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DAY 1


“Warning, warning! Losing helium.”

X stared at the sun for another long moment before a coughing fit snapped him out of his trance. Blood flecked the inside of his visor. His eyes looked above the speckles to the sensor reading on his HUD.

For the past few hours, he had hung in the harness of his booster, coming to grips with his fate. Accepting that he had sacrificed his life to save Team Raptor, Commander Rick Weaver from Ares, and everyone living on the Hive—the last bastion of humanity.

Tin was up there, and Captain Ash—everyone X cared deeply for. Now they would have another chance at survival. Maybe for just another week, a month, or maybe a year. But it was better than nothing. It was more than X had.

He clutched the aching wound in his belly. The blood had crusted over the gash from a Siren’s claw. The pain, mercifully, had numbed on the outside, though it hurt like hell when he moved.

He groaned as he raised his wrist to check the computer. According to the reading, he was at twenty-five thousand feet, far above the electrical storms. Even in the bright sunlight, the temperature was -31oF.

The heating pads in his suit would keep out the chill, but only for a time. His battery unit was at forty percent. When that ran out, he would freeze to death, whether here or back on the surface of Hades.

Either way, with the helium draining from his balloon he was in a world of trouble.

X glanced down at the storm clouds flashing beneath his boots. First, he would fall through those. If the lightning didn’t kill him, then he would plummet to the surface, which would turn his already battered body into a loose bag of pulp.

Unless, by some sliver of chance, he could find a pocket in the storm that would allow him to do a controlled descent by releasing helium.

A glance at the altimeter on his wrist computer told him he was losing altitude.

“Son of a . . .” X searched for a break in the storm he had risen through just a few minutes ago. Lightning flashed across the black, scalloped floor, splitting outward before vanishing. X felt the clap of thunder against his chest.

He coughed. It felt like being kicked in the ribs. He knew that even if he did manage to get back to the ground without being fried, he was going to need more than the medical pack in the supply crate down there. He needed a safe place to patch himself up, hydrate, and eat something.

Where could he find a place safe from beasts and radiation? The ITC building was blown to smithereens, and the rest of the facility was crawling with the eyeless winged monstrosities.

It was as bleak a situation as he could recall.

And yet X fought on, because that was all he knew.

Maybe the airship would come back, maybe it would drop supplies down, or maybe another team . . .

But no, Captain Ash would never do that. It was a waste of resources when everyone thought he was dead.

He felt the dread starting to sink in; then the warning sensors snapped him back to reality. He was going down whether he wanted to or not.

Dazzled by the blazing sun, he twisted around in the harness to look behind him. Wherever he turned, he saw the same swollen black mattress of clouds seething with flashes of lightning.

The balloon was losing helium faster now. The altitude on his wrist computer ticked down to twenty-three thousand feet. The battery unit was holding its charge, though, which meant that if he got back down, he might make it to the supply crate, and then he could find somewhere safe to shelter and dress his wounds.

Somewhere safe, he thought with a dry laugh. He had no weapons besides his knife, and Hades was crawling with Sirens.

Even if he could get to the crate for the medical pack and weapons, he would have to fight off any beasts, while injured, with nothing but the blade.

He had long since used up his nine lives—or ninety-plus lives, considering all the dives he had survived. Getting down without being fried would be a miracle. Getting to the crate alive would be damn near impossible.

Finding all that he needed to survive, while not getting eaten in the process, would require nothing short of divine intervention.

“I don’t deserve it anyway,” X growled, glancing up. “Do what you want with me. Send whatever you’ve got. Rip me apart and scatter my bones.”

As if in answer, a brilliant white lightning flash enveloped him; then a blast like a cannon shot seemed to stop the world.

The storm reached up to meet his boots, lightning forking in all directions. Again the booming thunder rattled his bones. Steeling himself, he entered the storm. In an instant, the sun vanished as the black clouds seemed to suck him in.

X checked his altitude again. He was just above twenty thousand feet now—a long way to go before he set foot on solid ground again. On dives, when he needed to get down to the surface faster he would turn his body head-down and plummet like a spear. A suicide dive, they called it.

Now, without a chute, that wasn’t an option. But he could let the helium escape faster. He reached behind his helmet and felt for the knob on the booster pack.

As the static charge around him grew, he felt the hair on his neck stand up. He needed to get out of here. Without wasting another second, he twisted the knob.

The helium hissed out, and the balloon dipped. He closed his eyes, memories of his past flashing through his mind. First came an image of his deceased wife, Rhonda. They never had the best relationship, but he had loved her, and she had loved him. X wished he had been a better husband. Maybe they could have had children. It would have been something they could leave behind that they had made together.

But life on the Hive was cruel. Cancer took her, and X lost himself in bottle after bottle of shine. He would love some right now.

Accept your past without regret . . .

X thought of the fortune cookie that Tin had given him before this mission. He could picture the kid’s innocent face. His laugh. His intelligence. Michael Everhart was the best of humanity, just as his dad had been.

A pistol shot of thunder in his ear accompanied the blue hue of waning lightning. Another flash struck to his right. Floating through the three-dimensional minefield, he braced himself for the strike that would end his life.

Handle your present with confidence . . .

X pictured the bravest man he had ever known: Michael’s father, Aaron Everhart. He was tough, but also the nicest guy in the room. And he always had a joke and a smile, no matter who you were. Aaron was so unlike X, who knew how to joke but rarely cracked a grin.

He thought about days of training with Team Raptor in the launch bay on the Hive. Teasing each other and breaking each other’s balls as they tried to forget that they were preparing for what would likely be the end for some of them.

Then he thought of the dive that had taken them all: Rodney, Will, and Aaron.

A faulty weather sensor had doomed their mission from the start. Acting on bad information, Captain Maria Ash had dumped Raptor into an electrical storm far more severe even than this one.

X felt the hair on his forearms prickle again, and again he opened his eyes.

The storm swirled around him, the lightning reminding him of how it all had gone to shit that day. One by one, he had watched the other divers’ sensors blink off until only his and Aaron’s remained.

X looked down as the shelf of clouds lightened under him. Somehow, it seemed he was doing it again. Against all odds, he had made it through the gauntlet unscathed.

The leaning skeletons of ancient scrapers rose out of the ground below him like crooked, broken teeth. Deserted roadways gridded the white terrain, littered here and there with the debris of a collapsed bridge.

He looked east, trying to get his bearings. A few miles away, smoke billowed into the air where the divers had blown up the ITC building. The winged abominations still circled like vultures. That was where the second team had died. Sam, Cruise, Murph . . . Hades had chewed up and spat out so many divers in such a short time.

As he floated ever closer to the barren ground, X visualized his plan. He would land, then sneak over to the supply crate to grab a weapon and the med pack. Then he would find a way into the old facilities, which had been designed to withstand nuclear Armageddon. There, deep beneath the surface, he would search for food and water.

But there would also be monsters.

Face your future without fear . . .

He watched the beasts in the sky. The closer he got to landing, the greater his chances of being detected. But he had to get down there. It was his only shot.

The snowy ground rose up to meet his boots. X braced for impact. The gut wound seemed to pull apart as he hit the frozen ground. He let out an involuntary cry of pain.

Going down on one knee, he threw up in his mouth and forced it back down. The acid burned his raw throat as he scanned the terrain with his night-vision optics.

He had landed on the edge of the ITC campus. Nothing seemed to be moving among the conical mounds of debris covered in fresh snow. Still, he checked for tracks. Then he set about patching up the tear in his suit. At least that would keep out the radiation until he could get to the actual wound.

With his suit sealed off, he set out toward the column of smoke rising toward the clouds. His first step told him he had sprained his right ankle when he hit the ground, adrenaline masking the pain until now.

X gripped the knife, staggering slightly as a wave of dizziness passed over him. He had lost a lot of blood, and his body had undergone much trauma. But he was Commander Xavier Rodriguez, damn it, and he wasn’t dead yet.

He trekked into the snow, shifting his weight and navigating the icy piles of rubble around decaying buildings. Listening for the electronic shriek of the Sirens, he heard nothing over the wind and sporadic thunder.

X stopped to rest, clutching his wound and gasping at the pain, which was getting worse.

The billowing smoke was close, though. Just a few more hills to get over or around. He pushed onward as lightning split the horizon, forking out like the spokes of a wheel.

The glow spread over the bare and rusting girders of a collapsed building. He carefully worked his way up onto the wreckage for a view of the field where the supply crate awaited. He could make out three of the sightless winged monsters circling the smoke.

Thunder clapped as he climbed the destroyed structure. In the following silence, he heard a noise that made him halt.

The ethereal wail of a Siren rang out. He counted the beasts: five on the ground, three in the air. Not good odds to face with only a knife. If he could get to the crate, maybe then he would have a chance.

Scanning for it with his NVGs, he saw a dozen inert mutant forms sprawled in the snow where they had fallen in the recent battle. And there among them, he saw the open lid of the supply crate. A thousand feet away, maybe.

He wondered how close he could get before the beasts homed in on his battery unit. But if he disconnected it, the cold would soon render him all but helpless in the fight.

He could wait the monsters out, hoping they would flee.

Or he could walk out there and kill them.

Standing there, X forgot about the past, drew in a breath of confidence, and faced his monsters without fear.

He pried a foot-long hunk of rebar from the weathered concrete. With the bar in one hand and his knife in the other, he did a standing glissade down an icy bank of snow to the ground.

X made it five hundred feet before the first eyeless face jerked in his direction.

The creature bounded toward him, snarling like a dog. Six feet from him, it leaped. X ducked under the claws, bringing his knife up and slicing through flesh. The beast landed on all fours, agile until its entrails slopped out of the gash X had left in its belly. It flopped over screeching.

The three airborne beasts had half his attention now, and the four on the ground occupied the other half. He managed a sort of limping run, doing his best to ignore the pain in his abdomen and ankle. He covered two hundred feet, three hundred.

Across the field, a Siren was closing in. It sprang past the crate on all fours, picking up speed, only fifty feet away from X.

He pushed forward, groaning in pain as he tried to anticipate its moves. Unlike the first creature, this one didn’t spring into the air. It put its armored head down and barreled straight at him. He swung the rebar, striking the deformed dome with a crack that knocked it off kilter. The creature slid in the snow, shrieking. X went down too, falling just feet away from the crate.

He got to his feet again and immediately ducked under the claws of a flying monster, which pulled up and flapped back into the sky. He reached into the crate and hauled out the first weapon he could find: a pump-action shotgun with shells in a bandolier strap.

X put the buttstock on his thigh and began loading shells. The creature with the cracked head seemed to be regaining its bearings. He pumped a shell in and brought up the buttstock to his shoulder as it came at him. The round blasted off half its face, the recoil knocking X back against the crate.

Using the hard case of the crate for cover, he pumped in another shell. Then he sighted up a beast that was flanking him from behind. The next blast opened a gaping wound in its ribs.

X glanced up at a creature diving from the sky. He raised the shotgun and, clenching his jaw to keep from crying out in pain, aimed and pulled the trigger. The double-aught buckshot blew off a wing, sending the monster spiraling into the ground.

Another mutant creature jumped over the crate. Landing in front of X, it snapped at the gun’s muzzle just as he fired another shell. The buckshot sent it flying backward into the snow, half its head gone.

He aimed at the Siren with the injured wing as it tried to scramble over to him. The blast ended its oscillating cry. A new shriek answered.

This one was different. Two more of the monsters chimed in.

X looked around him, light-headed but alert enough to see the other creatures fleeing. He held the shotgun in his right hand as if it were a pistol, while pressing the left against his throbbing abdominal wound.

“That’s right, you ugly fucks,” he grunted. “I got lots more where that came from!”

He fell on his rear and slumped with his back to the crate, chuckling at the realization that he was somehow, against all odds, still alive.

But he also knew that Hades wasn’t done with him yet.


DAY 2


The alarm’s relentless beeping dragged X from his slumbers. He opened his eyes to the green hue of his HUD, where the words battery low snapped him alert. The battery unit powering his life-support systems had fallen to just nine percent.

But how was that possible?

He fought the wave of fatigue that weighed down on his eyelids. Forcing them open, he looked out through his cracked visor. All he could see was darkness, and all he could feel was pain. In his head. His limbs, his chest, and, oh God, the pain in his stomach took his breath away as he reached up to turn on his helmet light.

“Ughh,” he moaned.

The beam cut through the darkness, hitting stained concrete walls in all directions. At first, he had no recollection of where he was. He followed the bright glow of his lights over a tunnel opening with a rusted sign that looked like a municipal logo. He was sitting with his back against the wall of a chamber with what appeared to be an intake and an outtake hole. Both grates had long since decayed and

broken off.

A foggy memory entered his brain. He shined the light on the ladder he had used to climb down from a manhole above. He also remembered how he had torn his wound when lifting off the manhole cover.

X lowered the beams on his helmet to his chest rig. A shoddy patch job had stopped the bleeding, but he had yet to properly dress the wound.

Arrayed beside him were his shotgun, an assault rifle, a medical bag, and a backpack with extra ammunition. A glance at his mission clock told him he had been down here eight hours after reaching the supply crate. Now it made sense why his battery was so low.

He gritted his teeth as he moved to check out the bandage over his wound. He vaguely recalled patching up his suit and adding the bandage. He must have passed out from the pain.

That couldn’t happen again. He had to stay awake. He had to treat his wounds.

He raised his wrist computer to check the radiation levels. The meter rose up to the red level, indicating it wasn’t safe here without a rad suit. Unfortunately, he had no choice. If he wanted to survive, he must take the suit off to treat his injuries.

Do it fast. Gotta do this fast, old man.

X unlocked the straps on his chest rig and removed the side plates. Next, he carefully peeled the patch off his torn suit. The gash was an angry red—infected and also in need of stitches.

He moaned again as he pulled out a sterile pad to clean the wound, topical antibiotic to disinfect the wound, and a tube of glue to seal it off.

X worked quickly, fighting the agony and forcing himself to stay awake. Every few seconds, he scanned the two dark holes in the wall for hostiles. He could almost picture the wrinkled, eyeless face of a Siren peering out of the open tunnel that dumped into the chamber.

The longest and by far the most painful part was cleaning the wound. Once that was finished, he carefully applied the antibiotic powder, then glued it shut. The glue smarted at first, like the sting of an insect. It grew more intense, almost as if his skin had caught fire. The pain was astonishing but also good. It meant he was in better shape than he had thought.

Now he could move to his next objective: finding a better shelter. After that, he could start searching for a long-range radio to call for evac, a battery charger, ammo, food, and water.

He secured his armor, then stuffed the medical kit back in the rucksack. The movement made him dizzy. Using the wall for support, he stood. His ankle felt better already. That was good. Maybe it wasn’t a sprain after all. A small victory if he could move better. Moving meant living.

He slung the assault rifle over his shoulder, but he decided to carry the shotgun.

For a fleeting moment, he stood there staggering, his vision blurry.

Move, X! You gotta move.

He found his footing and looked up at the manhole cover far above. Going out that way was a risk he didn’t want to take, so he decided to try the outtake drain. It was large enough to crouch in, but there was no way he could crouch-walk without reopening the wound.

He climbed up inside and began to crawl, the beam from his helmet darting and bobbing through the inky blackness as he moved. The concrete scraped against his armor, making more noise than he would have preferred.

He stopped to rest several times before finally reaching the tunnel’s end a half hour later. Squirming closer, he saw that the way was impassable, blocked by a pile of rubble. He stopped a few feet away.

The distant wail of a monster froze him, listening, ears perked like a wild animal’s. The ethereal cry sounded too distant to be an immediate worry, but down here it was hard to gauge the threat.

Turning to head back the way he had come, he noticed an opening in the ceiling he had missed earlier. He ducked under it and saw another manhole cover above. Wedging his body inside the shaft, he started up the ladder. The pain was intense, and after a few rungs, he stopped to breathe. Then he pushed to the top without resting again.

The manhole cover had already been moved partially aside. Careful not to tear his wound, he used his shoulder and back to push the heavy iron disk up and over. He poked his head through the opening and looked out at a road smack in the middle of the ITC campus, where the concrete dome buildings sat like a clutch of giant eggs, covered in snow from the storm that had nearly trapped the divers.

X had no idea what any of the buildings were for, only that they were all connected through underground tunnels. He just needed to get inside one. But how? Murph was the hacker and the demolition expert.

What X really needed was a map.

He raised his shotgun, sweeping in all directions. The Siren he had heard earlier was either gone or lying low. X pushed out of the shaft and stood for another moment. Hearing nothing, he limped across the street to the closest building.

The front door had an access panel with a cracked screen. He didn’t bother with the keypad and tried the handle, finding it locked. A shotgun blast might break it open, but it would also alert every beast in the area to his location.

X circled around back, looking for another way in. The shell of the building revealed no other doors, so he pushed deeper into the campus along a snow-covered walkway. The next three structures were all either closed off or surrounded by impassable drifts of snow. The fifth dome, however, looked different. It had a fin sticking out of the side.

Not a fin, he saw as he approached. The sharp brownish metal appeared to be the wing of an airplane that had crashed long ago. There wasn’t much left of the craft. Most of the debris was covered in snow. He checked the side of the building to find that the impact had broken through the exterior of the structure.

He got down on his knees and began to scoop out snow. After only a few strokes, the pain forced him to stop. That was fine; it gave him a chance to check over his shoulder and make sure nothing had sneaked up on him.

X got up and searched for something to help him dig. A piece of sheet metal from the wreckage made a decent shovel.

Over the next hour, he tunneled through the snow, finally breaking through to the breach in the wall. He shined his helmet light into an open space—free of monsters, at first glance. He didn’t hear anything either.

He threw his pack inside the building, then crawled inside with his shotgun. He dropped down two feet and cleared a hallway that had partially collapsed to his right.

On his left was a corridor with two bathrooms. He moved past them, rounding the corner to find that it came out in an open lobby. Behind the front desk was a closed door. Two staircases led to a second floor. The radiation reading here was minimal.

X went over to the desk to see if he could find a map. He pulled the chair back and opened the drawers one by one, finding nothing useful.

“Come on,” he muttered, “give me something.”

He went up the stairs, checking each floor and finding only cubicle farms and side offices. Everything, including the pictures and art on the wall, appeared undisturbed, covered in a layer of fine dust. He wiped the surface of a hanging frame with his palm, hoping for a map but finding only the image of a plant.

There was nothing useful up here.

He went back to the lobby and tried the door behind the desk. It opened to a stairwell with a sign reading Restricted Access.

“Of course it is,” X muttered. He took the stairwell down to a landing with another door. This one was propped open. He shined his light into a lab. Glass partitions separated different areas with fancy-looking tech: microscopes connected to narrow monitors, robotic arms on swivel mounts, clean rooms with hanging space suits, walk-in freezers with glass doors.

He went down another floor, which had more labs.

On the third underground level, he noticed that the temperature had risen from 32 oF all the way to 51. The first few doors were labeled with dusty signs. He wiped one off: Biosphere 1.

He tried the handle, then put his shoulder into it to wedge the stuck door open. It scraped across the cracked concrete. The beams from his helmet shot across a long, wide space with rows of metal troughs. Grow lights hung above, some dangling from their wires. Others lay shattered on the ground. This was once some sort of lab to grow plants, though nothing grew inside the planters.

He stepped out, then tried the next door to find the same kind of space with the same troughs and lights. The entire hallway was lined with doors opening to the empty grow labs or whatever the hell they

were.

X looked past the remaining doors, to the one at the end of the hall. He squinted at something sticking out of the bottom. Curious, he moved past the other three doors to check out the anomaly.

Crouching, he found a leathery, serpentine husk. With the shotgun barrel, he pushed aside what seemed to be dead vegetation. Thinner limbs had branched out the top and sides, and each piece had withered and died over the years. But after all this time, wouldn’t the dead foliage have broken off and decomposed to flakes by now?

He tried the door handle, and to his surprise, it clicked, unlocked. His gut told him that whatever lay on the other side was going to be different from the other rooms.

He swung it open.

For as far as his beam would penetrate, it lit up an underground oasis of plants growing out of metal troughs. Grow lights hung from the ceiling, none of them loose or damaged.

He looked for a power source and discovered a lever on a wall a few feet to his left. He flipped it up. Nothing happened. Maybe the light bulbs were all dead. Of course they were. Unless someone was replacing them, they would never have lasted this long.

But then, how were these plants surviving?

Keeping his shotgun up, he did another scan of the room. If these plants could grow down here, there must be power and water. No way they could grow without both. Most of these plants looked different from those he remembered on the airship farm. They seemed alien almost.

He walked down an aisle of hardy green plants with prickly stems and thick, earlike leaves. X had seen these in books; they used to grow in a desert of the Old World. That meant they must have light.

The next section of troughs held more of the same prickly plants, but larger—human height some of them, with jointed, vertical arms covered in needles. He stopped to shine his light over a field of what looked almost like lettuce. The plants weren’t as green as what he had seen on the Hive.

He bent down and noticed small trimmings on the ground along the troughs. Someone had clearly been taking care of these plants over all these years. He whipped the shotgun up again. But there was no evidence of anyone alive. No tracks. No sign of a living space.

X thought about the offices he had found on the top floor of the building. Dust had covered everything, including the wall art.

It hit him. That wasn’t art. It was information.

He made his way back up the many stairs and began searching the desks. He quickly found some notebooks with pages, protected in sleeves, depicting drawings of plants. He read aloud: “Prickly-pear cactus and organ-pipe cactus.”

He skimmed the note. It seemed the seeds, fruits, and thick, pad-like leaves were edible and the plants retained water. He hurried back down to the farm, where he located both the prickly-pear and the organ-pipe cactus plants. It made sense now. This was never a farm. It was a research center where the scientists had grown plants and vegetables hardy enough to survive specific conditions. If he had to guess, they were genetically modified hybrids.

A light flicked on in the center of the room.

“No way,” X whispered.

He walked over to some trees in the back of the room, where he found what looked like some sort of hybrid apple tree he hadn’t noticed earlier. He reached out to pluck a ripe red fruit. Could it really be?

Hissing sounded above him, and sprinklers lowered, showering the plants.

This wasn’t real. How could it be?

It was as if he had stumbled across an oasis in the desert. But this place was built for precisely this purpose: to survive the end-times.

Water sluiced off his armor. He considered gathering more apples, but first he needed to test this one to make sure it wasn’t poisonous.

A grinding noise behind him prompted him to drop the apple and bring up the shotgun. A steady beeping came from the far corner of the room, where a small metal hatch opened. He aimed at motion that shot out of a tunnel.

The dull matte-gray object moved on four tires and had a variety of limbs and fittings dangling off its boxy body. The robot raced down an aisle, then turned and drove right toward X. Sharp blades hung off the attached metal limbs.

X didn’t hesitate. The blast sent the machine skidding across the floor. Sparks flew out as it slammed into a trough and upended.

He walked cautiously over and took a closer look. This wheeled robot didn’t look much different from one he had seen Tin working on only a few months ago. It had a variety of multitools—not weapons, but implements to prune crops, replace bulbs, and maintain the sprinklers.

In a split second, he had destroyed the caretaker of this place. But that didn’t really matter, because now there was a new caretaker.

X felt a rare grin spread across his face as he looked out at the plants.

This place would do.

Yes, it would do nicely.


DAY 10


The little office was the safest, most defensible place X had found to shelter. There was a cot here from when a scientist must have done overnights. They had left behind a tattered sleeping bag, pillow, and desk with a chair, as well as a notebook with a pencil.

X was reading it now at the desk, fascinated by the work of the scientist who had signed each entry with Berkey. The man had been assigned to Biosphere 3, a project designed to test different crops for suitability to grow on Mars. According to his notes, they had narrowed down two hundred potential crops to just forty.

The notes ended on the sixty-first entry. It seemed Berkey had been one of the billions killed in World War III. If not, why wouldn’t he or she have returned here? If X were the scientist, he would have brought his family here, but odds were, Berkey never had the chance.

X got up from the desk and lay down on the cot. He propped two folded towels under his head and put two more under his feet for comfort. Having his armor and boots off really helped.

Before stripping down, he had used tape he found to seal off the entire lab, and these quarters especially. His goal was to keep toxins and other contaminants down to a minimum. With that in mind, he decided to construct a clean room so he could leave in his suit and return without contaminating his living space.

His battery was dead now anyway, so it was useless until he could find a place to charge it. That was on his list of things to do—that and find a radio. But until he located one, he needed to find another way to alert anyone who came searching for him that he was still alive.

Ten days had already passed since he was left behind, and today was the first day he felt he could actually go topside without reinjuring himself. He had stopped an infection thanks to the antibiotics in the med kit, but he didn’t want to push things. After resting for a few hours, he suited up and added layers of clothing he found in the offices. With his battery dead, he needed the extra layers to protect his body from the radiation, toxins, and freezing temperatures aboveground.

A second and a third check confirmed that his suit and armor were secure. He grabbed his bag, which was already packed with the spray paint, orange tape, and some rods he had found in a storage closet. Loaded up, he picked up the shotgun, which would be useful in clearing the underground passages, and then his assault rifle, which he would use once he got to the surface.

Slinging the rifle over his shoulder, he set off through the clean room and out into the wastes. The stairs led back up to the lobby he had entered the first day. Just going up the flights exhausted him. He got to the top, out of breath. Panting made his stomach wound hurt.

You’re good. You can do this . . .

Grunting, he brought up his shotgun and climbed the rest of the stairs. The corridor outside was clear, and the lobby too—no sign that any life-form had been up here.

He went over to the snow tunnel he had dug, making sure it was still sealed off. Seeing his barricade of panels, he turned and went to the front doors, unlocking one.

He pushed it open to the howling wind. Snow wafted down from the sky. X listened, trying to make out the alien cries of the Sirens. Hearing nothing, he swapped the shotgun for his assault rifle.

Grit hit him like a sandblaster as he strode outside. Lightning flashed over the ruined skyline. The smoke from the former ITC building was gone, the fires out. He went in that direction, scanning for hostiles as he wended his way through the maze of domed buildings.

It wasn’t long before he got to the open field with the supply crate. Snow had partially buried the box. Most of the Siren carcasses now lay under a cloak of fresh powder.

X cleared the sky and ground before trekking out into the snow. After only a few steps, he began to feel light-headed. He was freezing too, despite the extra layers. His breath came out in chuffs and puffs, fogging up his visor.

As he approached the crate, he saw the frozen clawed forelimb of a Siren protruding from the snow. He stopped and brushed off the icy grit with his boot. The remains had been picked clean under the light snow. Nothing but bones and gristle remained.

It seemed the Sirens were cannibals.

Unless . . .

X turned and stared out over the terrain, feeling a different sort of chill run through him. Was there something else out here? Another predator? Something that fed on the Sirens?

The thought filled him with adrenaline, masking his pain and discomfort. He hurried over to the crate. Propping the frozen lid open, he grabbed three extra magazines of rifle ammunition, a belt of shotgun shells, and the last three flares. It all went into his backpack. Once he was loaded up, he pulled out the first canister of red spray paint, shook it, and scrawled his message on the crate.

I’m alive. Follow the flags—X

If Captain Ash should ever return, she would send divers down to activate the crate and send it back up with the extra ammo and weapons. They would see the writing, or at least, that was his hope.

X knew that spraying hash marks on the snow would do no good. So he had scrounged a box of welding rods and a roll of orange tape from the ITC facility.

Every hundred yards, he drove a welding rod into the frozen dirt, banging it in with his rifle butt. Then he flagged the end with a few inches of orange tape.

By the third flag, the adrenaline waned. The pain returned as he hammered away. After pounding in the fourth, he went down on one knee to rest.

He could see the domes in the distance. They weren’t far, just another half mile. X forced himself up and kept going as the wind picked up, blasting across the open terrain. As he turned to look at the rods with orange tape he had set, lightning crisscrossed the sky. In the blue wake, a beetle-like shape came into focus for a fleeting moment. Blinking, he tried to account for the familiar shape, but it was already gone.

“It can’t be,” he whispered.

X started back toward the crate, staring up at the sky, waiting for the next flash of lightning. He didn’t have to wait long before a brilliant arc captured the outline—not of the airship, but of a billowing storm cloud.

He lowered his gaze in disappointment. For a fleeting moment, he had allowed himself to fantasize that Captain Ash had returned. That he might be rescued from this place.

The wail of a Siren brought him around. There was no time for false hope. He had to get moving back to safety—to his new home for the foreseeable future.


DAY 30


X chalked a diagonal line across four vertical scrawls, marking his thirtieth day in the office he had transformed into a shelter. It was hard to believe he had been down here a month.

His wounds had mostly healed, and he had found enough nourishment for strength in the farm. Mostly, it came from the apples and the cactus flesh, but he had found a root called taro that was high in calories. There was kale, and peas too, which augmented the protein intake he desperately needed. None of it tasted all that great, but thanks to the blender he found in a lab, he had made smoothies to help it go down

faster.

He had also collected buckets of fresh water from the outflow of some underground recycling plant. This place would have been perfect for the people of his airship were it not home to so many monsters. Maybe they could clear them from the area, but he doubted it—not without losing a lot of people.

No, life was still better in the air for those people, even with the famines and disease. A bellyache or a bout of fever beat being eaten alive by some beast.

X turned on the rechargeable lamp on his desk and did a quick inventory of his gear. He had found an access hatch under the farm and was finally strong enough to venture out and start looking for a radio and a new battery for his suit.

He went down the list in his mind: Patched-up suit. Armor. Combat knife, sharpened. Crowbar. Assault rifle, cleaned, with two and a half thirty-round magazines. Shotgun, cleaned, with twenty shells double-aught buck. Ten flares. Two bottles of water, inside the suit. Medical pack. Bag of dried apple slices and two taro roots, cooked. Notebook. Pencil.

He would use the last two items, which had belonged to Berkey, to map out the places he went. He was also keeping a journal, for X was already feeling the bleak stress of loneliness. Thirty days had passed since he last saw another human. He missed Tin, Captain Ash, and the other divers—even that cocky little thief Magnolia.

The other thing he wrestled with was anger. Anger at being left behind, though he knew it couldn’t have been intentional. Ash would have turned around if she had known he made it. They never heard his distress signal.

But he was still alive, and that was something. So many other men and women had given their lives to get vitally needed parts up to the airship.

He packed up his gear, then donned his suit and armor. The dead battery meant he wouldn’t have his life-support system or his HUD active, but as long as he didn’t go topside for too long, he should be okay in the extreme cold and radiation.

After testing his two flashlights, he turned off the lamp and left the quarters. He went down the stairs, past the biospheres, and down to the landing with an access door to the connecting tunnels. He unlocked it with the key he had found in another lab, then set off down the corridor with his shotgun in both hands.

The beam raked over the stained walls of the underground passage. At the first intersection, he went right and followed the corridor to the next building. The door was unlocked, and he cleared the first stairwell. Then he stopped to listen. Nothing but a distant dripping noise.

X went up the stairs, again thinking of those who had died so the passengers on the Hive would have a chance at survival. Maybe his experience down here would even lead to new resources, such as food and water for the airship, if he could find a way home. As long as he was still breathing, he wasn’t going to waste this opportunity.

He worked slowly and cautiously up the stairs. The door on the first landing was locked. He used the crowbar to pry it open, trying to be as quiet as possible. When it finally snapped open, he paused again to listen. Nothing answered the echoing clank. He went inside, weapon up and sweeping over rows of shelves. On each were boxes containing files—thousands of them. Nothing of use to him.

After five hours of searching, he determined that the entire building had nothing to offer. This was an administrative space, and that seemed to be it. It seemed a waste of space and resources since it meant nothing to the dead or to X.

He had hoped to find a way to charge his battery, and maybe even a radio, but not in here.

Abandoning the building, X returned to the tunnel downstairs, taking the passageway to the next dome. The moment he opened the door, he knew that this one was different from the first two. And something had been inside . . .

Debris littered the floor, and black mold splotched the walls. He checked his wrist computer—the temperature was 60oF, with minimal radiation detected on the Geiger counter.

X lingered for a moment, unsure whether he should go down to a lower level. He bent down to examine the trash. It was old, and he saw no fresh tracks.

He decided to explore. He found torn clothing on the stairs a few landings down. Stains too. He didn’t like it, but something compelled him to keep going.

At the bottom landing, two double doors stood wide open before a vast space. He stepped inside with his shotgun up, sweeping his helmet lamp up and over pods studding the wall and pillars throughout the enormous chamber. Judging by the enormous size and the curved ceiling far above him, this space had to be the domed structure he had seen from outside.

X walked over to the nearest pillar. Broken glass skirted the base. His lamp illuminated broken capsules with tubes sticking out like thin fish bones.

He shined the light up to a closed pod eight feet up. He stepped closer and gasped when his eyes relayed the image to his brain. On the other side of the glass were the humanoid features of a person wearing a breathing mask. The eyes were closed, but he could see the chest moving rhythmically up and down.

“Dear God,” he whispered.

He shined the light higher, over hundreds of the capsules. It wasn’t just humans inside the pods. There were cows, hogs, even dogs.

This place was some sort of terrestrial ark housing humans and livestock.

He was lonely and hungry, but not lonely enough to wake up one of these people or hungry enough to try eating one of these animals.

X left the chamber and went back the way he had entered. He stopped in the corridor outside long enough to pull out the journal and jot down notes on the buildings he had discovered, and their contents. Then he took yet another corridor to the next building.

This was the water treatment center. He explored it for over an hour and found the automated controls in a raised command room. Slumped against the dashboard was the first corpse he had found inside the facility. There wasn’t much left—just a collection of bones held together by some ragged clothing.

The pistol the man had used to shoot himself in the head lay beside the remains. X picked it up and stuffed it into his pack, then left that building and continued his search. It seemed that either the beasts had killed everyone down here after the apocalypse, or not many people had made it down here. From what little X knew about the war, it had happened fast. Most employees would have been at home, or perhaps they decided to stay at home instead of coming here. Those who tried to bring their families might have died in the traffic jams or the chaos that followed. He thought of Berkey, wondering what had happened to the scientist.

X made his way into the underground of yet another domed building, still looking for a radio and a way to charge his battery. The entrance door, unlike most others he had encountered, was a blast door. That told him something important was on the other side. But how to get through?

He searched the hallway for vents or utility tunnels. He had found several in other passages that could be used to access the restricted areas.

He was about to give up when he found a wide grate at the top of a wall farther down the corridor. It was too high to reach, and he needed a tool to take out the screws.

An hour later, he returned with an office chair and a screwdriver. The grate came off quickly, but the passage seemed too small for him to get through with his armor and helmet. He checked the radiation on his wrist computer.

The reading was minimal. If he made this quick, his exposure would be negligible. He thought on it a few minutes, then decided to take the risk. He had to find a radio and a battery charger.

X stripped down to his rad suit. He kept his boots and gloves on and used a breathing mask he carried in his pack to help filter out toxins. Next, he buckled on a duty belt with a pistol, two extra magazines, and his combat knife. Then, he climbed back up on the chair. Standing on tiptoes, he aimed a flashlight down the dusty passage.

Seeing nothing, he grabbed hold and pulled himself up. The constricting walls and ceiling obliged him to move on his elbows. The first few moments sent a spike of fear through him. Normally he wasn’t claustrophobic, but this was a tight squeeze.

Maybe this was a bad idea. Or maybe it was the only way he would ever get rescued.

He kept going, squirming and shrugging his way down the narrow tunnel. Dust particles danced in his light beam.

After fifteen minutes, he came across the first vent. Checking it, he could see a corridor below. He carefully removed the grate. With his light in one hand, he lowered his head and raked the beam over the floor below.

From what X could tell, he had already crawled beyond the blast door. At least, he hoped he had. Dropping down there could get him trapped, and without his gear, he would soon be in bad shape.

Still, he had come this far and didn’t want to give up. He pulled out his pistol, repositioned his body, and then dropped through the opening. He landed on both feet and quickly cleared the tunnel in both directions.

He went left first, not stopping until he saw a thick door. Sure enough, it was the blast door. He was in the right place. But something lay in the middle of the floor, in front of the door.

As he got closer, X saw that it was the body of a woman in a faded blue uniform, huddled in a fetal position on the floor. It seemed that she had just curled up here and died.

X headed back the way he had come, passing under the now open access grate. Around the first corner, a stairway led up into the dome. A separate stairwell led down. He took that one, moving down ten flights. At each of the landings was just a wall, with no door to other levels.

After fifty floors, drenched in sweat and panting, he finally reached the bottom. Another blast door greeted him, prompting a flurry of profanities.

He approached the door, shining his light. There was a keypad and a bioscanner. It didn’t bode well. But on closer inspection, he saw that the door was slightly ajar. Maybe the dead woman had accessed the door many years ago and left it open. It was good luck for him.

He pulled on the door. It hardly budged.

X holstered his pistol and put the light down on the floor. Then he pulled with all his might. The door groaned open a few inches—just enough to squeeze through. He backed away, raised his pistol, and scooped up the light off the floor. The beam pierced the dusty darkness of a large room.

He walked into some sort of command-and-control room. He found a light switch and flicked it. A few canned bulbs flickered on, powered by some unknown source. Probably a generator or power plant buried deep underground.

A dozen wall-mounted monitors framed an enormous television screen covering most of the far wall. Facing them were dozens of desks, two of them still occupied.

The corpses were still clothed, but in the dry air of the sealed room, the flesh had mummified. There was no stink of rot, as the bodies had long since dried out.

X explored and soon found a dozen more corpses sprawled throughout. Some had weapons in their hands. Spent bullet casings littered the floor around them. He checked their clothing and found holes, and corresponding wounds were still visible in the dried flesh.

He looked around, picturing the battle that had occurred here hundreds of years ago. But why? What would have driven these people to kill one another? They had the resources to survive down here, and they had each other.

Those two ingredients were the problem, he realized. Just as they were on the Hive. Living together in close quarters, under stressful conditions and with limited resources, could drive people to violence. Especially with no promise of tomorrow.

X took a stairwell up to a second level. Ten more bodies were up here, including one slumped against . . . could it be? A radio transmitter. He ran to it, then froze mid-stride when he saw the jagged bullet holes.

“Please, no,” he said.

Walking over, he gently and respectfully lifted the body down from the chair. He took a seat and reached out gingerly, afraid to turn on the radio and find it unusable.

He flipped the on switch, twisted a knob, and prayed.

There was silence for a beat, then the sweet sound of static.

“Hell yes!” X said.

He moved the transmitter mic over and found an open channel. He pulled down his mask, not knowing exactly what to say. Then it came to him.

“This is Commander Xavier Rodriguez. I’m still alive, you motherfuckers!”


DAY 100


X dreamed of being on the Hive. Eating noodles with Tin. Arguing with Captain Ash. Training in the launch bay with the other divers. He awoke alone and felt the dread seep into him.

It was pitch black in his small room, but he knew every inch of the place. He didn’t need to see to know it was two steps to his desk and a short arm’s length to the lamp. The white glow spread across the space.

He picked up the chalk on the board and scratched out day one hundred. Over three months alone. Over three months of radio calls. Over three months with no response.

Each day was much like the last. He made his bed, pulling the sleeping bag over the cot. Then he got down on the ground to stretch. His back cracked and his joints burned as he warmed up. He went down on his belly and did his push-ups. After three sets of fifty, he started the sit-ups. That was the toughest exercise for the first couple of months, but it was important, now that his stomach wound had healed, to strengthen the weakened muscles.

After his workout, he headed to the bathroom down the hall to wash his mouth with some fresh water and drink a glass. Next, he shaved the stubble off his face. His hair was getting longer, falling over his ears and eyebrows.

He trimmed it with a pair of scissors. Gray strands mixed with black on the floor. Afterward, he splashed water on his face. Hygiene was going to be more important than ever down here—not only to stay healthy but also to stay sane.

Feeling refreshed, he returned to his quarters to take inventory.

Everything went back on his bed and desk. After that, he wrote down what he had done yesterday and what he planned to do today. Finally, he wrote letters to the people he loved, starting with Tin:

Pal, I’m still alive. I’m not going to give up. I picture you on the Hive repairing robots and playing with Layla. I picture you going to school and asking every question you can think of. And I imagine what you will say when we meet again.

He turned to a new page and wrote Captain Ash:

Captain, this place continues to amaze me. If we could find a way to kill the monsters, we could potentially support a population here. Maybe some of the Hive could live and work here. It would provide a secondary source of water and food. I’ll keep taking notes on everything I find, hoping that day will come.

He closed the journal and opened a bag of powder—a cocktail of cooked taro roots and various seeds he had ground up. The bag went into a glass of water. He was getting sick of smoothies and had opted for an easier way to ingest his daily calories. He gulped the mixture down and opened his pocketknife. He peeled the fruit of an organ-pipe cactus and ate it, savoring each bite. Finally, he ate an apple, carefully excavating the seeds from the core and saving them.

The daily routine continued with a visit to the farm to prune plants and harvest more taro roots and kale. Then he would suit up, grab his weapons, and go.

Today, he was heading to dome 9. He had been trying to unlock the outer door but had failed in each attempt at picking the lock or forcing it open. It was the only structure he had yet to search, and he held out hope that it would provide a power source for his battery unit. According to a map he had found, it was a tech hub, but after a dozen attempts to hack his way in, it seemed that he would have to blast his way inside.

The explosion would attract attention, no doubt, and he had already strategized a way to ambush anything that came prowling around to check out the noise. He had found plastic explosive a month ago in a locked room containing jackhammers and rock drills, and after a bit of research, he had constructed a shaped charge that should pop the door.

He carefully tucked the homemade bomb in the vest he wore over his chest armor, then set off into the network of corridors beneath the domed buildings. Numbers glowed in the dark, denoting the sector he was passing through. He had placed them there just in case his flashlight batteries ever went out or he got lost in a chaotic event. He hoped he wouldn’t need them today.

The trek to dome 9 took half an hour. When he got there, he gently removed the bomb from his vest and taped it over the locking mechanism on the door. Then he unrolled ten feet of fuse.

Bending down, he used a lighter to ignite the fuse. As soon as it took, he dashed to the intersection and ducked around the corner. He peeked around the side, watching the fuse spark toward the bomb. Halfway to the charge, it seemed to stop.

“Son of a bitch,” he muttered.

As he walked back around the corner to light it again, the spark fizzled back to life, racing up toward the charge as if to compensate for the delay.

X raced back behind the corner and crouched down with his helmet tucked against his chest. The detonation was far louder than he had anticipated. Ears ringing, he approached. A pall of smoke hung around the now bulging door, and flames licked the blown lock.

Shotgun up, he advanced in combat mode: heel to toe. Five feet from the door, he shined his flashlight at the snapped lock and strained to listen over the ringing in his ears.

He spun at a noise that reminded him of claws on concrete. Nothing moved in the spear of light he raked back and forth.

He held his position, waiting, listening.

Nothing.

X turned back to the door for another long moment. When the ringing subsided, he heard only the distant dripping noise that he always heard down here.

He let the shotgun hang from its strap and pulled out the crowbar. Even with the lock smashed, prying the door open wasn’t easy, and sweat dripped down his face. He wedged the bar in one way, then the other, and finally it popped open.

He stashed the crowbar, raised the shotgun, and went inside. The basement space was maybe two hundred feet across, ending at a wall with double doors.

Tarps covered stacks of equipment. Stepping over to the closest one, he lifted a corner of a tarp to reveal a heating and cooling unit. There were more units under the next few tarps. By the time he got to the end of the room, he had uncovered all sorts of spare equipment and construction materials for maintaining the buildings. He found pipes, ductwork, even some panels of drywall that were in remarkably good condition thanks to the dry environment. Maybe he would use some of this to further seal off his own shelter.

X tried the double doors at the end and felt a tingle of exhilaration when they swung open. He listened, then moved into a passageway lined with doors.

He took a stairwell up to another basement level with shelves rising toward a high ceiling. Some had fallen over, leaning against their neighbors and spilling crates.

X crouched to examine the contents of a box that had broken open. Inside were cat-size wheeled robots. He stood and swept his lights over the sprawling room. There were all types. Cleaning units. Repair units. Mechanical units.

Jackpot.

He wasn’t a fan of robots, but the sight of them implied access to batteries and, with luck, a charging station.

X looked around for the biggest robot he could find. In the center of the room stood a bank of lockers almost big enough for him to get inside. He opened one to find a humanoid-looking robot a bit larger than Tin when he last saw him.

“Hell no,” he whispered. He didn’t trust anything that looked human but wasn’t. As he went to shut the door, he noticed the battery block secured to the bottom of the locker. He opened the door back up, bent down, and brushed the dust off. The unit might be powerful enough to charge his own battery if a replacement proved unavailable.

X left the basement and continued the search on the next level. Here, the storage lockers were smaller, most of them filled with solar panels—useless in sun-deprived Hades.

Grumbling to himself, he hurried through the rest of the rooms. At the next-to-last door, he found a sign showing a jagged red line through a small battery. The door was propped open, and the interior of the room was a jumble of scattered crates and batteries. He cleared the space and started searching for a battery to replace his. After an hour of work, he had nothing but a charger. It would have to do.

X put the charger in his bag and took the stairs back to the bottom floor. He closed the door behind him with a click that echoed. A distant shriek came in answer. He brought up his shotgun, feeling a sudden chill.

After a hundred days in the facility, he had yet to encounter a beast. In fact, it appeared that nothing came down here anymore. Something had changed. He considered staying put but decided to get back to his shelter as fast as possible.

With the shotgun shouldered, he started off down the corridor, using the glow-in-the-dark markings to guide him quickly back to the dome that he called home. The dark, narrow passages seemed longer on the return journey. At every turn, he anticipated running into one of the eyeless, snarling humanoid creatures. The rise and fall of the electronic-sounding voice drew ever closer.

By the time he reached the halfway mark, he heard the chilling call of a second beast.

Had it gotten inside the farm? What if it had discovered his food source? Did the beasts even eat plants?

X moved faster, his finger hovering over the trigger. He turned another corner, the beam from the tac light breaking through the darkness. The dusty hallway had muddy tracks on the floor and . . . on the ceiling.

He followed the tracks to the end of the passage, where they turned left. The same route he must take to get back to his shelter. Had they somehow found it already? Picked up his scent, or something?

Taking long, slow breaths, he mentally prepared for a fight. The light on his shotgun flickered as he approached the next corner.

No, don’t fucking do this, he thought.

The light flickered for a few seconds, then stayed on, revealing more tracks. He was almost to the chamber containing all the pods of people and animals in suspended animation. It seemed the beasts had gone that way.

Seeing the open double doors ahead, he followed the tracks through them. To get home, he had to pass the open door. He reached down and turned off the light, knowing that the monsters were attracted to all forms of energy.

The darkness squeezed in on him. Without his battery, he was as blind as the monsters themselves. But X had traveled these passages countless times now. He knew precisely how many steps he had to walk: ten to the door, another nine to the next corner. Then it was a straight shot home.

Crunching sounded in the distance, then breaking glass. A squawk and snarling followed.

Keeping his shotgun up, he started toward the sounds.

Two steps. Four steps.

He hesitated at the sound of yelping. It was not a sound he had heard the Sirens make.

There was a faint glow just ahead, coming from the power source inside the pod chamber. Steps five and six drew him closer. He readied his shotgun, then took the final few strides to the door.

He froze in mid-stride at another cry of what sounded like terror and agony. Directly in front of the door now, he turned toward the noise across the room. There was just enough light from power sources on the pillars of tubes to make out a figure hunched over something squirming on the floor.

X could make out the muscular form of a Siren. It ripped a hunk of flesh from the struggling creature, eliciting another guttural squeal.

He knew that sound. This was a pig.

A loud flapping of wings drew his eyes upward as a much larger Siren flew across the chamber. It landed against a pod, smashing the glass with its clawed fists. Cool air hissed out.

Once it had broken inside, it pried the glass away. Then it plucked out the occupant—another hog, which it dropped to the ground. There was no squeal this time. Mercifully, it seemed the animal never woke up and died on impact.

Another Siren appeared, seeming to materialize behind the kill, then another. Both were small—juveniles. The creatures tore into the dead pig.

X took a step back as the winged adult tilted its eyeless face in his direction. He froze, hearing only the sounds of the children ripping and tearing the flesh of the fallen pig.

For several agonizing seconds, he stood there, torn between whether to fight or flee.

Finally, the winged Siren moved on, climbing the pillar to its next victim. X watched it mount a pod where he remembered seeing the dogs months earlier. The beast clambered over the closed chamber lids, then hopped off and swooped down into the air.

X slipped away as the Siren sailed through the cavernous chamber. He returned to his shelter with a new understanding. The monsters did indeed have a way to get down here, and his improvised explosion had led them right to a rich feeding ground. Soon, more would come.

If he was to have any hope of surviving down here, he must be ready for them.


DAY 180


An animal carcass lay outside the barricade X had put up in front of the pod chamber’s entrance. The furniture, doors, crates, and other items he had stacked there had failed to keep the Sirens out. He should have sealed this place off when he first found it, before the monsters came.

The thought of waking up to the eyeless, deformed face of a Siren was horrifying. X couldn’t imagine the terror the victims must have felt in their last minutes of life. But no matter how many barricades and booby traps he set outside the pried-open doors, he couldn’t keep the beasts out.

He spent the morning rebuilding the barricade, and then brushed a layer of industrial glue over the surfaces of the barricade. Then he opened a box of galvanized roofing nails and began pressing their heads against the sticky glue. After two hours, he had transformed the barricade into a bristling pincushion of sharp points.

It might not keep the beasts out, but it would make them pay dearly for their next meal. Tired and sweating, X limped away from the chamber. He still had a lot of work left to do resetting the trip wires in the corridors.

His head was throbbing, and every muscle ached. All he wanted to do was lie down on his cot and go to sleep.

He was sick and no denying it, but he couldn’t rest right now. He repeated the credo that Tin had given him from the fortune cookie: Accept your past without regrets. Handle your present with confidence. Face your future without fear.

For 180 days now, he had embodied these words, lived by them. He could have given up on the day he landed—curled up and waited for death. Instead, he had patched his wounds, fought the pain of his injuries, and searched for shelter. He had pushed himself to find food and water. Then a radio. Then a battery to charge his suit.

Everything he set out to do, he had done, except for the most important thing: reach someone on the airship.

Now, despite his routine of exercise, healthful diet, pure water, and good hygiene, the sick had him.

X held the 550-pound parachute cord in one shaky hand, trying his best not to rattle the attached empty vegetable tins fifty feet away. A month after his encounter with the Sirens, he had rigged the corridors with a system of cables, ropes, and wires across the floor, ceiling, and walls. Every line was attached to a bell or empty cans that would make noise when a beast bumped against one of those wires.

So far, it had warned him a dozen times when Sirens were close. One of those times, he had been at the farm harvesting peas and beans for added protein. He had closed the door that day and waited six hours inside, listening to their shrieks as the creatures explored the underground corridors.

More of the monsters seemed to be venturing down here each day. Coming close to his shelter, breaking through his barricade and into the chamber, and inching closer to discovering his own food source—the farm. He wasn’t certain they would ravage it, but he couldn’t take that chance.

It was his fault. The detonation of the explosive device had drawn them down here.

All he could do was be on guard at all times, reset the wires each day, and continue to repair the barricade and try to keep the chamber with the pods sealed off.

He inspected the next line of alarm wires. Some were snarled and coiled up. On edge, he glanced over his shoulder every few seconds. Every muscle in his body ached with fever.

Pushing past the misery, X set the final wire and pulled it taut. Then he trekked back to the shelter. He unlocked the door and turned on the desk lamp. The glow hit the chalkboard. He had yet to write on the board today.

A wave of dizziness made him palm the desk for support. Beside his hand was a note to Tin.

Seeing it prompted a flood of memories, starting with one of Michael wearing his shiny peaked hat in the launch bay and waving from behind the rope cordon. X had pictured them being reunited every single day down here. Now it seemed that would never happen.

X bowed his head, felt the dark depression seeping into him.

He pulled the chair back from the desk and slumped down into it. Shaking, he pulled a blanket around his shoulders. It did little to ease the chills that racked his body.

He wasn’t sure what had caused the illness, but it was worsening by the hour. The medicine he had taken wasn’t working. But he did have one hope.

On the desk, next to his journal, was a book describing many of the plants he had discovered in the grow space in the lower levels. There were several species with medicinal benefits, including things he had already picked. Apples. Prickly-pear cactus. Weeks ago, he had taken some apples to the labs, where he fermented the juice to make vinegar. A spoonful a day was supposed to help with fevers and against several pathological bacteria. And the prickly pear flesh could have useful antiviral properties. If it was a virus making him sick, maybe it

would help.

He sipped the vinegar, then diced and ate the raw flesh of the cactus. Finally, he drank a glass of water with kale plus roasted and crushed taro root. X pounded the desk from the bitter burn that snaked down his throat. Goddamn, he was starting to hate this shit.

After chasing it all down with a second glass of water, he picked up a pencil and started a new note to Tin:

Dear Michael,

Every night I dream of returning to the airship and seeing you again. I picture your smile and laugh. Your metal hat. Your fascination with robots. I know you will do great things for the Hive as an engineer or whatever else you decide you want to be. I fear now I may not get to see you again, but maybe someone will find this note someday if I don’t make it. If it reaches you, I want you to know . . .

X paused, the pencil shaking in his hand. He was never a very emotional man. But today he felt the raw, vulnerable pain of being utterly alone. He felt the depression, anxiety, and fear that came with living for months and months without human interaction.

He knew that if he let himself succumb to it, he wouldn’t survive down here, that he had to stay positive. Hang on to hope that he would be reunited with his loved ones again.

But writing Tin and thinking of him growing up brought with it a sense of dread too powerful for X to suppress. So many lives went right on in the sky, but X was down here in limbo, neither dead nor alive.

Tin would already look different. Be different. Would X even recognize the kid if he got back to the airship someday?

A tremor seized him. The fever had increased. The wave of dizziness returned.

Go and lie down, X. Go and rest.

He looked at his cot. His body urged him to listen to his brain, but his heart told him to stay right here. With an effort, he put pencil back to paper:

I want you to know that I love you. I won’t give up. I will keep fighting, and I know that you will too. Someday, we will be together again. I can feel it.


DAY 250


“This is Commander Xavier Rodriguez, hailing anyone out there,” X said into the radio mic. “I’m holed up beneath the ITC facility in Chicago with access to food, water, and tech . . .”

His voice cracked, and he coughed into his hand. Pinpoints of blood flecked his glove. He dragged his sleeve over his mustache. Then he rubbed his throat. The inside was raw from all the coughing over the past few months. The first virus, or whatever it was, had lasted two weeks. No sooner had he gotten over that than he picked up a stomach bug and lost ten pounds.

The constant illness had knocked him off his routine. He had stopped working out, stopped shaving, stopped taking care of himself. A perpetual fatigue plagued him, leaving him hardly enough energy to function.

You have to snap out of this . . .

It reminded him of his days as an alcoholic on the airship. Back then he was always teetering on the edge of a cliff, and now he was right back there, standing at the edge, staring into the abyss. Wondering if maybe it was better just to fall in and let it swallow him whole.

He was close to doing just that, and if he didn’t break out of this funk, he would lose the last of his desire to live.

Coming here to the radio transmitter didn’t help things. Neither did sitting with the dead. He had never bothered to clear the corpses from the command center. There were too many, and even decomposed and desiccated, they were still heavy and unwieldy, and anyway, he had nowhere to put them. He had covered the twisted, bony remains with sheets, but he could still feel their presence. Sometimes he had the sensation of being watched or thought he heard whispering voices.

Those had to be in his head, but still they sent a chill up his spine.

X thought he heard something now—not a whisper, but a scratching. He picked up his shotgun and went to the window panels overlooking the main hub below. Lights flickered over the desks, screens, and covered bodies of the former operators.

He checked the shadows, but nothing moved in the dead room. Another few beats passed before he sat back down at the radio and the bank of monitors. X almost flinched at the reflection in one of the screens.

It looked like a ghost. But this ghost was still alive. He hardly recognized the haggard features—the sunken eyes and dark-brown, gray-streaked bangs. He brushed the long strands back over his ear. His cheekbones stood out above his thick beard. This was the thinnest he had been in years.

X looked away, his gaze falling on a partially exposed corpse in the corner of the room. The sheet had fallen away from the man’s mummified features. In some ways, X didn’t look all that much different. Soon, he would probably join these silent companions—dead from the next disease, from one of the monsters, or from falling into the abyss.

He went through the radio channels one last time. Then he got up and grabbed his gear. With his shotgun up, he started through the corridors, ready to blast anything that moved. The beam from his barrel flickered across the lonely tunnels.

He blinked at the spots swarming his eyes—another result of his weak body. He shook his head and focused. The path back to his shelter would take thirty minutes if he didn’t run into trouble, but he planned to take a detour to the farm and collect some fresh cactus fruit.

To get there, he had to cross in front of the pod chamber. He halted at the next corner to listen for the monsters. Hearing no shrieks or crunching sounds, he glanced around the corner at an empty hallway.

The barricades of furniture, boxes, and shelves he had built were scattered over the floor. X had done everything he could to keep the Sirens out—even gluing nails and shards of glass to the surfaces. Bloody tracks marked the floor outside the entrance. Indeed, the entire hallway was plastered with bloody stains and prints. It seemed that his efforts to dissuade the invaders were taking a toll.

X cautiously approached the entrance where they had broken in last night. Today, a new carcass lay on the floor near the remains of the two hogs. His beam illuminated the grisly remains of a calf. The pod it had been ripped from was a dozen feet up a pillar in the center of the chamber, where the oxygen mask still hung limply.

He raked his light over the other pods and saw dogs and humans. Men and women, yes, but also an entire column of kids. All of them suspended in a state of sleep. They didn’t appear to be frozen, though, so much as suspended in a cool environment.

X took a step inside the main chamber, then another. Within seconds, he found himself under the column, looking up at the kids. They were all bald, all around eight or nine years old—about the same age as Tin. Half were girls, half boys.

For the first time since he first came down here, he considered trying to open one of the pods. To save one of the children. But what kind of world would he be bringing it into? He could hardly take care of himself, let alone a child.

Memories of his time with Tin flooded in unbidden. He felt remorse for his resentment during those days—resentment at having to care for the boy. Now he would do anything to be there, caring for the little guy.

X stood staring up at the column, trying to convince himself that waking one of these children up would be good for the child and for him.

But deep down, he knew the truth—he would be bringing a vulnerable child into a world of darkness and monsters.

If he couldn’t keep the beasts out, maybe it would be better just to shut off the power so they could die in their sleep.

A rattling of cans shook him out of it. He turned with his shotgun back to the doorway. The creatures were back, and he didn’t have the energy to rebuild the barrier right now. He looked at the kids one last moment, hoping the Sirens wouldn’t choose them today.

With his shotgun up, X left the chamber with a heavy heart and a sluggish body.

He had never felt so alone in his life.


DAY 365


The wail of a Siren drifted down the corridor. The soup-tin alarm had chimed hours ago, waking X. He had lain on his cot, holding the shotgun against his chest, staring into the darkness. He knew what today was, and he didn’t want to face it.

Today marked an entire year on the surface.

A year of scratching out a living on his own with no human contact—a year of being sick, off and on, from pathogens that lingered in the darkness; a year of hiding from the monsters that prowled the underground caverns, using the pod chamber as a pantry to feed their young no matter how many times he rebuilt the barrier to keep them out.

He could hear the beasts now, and the distant squeals and cries of animals torn from their pods. Someday, the Sirens would get around to the humans. To the children. Again he considered trying to save them or finding a way to shut off the power source so they could die in blissful ignorance instead of at the claws of nightmare creatures.

He hugged his shotgun, shaking and cursing his luck.

At first, surviving all those dives down here had felt like a rare blessing. Now it seemed like a curse.

Today, he didn’t have it in him to get up, exercise, write in the journal, or put out a radio call that no one ever answered. Today, he felt like giving up. He felt like dying.

He stared at the darkness, thinking of everyone on the airship that had left him behind. For the first hundred days, he had enjoyed the fantasy that they were all alive and going on with their lives. For the second hundred days, he had still hoped to join them again and wondered what they looked like or what they were doing.

But now, over 365 days since he last saw another live human, it hurt to think that life was going on without him in the sky while he died a slow death here on the surface.

It seemed he was the last man on Earth. Living down here in the cavernous rooms beneath the ruins of Hades, he had finally begun to crack. The darkness, the cold, the monsters, the same food and same routine—all of it was dragging him down.

X was a fighter, a survivor, and always had been. But what was the fucking point of going on if there was no hope of salvation?

Living down here wasn’t living.

The distant cry of an animal being eaten alive resonated through the corridors. He put his hands over his ears, but no matter how hard he pressed, he couldn’t keep out the anguished screams. Maybe the noise was originating in his mind.

Maybe he was going crazy.

He sat up, swung his legs over the side of his bed, and turned the light on. The cool white spread over his desk, which was covered with a miscellany of maps, batteries, shotgun shells, and the journal opened to blank pages. He had stopped writing in it two weeks ago, when the doldrums really gripped him.

X looked at a mirror on the wall. His body was just a husk of what it had been: stringy muscle and sinew clinging to aging bones. The eyes glaring back at him were not his own. They were the dark, soulless gaze of a man who had lost his will to live.

X looked at the chalkboard. Had it truly been a year?

The distant wails of terror and agony continued—muffled, but there. The ethereal voices of the Sirens echoed after the feeding, talking in their strange electronic voices.

He paced with his hands over his head, willing the sounds to stop. Fear congealed in his gut.

X was no stranger to fear. Fear of losing loved ones. Fear before and during dives. Fear of the many dangers on the surface. But the thought of losing his mind scared him more than any of those things. Wouldn’t it be better to end things before they got to that point? Before he devolved into a crazy old man?

If he was going to die, he should at least make it count. Maybe killing more of the monsters would mean the humans in that chamber might live someday.

Or maybe he should demolish the columns of pods. He had access to explosives and could make enough to bring down the entire chamber if he placed them in the right places. Because what good was waking someday into this world? Assuming they even survived long enough for the algorithms, artificial intelligence, or whatever it was that controlled the pods to activate them.

X paced, grumbling to himself. Ten minutes passed, then thirty. An hour went by, the distant sounds waning as the creatures sated their hunger. He ran his hands through his disheveled hair and tugged on his tangled beard.

He imagined what it would be like to erase all life in the pod chamber, animal and human alike. No, that wasn’t the answer. Maybe there was another way, somewhere between his futile attempts to block off the chamber and blowing it up. What if he became a guardian of the place? It would give him something he had lost: a sense of purpose.

For the first time in months, he felt an animating spark inside him.

In that moment, X made up his mind. If he was going to die, he would give his life for something. He would protect the chamber from the monsters.

He got into his diving suit and armor and put on his helmet. Then he clicked the newly charged battery into the chest plate of his armor.

His HUD came online, and the night-vision optics displayed the green hue that was like a second set of lenses. He fastened his duty belt around his waist, did a quick inventory check, and grabbed the shotgun.

Prepared for battle, he set off for the pod chamber. The alarm wires he had strung across the floor and walls were snarled and in disarray. The Sirens had already beaten him here today. But as he approached the entrance, he felt no fear, only a deep resolve to exterminate the monsters that had haunted his thoughts and his dreams for months.

The scrabbling claws and eerie voices of the creatures in the corridors drew nearer. He used his night vision to guide him through the darkness. Sweat dripped down his forehead and stung his eyes.

He blinked as he approached the toppled barricade. Fresh blood smeared the crates covered in nails and jagged shards of glass he had glued there.

The sound of flapping wings hit his ears. Then the crack of glass.

He moved his finger to the trigger guard and used the wall for cover. The cry of an animal in distress resonated down the hallway. Then a horrible cry of terror mixed with pain.

X raised his shotgun and moved through the open doors into the chamber. On his right, two winged adult Sirens clung to a column of pods. Neither beast had noticed him, and he took a moment to scan for offspring.

It seemed to be just these two monsters. One was feeding on an animal that looked like a calf. It was dead, the head all but severed. The other Siren was cracking into another pod.

X could see the contents of that one: a dog. Just a puppy really.

And it was awake. Eyes wide above the breathing mask that had kept it in a state of slumber for countless years until now.

He aimed between the wings of the beast eating the calf and crept forward, trying not to make a sound. When he was thirty feet away, he adjusted his aim.

“Hey, ya ugly fucks!” he shouted as he pulled the trigger. The buckshot punched a dozen holes in the beast’s upper back. The Siren gave an oscillating shriek and leaped off the pod, flapping into the air as X pumped in another round.

He fired the second shot a beat later, hitting the beast in the ribs and slamming it into the column. The creature clambered around the pillar, shrieking.

Letting the shotgun hang from its strap, X pulled out a flare from his vest and ignited it. One end erupted in red flames as he tossed it across the room. It had the desired effect, drawing the other monster away from the dog in the pod. As it took to the air, X saw the animal squirming inside.

The injured beast he had shot twice suddenly flapped away from the column it had hidden behind, blood running down its chest. It swooped down toward the flare but then veered toward X. He brought up the shotgun and made himself wait, firing right into its snarling maw when it was ten feet away. Bone and brain matter blew out from the back

of the skull.

He ducked under the creature as it sailed overhead, and it crashed into the ground. X whirled toward the shriek of the second beast. It had pawed at the flare, knocking it against a pillar. He pumped in another shell and aimed as an eyeless, mangled face twisted up toward his battery unit. The Siren let out a roar, flinging spittle and blood.

X aimed at center mass and pulled the trigger.

Nothing happened.

The creature bounded toward him, quickly closing the distance. It leaped up, front claws extended, thick ropes of saliva dripping from its wormlike lips. X grasped the shotgun barrel in both hands, trying to smack the beast. But there was no time, and the pale flesh crashed into him.

He went down on his back as sharp teeth clamped down on his helmet, shattering one of the lights. He pushed with the shotgun, but this creature had to weigh 250 pounds or more.

X took one hand off the shotgun and reached down to his duty belt. The Siren snapped at his helmet again, forcing him to turn to the side. He saw four little eyeless faces peering in his direction.

The juvenile Sirens were crouched behind a column, where they had been feasting on a carcass . . .

Not a carcass, but a corpse. Large enough that it had to be an adult. He saw all this in a single beat as he fumbled for the knife in his duty belt. Not wanting to meet the same fate, X twisted hard, using his upper back to buck the monster off to the side.

The beast bit down on his shoulder plate, and he butted it in the mouth with his helmet, breaking out teeth. Shrieking, the creature reared back, spitting teeth.

This freed X’s hands enough to pull out both his combat dagger and a smaller utility knife. He plunged both blades into the thick, sinewy neck. The hideous mouth emitted a throaty screech and spat out two more shattered teeth.

The four juveniles answered with their own higher-pitched calls.

X yanked the blades free and thrust them in again as the clawed hands thrashed at his chest. A claw got under his armor and stabbed into his arm, causing him to drop the smaller blade. Surprised at the intense pain, he used the palm of his other hand to shove the combat knife up under the creature’s chin. The blade crunched through bone and into less resistant flesh, then finally into the softness of brain tissue. The beast jerked twice before slumping off him onto the floor.

“That’s right,” X said. “You tried to eat a Hell Diver.”

He pushed up onto his knees, eyes darting about for the four offspring. They were whimpering and mewling, pacing a dozen feet away.

He picked up his shotgun, training it on the closest one. All at once, the creatures let out a chittering noise that he had never heard before. This wasn’t the wail of a monster; it was the plaintive crying of children who had just lost both parents.

He lowered the shotgun. “Get!” he shouted. “Go on! git!”

All four remained for a moment; then he strode toward them, blood dripping off his arm. They turned and fled the chamber.

X watched them go, chest heaving as he caught his breath. If they returned as adults, he wouldn’t hesitate to kill them. When they finally vanished, he walked back to the two dead adults, nudging them both to make sure.

Whimpering reached his ears again, but it wasn’t from the mourning juvenile Sirens. It was coming from above. X looked up at the broken capsule. The puppy had freed itself from the tubes and breathing mask. It looked down at him with bright blue eyes.

X stared back.

The dog barked.

“No! Shhh!” X hissed.

Seconds later, an alien call came in response. X watched the helpless puppy. He couldn’t just leave it to be eaten alive. But what the hell was he supposed to do with it? How could he take care of a dog?

It barked at him.

The Siren answered with an ethereal howl, claws scrabbling closer in the corridor. A second beast answered.

X slung the shotgun over his shoulder and studied the pods, looking for a way up. Fortunately, there were handles on either side for opening the individual units. He used those to pull himself up, easily climbing the pods. When he got to the dog, he held out his hand.

“It’s okay,” he said. “I’m not gonna hurt you.”

But the dog wasn’t cowering. It leaned out and licked his helmet.

“Come with me,” X said. He gently reached inside and pulled the dog out. It was small enough that he just tucked it into his vest. Then X carefully made his way back down, using the handholds as steps.

Halfway down, he heard alarm cans rattling in the distance.

The pup was shaking now.

“We’re gonna be okay,” X said soothingly.

Holding the dog in his arms, he ran back to his shelter. For the first time in a year, he was no longer alone.


DAY 366


X sat on his cot, watching the puppy gambol and roll around on the floor. With thick black-and-white fur and eyes as blue as sapphires, he was perhaps six months old—far from being a newborn. Seeing the animal in front of him seemed almost like a dream.

Since discovering the chamber, X hadn’t thought a lot about the animals or humans inside those pods. In fact, he had studiously avoided thinking about them over the past year. It was just easier not to think of them as real.

But this dog was real. Flesh. Blood. Fur. All of it genetically modified, according to the journal X had found, from a geneticist named Berkey. The long-dead scientist had touched on the research in a single page, in which he referred to the columns in the chamber as “suspended-animation silos.”

The journal was on his desk now, open to that very page:

Experiments on engineered clones are well underway across the campus. These animals and humans have genetically modified DNA, much like the species of plants I have studied and worked on for the past five years. In the event of a widespread natural disaster or apocalyptic scenario, they will remain dormant until the day comes to repopulate the world. Each pod is connected to a mainframe with access to outside conditions, and through a series of algorithms the occupant can be modified before activation occurs.

X had read this passage before, not thinking much of it. Now, as he watched the pup jump and scamper about, he realized that it wasn’t a puppy born from the womb of a mother. It was grown in a lab and had modified DNA to help it survive.

But the puppy in front of him didn’t look like some freak of nature. He looked one hundred percent natural, just like the dogs on the airship.

The furry creature panted and pawed at the air, tongue hanging out the side of his mouth, tuckered out from all the roughhousing. It seemed the first few moments of horror the animal had experienced hadn’t stayed with it for long.

At first, X thought there might be something wrong with the canine. Maybe his brain was damaged, or something, but it seemed the animal was . . . playing?

X stood, and the animal shot up, tail wagging.

“Easy, pal,” he said.

Before he could move, the dog jumped up, biting at his wrist.

“Hey, what the hell!” X said.

The bandage on his arm had come undone, and it must look like a fun toy. The dog bit down on it and pulled.

“Down, boy. Get down,” X commanded. He sat down on the bed and hid his arm behind his back. The dog jumped up on the cot, tail whipping harder, and tried to get behind X, biting at the loose bandage again.

“Come on, damn it! Relax!”

X yanked his arm free, then held up his other wrist to block him. “I’m serious. Stop.”

At last, the dog seemed to pick up on the annoyance in X’s voice. He tilted his head to one side, then jumped down. Then he lifted his leg and peed on the floor.

“Hey, you little shit!” X shouted.

The animal bolted under the desk.

X grabbed a towel and got down on his knees to clean up the pee. The canine, thinking he was playing, ventured back out and tried to bite the towel.

“No,” X said firmly.

The dog barked at him.

“I’m sorry, but we have to be quiet,” X said. “You want those things to come back?”

He lifted a finger to his lips, which the pup took as an invitation to bark.

“No!” X grumbled, reaching out.

Again the canine ducked under the desk.

How the hell am I supposed to take care of this thing? X thought, staring at the boisterous animal.

He gave a sigh and finished wiping up the mess. He got up and put his hands on his hips, looking at his desk. He had many things to do, all of them revolving around keeping himself alive.

When rescuing the dog from the pod, he hadn’t stopped to think about what it would take to keep the animal alive.

His routine would have to undergo a major shift. For the foreseeable future, he was charged with taking care of not only himself but also this animal. He couldn’t just leave the dog inside the room, or it would bark or piss on his bed or tear through his supplies. And without X, it wouldn’t last an hour out there. Moreover, if X wasn’t careful, the dog could get him killed as well. If they were to have any hope of survival, X was going to have to train him.

“Okay, let’s start over,” X said. “My name is Xavier Rodriguez. I am—was—a Hell Diver. I got stuck here and I’m trying to get home. I’ll take you with me, but you’ve got to listen. You understand? This is extremely important.”

The animal tilted his head, tongue hanging out.

“First thing, you need a name, but the only thing that comes to mind right now is ‘Little Pisser’ or ‘Blue Eyes,’ ” he said. “I’ll think of something better. In the meantime, we’re going to teach you some things, starting with how to stay quiet.”

The dog got up and trotted over, tail wagging.

X scratched the bandage on his arm. The wound was starting to itch. The Siren had gotten him good, obliging him to glue the wound shut. He had cleaned it first and packed it with antibiotic gel, but that was no guarantee he wouldn’t get an infection.

He needed to go to the farm and find something that would help. Getting sick again down here would likely be a death sentence for both of them.

“You want to take a trip?” X asked.

The dog jumped up, pawing at X’s hips and stretching his back legs. His sapphire-blue eyes were full of life, of innocence. It seemed he had completely forgotten about the monsters already.

“You have no idea the world you were born into,” X murmured.

He reached down and patted its thick coat as the dog looked up at him, tail beating back and forth.

X patted him again and felt the soft warmth of his fur. It had been ever so long since he touched another living creature that he wasn’t fighting to the death. He had forgotten what it was like.

He crouched, and the dog put his front paws up on X’s shoulders. Then, with no warning, the canine leaned in and licked his face.

X pulled back, spitting.

“Uh,” he muttered, wiping his face with the inside of his elbow.

The animal pushed hard against his chest, knocking him onto his back. Then he lunged and gave X’s beard and nose a big, slathering lick.

“Hey, easy there, fella!” X sputtered.

He moved his head from left to right, trying to avoid the warm, sloppy tongue. But then he found himself doing something he hardly recognized, something he hadn’t done in over a year. He chuckled. And the chuckle turned into a laugh.

The dog barked, wagging his tail furiously.

“Stop,” X said.

The dog went rigid, but not because of the command. Ears perked, he had heard something that X heard a moment later.

A cry pierced the facility, echoing over and over like an emergency siren. The canine nudged up against X, tail down between his legs. He let out a whine and looked at the door.

“It’s okay,” X said as he sat up. “You’re safe here.”

The shrieks came again, and another answered. The Sirens were hunting in a team out there, maybe even a pack.

“That’s why we stay quiet,” X whispered. “You got a lot to learn, pal, but I’ll teach you. Someday, we’re gonna get out of this hell. I promise.”


DAY 450


X moved with his shotgun against his shoulder, guiding himself and the dog through the dark corridor by the tac light attached to the barrel. The animal had grown fast. Eerily fast. He was learning fast, too. In just over three months, X had taught him to sit, stay, fetch, and, most importantly, to be quiet.

But he still needed a name.

“Stay, boy,” X said.

The animal went down on his haunches a few feet away from the next intersection. X checked their six for anything that might be lurking there. Seeing nothing, he moved around the corner with his weapon, clearing both sides.

Then he motioned for the dog. The light click of claws on concrete followed X a few steps before the animal made its way up beside him. He looked up at X for permission, and X gave the nod.

The dog took point, sniffing the ground and air. It seemed that he was in his natural habitat and had already adapted to the darkness.

How? X wasn’t sure. Perhaps it had to do with his modified genetics.

The one thing X knew for certain was that the animal was the best damn sensor for monsters, sniffing them out long before the creatures set off any of the improvised alarms. So far, it was his nose that had allowed them to stay far away from the beasts. But X needed to teach the animal what to do when the inevitable happened and they encountered one: not to fight, but to run. Fighting was the worst-case scenario. Running and hiding was the name of the game.

Fortunately for X, he had plenty of time to teach the dog tricks down here. There wasn’t much else to do but go to the command center radio and the farm, which was their destination this afternoon. They passed the trip wires set along the way. All were still set.

When they arrived at the closed door to the farm, the vines that had tendrilled out from under were gone—part of his trimming process months earlier. He unlocked the door and stepped inside the room.

The dog took off for the apple tree, which had branched out under the grow light X had fixed during his first month down here. After destroying the farm bot, he had taken on the job of keeping the place up and

running.

He made the forty-two steps from the door to the tree, where the dog waited, tail wagging, ready for a treat.

X plucked an apple and tossed it to the dog, who jumped up, catching it in his mouth.

“Maybe I should call you ‘Apple,’ ” X said.

The dog glanced up with the fruit in his mouth. Juice dripped from his jaws.

“Nah, that’s too weak. Maybe something like ‘Flash’ since you’re always on the move.”

Tilting his head, the dog studied X, then went back to eating. In a minute, the apple was gone.

X picked ten apples and stuffed them into his pack. Then he went to get the prickly pears and taro roots that he used for both food and medicinal purposes. He picked some kale, gathering everything as quickly as he could while trying to keep track of the dog. The grow light over the middle section of the farm winked a few times, drawing his attention. It held for a few moments, then blinked out.

“Shit,” he said.

As X slung his bag and went over to check the light, he heard something—or rather, the absence of something.

Nothing.

“Hey,” X said. “Boy, where’d you go?”

He looked across the room. Nothing. X crouched down and looked under the troughs. But the animal was gone.

“Boy?” he said.

Hearing the chilling clatter of tin cans, X got up and ran toward the entrance. Then a second cluster was disturbed.

He unslung his shotgun and raised it, the tac light spearing through the open doorway. He jacked a shell into the chamber, moved his finger to the side of the trigger, and started toward the exit. Each step, his heart pounded harder.

X checked over his shoulder one more time to make sure the dog wasn’t somewhere behind him, then went into the corridor. More alarms rattled in the distance, each closer than the last.

Was it the dog setting them off ?

“No,” X whispered. That wasn’t possible.

He heard a familiar whine and darted ahead.

X turned the corner and almost pulled the trigger on the four-legged figure standing there and growling into the darkness. The tac light hit the pale, hairless flesh of two Sirens on the ground.

In the glow of his helmet light, X captured two more skittering across the ceiling. They slowed their gate, snarling, saliva dripping from their open maws.

“Get back, boy,” X whispered.

The dog held his ground.

“Boy, get behind me,” X said. He slowly walked up to the animal and stood in front of it. The dog poked its head through the gap in

his legs.

All four beasts stalked closer. They had grown much larger since his last encounter with them. These weren’t yet adult Sirens, but they were big enough that he feared them, and they didn’t seem to fear him anymore. They weren’t chittering in grief over their dead parents either. Two were growling, another snarled, and the fourth just bared its daggerlike

teeth.

He should have killed the little mutants then, before they packed another fifty pounds onto their muscular bodies. It seemed they had done just fine without their parents.

X kept the gun trained on the advancing monsters. He could kill two of the four without a problem, but if the other two decided to attack and not retreat, it could end up getting the dog killed. Maybe X too, though he wasn’t especially worried about his own life.

He was responsible for the dog, and he took that duty to heart.

“Scat, scat!” he shouted, trying to scare them off. The four adolescent beasts halted, tilting their heads much the way the dog did when he was curious.

That’s right, X thought. Go back to your homes. Live to fight another . . .

The lead beast on the ground reared its head back to let out one of those ethereal screeches. X beat it to the draw, blasting the top of its head off. Gore sprayed the walls.

The other three monsters bolted toward him. He pumped in another shell, fired again, and took off a forelimb of the new leader, downing it. The other two hopped over their fallen comrades, snarling.

The dog, still under X’s legs, growled right back. X backed away, pulling the animal with him as he pumped in another shell. The third blast hit a wall, narrowly missing the head of one of the two remaining beasts, now only ten feet away.

Letting the shotgun sag against its strap, X pulled out his pistol, brought it up, and squeezed the trigger three times. The 9-millimeter bullets punched through the ropy chest muscles of the nearer beast. It crumpled to the floor.

The remaining monster jumped to a wall, then the ceiling, then, only four feet away, it leaped at X. He fell over the dog, firing as he did. At least two of the bullets hit the target, but as soon as it slammed into him, the powerful jaw started snapping.

Saliva blurred his visor. The light from his helmet flitted up and down, making it hard to see anything. He pistol-whipped what he could see, which was a shoulder and part of a head. Bone cracked. The beast roared. Another answered.

Shit, one of the other monsters had survived!

X rolled over onto the creature, which was almost his size. Strangling it with one hand, he pointed the pistol with the other and fired into the center of its face, making two neat holes where the eyes should be.

Then he spun, the light from his helmet capturing the dog on the ground.

“No!” X shouted.

He rushed over, but the animal wasn’t being attacked—it was attacking the beast X had maimed earlier. The dog had it by the neck. The creature jerked twice before finally going limp.

X checked the other bodies, all of them lifeless. He crouched next to the dog and put a hand on his neck.

“It’s okay, bud,” he said. “You can let go now.”

The dog looked up at him and let out a muffled growl, then finally loosened its grip.

X stood and patted his leg for the animal to follow him back to the farm. He closed the door, locked it, and then retrieved the gear he had dropped. After a last look at the dead beasts, X started back to their quarters, worried that more of the monsters had heard the racket.

By the time he got to the closed door of their home, his concern proved right. An ethereal wail reverberated through the corridors. X shut the door and bent down to check the dog. Blood flecked his chest, but that big, bushy tail was wagging away.

A quick check confirmed that the blood was all Siren. The dog was uninjured.

This time.

X sat down on the floor, spreading his legs and reaching out. His furry friend nudged up against his chest, tail whipping happily.

“It’s okay,” X said, embracing the animal. He leaned his head down, felt its beating heart.

Everything suddenly came crashing down over X. Hot tears welled in his eyes.

The fight replayed in his mind. The dog had never run away. It had gone out to warn him about the approaching monsters. Then it had stayed with him through it, and even attacked the injured beast when it still presented a threat.

A month ago, he worried that the dog would get him killed. But today, if not for the dog, X could easily be dead or severely hurt.

“Thanks for having my back, boy,” he said.

A tear dropped from his face to land squarely between the eyes of his newfound buddy.

He had worried all along that the animal wouldn’t know how to handle himself when facing the beasts. That he would cower and run off, or do something bold and foolish. Or, if things got hairy, the dog wouldn’t know how to fight.

X had been wrong about all of it.

The dog was a soldier, a fighter, just like X.

He remembered a nickname from years ago, in a book he had read about a kid who never gave up fighting. That kid had turned into a soldier. They named him . . .

“Miles,” X said. “What do you think?”

The dog glanced up at him and wagged his tail.

“Okay, it’s settled,” X said. “We’ll call you Miles.”


DAY 600


A wet muzzle nudged X.

“Stop,” he groaned.

He tried to duck the warm, wet tongue slathering his face. X had hardly slept the night before as one makeshift alarm after another rattled throughout the underground corridors. At one point, he heard the skittering of Siren claws right outside the office door. They were hunting, and each night they seemed to get closer.

Miles licked X again.

“Come on, I’m tired, pal,” he protested. “It’s early, only . . .”

X eyed his wrist computer on the side table. It was almost eight. He had overslept.

He finally sat up and turned on the lantern. Miles stood beside the cot, tail wagging, eyes full of life and enthusiasm.

“You got to take a piss?” X asked. “Okay, hold on.”

He stood and looked at the chalkboard. This was day six hundred. Where did the time go!

Reaching down, he patted Miles. If it weren’t for the dog, he would probably have given up by now—there was only so much isolation a human could take. His loyal new companion was a beacon of light in the abyss.

And yet, the darkness still exerted its grip. Closing in on his second year down here, he knew that no one was coming to find him. The radio messages still went unanswered, and there was no sign of a dive team.

The only thin ray of hope left was that maybe the Hive would return someday for nuclear fuel cells or other parts. But even that seemed unlikely since Murph blew up the only ITC tower where those parts could be found.

Miles gave a playful growl, holding in a bark, just as X had trained him to do. The animal was so damned excited to leave their quarters today!

For X, every day was the same, but the animal was still fairly naive to the world he found himself in. Sure, he knew about the monsters that haunted the corridors. But to Miles, those tunnels were his playground when the beasts were gone. It was a damn shame, X thought to himself. Dogs, like people, were supposed to live aboveground, in the sunlight, running and romping in open, grassy fields.

X wished more than anything that he could provide that world for Miles. But as far as the dog knew, these dark corridors and bunkers were the entire world.

That was one reason Captain Ash and the captains before her had kept so much information from the populace of the Hive. The lords never wanted the peasants to know about the surface. They claimed it was because of the monsters, but X knew better. He was a Hell Diver. He knew that certain places on the surface were potentially habitable if they could be protected and held secure.

But the hierarchy on the Hive had continued over the years, hiding the truth to keep the ship running and the people in line—until the day the airship fell out of the sky, as all the others had done. Crashing and burning on the surface.

X could visualize that happening: the beetle-shaped hulk roaring through the clouds, flames venting out the sides, smoke streaking behind the airborne city as it came shooting like an asteroid out of the sky.

He imagined Captain Ash at the helm, trying to stay calm in those last seconds, doing everything she could to get the ship down safely. The Hive carving through the skyline, snagging the jagged frame of a ruined high-rise, debris raining down. Ash performing one last desperate maneuver to land in a snowy valley. The underbelly smashing into the ground, obliterating the turbofans as the chassis carved out a canyon a quarter mile long, pushing up a mountain of dirt before it.

X could see it so vividly: the hatches opening, desperate passengers jumping out, some of them on fire.

Then he saw movement around the ship. Sinewy, hairless bodies loping on all fours, scoping out the wreckage. Sirens, hundreds of them. Hungry mutant beasts that had found a new source of protein.

Gunfire cracked as militia soldiers fought back the hordes, but it was only a matter of time. Screams of horror echoed in his mind. He imagined his friends being ripped apart by the monsters. And then he saw Tin, running with his twisted metal hat. He was with a group of other children, following teachers and parents in search of refuge.

That was the main reason Captain Ash had kept the world below a secret, X realized. This place would never be safe for kids, for the next generation of humanity.

The macabre daydream ended when X felt a tug on the back of his pants. The dog whimpered.

“I’m sorry,” X said. “Let’s go.”

Still rattled by the nightmare vision, he grabbed his shotgun and cleared the outside corridor to their shelter before motioning for the dog. Miles burst out, taking a right and heading to the farm. X stopped to fix the trip wires that had come free, splicing in the extra supply he had on his duty belt.

More alarms had gone off today between the shelter and the farm. When X finally got there, his heart skipped. The door was broken open and debris littered the ground.

“Oh, no,” he breathed. He motioned for Miles to get back, then crept into the space. Troughs lay on their sides, and grow lights lay shattered over broken plants and mounds of spilled dirt.

Miles went to do his business on a flat plot of dirt that X had made for him. But that flat dirt was disturbed, and the piles of poop smeared across the ground.

X understood what had happened. The Sirens had picked up the dog’s scent and broken down the door, which explained why they had come up to the office for the first time last night.

He felt a cold wave of fear.

The apple tree had broken branches, and much of the fruit lay trampled on the ground. Miles picked up a half-smashed apple, chewing on it as if nothing had happened.

X could have gotten angry and cursed his luck, but what good would that do? Anger led to mistakes. A year ago, he would have let the rage out, not caring if it got him killed.

But now he had Miles. He explored the room to see what he could salvage. Maybe a few plants. It wasn’t a complete loss. The Sirens would come back, though, and he could never kill them all.

After a few minutes of looking around, he patted his leg for Miles to follow. X didn’t have the materials to fix the door or seal it off right now. He would need to come back for that. And quickly—he couldn’t afford to lose any more food.

X spent a few minutes fixing a trip wire so he would at least know if any Sirens made their way back here before he could return. If they did, he would have to make the choice: fight or stay away.

It wasn’t really a choice, though.

If he let the beasts raid the farm again, he would die of starvation, and so would Miles. That realization infuriated him. He trekked through the corridors, the hot rage building inside him like steam in a boiler with a stuck release valve. He knew he must keep it under control or risk making a mistake.

Miles glanced back at him, and the tail stopped wagging and drooped down between his legs. It seemed he could sense X’s anger as easily as he could sense the monsters.

X couldn’t let his inner demons get out.

He pushed on until he found the equipment room he had raided for material to build the barricades at the pod chamber. There was plenty of scrap material to pick from: doors, pipes, windows that he could break and use as a sharp-edged deterrent. Unlike the larger chamber, the farm didn’t require much to seal it off.

Miles watched him load up a four-wheeled pushcart with parts: a solid wood door, two windows, twelve feet of chain, nails, glue, and an electric drill and a reciprocating power saw. When X had the cart loaded with all it could carry, he went into the hallway to listen for the clatter of the tin-can alarms.

Nothing.

Miles went ahead, ears perked, as X pushed the creaky cart down the passage. When they got back to the farm, the dog stood guard while X went to work. For the next hour, the facility echoed with the sounds of drilling, sawing, and pounding. But the noise hadn’t drawn in any monsters, and for that, X was grateful.

He stepped back to appraise his handiwork. He had replaced the door to the farm and chained it shut. He had encrusted its outer surface with nails and wicked shards of glass. A cluster of tin cans hung from the ceiling, strung with wires that would alert X if the monsters returned.

It was the best he could do for now.

X motioned for Miles. Their next stop was the command center, to transmit their daily radio message.

More trip wires lay jumbled across the corridor outside the stairwell leading to the admin dome. It was unusual for the beasts to come this way. X stopped to unsnarl and reattach them, looking up every few seconds to make sure nothing was flanking him. Done with that, he and Miles went all the way to the command room. The dog sat in the customary spot next to his chair.

X switched on the dashboard, and the panel came to life in a sudden display of lights. Then he began searching the channels, listening for anything other than static.

Thirty minutes later, he had gone through all the frequencies, and as always, no one was out there. He flipped the transmit button.

“This is Commander Xavier Rodriguez, on day six hundred at the ITC campus in Hades,” he said. “If anyone hears this . . .”

His words trailed off as he looked over at Miles.

What if his grim daydream was reality? What if there was no one left to hear the message? Ares was gone, and the Hive was the only known ship left. And maybe it too had fallen. Was that why he never heard back?

Maybe he was indeed the last man on Earth.

He shut off the radio.

If no one was still out there, then he had no reason to stay here—especially now, with the farm all but destroyed and the monsters homing in on the scent of Miles.

Hades was one of the two or three most hostile environments X had ever dived into. There were other places out there where he would have a better chance of protecting Miles and surviving over the long term.

X got out of the chair with a sigh and patted his leg. It would take a lot of planning. He would need gear, food, medicine, and a suit for Miles, but he had made up his mind.

They had to leave this place and find a new home.


DAY 700


Miles was not a fan of his new suit. For one, it was tight, restricting his movements, but the booties seemed to be what he hated most. He shook and kicked at the shoes X had made for him.

Watching Miles fuss and fidget, X wondered whether leaving might be a bad idea after all. He had agonized over the decision for another hundred days, still holding on to the last sliver of hope that Captain Ash would return with the Hive. But now he was sure of one thing: If they stayed here, they would die here.

X had stopped going to the command center each day, instead using the time to prepare for the journey to the eastern coast of the former United States. There was one thing he wanted to do before he said goodbye, and that was to seal off the cryo chamber for good.

Over the past year, he had done everything he could to protect the sleeping occupants of the pods from the monsters. He had considered several options for the eventuality of his departure, including shutting them all down. But he wasn’t sure he could live with himself if he did that. Sure, dying while in suspended animation would be a far better fate than waking to the claws and jaws of a ravening monster. Still, he couldn’t bring himself to end their lives like that.

X decided on a different plan. He would blow up the corridor, sealing off the entrance. The charges were already set. He just had to detonate them.

The essentials for the trip were spread out across his cot and desk. A map of the country with roadways they would use and cities they would avoid. For days, X had gone painstakingly over the map to plot the best route, taking into consideration the impact zones of nuclear warheads, where radiation would be concentrated. He knew a lot of it from memory, having survived so many dives all over the country.

The green zones were highlighted on the map, and so were the red zones. His biggest concern, second only to protecting Miles, was how to find food along the way.

After the last Siren attack, X had undergone a regimen of strict rationing with all the fruits and vegetables he salvaged from the farm. He had roasted and ground up the roots, and dried the apples and kale.

X knew that this was the right decision. The Sirens would never stop hunting until they found him and his furry friend.

He crouched in front of Miles and checked his suit and mask.

“You ready, pal?” he asked.

The dog wagged his tail under the unwieldy suit.

“Good,” X said. He stood and began to pack up his gear. The first thing he did was check his water and food supplies. It consisted mostly of fresh and dried fruit, taro, shelled walnuts, and seeds. They had five gallons of water in insulated jugs, and pills to purify more water along the way.

He rolled the map up and slid it into a tube. It then went into his pack with his sleeping bag, tent, and battery charger. Next, he packed the case with the radio and satellite dish.

With everything packed, he hefted the bag. The damn thing weighed sixty pounds—down from eighty the last time he had done this.

The heaviest part was the satellite radio. He had taken it from the command center a few months back. It would be nice transmitting on the go and not having to slog over to the underground bunker to send messages no one heard.

He would be mobile now, and for that luxury, the weight was a small inconvenience.

X cinched down the bag and then checked the flares and extra ammo stashed in his vest. Then he loaded the duty belt with a pistol, more ammo, a flashlight, and some spare batteries.

When he had checked his gear, he stepped over to the desk. The lantern illuminated the chalkboard. He looked at the days, each vertical stroke and crosshatch a talisman of memories.

Day one, the astonishing feat of making it to the ground in one piece, only to fight the Sirens. Then the second day, when he woke up in a storm drain and patched his wounds before finding a way into this very dome. And the moment he found the farm and realized there was hope for life.

Day ten, he had forced himself to go topside and leave a message on the crate, just in case the Hive returned with divers to find him or retrieve the gear.

Day thirty, when he had gone in search of a radio to let them know he was still alive. Instead, he had found the chamber full of pods. Memories haunted him, of the monsters he encountered there on day one hundred. Then, on day 188, when he had gotten sick and had to reset alarms the beasts triggered. And, of course, he couldn’t forget all the times he had built and rebuilt the barricades to keep the monsters out of the chamber.

He paused on day 365. Marking the first year. He recalled the darkness in his heart on that day. He had been ready to give up, to throw away his life in a last pitched battle with the Sirens. Instead, he had found Miles. A day later, he was back in this room, kicking himself for rescuing the rambunctious dog.

A hundred days later, Miles was learning how to hunt. X had hoped they could live down here in a state of relative peace. Then the Sirens had broken into the farm, ruined most of their food, and picked up the dog’s scent.

This was day 700. Hard to believe he had spent almost two years down here.

He grabbed his shotgun with the shortened barrel and slung the assault rifle over his shoulder. Both weapons were cleaned, inspected, and ready for action.

X did a quick second check of his gear and, satisfied, flicked on the tac light on his shotgun. Miles followed him to the door. X flipped the locks, then strode out into the hallway, clearing both directions. The tin-can clusters were still set from last night, and Miles seemed relaxed, indicating no scent. But X worried the mask might hinder the dog from picking up smells.

“Let’s go, buddy,” he said. He led them up the stairs, wondering again if he was making the right choice. Then he heard the ethereal call of a Siren, and any confliction vanished. This was the only choice.

He opened the front door of the dome and walked out into a brisk wind sweeping a light snow across the terrain. Reaching over his back, he dropped the shotgun into its sheath and unslung his assault rifle.

The rifle’s tactical light played over the snowy landscape and overhead. Seeing no sign of the beasts, he set off into the frozen wasteland.

Miles kept close to him, just as X had trained him. The booties were still a problem for the dog, and he still tried in odd moments to shake them off.

X looked behind them at their tracks leaving the dome. The sharp wind had all but obscured most of them under fresh powder. The storm seemed to be growing in intensity.

They made it out of the industrial zone in good time and with no hostile contacts. X kept a southeasterly bearing, toward the skyline. He didn’t like the idea of moving through the ruins, but it was the fastest way around the gaping crater in the center of the city.

The wind screamed as they advanced, pushing Miles from side to side. Snow whipped against them, along with grit off the frozen debris piles. X was warm and snug inside his suit, thanks to his fully charged battery. Miles, on the other hand, had a built-in warmer with his thick husky coat. The radiation suit would break the wind, and the booties would keep his paws from freezing.

Although they were warm for now, they faced another danger as conditions approached whiteout. It would be easy enough to get lost in the unfamiliar territory of collapsed buildings and featureless roadways.

Five hours into the trek, he eyed a solid-looking row house on a block of crumbling brick structures. He led the way into the shattered exterior, to find a room frozen in time. Broken furniture lay strewn about, covered in snow. A cracked mirror still hung slantwise on a wall.

As the wind howled, X watched Miles, again second-guessing whether this was the right move. The journey would be an endless succession of storms and monsters—danger at every turn. It would be exhausting at best, deadly at worst.

Still, it beat waiting to die in that hole. At least, out here they had a chance.

The blizzard intensified.

He had hoped to get them through the worst of the radiation zone before stopping, but forward progress was impossible when he couldn’t see five feet in front of him. That was how you walked into a sinkhole or a Siren nursery.

They could hunker down here for a few hours to rest.

“Miles, come,” he said.

They moved back into another room with a broken door. A mattress frame, its legs sheared off, sat on the decaying carpet. The broken remains of a wooden dresser lay in a pile beside what was once a chair.

Though wrecked and rotted, the windowless room looked secure and structurally sound.

X decided they would spend the rest of the day and night here. It would be a good chance to set up their gear. He started by setting up the tent. Once it was up, he carefully laid out the items they would need from his pack: sealed food, a thermos of water, weapons, a spare light.

Each time they stopped like this, he must carefully clean their gear of radioactive dust. It was going to be a pain, especially in these winter conditions, but it was the only way to survive the journey. Once they were out of the red zone, it would be much easier.

The assault rifle was loaded and a bullet chambered in case something decided to attack them. But the beasts seemed to be sheltering from the storm just as X and his dog were.

X crouched in front of the tent and opened the zipper. He carefully placed the bags containing the sealed food inside, along with the thermos of water. Then he unrolled a sleeping bag with a battery-powered heat blanket.

“Come here, boy,” he said, patting his leg.

Miles trotted over, and X helped him out of his suit and booties. After shucking off the armor and rad suit, X climbed into the tent with Miles. Without the suit, it was freezing inside, but their combined body heat, along with the electric blanket, started to warm the interior.

Still, X shivered as he prepared their boring supper of an apple, dried peas, water, and protein powder mixture. Miles ate what X handed him, wagging his tail with each bite. This seemed to be a grand adventure for him.

After sealing up the food packets, he climbed into his sleeping bag and opened it for Miles. The dog climbed in with him, providing additional warmth. X stopped shivering and held his best friend close, feeling his companion’s heart beating.

For the first time that day, X felt relaxed and comforted. He was going to be okay as long as he had his dog.

He closed his eyes. “Good night, pal.”


DAY 703


Thunder boomed, rattling the frozen bones of the row house. That was a good sign. The storm that had trapped them inside here for two days was finally letting up.

X fed Miles more apple slices and the protein mixture for breakfast, then let him out of the tent to do his business in the corner of the room. Miles had managed to hold it during the night. Not X, though. He had peed into a cup, where it froze, and now he flung the disk of amber ice out into the same corner where Miles had urinated.

“Okay, ready to go?” X asked.

Miles trotted over, and X helped him into his suit. The dog squirmed in protest over the booties but finally relented.

X got into his suit and then his armor. It took him a while to carefully bag up everything according to anti-contamination protocols. An hour after waking up, he finished.

The next task was to dig themselves out. The two-day storm had piled a thick drift against the row house’s front wall, and X regretted leaving the collapsible shovel in the supply crate. He had to settle for a chair arm and a bed slat to scoop away the snow.

By the time he had dug out, he was feeling the exertion.

You don’t have time to be tired.

Miles moved through the short snow tunnel and popped out, shaking the snow off his suit as X scoped their surroundings. Flashes of lightning defined the jagged skyline.

They had to get out of this hot zone. He started in the direction of the interstate with its broad, relatively smooth roadway. The storm had left dunes of fresh snow over parts of the city, uncovering other parts. X came upon a partially exposed bowl-shaped structure with staggered rows of seats, and aisles separating them.

He remembered seeing one of these colossal buildings in an old history book. It was a stadium where two teams played a sport whose name he couldn’t remember. He did recall that it consisted of a ball that the other team would swing a bat at to score points.

Rocket ball. No, that wasn’t it. Football . . .

No, that wasn’t it either.

X crested a dune of snowcapped dirt to look out over the field. He recalled the white squares in the images, with players defending each one.

“Baseball,” he whispered. “This is where people played baseball, boy.”

Wagging his tail, Miles followed X down the slope and outside the stadium. A faded red sign on the back wall said Wrigley . . . X couldn’t read the rest on that line, but he could make out the faded white letters below: Home of Chicago Cubs.

Walking past the stadium, X mused about what it must have been like to sit in those stands on a warm summer day, enjoying a drink or some food without a care in the world. People in the Old World had it so good, and they took it for granted. And then it was gone.

He tried not to think about that and focused instead on the trek that would skirt the edge of the crater two miles away. The radiation readings climbed the closer they got. They passed through a section of the city where the rich once lived. The wrought-iron fences surrounding the estates were bent and buckled, uselessly guarding crumbling stone exteriors. They were massive—small castles and fortresses. And for what, a single family?

After growing up in the cramped quarters of the Hive, he couldn’t fathom living in such opulence. Of course, not everyone had lived like this, but there were enough of these palatial estates to paint a picture of what life was like for many. This was just one part of one large city in a country of many cities.

And they had destroyed it all.

X forgot his train of thought when he saw the interstate and the concrete columns of fallen overpasses rising out of the snow.

“Almost there,” he said to Miles.

He scanned for hostiles and, seeing nothing, made a beeline for the roadway. The charred husks of cars and buses pointed the way out of the city. It seemed that everyone had been trying to leave when the bombs fell. He hoped to use a more or less intact vehicle to shelter in when they grew tired later. Here, the intense nuclear heat had consumed much of the body metal, but he hoped that once they got some distance from the initial blast zone, he would discover a vehicle in decent enough condition to provide shelter. There would be houses too, but he wanted to keep close to the road.

For the next two hours, they followed the interstate. At the top of a hill, he turned for a last view of Hades. Lightning forked over the towers of broken steel. After almost two years, he was finally leaving this place. He had done his time, found a friend, and was ready for whatever came next.

“So long,” X whispered. “I won’t miss you.” He turned and trudged on, with Miles by his side.

A mile farther, they came across a convoy of vehicles on the road stretching away. These weren’t civilian models. These were military.

Tanks. Armored trucks and troop carriers.

The main rotor of a helicopter jutted at an angle from a nearby field. The rest of the aircraft was spread across the ground, much of it half buried in snow. X brought up his binos and scoped the area. Human remains still occupied many of the trucks. The soldiers had been dressed in armored suits and gas masks.

From what he could tell, they were attacked here. Ambushed by the enemy from the sides of the road, maybe from the sky, too—it was hard to tell. The corpses were too badly aged to tell much of a story. He did see one though that looked different from the others. Instead of yellowed white bones, these remains looked to be metal.

X walked through the maze of vehicles, stopping to examine what turned out to be not a man, but a machine. A droid of some sort—he had seen one on a dive years ago.

Seeing this aftermath of a battle was oddly frightening. It wasn’t the first such scene he had encountered over the years, but this was the closest look he had ever gotten. It made the war all the more real in his mind. He still wasn’t sure what had caused it, but humanity had indeed destroyed itself. X might never understand why, but maybe that didn’t matter. What mattered was the living. Him and Miles and, he hoped, everyone on the Hive.

On the final stretch of road out of the city, X stopped on a hill to do one last thing. He unslung his pack and pulled out the radio case. Removing the dish, he angled it toward the clouds. Once it was set up, he brought the transmitter to his helmet.

“If anyone’s out there, this is Commander Xavier Rodriguez,” he said. “I’m leaving Hades and heading east toward the coast.”

He repeated the message three more times and heard only the hiss of white noise in response. Miles sat on his haunches, looking up at the storm clouds.

“They’re out there, and we’re going to find them someday,” X said. “But for now, you’re stuck with me, pal.”

Miles tilted his head and then got up, pacing as X put the radio equipment away. When it was stashed safely in his bag, he patted his leg. The dog came up, trotting to match X’s gait. Side by side, they advanced down the highway, handling their present with confidence and facing their future without fear.

X might be the last man on Earth, but he had his dog and the hope that someday he would find his people again.
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