapsed and cried.
Robbins looked down the tracks. You could hear the sound of the trolley but it was invisible in the mist. It was heading in the direction of the fire. Straight toward it.
“Next train in fifteen!” Robbins yelled at them. “But that is right into the teeth of the fire.”
The father gathered his children and they walked back to their car. Robbins pointed to a bench and sat down.
Austin stared at him. “How about where have you been?”
“Getting answers.”
Austin rolled her eyes. “I saved you a spot at the shelter.”
“Where’s that?”
“The hockey arena.” She nodded. “It’s OK, sober requirement that’s all.”
Robbins shook his head. “I can’t go there.”
“Why the fuck not?”
Robbins looked around. He shook his head. “It’s here. Tipping point.”
“It’s a big wild fire.”
Robbins laughed. “You saw the fish in the river. This goes way beyond the fire. Did you hear the mayor’s press conference?”
Austin knew Robbins carried around a small radio and listened on headphones. She had heard about the state of emergency, it was the talk of the shelter.
“You didn’t, did you?”
Austin shook her head. “I got the gist, don’t drink the water. Don’t breathe the air. What does that mean?”
“The earth can only take so much. The cancer clusters was a warning, we are reaping what we have sown. Have you heard anything I’ve said?”
“So, come to shelter.”
“What comes after the tipping point?”
Austin knew what he considered the correct answer. Her mother believed in Robbins. She sacrificed everything because she believed.
“This is not the reckoning.”
Robbins held out his hand to catch the ash falling from the sky.
“How can you doubt it now?”
“It is bad, I get that. A disaster for the whole city. It will pass, they will contain the fire any day now. . .”
“Stop it! Your mother would be disgusted by your denial.”
“My mother?” Austin felt ready to boil. She chuckled. “Why don’t you talk to her about it?”
“She sacrificed everything for you and your brother.”
“Right!” Austin felt the anger burning inside her. “Don’t you say that. Don’t act like it was about us. She always told us that. No, she did it for the movement not us.”
“How can you say that?” Robbins was disgusted.
“If she cared about us, she would be here now.” Now the anger was melting the shields she put up. The years without a family. The years without a mother. She tried to stay tough, but the tears welled in her eyes.
“The world is killing itself and she risked everything to stop it.”
“Bullshit!” Austin couldn’t hear it again. Not now. “What did she stop? Because the end looks pretty fucking on to me.”
“She loved you.”
“You’re right, you know. She did risk everything.”
Austin turned to grab her bike.
“Wait,” Robbins said. “I gotta try to talk to the media.”
Austin grabbed her bike and pulled her mask down. “They aren’t going to listen.”
“The sports arena is a death trap. Stay with me.”
“I gotta find my girlfriend. Make sure she is OK.”
Robbins smiled under his mask. “Then you’ll meet me downtown?”
The next trolley heading downtown buzzed into the station. Robbins backed toward it. Austin looked up at the haggard faces in the train.
“I’ll call you.” Austin jumped on the bike and pedaled away. When she turned around she saw Robbins try to fit on the train. People made room but it was packed.
***
The Humvee took a corner so fast both Scott and Riccardi fell over. The lack of window made them blind to what was happening. Scott looked out of the hatch between the front and back, couldn’t see the road or traffic through the haze. Thankfully, they were slowing down slightly. One soldier was in the back, he stared out of a slot open on the side of the vehicle, his rifle slung over his shoulder.
Scott jumped through the hatch into the passenger seat. He saw that the young solider in the driver’s seat was following GPS on his phone attached to the dash. They might as well have been in a cloud, visibility was down to nothing.
“Slow it down.” Scott leaned in to look at the name on his uniform. “Hey, slow it down, Rockwell.”
Private Rockwell was a sweat-soaked mess, but he kept driving at a speed that would be safe in normal conditions. These were far from normal conditions.
“I have orders to get you back to base camp ASAP.”
“I am squad boss, I didn’t give any. . .”
A car appeared from the mist. It was on the far side of the road and sped past, but it was enough to make them both jump.
“Jesus!” Rockwell yelled as he slowed the Humvee down.
“That a boy.” Scott leaned back in the seat. “Who gave the order?”
Rockwell squeezed the steering wheel tighter. “General Redcrow, directly from him.”
“I don’t take orders from him.”
“Well, good for you, but I fucking do.”
He had a point. Didn’t mean Scott had to like it.
“So, wait a minute, private. You telling me you had orders to bring me and my buddy back to spike camp? I got the order from my commander Annie Halford.”
“Straight from the general.”
“We’re experienced Hot Shots. We spend days out there in the shit. What was he thinking?”
“Hot Shots all over the red zones getting pulled back to camp.”
Scott shook his head. “You understand how fucking stupid that is? Right?”
Rockwell must have felt like he already said too much. They cut through the haze in silence for twenty minutes. It was a major road. All the stop lights they passed were blinking red. Cars were abandoned in the ditch every twenty or so feet.
“This ain’t right, son.”
“What ain’t right?”
“I have been in fires up and down the western region I have never seen anything like this. Something is wrong. Very wrong.”
The Humvee slowed and then Rockwell slammed on the brakes. A city bus that was turned was blocking enough of the intersection to keep them from passing. They couldn’t drive up around it because the sidewalk was blocked with an abandoned car. 
 Rockwell laid into the horn. “Let’s go! Move your ass!”
The haze was thick. It was impossible to see the houses off the road. They were close enough that they could see inside the bus. A woman sat in one of the seats on the lower level. Her head leaned against the window. Looking closer, he could see that the window was stained with blood dripping from the woman’s head.
Scott got a sinking feeling. This just kept getting weirder and worse every second.
“Fuck,” Rockwell whispered it. He saw it too. “Hey, Goodwin.”
Private Goodwin stuck his head through the hatch. “What the fuck?”
“I need you to move that bus.”
Private Goodwin wasn’t happy. He disappeared in the back. They heard the back door open, Scott opened the passenger side. Without his gear the toxic air burned his eyes and lungs quickly. Goodwin took a moment to mask up and ran with his rifle up. Scott wondered why he felt the need to be ready to shoot, and then looked back up at the bloodied dead woman. He wished he had a weapon, but it was too late now. 
They came around the front of the bus. No one was in the driver’s side. The lights in the bus were still on inside, the headlights and route sign were still lit although it read out of service. Goodwin pried the door open.
“You know how to drive a bus?” he asked Scott.
Scott jumped in the driver’s seat. Goodwin stepped into the bus. Scott watched him walk up to the dead woman in the rearview mirror, his rifle ready the whole time.
“Looks like someone ate her face.”
That got Scott’s attention, increasing his pressure to find the gear shift. He found a gear and took the bus out of park. He inched the bus enough to clear the path for the Humvee. Rockwell moved the Humvee forward and waited for them. Goodwin walked back to the front of the bus. Scott looked for a key or a switch to power down the bus.
“I can’t find a fucking off switch.”
“Fuck it, let’s go.”
Scott was about to. A groan came from the back of the bus. Scott looked in the rearview mirror. The driver had been lying on the floor at the back of the bus. Goodwin turned in time to see him sit up. His flesh was pale, his eyes blood shot. Dried blood around his lips, it looked as if he dipped his face in a hands-free raspberry pie eating contest.
The man was overweight, carrying more than a spare tire around his waist. That is why it looked unnatural when he jumped and ran the length of the bus with speed. Scott jumped up ready to run off the bus. Goodwin lifted his rifle and Scott covered his ears. The thunder of the AR-15 in the confined space kicked the shit out of Scott’s ear drums.
He couldn’t hear anything. He looked up to see the one shot had knocked the bus driver back. Scott watched in the mirror. The bus driver, despite taking a bullet center mass, tried to stand. Goodwin ran to the bus driver and placed the rifle right against the man’s forehead. He put the second shot through his skull. Scott closed his eyes, not wanting to see this; it was too late. Thanks to his destroyed hearing this time the blast sounded distant.
Scott turned to see the remains of the bus driver. Goodwin kicked the body as if to check it for death, but the head was in pieces around the bus. Scott couldn’t process what just happened, lunch began to crawl up. Shock twisted him inside. The man did run at him. There was a dead woman on this bus. Goodwin didn’t hesitate.
The Humvee horn sounded. It sounded miles away to Scott. Goodwin turned and pointed toward the door. They stepped back into acrid air. With his hearing blown, all Scott could hear was his labored breath. The haze and ash without sound gave the world a surreal feeling. Scott looked out into the haze and saw movement. Out beyond the haze, he saw something run. He thought it was deer, but remembered he was in southern California, in the middle of city sprawl. He saw the movement again, a blur of something running. Goodwin saw it too. He fired high in the air. The haze cleared just enough that they could see a crowd of people run towards them.
They opened their jaws to scream. Goodwin fired at their feet, they scattered still running. Scott jumped into the Humvee passenger door. Through the fog of his fucked up hearing he heard Goodwin.
“Berserkers! Go! Go!”
Scott stared out the window as they drove away. A man ran beside them for fifty feet, his eyes wild, unthinking. He looked feral, desperate to catch them.
“Goodwin just shot somebody.”
Goodwin stuck his head in the front. “I saved your life, motherfucker.”
“What is wrong with those people?”
“Above our pay grade. Classified.” Rockwell laughed. Scott was not amused. Scott turned to look at Riccardi. His longtime partner was shaking his head. They were thinking the same thing. This is more than a fire.



Chapter Nine
 
 
“My man Alex Padilla behind the boards is helping us stay on the air and co-hosting with me for the next couple hours. . .”
Jake turned on the car and the radio show he left behind came through his speakers. He hit the wipers to brush off the collected ash. He wasn’t alone. The offices of the radio station had emptied and the normally packed parking lot was down to four cars. That he could see. The haze from the fire swirled in the parking lot, as the smoke was pushed west by Santa Ana winds and mixed with the off shore flow.
“. . . Jake was needed down at NBC. Apparently, they need sports guys to cover the fire. Maybe we need to talk about this fire. . .”
“Traffic is bad out there. We have any callers trapped out on the roads. . .”
No need to listen, Jake turned off the radio and enjoyed the silence for a moment. It seemed like another lifetime, yet it was only a few hours ago that he got the bad news. He had hardly been alone. He opened his phone. He had a text waiting from Andrew who was up in the air checking traffic.
Surface roads. Cut through neighborhoods. Freeways are a mess.
Jake put his phone in the holder on his dashboard and turned on the GPS. It flashed no signal. He sighed and pulled out of the parking lot. On the way out, he saw Will’s car. It was covered in a layer of ash. Carmel Valley Road at the end of the hill looked like a parking lot heading toward the 5 freeway. Normally from this spot he could see the flow of the 5 heading to and from LA. He turned left to head south on a surface street.
He would take the coast highway all the way downtown. He sped past the stopped traffic on the other side. He thought about stopping home to check on Vic and the kids. The smarter move was to head to the station and get that over with. He slowed down at a traffic light that was flashing red. He knew this turn-off well. To the right was a wealthy neighborhood. He went to a party there put on by one of the anchors, who had moved to Los Angeles for work.
A group of soldiers in gas masks were guarding the corner, blocking traffic. A Humvee was parked in the way. Jake only got a brief look as he kept driving. His pace was slow. He could faintly make out brake lights ahead from time to time. Time moved slowly and it felt like every time the haze cleared enough to show landmarks it was disheartening to see just how much farther he had to go. He was still slowly moving through the upper class neighborhood of La Jolla.
One after another, he saw soldiers set up on corners.
“Of course you protect the rich,” grumbled Jake. He turned on the radio to get news. He was going to flip to a news outlet. Alex and Will were talking the fire now. Will spoke in a somber tone he had only heard in the bathroom when he confronted him. They gave traffic reports. The freeways were jammed but National Guard had gotten the 805 moving. All transitions were slow. The fire was moving both west and north. The doomsday scenario that had the fire connecting into a wall surrounding the city limits was happening. The guard checkpoints were popping up around the city and directing traffic. It was a creepy feeling, all the cammo, gas masks and rifles, but they were getting the traffic moved. So everyone seemed to accept it.
Jake pulled up to a checkpoint near Mission Bay. The guard members directed traffic around the classic theme park on the beach. He drove a few blocks to see another checkpoint blocking the bay. He was about to cut across to Friars road that ran parallel to the river from Sea World to the old stadium site across Mission Valley.
A woman rode in and out of traffic on a mountain bike with a gas mask on. She passed his car and Jake laughed. It was a smart idea. Traffic was stopped. He could see beyond the car but assumed there was a checkpoint. He turned the radio down. He could hear screams in the distance. He turned the radio lower.
 Guttural, desperate screams. The visibility was low. The screams came from deep in the haze. They got louder, closer. Jake drummed on his steering wheel, cracked his window. It let in the nasty air but he could hear better. A young, blond mother with a car seat and baby in the back sat in the Volvo directly in front of him. He could see the mother was nervously looking behind, as the screams came closer still. Their eyes locked for a moment. The woman wanted to back up.
She yelled move! He couldn’t hear it, but read her lips.
Jake turned to look back and cars were piled up behind him. Enough that he couldn’t see where it ended in the haze. Jake shrugged so she could see. The screams were still getting louder.
Gunfire. The thunder of it somewhere unseen in the haze made him and the young mother jump. The screams ceased immediately. It was twenty seconds before traffic started to flow again. They still moved slowly and carefully through the haze. The checkpoint faded into view out of the mist. One soldier directed traffic, waving them forward. Jake looked to his right as they passed. Two soldiers were dragging a body off the road, leaving a trail of blood toward the brush that separated the road and the river.
Maybe this jock did have something to report. He reached for his phone on the dashboard, opened the camera. He was too slow. Two soldiers ran from the Humvee parked on the sidewalk to block the view. Jake dropped the phone in his lap, trying to make eye contact with the soldiers. They were here to direct traffic, not shoot people. Now he wanted desperately to make it to the station.
***
Kendra rolled the white board into the center of the newsroom. Reporters working at various cubicles turned around. They were doing an all-newsroom update five minutes after every hour. Kendra had taped a map of the county to the board. Sally Cole, her veteran former anchor turned lead news editor was looking at a piece of paper using a red and black marker to make dots on the map.
It will be like retirement after DC. Sleepy San Diego, A big small town you’ll love it. A no pressure gig. After covering political scandals and the high murder and crime rate in DC, Kendra remembered hearing all those things when she got this job. The pressure of the morning felt like a rope tightening around her wrists. The fire coverage was enough to raise her stress level. The importance of getting the story right was not lost on her. Report the wrong thing and it could mean lives saved or lost. It could mean congestion on the freeways. She trusted her staff but it was impossible not to look over shoulders.
 The national media, starved for non-political headlines, were eager to cover the story. But she felt the most pressure with the reports of gunfire. It didn’t make sense, and no one could confirm the reasons. The story Bingham returned from the riot with didn’t make sense. None of it made sense. None of the calls they got to the newsroom sounded credible. Together they were forming a frightening pattern.
“Alright, everyone, attention. I have a phone call with the network in five minutes. We need to hurry.”
Gonola pulled up a chair in the front. Paul Bingham, the young reporter, waited off to the side still looking frazzled. He raised his hand.
“Bingham, I know you think you have the lead.”
Sally stood straight and pointed at the map. It was dotted across the city in red and black. She cleared her throat.
“As you can see, I have made marks around the county, some in red and some in black. Red represents reports of violent attacks. Black represents sounds of gunfire. As you can see, many are very close together. We are hearing reports basically everywhere.”
Kendra rolled her notes up. “We thought the first one was crank call. But it matches what Bingham heard at the scene of the riot.”
She looked at him. Bingham stood up. “Yeah, the officers wouldn’t go on record but they confirmed a series of assaults with psychotic behavior. If you listen to the calls we are getting reports of wild almost rabid behavior.”
“In dogs?” Gonola asked.
“Are you listening Gonala?” Martinez, the morning anchor, laughed. He hated his evening colleague. “In people. They are getting the reports about people.”
“That is ridiculous. This is San Diego not the Gaza Strip.” Gonola shook his head. “There is a logical explanation.”
“People, we have heard gunfire around the county. That is a fact. Bingham saw the aftermath of at least one officer involved shooting.” Kendra walked through the group. All eyes stayed on her as she straightened her pant suit. “On a normal day that would dominate coverage. We have a massive wildfire. We have the mayor slipping in a story about water contamination. Any of these stories would be a challenge on a normal day.”
“We need to focus,” said Sally. “The airport is closed. National media are not coming, so if you don’t care about our viewers enough to chase these stories . . . think of your careers.”
Several in the newsroom laughed. Kendra knew from experience the ones who didn’t laugh took what Sally said very seriously. 
“Let’s go!” Kendra clapped and her reporters turned back to their desks. Gonola hung around before pointing at the live studio and then back at his suit. Sally waved him off. The two women shared a knowing look. Sally was the only other person feeling the weight of it all.
“We need someone to focus on the water,” Sally spoke softly. “The mayor can’t drop something like that and not explain.”
Kendra nodded. “Assign whoever you want and if they complain tell them the network is interested in that story.”
“Not sure that is enough.”
“Then tell them it is orders and if they don’t want to end up in Terre Haute or Little Rock they better fucking do their jobs.”
*** 
“Martial Law?”
Martin and the mayor’s team were crowded into the mayor’s office listening to General Redcrow on the speaker phone. Heads shook, hands covered eyes. Stephen gasped. Martin looked across the room at Chief Gibbons. She didn’t argue. She was a ghost of herself, and came into the meeting late, and still on her phone. She warned Martin personally that they would lose command more than an hour ago.
“Not only that, we want the streets clear by 1500 hour.”
Stephen held up three fingers to translate. Heads shook as they all calculated the tasks they would have to do to achieve this task. The streets and freeways were filled with cars still. Children remained at schools while parents inched closer. The teachers with young children understandably wanted to leave, leaving veteran teachers and administrators overwhelmed.
“Hold on, hold on. Chief?” The mayor shut everyone down.
Chief Gibbons was a tough lady. Full of energy, and she could be sweet if she needed to but rough as sand paper if she was unhappy. She locked eyes with the mayor. She looked defeated, tired beyond words. 
“Chief, before you speak let me say one thing.” You could hear General Redcrow drag on something deep, likely a cigar. “You’re a fine police chief, but we have more than one crisis we are dealing with. If you’re honest with yourselves you’ll be throwing a goddamn party, not lining up for a pissing match.”
“He’s right.” Chief Gibbons leaned back. “It is a clusterfuck out there.”
“That’s right, let us clean up the flaming bag of shit on your door step.”
The mayor looked at Stephen and then turned his eyes towards Martin. He wanted to know what to do? Martin shrugged. There was nothing to do.
“I’m sorry, I really am.” General Redcrow had real remorse in his voice. “When I woke up this morning this was not the day I had in mind. I respect your authority locally, but understand my job is the security of the nation.”
They all shared a confused look. Chief Gibbons was the one who nodded. She agreed. The General hung up. Martin turned and looked out the window. You couldn’t see the bay or even the building across the street. This would blow over and the Mayor’s leadership would be a serious question in the next election. Part of his job was to think ahead. The Mayor came up behind him and put a hand on his shoulder.
“We’ll deal with it when it comes, Martin. We have to focus on the roads and getting everyone home safe.” The Mayor turned to the room. “Transportation team in the large conference room in five.” 
The meeting broke up. Chief Gibbons hit the door fast. Martin followed her down the hall.
“Chief!” Martin jogged to catch up. She kept going.
“I’m not doing a press conference.”
“The people need to hear from you.”
The chief stopped and pointed a finger at Martin. He almost backed into the wall. “I have half a dozen cops in emergency and double that missing.”
Martin couldn’t say anything. He had no idea.
“Four officers were bitten. Fucking biters. I just got a decade worth of officer involved shooting calls in two hours, and frankly I was ready to rip your guy’s balls off if he argued with the general.”
“He didn’t. We had no idea the level. . .”
“Your about lose your pair, if you lecture me that it was my job to tell you.”
“Chief, the people need—”
“They need me doing my job, not talking at a podium.”
Martin watched her leave out the front door to the office. The door closed slowly, long enough that he could see Jessica, one of the receptionists. She was under the table on her knees leaned over a trash can. Martin took the door and ran to her. Jessica looked up at him. Her eyes were bloodshot. Her skin the color of over cast sky. She was a nerdy bookworm stereotype hired by a previous mayor, but loved by everyone who waited in the outer office. Martin put his arm around her to keep her from falling back.
“You OK?”
“Does she look OK?” asked the chief, as she waited for the elevator.
“Can you get us help?” Martin sounded desperate.
The chief was quiet. “I’m sorry. I have get to my team.”
Martin put his hand on her forehead. Jessica burned with a fever.
“Jess, why don’t you go home?”
Jess nodded but didn’t have the energy to speak.
“Don’t send her out into that,” said the chief, as her elevator dinged in arrival at the eleventh floor. The chief disappeared into the elevator. Martin stared into Jessica’s blood shot eyes. Her head tipped back slightly into more direct light. Martin got closer to her face. He could smell her labored breath. The same smell he got from the tap earlier carried on her breath. The whites of her eyes had a strange yellow tint and he realized the red streaks were not tiny streams of broken blood vessels. He reached up onto the desk knowing that Jessica kept a magnifying glass for reading fine print. He reached around and felt Jessica’s SDSU alumni water bottle sitting on the counter. He leaned her up against the counter and grabbed it. He opened the bottle and took a sniff. It smelled rank. He slammed it down on the counter.
Martin grabbed the magnifying glass and pointed it at her right eye. The red in her eye was not lines at all. They were tiny red dots. It was slight, but they were moving across the surface of her eye.
“Shit.” Martin typed the four digit code to open the door back to the office. Amanda fell back on the floor with the weight and thud of a corpse. Martin looked down to see her convulsing and spitting up. He yelled before letting the door shut. “I need help out here! Somebody! Get Lewis in here now!”
He let the door slam back shut and tipped Amanda on her side as she shook. Habit of shock, he reached into his pocket with the intention of calling 911. After he opened the touch pad and dialed the first 9 he realized that it was pointless. Amanda shook harder. Martin dropped his phone.
“HELP!”
He yelled, but knew no one, not even here at city hall, could do anything. No one he called would answer. He could only look at her face, only feeling guilt. He stared at her foot. She shook the pleather high-heeled shoe right off her foot. He stared at her red painted toe nails and the shaking stopped.
Martin didn’t need to check her pulse. He knew. Martin leaned back behind the desk and cried into his hands, the weight of the day becoming unbearable.
***
Victoria felt like getting out and running several times. On a normal day she could have ran to the front door of the school from her house four times by now. Now, she couldn’t run if she wanted to. The daylight was basically gone. The smoke so low and thick she couldn’t see the end of the school even when she got on the block. Who could run in this? She relaxed some as a text came in from Tiff who hitched a ride with her classmate whose younger sister was at Jefferson elementary one grade over Damian.
Wait with brother.
She texted back knowing she was a few cars from turning into the lot. That took almost ten minutes to move as far as the circle in front of the school that was filled with parents picking up kids.
Almost there.
She thought about telling them to come meet her, but she didn’t want them in this air that long and the school probably needed to see her to release them. She wanted badly to turn off the news but was scared she would miss something important. The fire was growing, but not to worry, the military is taking command of the operation. You might be hearing gunfire. The military has set up checkpoints for your safety. It was looters she suspected. She couldn’t get her babies home quick enough.
Finally, she pulled into the end of the drop-off loop. She turned off the van and jumped out. She had to squint, but her eyes burned. She had to lift her coat over her nose to not breathe the air deeply. She moved through haze, feeling ash bounce off her as she stepped into one of the doors that lead to the gym off the front office.
Victoria felt like the worst mother on the planet when she stepped into the gym and only a dozen students were sitting on or in front of the bleachers. The older kids were using their phones or iPads. A TV on a cart was set up in one corner showing a DVD of Finding Nemo.
Everything was better when her eyes found Tiffany and Damian. They walked towards her and Tiffany was holding her brother’s hand, leading him. Victoria teared up a little at the sight. Tiffany was a mean older sister. She liked to tortured her brother who loved her and normally had no idea what she was doing to him. They ran to her and hugged her.
“Mommy!” Damian said in the sweetest little boy voice. Tiffany was going to pull away from the hug. Victoria held her tight. 
Mrs. Gilbert, one of the older women, hobbled over toward the reunited family. She was a large woman, larger even than when Tiffany had her as a student years ago. She was not Damian’s teacher. Victoria scanned the gym for his teacher or any other adult. Gilbert, the lone adult.
“Thank god you’re here.” The woman spoke in a tortured version of her voice. “Please, if you are parked in the drop-off loop we need to keep it moving.”
Victoria nodded, unable to unlock her eyes from the teacher. Her eyes had no white. They were just red and pupil.
“I ate something bad. Water, maybe.”
Victoria nodded again and turned to leave. She picked Damian up and wondered if she coughed on her son. She knew it was in her mind, but imagined germs crawling all over him. She was going to get them both in the shower.
“Mrs. Gilbert is sick,” Damian whispered.
“No, Shit Einstein.” His older sister replied.
Normally, Victoria would have corrected her language, but she just wanted them in the van.
“Neither of you drank the tap water did you?”
Tiffany reached into her bag and showed her the almost empty Arrowhead Mills water bottle. She took a lot of shit from her sister for packing two spring water bottles in their backpack every day. Valerie was always sending her links online about the floating plastic heap in the ocean the size of Texas. She had always felt a little guilt about putting those bottles in her kids backpacks but not today.
Victoria pushed her son’s nose into her shoulder. “Cover your face,” she told Tiffany as they ran to the van.
***
She expected to see a line of shopping carts still coming down the sidewalk towards the sport’s arena like last time. The parking lot was over taken by military vehicles. Two helicopters she didn’t know the names of were parked on the far end. One was just coming on causing the low hanging smoke to blow around. Humvees and green military trucks were packed across the lot so deep she couldn’t see across. Even over her iPod she could hear the helicopter taking off but not see it. She thought about turning away, but saw a clear path to one of the doors.
She needed a break from her gas mask and bike. She wanted to go down to Ocean Beach and look for Lindsay, to make sure she was OK, but it was a half hour ride on a nice day. She thought she would just take a rest on her hammock in the shelter and go out later. Austin rode her bike as close as she could to the steps that lead into the fifty year old sports arena.
One solider stood at the top of the steps in a gas mask and held a rifle. He hit a button that allowed him to speak through his high-tech gas mask. The voice sounded robotic.
“This shelter is closed.”
Austin put her bike on her shoulder and walked up the steps unfazed. As she got closer to the soldier, she could see sweat on his brow. Wet circles radiated from his pits soaking his uniform. He was scared. He couldn’t possibly be scared of her. Austin pulled out her ear buds.
“I already have a bed.”
The soldier shook his head.
“Hey, man this is not like Nazi Germany. I have a—”
She heard it then. Gun fire, screams, more gun fire. The cycle repeating over and over inside the walls of the shelter. The soldier lifted his mask. He was a similar age as she was. Couldn’t have been more than 18 or 19 years old. He looked straight into Austin’s eyes. 
“Just go!”
“But I have stuff in—”
She felt stupid saying it when it sounded like open warfare inside. As if a thunderstorm was trapped inside the arena. He was right, get away. Austin ran down the stairs and pedaled as hard as she could to escape.
***
The gas gauge hovered around half a tank. Andrew wished he could will the gas to burn quicker. He wanted any excuse to land. They were up over the haze crossing the county toward the small fires in the canyons. Carly used the old school radio to talk to someone back at the station downtown. They said Freddie the traffic pilot for channel 8 caught some fresh brush fires that ran alongside interstate five.
Andrew lowered them progressively, as what he understood was La Mesa, the eastern suburb. The smoke had erased it. There was nothing to see, as if the sky had fallen almost to the ground. Carly was typing something on her iPad and only had headphones on one ear.
“Pointless being up here. We can’t see shit.”
She didn’t respond at first, had to swing the mic down to her mouth. “We will see more when we get west.”
She kept working and Andrew leaned over to the side. The only thing he could see was a faint red glow of a thousand brake lights in the parking lot that had been the eight freeway. He had to trust that Kristen had gotten Adam to safety. This was a part of being Weekend Dad he had to get used to. It was just now, hours later, that he realized his best friend ran into his ex-wife at a cancer clinic. He needed to talk to Jake as soon as he landed. He knew Kristen wouldn’t talk to him.
They were getting closer to the coast, so Andrew nudged the control stick and sent them across the valley northwest that would put them in line with the northern most canyons on fire. The smoke was lighter on this side of Mission Valley. Andrew could feel the ocean breeze push them slightly, so he understood what was breaking up the smoke.
“Slow down, slow down.”
Carly lifted her iPad and was filming. Andrew tipped them so Carly could get a better view of the Ralph’s grocery store parking lot. He laughed at first. A group of people, probably two dozen, ran across the parking lot.
“Nice day to be out for a run.”
She ignored the joke. They were not dressed in typical runner’s gear and who was out training for a marathon during state of emergency pollution? He could even see a heavy set man who was running with the pack like he was Carl Lewis. As they hovered, the woman in the lead looked up towards them. She kept running but waved her arms.
“Are they. . .”
He never said chasing her. The woman in the lead tripped. The crowd collapsed on her like ants on an abandoned candy bar. The crowd covered the woman. She was gone.
“What the fuck just happened?”
Andrew held them in place but a slow moving cloud of smoke blocked their view of the scene. Carly looked at him. They had silent moment of shared disbelief. Andrew pushed them north.
“Better get Kendra on the horn and tell her what we saw.”
“Can you tell me what we just saw?”
He couldn’t, not really.
***
Downtown felt like a ghost town. He could only see a few feet in front of his hood. It was worse downtown where the big skyscrapers blocked the wind. He had his lights on but still could barely see. He followed his GPS more than his eyes. He was getting closer to the turn that would take him into the underground garage at the NBC building.
 He was not a religious person, but the fear that filled Jake as he drove into the unknown of the smoke caused him to mutter prayers.
“Please, God, please get me there.”
The GPS told him to turn left. He cringed, trusting it as they left the thick smoke and he almost hit the gate blocking the lot. The smoke had leaked into the garage, but not nearly as bad as the air outside. Jake rolled down his window long enough to scan his parking pass and the arm gate lifted. Jake pulled in and drove quickly down to the second level where his reserved parking space waited.
He was in the elevator as quickly he could grab his bag. He was about to cover his mouth. What was the point of protecting his lungs at this point? The doctor had told him that there was a shot, but Jake had a hard time believing it. Alone in the elevator, he allowed himself a moment of self-pity. He couldn’t focus on that. He opened his phone to look at texts. People depended on him, his family depended on him.
He had a text from Victoria. He opened it. Heading home! With a selfie of her in the van with Tiff and Damian. The little man smiled, his daughter was on her phone. His wife looked frazzled. Anyone else might not see it. He did. How could he tell her the news? He thought of a million reasons to delay, “I know the city is on fire, but guess what? I’m dying just like your parents.” He wanted so badly not to tell her, but the other part of him knew he needed to just rip off the Band-Aid.
The elevator opened to the newsroom. It was in full chaos. Story ideas, details and various aspects of reporting the news were being shouted across the room. Sally dropped her papers when she saw Jake walking in. She met him at the cubicles.
“Jake what are you doing here? We are not doing sports today.”
“Right?” Jake laughed. “I’ll gladly leave, but Kendra chewed my ass.”
Sally kept walking and Jake went to his desk. Everyone had a private office in their department upstairs and Sports shared a U-shaped set of cubicles in the newsroom for the hours around a broadcast. They were just next to the Weather cubicles. Jake slowed down to see Julia squeezed into a form fitting dress. She was the weekend weather lady, beautiful by any measure and constantly fighting to prove she actually understood the science of her job. She went back to college to study meteorology. She was just the gorgeous weather girl to most of the audience. She could have shortened her skirts and read the teleprompter but choose the fight to be taken seriously.
Jake hung over her cubicle and saw that she was holding her trash can.
“What are you looking at, Rivers?”
“A very sick-looking woman who eats almost nothing but veggies and fresh organic high price shit.”
“I’m sick sure, but not because I eat kale. Half the office is. . .”
She looked up at him. Even under the layer of thick foundation make-up, he could see dark circles forming under her bloodshot eyes.
“Wow, you look like shit.”
“Thank you.” She looked back at her desk. A video she had loaded had stalled. “What the fuck?”
Jake looked over her shoulder and saw the video was buffering. Then he heard cursing all around.
“We lost the network!” An intern said, as he ran by. Jake walked through the storm of people towards the walls of TV that monitored the local major records and served as a control room for them. The whole team gathered. All the signals were gone except their local ones.
Kendra pushed her way to the front. She looked at it. The red light showing that they were on air faded. Mitchell, the engineer, was sweating through shirts that were already two sizes too small. He punched the control board.
“We lost almost everything digital.” Mitchell sounded defeated.
Sally stepped forward. “ECMP?”
Mitchell laughed despite his stress. He pointed to the lights and the computers. “We still have power. Just a guess. . .”
“What is it?”
“Everything is a web of fiber optics. The fire took out a few strands and we are just falling down, no web to hold us.”
Kendra leaned down. “Get us back on the air. Analog if you have too.”
A hush came over the news room. They were dead, off the air. Jake lifted up his phone. He typed a text.
Cable out at home?
He hit send but in seconds it said message failed. He saw most of the newsroom doing the same. The office Wi-Fi was gone. The feeling that came over him was not that different than when he first saw the smoke rolling in from the fire. The connection he had to the world through his phone was extreme. As a reporter, it was like a Swiss Army device he used a hundred ways a thousand times a day. He felt oddly naked without it.
A scream of pain. Jake turned to see Julia running for the bathroom. He felt compelled to follow her and help her. Sally was the closest woman.
“Hey, Sal, can you help Jules. She just ran in the. . .”
Jake got a good look at her. Sally was covered in sweat, her skin growing pale and her eyes were red in one corner that looked like a pinhead sized version of the eye on Jupiter.
He slipped the phone into his pocket and walked towards Kendra to get an assignment. He would say something if he had to. The bathroom stayed in the corner of his eye.
Kendra looked ready to snap. “Work people! Get us back on the air! The people are without information.”
“Ms. Ryan?” Jake was a little nervous. The sports staff didn’t talk to her often. “I have an idea.”
“For what?”
“How about 690?” He could tell from her look that she didn’t understand. “To save money and boost the signal to LA they bypass the FCC rules.”
“The tower is in Mexico,” she whispered.
“The base signal is analog because they don’t trust the TJ carriers.”
Kendra looked at Mitchell working the boards. “How long before you can get us up analog?”
“A couple hours.”
Kendra pointed to Jake. “Will Goldberg play ball?”
Jake laughed. “To be the center of attention? You bet.”
Kendra waved them off to work. “The sports leader just became the emergency network.”



Chapter Ten
 
 
Martin sat shaking in his office. He couldn’t calm himself. He cracked open the water bottle and gave it a sniff. No smell, but he hesitated before taking a big gulp. There was a knock at the door.
“Come in.”
Shane Lewis stepped in his office and pulled the paper mask off his face before shutting the door.
“She is resting in a conference room on the tenth floor with a few of your staff who are showing symptoms.”
Martin shook his head. “No, no she was dying.”
Lewis sighed. “She is very sick, her heart rate has slowed, but she is alive. It is a part of the process.”
“What process? Am I contaminated?”
Lewis shook his head.
“How can you be so sure?”
He smiled, he actually smiled at him. “We would know. The contagion is fast moving, and a wrecking ball.”
Martin sat up in his chair. “We deserve to know. Is this the prion?”
“You better hope not.”
“You said part of the process. You know what is happening don’t you?”
“It is my job to know.”
“Prions right? What is causing the cancer clusters?”
Lewis was surprised by the question. He raised an eyebrow, looked out the window into the haze and back at Martin.
“Is now the time to ask?”
“When this all blows over I’ll still have a very sick community, and they will be looking to my boss for answers.”
“Could be many things. Bad luck, genetics.”
“Bullshit. There are new cases all over this city.”
“The national numbers are rising. You’re not so special here.”
“We are above the national average according to the article in our paper today. In the last month the numbers have spiked. I think this is all connected.”
Lewis shrugged.
Martin was wasting his time. The fire was growing. Even with the order there was much to do. He nervously thumbed at his iPad to get the updated fire map. He got a “cannot load” signal. He put his finger up and switched over to a new internet tab. He typed in Google, but it didn’t come up. Martin jumped up and stopped at the door.
“At least tell me this. Is there a way to treat our infected staff?”
 “Not yet, I’m afraid. If I had it, I would be down there treating them, I promise you.”
Martin pointed out of the room. Lewis waved him on. Martin headed out into the office. They only had a skeleton crew despite the crisis. Some of the staff went to get their kids, and the rest were getting ill. Stephen and the Mayor stood by the door to the big office with their coats off, veneer of confidence long gone. “Where is Aaron? I got no signal?”
“Tech support is not going to help.” Lisa, the mayor’s chief of communications, hung out of her door. Stephen ran his fingers across his neck.
“The whole region. The fire just crossed to major fiber optic cable ports. Satellite signals are hit or miss. NBC and CBS are working to get back on air and we have one radio station left.”
“One radio station?”
“690 sports. They’re transmitting analog,” Lisa added. “Like tin cans on strings to Mexico, but they’re on.”
“We’re cut off.” The mayor shrugged.
Lisa pointed at Martin. “You gotta figure out a way to talk to 690, and NBC. We have no maps, so talk to NBC and see if sky7 is in the air. They may be our only eyes.”
***
 After Victoria unlocked the door, Tiffany and Damian ran into the house. She quickly shut the front door. The kids were both up the stairs quickly. Victoria looked at her phone hoping for a text from Jake. She had not gotten one since he arrived at the station downtown. All it said was HERE. She clicked on the phone.
No bars, no service. She looked for the Wi-Fi signal and it was not there. She walked to the modem which was next to the cable box and Blu-ray player under the living room TV. When it was working there was a constantly blinking green light. Now the box had one red light.
This had happened once before and all she had to do was switch it off and back on. She unplugged it, counted to ten and plugged it back in. She went back to the kitchen. She started at the trash where she had thrown away the rotten chicken earlier. It was in her head, but she felt a slight itch where she had touched it earlier.
Damian sat on the beanbag he kept in the spot between the kitchen and living room. Jake hated him being in that spot, but she told him that she thought it was cute. He struggled with the iPad. He had cartoons he loved watching on Netflix. It seemed like he watched them every free moment.
“Moooom.”
“No signal?”
Victoria looked at the boy confused. She walked back into the living room. The modem was lit up red. She went back to it and repeated the process. This time she was going to wait.
“I want to watch toons,” Damian said innocently.
Victoria waited the ten seconds and plugged it back in. Immediately the red light popped up again. She hit it. She pulled out her phone, went to settings and opened up a window to look for signals. The same fifteen networks popped up, but none of them had bars or signal. She looked up at her little man now standing dismayed in front of her with his iPad.
“Maybe play a game? Temple Run?” Her six year old rolled his eyes at her and walked away.
“I hate Temple Run now.”
How could she keep up? She saw him play the game the week before. Victoria grabbed the TV remote. She heard Tiffany’s door open and her feet stomp to the edge of the stairs. She cringed knowing what was coming.
“Moooooom!” Tiffany screamed. “Fix the internet! I am like literally dying up here.”
Victoria bit her tongue. Her gaze went outside to the smoke and understood that some families were losing their homes right now. The Johnstons just across the driveway were losing their child, and poor Stephanie understandably was breaking under the pressure. She wanted to tell her spoiled daughter to just shut up. The other part of her was glad her children had no idea what hardship was.
“You have a room full of books, sweetheart.”
“Give me a break.” Tiffany stomped toward her room. “I’ll die of boredom up here.”
Victoria flipped on the cable box. A screen came up with the message, “Satellite signal is out. Please try again in a few minutes.” She made fun of Jake when he put together a disaster kit. The problem was she didn’t know if it was in the basement or the shed. Reflexively, she pulled her phone out.
No bars, no signal. She would just have to find it herself.



Chapter Eleven
 
 
“Back after a quick break on San Diego’s sports leader AM 690.”
The station identification sounder played. Will had to pee for close to ten minutes at this point. Alex was on the landline during the last minute of the broadcast. He had been a bit worried that he would miss the break but he would’ve pissed himself otherwise.
Will slammed his headphones down on the counter and ran for the door. Alex came out of the booth and ran to catch up.
“Will, we gotta talk.”
“You’re gonna have to do it while I piss. Did you not look at the clock? We haven’t hit a break in twenty five.”
Will opened door at the bathroom, he barely made it to the urinal, unzipped and felt immediately relief as his piss hit the porcelain. He sighed deeply with the relief of letting go.
“Did you hear me?” Alex stood by the sinks.
Will hadn’t really heard him. He zipped up and decided he just had to admit it.
“Nah, dawg I gotta be straight, I really had to piss.” Will pushed him out of the way to wash his hands. “I’m missing my oldest’s soccer game tonight and my youngest has her Bat mitzvah in two months. I have the hall but—”
“We are the only station on air in the county.”
Will looked at him in the mirror, as he shook out his wet hands. “What do you mean the only ones?”
“It is a long story, but we are the only station with an entirely analog backup system. The fire took out the central hub for all the fiber optic cables that—”
“Stop, stop. That is impossible. It is the 21st fucking century. The internet doesn’t go down because of a fire.”
Alex pulled his hoodie sleeve up over his watch. The actual time didn’t matter. It was just the signal that they needed to head back. Will pulled the door open and for the first time realized how empty the sales floor was. The office was never this dead on a weekday. Will slowed enough to see the front desk had been left abandoned, some computers were left on. Will reached down and picked up a chair.
“Where is everyone?”
“State of emergency, bro.” Alex started towards the booth. “It doesn’t make sense to me either, but the mayor’s office called.”
“On what?”
“News department has a radio for talking to the traffic copter.”
Will laughed. “You’re fucking with me.”
“No way, we’re it.” Alex pointed at the studio.
Will nodded, the realization of the moment fully hitting him. He stepped back into the studio as a commercial for Sports Clips he and Billy pre-recorded was fifteen seconds from ending. Will slapped on his headphones and pulled the microphone back into position.
“The mayor? Or a flunky?”
Alex got in his seat “His team. Look, they want you to talk to Carly on NBC Sky 7. I think I got the patch working.”
Will perked up. The commercial ended and the station identifier played. “The hot traffic chick?”
 “Yeah, to discuss the fire.” Alex then pointed and the red on air light flipped on.
“Welcome back San Diego. And I do mean welcome to all San Diego. It is my understanding that 690 the sports leader is the only source of news left on the air waves. So, if you were scanning your radio and TV dials keep this in mind. It is a good thing our parent company are a bunch of cheap bastards, huh?”
Alex put his head in his hands as he always did when Will said something to offend management or a sponsor.
“I know what you are thinking, San Diego. This is it, our only source of news. That Neanderthal sports guy who gets fired every couple years for saying something dumb. Well, I hate to break it to you all, but San Diego’s sports leader is the station in the region that is fully analog. Don’t worry, I am sure NBC, ABC or KUSI will get their talking heads back on camera soon.”
Alex spoke into his off-air line. “Carly on the hot-line.”
“Don’t fear, San Diego, we got you covered and not just with the best national NFL coverage on the air year round. Live above the disaster is a far more trusted voice than my own. Carly Clark, the respected traffic reporter is coming to us live from Sky 7, our eye in the sky.”
“Thanks for having me.” The connection was awful. Will gave a look of death to his producer who just stared back at him and shrugged. It sounded like she was calling from another planet. “I know the connection is bad. We are on the radio and my producer is actually holding a phone up to the speaker. As you know, many of the wireless towers around the county were tied into the same fiber optic network.”
He didn’t know that. Normally, he would never let a call that sounded that bad on the air. He understood that the public needed this.
“So, Carly my dear, please tell us the fire department, the forest service and our boys from up at Pendleton have this fire under control.”
“I wish I had better news to report.”
“OK, I know many of our listeners have been following all day, but let’s outline what we are dealing with.”
“We have a series of fires that start in the south east of San Ysidro, but west of Tecate. The fire line is diagonal and moving west towards Jamul and Alpine where it jumped the 8 freeway.”
“Is the 8 closed?”
“East of El Cajon it is.”
Will opened his phone and tried to pull up a map. No signal, he had forgotten. He mouthed the word ‘map’ at Alex who stepped into the office with an outdated printout from two hours before. He sat it next to his microphone.
“Carly, thank you for talking to us, really, I don’t mean to challenge you, I just need to get this straight. I thought the fire started north of Lakeside in The Cleveland National Forest.”
“Yes, the largest fire started in the national forest and moved along Highway 52, spreading west to Interstate 805 and east to Highway 125. All those roads should be considered dangerous but the only road with a complete closure is Highway 52. That road has been over taken.”
“The 52 you’re saying is a no go?”
“Absolutely, if you avoid coming east. We have smaller brush fires along the 8, as well. The fire has crossed every road in its path. You can still drive east, but it is very dangerous. You have to trust me, if you have loved ones in the path of the fire that military and the forest service are leading evacuations.”
“OK, we understand East County is a disaster and I don’t mean to sound insensitive but it is biblical disaster out there. Those of us west of the fifteen . . . our air is a freaking mess. I mean, it looks like White Christmas with ash. That being said, we are OK, right?”
There was a pause on the other end.
“No, the Santa Ana winds are gusting 25 to 35 miles an hour. It is not just ash being kicked up, it’s also fire embers. The fire is spreading under the roadways into Mission Trails Regional Park, very close to town. We’re seeing canyon fires throughout the green space around the city. They’re smaller but with forces mobilized out east we have unchallenged fires as far west as Balboa Park, the Presidio and the I-5 corridor.”
Will leaned back, he let that soak in for his listeners. Alex put out his hands, silently begging Will to talk.
“Carly, I am listening to everything you’re saying and looking at a map of America’s finest city, if these fires connect. . .”
“When they connect.”
“We’re surrounded.” Will let that hang a moment. There was no positive spin. “So, the mayor tells us to go indoors because it’s not safe to breathe and you’re telling me the fire is coming to us. It has to be sheer panic out there.”
“The National guard, Navy and Marines are all assisting with getting folks home safely.”
“Home to the dirty water. What the hell is wrong with the water?”
“I don’t know Will.”
“What about the reports of gunfire, looting?”
“I wish I could say. We have seen no sign of violence from up here. Please, for your safety, get inside.”
It took every ounce of reserve Will had in his body not to say we’re fucked. It was only a few hours ago when he was trying to figure out a way to get to his daughter’s soccer game. He never thought about the radio hosts on the air during Katrina. He was just starting in the business when 9/11 happened on the other side of the country. He was in the center of a city melting down. He wasn’t sure everyone listening understood what Carly was telling them.
“Get inside, folks. Get to safety, get a drink, a bottled one if you know what I mean and let’s ride out this storm together. I hope we have a city left when this is all done.”
***
The Humvee pulled into the Base camp and Rockwell held the door open for Scott and Riccardi. The last few minutes of the ride had been done in total silence. No one but Scott wanted to talk about the bus driver. Even after the ride his hearing was still not totally back to normal. He understood quickly that they were afraid to say something that would turn out to be classified. Scott grabbed his equipment. His lungs had taken a beating over the years so it didn’t bother him to get a few steps in before putting on his mask. They were not so far from the fire that the air was oven hot, but compared to the front they left it felt almost cool.
Riccardi headed for their time out trailer where their lunch and water was laid out for them. His voice muffled by the mask. “Whatever the fuck it is, leave it alone, Rivers.”
He only said Scott’s last name when he was serious. He thought about telling him that he didn’t see the wild look in the bus driver’s eyes, or the cracked open head of the woman on the bus. They both wanted to understand why they were not being allowed to actually fight the fire. Scott said nothing.
 Riccardi shrugged and disappeared into the thick haze. Scott was starved and feeling weak, he should have followed him. Not after what he saw on the bus. He had to talk to Annie. She was his best hope for answers.
He walked past a tent where several soldiers were lined up. He slowed down a bit and watched. He was not a weapons expert but it appeared to him that they were exchanging magazines with automatic rounds. Reloading. Dressed all in cammos and wearing gas masks with the apocalyptic haze as their backdrop. It was quite the sight. The man doing the exchange had a twenty gallon trash can that was full of empty magazines.
He had a flash in his memory of Goodwin shooting the bus driver. He shook his head trying to get the image out, as he stood watching a line of soldiers in gas masks drop empty magazines on the card table. He couldn’t make sense of it all.
Scott felt suddenly ill, but walked on toward the command trailer. Rockwell and Goodwin were just kids, all the faceless soldiers under the tent were young. They didn’t know what they were walking into. Really neither did he. 
He walked into the command trailer and lifted his mask. The guard inside the door puffed up and clinched his rifle. Scott put up his hands. Annie nodded her approval. Scott looked around at the wall of screens. The network feeds were nothing but static and the number of feeds coming from helmet-cams had decreased. No Hot Shots were transmitting. They were still getting all the military feed, but it was a lot less eyes on the fire than they were used to working with.
Annie was behind the command monitor. She nodded to the two star general who left to go back to his office. Their eyes met. Annie took off her headphones and pushed a strand of hair that fell out of her pony tail behind her ear.
She walked towards Scott.
“What the fuck were you doing ordering your best Hot Shots off of the front—”
She grabbed his arm and pushed him back into the tiny bathroom off of the front door. The space was tiny, just big enough that they were basically hugging. Annie reached over to latch the door.
“All those people are going to think we’re fucking in here.”
“You better hope so,” Annie whispered. “They don’t know my preferences, and this is as private as it gets. Keep your voice low.”
“We could’ve saved those homes, hell, if you had left us at the freeway we could’ve suppressed that outbreak. Contained it at least.”
“I know, I was getting orders from the general. Pull back, pull back.”
“I thought he had experience.”
“He does, and it seems to me he knows what he is doing.”
Scott closed his eyes and let his head fall back against the wall. “It is like they’re letting it grow.”
“It seems like it.” Annie reached up and messed up her hair. “Get some lunch. I am sending you back out as soon as the general isn’t looking.”
“So, it’s true he ordered us back?”
“All the Hot Shots from different crews. He is keeping you all from the front.”
Annie reached down and unzipped his pants. He understood, zip them up when he walked out.
“We have another problem,” Scott lowered his voice more. “They’re re-arming and we saw them gun down a bus driver. He looked crazy, but something else is going on.”
Annie nodded. “I have heard the general say the word quarantine several times when he thought I was not listening.”
“They’re making decisions that make zero sense.”
“You’re right. We’re going to test them. See if they’re serious about fighting this fire.”
“If not?”
“We’re not sitting in the middle of a firestorm for a vacation. We’re getting in the cobra and heading the fuck out of here.”
Scott sighed. “I can’t.”
“Your brother and his family.”
Scott nodded. “Whatever is happening is dangerous and I have to help them.”
“Slowing down the monster burning down their county is the best thing you can do. Let’s try one more time to fight this fire.”
She opened the door and made a show of fixing her hair. Scott stepped out and zipped up. He smiled at one young soldier and grabbed his pack from outside the door. 
***
Austin made the bike ride to Ocean Beach in record time. The sound of gunfire and screams decreased as she got closer to the ocean. OB was a neighborhood of San Diego, but it felt more like a hippie surf town. With a reputation for being friendlier to the homeless than some other areas of town Austin was a fixture in this neighborhood. The last apartment she shared with her mother was in OB and they shopped at People’s, the food co-op. OB had been a huge part of her life as long as she could remember.
 The smoke was lighter here, she even saw someone walking their dog. The traffic died down She even saw a car or two pull into driveways. Twice, she went around out of her way to avoid military checkpoints set up at stop lights.
It had been easier to put Lindsay out of her mind when she was in other parts of the city. Now she felt the urge to find her overwhelming. She had to pass the co-op on the way to Lindsay’s apartment. That was where she worked, so Austin figured she would look for her there first. They had met when Lindsay started working at the co-op. Before her laptop finally stopped working Austin used to spange until she had enough to get lunch off the hot bar and sit in the co-op using the Wi-Fi. She would do e-mail and social media until it started to get dark. Lindsay sat down one time on her break and asked if Austin minded.
She didn’t mind. She was used to this kind of attention from men. She was glad that Lindsay was comfortable from the start. They had both been out for most of their lives.
Lindsay was a total OB stereotype despite having grown up in Minnesota. Being from somewhere else was part of it all. Her parents back in Apple Valley Minnesota paid the rent while she went to UCSD. She taught yoga classes, worked at the vegetarian co-op. She could have been a stunning fancy lady if she had gone that route. Austin had beautiful bright blue eyes, and Lindsay had equally intense green eyes. She was smaller than Austin, a few inches shorter, thinner and cleaner.
The only glitch in those first few dates was Austin avoiding the truth about her living status, claiming her apartment was far off in North Park. She was afraid to tell Lindsay that she was homeless. When she did tell her they were standing on Lindsay’s door step for the second night in a row.
“We don’t always have to hang out at my place.”
Austin told her the truth and expected her to be turned off. Lindsay already knew and didn’t say a word, just pulled her in for a kiss. It was the best sex of their relationship that night. As short lived as the relationship was, it was passionate. She had a love. She put all her energy into her. Suddenly she had a home. The tent stayed hidden. She tried to pull some weight cleaning around the house. Making her and her roommate’s dinner. But her roommate Britney didn’t like her. Told Lindsay over and over that Austin was just in it for the place to sleep. It wasn’t true. She loved Lindsay. Thought about her almost every minute of the day. Wanted to be close to her, do nice things for her.
All she wanted now was to know Lindsay was safe.
Austin felt a wave of sadness thinking about her, and their last fight. She tried to put it out of her mind as she rode into the brick parking lot of the co-op. The two-level grocery co-op was twenty years old with large glass windows that faced the street and the parking lot. Normally full of activity, but today the parking lot was empty. Austin rode up to the door that would normally automatically open. Part of the glass was broken. A paper sign hung inside the door. 
STAY AWAY!
She tried to look through webbed and cracked glass. The produce department was wrecked, it looked picked clean, but what remained was on the floor. She could see legs sticking out from behind the first register. Austin looked for the tattoo of the sparrow in flight on Lindsay’s leg. She sighed with relief when the leg was not hers. She felt that relief, but kept walking along the window. Another sign was drawn in marker and taped to the second large window.
THE EARTH IS GETTING REVENGE!
The second register had a broken computer that was blinking on and off. She stared deeper into the store. The bulk bins were dumped on the floor creating a mess. The shelves looked ransacked. Austin stepped along the window in line with the third cash register. The print on the next sign taped to the window was smaller but still in block letters.
WE KILLED OURSELVES.
Austin walked carefully until she was in line with the last register and large pane of glass. This one was not broken but it still had a hand drawn sign. She was afraid to look inside. The more disasters she saw in the store the more her fear rose. “Don’t be in there, don’t be in there,” she whispered just over her breath. The print on the next sign was faded, as if the marker was dying.
REAP WHAT YOU HAVE SOWN.
Austin looked past the sign and thought she saw movement inside. Finally, someone she could talk to. They could tell her what happened.
“Hello?”
She leaned in so the visor on the gas mask was against the window. Two legs laid past an end cap on the ground by the dairy case built into the back wall. A woman was crouched over the one lying down.
 She might know if Lindsay had been there. Austin knocked on the window harder. The older woman leaned back to look in her direction. Austin relaxed a little. She looked sort of familiar at first, but everything happened in seconds. Her face was covered something dark, her long blondish hair was matted with some kind of goo. The woman’s eyes were yellow. Her skin was pale gray.
There was no time to question it, it was just an instant. The woman jumped to her feet and ran unnaturally fast toward the window. Austin jumped back and the woman hit the window like a bird flying into a closed glass door. The woman bounced off of it and fell out of sight on to the floor. The heavy glass cracked a little, a small spider web of cracks formed out in a circle from the impact point. The woman didn’t reappear.
Austin took a nervous step closer to the glass and considered getting on her tip toes to look at the floor. A crate of watermelons obstructed her view. She inched closer again, thinking the woman must have been knocked out.
The mad woman screamed, it sounded awful, like nails across a chalkboard, the desperate sound of something wild dying. The face appeared in the window rising slowly. Austin’s breath got heavier trapped inside the mask. She locked her gaze with the yellow and red eyes.
Everything in her life at that moment felt like a sand castle being pulled away into the tide. Those eyes. They were alien to her now, once the most beautiful shade she had ever seen. The face was not that of an old woman. The skin had grown pale under the mixture of fresh and dried blood. The hair was matted and filthy but she knew that hair, had buried her nose in that hair after making love to her.
A sickly wretched version of her Lindsay stood on the other side of the glass. Lindsay screamed and jumped at the glass. It cracked a little but held. Austin felt tears building. She shook her head and refused to believe. She stepped back. Lindsay banged her head several times into the glass screaming. The glass gave a little each time.
Austin screamed at her. “Stop! Baby, please! Stop!”
The visor on her gas mask filled with steam. A scream echoed outside. Austin turned and looked into a fresh wave of smoke crawling across the parking lot. Another scream in the distance somewhere in the mist. The glass continued to break, as Lindsay mashed her head into the window.
Austin ran for her bike. She grabbed it and headed in the direction of downtown. Robbins was right, this was the end.
***
“We’re not taking visitors at the moment.”
The security guard didn’t look healthy to Robbins. He was sweating through his uniform and his eyes were already showing signs of the infection. The man was Latino with a flag from his home state in Mexico in an old faded tattoo on his forearm. Robbins was big guy, taller but not intimidating to this man at all.
“You are not looking so good, brother.”
“Get the fuck out of my lobby.”
Robbins pulled his paper mask out of his pocket. “You want to be the guy that sent me packing to FOX or CBS?”
The guard laughed. “Everybody has a story.”
Robbins walked backward with his arms out. “Tipping point, buddy. I predicted this, been sounding the alarm for years. You been hearing the gunfire out there?”
“Oh, so you some kind of prophet?”
“You bet your ass I am, and I got to get in there and tell the people not to drink the water! If I don’t, we will have more crazy people out there making a mess. No one believed me, but for years we got our water from the Colorado. That water goes through every industrial farm in eight states before you let it out of your tap. I have to warn people.”
“You dumb ass. The mayor already done that!” The guard held up a water bottle. “Don’t drink no tap water. He said it.”
Robbins couldn’t believe it. He paused half out the door.
“The mayor?”
“Yep, too bad the muthafucker didn’t do it earlier.”
Robbins knew this man drank tap earlier in the day. He could see it. Robbins looked around the building and could see the live studio. He was just going to have to get their attention.
***
“Hey, Julia?”
It was awkward, but Jake knocked on the bathroom door. He knocked softly at first. It had been more than a half an hour since she ran to the bathroom. Jake looked back at the newsroom and all the activity. He didn’t think anyone else was in the women’s room but he couldn’t be sure. He edged open the door a bit and knocked a little harder.
“Julia? It’s me Jake I just want to make sure you are OK?”
 He worried about Julia, still didn’t know what to do. There was no aspect of this story that was his wheelhouse. Mitchell from the city had them almost back on-air. The station was a hub of activity as they prepared to go back on-air, even if they would only be available to those with rabbit ears. He looked for a woman who was not busy. Everyone but him was busy. He would have left but he heard that Sky 7 was going to land soon and he wanted to talk to Andrew.
He got up to head to the elevator and passed the weather cubicle. Julia had been gone for a while. He knocked again and pushed the door open a little more.
 “OK, I think something is wrong. I am coming in.”
Jake slowly opened the door. He had that moment of realizing how much nicer and cleaner the woman’s room was to the room just across the water fountain. Julia’s shoes had not made it to the stall with her. Jake knocked on the stall door. He pushed the door open with a creak.
Julia laid between the toilet and the stall. The bowl was unflushed and full of a bright, red colored vomit. He expected to see fear or shock in her face but she was breathing heavy like she had just run a sprint. Julia was a darker skinned Latina, with a perfect figure and long black hair that made her one of the most popular women in the local media. Now her skin looked whiter than his.
He wanted to go to her to comfort her. What if she is contagious? Jake involuntarily took a step back. So what? You’re dying already, genius. Jake leaned down closer. Even mixed with the toilet water the vomit smelled like rotten food. She was covered in a thin layer of sweat. She looked up at Jake. Her pupils were yellow and the whites of her eyes were red.
“I’m hungry,” she whispered. She tried to stand but fell back grunting.
“I’ll get help.” Jake ran out into the news room.
Paul Bingham, the young reporter, was on the floor. Two interns were trying to help him up. He had the same red vomit drying on his shirt. Jake looked around the news room and Saw Kendra walking a sick Sally to her office. She could barely stand.
Jake spun in the news room. Those who were not sick were focused on the show. Half the newsroom was sick or getting there. His eyes froze on the water fountain between the bathrooms. It had a spot in the back where you could fill up water bottles. It was just filtered tap water.
There was no one to save Julia or any of them. All his concern for Julia, Sally or anyone else in this building melted away. He had to get home. He had to get his family and get the hell out of here. Not just the station but out of San Diego. He had to be waiting for Andrew when he got back.
 He walked toward the elevator and looked out the windows beyond the news room. Out onto the street. A black man was hovering outside the window. He had on one of the paper masks people in Asia wear during outbreaks. He was holding a cardboard sign, it was hand drawn.
I PREDICTED THIS ALL. THE TIPPING POINT. THE END.



Chapter Twelve
 
 
No signal.
Victoria slid the phone back into her pocket. She wanted desperately to get any connection. The phone, the internet, and the cable all dead. She picked up the land line every few minutes and got a busy signal. A recorded voice broke in and said all lines were busy. She sent a simple Come home please: text that failed over and over to send. She knew it was pointless but hit re-send again. She waited by the large window at the front of the house and stared at the driveway. It was like watching a pot for the water to boil.
After trying every rational and logical thing to try and talk to her husband she punched the wall. Her hand hurt instantly, making her feel stupid. She had not prayed since she sat at her father’s bedside. Curtis Brown was too young to die like that. She couldn’t face the thought of being without a parent and even though she watched her mother suffer through her disease she couldn’t give up on her father. He would be there for their wedding. Jake agreed to move the wedding up, but her father never made it.
For the last months of his life they focused on that walk down the aisle together. No matter how bleak, she believed he would get better. He would be there even if he was in a wheelchair. She prayed and held his hand as it got more brittle by the hour. The hurt of that day faded but never went away. It was for him as much as her. She spent hours praying that he would make it.
He didn’t make it to the wedding.
Since that day she found it hard to ask God for anything. She needed Jake home, didn’t feel she could protect her children alone. For the first time since they had been married, Victoria closed her eyes and whispered a little prayer.
 “Come on Jake,” she whispered and a prayer slipped out. “Please bring him home.”
The smoke outside the house had grown thick and oppressive. It was still daylight out but hard to tell. The orange midnight they had in the morning was impossible to see at this point. Like a fog had rolled in. Walking outside felt like walking into a bar before the smoking ban. It was so thick outside she was just now starting to smell it inside. The old house had cracks under the door, around the windows. This house, although remodeled twice, was built in the 40s.
Car lights moved slowly through the smoke. They were slicing through the haze toward the house. Victoria involuntarily crossed her fingers and felt her heart beating faster.
“Please be Jake,” she whispered and walked to the window. She could barely make out the vehicle as it passed the house. She felt deflated, as if air was released from a balloon. It was a military Humvee. A solider stood on top, shining a spotlight toward the house.
Victoria thought about waving. Did they need to be rescued? She didn’t know why, but something told her not to be seen. The powerful spotlight cut through the smoke and lit up her living room before moving on. It was a feeling she had never felt before. She was trapped inside her own home. She felt helpless. She was always a strong woman, a successful reporter straight out of college. She had walked into crime scenes and ugly stories and never batted an eye. Now, here she was afraid to open her door, waiting for husband, not because she couldn’t handle this, but because she didn’t want to do this alone.
It was strangely quiet outside. They were just a few blocks from four lanes in each direction of the 805 freeway. They constantly heard a near-ambient hum of the freeway in the distance but that sound was gone. Had everyone retreated like the mayor requested? Surely someone was still trying to get home, or escape.
Victoria leaned against the door. She wanted to hear the outside world. She normally hated the roar of the morning rush hour, now she desperately wanted to hear it. She wanted the normal sounds of her city. All she heard were screams. Some distant, some closer. There was no pattern. The screams kept coming. One after another.
“Noooo! Ahhhh!”
She jumped a little. This one was close. Muffled by walls, could have been across the street or next door. Victoria turned the handle and felt a wave of dirty air hit her face. Her eyes and lungs rejected the filthy air immediately. Her block was quiet. With the door open, she heard the sounds of automatic gun fire far off across uptown.
The air was so bad she was already coughing. Victoria backed into the house and closed the door and waved her hands trying to clear the air.
“Mooooom,” Tiffany yelled before she walked to the top of the stairs. Victoria turned to see her daughter still dressed for school looking down at her.
“I’m bored. I read almost a whole book. I can’t even watch Netflix.”
Victoria stood up and stared at her daughter. So much of Victoria’s childhood was spent in poverty. He father didn’t finish college or make real money until she was almost done with middle school. Her parents fought about money until the day her mother got sick. They ate dinner for six months in a row at the Perkins down the street from the hospital because kids ate for free. 
Victoria got great joy out of sheltering and spoiling her kids. She wanted that for her children even if she had to suppress the urge to scream at them to deal.
“Come get a DVD from your dad’s collection.”
Tiffany rolled her eyes. “I’m hungry,” she said before disappearing.
It wasn’t quite dinner time, but she hoped cooking would take her mind off watching for Jake.
***
She rode her bike across the center line. It was the only part of the road she could see past a few feet. It looked as if she was riding into a cloud. On a normal day this ride would have been impossible. Nimitz Blvd was a major street that connected the peninsula that included Point Loma and Ocean Beach with downtown.
Austin biked slowly, listening to the sound of her breathing inside the gas mask. The lack of traffic and the near silence of this normally busy part of the city made her nervous. She turned off her music, wanting to hear better. The occasional scream and sound of gunfire would break it up. The gun-fire was loud but distant like a thunderstorm across the plains.
She pedaled and kept the bike going away from Ocean Beach. She pushed up the first hill away from the co-op on pure adrenaline. Flashes in her memory of the look on Lindsay’s face, the bone crushing sound of her head hitting the window over and over. She tried to tell herself that wasn’t really her, not really her Lindsay. It was a broken and crazed monster and not Lindsay. It just looked like her. It couldn’t be her. 
The tough exterior she had built around herself being homeless for her entire young adult life was cracking just like that glass. Inside, she knew what she had seen. It wasn’t just the dead fish in the water, the dead woman that no one seemed to care about, the gunfire she heard in the arena, or even her lover gone crazy. The mask protected her lungs, but her exposed skin was crusty with ash. The air was getting worse, feeling like a noose tightening around her neck. Lindsay had been her hope for somewhere to go.
Even when her mother was gone she had never had this feeling. There was always a bridge to sleep under, a spot for her tent or sleeping bag. In the summer she loved to sleep right on the beach. There was always somewhere to go.
The first few minutes she just wanted to get away. She headed downtown, the only person who seemed to have a clue what was happening was Robbins. She had to admit he was correct. Robbins had gone downtown to talk to the news, maybe she could find him there. She knew his spot in East Village, the giant concrete abandoned pipe might be shelter enough. 
In the distance, Austin saw a flashing red light hanging up off the ground. It was a stoplight, a major intersection. She slowed down the bike seeing the sign of a Ralph’s grocery store. A soldier walked from the store, his rifle was slung on his back. He carried five beers by one finger hooked on an empty ring of plastic.
Austin stopped her bike and watched the faint image of the soldier disappear in the mist. The soldier never saw her. She heard the voices muffled by gas masks. They cheered the delivery of the beer. She couldn’t see them, but she could hear them. Several of them. They were waiting at the stoplight. A checkpoint.
Austin turned her bike to go around the grocery store. She thought about going up to the checkpoint and asking for help. She couldn’t do it. The sounds of the screams and gunfire in the arena or in the distance throughout the city combined with a lifetime of being raised to question authority. Austin made her way around. She held her breath in the mask and pedaled softly hoping they didn’t hear her.
***
Martin leaned back in his chair under the city seal at the back of the conference table. They had long ago rolled up the screen since they were unable to project the latest fire maps. Martin stared at the last map they got more than an hour ago. They all knew that the fire had grown bigger. Not knowing somehow made it feel more dangerous. A major crisis was building around the city and they were completely blind. Chuck and a few guys had gone up to the roof with one of the FEMA guys. They couldn’t see a thing. The smoke crawling through downtown only got thicker by the minute. Agent Shea of FEMA had a radio. He was talking to the command center, but was working out of Chuck’s office. 
The mayor was directing traffic as various department heads tried to keep operations going. They were basically stringing tin-cans together and taking the technology back to the Stone Age. Still, nothing seemed to work.
“Martin?”
Martin looked up. He didn’t even realize that he lost focus. Mitchell, the city’s main tech advisor, Lisa from communications and one of the FEMA agents were all that were left in the room. The mayor had a raised eyebrow. He waited for Martin’s attention.
Martin cleared his throat. “Yes, sir?”
“City Works thinks they can restore the network of cell towers that AT&T set up for Comic-Con downtown.”
Martin smiled. It was a project the mayor’s office got slammed for in the local media. 10 million dollar upgrade to an independent Wi-Fi network downtown. It was a big ticket to boost bandwidth for basically four days a year. The traffic of comic book nerds posting selfies with cosplayers was so drastic they had to create an independent system. It included a satellite uplink.
“Our priority has to be emergency services.” Martin leaned forward. “It would help ease the minds of the general public if we could get 911 functioning.”
“Our dispatchers are waiting.” Lisa nodded.
“We need our TV stations back on. People need information”
“Won’t happen.” Mitchell wiped sweat-soaked hair off his glasses. “People with the on-air signal, sure. The cable companies depend on fiber optics and . . .”
Martin knew what he would say. “NBC is the only station in tower range. We might have to send a tech.”
“Stop! Get down!” Someone yelled from the office. Lisa ran to the door. When it swung open, Agent Shea had a gun under Stephen’s chin and pushed up against a wall. Stephen had his dress shirt off, traded in for a UC Fullerton sweatshirt, a Padres hat and sunglasses.
“On the floor!” Shea yelled.
Stephen slid to the floor. The mayor stepped from the meeting room into the main office. He had his hands raised.
“Easy, easy.” The mayor had his hands up.
“Kurt, you gotta help me! This psychopath won’t let me leave.”
The mayor looked at Martin. Stephen had not called the mayor by his first name since election night. Shea didn’t move away, still standing over Stephen.
 Stephen dropped his head into his hands. He wept.
“We’re fucked,” Stephen yelled, accidentally spitting. “Please let me get back to my boys.”
Shea didn’t holster his pistol. Martin had never heard of FEMA agents being armed. He turned slowly to the exit. He pointed at it.
“Too late to leave,” Shea exhaled. “The streets are closed for a good fucking reason. I am sorry to inform you all that you are included in that closure.”
Martin kept his eyes on Shea, Mitchell slipped back into his office. Shea tracked him with his eyes. He didn’t seem to mind. He was still working on the phone lines. The rest of the remaining office staff watched Shea pace like a hungry lion trapped behind glass at the zoo.
The mayor whispered just loud enough for Martin. “I don’t think he is FEMA.”
Stephen looked up through teary red eyes. “What are we doing here?”
Shea pointed the pistol to the reinforced door, tapped it with the barrel. “Trust me, there is nothing you can do out there.”
Martin prayed inside. Please, God, are you listening? Help us out here. Anything please? He leaned down. He put his arm around Stephen. He looked up at Shea. The FEMA agent swiveled to clear the path back toward the conference center. Martin helped him up. Martin could tell Stephen had a fever, he was burning up. 
He heard the mayor defending his staff, advocating for Stephen. Martin helped him into the chair.
“What the fuck are you thinking, Stephen?”
“My boys need me,” Stephen whispered. 
Stephen made two fists. He dug them into his eyes and tears rolled out over the fists. It was a striking sight. Stephen was the most confident member of the staff, a young hardcore republican who never admitted to getting anything wrong. Martin pulled up a chair next to him, reached out and pulled him into a hug. The tears flowed. Stephen dropped his head on to Martin’s shoulder.
“We can’t handle this.” Stephen wept.
Martin squeezed his old friend close. He smelled it again. It was faint, but familiar. The smell when he turned on the sink in the bathroom. Martin reached into his pocket. The handkerchief he had used today. He held it under Stephen’s dripping nose. A strange mucus dripped on to the rag. He fought the urge to gag. That was it, the same smell. He looked at the discharge and wondered if he could see the little crawlers in the light.
Martin pushed off from Stephen who just let out a defeated sounding sigh. Martin ran to a lamp and held the snot rag in the spotlight. He could see the little creatures, just babies compared to the one he saw earlier. How long had these creatures lived inside him? Martin threw the snot rag in the trash can.
“Why us?” Stephen lifted his head. His eyes were changing color, his right shifted slightly in the socket. “Why would God do this to us?”
***
“Were back on San Diego’s sports . . .” Will paused allowing a few ticks of dead air. Normally, Alex would be losing his mind in the booth over the dead air. Will almost took off his headphones and threw them. It was habit, saying the station’s name. They were forced to say the station’s name and tag line as many times as possible in the broadcast. Station policy.
“Nobody gives a crap what station this is anymore. We are on the air and after scanning the dial this asshole is who you find? Look, I am going to do my best to keep you informed, but in the last few minutes we have been having trouble with our landlines which are just giving us busy signals. Sat phones are working. We have a few of those we stole from the news department down the hall. As for our troops, they still have sat phones and radios – god bless ‘em. Seriously, thank you to our men and women who are out and about town to protect us. Stay inside, folks, I can’t say it strongly enough. Stay inside. I’m sorry, I need another break.”
Alex came on the air. “I’ll replay your interview with Sky 7.”
Will heard the interview start. He dropped his headphones. He walked out of the studio. Alex met him in the hall. The lights were now off on the sales floor.
“Who’s left?”
Alex laughed under his breath. “Pretty much us.”
“Pretty much, or just us?”
Alex shrugged. “Us.”
Will looked down the hall at the almost empty vending machine. “Look, we need to get back on the air, I get that. I’m starving. We need some food. “
Alex walked down the hall. “Jeff always has stuff hidden in his desk.”
Will turned to walk back in the studio.
Alex screamed “Oh, what the fuck!”
Will ran down the hall and pushed up the door. Jeff laid on the floor. He was on his side. A short trail of bright red vomit trailed from his mouth and was short of an overturned trash can. The large man was wheezing. His skin pale, eyes the same red as his the liquid on the floor. 
“Hey, buddy,” said Will nervously.
“He looks pretty bad,” Alex whispered. “We can’t call 911.”
Jeff reached up towards them, but he was too weak to even speak. Will pulled the door shut.
“I guess we get on radio and ask for help.”
***
Robbins turned off his radio and pulled out his earbuds. Sports radio was the only station still transmitting. He rolled up the headphone cords and put the radio back into his backpack. He didn’t know where the radio station was at. He wanted to go there, maybe try the TV station again. He swung his backpack onto his shoulder and backed up the hill on the eastern edge of downtown. He had hoped he could have gotten out of the nasty air in the library.
Alone and frustrated, he talked to himself as he walked.
“Oh, we know better, Mister Robbins. It don’t matter that you have a degree because you done lost your damn mind. You was a scientist.” He clapped his hands. “But you see, I didn’t lose nothing. Look around. No way for an informed person to keep their sanity in this mess of a world. You got it all backwards, I am sane. Painfully sane, motherfuckers. That is you. You call this earth mother. You all motherfuckers that is you. . .” 
The paper mask was hardly working anymore. The dreadlocks popping out of the back of his hat were getting dirty. He was only a few blocks from his tunnel. A long abandoned sewer pipe that was on the edge of a quickly gentrified part of East Village. It might be his only option, so he hiked his way there. Tall enough to stand up, over a 100 feet long.
The smell and the acrid feeling of the air seeped through his mask. His breath had weakened the thick paper over time.
The ash had collected in the street, looked like a light snow fall. Having lived in San Diego most of his life it was an odd sight. Even hours after it started he couldn’t get used to it. He turned a corner and saw tracks from a car that had gone down this street.
Robbins stopped. Just beyond the haze he saw the tail of a car. Fading red tail lights. He stepped closer. He walked on to the first residential block outside of downtown. His pipe was only two blocks deeper in the neighborhood. He passed the houses and walked toward the crashed car. The Honda was smashed into a light pole. The engine was spitting flames and adding to the smoke in the air.
Most of the houses were lit. He could faintly make out the light, but not the shape or size of the homes. One after another, he heard pounding on doors. Robbins spun. He had a moment of doubt in his sanity. It sounded like fists banging on the doors. He walked onto the side walk closer to the house on his right. The door was shaking violently in place. Like someone was desperate to get out but locked inside.
Screams from the homes became a chorus of guttural anguish. One scream, louder more immediate. He followed the sound to the crashed car. Robbins ran to the driver’s side. A Latina woman laid across the steering wheel. Her head dripped blood, it looked like her head hit the wheel when she crashed.
“Hold on, lady!”
Robbins opened the door. The woman turned and screamed at him. It was blood curdling, and caused him to step back. Her eyes burned red with the same color of the water in the treatment plant. She jumped out like a cat and hopped unnaturally toward him. Robbins turned and ran feeling her reaching for his legs and ankles.
His lungs burned harder as he tried to get into a gear he had not ran in since college decades ago. The woman burst into another wild scream. She was catching up. He couldn’t outrun her. He swung his backpack, heavy with all his belongings, at her. It toppled her. She scrambled to get back up. He couldn’t see any humanity in her eyes. She was simply crazed. He sung the pack again, this time he failed to knock her back.
She was about to overtake him. He kicked at her leg slowing her briefly. She reached up and hugged his leg like it was a lifeline. She drooled as she opened her mouth to bite into his leg. Robbins reached into his pocket and pulled out a blade. He carried it his whole life and had never cut anything but boxes.
The crazy woman tried to bite his leg through his jeans. Robbins swung the blade down into the top of the woman’s skull. It went easier than he expected. He still had to push to get it past the skull. It went into the brain and she let go of his leg. He reached for his knife but it was too deep in her skull.
The woman banged her head into the pavement. She was dying, but slower than a person with knife in her skull should have. Robbins picked up his backpack when he heard a crash. The door of a house across the street broke open.
He heard the wild war cry coming from beyond the edge of the haze. Multiple screams. Robbins ran as soon as he saw a family of feral humans running like attacking chimpanzees through the street. Robbins ran down the street as the ferals closed the gap.
Like war drums egging them on, he heard the pounding on the doors of the houses on each side of the street. Every muscle in his body ached as he ran. He almost ran past it. No one shook the door from inside of this two story house. He crossed the yard and hit the door. He could hear the ferals closing in. He closed his eyes and for a second atheism escaped him. Please be unlocked. He turned the knob and jumped inside before spinning and slamming the door shut in time to absorb the impact of the closest feral.
Robbins locked the door and stepped backwards. It was clear they couldn’t open doors but he felt safer with it locked. He spun to look around. It was a nice house and the lights were on. The house seemed empty. He walked past the dining room. The kitchen was empty, but the dishes were piled up. The living room was empty. The TV was muted but playing static.
Outside the feral hit the door a few times but stopped. Robbins went to the window and watched the feral group run back into the haze. They screamed as they searched elsewhere for what they wanted.

The first woman tried to bite me, Robbins thought. He set his backpack down.
“Hello?” He looked up the stairs. “Sorry to intrude, but I was desperate. Hello?”
He walked up the stairs one creaking step at a time. He heard no movement or sounds from the upstairs. He got to the top of the stairs and looked down the hall. At the end was a bathroom. A man was slumped between the toilet and the bathtub. He had a Glock stuck in his dead hand. Bullet holes in a straight line across each temple. Robbins stepped into the bathroom and saw the bullet ended up lodged in the tile.
The smell was strong, too strong, for one busted head. The shower curtain was pulled shut. It was clear and Robbins could see that the man’s family was in the tub and blood covered the walls. He didn’t feel any desire to pull the curtain and see details. He had seen enough. He stepped out and pulled the door to the bathroom shut.
He took off his paper mask and looked back at the stairwell. He was hungry, tired and decided to make himself feel at home. As good as anywhere to ride out the storm.



Chapter Thirteen
 
 
Scott found the supply tent empty. He hefted the large tank on his back and put the mask over his face. The horizon was bright red as the fire inched their direction. The mall parking lot had filled up with Humvees and transport trucks. He could think of a dozen places for that fleet of trucks to be if a serious effort was being made. It was only going to get worse. It was impossible to see the sky or the sun, but looking at his watch he knew they only had an hour or two of sunlight left.
The Cobra and the various military helicopters were still in the air. The cargo planes were also doing chemical dumps, but once the sunlight was gone they would be grounded. Scott put in the ear piece from his radio, once the tiny microphone was in place he flipped the switch.
“Annie, you there? Copy?”
“Here and waiting, 32.”
His jersey number back in college when he played football. His call number when they were on coded transmission.
“Copy. You have a transport for me?”
There was a long delay. “Negative, 32, still working those channels.”
Scott had been doing this for enough years to know this didn’t make sense. It was rare a fire command would turn down bodies, well trained experienced bodies. The general was directly ordering them off the line. Now they were blocking them from fighting, he wanted to know why.
“We got a fleet of trucks here in the parking lot and no ride to the scene?”
“Affirmative, 32.”
He spun around looking for trucks that might be leaving, thinking he would jump on board. No one was moving. He cut across the mist toward the lunch tent. Soldiers and firefighters walked in and out. He had to pass two flaps before he pushed his mask to his forehead. It was the size of a basketball court inside. Two dozen men and women sat at tables eating. A few were laughing, joking about something. Surrounded by hell and they were joking.
Riccardi had his head in his hands over an empty tray. He understood what was happening. Scott walked toward his old friend when he saw Goodwin and Rockwell eating biscuits and gravy. He gave Riccardi a pat on the shoulder as he passed him. Rockwell laughed about something. Goodwin shook his head. They booth froze up when Scott stood over Rockwell.
Rockwell turned back to his buddy. Goodwin looked up at Scott, briefly.
“Hello, gentleman.” Scott sat down. “Can we have a talk?”
The two men said nothing. Rockwell scanned the room for eyes that might be watching them. Everyone in the tent seemed focused on their food.
“I need to get back out to the front, I was wondering if you. . .”
“Hell no.”
“Fighting that fire is why we’re here, come on guys.”
The two soldiers looked impossibly young now. Here in this relaxed moment, Scott could see the acne on his face. He was just a boy. Goodwin spun his fork in his biscuits.
“Come on, take me out after what we went through together.”
“I didn’t do nothing wrong.” Goodwin spoke quietly.
Scott put up his hands. “I know, son. I was there.”
“Orders. Kill Berserkers on sight.”
Rockwell kicked his friend under the table. “Shut up, Goodie”
Scott let that go for a few seconds of silence. So they had a name for what he saw. They had orders. Scott felt like he had just discovered a live wire. A big fear of a wildland fire fighter - coming through the haze and finding a downed power line. 
He watched their faces. The confident laughter had faded away.
“Where you guys from? Not your base, your hometown?”
They shared a look.
Goodwin tipped his head nervously. “Indianapolis.”
Rockwell exhaled. He wanted to talk. “Forrest City, Arkansas.”
Scott smiled. He wanted to lighten the mood as much as he could. “I heard the south in you.”
A group of soldiers got up from the next table and cleared their trays. Rockwell’s body language eased up as they got further away.
“I only ask because I wondered if you had family here. You see, my brother and his family live right here in San Diego.”
The two young men shared a look, it looked like Rockwell cringed.
“What is really going on here?”
Rockwell stood up. “Classified.” He walked off to dump his tray, leaving Goodwin to stare at him.
“Tell me Goodwin.”
“Goodie!” Rockwell stood at the trash can. 
Goodwin stood up. “Get your family out. They’re letting this city burn.”
***
Robbins watched the window for twenty minutes. He listened to the screams of the wild men running in the street get further away. His hearing was not the best, but it seemed like they had gone back in the direction of downtown. Even the banging on the doors of the houses decreased as the street emptied. It seemed long enough to feel safe.
He only had to go a few blocks, but he needed a weapon. He walked around the house. The man who owned the gun, it was possible he had another. If he had to he would go up and wrench the one of out his cold dead hands, Charlton Heston couldn’t argue with his need.
He opened the door to the garage. There were two sets of keys hanging inside the door. Right next to four baseball mitts hanging on hooks. He took one ring off of a hook. He saw the key for the SUV out front. It had been so long since he drove a car he dismissed the idea right away. Then he found what he thought was the house key. It was his key now. The back wall was loaded with tools. A plastic name plate read Roger Murphy and a #1 Dad coffee mug sat next to it. There was an Oakland A’s trash-can that was filled with baseball bats. He pulled an aluminum bat out that felt hefty in his hand.
His eyes scanned the wall and found the glass cabinet. Two shotguns were upright and a Glock pistol sat along the bottom locked inside. He could see the spot where the revolver had been home until this morning. He could look for the key, but decided to do his best Barry Bonds instead. The glass snapped into a thousand pieces. Robbins reached through carefully. Thankfully, Roger Murphy had two 10 round clips loaded and sitting next to the weapon.
It had been years since Robbins went to the range. In the 90s the revolution had shaped up for him. He had convinced himself that they needed a Black Panthers-like group for defending the earth. He believed they needed to be a guerrilla army. As he slapped the clip into the pistol, it was hard to think he was wrong, considering what was happening outside.
He stared at the pistol in his hand. They had a saying in the movement ‘There are people destroying the earth and they have names and addresses.’ Robbins always carried the weight of the world on his shoulders and felt the need to personally stop the destruction. He never picked up arms in the past realizing there were not enough bullets to end the lives of those profiting from the destruction of the planet. He had long ago decided his book was the best weapon he had. 
He grabbed a holster out of the cabinet and hooked the gun onto his belt loop. He stepped back into the house and grabbed the note he wrote Austin. He left space open for the address since he had to look outside to get the house number. He had a marker and t-shirt ready to tie over his face. He had to make it quick or the smoke would burn his eyes.
Robbins put his hand on the door handle. He only had a few minutes of safety and didn’t want leave it. He had to get this note to Austin. He edged open the front door and looked for the house number. 3822. He wrote it down before turning and locking the door. The smoke came over him like a ghost tapping him on the shoulder. The burnt smell was stronger than he remembered. He ran down into the haze. The screams were distant and faint but the pounding inside houses increased as he ran through the street. They could smell him.
He followed the yellow line straight down the middle of the street. It was the only way to see where he was going. He had asked Austin to look for him here, but he hoped she found somewhere else safe to get out of the nasty air. He took this risk for her, but the fear crawled up in him. Why were they fighting at all?
“Delaying the inevitable, Robbins,” he told himself. Each step he took further into the haze he was more nervous. The more he felt the urge to talk to himself. “Nowhere to hide and you know it. This mass production of civilization. This is the price, right here right now. The fucking bill is past due.”
Out of the haze, he saw the edge of the tunnel. He pulled off a strip of duct tape and affixed the note with her name on it to the abandoned sewer pipe that had been his shelter so many nights. He looked down the length of the tunnel. Someone was laying in his old spot. They were coughing, and sounded ill. In the past, he would have been mad, wanting them out of his spot.
He had a home today. With his note in place, he turned and ran toward it.
***
“Moooom!”
Tiffany yelled from the top of the stairs. Victoria ignored her for the moment and felt stupid trying to fashion rabbit ears on the back of the modern HD TV out of aluminum foil and spoons. Stuck between the wall and the TV, Victoria couldn’t respond right away. She knew a louder yell was coming.
“Moooom!”
Victoria stepped back from the TV and wiped sweat from her brow. Damian had Legos dominating the surface of the couch, playing. She tried not to yell too loud. “You have something to ask me, come down here.”
They had six remotes in a basket under the TV, now that the cable box was useless, she had a moment of frustration trying to figure out which one came with the TV. She found the right remote. The ghetto antenna was the best she could do. They needed better news. She had to dig in the basement to find her old alarm clock, the same one she bought when Jake moved in with her. It flashed midnight, and after all that work she spun the dial and all it brought her was the tired and frustrated voice of Will Goldberg. What he was reporting was not encouraging.
“If you are north of highway fifty-four, stay put, honestly just don’t move around unless you have to. The emergency responders need the roads clear. From what we are hearing. . .” He paused. “The bulk of the city is now boxed in. The fires are being whipped up by the winds, so the freeways are no barrier. The safest thing, if you’re not directly in the path of the fire is to hunker down, have an emergency kit ready and bags packed in the cars if the fire gets close, but in the meantime. . .”
Tiffany stomped down the stairs with as much melodramatic force as she could. Victoria wanted to be mad at her, but she melted as she often did when she saw her daughter. Damian’s many health challenges often meant he got the bulk of the attention. Most of her life she accepted that reality.
She threw down a copy of a book that Victoria didn’t remember buying for her on the table. The smack of the book startled Damian who was in a Lego haze.
“You finished a book?” Victoria laughed.
“I’m bored and hungry.”
“I’m hungry too, Mommy,” Damian added.
She had been so focused on the fire she had forgotten about dinner. She looked out the window. The haze still took on a gray glow from the sun, but not for much longer. Dinner time was coming and she never really got them lunch either.
“I’ll make dinner. Go do something with your brother. ”
The two siblings looked at each other. “Yeah, right,” Tiffany said before stomping into the kitchen.
 Victoria never expected having kids to be this hard. Her friends made it look effortless with their children. She had lots of ideas of what made a good parent and every intention of following those. She would never let her kids act this way in theory. She turned on the TV and crossed her fingers for a signal.
Nothing, but blaring static. She quickly turned the sound down. Just loud enough that she could hear it. She reached behind the TV to adjust the foil and for a second she thought the static broke up. The sound was so similar to the static she almost missed it.
The flow of water from the kitchen sink. The kids were upstairs when the news came out about the polluted water.
“No!” Victoria ran into the kitchen and saw her daughter at the sink filling glass of water. “Stop!”
Tiffany didn’t stop. Victoria reached out and slapped the faucet handle down. She grabbed the glass out of her hands.
“Mom! Why are you freaking out?”
Victoria held the glass under her nose. Like mildew, different from earlier but bad. She held the glass up to her daughter’s nose.
“Ewww.”
“Drink a bottled water from the garage, or get a soda.”
Tiffany smiled. “A soda? Really?”
They were only allowed soda on special occasions, and they were kept in the garage fridge. Damian jumped up off the couch.
“Me too?”
“Just one!”
They raced to the garage. Victoria backed into the kitchen past the trash can with the bad chicken she found in the freezer. It had defrosted now. She popped the can lid with the foot switch and the smell that came out was enough to let it shut right away. She reached into the freezer and pulled frozen ground beef, a rack of ribs and another kind of chicken. She dumped all three in the sink with a thud. She held the frozen brick of beef up to the light first. She had to look closely, but moving slowly in the package like ants in a glass ant farm something barely visible moved. She felt a tiny tickle as she turned the package over. It was so small she could have missed it. Something crawled on her finger.
“Ahhh!” She screamed and shook her hand. Did it go on the floor or the counter? She didn’t know. She pictured it crawling on the hard wood floor or up the cabinets to the marble countertop. She would never find it. Victoria reached under the sink and grabbed the yellow dish gloves.
She was going to wash her hand first but stopped with a hand on the faucet.
“Fuck.”
She had a small bottle of Purell hanging on her purse. She squirted a drop and rubbed her hands together. She felt better almost instantly. In the next room she saw Damian and Tiffany. He was showing her one of his Lego creations and god bless her she was pretending to be interested.
Victoria put on the gloves and tipped the prime rib up. It was infested worse that the beef. Now a dozen or more crawly things were in the sink. She quickly grabbed the three frozen foods and threw them in the trash. She pushed up the faucet, washing the crawling things down the drain but steam rose off the water. The smell hung under her nose making her twitch.
Victoria turned back to her freezer. If the packages couldn’t hold the crawlers out? She opened the freezer slowly. She grabbed a factory-sealed unopened package of hash browns from Trader Joes. Infested. She put it in the trash, took the top off and pulled it toward the freezer. She pulled everything out. The vegetable packs, the veggie burgers, the green beans, microwave meals for lunches.
Tiffany appeared in the door. “What are you doing? Then she gagged at the smell. The empty freezer was moving. It crawled with those little things. Victoria screamed at the sight and slammed the door shut. She reached up to the main part of the fridge but her hand froze inches from the handle. She felt Tiffany watching from behind.
“Back up.”
“Why?”
Victoria didn’t have a good answer, she just felt the kitchen was unsafe now. She pulled the door open just enough to click on the internal light. In the small crack she saw the crawly things infesting the wall at the back of the fridge. She slammed the door shut, opened the trash can and tied the bag of trash up.
She opened the back door letting in the ash and smoke while she fumbled with the lid of the trash can outside. Victoria pulled the door shut and tried to catch her breath. Her kids stared at her. They were hungry but afraid to ask again.
“Find something canned you want to eat.”
***
Jake waited just inside the door. Twenty-two minutes passed in the stairwell that emptied to the roof. It was silent enough to make him nervous. He checked his phone almost every minute. Still no signal, no messages. Nothing to distract him. He thought of ways he could avoid the reality of what was happening to his body. Tried to convince himself that he was not dying, tried to focus on this crisis in the moment and getting his family to safety. Waiting was tough, but he needed to talk to Andrew.
He heard Sky 7 coming but didn’t see it until the last second. The sky beyond the helipad was thick with ash. This spot was normally a beautiful view from inside the skyline. The helicopter hovered for a long time over the roof clearing the air. The night lights were already on to direct Andrew to his spot.
They hit the roof a few seconds before Andrew expected, but he landed them safely. Jake relaxed a little. He knew how nervous Andrew was landing on this roof in the best conditions. They were barely on the ground before Carly ducked and ran towards the stairwell door.
She saw his face in the door window. Jake used a key card he stole from Andrew’s desk to open and hold the door. She smelled like an ashtray having been out in the free air. Maybe everyone did at this point.
“Thank you.” Carly didn’t slow heading to the elevator. She turned to look at him waiting for the car to arrive. “Why are you still here?”
“All hands on deck, right?”
Carly and Victoria were hired the same year. They acted friendly, but Vic hated Carly’s guts. He assumed Carly felt the same. She looked different today. Checked out. Nothing wrong with being frightened, he thought about saying. He assumed she didn’t want reassurance from him.
The helicopter was winding down and the blades slowed. Jake leaned on the stairwell door. He stepped into the foul air, feeling it kick around. The wind almost knocked him off his feet. It made his stomach jump, you could not see the skyline and worse you could not see the railings. If he didn’t know better, he would never have guessed he was fifteen floors over the city. Felt almost like walking on clouds.
He got to the cockpit and saw Andrew laying back in his seat with his eyes closed. He did that after stressful flights. Jake knocked on the window causing Andrew to jump out of his skin. He got a middle finger but Jake pulled the door open enough to squeeze in.
Andrew had his headphones around his neck. The engine had cooled enough for them to talk.
“Dude, you scared the shit out of me.”
“My bad.” Jake tapped his chest. “How does it look out there?”
“Sugar coated or honestly?”
“Best policy please.”
Andrew thought about his answer. “The fire is bad. The worst I have ever seen.”
“Shit.”
“Oh, that is not the worst part.”
“Worse than the fire and the sewage spill on the coast?”
“Sure, it is debatable, but I would say people killing each other and military gunning them down in the streets is the worst part.”
“What?”
“You see Carly on the way out?” Andrew didn’t wait. “Looking like she just came back from reporting in Syria. Because that is what it looked like from La Jolla to the border.”
Jake was nervous to ask his good friend. “We have to get out of here.”
“There are checkpoints and roadblocks everywhere, entire chunks of the 5 and 8 are blocked with burned out cars that people left behind.”
Jake nodded. “I wasn’t talking about driving.”
Andrew grinned. “Oh, you want me to drive.”
Jake nodded again. A few things didn’t need to be spoken. Their families were coming, Andrew’s son Adam lived with his mother only a few blocks from the Rivers house in North Park. Jake looked around the helicopter. Andrew knew what he was thinking.
“Tight fit, but we can do it.” Andrew smiled. “NBC will be pissed, but I don’t care anymore. Just one problem. North Park might as well be the moon right now.”
Jake nodded. “Visibility is shit right now. So we take alleys and side streets. We gotta try.”
“I know just the alley, it can get us as far as 26th.”
Jake knew the area near the golf course. “Let’s go.”
Andrew took off his flight helmet and grabbed his backpack. “This flight almost killed me, you’re driving.”



Chapter Fourteen
 
 
Scott pulled out his phone and looked at the time. She was fifteen minutes late. The forest service van was parked close enough to the landing zone that it shook when helicopters took off and landed. The door opened and Annie stepped into the back. She only wore a paper mask to cover her face. She dropped the mask as she closed the door.
“Let’s make this quick, they are going to wonder where I went.”
“The general see you leave?”
Annie waved off the question. “First things first. You’re right, they don’t want to stop this fire. They did at first, everything changed a little while after noon.”
“What happened?”
Annie snorted. “Orders changed. Drop flights got re-routed, they slowed deployments to fire areas and the roadblocks started popping up. Redcrow is in that office and on the phone a lot. Some of his men say he is talking to Washington, but who the hell knows. The question is why?”
“I learned a thing or two. I talked to the grunts that brought us back from the fire-line. It wasn’t just some random crazy person they shot.”
“We have had three crews we know of attacked and more signals have gone dead than I can count. The police and military are engaged in live fire. They called them riots but...”
Scott was shocked. “Any of our crew?”
Annie shook her head. “Not yet.”
“They have shoot-to-kill orders. They call them berserkers and ferals.”
Annie leaned back on the bench. “I saw a map. I wasn’t supposed to see it, but Redcrow set his iPad down just long enough. It had red dots showing fire hotspots. There were black dots showing some kind of outbreaks throughout the city even downtown. Probably your crazies.”
“What about North Park?”
“I don’t know San Diego that well, but it was widespread.”
Scott looked away slightly. “We agree. They’re letting the city burn.”
“They failed every test I threw at them.” Annie took a deep breath. “So, how are you getting out of here?”
Scott smiled a little. “You OK with that?”
Annie shook her head. “Losing my best squad boss? No, I’m not OK with that, but you are not doing anything here.”
“I am not sure they will be happy to see me, but I can’t live with myself if I don’t try to help my brother.”
Annie held up a pair of motorcycle keys. “It ain’t quiet, but a scout bike is the best I can offer. Stop by the supply tent and get yourself a gas mask.”
Scott stumbled on his words. “Annie I don’t how to thank—”
Annie pulled him into an uncharacteristic hug. She whispered into his ear. “Don’t get yourself killed.”
***
Martin was tired of ringing his hands in the meeting. They were trying to use radios to communicate with techs and get the phone lines back up. All their energy was focused on getting any kind of internet. Until they did they were still as blind as if they were looking out the haze filled windows. He wasn’t doing anything and felt the walls closing in.
He walked out of the meeting and went straight through the security doors to the front desk. Jessica was normally there when the crew showed up in the morning with coffee already brewed. She was such an underrated part of what happened in the office every day. He suddenly felt guilty for not even bothering to check in on her or his staff that were sick, quarantined one floor down in the city council chambers.
Martin went to the stairwell and headed down the steps. He knew Lewis had posted a guard at the stairwell door on the tenth floor. He was on the middle landing and heard the scream. Muffled and desperate but he heard it. The guard was gone. Martin ran to the door, hearing more barking and struggles, like furniture was being overturned.
He hit the door and pulled. It was locked but he had the master key in his pocket, one of the perks of being chief of staff. Martin fumbled the keys his first attempt didn’t fit in the door. The second one worked. Martin pulled the door open.
There was too much happening to grasp it all. Jessica kicked and screamed. A solider dressed in full fatigues with a gas mask hanging off his pack dragged her. He had what looked like a rope in her mouth and pulled her by it. It looked painful but she struggled against it.
A second soldier ran at him. “This is a quarantine zone!”
Martin saw what he could as he pulled the door shut. Kevin Alvarez, the city councilman, was in the window of his office looking rabid and clawing at the window. Another soldier held down a third person who was violently struggling against them.
The door shut and Martin backed up the stairs.
“What the fuck?” Martin whispered.
The screams were muffled, the same he had heard echo all day throughout the city. The madness had spread. Through the city, through the office. Martin felt panic growing. All the awful things were crowding in on them. His heart was racing faster. The panic was about to overtake him when he heard the door from the quarantine room opening.
Martin turned and got back into the mayor’s office as fast as he could. He was out of breath, sweating. Shane Lewis came out of the bathroom at the same moment. He squirted hand sanitizer and rubbed his hands together.
“You OK?” He asked.
Martin tried to catch his breath. “No, I am very not OK, can we talk?”
Lewis raised his eyebrow. “I need to get back to the meeting.” He pointed to the conference room.
“Bullshit, fucking bullshit. We are cut the fuck off. Nothing is happening in there.”
Lewis shrugged. He didn’t like being talked to that way but walked into Martin’s office. Martin shut the door and leaned against it. Lewis sat down and pointed at the empty desk chair.
“Have a seat, please.”
Martin thought about blocking the door. He went and sat down.
“I think you know more about the prion infections than you’re telling me.”
“I work for the government. Sometimes things are classified. I don’t make the rules.”
Martin’s panic overcame him. He felt tears welling up. He shook his head struggling to find what he wanted to say.
“Just stop bullshitting. I just saw two of my staff attacked by soldiers and being restrained violently. Jessica was sick a few hours ago and almost died in my arms. What the fuck is going on?”
Lewis looked at the half-unpacked office. Martin wasn’t sure what he was looking for on his desk or if he was avoiding answering.
“Is it true today is your first day on the job?”
Martin didn’t answer, but his red-faced silence said it all.
Lewis laughed. “That is some shitty luck.”
“Don’t change the subject.”
“Fine. How much science do you want? I am a scientist, first and foremost.”
Martin shook his head. “The truth unfiltered.”
“Tell me if anything goes over your head. You see in normal people, just like you and me, morality happens in the dorsal and ventral prefrontal cortex. The amygdala is where emotions, fear, and stress happen, and the angular gyrus that is the center of language and cognition. Those nasty little fuckers crawling in your water? They punch holes in the brain just about everywhere but they have a knack for finding those three areas of the brain.”
“It is driving people crazy.”
“More than that, it is turning them wild with rage.”
“This can’t be coming from farms.”
Lewis turned and looked back at the door, lowered his voice. “So what do you think is happening? Let’s consider your cancer cluster for a moment. I send a team of investigators into a cluster and we have to figure out if a type of cancer that has metastasized or spread to another site in the body. We start from the original tissue where the cancer began. If a cluster is confirmed, then I can rule out genetics. But to identify the cause. People move in and out of an area over time, which can make it difficult to identify potential carcinogens.”
“Get to the point in English.”
“The point is I don’t know what is in your air every day, your food or water. You may think a farm is an unlikely source, but we have to put beef in every fast food joint and grocery store in the country. Those same restaurants and stores want chicken too. These are biological beings we treat like products. They eat, breath and shit. Do you know how mad cow happened in the first place?”
“No, I don’t.”
“Cows are herbivores, but a thrifty farmer in the UK thought he was on to something when he threw his left over, inedible cow parts in the mix with his feed. Right down to their bones”
“He fed the cows back to themselves.”
“He did. Nature rebelled and in time a brand stinking new infectious protein was served into the food supply and passed on to consumers. Let’s not forget they shit forty times the amount of a human. That infected shit ends up in the groundwater or—”
“Our water comes down the Colorado River.”
“Exactly. Were you even listening when I told you before? The sources of pollution are in every aspect of life but what we eat, the production of it is actually more intense than our cars or what shopping bags we use.”
“What can we do? I mean here today.”
“For now we need to prevent panic. Trust the general. We need time to clean up the water. Put out the fire, by the time the phones and internet are back up we will work on a plan.”
Martin didn’t believe him but prayed that he was correct.
***
 “No music, please,” Andrew asked when they got in the car.
Jake put his phone on the dashboard holder out of habit. It was useless at this point without any kind of signal. He turned on the Subaru and it roared through the parking garage still filled with cars owned by people who were following their boss’s orders.
The radio came to life. It was still on 690. He knew it was the only station, so there was no point in changing it. Will sounded tired.
“. . . in this station there is a graveyard for electronics. Big Al and I are looking more things to communicate with. Sat phones, fax machines . . . I mean, folks, we are one nose hair away from tin-cans on strings.”
Jake turned it lower preferring to hear the outside sounds as they drove. The roads were littered here and there with cars that had been left behind. Some even had doors left ajar, others were on fire. They had to wiggle their way around cars until they circled the baseball stadium. To the west the sky cleared just a bit over the ocean. The sun dipped and it would be dark soon. The street lights were already coming on, the sensors triggered by the darkness. They passed the massive downtown library, the large windows were broken. You could see alarms flashing on each of the 11 levels. They could hear the ear piercing alarm even as they turned into the alley and headed east.
The air cleared a little as they headed up the hill that took them out of downtown. Jake picked up the speed. The light faded in the sky and he could only see a few feet beyond the hood. It was a surreal feeling, driving without being able to see. Every block they would cross a street and Jake would tense up as they crossed. There was no way to know if traffic was coming the opposite way. Jake squeezed the steering wheel and pushed through each time, looking at the front of houses on the cross streets.
Andrew cracked his window. The sound of the wild screams slipped in as much as the smoke. The desperate cries had the effect of playing with his nerves. He thought of home. The thought of those screams scaring Victoria, Tiff and Damian was the thing that kept him moving.
“They never stop screaming.”
“What direction is it coming from?”
Andrew shrugged. “Everywhere.”
“What happened to those people?”
“I don’t care what happened, you heard Bingham.”
Bingham had reported about the cops shooting the crazies downtown. He said the National Guard called them ferals at the checkpoint. He heard Bingham tell Kendra they were dangerous enough for a shoot-to-kill order.
“Hey, Jake, I have seen these ferals. They are savage, if they attacks us you gotta act, okay?”
“Yeah. Agreed.”
“I mean no mercy, it is us or them.”
Jake didn’t like the sound of that. There was one problem they didn’t predict when they turned on to this alley. With landmarks obscured and no street signs they had no idea how far they had gone.
“Are we there yet?” Jake asked. Only meaning their turn on 25th Ave.
“If we passed it, it will dead end at an over pass in a block.”
In the rear view mirror Jake saw a flash of movement. He stared into the mirror and saw something emerge from the smoke. A man running and swinging his arms wildly.
“Shit, behind us.”
Andrew turned in time to see three more people come out of the smoke. They had to drive slowly to avoid hitting cars parked or left behind in the alley. The ferals ran fast enough to slam into the back of the car.
Jake cursed. One of the ferals jumped on top of the car. Jake hit the brakes. The one on top slid forward and rolled onto the pavement in front of the car. Jake saw the three ferals engulf his view in the rear view mirror. It wasn’t just the war cries, it was the bloody hunger in their eyes. They were out to consume them. Jake put his disbelief aside, shifted the car into reverse and hit the gas. Bodies crunched and cracked under the pressure. They were already screaming but the sound changed from wild hunger to pain.
Jake shifted the automatic back into drive. The feral before him stood up in the glare of his headlights, the smoke providing a back drop. His skin was pale, his clothes shredded, barely on his body. The feral held up its arms to block the glare. It was a human act blocking the light. Jake paused, his foot just above the gas pedal. Then it screamed and ran towards them.
In the rear view he saw a dozen more feral humans. They ran out of the cover of smoke. Jake made eye contact with the feral in front of him. Inhumanly red eyes glared back. Jake hit the gas and ran straight into the feral. The creature bounced off the hood.
“Go! Go!” Andrew yelled.
Jake looked into the rear view mirror. The feral he just hit tried to stand and chase but was left behind with a leg twisted in an unnatural direction. The other ferals kept chasing. Jake sped up to almost 35 MPH to get ahead of them. He almost smashed them into a car left in the alley. The bumper smacked the abandoned car.
The ferals kept coming. He wanted to slow down but couldn’t until he saw a bridge in their way. He slammed on the brakes. They had passed 26th and almost ran into the concrete base of a bridge that supported the 94 freeway.
“Turn around!” Andrew yelled the obvious. Jake turned to look back. The ferals were almost caught up to them. Jake hit reverse and plowed through them. The back window cracked as they crashed through. The car bounced over them, causing Andrew and Jake to rock in their seats.
Jake spun the wheel when they were on 26th. They were free of ferals for the moment but they heard screams growing closer in all directions, as he straightened the wheel and drove them toward the golf course. They tore up the greens crossing like a golf cart. It was not the fastest path to their neighborhood but a smart way to avoid the checkpoints.
***
“Honestly, I am pretty tired. We have been on the air all day and frankly being on in a crisis is not my thing. I am not a news guy, never was.”
Will tugged at this headphones. The sweat was building under them and he was sure they smelled awful. Alex watched him from the booth. Will gave him the signal to talk. Alex tugged his microphone in closer.
“Yeah, maybe we should ask for medical help again.”
“Right.” Will nodded and pointed at his producer, as if to thank him for the reminder. “Jeff of the Dave and Jeff show in the morning is sick as hell in our back office. So, if anyone out there listening is a medical doctor, EMT or hell, it’s Jeff, we’ll take a vet. If you can get to our station in Kearny Mesa Jeff could you use your help.”
“Will, if anyone comes down to help we have four tickets to the Big Boys Toys car show at the convention center.”
As soon as it was out of Alex’s mouth he wished he could pull it back. Will rolled his eyes at his young producer.
“Honestly, guys, if you brave the state of emergency and come down here we will give you every ticket we give away for a year.” The sarcasm was thick. Will tried to get serious but he was feeling angry. “I am sure you are thinking why risk it? I mean, everyone else in our office had the brains to leave. Not Jeff, no, his show was done and for some reason this dope hung around.”
“He had a blog piece to write about the Padres.”
“During a natural freaking disaster.”
Alex laughed, filling Billy’s co-hosting role as human laugh track. Busting each other’s balls was something the two shows did constantly. Jeff was a world class smart ass with almost no filter. It was locker room style humor that they were told helped boost ratings and got their listeners to take sides on social media. For a moment, Will felt normal. Making fun of Jeff was routine, part of normal life. That seemed far away now. It would be a long time before normality would return.
Then he heard Jeff scream in pain. He heard it through Alex’s open microphone in the control room over his headphones. Alex turned to look. In Will’s head he thought of a joke. Normally he would make fun of him for what he ate or that he had disgusting gas that filled the office, a gag that he used several times on the air.
“Big Al, I think it is time to take a break.”
A pre-recorded sounder played, “AM 690 San Diego’s sports leader.”
Will took off his headphones and heard the yelling. It was muffled by the studio walls that normally blocked all sound. It was wild and out of control. Jeff was down the hall in his office, apparently feeling well enough to throw things and scream his guts out. Will stepped out of the studio and Alex out of the control booth.
“Alex, get a water bottle for him.”
“You taking it in there? Cause he sounds pissed, dude.”
Jeff pounded on the door violently like he was trying to get out. For brief second, he thought the man was listening and finally got pissed. They heaped mountains of abuse on each other over the airwaves and Twitter and no one took it personally. They both knew that wasn’t it.
“Will, he sounds really, really pissed.”
Will nodded. The screams increased.
“I don’t think we should ignore him. Those are going to be heard in the studio.”
Will was still silent as he walked toward the office door. All the banging and the door handle never turned. The door bounced slightly like Jeff was hitting it. Finally, Will turned to look back at Alex. “You got weapon, dude?”
Alex looked offended. “What because I’m Mexican?”
Will rolled his eyes. “You’re more likely than me.”
Alex pointed at his boss. “That is fucked up, dude. Fucked up.”
“I don’t have time to deal with you being annoyed.”
“Offended.”
“Whatever, I am going to open that door if we can’t get Jeff to shut his pie hole or calm down. We might need a weapon.”
“You gonna knock him out?” Alex asked.
“Just get something, anything.”
Alex stepped in Scott’s office and walked back out holding his SCB broadcaster of the year award from 2008. It was heavy and had marble on the bottom.
“My Scabbie? Oh, hell no. Darren plays softball after his show sometimes. He has a mitt and bat in his office.”
The banging increased in intensity as Alex opened the office door next to Jeff’s office. He came out with a bat and offered it to Will.
Will pointed at him. He expected Alex to swing when the door opened. Will’s hand hovered over the handle. It shook violently as they inched closer.
“If he doesn’t chill, Big Al, I’m counting on you. Whack his ass, you understand?”
“Dude, leave him in there,” Alex said, as he squeezed the handle of the Louisville slugger.
When he opened the door all 275 pounds of Jeff fell out on top of Will. He felt wind come out of him as his back hit the floor. Jeff’s eyes were red where they were supposed to be white. The pupils a bright yellow. Will screamed bloody murder. He heard the sounds of the bat whacking Jeff’s back over and over.
It took strength Will never knew he had to hold off Jeff. The crazed man had his mouth open like someone was about to feed him birthday cake. Will’s arms were giving out. He prayed to any god that might give him strength and tried to push Jeff off.
The larger man fell on him like a ton of bricks. Will couldn’t scream with the wind knocked out of him. He felt Jeff’s teeth on his neck. Before he could bite down there was a crunch. Will felt the weight of Jeff tumble to his left.
Alex’s empty hand was shaking. Will turned to look at Jeff’s body. The bat had broken in two and the handle was deep into the back of Jeff’s neck.
“He was going to fucking bite you.” Alex was pleading his case immediately.
Will kicked Jeff’s body. It only moved under the kick. Hitting the floor with a thud. He just rolled on his back. He couldn’t bring himself to think about what this all meant. He felt awful for his friend, but the world felt like it was ending. Before he was the frog in boiling water not aware that he was cooking. He couldn’t ignore it now. Jeff was dead. The world was ending. 
Alex looked at his watch. He spoke meekly, feeling guilty already for what he was saying. “We have dead air in ten seconds.”
Will looked up, something snapped inside him. “Show must go on.”
Will jumped up. On wobbly legs, he moved toward the studio. Alex backed toward the booth. Will was still shaking when he got to the microphone and put on his headphones. Anger, adrenaline and sorrow were all coursing through his body. Alex was pointing at him. He was the only show left in town. This was a crisis and he was needed. Deep breaths, he told himself and he turned on the microphone.
“Good afternoon, San Diego. Hope you are not as fucked as we are. . .”
***


She wanted to rip the mask off. She knew it was the only reason she was breathing but it caused her to feel claustrophobic at the same time. She was sweating in the mask, it was creating an awful smell and she felt her breath was getting sour. She needed to find shelter quick.
The whole time she rode her bike through downtown she heard the sound of gunfire and the screams. She would have turned around but she had nowhere to go. Looking for Robbins was her only plan. When she entered the residential neighborhood she had an urge to knock on random doors to beg to be let in. She just needed a break from the smoke, from the mask. 
Most of the houses were lit enough that she could see their glow in the haze but not the shape or style of the house. Lowering light should have triggered the street lamps, several were already on. She heard banging and wild screams in enough homes to keep her pedaling. She was so thirsty that licking the sweat off her lips provided relief. She had a few drops of water in her bottle but taking off the mask scared her more now that she rode east into the direction of the fire.
She had slowed down to check the street signs. She didn’t make the names at first. Robinson. . . she was close. She stepped off her bike. She leaned it up against the stop sign. She had locked up here on visits to Robbins before. She felt a little silly putting the U-lock on the bike but the last thing she wanted was someone to steal it.
You could not even see the houses set back from the block. She walked down the center of the street, following the yellow line till she saw the curb and grass at the dead end. There was a five foot drop and then the tunnel that Robbins had called home so many days.
The concrete tunnel was meant to carry water when it was built but became an important travel point for coyote and wildlife when the freeway was built. It kept the wild animals from trying to cross the freeway. Then as the sprawl built up on the other side, the wild traffic slowed. Austin thought it was a fitting place for a homeless man who had risked jail many times to protect animals.
Austin stepped carefully down to the edge of the tunnel. She almost missed it. A note rested on the ground, her name written in black marker. Robbins’s handwriting. She picked it up. It had duct tape across the top. It was probably stuck to the tunnel, but the Santa Ana had ripped it off. Another few minutes and it might have blown away.
She opened the paper.
Hey, Austin. I found a house to ride out the storm. Not far. 3822 Robinson. Fitting, right? We will be safe.
-R
She wanted to laugh and cry. Just the thought of being out of the mask was enough to overwhelm her with emotions. She folded the paper and put it back into her pocket. Just knowing she had somewhere to go helped her to feel better. She was about to turn away when she heard something in the tunnel.
“Hell. . .”
A voice echoed from the tunnel. It sounded like a word. Sounded like hell or help but twisted, the longer the yelling continued the less it sounded like words. With each second it sounded more like the sound she heard Lindsay make when she went crazy. Austin should have turned and ran but she stepped closer. She felt a pull to look in the tunnel it was the first time in hours she could see any distance.
A person ran through the long tunnel, crouched over as he ran like a chimpanzee toward her. Austin didn’t wait. She turned to run back into the street. She heard a chorus of wild screams, this time in front of her. The man from the tunnel was coming quickly behind her. A dozen people, all with the same rabid look appeared out of the haze in her path. They reached for her as they ran driven by a wild hunger.
 She just ran as hard as could. Her legs accustomed to miles of bike riding each day burned under the pressure. She had to run past them, she felt the tips of fingers. As she ran, she could only hear the rabid people as their desperate cries got closer. She felt hands gripping her back pack, slowing her for seconds and then they lost grip. She couldn’t imagine shedding the backpack with her whole life in it, but if they got a grip, she would have to.
She saw her bike, and cursed. There was no time to unlock it. Somewhere in the haze she heard the sound of automatic gunfire. It was close, like thunder as rapid as popcorn. Her legs gave out as she felt arms surround her like a bear hug. One of them had her.
Austin hit the sidewalk involuntarily and spit up in her gas mask as she landed on the pavement. The pain of the landing radiated through her body. She didn’t have time to suffer. She looked up into red and yellow eyes that had belonged to a middle-aged woman before insanity. She drooled from a wide open mouth ready to bite. Austin kicked up, pushing the woman back. The crazy woman was about to fall back onto her when her head exploded.
Austin crawled back and watched the group of rabid people dance under the influence of the thundering blasts of machine gun fire. Her hearing was suddenly gone the sound of the gunfire was so loud. One by one the crazies hit and fell back to the pavement. She heard shouting but it sounded miles away. She sat up and across the haze she saw her bicycle. There was a pile of twisted and shredded bodies between her and the bike.
She tried to push herself up. She felt a hand grip her arm. She made a fist ready to swing.
“Are you OK?”
She barely heard it, something as if the words traveled miles on an echo. She turned and saw the young face of the soldier who asked her. He wore a more modern, sleek gas mask and had a rifle slung. She could see his eyes, and they were normal. Two more soldiers were behind him, they had their guns ready to fire. Austin was confused and scared. She said nothing, not knowing how to answer. She was very not OK.
“You shouldn’t be out here.”
Her hearing was better already but far from back. The soldier stripped her backpack and threw it on the ground.
“Hey!”
He twisted her arms back and tied her wrists with zip ties. He pushed her but Austin tried to lock her feet. The soldier put some strength into it and pushed her harder. One of the other soldiers grabbed her backpack.
“You’re under arrest for violating the state of emergency.”
A Humvee was parked across the street. It came into view out of the haze as they got closer. Austin fought as she almost got out of the man’s grip he tightened her hold.
“I was just going home, I swear, let me go,” Austin begged.
“Should have let the ferals eat the stupid bitch,” the soldier with the rifle behind her said.
Austin felt the strap on the back of her mask loosen. They were taking her mask off. Panic spiked through her whole body.
“No, please!”
It happened quickly. She tried to hold her breath, but the mask came off. The acrid feel that had surrounded her body like a bubble closed on her face. It burned her eyes instantly. She felt the foul air entering her nose and felt the assault. She closed her eyes and tried to hold her breath as the soldier dragged her.
“It is not safe out here.”
Austin tried to kick and fight. She saw the door to the Humvee open. They threw her backpack in with more care than she received. It was a blur, she knew they picked her up and threw her inside. She heard the door slam. Finally, she allowed herself to breathe. Smelled like a locker room, but it smelled better than outside. Despite being face down she took in deep breaths, just happy to be out of the open air. She felt the motion of the vehicle and didn’t want think about what might happen next.



Chapter Fifteen
 
 
The spike camp was a storm of activity, but to Annie who grew-up fighting fires and went to college at the school of forestry in Syracuse. She understood enough about forest fires to know what was happening. It was nothing more than a show. Her bullshit detector was so overworked, watching this operation. Her foreman, Tucker, was so frustrated he had gone rogue, and she had lost one of her squad bosses.
She had trained on controlled burns her whole career. She was pretty sure she knew what she was looking at. They might as well circle the city on the map and cross it out.
She watched the Humvees leaving. The loaded down gunships had stopped at the edge of the camp to pick up reinforcements. She was no expert, but it looked as if they were reloading weapons. On a clear day she would be able to see it perfectly. Through the smoke and her slightly fogged gas mask she could not see it well.
It was hard to imagine this was a mall parking lot yesterday. Customers filled up the lot to go to Best Buy, buying computers and big screen TVs. Harder still to imagine a livable city beyond, with the warm winds, smoke and humidity it felt closer to Venus than earth.
 Annie had almost sweated all the way through her uniform by the time she approached the double-wide trailer with FEMA on the side.
She stepped in the trailer and took off her mask. The cool air conditioned space felt wonderful. She walked to the command center and looked at the latest map. They had an emergency connection from a satellite, considering there seemed to be no fiber optics cables left. She learned quickly that a combination of regulation and cheapness had created a problem. Just as the water came in through one tunnel, the main power station that supplied the county came from an east-west transformer station with hardly any backups.
The fire was approaching that main power line. It wouldn’t be long. The power was the next thing to go. Time was ticking away.
“Hey, can somebody explain to me why all the experienced crews were called off the line on the north edge here?”
Annie used a laser pointer to circle the area where the fire was approaching the power plant and the east west lines. The FEMA crew exchanged looks. The army core of engineer techs looked as confused as she was. Silence suddenly overcame the busy command center. Some of them had to understand, probably most of them. She wanted to yell at them. Remind them that lives were at stake but they didn’t need that explained to them.
“Miss Halford.” Annie turned to see General Redcrow standing in the doorway to his office. “Can I have a minute?”
Annie felt that she was in trouble. She was being called into the principal’s office. Good, she was glad. She was ready to confront him. She took a deep breath and went into the office. This was too important. She wasn’t afraid of the uniform or the stars. She steeled herself for the confrontation.
He offered her a seat and came around the desk. He had a shot glass set up for her. He reached into his desk and pulled out a bottle of whiskey and poured her a shot.
“Have a drink.”
She shook her head.
“Trust me, you’ll need it.”
He sat down even though Annie remained standing. He took a shot of his whiskey.
“Why are we not fighting this fire?”
“You wouldn’t be here if we were not.”
“Bullshit. You say you knew my father, then you know I grew up with the best.”
She stared at his face as she spoke, locking with his eyes. Under his neatly-cropped crew cut his lined face looked like a road map of hard years. His face changed as she spoke.
“I know a real effort when I see it.”
She felt confidence escape her like a balloon deflating. She felt anger coming off him in waves. He took another sip of his hard stuff and smiled at her. The smile was as fake as a three dollar bill.
“Tell me, Annie where do you reckon I grew up?”
She couldn’t place the accent. It was thick, somewhere in the south. She just went by the name. “Redcrow. Is that Cherokee?”
He laughed, a deep belly laugh, then got serious, almost angry-sounding as he spoke. “Do I look Native to you?”
Annie shrugged. He didn’t look Native. In fact, he looked whiter than Wonder Bread.
“I know you’re trying to think of something politically correct to say. I got maybe five or ten percent injun back in the family tree at best.”
Annie took the shot and gulped it down, smacked down her glass.
“You’re changing the subject general.”
“Don’t you want to know where I’m from? It will answer some of your questions.”
Annie just stared back at him. He nodded.
“I grew up on base. Which one, well, there were lots of them. My father was killed in ‘nam, his second tour, already on a command track. I was just a boy but I remember something he told me before he left. I remember clear as a summer day.”
“General I—”
Redcrow held up a finger. “It wasn’t a gook, oh no. My daddy told me why we were losing that war, but it wasn’t the gooks. Cancer, and a deep sickness through the body of the armed forces. Junkies, drop-outs and malcontents. Unsustainable situation. My dad was fracked by his own men.”
“I have no idea what you are trying to tell me.”
Redcrow leaned back in his chair. “You are not that stupid, sweetheart. We tried. We really did when we got here. I assume you have heard the gunfire? I assume you have seen the ferals at least on video.”
Annie didn’t know they had a name, but she had seen them. A perfect name to describe the wild uncontrolled behavior. She had heard the machine gun fire. Early on she told herself it was just looting. She was fooling herself. She had never seen or heard this kind of intensity
“What is it? What is really happening?”
“The fire is spreading, but it is not the only thing spreading. The ferals can’t be reasoned with. Their minds are gone, overcome with aggression. They will kill themselves, but we can’t let it spread.”
Annie didn’t really need this explanation, she knew it already but it was too crazy to believe.
“You’re killing the infection.”
Redcrow made a motion like he was chopping off his hand at the wrist. “Cutting it right off. The question becomes, do you want a front row seat or am I throwing you out in it?”

***
The air had not cooled at all as the sun went down. Now the fire approaching the spike camp warmed the air. Scott had to make his way carefully to the motorbikes which were lined up and parked with helmets designed to fit around gas masks. The bikes were owned by the forest service used off-road by scouts in fire zones. A job Riccardi had for many years. Six bikes were lined up near the back of the parking lot.
The haze was covering up the exit ramp just past the parking lot. Just yesterday it took thousands of cars from El Cajon on their way west. He looked at the key and the number attached, 316. He wasn’t sure at first how to find the number but the first bike, he had to wipe dirt off one of the bikes that was covered, it had 297 painted on the seat. It was the fourth bike that had the matching number. He fit the key in to double check. He didn’t start it, he wanted to get away from spike camp before he turned on the motor, these bikes were loud as hell.
He moved the bike off its stand and rolled it slowly to the curb. He pushed it up on the empty ramp toward the 8 freeway. It was a little harder to get up the incline, as he got away from the spike camp the eerie quiet got to him. When he lived here for college the 8 never stopped roaring, as millions of cars zoomed past. Without the cars it was easy to forget that beyond the smoke was the city of El Cajon. The only sounds were the far off gunfire and screams becoming like ambient noise. Then he heard one that could have been on the freeway with him. The ferals were everywhere on the south side of the south side in the city proper. He didn’t hear as many screams to the north. The gunfire increased minute by minute.
 He knew what he was hearing. Street by street, block by block they were killing the ferals.
Scott pushed the bike onto the straight away of the freeway. The haze was thick enough he could only see ten feet ahead. He had to turn the bike to avoid a truck left on the freeway. Then he saw a white KIA, a little further a black Ford Escape was flipped over. In front of it he discovered two cars crunched together. As he went further in the haze he lost count of the cars crashed together in the pile up.
He slowed when he heard wheezing, hard fought breathing from a man trapped behind the wheel of a car smashed front and back. Scott put the bike back on the kickstand and ran to the car. The man was trapped by his airbag. He couldn’t reach the door handle around the inflatable bag. Scott tried to open the door. It was crushed and would not open. Scott looked around for something to pry it open with when the man hissed.
Scott took a closer look at him. The trapped man had no whites in his eyes. The same crazed look of the bus driver. Berserker or feral, whatever you want to call them, he was already gone. The feral man struggled and tried to reach through the broken window at Scott. He wanted to help the man but he reminded himself, they don’t have shoot-to-kill orders because there is a cure.
Scott got closer to the door. The man’s wild hunger was driving him to buck and fight in place. There was nothing rational remaining. He looked barely human. He needed to be put out of his misery. Scott knew he wouldn’t want to be like him.
“I’m sorry, buddy.”
He only returned a desperate scream.
 That was enough. Scott went back to the bike and pushed. He would fire it up when he got to the end of the pileup. The wreckage of cars ended at a Humvee that was turned sideways blocking the two lanes in the center. He stopped and went to put on the helmet. It was a struggle to fit it around the gas mask. The air looked slightly cleaner but from here the freeway lead directly into Mission Valley where the smog hangs on a typical day. The freeway was five lanes across and for now he was happy to see open road down the center lanes.
He swung his leg over the bike and realized that he saw a body. Legs and combat boots. Scott stepped away from the bike into the haze. A soldier in a gas mask sat up against a Humvee. The head of the soldier dripped onto the body. A gun was locked in a dead hand. He had shot himself. With a closer look, Scott could tell his leg had been mangled, looked like it had been in a trap or bitten. Scott knew it was teeth.
“Hello?” Scott stepped closer to the Humvee. “Anybody in there?”
Scott waited but heard nothing. He climbed up on the back of the truck and looked inside. It was empty. The windshield was cracked. A dead feral was inside for some reason and the side door was left open.
“You gotta get to Jake,” he whispered to himself.
Scott jumped back down, took one step towards the bike and turned around. He keeled by the dead soldier. He had been a private. The name on his uniform said Morrell. Scott said a prayer for him and reached to his hand. The pistol was a Glock, not standard issue but clearly this national guardsman’s personal weapon. A spent clip laid beside him. Scott grabbed it by the barrel and gave it a tug. It didn’t move. The grip was tight. He thought he might have to break the fingers at first. 
After a little wiggle the gun slipped out into his hand. Scott ejected the clip, it looked fully loaded. It was a high-capacity magazine designed to hold 12 bullets, which was illegal in California. Poor young man had put number twelve straight through his own head. Morrell had a belt holster. Scott took that too. He stood back up and put the belt and the gun on.
He adjusted his gas mask tighter as he got on the bike. It would be slow twisting and turning around the wrecks and he intended to avoid checkpoints where he could. He turned on the bike and the roar felt comforting as he sped into the unknown.
***
Tiffany and Damian sat in the living room eating microwaved Spaghetti O’s. They were very quiet, understanding that mom was not in the mood. Victoria was thankful that they were aware enough to know that she was scared and nervous. They were not normally this quiet even when eating their favorite meals.
 She had not gone back into the kitchen since she got the two bowls out of the microwave. It was irrational she knew, but she itched all over, afraid those crawly things were still on her skin. She had obsessively scrubbed her hands and face with the sanitizer a third time before opening the cans.
“Where is Daddy?” Damian asked. He sounded scared. He was born early and not expected to gain enough weight to survive the first month of his life. He was their miracle boy. No matter how many hurdles seemed to crop up he jumped them all. His struggles brought the trauma she endured with her parents’ death back to the surface. They were grateful that he was mostly unaware that he was challenged at all. 
“I don’t know, sweetheart,” Victoria whispered. As the sun fell, she gave up on the idea of Jake returning. The horrible sounds coming from around the city had her hoping he just stayed safe at the station. Having the windows closed kept out most of the sound of screams and gunfire, but a few times they sounded nearby. Something she never expected to hear in San Diego.
Tiffany dropped her spoon in the empty bowl. She was not happy about the meal, but she ate it. She silently stood up and walked to the living room. Victoria and Damian watched her go. The little man shrugged.
“When is everything going to be nice again?” Damian asked between bites.
Victoria wished she had a real answer. “I don’t know, baby, but hopefully soon.”
Damian kept eating and Tiffany turned on the TV to static. She switched the input over to the Xbox. She was that bored. She hated playing on it. Tiffany fell onto the couch with a plop and half heartily played the game. Victoria knew she needed to eat herself, but that required going back into the kitchen.
“Mom!”
Victoria jumped up at the desperate sound of her daughter’s voice. Two headlights spun across the window as a car turned into the driveway. Victoria ran to the front door and looked out the window that went up the length of the door.
It was Jake’s car. Forgetting for a moment about the smoke and ash in the sky, Victoria felt such relief tears welled up in her eyes. She forgot caution and opened the door and ran to the car. The assault on her lungs and eyes surprised her. The smell had gotten much worse.
The windshield was cracked, blood was smeared around the car. Victoria’s eyes got wide as Andrew, the pilot from the station, got out of the passenger side. He had his shirt pulled over his nose. He ran off into the haze. Jake got out of the car and ran to Victoria. They hugged for a long moment. She coughed, her lungs rejecting the air. She didn’t want to let go.
“Thank god you’re back.”
Jake pulled back enough to see Tiffany and Damian standing in the door way. He pulled Victoria with him and they all met in a group hug.
“Everyone gets one bag. You have twenty minutes tops.”
Victoria pulled out of the hug to push the door shut and meet her husband’s gaze. “What happens then?”
“We have to get out of here.”
“But, Dad. . .” Tiffany started to argue. He shook his head and pushed her towards the stairs.
“Just grab clothes, OK? Enough to last a week.” Jake kneeled down by his son. “Just a few toys, I hope we’ll be back soon.”
Damian nodded and ran up the steps.
“Jake the roads are—”
“Impossible, I know.” Jake had not turned back to her.
“The freeways are closed.”
 He turned back to her. “Andy went to get Adam. He’s gonna—”
Victoria shook her head. “Oh, no we are not going to. . .”
She didn’t have to say it. She hated flying of any kind and certainly despised the feeling of being in the helicopter. Andrew seemed young for a pilot, her reasons were endless.
“No, no there has to be some other—”
“Stop!” Jake yelled. Victoria was stunned. Jake was calm by nature, she had only seen him raise his voice a few times. Always with his brother. A closer look and she saw his hands shook. She had not seen fear in his eyes like that ever. His last football injury, when she came down to the locker room he was scared but this was different. This was deep and primal.
“What happened out there, baby?”
He leaned back against the wall and slid down to the floor. She sat down beside him holding his hand. “You see the blood on the car?”
She nodded.
“I had to do things. Hurt people, I think.”
Victoria was confused afraid to press him. “What do you mean?”
“They’re sick, crazy and everywhere.” Tears poured out of him. “We have to get out of here. Whatever it takes.”
Victoria pulled him into a hug. He cried, but he felt the clock ticking. They had to be ready when Andrew got back.
***
Austin struggled to open her eyes. She had passed out, but had no idea how long she was out for. Her hearing had returned. She could hear voices and felt the motion. They bounced around a bit and it was clear they were driving. As her eyes opened she saw two soldiers sitting across the vehicle from her. They were in the Humvee, the third soldier was driving. Her hands were still behind her back. She moved her wrists apart to test. She was still zip-tied.
She remembered the accented voice, hearing more clearly didn’t mean she could place it.
“She’ll clean up real good.”
“Nice ass and titties,” he said. They both laughed.
“Hey, knock it off,” the driver yelled back from the front cab.
The taller guy with the accent leaned into the cab. “They all gonna die anyways, chief.” Then he slid the panel shut that separated the two parts of the cab. The two soldiers laughed. Austin thought about saying something. She wanted to yell fuck you at the assholes. Yell for help. Maybe the driver would help her?
She held her eyes just barely open, and hoped they wouldn’t notice in the low light. The shorter of the two was a fair-skinned red headed kid who barely looked old enough to drive. He moved closer to her. She could see his name, Jase.
As he got closer, she closed her eyes. He was right over her. He ran his finger down her cheek. Her heart raced. She had to stay cool, but her heart beat almost out of her chest. She felt the urge to scream, jump, anything to get away.
“You are purdy ain’t you?”
She felt the tip of his finger move across her cheek to her bottom lip. The urge to scream was now a raging fire.
“Real purdy,” he whispered. 
Austin snapped. She opened her mouth and bit on his finger. Jase screamed as Austin felt the bones in his finger snap. She latched on, biting down like a steel leg hold trap until he threw an awkward punch with his left hand. Austin snapped back. Jase shook his bleeding hand. The taller soldier laughed.
“We got ourselves a fighter,” said the tall one. Austin looked at his name tag, Ambrose. He had thick dark eyebrows that threatened to come together, a burly beard and acne that adult hood had not fixed. A face his mother was really not in love with. Dumb, ugly and dangerous.
“I like me a fighter.”
Austin yelled “Help!” He put his hand over her mouth. The Humvee stopped.
“Shut your bitch mouth or I’ll really make it hurt.”
The panel to the front cab opened. The driver dipped his head back.
“Keep it in your pants you stupid shits, we’re on mission.”
Ambrose kept his hand over her face. It smelled awful, like he didn’t wash his hands after the last time he wiped his ass. Austin fought to hold what little food she had in her system. She saw her backpack near the front panel. She had two knives in there but it might as well have been in New York with her hands tied.
“Ambrose, leave her be.”
“Cool your jets, Osborne, we can share.”
Osborne stared at him, but Ambrose never turned back. Ambrose kept his eyes locked with Austin. She looked around him, at Osborne silently pleading with him. She hoped he saw her terror and cared.
“Ambrose,” he said his name like an order. “This is still America. I don’t know about you but I signed up to protect—”
“Bullshit!” Jase said, still nursing his finger. “She almost bit my hand off. She’s a goddamn feral.”
Austin wasn’t sure what he meant, but she knew it wasn’t true.
“That’s bullshit.” She looked at Osborne. “He was touching me.”
Ambrose shook his head. “This bitch is infected. She ain’t feral yet, but she gonna be any time now. You watch.”
Osborne looked at Jase who still held his bleeding hand. “So, that mean your homeboy here is infected too.”
“Fuck that, I ain’t infected!” Jase yelled.
“I’m not infected,” Austin said quietly. She thought about telling him that she had AIDS, Herpes and he would piss fire for a month, but she was not sure that would slow him down. If he came closer, she was just going to have kick. Her only option to fight.
“And if she was infected your orders are to kill, not fuck them.”
Ambrose finally turned to look at Osborne. “I’m sick of your shit.”
Osborne didn’t get a chance to rebuttal. The radio in the cab came to life.
“Mayday, mayday! All units to the harbor!”
Austin fell back into the bench as they picked up speed. Ambrose screamed as he strapped on a helmet. Jase was slower, trying to test getting his finger into the trigger of his rifle.
“Fuck yeah.” Ambrose put a bullet into the chamber of his AR-15. “Berserker hunt. Let’s go kill some muthafuckers!”
Austin didn’t believe in God, she had no one to pray to. She prayed not to a god but to the universe. Help me, please.
***
 Will could see the panic in his young producer’s face.
“No, you heard that right, San Diego, I can’t take this. I wish I could take some calls, you know, get the pulse of the street. If I stick my head out the door here at our studio I can’t see goddamn thing. Can’t breathe. Can’t drink the water. Now we can’t communicate. Phones are down. Internet? What the hell is that? We are back to the stone ages of radio here. I love to talk out of my ass but that is all we have. We are isolated, so I probably know less than those of you out there. I don’t know what is happening with the fire, the water or the military checkpoints. I don’t know squat. That said, it is not why I am giving up.”
Panic overtook Alex’s face. “Hey, Willy, why don’t we play the audio of your interview?”
“Alex, stop. I know what you’re trying to do. I thought I could just go on. . .”
There was sorrow in Will’s voice. The bravado that was his trademark was gone. “I know over the years I gave Jeff a mountain of shit.”
“So, I’m gonna play that audio.” You could hear the fear in Alex’s voice.
Will pointed at him in the booth. “Big Al, you play that video or cut me off, so help me I will beat your ass.”
Alex shook his head. He mouthed the words, “Yeah right,” from behind the window. Alex was younger and bigger, but Will didn’t care.
“Don’t come here trying to help Jeff.”
Alex took his headphones off in disgust. It didn’t stop Will.
***
Robbins stepped back in from the attached garage. Now that night had fallen he had hoped to find plywood that he could nail over the windows. He would tear down a cabinet if he had to get it done. He took the empty can of green beans and stood over the recycling bin. He laughed as he dropped it in there.
These stupid things we did to convince ourselves we were being responsible with the planet. Reused bags, buying items in bulk, reducing and reusing. All tricks to convince us we were doing something, but here they were. Reaping what we have sown.
Robbins tied his dreadlocks back and sat on the couch. He had not sat down in hours. He opened the bottle of water he sat out for himself. He gulped it down. It tasted divine.
 “Big Al, you play that video or cut me off, so help me I will beat your ass.”
Robbins turned his attention to the radio. Did he just hear the host threaten the producer? There was a pause.
“Don’t come here trying to help Jeff. No matter how much we made fun of him, he was like a brother to me. We killed him. He’s dead. ”
Robbins sat up, couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
“He attacked us. He was crazy. In life, Jeff was a blowhard, but it was an act. Our listeners like the idea that we are just a couple bros talking ball. It is entertainment. He was not asshole and neither am I. Inside, Jeff was a great guy. Something made him crazy. Something made him wild, first he was sick but it got worse. . .”
Robbins only half-listened as he turned the pages of his latest notebook that he left on the coffee table. He saw it first at the water plant. He had written about in Tipping Point. The farms use harsh chemicals and it ends up pushing downstream. He opened to pages he had written on the subject months ago. He ran his fingers over the words he wished he had gotten out to the world.
‘No one knows the long term impact of the pollution flowing down stream into our taps. . .’



Chapter Sixteen
 
 
Martin turned the lights on in his office. He knew he would spend a few late nights here but on this first day he expected to be home by now. He didn’t have a wife and kids, but he was three dates into a relationship with a beautiful young lawyer he met at a fundraiser. He had not thought about Mavish all day. Not one time until this moment. Because he promised her he would call when he got home. He doubted she was in this situation watching her phone, waiting for it to ring.
He knew that her parents back in India had a marriage arranged for her, and they didn’t want her dating while doing her law internship. He thought they had something, but it was hard to tell. Her beauty was smoldering, and she was exotic, but she was taking her time getting to know him.
There was a knock on the door. Lisa from communications. Martin smiled and waved her in.
“We have a problem.”
“We have a million of them, I assume you are talking about something new.”
“The mayor, he won’t answer the door.”
Martin had told him to go lay down, that they would wake him if anything changed.
“I told him to nap unless we have those Wi-Fi towers working, and we don’t have anything for him to do.”
Lisa wasn’t accepting that answer. “Martin he didn’t look good, sweaty, anxious. . .”
“If he looked good right now that would be more of a—”
The sounds of a struggle came from the outer office. A primal scream, the kind that came from the ferals as Lewis had called them. Gun shot. It thundered through the office. Martin froze, but Lisa ran out the door. Lisa screamed. Martin didn’t want to follow. He wanted to hide under his desk. He didn’t want to know what happened. He couldn’t handle anything more.
“You bastards!” Lisa yelled.
 Martin hit the desk out of frustration before he stepped out. Lewis had pushed Lisa back and held her against the wall. He had his pistol out and in his hand. The security door was open. A soldier dragged the body of Sarah Johnson who worked in city planning for three mayors. Her head left a trail of blood along the carpet.
“Calm down!” Lewis told Lisa over and over.
“Lewis!” Martin yelled. “That’s her best friend!”
Lisa fell to the floor crying. She irrationally pounded at Lewis’s feet. “You killed her!”
Just like that Sarah’s body was gone and the door slammed shut. Martin was stunned, unable to process a shooting in the mayor’s office. Martin’s eyes glanced to the mayor’s personal office, the door was still shut. He didn’t come out. Shea from FEMA walked into the main office area, his pistol out.
“She was infected.” Lewis spun, holding the pistol high. “There is no cure. Once they have it in their brain, they’re gone already.”
“What about Chuck and the other staff we sent down to the tenth floor?”
Lisa sobbed. “He killed them.”
“And everyone one of you should thank me for it.”
Shea stepped forward. “None of us woke up this morning expecting to be ground zero in an ecological disaster.”
“If we are going to survive, we have to make tough calls,” Lewis said as he holstered his weapon. Shea and Lewis walked back to the conference room. Lewis pulled the door shut.
City Hall was down to Martin, a sobbing Lisa and stunned looking Mitchell from tech. Mitchell leaned over the blood stain on the carpet. Martin stood over him.
“Where is the mayor?” Mitchell whispered.
“Mitchell, I need you to get me a signal. We need to make an SOS.”
Mitchell stood up and was close enough for Martin to smell his breath. “This isn’t Star Trek. I can’t pull a solution out of my ass. The mainframe is on the 10th floor of the NBC building.”
“Why there?”
“Universal, the parent copy, sponsored the towers. Everybody who used it got NBC pop-up ads during Comic-Con weekend.”
Martin nodded. “Good, that is only a few blocks away.”
“I’m not going out there.”
“We need that signal.”
“Have you heard the gunfire? The screams?” Mitchell shook his head. “I’ll give you instructions, but I’m not going out there.”
Martin couldn’t order him to do it; it was not worth the risk.
“How long would it take you to write out the directions? For a total idiot?”
“Half an hour, maybe.”
Martin waved him off. Mitchell took off to his office. Martin leaned against the wall and slid to the floor. He pulled Lisa close to him. She sobbed into his shirt.
“I’m sorry about Sarah.” Martin put her head under his chin. “We have half an hour to craft a statement.”
Just then the lights flickered in the building. Then darkness. It lasted less than five seconds, but enough, the air conditioning stopped and the machine had to kick up. The clock plugged into the desk across from him was flashing 12:00. Not the power, thought Martin. Please stay on he prayed. Please answer this one.
***
It was a strange feeling, like floating through a cloud. At times Scott couldn’t even see the freeway under his bike. He worried about steaming up his gas mask. It was a scary ride, sometimes he just had a second to swerve and avoid cars that were left behind on the road. The sound of screams from the city and gunfire were louder as he got closer in. He almost missed the exit to the 805 freeway that took him up the steep hill toward his brother’s neighborhood.
The bike struggled with the incline, Scott grit his teeth trying to will the bike up out of Mission Valley. A day ago this was a total of ten lanes between each direction. Scott twisted the handle control to push the small engine to its limit. It took a few moments, but he could loosen a bit as he pushed upwards. As he got close to the top, a higher wind broke up the smoke a bit. He could see cars piled on the right shoulder, several were in flames.
Scott turned back to the road and cursed. A wall of several dozen cars were piled together in an impromptu junk yard in the center of the 805 south. Scott had to turn and slide the bike to avoid crashing into it. He had to stop.
He rolled the bike on to its kickstand and jumped off. The motor continued to sputter. He was nervous to turn it off, afraid that it might never come back on. Scott climbed on the hood of a car and looked down the freeway. He couldn’t see very far but cars were smashed in every inch of the freeway. Doors left open, windows broken out. The car in front of him had bullet holes in the passenger side door. The window was smashed.
He saw the ramp to the nearest exit. Adams Ave in Kensington. That would get him close to Jake and Victoria’s house. He would have less than a mile at most to travel on surface streets. He looked for a way around the pileup to get to the exit.
Scott got back on the bike and sped around the crash, he was glad the bike was designed for off road as he had to plow through the brush a bit before bouncing back on the road. He sped up the exit and cursed as he headed through the smoke right into a military checkpoint. It faded into view like a specter forming in the haze.
Two Humvees sat nose to nose under the flashing red stoplight blocking Adams Ave. Half a dozen soldiers in gas masks ran at him with rifles raised. Scott twisted the break and put his hands up.
“Whoa, whoa don’t shoot!”
The soldiers stopped within his visibility, but the flashing stoplight and the vehicles looked ghostly in the haze. Scott looked for a name on the uniform but couldn’t make one out.
“What in the fucking hell are you doing out here?” the closest soldier’s muffled voice came through the mask.
Scott could see the soldier just behind him, shook enough to rattle his rifle. Scott had planned what to say since he left. Now was the time to test his bullshit ability.
“My name is Jeremy Long.” He used his college football coach’s name. “I’m a scout with FEMA here on orders from General Redcrow.”
The soldiers looked at each other. The closest one lowered his rifle.
“Sorry, sir, we’re a little fried right now. General sent you?”
Scott nodded. The two young soldiers shared a look.
“Ain’t nobody supposed to be out here,” said Scaredy Cat.
“You need to call General Redcrow, because he is too busy just to confirm my orders at every goddamn checkpoint. Look at my equipment.”
“It’s OK, sir.” The closer soldier slung his rifle this time.
Relief came over Scott. He looked back at the freeway, invisible now under the haze.
“What the hell happened here?”
“Just before the state of emergency the smoke was so thick at the top everyone that came over the hill went smack into the pileup. Good thing they were driving slow.”
The scared soldier lowered his rifle finally. “Didn’t matter, tons of ‘em went feral.”
“We got as many of them as we could, but some made it into the neighborhood. You ain’t going in there are you, sir?”
Scott thought about how to answer that. He had to get past this checkpoint, but these men seemed willing to talk.
“How many ferals can I expect in North Park?”
The scared soldier grunted under his mask. “They’re everywhere, man.”
“They’re dangerous, but dumb as shit. That is why they pound on the doors and scream, they can’t get out.”
“Sarge says they are so hungry they will bite your fucking arm off.” The fear in this young man’s eyes shined through the visor on his mask.
“You should have a rifle, sir. Shoot-to-kill orders for a reason.”
“I’m good.” Scott gave a pat to the pistol on his hip. He didn’t want to push it and ask if they had a rifle to spare. “But I really gotta get moving.”
One of the soldiers turned and waved. The Humvee on the right roared to life and pulled closer to the curb. It was enough for Scott to slip through just as he was about to take off.
“Don’t let those fucking things bite you. It goes south really fucking quick.”
Scott gave a salute and drove through. He pulled out on to Adams, a street he remembered being busy. The screams were louder than he had heard since he was face to face with the ferals. He knew they were beyond the haze. They filled his thoughts with dread. Could they smell him? How wild were they?


***
When they peeled out a blue tooth speaker blared, “let the bodies hit the floor,” Austin always hated that song. After a few miles they turned down the music. The sound of gunfire and feral screams increased as they drove. Every moment they moved it was like a volume knob being slowly turned up. Austin had no sense of time. Everything seemed to move at a long and torturous pace while being tied up. The noise of battle and chaos increased as Jase and Ambrose were getting amped up. Ambrose kept hitting his chest trying to will them closer to the battle.
“Watch for friendly fire,” Osborne called from the front. “Lots of live fire.” The soldiers both secured the gas masks over their faces.
The Humvee came to a stop and the door was already open. The smoke was not as thick as the east side, but Austin felt relief when Jase slammed the door shut. Osborne was a little slower to get his mask on but he left her alone. The roar of machine gun fire was everywhere. She could no longer hear the ferals. It sounded like a dozen thunderstorms colliding. She wanted to desperately plug or cover her ears.
Austin screamed. She went to the window and looked out. It was the Harbor downtown. They were on the road that led to the airport. The machine gun fire tapered off. The soldiers walked the docks and shot ferals, knocking others into the bay.
Now she heard the helicopters, two of them hanging above the harbor. They were tipped toward the water. Austin gasped when she saw the fire coming for the gunships. It was faint through the haze but she saw boats in the bay burning like candle wicks.
They were stopping the boats, destroying them before they could escape. She watched the helicopters picking off sailboats and smaller cruisers one after another. One of the soldiers turned back from the dock and came back toward her. In the gas mask she couldn’t tell who it was, but they were running, wanting to get back to her quick.
“Shit!”
Austin spun looking for something she could use as a weapon. The problem was still the arms behind her back. The door swung open. She jumped back prepared to kick when the mask came off. It was Osborne. He was breathing heavy from the run. He lifted a knife.
Austin stared at the knife and down to the man’s balls. Damn it, she thought. He was the one I trusted.
“You gotta get out here quick.” He motioned for her to turn around.
She did and felt overwhelmed with relief when she felt his blade working on cutting the zip-ties. He worked slowly and carefully not wanting to cut her wrist.
“They’re killing all the people on those boats,” Austin yelled at him.
The zip-ties snapped apart. Austin rolled her shoulders and felt the relief of having her arms in a natural position. She would ache for days, but now she just wanted to get away.
“They’ve got no choice. They can’t let ferals escape the city.”
Austin grabbed her gas mask and backpack. “So they just murder them?”
“They might as well be dead. No cure.”
Austin stopped at the door handle. “Thank you, honestly.” She slid her gas mask back on. She pushed the door open. She jumped back into the thick foul air. It was further to the ground than she expected, and her legs were wobbly. She heard a solider in the distance yelling.
“Hey, no! What the fuck?”
It was probably Ambrose seeing his prize escaping. His voice was distorted by the gas mask.
She made her way around the front of the Humvee and ran as fast as she could. Haze engulfed her and for the first time she was happy about it. The feeling of running into the acrid cloud was a comfort for the first time.
Ambrose ran after her. She could hear him. He had his mask off yelling.
“Come back, baby!”
She followed the yellow line down the middle of the road for a city block. She could see the empty remains of the county building. It was the closest to the harbor. The lights of the building were like a beacon. She ran toward them, the only thing cutting the darkness. The street lights flickered and the night became impossibly dark. The power was gone and it was like a black hole appeared around her.
“I’ll treat you right, baby, come back!” Ambrose kept yelling.
She had no idea where anything was, or how far away he could be. She ran and waved her hand in front of her hoping she didn’t run into anything.
“Come on, sweetheart.” Ambrose coughed. She hoped he never put the mask back on. He was further away, she hoped he stopped chasing. Austin kept running in the darkness. The lights came back on in the buildings, glowing through the haze the beacon was back. She would have to cross downtown to get to Robbins.
The screams echoed between the buildings. Gunfire in all directions. She had no choice but to run towards it all.
***
Andrew felt the need to stop twice. It was only two blocks, but his shirt was not enough of a filter. His lungs heaved and he coughed trying to eject the nasty air. He had the thought years from now I’m going to pay for the air I breathed on this day. The sound of ferals and the gunfire across the city kept him going. Sometimes minutes would pass without the gunfire but the screams never stopped.
He heard the desperate screams coming from the homes of people who had been his neighbors before Kristen kicked him out. He heard it from more homes than he could count. Illness had swept the neighborhood. He remembered what the young reporter had said about shoot-to-kill orders and the lack of a cure. It was as much madness as illness. This street had been his home for five years and he was scared for the first time to walk along it.
They were too young when they got married and bought this house. Three bedrooms, with space to grow. Kristen was pregnant and catholic. Despite it being the 21st century, he was never given a choice. They were going to marry. He thought it was a bad idea, but kept his mouth shut to the altar. In the end, he wouldn’t trade Adam for anything, even the awful divorce that he was going through. He loved his little boy.
He knew he was the jerk of the marriage, but damn it he loved his son and wanted to see him every day. It wasn’t until the world began ending around him that he could see how bad his behavior was. He had used Adam against her. He had used her weight and self-esteem issues to keep her around. Convinced her that she couldn’t do better. Then he went and fucked a co-worker. He was the jerk. He understood the hatred she felt for him. 
He stepped onto the end of the driveway. The smoke was thick enough to obscure the house. The glow of the light came from the living room. As he walked onto the porch he tensed up. He was afraid to hear them scream. He didn’t know what he would do if he heard Adam or Kristen scream. Her car was still parked there, so they were inside.
He stopped in the bushes and lifted up the little frog statue, same one he had at his childhood home. The key was where he left it, when this was his house. Now he was going to find out if she had the locks changed. He pushed the key in and the deadbolt turned over with a snap. He knocked on the door, and waited a few seconds to push it open.
“Kristen? It’s me Andy.”
He opened the door slowly. The living room was a mess. Adam’s toys were strewn everywhere. That was not typical. Kristen the neat freak normally followed behind him picking up. Andrew kicked toys out of the way to create a path.
“Kristen? Adam?”
He heard banging upstairs. It sounded like a herd of something was rumbling down toward him. Andrew tensed up before he saw his son running down the stairs with arms out.
“Dad!”
It was the best hug of his life. Andrew scooped him up and squeezed. Adam cried on his shoulder.
“I’m here, bud, I’m here.”
“I’m scared, Daddy. Mommy is sick and nothing works.”
Andrew saw the TV was on just with a bouncing no signal. He held his son as he walked toward the kitchen. The light was off, but in the glow from the living room he could see legs on the floor. Kristen was not moving.
His son whispered in his ear. “Mommy told me to stay away.”
He lowered Adam to the ground. “How long has she been like this?”
Adam shrugged. “She didn’t want me downstairs.”
Andrew smiled, trying to give fake assurance to his son. “Go upstairs and pack a bag. Get your blankie, some clothes, socks and underwear. OK? ”
He nodded and ran up the stairs. Andrew stood up straight and took a deep breath. As mad as he had been at her, he didn’t want to see this. He stepped into the kitchen. Kristen leaned up against a cabinet, her chest heaving. Andrew flipped on the light. She cringed and looked away.
She held a half empty glass of water. Andrew leaned over her in a catcher’s stance. She smelled bad. She was sweating out of every pore. Andrew got a whiff of it and reflexively turned away. She slowly turned back to him and opened her eyes. They burned a painful looking red and yellow.
“Oh, Kris, I’m sorry.”
She hissed. She spoke in such a whisper he almost didn’t hear her. “I’m so thirsty.”
“Kris, you weren’t supposed to drink the water.”
He pulled the water glass out of her hand. He held it toward the light. He could see floaties even with the naked eye. She reached up to his arm.
“I’m so thirsty, give it back.”
Andrew shook his head.
“Give it back!” she yelled and used all her strength. She fell back against the cabinet.
Andrew put the glass on the counter out of her reach.
“I’m taking Adam.”
She tried to speak but she couldn’t form words. Tears welled up, a pink fluid streamed down her face. She shook her head.
“Did Adam drink the water?”
She didn’t respond. He was hopeful. Kristen used to yell at him for giving soda to Adam. The boy didn’t like to drink straight water. Orange juice and soda but it had been a struggle to get the boy to drink clear water. They had compromised with Vitamin Water, which they bought by the case. Now that frustrating quirk might have saved his life.
Her chest stopped heaving. Her eyes froze open. He had spent the last couple months angry at her, but they had good years. She was beautiful, the mother of his son and he had put her through hell. He thought about checking her pulse, but he was afraid to touch her. Then he had a paralyzing thought.
What if it was airborne?
He stepped back. He heard the stomping of his son down the steps. He couldn’t let Adam see this. He ran into the living room and caught Adam. He had on a Finding Dory backpack and his blankie over his shoulder. Andrew opened the backpack and smiled. He had done a good job, underwear, socks, two pairs of shorts and shirts. 
He was six but not stupid and saw his father’s tears.
“Mommy coming with us?”
What could he say? His heart broke for his little boy. Andrew stood up, blocking his view of the kitchen and pushed him to the garage.
“She is going to meet us. We are going with Jake and Vic. You know Damian from school, right?”
Adam nodded. Andrew pushed him into the garage and turned on the light. His tools and workshop were just how he left it. He went to his landscaping supplies. He moved the giant spray bottle of round-up and saw what he was looking for. The package of paper masks. He used one when he sprayed the lawn. There were four still in the package.
He put a mask on and it fit snugly. The problem was the elastic string was too big for Adam’s head. Andrew put it on and tied it.
“Why do we need a mask, Daddy?”
“We’re going for a little walk, son.”
“Mommy said it is not safe outside.”
“We don’t have far to go. Just Uncle Jake’s house.” Andrew faked a smile. “You wanna go for ride in Daddy’s helicopter?”
Adam’s eyes got wide. Everything forgotten for a moment.
Andrew reached up and hit the automatic garage door. It roared up and let in the smoke. Adam gasped and planted his feet at the edge of the garage. Andrew pulled his son into it. Andrew jumped at the sound of a feral scream. It was close. He spun to look, his eyes burned in the smoke. He cursed himself for not having Jake come get him. They were going to die out here. The scream again. It was close but muffled by walls.
“Mommy!”
Andrew looked back at the house. He could just barely make her out through the haze. Kristen was savagely hitting the window from the inside. There was no reason, only madness in her behavior, a desperate drive to come after them.
Father pulled son into the smoke. He tightened his grip and pulled him. He ignored his calls for his mother. Adam begged and cried. They couldn’t see more than a few feet. Andrew got them to the curb and he followed, taking them around a few parked cars. Adam kept sobbing, and saying mommy under his mask. Andrew prayed that he would stop. He wanted nothing more than for him to live to feel the trauma of this day.
***
Victoria sighed when Damian and Tiffany had both overloaded their backpacks and awkwardly came down the stairs. Jake watched his family debate what to take and not take out of the corner of his eye.
He had loaded a duffle bag with canned food and a second bag filled with bottled water and juices. He left a shirt tied around his neck and pulled it over his face, grabbed the food bag and walked towards the door.
“But I need that for my hair,” Tiffany pleaded.
“We’re in a crisis. Forget about your hair, sweetheart,” Victoria said.
“Where are we going?” Tiffany asked
“When are we coming home?” Damian added.
Jake was almost at the door. Victoria looked at him with a silent, ‘Yeah Jake where and when?’
He stopped. He had not thought that far ahead but no one would accept that answer.
“We’re going to your brother’s place in Laguna.”
Her wealthy brother had a summer house near the beach in Laguna Beach. Tiffany and Damian cheered at the idea. Victoria gave him a stern look. She knew it was a load of shit. But honestly, he was going to try, it was as good a plan as any other.
The lights flickered and suddenly they snapped off. The power was gone, even the street lights outside. They were instantly in total darkness.
“Dad!” Tiffany begged first. Before he could even form a plan the lights came back on. The clock on the oven beeped requesting to be reset. Jake was already sweating, his nerves were already tattered but without power? They just had to get out of San Diego. He grabbed the bag of priceless, framed family photos and documents with his open hand. Victoria opened the door and he ran past her into the smoke filled air.
He stopped for a moment and listened to the sounds coming from downtown. It sounded like the Fourth of July, more than just simple gunfire and ferals. It sounded like a battle. He didn’t have time to think about it just set the bags down beside the back of Victoria’s minivan. He kicked the hands free switch and the backdoor opened slowly. He dropped the bags in. He froze when he heard a scream, then another. He looked back at the house and saw Victoria in the silhouette of the door, holding Damian close to her side.
He breathed heavy but was relieved the scream didn’t come from his house.
“Jake!”
Jake turned to see Andrew pulling his son through the smoke. Another moment of relief. Jake gave a big bro-hug to his friend. Andrew swung his son’s backpack into the back hatch of the van.
Another scream, a feral scream. Jake followed the sound to the Johnston house just a few feet away. He stared at the window. Flash and thunder. Two gun shots inside, the screams continued but twisted, by pain. Another shot. Adam cried over the sound.
“Get in!” Jake yelled at Adam and Andrew. Victoria and the kids ran at the van. They jumped in the back. 
Jake pushed the door shut when Victoria put up her arm stopping him. “You have to make sure they’re OK?”
“No you don’t, Jake!” Andrew pleaded. “You have seen those things.”
He had seen them and understood why Andrew didn’t want him to go. There was a gun shot and in the real world it wasn’t normal to move toward that sound. He and Bryan were neighbors and friends. They talked in the driveway several times a week. They talked about their children and work. Bryan was a good man, one he cared about. Michelle and Joey were just kids, and he would want Bryan to help his kids if he could. He handed the keys to Victoria.
“Give me five minutes. If I don’t come back, get out of here. Shut the door.”
Victoria put her hand over her heart, as the door shut.
Jake looked around. A shovel still sat in the yard. He left it there Saturday when he got a phone call. He was glad he had forgotten and left it leaned up against the porch. He was a suburban kid, never had weapons in his life. Jake kicked the end of the shovel to bounce dirt off and swung it around so he would be ready to swing it.
He bounced up the front steps and tugged on the door. The handle turned. It was unlocked. 
“Bryan? Steph? Anybody here? It’s Jake.”
He pulled the shirt down to his neck. He could hear sobbing. Jake walked into the living room. The TV was on. It was muted but playing static. The radio was playing somewhere in the house. It was faint but loud enough for him to hear Will Goldberg yelling. Jake squeezed the shovel handle and walked through the dining room to follow the sound of crying.
The table was set. Picked clean ribs and chicken bones remained on the plates each with a halo of flies. Each place at the table had water glasses, all of them empty or half empty. Tiny insects were crawling on every inch of the table. Jake reflexively stepped back from the table and saw her. Stephanie Johnston’s eyes were open. She had the red eyes of a feral but frozen open. Another inch to the right and he saw past the edge of the table to the knife buried in her chest.
Jake looked away, his mind protesting the sight.
“Don’t come in here, Jake,” Bryan said in a shaky voice in the kitchen.
“What did you do, Bryan?” Jake stepped closer, wondering where Bryan got the gun. He never seemed like the gun type.
Outside, the van horn honked. He needed to go, but a part of him had to understand what he was seeing. Jake stepped closer to the kitchen, smelling Stephanie’s body which was similar to the smell of the dirty water. She had bite marks all over her body and her clothes were torn to shreds. Now he saw Bryan. He was backed up against the sink. Both of his children were face down bleeding in front of him. He had his revolver right to his temple. He squeezed the trigger over and over. It clicked and spun but he had no bullets left.
“What happened, Bryan?”
He struggled to speak. “They we’re sick, and crazy.” He pulled the trigger again, despite knowing it was empty. Jake couldn’t imagine what he felt, but Bryan was probably praying for god to make a bullet appear.
“They were eating her. . .” He could barely speak. Jake didn’t need him to say it. He saw it with his own eyes. The bite marks were across her body. Jake used the end of the shovel to hook little Joey’s shoulder. He lifted the body enough to see his face. His mouth was covered in blood.
Jake felt what food he had in his body struggle to come back up.
“Kill me. . .”
Jake looked up at his old friend. His skin was gray, his pupils bright yellow marbles floating in saucers of crimson. He lifted the shirt over his face. No cure, he told himself. I wouldn’t want to be like him. Could he beat his neighbor to death with a shovel?
Outside, the sounds of silence broke when he heard the roar of a motorbike. It was coming closer each second. Jake looked back outside. The horn of the van honked again, twice this time.
“I have to go,” Jake whispered. “I’m sorry.”
“Noooo!” Bryan yelled. “Kill me!”
Jake ran back out the door in time to see a motorbike turning to a quick stop just behind the minivan. The rider wore a fireman’s jacket and a gas mask. Jake held up the shovel and was ready to attack. 
The rider took off his mask and Jake couldn’t believe his eyes.
“Scotty?”
He didn’t have time to feel shock or express the anger he felt over the years toward his brother. A feral scream cut through the night. The sound of feet shuffling on pavement followed. Half a dozen ferals came out of the haze and ran at Scott.
The ferals were almost on him when Jake jumped down the four steps and swung his shovel like he was a swordsman. He knocked one feral back. Scott jumped off the bike letting it fall. He pulled the pistol he had grabbed at spike camp and fired. He aimed for the closest feral’s head, but got the bullet in the chest. Enough to topple it. Jake swung the shovel again but it slipped from his hands. It didn’t slow the ferals.
Victoria opened the sliding van door. “Get in here!”
Jake pulled on Scott’s left arm. He shot two more rounds, one clipping the shoulder of a feral. They fell into the van. They hit seats and everyone screamed in the chaos. Jake’s foot hung out of the door as a feral tried to grab his ankle. It was a woman, with burning red eyes she opened her mouth to bite down on his leg like corn on the cob. Victoria pushed the door shut but Jake’s leg was still in the way. Scott pointed his pistol at the woman’s head. The thunderous sound would deafen them all.
“No!” Jake put his arm up, and kicked at the woman’s face. She let go enough that Jake pulled his leg in.
The door slammed shut. Andrew put the van in reverse. The ferals crowded along the windows on all sides. They screamed loud enough to shake the windows. The children all screamed back. Jake put his thumbs in his ears trying to block the sound.
“Drive!” Victoria screamed at Andrew. He barely heard her, but he didn’t need the order. He was already in motion.
He hit the gas. The engine wheezed a bit to push back the ferals and knock Scott’s motorbike out of the way. In a few seconds they were in the streets. They were pulling away and the ferals screamed louder than ever. Jake turned and looked out the back window. Bryan Johnston, now totally feral, ran with speed and drive he never had before. He chased the van reaching out for it. Jake kept watching even as they made distance. 
The children cried and the adults were too stunned to talk. They drove into the haze through silence.



Chapter Seventeen
 
 
The gunfire increased for several minutes in the distance. Robbins had avoided going upstairs, not wanting to see the dead Murphy family. Even with the door shut just the thought of them dead in the bathtub bothered him. He hoped to get a better view from the master bedroom. The room had a large window. Of course he was not high enough to see over the smoke.
It was more than the gunfire and screams of the rabid people. It sounded like a full on battle was happening across downtown. If he had to guess it was in the bay.
He heard the wild call nearby.
Robbins ran back down the stairs and watched a dozen crazies run in the haze, just barely visible they looked like ghosts. He pulled up a chair and watched out the window. He had the Glock and eleven rounds Mister Murphy so kindly left for him.
He watched for Austin. He believed in his heart that she was coming. She didn’t want to admit it but she inherited the spirit, if not the focus, of her mother. It was painful to see Austin hate on the mother she lost. Austin’s older brother always hated their mother when she was still around. He always wanted to be normal. That was impossible for Valerie.
Valerie was as hardcore an activist as San Diego had ever seen. She spent the summers before Isiah was born at the Earth First rendezvous, which were held in ground zero for environmental battles. One year in Oregon trying to stop a clear-cut, maybe Arizona the next summer trying to block a coyote kill.
Robbins was always excited when Sister Valerie would return from her travels to talk about their battles. They met through copwatch, policing the police was their slogan. She was the first white woman to become active and involved. When they met Robbins was still a graduate student in chemistry at state. His motivation for being an activist was not to be killed in a driving while black incident, to see his family survive a day, a week or a year without feeling the sting of racism. He didn’t care about trees, the air or the water. He ate cheeseburgers and had no idea you could eat collard greens without bacon grease.
In 1991 they were set to have a meeting about a community policing project in the immigrant neighborhood of City Heights. Valerie explained that she was done. That she didn’t want to devote time to any human rights issues. Her focus was the survival of the whole web of life. Robbins was stunned and asked her to explain.
“The earth is dying. What happens in one neighborhood doesn’t matter anymore unless we stop the destruction. Five billion people can’t share the planet and live like this. At some point, we will go too far, and frankly nothing else matters. I will do anything I can to protect the planet for my children and future generations.”
 Robbins said he understood, but Valerie knew he didn’t. So a few days later she left a copy of the book Green Rage by Christopher Manes in his mail box. He read it and was never the same again. The earth is the only planet we have to live on, it is a closed ecosystem and it filled him with anger and terror to think about what they were doing to the planet.
With his eyes open, he could no longer just see a cheeseburger. He saw the wrecking ball of an industry that made the burger, the wasted grain, the pollution in the rivers from runoff, and the staggering numbers of animals marched to their deaths. He couldn’t just see a plastic bag. He saw the remains of them floating in the giant island in the pacific. He couldn’t just see a baby and smile. He thought of the lifetime of things that child would consume.
His book was his only escape. He worked on Tipping Point hoping one day he would be able to express his feelings and the world would listen. When he suggested the book to Valerie in the late 90s she laughed at him.
“We don’t need any more books. We need you burning down the bastards where they work. Don’t forget, Robbins, the people doing this have addresses.”
She always said that. They have addresses. Maybe she would be here today if she didn’t have their addresses. Maybe Austin would have a mother. Maybe half a dozen activists would have avoided years in prison.
Robbins just hoped Austin made it to him, so he could repay his old friend for opening his eyes. He always looked out for Austin. He owed her that.
***
He stepped out of the command trailer without a mask. He wanted to breathe the acrid air that his fire created. He took a deep lungful, and it didn’t faze him. The cigars had already battered his two lungs enough to leave them looking like steaks forgotten on a grill. They could name this disaster after him and it didn’t matter. They could write reports about what he did wrong. They could talk to him on 20/20 or Sixty Minutes and put a mountain of blame on him. He was the perfect man for the job because a few months from now he would have no remorse or guilt left to feel.
 He ignored the warning signs and only went to the doctor on base when he was ordered to do so. Not many could order him around, but he had only two stars on his uniform. The doctor hung the X-ray of his lungs up and it didn’t take a medical degree to know what he was looking at. He would not live long enough to collect his pension.
Daniel Redcrow was given this task because he was already a dead man walking. The clock was ticking and time was short.
The night was not black. The horizon glowed orange. The fire operated just as they had drawn it up. This plan was a few years in development, but new to him. Only a small circle of people knew, but as cancer rates soared, as the pollution collected off the shore, and as the air grew toxic hanging over the city, all the reasons came together. Price of civilization was one this city could no longer afford.
 This would go down as the worst wildfire in history, leaving behind a path of destruction and a death toll this soil had never witnessed. The pundits would debate how this could happen in modern America. California’s Katrina, the public would demand answers. The truth would remain hidden in the ashes. The fire would cleanse the disease and the rest of the world would move on.
Two helicopters had set down. The general watched them land. He would only put them in the air in case of extreme need. LT. Montgomery, his longtime pilot, came out of the haze. A marine aviator who had flown him into war zones. Their partnership crossed battle lines and bar tabs across the globe since 9/11.
“What a clusterfuck, General.”
Redcrow pointed to his trailer. They walked inside. The control center was not the hub of activity it had been. His staff mostly watched in stunned silence. Halford, the Hot Shots Director was on a headset at a laptop. The only one who still seemed to be working. Redcrow slowed his pace as he passed her spot. She had a map up and was switching from screen to screen, quickly doing some kind of work. It worried him that she had not accepted the fire as unstoppable.
Montgomery stood in the doorway to his office. “You coming?”
Redcrow waited until Annie turned and saw him. He wanted her to know that he was watching her. She turned quickly back to her screen. She saw him. The message sent.
Once they were both in the office Redcrow sat down. Montgomery went to the cabinet where the liquor was stashed. He picked up the shot glass that Halford used and gave it a smell. He poured himself a drink. It went down quickly and he poured another. Redcrow watched the screen on his laptop. An aerial shot of Mission Bay was on the screen with a couple dozen burning boats floating in the water.
“Danny, our boys are starting to talk.” Montgomery lowered his voice. “Why are we sitting on our hands?”
“This fire is more powerful than we expected. The fire that is what you wanted to talk to me about? The fucking fire?”
Montgomery smiled and shook his head. “What the hell happened to those people? The ferals?”
“Off the record?”
“What does that mean, Danny? I just helped lay down fire on an American harbor.”
“I gave that order.”
“You did, and I want to know why the fuck we have open fire orders in an American city. A lot of innocent people have died tonight...”
“No one who can spread the infection is innocent.”
Montgomery didn’t say anything just stared at his old friend. “These are Americans, Danny. This is different.”
Redcrow felt the pressure from his dying lungs. He cleared his throat. “Let me explain this one time, Monte. We have three hundred million Americans to protect, and that is real un-fucking fortunate for the people of this city.” 
“They’re sick, there has to be something we can do for them.”
Redcrow raised an eyebrow. “If we could cure the ferals we would. There is no going back.”
***
“What the fucking hell!” Jake put his hands over his face and felt blood. He didn’t think it was his.
“Dad!” Damian yelled, reached out from the back seat of the minivan for him. Jake sat up and looked out the window of the speeding van. He couldn’t see anything but smoke. Victoria climbed across the seat toward him. Scott had to lean back in the second captain’s chair. Andrew drove and Jake looked to the three children in the back seat. The glass of the back window was slightly spider-webbed.
“What happened, baby?” Victoria whispered.
“They’re dead.”
“Who’s dead? The Johnstons?” 
Jake felt tears well up. The sight of his murdered neighbors flashed in his memory. “He killed ‘em. Bryan killed his own fucking kids.”
Victoria’s eyes darted to the children and she shushed her husband. It was too late.
Adam and Damian were already in tears. Tiffany stared at them in shock. Jake wished he could pull the words back but he couldn’t think straight. He turned his eyes to his brother. They had not been friends since Scott quit the football team and left state. They had been in the same room but had not spoken. Not since Scott tried to kiss his then girlfriend, Victoria.
Scott met Victoria first, fell in love with her instantly, but it happened during a road game to play Boise State that Jake was not healthy enough to go on. Sprained MCL, told to stay off his feet. A senior in communications came to do a story on the injured players for the university website. Jake knew his brother liked Vic, but also understood that she had shown no signs of liking him. Scott never let it go. More than once accused his brother of only dating Vic to piss him off. It was childish, they both knew, but for so long now Scott held a grudge. The thought of it brought the anger back to the surface.
Victoria leaned off the edge of the seat. Jake leaned back against the window across the seat. “What the hell are you doing here Scott?”
“I’m here to fight the fire, or I was supposed to be.”
“That doesn’t explain why you are here.” Jake pointed down.
“Things are really bad out there. I just thought I could help.”
“Help?” Jake said it with venom.
Victoria grabbed and squeezed his hand. “It’s OK.”
The van stopped. Andrew cut the lights and shifted into reverse. “Checkpoint.”
Scott jumped up to the front seat and finally holstered his pistol. “We have to go to the bay. We can grab Uncle Mike’s tug and head out to—”
“We have a plan.”
Andrew turned the van onto the road that cut into a canyon towards downtown. They were about to backtrack their path towards the station. Once they were turned away from the checkpoint he flipped the lights back on.
“Hi, Uncle Scott,” Tiffany said meekly from the back seat. Jake wasn’t sure if Tiffany had ever met him but she had asked about him before. Victoria moved over to her own seat. She grabbed wet wipes from the back of the driver’s seat and wiped the blood off her husband’s face.
“Honey, why don’t you tell us what your plan is?”
Jake and Victoria stared each other down. She was frustrated at him.
“We’re going to take Sky 7 and get away from the fire.”
Victoria didn’t hide her shock.
“Look,” he said, knowing that his wife hated when he told her to look. “The bay sounds like a war zone. The roads are closed. It is the only option. ”
“You have a pilot?” asked Scott.
“That would be me,” Andrew patted his chest. 
“I’m not getting in that helicopter.” Victoria looked at Scott. “If we take your uncle’s boat. . .”
Jake felt the anger boiling over. “We have reporters that have seen the military gunning people down. People are going crazy, almost rabid.”
Scott looked at Victoria, not him. “Trust me, I was with my crew at the base camp. There is no cure. If we can escape we need to do it.”
Scott was his older brother, Jake looked up to him, followed him into football and to play at state. It always made him angry that Scott couldn’t accept what happened. That he couldn’t ever be happy for him. That he ran away.
“We don’t need you,” Jake said as bluntly as he could. Scott turned in the seat to look at him. They shared an angry look. The tension was thick enough to be cut by knife, but it was the voice of a child that tore it down.
“I’m thirsty,” Damian said meekly.
“There are water bottles in the back,” Jake said and closed his eyes, the stress of everything was rattling his nerves like piano strings holding a note.
Victoria climbed into the backseat and leaned over to dig through the bags.
“People are dying out there. Can we just grow up and get along until we get somewhere safe?” Scott whispered.
“Oh, I need to grow up. That is amazing, just amazing, coming from you.”
Andrew whistled to get their attention. “Sorry, Jake, but I am inclined to agree with your brother.”
Victoria was still leaned over the backseat digging through bags. “There’s no water back here.”
Jake shook his head, he waved her back. He took her place on the back bench and leaned over to look in the back. He didn’t have to dig. As soon as he saw the bags in the back he could see the blue duffel bag that he packed the water in was still on the floor in their kitchen. He felt a rush of anger at himself. They didn’t know exactly where they were going and needed water.
“Jake?”
His wife saying his name felt like a whip across his back. He fucked up and didn’t know what to say. He just shook his head, keeping his eyes out the back window. Damian leaned up against his father, his forehead against his arm. Jake noticed the sweat right away. He turned and put the back of his hand on Damian’s forehead.
“You’re burning up.”
His hair was due for a cut, and now he had a soaked mop. He would have to hydrate. Jake looked at Victoria. They hadn’t notice Damian getting sick in all the madness. She put out her hand, he held it and put his free arm around Damian. Tiffany stared out into the haze. With a few seconds of silence, he could hear gunfire. It was cracking and popping in the distance. A feral scream sounded close by.
Jake scanned the smoke. There was nothing to see. The ferals could be just few feet away and they wouldn’t know.
Victoria leaned in and kissed his temple. “We need to get water,” she whispered.
“I know,” Jake said and tried to think of a way to get some. “I know.”
***
Martin watched the statement spit out of the printer and looked around nervously. He couldn’t let Lewis or Shea see it. The mayor had to tell the world what was happening. Lisa spent the first few minutes balled up in a blanket on his couch. She was so scared that she couldn’t focus. She was convinced she was getting sick. He checked her eyes twice and saw no change. She hadn’t drunk anything besides a morning smoothie and diet coke.
Once the statement was all out of the printer, he took a second to look at it. A call for help. Telling the world about the checkpoints, the ferals and the shootings around the city. It was amazing to believe in this era that one city could be cut off from the world. He folded the paper and put it in an envelope. He turned to look at the mayor’s door.
Lisa came out of his office. The tears and exhaustion were all over her face.
“What should I do?”
Martin looked at her and whispered. “Help Mitchell get ready for the mayor.”
“What if he won’t do it? What if he is dead?”
“He isn’t dead.” Martin acted annoyed, but inside he was just as worried. “Then you better be prepared to read it.”
Lisa nodded and walked toward the media center where Mitchell was working. Now came the hard part. He walked across the office to the main double doors on the mayor’s personal study. The doors had not opened in an hour, even during the chaos and the shootings of one of his staff. The door stayed closed. He was mad at the mayor but there was no time to be concerned with what had or had not happened. 
Martin knocked softly at first. He understood it was very likely that he couldn’t answer. He thought about the possibilities. Had he killed himself?
Had he gotten sick or gone feral? Both could be correct. He knocked harder this time.
“Mister Mayor. It’s me Martin.”
He twisted the door handle softly without opening the door. It was unlocked. He could just go in.
“Mister Mayor, if you don’t answer me I am coming inside.”
Martin turned the handle, but still resisted opening the door. He pushed it open. The blinds were shut and the lights were off. It was totally dark. Martin heard the sound of whimpering.
“Go away,” The mayor whispered.
Martin flicked on the light. The mayor had thrown his tie on the floor and was curled in a ball holding his knees. He turned away from the brightness. Martin pulled the door shut behind him.
“What are you doing?”
The mayor didn’t answer, just sat frozen in terror and guilt.
“Mister Mayor. . .”
“Don’t call me that! Get out!”
Martin felt pretty disgusted, but he only knew this man as Mister Mayor. So that is what he called him.
“While you have been in here crying they just shot a member of your staff.”
A fresh wave tears. He tried to look away.
“They’re carpet bombing our harbor, didn’t you hear it?”
“Yes! I heard it.”
Martin fought the urge to smack this man. “We need your leadership. The power is flickering it could go at any moment.”
“Were fucked.” The Mayor spit on himself unintentionally. “There is nothing we can do and they won’t let us.”
“Fuck FEMA, Fuck CDC. We need to get the word out and I have a plan.”
Through cloudy eyes the Mayor stared at him. Martin had his attention.
“I have a plan to get the Wi-Fi towers up.” He put the envelope in the mayor’s hands. “Mitchell is ready to go, but I have to engage the mainframe directly at the NBC building.”
“You can’t go out there.”
“Believe me, I don’t want to do this.” Martin forced a grin. “When I woke up this morning the only concern I had was my career.”
Martin handed a tissue to his boss.
“Look, I’ll do this but you and Mitchell need to be ready. As soon as the signal is up go live on social media if you have to but read that statement. Let the world know what is happening.”
The mayor looked away then closed his eyes. Martin could tell he was trying to gather himself.
“I need a minute to clean myself up.”
“It will take me a few to get across to NBC. Don’t let Lewis or Shea know what you are doing, only talk to Lisa or Mitchell.” Martin gave him a pat on the shoulder. “Thank you, Mister Mayor.”
Martin was almost at the door.
“Martin, wait!” The mayor was still on the floor. “I knew a base commander over at Coronado naval. He let slip once that they had pandemic drills they ran for San Diego, and it sounded familiar.”
“You knew about this, sir?”
“No,” The Mayor used the table to pull himself up. “It seemed so crazy. Didn’t seem possible.”
Martin turned the door. “Look, I have some things to pack, I don’t think I’m coming back.”
The Mayor nodded. “Thank You, Martin. I’m sorry I lost it, but you realize that they’re holding our heads underwater. I’ll send your message but—.”
Martin put up his hand. “I don’t want to hear—”
“We’re already dead.”



Chapter Eighteen
 
 
“Look, I know playing ads for Mattress Center and Sports Clips during a natural freaking disaster is stupid, but I need to pee and get some new information from my man Big Al who has gone old school and he is using equipment out of date when his parents met in Mexico. Stay tuned.”
Will pushed the button turning off his microphone. He pushed it away and dropped his headphones. He had to wave his hands. Alex rolled his chair over to the soundboard to play the commercials. He was listening to the other radio on headphones.
It was a mad dash to the bathroom. Will had been holding it for close to twenty minutes tapping his feet. The smoke filled the windows outside, but he could tell it was dark. It was easy to lose track of time on the air. It was evening. His anger was growing. His desire to shut the station down.
Alex was going through it too, but they knew they were the only source of news on the air anywhere in the city. His producer seemed to get a second wind from getting information over the old school radio.
When he stepped in the bathroom, Will stopped at the mirror. He looked ten years older than he did in the morning. This was a marathon. The world was on fire and he had a dead friend in his office down the hall. He didn’t give shit about any of that. He just wanted one fucking signal to get through. One call to hear his girls were okay. He knew they were far north, as much as he hated to feel happy about that, it might have saved them.
After he finished, Will washed his hands and walked into the control booth. Alex had old headphones on that were attached to a massive old radio kit. Following the old adage if it bleeds it leads the 24 hour news partner down the hall used to have a guy they paid to sit and listen to police band on this box.
“What have you got?”
“Can’t find military, but police band and first responders. They are freaked out man. Shit is fucked up out there. I took notes for you. 15 seconds.”
Alex handed Will the notebook paper. Normally he got an e-mail from Alex on his phone with show notes.
Will backed out of the room. “Your handwriting sucks dude.”
He stepped into the studio and in a fluid motion had his headphones on and microphone in front of his face. “Welcome, back San Diego, to the former sports leader on your AM dial. We are now the Ministry of Information. Here is the latest.”
***
“Kendra!” Sally called across the news room. Kendra stood over Jeff Gonola’s desk, the blowhard anchor was working on copy in case they got back on the air. Kendra turned to see a very sick Sally use the door to her office door like a crutch.
“Quick, the radio station has an update!” Kendra and Gonola ran to Sally’s office, they were the healthiest people left in the office. Daphne from weather and Bingham were both at their desks but had already thrown up and shown signs of being sick. Kendra knew how much Sally struggled to call her.
Sally was already back on the couch at the back of her office when they stepped in. The radio boomed with the voice of Will Goldberg.
“Welcome back, San Diego to the former sports leader on your AM dial. We are now the minister of information. Here is the latest. Provided by my man Big Al via the pony freaking express and two tin cans on a chord.”
Kendra sat down at Sally’s desk and turned the volume down a bit. Gonola stood in the door, pad ready to type notes on his iPad.
“Best we can tell from the reports on the police band is that the fire is not contained at all. Not one inch of this thing is contained.”
Kendra and Gonola shared a horrified reaction.
“The canyon brush as far west as Del Mar and along the 163 freeway are toast. The whole city is surrounded. But you know what, forget the fire. I know you are thinking, Will, you are out of your mind. I can’t forget the fire. The county is burning down. It is. But there is a war on your streets. You hear the screams, and I am told the gunfire is everywhere. Your neighbors, some of them anyway, drank the water, ate perishable food after the mayor told ‘em not to do it, or they just didn’t hear the warning. What I am telling you might sound incredible, it sounds unbelievable, but it is true. Whatever is in the water is turning people rabid. That is the real reason the military is deployed in your neighborhoods. They call them berserkers and ferals. No cure. Once you are infected your brain turns to mush. They have shoot-to-kill orders, so if you are hearing my voice, San Diego. Defend yourself.”
“Motherfucker, this dumb jock son of bitch scooped us.” Gonola threw his notebook on the floor. Will Goldberg kept talking, but Gonola was on a roll. “That was our story! We had Bingham on the scene. He heard the orders directly, not by hearsay.”
 Kendra shook her head.
Sally groaned on the couch before rolling over. “Are you listening, Gonola?” It was a struggle for her to speak. “I’m dying here. For real dying. The city is dying.”
“He scooped us.” Gonola pointed at Kendra. “We need to get on the air now.”
“You’re not listening not really.” Kendra came around the desk and saw Sally’s blood red eyes. She heard Gonola stomp out. The more she stared she saw the pupils yellow tint.
“You’re not dying.”
Sally smiled at her boss. They were not close friends but enjoyed working together. “I appreciate your confidence.” She let a blood red tear run from the corner of her eyes. “Don’t let me go crazy, OK?”
Kendra was newswoman, not a soldier. She couldn’t promise to kill a co-worker. What the hell had happened to the world? It happened so fast. She had a normal morning, a normal day planned. She turned to the radio. Goldberg was yelling now.
“I REPEAT, STAY THE FUCK INSIDE!”
***
The van stopped at the edge of the alley. Andrew and Scott were still in the front. This same alley brought them all the way out of downtown going uphill.
“We didn’t see one checkpoint,” Andrew argued for the alley.
Jake crouched down between the front seats. He kept his voice low.
“I know, but we can’t take Sky 7 without water. We don’t know how far we have to go or where.”
Andrew squeezed the steering wheel. “We can get water when we get to the station.”
“Can we?” Jake whispered. “People were dropping like flies at the station. We don’t know what the hell we will find.” 
“Why don’t we go a few blocks and see if we find a store?” Scott suggested.
“He is burning up now, he needs something.” Jake looked back at Victoria with Damian in her lap. He was shaking slightly. She didn’t need to say anything, they were married long enough, he knew she was silently begging him.
Andrew sighed and turned the van onto the next street. They moved slowly through the haze. They drove past two blocks of houses before they passed a feral woman standing behind a parked car. She ran behind them trying to catch up. Andrew turned them onto a street with a Target Express. Jake remembered many in the neighborhood fought the corporate giant from taking over an old abandoned grocery store.
 The van turned. Andrew wanted the lights on the front of the store. They all gasped. The giant front windows were shattered. The ground was covered in broken glass. The parking lot was filled with ferals and uninfected locked in battle. It looked like a cross between a mosh pit and a wrestling tournament. Blood was everywhere, some ferals had rolled in so much glass that they looked like razorbacks. 
“Get us out of here!” Victoria yelled from the back.
Andrew cut the lights to spare them the sight until he had them turned around. They headed back toward the direction they came and Tiffany screamed. Jake looked out the back window. The sight was faint as it faded into the haze. The ferals came in mass for them. 
***
Martin watched Lewis talking to one of the soldiers who had been guarding the exit that lead to the elevator and main stairwell. What they didn’t know was that city hall had a second staircase, the emergency stairwell that was closed. Pretty much the only people who used it were the mayor and city council members when they were leaving controversial meetings.
The mayor was in the bathroom cleaning up. Lisa and Mitchell were setting up a camera in the communication center. Lewis just needed to go into the conference room and he was off. He put on his suit jacket and waited with his backpack just inside his office door. He packed it with two water bottles, Mitchell’s instructions and his laptop.
The soldier stepped back into the reception area and Lewis stepped into the conference center. He caught and glimpse of Shea working at the desk. The door shut and Martin moved right away. He swung his pack over his shoulder and ran to the back stairwell.
Once he was in the stairwell he was hit by a smell. It smelled like the inside of an ash tray, the smoke had leaked in from somewhere. Martin ran as fast as he could down the steps for the first three floors. Twisting downward, he realized that he had eight floors to go and slowed down. He thought about going out to catch the elevator but if the soldiers were watching they would see the numbers changing.
Martin put his hand on the door. A feral screamed beyond the door. Footsteps on the other side pounded along the floor toward him. He stepped back as the feral ran full speed into the door. The feral wasn’t sure it knew how to open it, but Martin was not waiting for him to figure it out.
He jumped almost the whole next flight of stairs and then the next. His lungs heaved the dirty air as he made his way down to the bottom. He never looked back, the screams echoed in the stairwell but from the other side of doors on several different floors.
Martin pushed the double doors that let out into the lobby. The small cafe was empty. The security guards at the body scanners were gone. The lobby was full of smoke like a bar in the 80s. The large glass windows were long gone.
In seconds his eyes, nose and throat were burning. He thought about running back into the stairwell. He pulled his backpack off and was relieved that his gym bag was still in there. He had a T-shirt that he wrapped around his nose and mouth. Nothing he could do about his eyes.
He only had a few blocks to go. Now that he was here and about to step out into the world after hiding in city hall he felt panic. Something inside him was screaming to turn around. He could hear the screams continue to echo in the stairwell.
Heart racing, breath sped up Martin ran across the broken glass into the courtyard. The smoke was thick, he could not even see the bottom of the steps at the front of city hall. He froze at the top of the steps when he heard the sound of machine gun fire. It was not far away and echoed around the building. He got to the bottom of the steps and his heart jumped.
A person, a woman stood at the bottom of the steps wearing a gas mask. 
***
Austin jumped back, shocked by the sight of a man standing at the steps of city hall. She could barely see and followed the trolley tracks across downtown trying to make it to the address Robbins had written down for her. When she saw the man, her first urge was to run. She locked eyes with the man and saw he was more scared than she was. He had a t-shirt wrapped around his face, but a suit and backpack on. Looked like one of those Mormons that ride around on bikes, not a feral.
“I work for the city, it’s OK,” the man said.
Austin laughed, unsure how the sound came out of the mask.
“Nothing is OK,” she said in the robotic voice that the gas mask produced.
Austin shook her head and kept walking. She turned around to see the man run. He was heading out to Broadway. She looked up at city hall. None of it was visible in the smoke. She wondered what the hell those assholes were doing.



Chapter Nineteen
 
 
Jake nervously watched the back window. The screams of the ferals faded as they sped down the road.
“Faster!” Victoria screamed from the back.
“I can’t see a thing!” Andrew yelled back as he swerved to miss a crashed car in the road. He slowed down as they came around a corner. He hit the brakes and they all slammed forward. Only the kids were belted in. After all the yelling and commotion Jake looked up.
“Shit,” Scott cursed from the front seat. A Humvee was parked across the road. Three soldiers with rifles raised ran at the van. “Everyone, hands up! Palms out!”
The soldiers slowed a bit as they got closer to the van. They were all wearing gas masks, and full camouflage.
Scott lowered his hand to crack the window, letting in a little smoke.
“Don’t shoot, don’t shoot. We are glad to see you. We need water desperately.”
One of the soldiers opened the passenger side door. The kids screamed as the soldier grabbed Scott by his jacket and pulled him into the open air. The next soldier opened the sliding door to the back of the van letting in the full smoke. Everyone screamed.
Jake jumped across the seat “Hey, you can’t—.”
 The soldier pulled him out. Jake felt the nasty air coalesce around him, it was so thick he almost felt it would catch him. It didn’t. He hit the pavement with his hands out. He knew his palms were scraped. He could see his brother on the ground beside him.
Somewhere out of his sight, he heard his wife yelling. He heard his children scream. He wanted to get up, to yell but his lungs filled up with carcinogens. His chest and eyes burned under the pressure. The helplessness overwhelmed him. 
“This is a state of emergency, you’re breaking curfew,” a robotic sounding voice spoke through the gas mask. “Stay down!”
Even through the distortion Jake heard fear creep into the voice.
Scott yelled. “General Redcrow! I have orders!”
The soldier yelled louder, his voice cracking in the mask speaker “Shut up, you’re under arrest.”
Jake tried to get up. He felt the end of a rifle push into his back. He fell back onto the pavement, his face against the concrete. With all the stress there was a small part of Jake that felt relief at being flat on the ground. The pavement actually felt cool on his skin. It might have felt good if that smoke wasn’t entering his mouth and nose. It felt like a drain snake pushing its way through a pipe. The acrid smoke wormed through his body. He coughed, rejecting the nasty air but it kept coming back. He couldn’t breathe. He heard his brother struggle to breathe.
They led Andrew out of the van and pushed him on to his knees.
Victoria screamed “We are American citizens!”
“Get down!” yelled the soldiers. 
Scott let out a choked and tortured screamed. “General Redcrow! Ask—.”
It was easy in the chaos to miss the sound. The sound had begun to blend into the environment. The ferals screamed, but no one heard them. Jake was the first to see. They came through the haze in a pack that stretched across two lanes. Time slowed as panic overtook Jake’s whole body. They were close enough that he saw the blood red eyes. He looked up. Two soldiers were trying to pull Victoria from the van and she was fighting. The third focused on Scott.
“Look!” Andrew yelled before Jake could get out a warning.
The soldier standing over Scott saw them first. He fired his rifle unleashing thunder. Jake felt Scott’s hands grab his arms. In seconds, Jake felt himself being pushed into the van. He looked back and saw the soldiers lining up to fire at the crowd of ferals.
Scott pushed the sliding door shut. Andrew jumped over the passenger seat and pulled the door shut. He was in the driver’s seat quickly and he shifted the van into drive. Thanks to their belts the screaming children never left the van. Victoria was already in the back hugging Damian. Tiffany stared out the window in stunned shock.
The van couldn’t reverse or run into the feasting ferals. The soldiers couldn’t shoot enough of them, it looked like Wal-Mart opening on Black Friday. The ones who didn’t take bullets moved over them so quickly it was like they were swallowed. It was a rough ride, but Andrew took them up over the side walk to get them away past the checkpoint.
Jake turned back to watch. You could hear a chorus of screams but there was no pursuit. He thought he knew what happening. They were picking the soldiers’ bones clean. Fighting over every morsel.
“Keep moving, keep moving,” he heard Andrew whisper to himself in the front seat. He looked in the rearview mirror at his son. Adam was in tears. Jake fell back in the seat. His tears were coming, he tried to hold them back to show confidence, but he had none to show.
***
Martin had never had so much trouble running. Even with the shirt over his face the filtered smoke filled his lungs. He didn’t make it a block before he felt the pain of his aching lungs. He realized only after a moment that he stood on Broadway, a street that normally was filled with four lanes of busy traffic now devoid of any movement. He felt like a child walking through the dark grasping for a lit switch.
The smoke moved gently with the breeze revealing an overturned bus. The fading broken sign flashed route 923 to Ocean Beach and switched to a flashing Go Padres. He tried to orient himself and figure out which direction was west. If the bus was headed to OB then he was looking east, the direction he needed. He used the bus light as a beacon and walked toward it.
The glass window at the front of the bus was shattered but holding. As he got closer, he saw the bus was filled with people. They were piled on top of each other, the ones in the front scratching at the window, trying to get out. The light inside the bus flickered but was mostly dead. Their eyes glowed yellow. They weren’t people anymore, they had become monsters.
Martin froze, staring at them. It was a man at the front. He had been bald with a ring of short hair above his ears. A woman beside him in an MTS uniform, she had driven the bus when alive. A black woman. She had broken nails that looked expensive. The rest he couldn’t make out. It was an awful sight up close with time to take it all in.
These were people, this time last night they had lives. A poison in the water, a stray prion in their food and now everything they lived for was eaten away.
The glass on the bus cracked enough to cause more of it to spider-web. It wouldn’t hold long. No matter how much it hurt Martin took off to the east. 
The NBC building was not far now. The street lamps glowed orange but all that did was provide the smoke with an unearthly glow. Martin almost fell on his face running into the curb. He walked with it, turning back praying he didn’t see the bus driver coming after him with wild hunger in her eyes. He only saw closed restaurants and the front of the Spreckels Theater. The marquee on the theater had enough of a glow to cut through the haze. SAN DIEGO OPERA PRESENTS remained intact but the rest of the sign was gone, it had been smashed and the florescent light bulbs that lit the sign exposed.
Martin made it to the next cross walk and knew he was getting close. He looked up, the smoke obscured it, but on a clear day he would have seen the NBC and peacock at the top of the all-glass exterior. Coming through the haze he saw a loaded shopping cart up against one of the street lamps. As he walked past it, he saw a pair of legs beyond the cart. A man was on the ground. His eyes were wide open and his mouth frozen in death.
Was it the air that killed him or something else? Martin didn’t have time to think about it now. A lot of ugly things were going to come to light about this city when the smoke finally cleared. When the water was safe again.
The front door was open. The window was cracked but not totally broken. The security guard that normally sat at the front desk was gone. Martin had been here before when the mayor did an in-studio interview. The newsroom was through two folding doors. He pushed them open.
His jaw dropped when he saw the state of the newsroom. Beyond the bank of static filled TVs most of the desks were empty. He only saw three reporters at their desks working despite the three rows of cubicles. Two water fountains were marked off with caution tape and a hand written sign that said, ‘Don’t drink.’ Two large plastic bags sat inside the door filled food to be thrown away.
Martin untied the shirt around his face and was surprised no one had noticed him yet. He walked deeper into the newsroom and saw a woman who had her head resting on her desk, a puddle of red drool collecting under her.
“Hello? Can I help you?”
Jeff Gonola, the anchorman stood in front of him. A stunning, well dressed black woman in a pant suit came up behind him. Martin instantly knew she was the boss, she carried herself that way.
“I’m Strickland, uh, Martin Strickland I’m—”
“The mayor’s new baby-faced chief of staff,” The black woman said. “Hell of a first day.”
Martin nodded. “And you are?”
“Kendra Ryan, News Director of the most watched newscast in your city. I am disappointed you don’t know.”
“Rook,” Gonola said and he hung his reading glasses between two buttons.
Martin looked around the newsroom. “You’re in pretty bad shape.”
“Probably in better shape than your city,” said Kendra
Martin nodded, knowing she had a point.
“Look, I don’t have time to waste. I’m assuming you would like to be reporting the news, right?”
“How you going to make that happen?” Gonola asked.
Martin walked toward the elevator. “The mega-Wi-Fi towers universal put up downtown for Comic-Con.
Kendra nodded. “Satellite back up, we know about those but how to link up is beyond our techs.”
Martin held up his instructions and smiled. “I’ve got directions and the mayor is waiting to make a statement.”
“If we go on the air we’re talking about what the government is doing. No spin. The truth. You can’t stop us.”
Martin thumbed the elevator call button and he held the door. “Trust me, we are on the same page.”
Kendra turned to her mostly empty newsroom. “Alright, whoever is healthy enough to type we’re on the air in. . .”
Martin smiled. “I’m hoping 20.”
“On the air in twenty minutes. Let’s get our stories ready to go.”
***
Riccardi was already on the bike. He had his helmet and gas mask ready. He was the most vocal of the Hot Shots, wanting to get back on the front lines. Annie felt relief seeing how much of the team was ready to go. She had put together the scout party quickly knowing that she needed her own intel on the fire. The military had stopped providing her any data. She had every intention of fighting this fire even if it was not the intention of the overall mission. Her crew was ready. All the other Hot Shots were ready. No one liked the idea of sitting back and letting the fire win unchallenged.
So they collected tools, oxygen tanks and motorbikes. The idea was to get a visual on the fire and in the meantime she would get trucks and a second team read. She had crews gearing up and if they had to sneak out off-road to get to the fire they would do that.
“Stay on channel eight!” Annie held up eight fingers in case he didn’t hear her.
He gave a thumbs up and the bikes pulled away one by one. Annie relaxed a little, understanding she had gotten away with one. The general was giving her the stink eye every time he passed through the office. She turned around and her heart leapt into her throat.
General Redcrow stood there looking at her, no gas mask heaving in and out the polluted air, with a dozen armed and gas masked soldiers. A Humvee sped past in the direction that her bikes had taken off. Her gas mask steamed up as her breath increased.
“Miss Halford, who fuck put you in charge of my disaster?”
Redcrow led the soldiers closer.
“I’m just doing my job, saving lives.”
Redcrow laughed, it came with a slight cough. He was not totally immune to the smoke. “I can’t have you slowing down that fire.”
“People will die. Lots of people.”
Redcrow squinted, he looked up at his soldiers and back at her. “Don’t think for one second that I enjoy this. I am not a bastard. Tough calls have to be made.”
Behind her gunfire erupted, the sound of the motorbikes no longer getting distant. They were coming back. Screams of agony filled the night. Annie turned to look at the general, if looks could kill she would have struck him dead.
“How dare you!”
The look on Redcrow’s face stopped her. She assumed the gunfire beyond the haze was his order. The stunned look he was giving told her different. In that moment he was just as frightened as she was. The general stepped back and waved his soldiers forward toward the sound of bikes.
 Riccardi came through the haze on his speeding bike. Beyond him the gunfire and engine of the bike masked the sound of the screams of the ferals.
“Hold this line!” The general ordered.
Annie took off away from the general. He reached out and tried to grab her. She felt his thick finger nails scrap her skin, but she was out of his reach. The screams were closer. She turned to see the ferals, some wearing uniforms. One was a child, another a sheriff’s deputy. They also reached for her. She never ran so hard in her life.
The thunderous gunfire erupted behind the general, he and his men held still. Annie jumped over the hood of a car that remained from its former life as Wal-Mart parking lot. The ferals ran at the line, mindless of the fact that they were dying one after another.
Annie had no hearing left, stuck with the broken ear drum wind tunnel sound. Her own breathing seemed suddenly louder, trapped in her pounding skull. She didn’t care how dangerous taking off and flying in the smoke-filled night was. She had to find her pilot Britney and get out of here.
Riccardi pulled up on the motorbike cutting her off. She saw his wild eyes through his blood stained mask.
“We’re getting the fuck out of here.”
He yelled, she barely heard it, sounding like the parents in the Peanuts. They both looked up as a sudden wind almost knocked them over. A helicopter gunship was low over the parking lot, it blew the smoke and haze everywhere. The smoke cleared over spike camp for the first time in hours. Annie could see the Wal-Mart and Best Buy storefronts. With the cleared air and the lights of the parking lot the spike camp looked like it was being overrun by ants.
The ferals had come by the hundreds. Annie literally had her breath taken away. Riccardi tried to grab her, but it caused him to fall off his bike. They both crashed to the ground beside a parked car. The last thing she saw before falling was a group of ferals running at the car. It was an older Volvo. It rocked as the ferals climbed over it. Riccardi pulled out his hatchet, the blade dulled and sharpened after hundreds of wildfires.
He stood and swung it, the hatchet buried in the head of a feral that fell dead at his feet. A dozen flowed over the car behind him. Annie struggled to get to her feet. A feral jumped off the car and landed on her legs. She fell face-first into the pavement. She heard the mask crack. She felt a tiny breeze of warm air leak past the cracked gas mask to her eyeball.
The hands of more than one feral dug and clawed at her legs and back. She felt her clothes ripping. Through the muffled sound of her broken eardrum she heard Riccardi scream. Annie turned to see ferals, hands peeling his skull like an orange.
“No! God, please!”
Annie closed her eyes and prayed that it would end quickly.



Chapter Twenty
 
 
Austin started up the hill just outside of downtown’s east village. She looked at the address written on the sheet of paper and knew she was close. If she had walked directly to the house she probably would have been there by now, but she listened carefully to the screams of the ferals and gunfire, avoiding any chance she would run into danger. It was easy to get lost even in this area that she knew well. You could not see the street signs that hung on the stoplights. You could barely see the flashing glow of red. Downtown was filled with overturned cars and buses.
The gas mask had saved her life, but she was feeling claustrophobic in it now. She had worn it for too long. She just wanted to rip it off. She didn’t know what she would do if Robbins was not at the house. Just the thought of it caused her panic.
She turned the corner, following a sidewalk but guessed she was on Robinson when she saw the stoplight’s faint glow hanging in the haze. She was on the right street, just not sure how much further she had to go. She pulled the note from Robbins out. Still there in her pocket after all she had been through. 3822 Robinson. She looked up at the houses, the addresses were impossible to make out in the haze.
She had to get closer to see a number. She stopped at a house, it was up off the road. The whole block was built that way. She put one foot on the first concrete step and heard a wild banging. One of the ferals was inside, smelling her. A fresh wave of gunfire popped off a mile up the hill in South Park. Intense like a battle, but still distant. She needed an address. Austin walked past three more houses and heard the same banging. The fourth house was the first to be quiet. Austin took a deep breath and stepped carefully up the stone steps toward the house. It faded into being out of the mist. The house was dark but the address was there in diagonal numbers above a mailbox. 
3646
Two blocks she could handle. Austin felt a moment of relief. She looked in the house out of curiosity. A light flickered in the kitchen. An old tube TV was on a stand playing static. A woman who looked like a typical gray haired grandmother appeared in the kitchen. She turned to look out. She jumped and screamed.
She was not feral. Her eyes normal. She ran to the window. “Are you OK?”
She was scared, and put her hands on the window. “Please, help me,” The woman sobbed “Please help.”
Austin’s heart broke. This woman was alone, surrounded by the infected without any source of information. She put her hand on the window. She could feel the warmth of the old woman’s hand through the window. Austin shook her head.
“I can’t help. I’m sorry.” Austin stepped back from the window. Couldn’t this woman hear the screams, the gunfire? Even as she stood there the gunfire up the hill increased.
“Take me, please!” The woman begged.
“Stay inside!”
Austin turned and ran to the sidewalk. She walked a block, one more and she would look for the address. The screams continued but the gunfire ended almost as quickly as it began. A helicopter came up the hill. She turned toward the sound. It was low over the hill as it passed it cleared the air for a moment.
She turned to look back at downtown. It was visible in the wake of the chopper for just a moment. It was breathtaking. She understood on an intellectual level what was happening to the city, but with the never ending haze she had not seen it. Several of the large buildings on the skyline had fires in the top floors making them look like lit matches. It was hard not to stare at the skyline even as the smoke returned, fading in to block her view.
She lowered her eyes to the road and panic shot through her. One silent running feral. He had been a teenage boy in a San Diego High basketball team shirt, sweats and barefoot. He didn’t announce himself with a scream like the others. He was almost on her.
Austin turned and ran. She could hear its footsteps. She couldn’t slow and look for addresses. It would catch her. She tipped her mask up, accepting the smoke to give a full-throated plea.
“Robbins! Help! Robbins!”
The nasty air hit her nose and mouth, it burned enough for her to seize and cough. Austin tripped, hitting the sidewalk with her hands out. She tumbled. Her backpack rolled on the ground away from her. The gas mask fell awkwardly half across her face without a seal. Seconds passed, she was trying to stand and correct her mask when the feral jumped on her. Back to the concrete, she felt the weight of the feral on top of her. Now it let out the wild war cry inches from her eardrum. Drool hit the skin on her neck.
Then thunder. The boom shook her. The pressure from the feral was gone. His head now missing a massive chunk. The feral shook violently as it died. Austin rolled over to see Robbins in his paper mask standing over her holding a smoking pistol.
“What took you so long?” He asked.
***
Damian leaned over and puked. Victoria held the grocery bag under her son’s mouth. It felt worse watching him be sick than actually being sick. Adam looked up at her from the next seat over. The poor little boy was so scared he could barely keep from crying. He hardly said a word since they were first attacked outside the house. Tiffany was not trying to act tough or together. She leaned her head up against the window and cried, letting it all out.
“Mom, can we go back home. Please,” she whispered.
Victoria looked up at her husband. Jake still shaking from the fear, now he had grit from the road on his face like war paint. She knew just having Scott so close was hard for him, but something was off with him even before this all started. Even this morning, when they talked she knew something was wrong. Just hours later it was easy to forget about the suicide across the street. She hoped whatever stressed him out was something they could worry about soon. That would mean normalcy.
The van shook a bit as they had to go up on a curb to get around a crashed car and then they were back in the alley. Scott pointed up into the haze.
“Stop! Stop! Helicopter.”
Andrew rolled his eyes. He knew the sound as a pilot.
“He means we don’t want to be spotted by it,” Jake added.
They pulled the van over. As the helicopter sped over the neighborhood, for a brief second the spotlight cut through the smoke. The air cleared under the low hanging chopper even as it sped by.
“That was a gunship,” Andrew shook his head and turned off the van. “We only flew that low when we were tracking militants on the ground.”
“Probably heading to the aftermath of where we were.” Jake added. “Let’s just get water.”
Andrew shook his head. “We will get some water, just wait till that bird flies on.”
The van was quiet the helicopter was loud but a few blocks away. The quiet was as unnerving as anything else. They all knew where it was, and what it was seeing. Scott turned and looked back at them.
“Is his fever getting worse?”
It was a fair question, but it made Victoria uncomfortable. She could never shake it even after all these years the time he tried to hold her hand. He looked at her with that goofy pre-kiss face. She couldn’t get away fast enough, but it was still what she saw when she even thought about Scott.
“He is still hot. I don’t think any worse.”
Scott nodded. She saw Andrew’s eyes staring from the driver’s seat in the rear view mirror.
“So, we’re not even going to talk about the possibility.” Andrew sounded mad.
“What’s that?” asked Jake.
Andrew turned in the seat. He whispered. “Don’t make me say it.”
Victoria shook her head. She knew what he was trying to say. “Don’t you think it. He is not infected. Just a fever.”
Andrew looked At Jake. The helicopter seemed to be going away. Andrew turned back and started the van.
“I think I know where a 7-11 is. You better hope it hasn’t been looted already.
***
“We have the web address ready, as soon as city hall starts transmitting we can upload to the satellite.” Paul Bingham was a young reporter with his sleeves rolled up. He was showing signs of being sick but kept working. All Kendra had left was Bingham, Carly from traffic and Derrick in sports. Despite Bingham getting the sweats and shakes earlier in the afternoon, he seemed to get his second wind. Gonola straightened his tie. He had already been practicing what he would say. He was the only anchor left standing.
Derrick leaned back in his chair. “What to actually report is a totally different thing. I took notes from listening to the police band pretty much confirms everything Willy and Alex have said over at 690. The canyons are like fire pits. The entire county is in fire danger due to the winds. The air is still bad, the drinking ban is still in effect. I think the lead should be the military response. What do you think?”
Kendra tapped a pen on the desk in front of her. A part of her felt awful for ignoring the sick members of her staff. She turned at looked at the door to Sally’s office. She was dying in there. Sally told her several times to focus on the story, getting the word out.
“Kendra?”
Like waking up, she realized the three men were waiting for her response.
“That is the story. That is the one they will be telling when Scott Pelly and Lester Holt sign on tomorrow. War zone in paradise.”
Paul laughed. “America’s finest battlefield.”
Kendra shook her head. “That is enough headlines. Is Carly OK to go on camera?”
They all looked across the newsroom. Carly Clark had been at her desk wrapped in a blanket almost the whole time since she got back from the Sky 7.
Paul shrugged. “I don’t know. She is pretty disturbed.”
“She is a reporter.” Kendra shook her head.
“A traffic reporter,” said Derrick.
“And you’re a sports reporter. I don’t see you hiding under your desk.”
“A good number of our team just disappeared,” said Paul.
She would get mad if she started to focus on the reporters who were MIA. She thought back to her friends at in D.C. They were jealous of how soft they pictured the newscasts to be out here. She had met reporters who covered Katrina. As awful as it sounded, part of her wondered what it would be like to follow that kind of story. She felt guilty now, wished she could take it back. She would give anything to have a normal day with a struggle to pick a lead.
“Just get her ready. She will be on the desk with you, Gonola.”
He was bothered. “This is my anchor spot. Can’t she do a live shot from the roof or something?”
“Get Gonola a script. The last thing we want is this asshole to improvise.”
Gonola checked his hair. “Who knows how to load the teleprompter?”
Derrick laughed. Kendra looked to the studio. She only had one healthy cameraman left.
“Don’t laugh, Derrick, I might have you running a camera soon.”
Kendra backed away from the desk. She walked towards Sally’s office. She was her only friend in the office, a story editor who worked at the station longer than anyone besides Gene the almost-retired business reporter. Sally was the sole staff member who wasn’t afraid of her, and the only person in the office she had seen out of work. Her only friend.
She pushed open the door expecting to find Sally on the couch where she left her. The blanket she was wrapped in was still there. The water bottle she was drinking from was on the floor. Kendra looked behind the desk. Sally wasn’t there. She turned back to the nearly empty newsroom. Where did she go? Must have gone to the bathroom.
Kendra pulled out her phone and searched for a Wi-Fi signal. Martin said it would pop up as soon as he had it working. Nothing, no signal.
She turned and looked out the window to the street. The clouds still hung low. She felt more trapped than ever and prayed for that signal.
***
She finally pulled the gas mask off. She dropped it with a clunk on the living room floor. Robbins shut the door behind her.
“Bottled water and cans in the kitchen.”
She just wanted to breathe the stale air of the house without the mask for a moment. It had been a few hours since she was tied up in the back of the Humvee, since she breathed without it, and most of the day before that.
She took deep breaths. He walked to the kitchen. He came back with a water bottle. He broke the seal and offered it to her.
“It’s safe.”
Austin looked around. Robbins had made himself at home. His stuff was spread out around the living room.
“Whose house?”
“Name is Roger Murphy, but they’re not coming back.”
Austin’s eyes scanned the room, she saw Roger Murphy in a posed picture with his two children and a wife. She didn’t care what happened to the Murphy family at the moment. She was just glad to have somewhere to rest. She took the water bottle. She chugged it not expecting it to taste so refreshing. It went down quickly. Her legs suddenly felt heavy. It wasn’t until now that she realized that she had not sat down all day–except when tied up.
She fell back onto the couch, catching a quick glimpse of herself in a mirror. Her purple Mohawk was gray from all the ash. She felt filthy. It might help her to clean up. Help her feel human.
“You want some food?” Robbins pulled up one of the dining room chairs and sat close to her. Austin shook with the horror of it all. “I need to rest for a few. Get changed.”
“There are clothes upstairs, but don’t use the bathroom. The one down here has a shower, but no tub.”
“What is wrong with the bathroom upstairs?”
Changing the subject. “What happened out there?”
She told him what she could, what she saw across town. The massive weapons fire at the bay. The soldiers talking about the ferals and berserkers. She told him about Lindsay and the co-op. He listened, even writing details in his notebook. He tried to seem sympathetic when she talked about her girlfriend. Austin knew better, he was focused on the message and his book. Just like her mother, Robbins was always thinking about the cause.
She grew tired of talking and exhausted. Robbins put his pen down. He smiled at her.
“Your mother would be proud of you surviving like this.”
Austin felt like Robbins had slapped her. She didn’t have a mother or a home to go back to. It always bothered her but today for the first time in years she felt it was impossible to lie about it. She couldn’t hide her desire to be a normal daughter for one day in her life. Not today, not any day since she could remember could she be normal. She grew up at protests with a sign in her hand, forced to take in every movement her mother joined. She liked it when she was young, it was their normal, then when she was twelve she lost even that. No matter how tough she portrayed herself, she spent more hours of her life wishing for her mommy. She didn’t want to hear it from Robbins.
“Don’t talk about her.”
“She is not dead, Austin. She misses you.”
“Her damn fault.”
“That is your brother talking.”
“Don’t dismiss my anger as his. She left us both.”
“She got arrested, Austin, it wasn’t her choice.”
Austin had this argument with her brother. She used to defend Mom. She understood her mother’s motivation. She was frustrated with the corporations that were killing the forests. She knew the names and addresses of the people who were killing the planet. To Sister Valerie, or Hawkeye, as she was known in the Green Resistance movement, it wasn’t something she couldn’t ignore.
“She meant well. Her heart was in the right place but she was reckless. She endangered the whole movement.”
Robbins shook his head. He was getting mad. “Your mother is a hero. She gave up her freedom to save this planet. She did it for your future.”
“For my future? She recruited teenagers and first timers. They turned on her and the movement. A whole crew of people are rotting in jail because she couldn’t wait. Be smart about it. Every forest they fought for was lost. What did she get? Was it worth leaving me?”
Robbins looked away. “She loves you, thinks about you every day.”
Austin fought tears. “Me too. She missed my childhood.” She got up and walked to the kitchen. “Can we drop it? The fucking world is ending and she is still in prison.”
***
They rose high above the smoke. Redcrow had no idea how high they were. Montgomery let him take the co-pilot seat. A half-dozen soldiers waited in the back for orders. It was hard to watch spike camp get overrun but he understood it was a matter of time. He looked back at his shell-shocked soldiers, across the night sky one other Cobra and a gunship took off. He had no idea how many escaped, but he left hundreds behind to fight on the ground.
He knew he should feel something. Guilt, anger, frustration. It was hard to feel anything but numb at this point in the operation.
They hovered for a few minutes. One of his gunners hung out the side and fired more than a hundred rounds until he was spent. It was like throwing seashells back into the ocean. The ferals overtook the camp like a tidal wave. No one said a word as they lifted higher and higher.
Montgomery gasped as they saw the city. Lights were spotty, the canyons looked like the bed of a dying camp fire spread out from the city center like spider legs. An orange glow hung over the city as a wind coming off the ocean blew the smoke higher.
“Mayday, mayday. We need back up at the San Ysidro border crossing. We need emergency EVAC! Now!”
Redcrow and Montgomery shared a look, but he had already pushed the stick south. It took them five minutes at top speed. The smoke didn’t care about the international border, it moved slowly over the wall that separated Mexico and the U.S.
They couldn’t see anything until the gunship lowered. The smoke blew away under the power of the mighty gunship. Redcrow cursed. Ferals by the thousands crawled and fought to climb over each other in both directions. It was as if two rivers had come together and the sea of humanity flowed into each other. He could hear the screams over the motor. He looked back into the gunship and saw the shocked look of his troops. They stared out the window at the sight.
“Fuck me,” Montgomery said into his mic.
Redcrow knew that Tijuana was the fifth largest city in Mexico, with a population of over a million. He also knew that it depended on the same water as San Diego through a treaty and the same aqueduct. They breathed the same the air. Both sides of the border had become a gathering of ferals as far the eye could see. The tiny wall that separated the two countries was meaningless now.
 He lowered the microphone on his headset. “All units open fire. Everything you have.”
Montgomery tipped them lower and flipped open the switch that gave him control over the missiles. His old friend had his thumb over the launch but looked at him. He was about to say let it rip but the look was enough. The first rocket screamed off the launcher. The blast gave them a shake. Redcrow didn’t watch but just reminded himself that these were no longer people.
The three helicopters on his left and right opened fire. They had to pull back, the flames spit into the sky. The screams, collective and in chaotic harmony, rose above the sound of motors and explosions.
“Fire!” he yelled again and again.



Chapter Twenty-One
 
 
Scott felt a sense of relief as they pulled into the parking lot of the 7-11. They were just out of downtown. Once they got to the bottom of the hill it was only a dozen blocks before the NBC building. The 7-11 was empty and the windows appeared unaffected. Once they pulled into the parking space he saw why. The store was dark now but there was a hand-written sign hanging in the window.
ARMED - I WILL SHOOT YOU.
The lights inside the half-empty refrigerator units were the only remaining light. The backlit store looked mostly empty, but that could have been a rush of shoppers not looters.
“Everybody stay here, I got this.” Scott had his gas mask back on his forehead.
“I’ll get my son’s water, thank you,” Jake insisted.
Scott couldn’t believe he was still mad after all these years. Jake had his ego and anger tied into this moment when it shouldn’t have been. But Scott was the older brother he always looked up to. Jake had known how he felt about Victoria and still went after her. He was the one with the right to be angry. Jake held the grudge like a child.
“Let him do it,” Victoria whispered and caressed Jake’s arm. Scott didn’t take it personally. The years had passed. He was truly happy for him. Scott wanted to tell him that. Tell him that he missed him, that he didn’t want anger between him. He was happy for his little bro. This wasn’t the time.
“Someone go,” said Andrew. He pointed at the automatic shift. “I am not in park.” 
Scott slipped the gas mask over his face and hopped out. He took the three steps toward the front door of the store. Now he saw the store owner lying on the ground next to a shotgun. He looked dead. Scott knocked on the window.
“Hello? I would like to buy some water.”
He knocked harder. Nothing. Scott tugged on the double doors. A deadbolt in the middle caught.
Jake cracked the window. “Break it.”
Scott thought about what to break it with. He pulled out the pistol. He only had 10 bullets. He didn’t want to waste one on the window. He flipped it around and held the pistol by the barrel. Scott swung and hit the glass with the handle. It bounced off. The second hit broke a small portion of the window. He was going to have to use a bullet or this would take all day.
The 7-11 employee sat up behind the glass. He stood up slow as if still half asleep, he was overweight in life and carried it as a feral. His eyes were yellow and red but lightly. This was a new condition. It had trouble standing.
Victoria cracked the window “We can go to the next place.”
Now that the feral man straightened, he looked worse than Scott thought at first. His clothes were torn. He was covered in blood that soaked his legs. He looked confused, like a baby doe standing on legs yet unable to hold his weight.
Scott saw a package of water bottles on a display by the register.
“No, I got this. There is just one of them.”
The feral ran on wobbly legs toward him. The glass stopped him. The two doors budged as he pushed forward but the lock held. The feral in the 7-11 uniform had a name tag, Rick. Scott thought about how normal this sight had become since the first feral he saw on the bus. How shocked he was to see the bus driver gunned down. He pulled out a tissue, ripped it in half and stuffed it in his ears. He put the pistol up against the glass by the feral’s forehead.
Sorry, Rick no cure. Two birds with one stone. Gotta do it. All those thoughts ran through his head. Scott squeezed the trigger. The bullet smashed through the glass that instantly spider-webbed. The bullet traveled through the feral guy and hit the wall behind him in the store, chipping plaster on the wall above the Slurpee machine. The glass continued to crack as the dead feral slid down.
Scott lifted his leg and kicked the glass. It finally shattered. As if in response, the screams came from deep in the store. Sounded like a dozen ferals. They stood from behind the last row of empty chips and cookies shelves.
“Shit!” The back room door opened and more came pouring out. Scott pointed his pistol and shot the first one. In the same motion, he reached for the package of 12 water bottles shrink-wrapped in a thick plastic. It caught on the door frame and fell back on to the floor where the blood of the feral had pooled with a splat.
The sliding door on the van opened as Jake jumped out to pull on Scott. The ferals ran at them. Scott had no chance to grab the water.
“Nooo!”
Jake grabbed his arm just as Scott pulled him to safety. They both dived into the van. Victoria slid the door shut. It caught on a feral arm, a woman’s arm. Scott kicked and pushed it out. Jake and Victoria pushed the door shut together. The faces of the ferals crowded in the window and screamed, biting at the van like they could crawl through.
Andrew put the van in reverse, but more ferals came out of the mist and filled the back window. The children screamed. They were surrounded on all sides. Andrew grunted and squeezed the steering wheel. He had his foot on the pedal but they didn’t move.
“Go!” Jake screamed.
“I can’t!” Andrew yelled.
Scott thought he heard the engine groaning with effort but it was hard to hear. Then the world turned. His stomach flipped as the group of ferals pushed the van enough to lift it off the ground. It was the weird feeling when you lose balance. The van suddenly flipped on its side with a crash. The windows that hit the pavement smashed under the weight. Scott felt the glass shatter on the door that was now under him. The kids were all strapped in but Tiffany cried, her face now had three huge cuts.
The engine gunned but with no wheels on the pavement the wheels just spun. Scott looked out the front windshield. The ferals were leaving them, running to something else. It was a good thing because the windshield was almost gone. Then came the roaring clack-clack of machine gun fire. Multiple guns. The ferals he saw in front of the store were dancing under the shredding of automatic weapons fire.
“What the fuck is happening?” Victoria cried out. The kids all covered their ears and screamed.
Jake had grabbed his daughter and held her tight. Andrew punched the useless steering wheel, undid his seat belt and climbed to the back to find Adam. The smoke leaked in from the broken windshield.
Scott crawled up and unlocked the sliding door from the side of the van now facing up. Scott stood on the broken glass of the bottom door and slid it open. He had to pull himself up to poke his head out. The ferals had forgotten them. They had swarmed toward a Humvee that was in the entrance to the parking lot. The soldiers were being overwhelmed. The parking lot was blocked even if they righted the van, all the windows were toast.
Scott slid his gas mask back on. “Now we have to go!” They had a tiny window of time while the ferals were distracted. Scott lifted himself to stand on the driver’s side door. He reached down and pulled Andrew out first. He jumped down on to the ground. Adam was next. Jake pushed the kids up. Andrew caught him, turned back to catch Tiffany, and Damian. 
Scott reached down for Victoria’s hand. She hesitated for second. They locked eyes.
“Come on, not now.” Scott yelled to Andrew “Go run!”
Scott pulled Victoria up and she jumped, in seconds she was up and pushed her kids to run around the 7-11 away from the chaos on the Humvee. Scott felt a moment of relief when he took his brother’s hand. Their whole childhood he could never imagine lost years between them. It took this insanity to bring them back together.
Jake climbed and jumped up in one motion. Scott took a last look at the ferals overwhelming the soldiers. Two more groups of Humvees pulled up. Soldiers jumped out, they opened fire. Scott followed Jake. Behind them a world of hurt for the ferals and uninfected soldiers alike.
When they came around the back of the store they were in an alley. Scott cursed when he saw the source of the ferals. The back door to the 7-11 store room was wide open. The family, Andrew and Adam all ran. They coughed and fought to breathe.
“Cover your faces!” Andrew yelled.
“Help!” Victoria screamed.
Jake ran beside Scott. “This is all your fault. We have nothing now.”
Scott shook his head. “You wanted water.”
“Oh, sure, it’s my fault.”
Scott stopped Jake. “Will you stop it? I have moved on why can’t you?”
“This is not the time,” Jake spit.
Victoria continued to call for help.
“You are certainly right, it is not the time. I came here to help you! You’re my brother god damn it!”
“Here! Come here!”
They all stopped. The voice of a woman. Scott was the last to walk up to the back porch of the house. The woman holding open the door was young. She had a purple Mohawk. An older black man with graying dreadlocks tied back stood beside her, waving them inside. They were an unlikely pair but beggars could not be choosers.
They had no choice. Victoria was holding Damian and already up the back porch. Scott was the last to run to the door. He felt a sense of relief when the door shut behind him. He just didn’t know what they had stepped into.



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
 
“Pretty soon we will be burning the midnight oil, folks. I am not sure how much longer I can stay on the air. So, for the time being we are going to pause for station identification. It might be a long pause or I might just have big Al loop the last hour.”
Will didn’t even finish his point. He just hit the button that was his cheat. The 690 AM sounder. He took off his headphones. He didn’t even see Al in the booth. He couldn’t focus for the last twenty minutes feeling like the worst father on the planet. He had no idea what was going on with his daughters. He understood that Allison and Lindsay were up north far away but he needed to hear their voices.
Will stepped out of the studio. Alex stood by the control room door. He had on a jacket and a Tijuana Xolos soccer team scarf over his face.
“I started the loop. You have an hour. Get some rest.”
“What are you all dressed up for?”
Alex looked away and back at Will. He had an intense personality and he knew sometimes people avoided telling him things.
“Spit it out, Alex.”
“I gotta go. I can’t stay here.”
“Look, take a break, get some food.”
“And end up like Jeff? We don’t know what he ate around here. I’ve been thinking, Will. We got his blood on us. What if it was airborne, huh? We could be sick just like him.”
“Give me a break. You’re healthy as horse. We just need some food, we’ll hit up the vending machines.”
“I feel trapped. What we did to Jeff. . .”
“Everybody feels trapped, you heard the police scanner. It is not safe out there.”
Alex put his arms out and shrugged. Will couldn’t admit out loud, but he was afraid to be alone. If Alex left then all that would remain was the Willy and Jeff’s Rotting Corpse Show. He would be the last person in the entire station. He thought about begging Alex to stay but his mind translated it to anger.
“Fine, just go. Get the fuck out right now.”
“Will, I just. . .” Alex stepped closer to him and stopped. Their eyes locked and Alex looked like he had seen a ghost. He stepped back a bit. The anger grew inside Will.
“You want to go, get! Just hurry your ass along.”
“Will, I am sorry.”
Will turned and walked into his office. Alex stood there for moment. Perhaps still debating what to do, but he turned and walked for the door. Will picked up a signed baseball and threw it back and forth in his hands. He watched Alex walk out through the office window.
“He’ll come right back,” Will whispered. The outer office door opened and Alex was gone. “See you soon, asshole!” Will yelled at the empty office. He looked at his longtime partner Bill’s desk. He picked a great day to call in sick. His eyes went back to a framed picture on his desk. Cindy took it of him and his girls when Allison played in a big soccer game in San Bernardino.
He picked up the picture and felt the tears welling. He would give anything to hear them call him Daddy right that minute. He pulled the phone out of his pocket, still read no signal in the top left hand corner. He grabbed the land line on his desk. Still dead.
He dropped the phone on the desk and walked to the engineering booth where Alex oversaw the show. The tears were coming. He saw the levels bouncing as the loop played his recorded voice. He sat down at the scanner. He put on the headset and listened. Beeping, automatic radio transmission. He scanned the dial trying to find sound. Channel after channel just gave him static.
He stopped on a channel that was broadcasting. It was filled with static, the sound of gunfire so he couldn’t make out the voices.
“They’re streaming back and forth at the border, thousands of ferals, it is a bloodbath. . .”
Will couldn’t believe his ears. He listened for another minute. It appeared to be a military channel. The speaker was cracking, the insanity of what he was hearing. Will started to think Jeff was the lucky one.
Will got up and walked to the vending machine filled with mostly candy bars, chips and a few granola bars. He had a little change in his pocket, but he stuck his hand out to grab some and laughed. He might as well smash the glass because he didn’t know how long he would be in the station until things got back to normal. 
He put his hand on the glass to test how strong it was and saw his reflection. His eyes looked funny. Will ran to the bathroom. He flipped on the light and went right to the mirror. The whites of his eyes were pink. He leaned in closer, as close as he could safely get to the mirror. His eye was crawling. Tiny little things moved on the surface.
“Fuck!”
He turned on the water and was about splash his face try to clean it out. When the faucet came on it spit out green at first before a brown stream came out. The water looked like diarrhea and smelled worse. He struck the sink off. He ran into the office, went to the desk of a member of their sales team. A young woman who kept a case of water bottles under her desk. He grabbed one, twisted the top and poured some on his hands. He rubbed the clean water in his eyes and ran back into the bathroom.
He looked again at the mirror. The little things crawled across his eyeball, it was like they were slowly coloring him red. What did he eat? What did he touch? 
“No! No! No!” Will yelled at himself. “Fuck!”
*** 
The computer had to reboot. Martin sat and watched it initialize. It had been stuck at 80% for several minutes. Thankfully, Mitchell warned him to wait. He followed the directions step by step, not understanding what he was doing. He had the address for an uplink, that once the computer was ready, he would load into the settings. The signal would then go up into space to a satellite that according these notes was in orbit just above southern California.
The address was mostly numbers, but a few case sensitive letters. Martin carefully typed each one in, checking the paper. He had to get it right. The security system was designed to crash the mainframe if the wrong password or address was entered. Apparently, hacker access to this system could compromise something Martin didn’t understand.
Martin put in the last number, prayed a last time and pushed enter. The spinning wheel on the screen showed that it was working.
85% initialized.
He wouldn’t know if the password worked until it was ready to go and the signal popped up. Martin felt the weight of it all, and was dripping in sweat, the tension burned inside of him. After the mayor’s transmission, he wasn’t sure how the military would react or what would happen.
95% . . . 98% . . . The spinning wheel disappeared.
He pulled out his phone and opened the settings. He smiled big when ‘Universal_Free_Wi-Fi’ came up as an available Wi-Fi signal.
He logged on, had to enter his e-mail address and accept conditions. Then he was on. He opened FaceTime and called Lisa’s phone. It rang five times and nothing. She had not checked. He looked at the time. He was ten minutes ahead of schedule.
Martin pulled up his Gmail. He had a few e-mails from out of town family asking if he was OK. A few e-mails from the morning involving the library event that had been his plan for the day. He was surprised how little there was. He got on the elevator and pushed the button for the ground floor. He opened his Twitter. The signal was spotty, so the text came up without pictures or video links. When he stepped out of the elevator, he typed in the hashtag #sdfires and #prayforSD that were trending.
Martin stopped. Headline after headline, tweet after tweet spoke of the downed fiber optics, but also that the fire appeared contained. No mention of military checkpoints. He couldn’t believe his eyes as he opened a blank tweet window. He selected a photo he had taken of the orange sky above the skyline and typed.
Important press statement coming from the Mayor of San Diego #Sdfires #PrayforSD.
He hit send and walked up to the last of the reporters huddled around Kendra’s Phone.
They were on FaceTime with someone who looked like they woke him from bed. An older gray-haired man whose webcam made his eyebrows look out of control. Probably someone on the east coast. Paul Bingham the reporter leaned toward Martin.
“It’s the network.”
“I knew something was wrong. We got e-mails from you Kendra saying the fire was contained, but when does a whole region go dark. I have talked to the times, other networks, no one has seen a video or anything beyond these terse e-mails.”
“How could I do that? We just got a signal just now. I never sent those e-mails, something very wrong is happening here. You need to get us on air. We have the mayor ready to set the record straight.”
The network executive sat up, his bewildered wife covered herself and went to the bathroom.
“What you are telling me now contradicts every news report coming out of the region. A serious can of worms.”
Kendra pulled Martin into the view of the camera. “This is Martin Strickland, Mayor Hillard’s chief of staff. He can confirm everything I have said.”
Martin really didn’t know what she said, but assumed she was telling the truth. Martin leaned into the camera. “Someone is trying to kill us all.”
*** 
The Mohawked woman set down water bottles for Andrew and Adam. Andrew had his son on his lap. The frightened boy was just starting to calm down. Victoria already had Damian on the living room couch drinking water. Jake held Tiffany’s hand as Scott shook the ash out of his hair. Everyone was still coughing except Scott who just now took off his gas mask and fell into a chair in the living room. His hands still shook.
They were all still sweating and shaking off messes from the chaos of the last couple hours. Honestly, Jake had no idea how much time had passed. Still you could hear faint screams and gunfire from time to time outside. A little reminder to not relax.
The older man with the dreadlocks offered a water bottle to Jake, tried to muster a smile but just nodded.
“I’m Robbins. That young lady is my friend Austin.”
Jake looked at the woman. Half this man’s age. He wondered what their relationship was.
“You live here together?”
The two shared a look. Jake had the feeling they were thinking about what to say.
Austin shrugged “His place, I’m just riding out the storm.”
“But you’re friends.”
Austin squinted and looked at Jake. “Yeah, friends, just old friends.”
Robbins smiled a big disarming smile. “So, yeah, welcome.” He pointed to the kitchen. “You can stay. Help yourself to the can goods, I already threw out anything that might be tainted. Don’t turn on the water. There are wet wipes in the bathroom for washing your hands. A bucket in the garage if you have to number two.” He paused. “I drained the toilet.”
Austin took a seat on the couch near Victoria. Jake stayed in the dining area that was between the kitchen and living room. “I gotta admit, I didn’t want to open the door for you.”
Victoria looked at Austin. “Thank you.”
Austin shrugged.
Robbins nodded. “But Austin is right. We need all the good karma we can get.”
Tiffany waited in the corner. “Can I use the bathroom, Mister Robbins?”
Robbins turned and smiled at her. He pointed to the bathroom off the kitchen. She ran off to the bathroom.
Jake looked at everyone just trying to catch a breath and he was so thankful for this sanctuary.
He put out his hand. They shook and Jake was taken aback by how rough his skin was.
“Thank you.”
Robbins smile faded. “You can stay till morning. My only other rule is don’t go upstairs.”
Jake and Scott shared a look at that. The staircase was off the dining room and neither of them got a good look up there before they passed into the living room.
“Fair enough,” Scott said.
“We’re not staying that long,” Andrew said from the kitchen.
Robbins nodded. “You’re choice.” Then he walked to his chair and looked out the window. Jake could smell the smoke now even through the walls, or maybe it was just in his clothes, the ash smell was powerful. The layer of soot on his exposed skin felt awful. He wanted a bath but had to keep focused. They had to figure out a way to get to the station.
Damian stood up holding the empty water bottle and ran to Jake. Despite the awful events he was glad Damian was feeling better, he sat down and hugged his legs. He still felt warm, but better. Adam ran out of the kitchen holding his Legos. The two friends from school sat on the floor together.
“You don’t have a car do you? We could buy it?”
Robbins laughed. “There is a car in the garage. You might as well take it.”
“We can write you a check,” said Victoria.
Austin laughed a little.
Robbins kept his eyes out the front window. “Nah, your money is pretty worthless now.”
“This won’t last forever,” said Victoria.
Scott looked up at Jake, silently disagreeing. Jake allowed himself to think about the future for the first time in hours. He still had not told Victoria the news about his health. He had even managed somehow to forget himself. The death sentence didn’t matter if he didn’t get his family to safety. He felt the urge to tell, guilt over keeping the truth from her ate away at him. It had him feeling hostile. 
Tiffany came out of the bathroom and threw away the used wet wipes she had cleaned herself up with. After cleaning the soot off her face she looked like his little girl again. She sat in the kitchen near stairwell drinking a water bottle. Andrew came into the living and they were all in the room now. Jake the only one still standing. Andrew took a spot where he could watch the boys play near the kitchen table. 
“Oh, ma’am, it is over as it can be,” Robbins said as he leaned back in the dining room chair set up against the outer window.
“How can you be so sure?” asked Victoria.
“Really? You were just outside begging for help,” said Austin.
“Today is bad, I get it.” Victoria nervously rubbed her hands together. “But it will pass and sure we will remember this date like 9/11 or Katrina. Everyone will tell stories.”
Robbins laughed. “Tell yourselves that, but that is not what is happening.”
“What is happening then, huh?” Jake asked 
Robbins now turned to look at Jake. “Tipping point. Been happening for a long time but the straw just snapped the camel’s back. Total ecological collapse.”
“That doesn’t happen overnight,” Andrew said.
“No, it doesn’t.” Austin leaned back the couch. “He has been writing a book about it for years.”
“Let me explain this clearly.” Robbins grabbed his notebook off the floor. He tapped it with his pen, as he lectured his voice elevated. “The air we breathe is filled with smog, a million tailpipes spitting out a poison here and there. No big deal, right? The water is filled with pollution, farms run off so much crap, the fish die. What makes us think it’s safe to drink? They use that same water to feed our meat and water our vegetables. It’s not safe to eat. If you do, heart disease is on the rise. The food is fatter than ever. They use corn syrup to make it all stretch.”
“Whoa, none of that lecture explains what is happening outside. We have a fire,” Scott interrupted.
“The hell it doesn’t. We overshot our ecosystem a long time ago. Global warming is no different from cancers, heart disease, illness, those crazy people all of it the same. Society is a sick dying limb festering with maggots. The fire is a literal smoke screen for cutting the limb off. It is over.”
“Then why try to survive at all?”
Robbins shrugged.
Austin sighed. “He wants his book to survive, he doesn’t care about himself.”
The older man didn’t argue with her. Seemed to be fine with what she said. Jake was glad the children were in the other room.
Victoria looked first at Robbins and then back to Jake. “There were lots of cancer cases, maybe that was a sign.”
Andrew looked at Jake. He knew Jake had not told his wife about his cancer. Jake suddenly felt hot under the collar, as if he was busted. As if she knew his secret already. He shook his head and stepped closer to the fire place. His eye just happened to catch one of the photos.
Robbins kept talking. “Just the tip of the iceberg. What we do to the web, we do to ourselves. We only have this planet to live off of, we are stealing from the future. Ain’t no Mars to run too.”
As he talked, Jake scanned the photos on the walls. A very white family, two kids and two parents in a staged picture in front of a corny studio back drop. A framed picture of a father with his son and daughter taken by selfie-stick at a Padres game. Father and son in cosplay as Marvel superheroes at Comic-Con, and in the last frame husband and wife on their wedding day.
Jake never got a chance to ask who they were. A muffled scream came from deep in the house.
“Tiff?” Victoria knew the scream right away.
“I said to stay down stairs!” Robbins cursed.
Victoria jumped first. Jake behind her turned the corner to run up the stairs. At the top of the stairs an awful smell hit them. Tiffany backed out of the upstairs bathroom. The shower curtain was pulled open. Two children Jake recognized from photos were dead in the bathtub. Their heads were mostly intact but the backs were blown out into a splattered mess on the wall. Victoria screamed and Jake ground to a halt.
Tiffany ran to her mother and hugged her. “He killed them!”
“What the fuck, Robbins?” Austin yelled as she saw it from the edge of the stairs. She looked just as stunned as everyone else at the sight. Scott and Andrew were behind her getting their first look.
Robbins walked up the stairs slowly. “I didn’t kill nobody, look at the whole room.”
The dad was on the floor between the toilet and the tub. His empty right hand was pointed at his head.
“Now I took his pistol, the one I am holding right now, but I found the man that way.”
Jake and family turned around to look at Robbins. He held the pistol, pointed down.
“His name was Roger Murphy. He knew it was the end. Infected.” Robbins looked imposing blocking the way, holding the pistol. “They all were. He did what he had to, but now this house is our sanctuary, so I ask you, do we have a problem?


***
Adam looked up the stairs. Damian wished he wouldn’t. His father told them to stay downstairs. He didn’t really remember getting to this house. Last thing Damian remembered was being in the van. He was still thirsty, holding his empty water bottle. He wanted to ask his mother for more water. He wanted a drink and to lie down. He was tired.
Mom was upstairs with the adults. They were yelling at each other. Adam was trying to get a look, hiding at the edge of the stairs. Damian didn’t care, just wanted a drink of water. He looked at his bottle and walked into the kitchen. The sink was just out of his reach. He pulled a chair over from the table and stood on it.
It helped enough for him reach and push the tap on. The water spurt for a second before it came out in a steady stream. Damian held the bottle under the water as it got full. He was so thirsty this was going to feel so good.



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
 
Redcrow held on to the strap at the edge of the cockpit. They hovered just over the busiest border crossing in North America. Montgomery yelled as the last rounds left the chamber of the massive guns on their wings. He depressed the button still, if the motor was not so loud they would hear the giant ammunition belts spun through the rack empty. The ship felt lighter in the air and more sensitive to Montgomery’s touch now that they had unloaded everything they had. The gunship to their right headed west toward the beach where the wall extended far past the shore. It was still firing but they would not have much left.
“General, I am as dry as Amish pussy.” Montgomery laughed at his own joke and then closed the cap on his trigger.
“Give me a look,” Redcrow yelled into the microphone.
The border was a swirling pit of clouds, smoke and flames. Ferals ran while drenched in flames, the border wall was gone. All that was left was a crater the size of a football field. It was now a mass grave to the bodies of those who died and the ones still blanketed in flames in the process of dying.
Redcrow looked out to the glow on the eastern horizon. Homes and fields glowed orange as the fire over took them and approached slowly towards their position.
“Hello, beautiful,” Redcrow said only for himself to hear. The cleansing fire approached. He gave a look back at his soldiers and laughed at the stunned look on their faces. He snapped his seat belts off and looked at his pilot. “Take us back north. We need to re-load.”
The general stepped back into the carrier section of the chopper. Their faces were a mixture of disturbed and confused. He found the most upset looking man in the group. He put his arm around the young man and yelled loud enough to be heard.
“It is an ugly thing, men. Every life you take in this operation is the one that might save a thousand more from infection. Heads up boys and girls, this gets worse before it gets better.”
They nodded. He gave a pat on the shoulder to the nearest man. He knew it was a tough sell. They didn’t sign up to do this on their own soil. Redcrow moved back into the co-pilot seat as they rode north.
***
The year Damian was born was the hardest year of Jake’s life. He loved Tiffany and the experience of having their first child was seamless. He loved his daughter but he wanted a son, and fantasized about a boy to teach sports, and do guy things with. The first birth was so simple that Jake took the ease for granted. When Damian was born he was sick constantly and Victoria barely survived. During that year she developed a distant look that was underscored by two dark circles under her eyes.
It had been a few years since he saw those circles, until this day. Through the illness of her parents and her second child, publicly Victoria showed a strong confident face. At night she would lock herself in the bathroom and cry for hours. Jake took care of the kids and would knock on the door every few minutes, asking to be let in. He just wanted to help.
When Victoria returned to her normal self, when that haggard stressed look faded away, he promised himself he would do what he could to never see that face again. That is why he was afraid to tell her about the tumor buried deep inside him. That is why in all the chaos they survived the look on his wife’s face broke his heart. The fear had wrecked her and he could faintly see the dark circles forming.
Victoria held Tiffany. She turned her daughter’s body, hoping she would not see the gun in Robbins’s hand. It was too late to prevent trauma, she found the bodies in the bathroom, not to mention the roving bands of ferals. Jake certainly didn’t feel like father of the year.
Jake turned back to Robbins. The middle-aged black man had graying tips on his dreadlocks. He had a big frame. Jake thought about tackling him, but they would probably go down the stairs and he didn’t know how good he was with the gun. Andrew and Scott seemed to be backing up and letting Jake take charge. Andrew even had his hands up as they all crowded in the hallway.
Austin, the punk rocker, was a wild card. She seemed just as shocked.
“I’ll say it again, I didn’t shoot that family. You gotta believe me.”
“I don’t know you.” Jake straightened up, trying to not show fear. “I don’t know what you’re capable of.”
“I know him . . . since I was little kid. He didn’t kill a family in cold blood.”
Victoria gave Jake a look before she spoke. “I don’t care how long you’ve know him. He just said the world is ending.”
“It is,” Robbins added.
Austin rolled her eyes. “You’re not helping.”
“Hold on a minute.” Robbins appeared to be counting to ten to calm himself. “We opened the door to help you. I found this house when I needed sanctuary. I am sorry for the Murphy family, I am, but their house is all that is keeping us alive.”
Scott nodded at that. 
Andrew pulled the bathroom door shut. “He’s right, and for now we need to think about how to get downtown.”
Austin shook her head. “I just came from downtown. There is nothing worth going there for.”
“We have a plan, Andrew is a pilot,” Victoria blurted out.
Andrew and Jake shared a look of disgust.
“There is nowhere to run. We just have to ride it out. If you want, in the morning we can find another house nearby,” said Robbins, as he backed down the stairs.
Jake shook his head. “Ride it out? For how long?”
“Go ahead, write him off as crazy.” Austin grinned. “Everyone else did and he predicted all this.”
“Daaaad!” Adam screamed. Even with the gun pointed his direction Adam pushed Robbins out of the way. Robbins and the whole group followed him. Jake felt the panic. At the bottom of the steps, he saw Adam propping Damian up. A bright pink puddle was beside them where Damian had puked.
“Adam, get back!” Andrew wrenched his son away and Jake caught Damian before he hit the floor. The rest of the world faded away. It was just Jake and Damian. He couldn’t count on his fingers the number of times he thought they were losing him. Victoria called him their miracle boy for a reason.
He knew she was with them. Victoria grabbed the boy’s hand. Jake used the boy’s shirt to wipe the brightly colored vomit off his lips.
“Dad,” Tiffany spoke meekly behind them.
“No, No . . .” Victoria spoke just above a whisper.
Jake turned to point at the water bottle on the floor tipped over and making a puddle on the hardwood floor. It had been empty when they went upstairs. Jake looked into the boy’s eyes. The pupils were an unnatural yellow and the whites turned dark red. Jake was close enough to see the boy’s eyeballs were crawling with infection.
“Oh, shit,” Scott said behind him.
A wave of anger and sorrow overcame Jake. He cried holding his son. He felt Victoria’s arm go around him. 
“I’m sorry, Jake . . .” Andrew said, his only friend that knew just how low this moment was. Andrew knew that he was dying too. Jake couldn’t think rationally at that moment. He screamed in rage before the house fell back to an uncomfortable silence. He hugged his son as tight as he could. He didn’t feel gone. He was warm. His heart raced. He was full of life still.
“He’s not dead,” Jake whispered.
“You’ll wish he was,” Robbins said as he stood over him.
“Shut up!” Victoria yelled.
Scott and Andrew stayed silent. Jake looked at them through blurry tear filled eyes. “He’s not dead.”
Robbins and Austin looked at each other and Robbins stepped closer. 
 “You heard the gunfire, man. They’re killing the infected. You think they would do that if Dr. Oz could airdrop a cure?”
“Fuck!” Scott punched the wall. Andrew led Adam out of the room.
Jake shook his head and in the same moment Damian began to shake. He convulsed in Jake’s arms. He could barely hold him. The boy turned his eyes up and looked at his father. Damian opened his mouth wide and leaned in to bite his mother. Scott reached up and grabbed Victoria by her hair. He violently pulled back at the last moment slamming her into the floor. It was the only thing that saved her from the bite.
Jake fought to control his son’s arms but the little boy was filled with rage and unnatural strength for his little body. Robbins pulled out his gun and pointed it at them.
“No!” Tiffany screamed and stepped in the way. Behind her Damian reached for his sister. Jake controlled his arms. He picked up the boy.
“Rope!” Jake screamed. Robbins stared at Tiffany still holding the pistol toward them.
“Put it down!” Victoria screamed.
Damian screamed. They all knew the sound. The primal uncontrolled rage of the ferals.
“Rope!” Jake struggled to scream as he held his son in place.
Scott came back from the garage with five, thin yellow ropes that had a red flag on the end of one piece. Jake carried his son to the dining room table. The boy tried to turn his head back to bite him. Jake pinned him on the table. Scott ran to the table and tied the boy’s arms.
Once the arms were down the brothers worked together to tie down his legs. Jake was shaking from the effort, every muscle in his upper body tightened. His breath labored, he could feel the damage the nasty air had done.
Damian struggled against the ropes that were designed to hold down furniture in the back of trucks, it wouldn’t hold long. Victoria and Tiffany cried on the floor. Robbins walked toward him. He put the pistol back in his hip holster.
“I’m sorry, so sorry,” Robbins spoke between Damian’s screams.
Jake looked around the room. Everyone was afraid to speak. Scott was the closest. His ladies were on the floor, Andrew and son in the next room. Austin and Robbins kept a little distance. Jake felt the pistol pointed at him.
“There is no cure, he is dangerous.” Robbins sounded nervous “No one likes it but . . .”
“Stop!” Victoria screamed.
Jake felt his world falling apart around him. They fought so hard for this little boy. He didn’t think there was another miracle for him, but after all he survived Jake prayed for it. Jake felt an urge to run, to take Damian and run. If he tried, Scott blocked his way, his brother stepped forward and hugged him.
All the petty arguments melted away. He had his old brother back and he held him tight. Even as they hugged Damian screamed, causing a wave of sobbing tears. Scott whispered in his ear. “Whatever you do, I’ll support you.”
No cure, no cure. He told himself. He heard the screams all day but until this moment he didn’t realize how much pain was in that sound. His little boy was being tortured from the inside. He knew that the infection was rapidly consuming the brain; that is what brought the madness. Jake hugged his brother tighter and grabbed the pistol that was in his belt loop.
Scott pulled back from the hug and Jake pointed the pistol at Robbins.
“No, No,” Victoria begged.
Robbins lifted his pistol. They were in a classic standoff.
“Look at him, Jake. Every second you delay you’re torturing that boy,” Robbins yelled.
Out of the corner of his eye, Jake saw his son writhe on the table. He fought against the ropes and his eyes leaked blood red tears. He continued to scream.
“Get Tiffany out of here,” Jake whispered. Victoria shook her head, but pulled her into the next room. Andrew stood in the doorway. Jake knew what he was thinking. “It ain’t your boy, Andy.”
“No, it isn’t. I’m sorry, Jake.”
“Oh, for Christ’s sake.” Robbins pointed his gun at Damian. Jake didn’t think just pulled the trigger. The report of the pistol was the first thing loud enough to block out Damian’s screams. The bullet blasted into Robbins below his shoulder just above his heart. The power of the blast sent him back into the wall. He slammed into it and slid to the floor leaving a red stain on the wall.
“Nooo!” Austin screamed as Robbins’s pistol fell in front of her. She jumped up and grabbed the pistol. Jake stared down the same pistol in her hands. 
“Put it down, sweetheart.” Robbins struggled to speak. He bled massively, and he had a lung that was burst, caving in like a balloon losing air.
“He just fucking shot you.”
Jake felt awful, but it was hard to bring himself to care with his son screaming behind him. Victoria had her hands up. Scott kept saying his name. His ear drums were wrecked by the thunder of the gun and his son’s screaming. He couldn’t hear her but he could read his wife’s lips. Put it down, Put it down, Jake.
He lowered the pistol a bit.
“You know what you need to do, Jake,” Robbins spoke through the pain.
Damian broke through one of the ropes. Scott jumped to the table and struggled to hold down his nephew’s arm. Jake worried that she might accidentally fire. He didn’t suspect she knew what she was doing with the gun in her hand.
Austin lowered the gun. “Someone has to do it. That boy is suffering and we all know there is no cure.”
“That boy survived so much,” Victoria whispered.
“What if they find a cure tomorrow?” asked Scott.
Austin shook her head. “They were bombing the bay. Bombing it.” Austin lowered herself to Robbins. 
“Don’t be mad,” Robbins spoke softly to her. “Go with them and get my book to the survivors. They owe me now.”
Austin cried holding his hand. He was dying, and Jake knew it. He had done it. Taken a man’s life. He wasn’t sick, or infected. He could try to rationalize it, he was trying to kill his son, but he couldn’t do that. In his heart, he knew Robbins was right. Jake listened to Austin sob as Robbins closed his eyes for the last time.
“Jake!” Scott continued to struggle with little Damian. The boy snapped, trying to bite at his arm. He couldn’t keep it up. Jake knew he had to act. He turned back toward his son.
“Andy, keep them out of here.”
Andrew stood in front of Victoria and pushed her back. Austin closed her eyes.
“No! No! Jake! Don’t!” His wife screamed as Andrew pushed her out.
Jake prayed quietly, only for himself and God. “Forgive me, put us together again soon.”
“I’m here, Jakers.” His brother looked at him with sympathy. 
Jake climbed up on the table.
“Get out!”
***
Victoria screamed and pushed with all of her strength. Andrew planted his feet to push her back. Scott came into the living room. He saw Tiffany and Adam backed up to the front door. Scott waved Tiffany toward him, as he grabbed Victoria and pulled them into a hug. Victoria struggled against the grip but Scott held her tight. Andrew went to his son and covered his ears.
“Stay here,” Scott whispered “Vic, please just stay—”
“No! Noooo!” She used every ounce of strength, but Scott held her in place. She screamed a primal scream that almost matched her son in the dining room. 
Scott looked at Tiffany. “Cover your ears, sweetie.”
Tiffany covered her ears. In the next room, Damian continued to scream uncontrolled and then . . .
Boom.
Followed by silence. Victoria lost all strength in her legs. There were no words for the feeling. She had some sense that her knees hit the hardwood floor. She felt nothing. Scott Dropped with her and pulled her tighter. She felt her daughter’s tears on her neck.
Damian was silent now. She heard Jake sobbing in the next room.
“You bastard,” Victoria whispered. “You fucking bastard.”



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
 
“The network is hesitant to air the mayor live. They will monitor and record the signal.”
Martin was waiting for this information. He was expecting it when Kendra took the last call in her office. He held his phone up with the FaceTime signal open. The mayor, Mitchell and Lisa waited on the other side.
Bingham and Clark, the rookie and the traffic reporter, both shook their heads and took off to the studio. Gonola was already in there waiting for the GO signal. Martin waited, the only one without a job to do. He and Kendra shared a long look.
“How long before you start broadcasting?”
Kendra took a deep breath. “We would like five minutes to finish—”
The lights flickered and the power shut off, not only the lights and the computers, but the air conditioners that ran twenty-four hours a day in the newsroom. Martin could only see Kendra in the glow of his phone.
“Shit.”
Martin looked at the phone and could no longer see the mayor or Lisa.
“We lost power. Did you lose power?” The mayor asked
In the near total silence and dark, Martin heard the pained screams coming from one of the offices. He looked that direction when the lights and ambient noise of the office came back to life. Kendra was breathing deeply. Trying to control herself. Third time the power blinked, that time was longest yet. Martin looked at the scared news director.
“Two minutes, Mister Mayor.”
Martin turned his phone, so the camera was on him. Lisa and the mayor were jammed into the video.
“You got that?”
“Roger that,” The mayor said without any irony. “Standing by.”
“I have work to do.” Kendra walked off.
There was a silence on the other end.
“You OK, Martin?” asked Lisa.
He had to think about how to respond. No one was OK but he made it here and mission accomplished so far. He minimized the FaceTime call and opened his Twitter, expecting to have hundreds of notifications. Nothing. He scrolled through the feed. He saw nothing from Lisa and nothing about San Diego. He clicked on the #prayforSD hashtag. General well wishes and prayers from around the country and world, but as he scrolled through he didn’t see any of his tweets.
“Martin?”
“I’m fine. Look, Lisa, have you been checking your Twitter feed? Instagram? Facebook?”
“Yeah, since we were online.”
“My Twitter is blocked. I’m blocked. I hit send but they just won’t post.”
Martin opened a new tweet and typed, ‘Hello.’ He clicked send. He watched it load. His Twitter feed rolled to the top. He saw his tweet there. He was going to ask Lisa to look for it when the message disappeared and Twitter reloaded.
“Shit.” Martin maximized the video. Lisa was now holding the phone typing something. The camera looked at the floor and shook. “Mitchell, how can they block us?”
Lisa held the phone, so Martin could see Mitchell. The tech shrugged. “Just a guess, but they may have software looking for certain accounts. Our emergency broadcast signal just started and we have traffic, much of that is local on our sat Wi-Fi and how much is beyond the disaster . . . who knows?”
Martin nodded. “Signal is strong. How about you, Mister Mayor?”
Lisa moved the camera to him, putting his suit on behind the camera. He gave a thumbs up. Martin smiled. This was happening. Someone wanted to silence them but it was time to shine a very bright light on this disaster.
***
It would be easy to mistake the glow on the horizon as dawn from above the city. The smoke had spent most of the day hanging in a whirlwind above the city. There was a slight offshore wind that on a normal day would have pushed the plumes of smoke east. The Santa Ana winds were strong and pushed the smoke and ash west over the city. Now the ocean breeze picked up and pushed the smoke to the east giving Redcrow a good look.
From the gunship’s cockpit it looked like a campfire. The skyscrapers that housed banks and offices looked like logs burning on red hot embers.
 Montgomery pointed to his headphones. The general slipped his back on.
“You’re on with the general now.”
“Sir, this the new forward operating base in Carlsbad.”
“I copy, base camp.”
“We were scanning for live signals as ordered.”
“What have you got?”
“A live Wi-Fi network went online downtown. We are going to have signals throughout the area.”
“It was my understanding the fire took out fiber optics...”
 “This is a satellite uplink. We traced the source by its IP, it is the NBC building.”
Redcrow cursed. Anyone getting a signal out was bad, but a news agency was worst case.
“Understood. In route.”
***
Victoria pushed Scott away and crawled into the dining room. She got a look at Austin holding Robbins’ hand, but had no sympathy for her in that moment. She heard her husband sobbing on the far side of the room. He had come down from the table, and held Damian’s body in his arms. Victoria could see him through the table. She used a chair to pull herself up.
Jake hugged the blood covered boy tight, as he cried. She could see Scott fighting to keep Tiffany out of the room. It sounded like Andrew was helping. Victoria stepped closer. He had shut their boy’s eyes, his face stained from the red tears. She might have believed he was sleeping, but the gun sat on the floor beside him. The shirt she had picked out for him to wear to school this morning was now stained with blood. The bullet had traveled out his back. She had covered stories as a reporter with dead children and had nightmares like this.
“What have you done?” She wanted to yell it at him. It came out in a voice just above a whisper.
He opened foggy eyes and looked at her. “You and Tiff have to survive.”
Victoria couldn’t put into words what she felt. Sorrow was not strong enough of a word. She felt a pain building inside her. Damian’s body was a shield, the only thing protecting her husband. She wanted to punch him, claw his eyes, anything to make sure he understood what he had done. She had more questions. How could he live with himself? What were they going to tell the world? How would they handle Tiffany now? None of it came from her mouth.
“He was suffering,” Jake whispered.
She understood that. They had to try. How could it end this way? The pain burned. She had to look away but there was Austin with her friend who Jake had also killed.
She stared at the dead man. Now she found her voice. “How will you live with what you have done?”
Andrew appeared at the edge of the room. “Tell her, Jake.”
Victoria turned back to her husband. He often thought he was protecting her and ended up making matters worse. Always making matters worse. Eventually, she would be alone with what he did.
“Tell me what?”
He held Damian tight and just shook his head.
“Goddamn it, tell her, Jake!”
Jake looked over his dead son’s head at his wife. “Cancer, it’s aggressive. The only treatment is risky. They have to do chemo in-surgery, with my guts out of the way. I don’t stand a chance. I’ll be with him soon.”
She shook with barely contained rage. “Good.”
***
Will stepped back into the studio and picked up his headphones. The radio station was still broadcasting the loop of him talking from earlier. Alex had left it playing but had given him a dump button on his board. He always had it, so he could dump phone callers who were jackasses. He slipped the headphones on and pushed the button. The red on-air button came on.
Will took a deep breath that he knew went out on the air. There was a bank of TVs they had on the wall that were turned off. He could see his reflection in the dark screens. His eyes were turning the same color as Jeff’s had. His head hurt, like someone had reached in and was squeezing his brain. The pressure didn’t stop now. That said, he felt some clarity. He knew it was over.
He pulled the microphone closer.
“This is it, San Diego. Willy Goldberg’s final broadcast. I know some of you numbnut douche bags never thought I would survive this station. Talking about chicks with big titties and calling out fatties. Oh, he’ll say something to get himself fired again. I know you all thought that was coming.”
“Me too. I’ll be honest with you, I never believed any of that stuff. This was an act, entertainment. Not top dollar stuff but this was my kingdom. I lost this job for a year and you all asked me to come back. My wife asked me to walk away and like a dumbass I couldn’t. You see, I survived the radio station, but not this day.”
“I am infected. I don’t know what I drank, what I ate or what I breathed to get this disease. I can tell you that before it takes my sanity and turns me into one of those ferals that it hurts like a son of a bitch. The pain is . . .”
Will looked around the studio.
“You don’t give a fuck. I just have a few things I need to say before I figure some way to end it all. Don’t try to survive this and don’t blame it on others. You and I all worked together on this. As a species we did this. We hunted the fucking buffalos and whales till they were not there anymore. We filled list after list with endangered species, each one we added might seem like nothing – the Idaho barn owl or the Indonesian rat. Those guys add up. We bought the cars, drove them. We pumped the gas out of the ground and put it back in the air. We industrialized the food and animals we ate. You know, I made fun of that Leo Decrapio guy right here on this station for that cowspiracy shit. I wanted to ring his pencil neck when my youngest daughter declared after watching it that she was a hardcore vegan. It lasted a few days. We could get a few days of concern out of anybody. Sure, you’ll care when asked but who of us actually acted to stop this? Who?”
“I know what you’re thinking. Get to the point, Willy. The fucking world is dying out here. Look around. Rewind to yesterday. Blind to it, the world just moments from ending. You did it. You caused this. I did it. I caused this. Remember that when you pray for a savior. I am not saying God is not listening, someone has to be the adult and wear the pants around here. Clean up your mess or you are out of here. No one to blame but ourselves.”
“Fuck you, human race. Do you even understand the incredible amount of luck it takes to end up with a planet this livable? OK, so if you believe in God, do you understand that we are shitting, literally dumping on God’s creation? I don’t care what you believe in . . . fuck you, all of you. For real. Fuck you hard. Life is a gift. We wasted it on smartphones and your online fantasy worlds. You gonna waste life drunk or watching reality TV. The list of ways humans waste their lives is long and depressing. Fuck you, fuck you.”
A wave of pain spread through Will. He felt like a flamethrower warming up. He struggled to contain a scream. The fury of his thoughts matched the feeling throughout his nervous system. His mind was shutting down. He could feel it ending. Sign off, sign off he thought. A sign-off for the ages.
“I know I sound like the fucking Unabomber, but the proof is in the water, food and air. I have no information left to give you. I hope this doesn’t spread beyond our city, but nothing that happened here today is unique to us. So I am going to sign off with a message for my girls. A message for their kids they probably won’t get to have. Maybe they will. This message to any future generations who may or may not be around to hear this...”
Pain, a tear escaped from his wincing eyes. “My final message to the future generations of this planet. We are sorry. Very sorry for everything we did to you.”
Will reached up through radiating pain to push the button that would cut the signal. His finger hovered near the button but he didn’t make it. His heart spiked and the last thing he felt was his face hitting the desk.



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
 
Scott laid the blanket out on the dining room floor, and carefully laid his nephew’s body on the blanket. He covered the body and closed his eyes. Jake had snapped, sorrow and anger battled for control. Jake cried out and hit himself over and over. Scott turned back to grab his hands. Jake muttered under his breath and gripped the water bottle Damian drank out of.
“It happened so fast,” he whispered.
Scott nodded. “We knew the water was toxic.”
“What the fuck.” Jake shook his head. “All this. Why me? Why the fuck did this happen?”
Scott hated seeing his brother like this. He didn’t have a son, he couldn’t imagine the pain. He shook his shoulder.
“We’ll come back for Damian and give him a proper burial. I promise. You got to pull it together, bro.”
Jake’s eyes were red from tears, not infection but he looked pathetic. “She’ll never forgive me.”
Scott said the only thing he could. “She needs you. Tiffany needs you.”
Jake nodded, he was not OK, all the cracks had burst and his sanity was hanging by a thread. He couldn’t make him help.
“Get yourself together. We are getting out of here.”
Scott grabbed the blanket and lifted Damian’s body. It was easier that when he and Andrew moved Robbins’s body. He carefully lifted him up the stairs and put his body in one of the bedrooms that had belonged to the Murphy kids. Scott took three long breaths, he needed he needed to stay strong for his brother. Scott turned and his heart jumped.
Jake stood in the doorway. He was barely standing, leaned up against the frame. “I need a minute.”
Scott saw the hopelessness in his eyes and looked down to see the pistol in his hand. Scott was angry with himself. He just left the pistol down there on the table with his brother on the edge of madness.
Scott shook his head and put out his hand. “Give it to me.”
Jake cried. Scott grabbed the pistol and hugged his brother.
“We’re ready,” Andrew yelled from down stairs.
“Jake, you still have a family to save.” Scott didn’t look in. Jake wept into this shoulder.
“I’m already dead.”
“When did you find out about the cancer?”
Jake shook his head. “This morning.”
Scott couldn’t believe it, but he had no reason not to. “Why didn’t you tell, Vic?”
“I didn’t exactly have a good moment.” Jake bumped into his shoulder as he passed. “I don’t need your judgment, Scotty. Not now.”
Scott followed him down the stairs. “I told you I would support you. Whatever you need.”
Andrew waited at the bottom of the stairs. The Murphy family had an SUV that would fit the five of them, and the keys were hanging by the door to the garage. Andrew loaded up supplies, while they figured out what to do with Jake. Victoria waited with the kids in the living room. She looked out the window but all they could see was the smoke. 
Austin waited at the bottom of the stairs wearing a backpack. She held a well-used notebook and had Robbins’s holster on her hip now. Scott took a moment to notice her striking blue eyes, once he got past her harsh style he saw a classically beautiful woman. Another day he would have flirted with her.
“I’m going to.”
“Adam already has to sit on Vic’s lap.” Andrew shook his head. “No room. I’m sorry.”
Austin pointed at Jake. “He just killed my oldest friend in the world. You owe him the dignity of getting this book out to the world. I’m going.”
Victoria appeared holding Tiffany’s hand.
“I’ll sit in back if I have to,” Tiffany offered. A brave and kind gesture for the fourteen year old kid. Scott was struck in the moment by how much she looked like her mother. Like Jake was not even involved. The tension was thick.
“I’ll stay.” Jake looked away from his wife and daughter. 
“Oh, no you don’t.” Victoria’s anger never faded. “You don’t get to give up on all of us.”
“I’ll sit in the back, just get me out of the city,” said Austin. She looked at Scott and his pistol “You might need my bullets, you’re running low.”
Andrew shook his head. “I can make room for Austin, but might have to leave some of the food I packed.”
No one felt comfortable eating even the canned food at this point. He didn’t pack that much.
The lights flickered, everyone looked up. The power snapped. Suddenly they were in darkness. Andrew pulled out his keys that had a mini-flash light on it. The tiny light was all they had. It seemed impossibly dark. Scott felt panic inside, and was glad that the dark hid his fear.
 They all followed Andrew’s light to the garage door, and ran to the large SUV. He flipped on the lights that shined down onto the small workshop at the back of the garage. Jake was the last through the door. The smell of the smoke was stronger in the garage. Scott watched his brother move closer to Victoria. He tried to put his hand on her shoulder. She pulled away from him.
Scott came over to his brother. He thought about telling him he did the right thing, he would say it until he believed it. Then they heard a scream outside the garage door. More screams as the ferals gathered on the other side. The hours in the smoke gave the tortured screams an added scratch that made them sound like painful war cries.
Everyone froze and stared in the direction of the sound. It sounded like a dozen or more were out there.
“Get in, now,” begged Andrew.
Victoria and Austin sat in the back seat. Adam climbed on Victoria’s lap after he buckled in. Jake went to help Tiffany climb in the open hatchback. She reflexively pulled her hand back. It felt like daggers in his heart, the look of fear on his daughter’s face. Jake nodded and pushed hatchback shut. She had a small space next to two cases of water in duffel bags. There was plenty of room in the tall Ford Escalade.
Jake took the seat in the back, Austin next to him in the middle. Scott took the front passenger seat and turned to look back as Andrew sat down and turned on the engine.
“We ready to do this?” Scott asked. Nods went around. Andrew pulled the last door shut. He hit the garage door opener. They all turned to watch out the back. The garage door let in the smoke like dry ice on a stage. The red glow of the brake lights lit the waiting ferals. As the door folded into the ceiling they ran to surround. Andrew shifted into reverse and hit the gas.
The thuds and crunches were extreme as they plowed through the crowd. The ferals screams changed as several were crushed. Scott turned back but the smoke was thick enough they could not see the wreckage. Andrew turned them around in the street. 
Even through the smoke they could faintly see the glowing lights of downtown. They at least still had power. That was a relief to Scott. 
They drove in almost silence. The gunfire and screams continued in the distance. Andrew pushed them slowly through the smoke. They had to stop and backtrack when they ran into a row of trolley trains frozen on the tracks. They didn’t have far to go but it felt like time slowed. Scott kept his hand on the pistol.
Downtown was quiet—to call it a ghost town was an understatement. City Beat and San Diego Reader magazines tumbled in the wind like tumbleweeds in the old west.
“Is Will still on the air?” Jake asked.
Andrew looked at him in the rearview mirror. He shrugged and turned on the radio. Nothing but static on FM still. He twisted the dial until he landed on 690.
He only had it on for a few seconds but it was enough. The signal was strong alright, but it transmitted a familiar sound. Over and over. Feral screams and pounding.
Scott reached down and turned it off.
“Almost there,” Andrew said as they passed a sign for San Diego City College.
***
“Citizens of San Diego and the world . . .” The mayor cleared his throat. He straightened his shoulders and practiced it again. “Citizens of San Diego and the world . . .”
Martin gave a thumbs up. Carly Clark was the one who was monitoring the computer with the signal. From here in the control room the majority of the monitors were turned off or played muted static. Across the glass, Jeff Gonola was reading his update. They had been broadcasting online for less than a minute.
“Now, with a statement from City Hall, I give you the honorable Kevin Hillard.”
Martin watched the grainy FaceTime signal come up on the monitor. Kendra was watching the stream. She lifted her microphone. “327 live views.” 
“Citizens of San Diego and the world. I stand before you today with an update on the status of our community that is currently locked in a battle for survival. Despite what you might be reading, we are facing the worst ecological disaster in the history of this nation.”
 Carly jumped as the door opened. Paul Bingham stepped inside. “We have a big problem.”
Kendra shook her head. “Now?”
***
“Despite what you might be reading. We are facing the worst ecological disaster in the history of this nation.”
General Redcrow cursed and pulled his headphones off, not wanting to listen any longer. They were almost there. Montgomery was lowering them straight down into a park beside the Horton Plaza mall. This was still one of the few open spots in downtown among the skyscrapers and thankfully it was just behind the NBC building.
The wind and power of the helicopter landing was enough to topple chairs. They crushed a metal table as they lowered to the ground.
The general turned to his half dozen troops.
“No hesitation, boys, if it even looks infected you take the shot, you hear me?”
“Sir, yes, sir!”
***
The bank of TVs that normally monitored anywhere from four to nine news outlets at were all pictures of the mayor at a podium in the news center at city hall. Kendra watched Bingham, Carly and Martin running to the windows on the east side of the newsroom. A thundering sound was bouncing off the walls of the buildings downtown. It was like a small earthquake shook them.
The windows looked out on the park plaza. The smoke swirled like a storm about to carry Dorothy away from Kansas. A massive military helicopter appeared and lowered itself to the ground crushing a table as it came down. She and Sally ate lunch at that table many times.
Sally.
A scream filled the office. Despite the rush of soldiers coming toward them and the mayor speaking on all the TV’s, it was the feral scream inside the building that got the attention. Kendra turned to watch the office door shake. Sally was inside pounding and screaming. She was fully infected now.
She didn’t have time to think about her friend suffering.
“Back to the control room!” They could barely hear her over the screams coming from Sally’s office. More screams came from the conference room where they had set up the sick staff earlier in the day. Bingham ran and put a chair under the conference room door blocking it.
Kendra turned toward the front entrance. Beyond the security desk she saw a crowd of ferals were responding to the screams from outside, as if they were calling to each other.
Martin ran past her to the control room. As she pulled the control room door shut, she heard the sound of machine gun fire and glass breaking.
“Tell the mayor to speed up.”



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
 
“Do you hear that?” Andrew asked but didn’t wait for the answer. “It’s a chopper?”
They all tried to look up and around. It sounded close but they were in the center of downtown close to the office. The idea of a helicopter so low seemed like suicide. They came up Broadway and passed under the flashing red light at 5th avenue. Horton Plaza—the vertical five story mall was across a park on the left, and the famous U.S. Grant hotel across the street to the north on the right. Jake leaned forward between the seats to get a good look at the NBC building just across the plaza.
“What the fuck?” Scott asked.
A massive gunship helicopter was taking up the entire plaza beside the mall. Andrew cut their lights. They were almost blind but the massive blades were spinning the air clear around the NBC building like a fan. Adam hugged Victoria tight. Jake felt Tiffany grab his arm for comfort. He turned and looked at her. His heart broke again.
“They’ll kill us,” Austin whispered. A group of soldiers ran into the building smashing the glass door to the outside.
Andrew quickly turned into the ramp that took them down into the basement parking garage. When they came out of the smoke, Jake felt a moment of relief. They pulled into a parking space. The elevator just took them to the lobby. To go up to the roof they would have to cross the newsroom.
“Mom, I have a signal.” Tiffany held out her phone. Jake grabbed it. He opened a browser and the emergency broadcast signal took over. He saw video of the mayor speaking with their NBC 7 logo on the bottom of the screen.
“They’re here to kill the signal.”
“Maybe we should wait it out?” Scott said as Andrew turned off the SUV.
Andrew shook his head. “We have to cross the newsroom.”
Jake undid his seat belt. “I’ll scout it out.”
Victoria gave him a stern look, the fear and anger was weighing heavily on her. Jake couldn’t lock eyes with her. He had one foot out of the car when he heard a feral scream echo in the garage. A second scream. The ferals were running down the ramp.
“We go now!” Jake said as he turned and opened the hatch back. He pulled Tiffany out and despite her age and size she jumped into his arms for a moment. Jake wished he could pause on that moment. He set her down and grabbed the duffel bag with water. They ran towards the elevator, the one he took on the way to work every day. It only traveled the three floors of the lobby and garage and it was slow. They couldn’t risk waiting.
“Stairs!”
 Andrew led the group there. When Jake got to the stairwell door, he turned to see a dozen ferals running across the parking garage. He held the door open as the family piled in. They left the SUV open and he heard the passenger door rip off as the ferals sped past it. He listened to the footsteps as the family went up the stairs. He stuck his face in the small window on the door and watched the ferals arrive.
“Jake!” Victoria screamed from the top of the stairs.
He saw the feral faces in the window. Their brains were so destroyed that they couldn’t manage doorknobs. This one just needed a pull. The ferals banged on the door desperate to get in. 
He heard Victoria calling to him, distant, as if miles away. All he had to do was open the door. They would run over him like a wave. It would be over in seconds. No hateful gaze from Victoria, no fear from Tiffany, no slow decline into the abyss of disease. Jake put his hand on the door handle and squeezed it tight. The double doors gave under the weight of the ferals. Jake closed his eyes.
“Daaaad!”
Scott came down the stairs with a mop, Jake had no idea where he found it but he slid it through the handle of the door blocking it. His brother pulled at him, but Jake froze on the yellow eyes of the feral on the other side of the glass. It had been a boy a teenage boy. Scott pulled harder.
“What the fuck are you doing?”
Jake felt a fresh wave of sorrow. Scott pulled him up the stairs.
***
The control room had gone silent except the voice of the mayor still explaining what was happening.
“. . . The canyons and green spaces throughout the city within the urban areas are igniting like tinderboxes. Embers carried on the wind have spread to all corners of the county. Indeed the very air has become toxic with a smoke so thick it is impossible to walk outside without breathing assistance.”
Martin was proud of his boss. A short time ago he was hiding behind his desk. Kendra walked over to a camera set up in the newsroom. Bingham was the only healthy reporter left. He had his hands up and was walking toward the faceless soldiers in gas masks as they made their way weapons high past the cubicles. They had no sound in the newsroom but everyone gasped as the lead soldier grabbed Bingham turned him around and pushed him to his knees.
They zip-tied his hands and kicked his back to push him to the floor. Kendra was furious and started towards the door. Martin caught her arm.
“Don’t open that door for anything,” he repeated what she said when they first came into the control room. She gave him a disapproving look. She hated having her own words used against her. They were lining the staff up against the wall. They all understood what would happen when they opened the conference room door.
Then, on the video, Martin saw him. General Redcrow, the man had been in their office earlier in the day.
“That’s Redcrow.” Martin pointed at the screen for Kendra. “He is the commander of the whole operation.”
Martin lifted his phone connected still by FaceTime to Lisa. “Tell him to hurry up, the military occupation, they are here now.”
Lisa didn’t speak over the mayor. She had a white board she wrote on. He stopped mid-sentence.
“Uh, I’m sorry. He flipped a paper over. Uh, never mind.” The mayor looked at the camera. He was angry, trying to contain his rage. “I don’t know how long I have now. We are a military town, always have been. I have always supported our men and women.”
Stop politicking! Martin wanted to scream.
“They’re right down the hall,” Carly yelled.
“I understand that our boys are just following orders, but the military have occupied the city of San Diego and surrounding areas. The machine gun fire is endless. The orders are shoot-to-kill. We—”
Martin jumped at an intense knock on the door.
“Open up or we are coming in!”
Kendra and Martin shared a look. Kendra shook her head. Martin closed his eyes for a moment and prayed. He prayed for mercy. They were not sick after all.
“Five seconds and the door comes down,” said the voice on the other side.
“Under your desks!” Kendra yelled.
Martin was under the control board and stunned at how calm Kendra looked. He could hear the mayor still talking.
“We are told there is no cure. That the disease can spread quicker than the fire. I ask you, and by you I mean anyone who can hear my voice. Are we being executed?”
“Five . . . Four . . .” The voice on the other side of the door shouted.
Martin instinctively reached to grab Kendra’s hand. Before he got there—. 
The lights, the console, the AC all died. The darkness returned as the power went out.
The mayor’s voice kept going on the battery powered devices. The signal still going out to at least the viewers live streaming him. He was in the dark but still speaking.
“The power just died again. I’m going to keep going.”
“One!” The voice on the other side said.
They pounded into the door. The door held. It was a strong door but it would give way soon. In the darkness Martin felt Kendra blindly touch his arm. She slid down his arm to his hand. She gave him a squeeze.
“We did our best,” she whispered.
***
Scott got to the top of the staircase last. Austin and the families were gathered at the top. Andrew had the door cracked, so he could see out. Scott stepped behind him to get a look.
“Six grunts and one guy with stars on his—”
The lights went out. No flicker or warning, the lights just snapped off. Suddenly in the darkness the sound of all the heavy breathing sounded louder. You could hear the faint screams of the ferals below in the parking garage. They continued to bang on the door. Adam began to cry. They were all scared. Scott had not pulled out his phone in a while, without a signal it had been useless. The light of the screen was enough to show their faces. He used an app to turn on a light using the flash.
The soldiers shouted in the newsroom.
“Most of them went down the hall to the studio.”
“The dark might help us.” Jake nodded.
Scott looked at Jake. “Can you get us to the other stairwell in the dark?”
Jake nodded. “Everyone keep low and quiet.”
Austin had the gun out of the holster.
Scott pulled out his. “You know how to use that?”
Austin shook her head and laughed. In the low light, he thought she looked amazing. It might have been the fear, making him feel that way.
“Everyone ready? Andrew whispered. “Make a chain.”
Scott turned off the light and for a moment the darkness was complete. Andrew cracked the door enough for them to move out. He pushed out of the door. The darkness was cut by a few beams of light attached to the end of rifles. The group crouched down and moved behind desks. Blocked by a row of cubicles as long as they crouched they would not be seen.
Ferals were gathered outside the glass walls of the building. Scott only caught a glimpse of them. They screamed as much as their smoke filled lungs could muster. He could hear ferals closer. Somewhere inside, behind a door.
“Bust that fucking door down right now!”
Scott paused, knowing the voice of the commander. It was General Redcrow! Right here in the station. Scott lifted his head just enough to see the general. Redcrow stood with two soldiers at a door.
“Kill those fucking things!”
Scott peered over the edge of the desk and watched in the spotlight of a soldier’s flashlight as The General stepped back. One of the soldiers stepped up to the door and turned the knob. He didn’t have time to lift his weapon. The conference room door burst open like a dam breaking. Ferals poured out of the room, swallowing the first screaming soldier in a pile on. The second fired his rifle but it was too late.
Scott pushed Andrew to move faster. With the soldiers occupied and the near total darkness Andrew stood up. He pulled the long chain and ran them to the stairwell. Scott watched the general fire his pistol at the ferals, as he backed towards the control room.
Scott could only see the General’s face in the flash of his gun for mere seconds. He could have sworn the general saw him.
Andrew opened the stairwell door. Scott felt a moment of relief as he passed the line into the stairwell. Austin closed the door behind her and it was safe for Scott to turn on the light on his phone. Victoria and Jake did the same. They all pointed their lights up. In the middle of the stairwell, the light was not powerful enough to see up the ten floors they needed to climb.
“Ten floors?” Scott said. On a normal day that would sound daunting, but after all they had been through, as tired and hungry as his body was. It might as well have been Everest. With the power out they had no choice.
“Ten,” Jake repeated. “But after that we’re clear.”
Andrew knelt down and let Adam jump on his back. Scott suddenly felt guilty watching Andrew take the first few steps. Scott turned back to Jake who was hanging back from the group. He was avoiding Victoria and Tiffany, not making eye contact or standing near them. Austin walked past them and started up the stairs.
“We made it,” Scott whispered to his brother. Jake was still haunted. He felt no joy in this moment. He probably never would again. Then Tiffany reached out and grabbed his hand. Scott felt a tear form. It was sweet gesture. Jake cried and hugged his daughter.
As if a reminder, the ferals screamed in the newsroom and a round of machinegun fire broke up the tender moment. Jake pulled Tiffany up the stairs. Scott kept his eyes behind them as they climbed.
***
The door broke in, sending splinters over their heads. Kendra squeezed Martin’s hand. She looked up and saw the lights scanning the room. The sound of the screaming ferals drowned out the sound of the mayor still coming through the laptop above them on the console.
“Destroy it all,” a voice called out.
Kendra pulled Martin down all the way to the floor and the machine gun fire thundered in the room above them. Kendra let go of Martin’s hand and covered her ears. The bullets tore through everything. The screens built into the wall, the computers out on desks, the desks themselves. Pieces of all of it rained down on them.
Bullets ripped through the control console kicking up pieces of the flooring. Kendra felt debris hitting her and expected to die in that moment. She rolled over just in time to see half a dozen bullets tear through Carly’s back. Her facedown body did a morbid dance under fire.
Martin screamed as a bullet went straight through his leg. “Redcrow, you fuck!” He dropped his phone on the floor.
There was a split second of silence then they heard the mayor’s voice faintly across the FaceTime connection.
“Pray for San Diego, pray for mother earth. . .”
Kendra rolled over and looked up to see a soldier standing at the console. He wore a gas mask still. She could see his eyes only. It was enough to tell her that he was a young man, and nervous, sweating buckets.
“Please. . .” Kendra whispered
The soldier stepped over her and stomped on the phone, silencing the mayor. Martin tried to move back but his leg left a trail of blood as he crawled. An older man with a pistol appeared behind the soldier, he wore no mask but his scars told the story of a man who had endured war of some kind. This was the general Martin had spoken of. Redcrow.
“Where is the source of the signal?”
“Fuck you,” Martin tried to spit at them but it just fell on to himself.
The general gave a signal. Kendra expected to be tortured. She hoped she would not tell. Down the hall a fresh round of gunfire dominated the soundscape. The young soldier stood, the general turned and fired his gun.
Kendra screamed as a feral came through the air, as if launched across the console. Kendra turned and grabbed Martin. She knew the feral surprised the soldier. He didn’t get a shot off. He screamed as the feral bit into his flesh. Kendra tried to lift Martin, his leg failed and he fell back to the floor.
She looked back at the feral who ripped a bite full of the soldier’s neck in its teeth. Julia from weather had gone feral. She bit and tore at the flesh of the dying man. Her eyes yellow and wild. The general had disappeared.
“Go! Get out of here!” Martin yelled.
Kendra stepped back, as Julia crawled on all fours with the speed of a spider towards Martin. He closed his eyes as Julia reached up for his bloody leg. It was clear now that Carly was the lucky one. Julia bit straight through Martin’s pant leg and he screamed. 
Kendra grabbed a laptop and swung it on Julia’s head. It didn’t faze her or slow her down. Nothing could be done for him, Kendra told herself as she stood to run out the only door. Someone waited in her way. Kendra gasped. Sally. Her skin gray and decayed. Her eyes bright yellow and red, her lips dripping with blood.
Kendra fell to her knees and felt her friend’s blood caked hands grabbing her. She felt teeth and fingernails tearing her skin. She only prayed that her heart would give out first.
***
His calves were burning by the third floor. Tiffany had to stop twice. Andrew kept ahead of Victoria’s light, sometimes disappearing into the darkness of the stairwell. He breathed heavy. He stopped on the landing of the fourth floor.
“Can you walk a little bit, buddy?”
“A little bit,” Adam replied as his father set him down. They gathered as a group on the fourth floor landing. In the glow from the lights Andrew leaned against the 4 painted into the concrete stairwell. They all relaxed some as the sound of the ferals became distant. The gunfire stopped. Jake had to assume that the small group of soldiers was dead. 
With the only light coming from their phones Jake had not seen Victoria in some time. She signaled to Scott to take Tiffany’s hand. Victoria waited with Jake at the backend.
She whispered. “When were you going to tell me?”
“Tonight, before everything went crazy.”
“You told Andrew first.”
Jake didn’t make an excuse. He didn’t care. How could he care about any of that after everything he had done? He didn’t care about the cancer, he was still haunted by his little boy.
“He was suffering.”
Victoria pointed a finger at him.
“Don’t! Just don’t!”
“Vic I—“ 
“Fuck!” Scott yelled and Tiffany screamed.
Jake and Victoria had two flights to catch up and his light saw what they saw. A very large man that had died wearing a tie. He was sprawled out blocking the door. His leg was eaten, picked clean to the bone. This man worked in the sixth floor marketing department.
Austin and Andrew had already passed and didn’t see the corpse as they were walking into the darkness.
“Keep going.” Scott waved them up.
Jake felt his heart sink as a feral screamed at them from deep in the marketing department. The ferals ran at them and it sounded like a herd beyond the darkness.
“Go!” Jake yelled and pushed Victoria. She stopped at the landing turned around. She expected Jake to follow. He did the math as quickly as it could be done. He was the one person here that was dying and choking on self-hate. His ladies must live. He dropped to the floor and pushed the dead weight of the man blocking the door. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Tiffany pull on her mother. Then Scott pulled her harder. They were gone up the stairs.
“Jake!” Victoria’s voice echoed through all ten floors.
Jake pushed the man, barely able to budge him, even as his partially eaten leg snapped. He dropped his phone and the light shined into the office. The ferals were dressed for work, only slowed by the hours they spent cannibalizing each other. They were almost on him when he got the body out of the door way.
Jake pulled at the door but a feral got the collar of his shirt and pulled him back into the office. He felt fingernails tear at his neck. The ferals were only slowed by their hunger for his flesh. He felt the hot knife feeling of teeth and fingernails tearing at pieces of his skin throughout. He reached out to pull the door shut. He pulled on the mass of ferals like a running back dragging defenders to the end zone. His hand reached up to the door ready to push it shut.
Jake fell to the floor. The ferals that tackled him fell over him. A feral stepped on his arm going over him. He screamed at the dozen agonies. His last thought was how little time he saved for his family with this sacrifice. He prayed to see Damian again. He hoped he could tell him he was sorry on the other side.
***
Victoria tried twice to go back, but Scott’s grip got tighter. As they fought, it was impossible not to hear Jake’s screams echo throughout the stairwell.
“He did it for you!” Scott yelled. “Go!”
Their struggle kept their lights occupied. Scott had to put his phone in his back pocket it, glowed in his jeans.
“Light!” Andrew yelled.
Tiffany grabbed the phone from her uncle’s pocket. Victoria saw the 8 on the wall and Andrew was already at the ninth floor. She saw the desperate look in Scott’s eyes. Jake was gone. Damian was gone. All she had was her daughter.
Scott read her mind. “Move or she’ll be with them!”
Victoria shined her light back down the stairs as a feral appeared one level below. Now they ran up the stairs together. She reached the door that opened to the roof. Austin held the door open for them. She held her pistol ready.
Once outside the dirty air hit her eyes and lungs. It was not as hard to breathe as down on the ground but it stung. The breeze off the ocean cleared the air enough that they could see across the roof to the helicopter. Andrew grabbed Scott’s phone to use the light. Once he got to the chopper he unlocked it and turned on the lights, lighting the entire area. Downtown was completely dark. On the horizon you could see the glow of the fire. The only lights were the north end of Coronado, home to the Navy base.
Andrew was in the chopper. Scott loaded the two kids.
Boom! 
Victoria turned to see Austin at the top of the stairwell shooting the pistol. Victoria cringed at the explosions. The feral fell, his chest blown apart. The second overtook him as her shot went wide and right. Austin struggled with the feral who screamed, but was drowned out by the engine of the chopper turning over.
The pistol was out of Austin’s reach. Victoria was about to run to the gun to help when Austin jammed a knife into the skull of the feral on her.
***
Austin screamed in rage and pain. She twisted the knife, feeling the skull crack and break apart. The woman who had turned feral once had long blonde hair that was filthy with dried blood now. Her teeth were inches from Austin’s arm. Austin screamed, as she found strength she didn’t believe she had. She lifted the feral woman like a wrestler over her head. Austin screamed and threw the feral woman over the side.
She went to the fence and the feral woman reached up hooking a strap of Austin’s backpack. She almost fell with just to grab the bag.
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She watched the feral woman disappear into the mist. She felt Victoria’s arm pulling her back. Her leg caught on the fence and ripped open.


“What are you doing?” Victoria begged.
Austin hugged the backpack. “I can’t lose the book. Robbins’s book.”
 Victoria and Austin turned back to the door, expecting more ferals to pour out of the stairwell. More screamed. Then she heard gunfire in the stairwell. Jake didn’t have a gun
 “Come on, Vic!” Scott shouted from the helicopter. He ran closer guiding them across. He saw the blood on her leg.
In the stairwell, only one feral still screamed. There was a single thunderous gunshot and then the stairwell was silent.
“He predicted all this. He has plans for rebuilding.” Austin gritted her teeth to fight through the pain. “You have to take it.”
Victoria shook her head and hooked Austin’s arm over hers. Scott put his hand on her shoulder. Together they moved her. The helicopter blades spun faster now they could take off soon.
The general walked through the door. Scott cursed. Victoria and Austin both turned around. The general lifted his pistol and stepped into the light provided by the chopper. His pant legs were shredded, looking almost like a Hawaiian skirt. His legs were ripped and torn. His arms were a scratched and bleeding mess.
“Rivers, the firefighter . . . I thought I saw you downstairs.”
“General.”
“I cut the signal. The young reporter told me it was here on the top floor.” He grinned. He kept his pistol pointed at them. “I can’t let you leave.”
“This is mass murder, General.”
He nodded. “True, so very true.” The general coughed. “I didn’t kill them. They were already dead.”
“Who was?” Austin asked. “The people in the boats you shot? I saw what happened in the bay.”
The general laughed. He made Austin sick. Maybe there was a little of her mother in her because she hated everything this man stood for in this moment. She shoved the backpack with the book into Victoria’s hands. She was free. She looked at her gun. She had two bullets left if her count was correct.
“My fire will cleanse this infection. Some day we will return and conquer this land again.”
Austin lifted her pistol and pointed it at the general. He didn’t expect her to be armed. It gave her the split second she needed. They both fired. It was pure luck he missed. She aimed for his head but the bullet traveled low and passed through the spot where his neck met his chest. It was enough to affect his shot.
He didn’t die instantly, but Austin enjoyed watching him topple.
Now the chopper was going full speed.
“We gotta go,” Scott yelled.
“We’ll get it out to the world,” Victoria said as she handed the backpack back to Austin.
Austin was last on the chopper. She saw ferals step onto the roof as she shut the door. She was not strapped in when they rose. For the first time in hours she thought about her mother. How would she find out what happened? Would she call Isiah? Would she worry when she read about or saw San Diego in flames. She had to admit to herself, she never took Robbins seriously. His warnings just sounded like mom. Alarmist nonsense. That is what everyone said when Robbins tried to warn people.
Sound the alarm, she told herself. No matter what anyone says, keep sounding the alarm.
She watched out the window at first, but couldn’t look anymore. She thought they had gone north of the city. They followed the path of I-5 from just to the east. The shoulder of the freeway burned red. All the lanes were empty, and she wondered if the road had melted. They kept going north and the fire was still growing all the way to and past Camp Pendleton. Adam and Austin looked out the far window in silence. What could be said?
It was hard to look at. She looked back at her daughter. She sat in the backseat under her Uncle’s arm trying to rest.
Victoria reached into Austin’s backpack. She didn’t say anything or stop her from looking at it. She opened it and thumbed through the pages. She noticed chapter titles.
Entropy and Civilization
The Chemical Barrage
Poison in the Air.
You are What You Eat, Industries of Death.
She flipped through the pages reading parts here and there. She had a sense they had been traveling for a while. She stopped on the last page. It was not as neatly written as the early pages she remembered seeing him writing back at the Murphy house. He only stopped when Tiffany screamed upstairs.
I am not a prophet, nor do I have special insight. I merely paid attention. The earth is a small world when you look at the totality of the universe. An island of life in vast space of empty void, we rarely acknowledge how very fragile our existence is. That is one reason we built empires of consumption. When we bought our toys, food and when we used the water. We moved through the world careless of our actions. It is no different than slow-pulling a razorblade across our wrists.
We act shocked when the air is not clean for us, when the water is not safe. Yet we demand that the world provide for six billion or more of us to live . . .
That is where he stopped. Victoria looked out past the cockpit. Adam had moved up to sit in the co-pilot seat and watch his father fly. Victoria looked over his shoulder.
“Where are we?”
“You don’t wanna know.”
It was Orange County. She could tell by the road signs that were below them over the unmoving freeways filled with smashed cars. In the distance, the horizon to the north where LA lay ahead was blocked by smoke.
Victoria sat down and closed the notebook and looked at the hand-written title and subtitle.
Tipping Point: Where the end begins.
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