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Normal ended in our living room, somewhere between dinner and the dishes.

The kids wrestled for the remote control. Dinner in front of the TV was our family routine—not very conversational, but it worked. The problem was that nobody liked the same thing.

Arguing wouldn’t help. That’s why I made a nightly schedule for our couch-and-plate time. It worked fine as long as we were less picky about food than about shows.

If you can call it food.

The Replicon was the big name in food design, rolled out as a perk for government workers when the shortages started. Now, everyone had to have one. It was the only way. I hated it at first—buying cartridges instead of groceries. I’m old enough to remember the bright colors and earthy smell of real produce. My wife, June, remembers too.

Our kids, Sam and Sadie, not so much.

They were born just as natural food was disappearing, but were raised in the Replicon generation. Feed a cartridge into the machine and watch it print you two grey slices a day.

Surprisingly filling.

Nobody knows what’s inside, but it’s rumored that the 0 calories listed on each cartridge are inaccurate. Something comes through the pipes into the Replicon; I suppose that’s the real filling.

I was last to the couch, dinner plate in hand, wishing ice-cold beer still existed. Instead, a simulated drink, I didn’t want to think too hard about.

Sam grinned. “What are we watching, Pops?”

She knew damned well it was Thursday. She was baiting me—teenage sport—knowing June and Sadie would gang up and try to overthrow the sacred schedule.


The only exception was Big Brother season. That show owned three slots a week. Everyone liked it. Apparently, so did the rest of the country. How else could it still be on the air sixty years from its debut? One day, I might audition, just to get voted out by week three like any self-respecting forty-two-year-old.


“It’s Thursday,” I said.

“Is it really?” Sadie asked, blueberry Chapstick glistening on her pout.             

“Hon,” June said, “do we have to keep watching your stupid show every Thursday?”

I met her green eyes. “Of course we do. It’s my turn.”

The room groaned—even the dog.

Harper Lee, our squat red mutt, sat at my feet, staring at my plate as if the Replicon owed her something.

I caught the blueberry scent again, followed it to Sadie… then to Harper.

I fished the Chapstick out of the dog’s mouth and held it up. “Does this belong to anyone?”

“You need to put things away,” June said. “That was probably mine anyway.”

“It was,” Sadie giggled, dodging her mom's half-hearted swing.

“I’m actually looking forward to tonight's episode, Pops,” Sam said, dripping sarcasm. She always called me Pops, never Dad. No idea why.

I wiped sticky dog slobber onto my shorts, grabbed the remote, and settled in.

As we ate, Harper paced around the living room, her nails clicking on the wood floor. She nudged Sadie’s hand with her nose, a low whine in her chest. Something had overridden her typical interest in hovering at our feet for scraps.

Twenty minutes later, I was in the kitchen dumping pieces of prints that weren’t consumed into our government-issued recycler for re-processing. I held my breath as the leftovers turned to a foul-smelling green goop under the pressure of our evening hot water ration.

My show played in the background. They hadn’t changed the channel yet.

Eeeeecht. Eeeeecht.

The sound scraped straight out of the TV.

I could hear Harper growling.

“What is going on?” I called. “Did they kill Jasper?”

Sadie’s voice sliced through the room. The TV picture flickered, then dissolved into static, a high-pitched whine building in the speakers. An emergency broadcast. All the streamers were run by Washington, so these alert takeovers happened often enough. But this felt different. The static clung, the noise grating. I hesitated, glancing at June’s face—a growing mask of fear —before finally turning to the screen.

Then our phones went off too.

“Will, are you seeing this?” June asked, eyes on the TV.

I stepped in front of it. The screen showed a national news alert—footage from the streets of New York.

“Daddy, move,” Sadie said, and I slid aside.

They were frozen, watching—Sam’s jaw slack, Sadie already in tears, and June’s eyes so wide you could see the white all the way around.

I turned back to look for myself.

It couldn’t be.

“What you’re seeing is confirmed footage,” the anchor said. “Viewer discretion is advised. What began as a peaceful protest in New York's Times Square escalated into terror. As you can see here, it started with an outbreak of coughing, and then seconds later, those coughs produced blood. What’s worse, those affected began crying tears of blood until crumpling over, screaming. Then death. Over three thousand casualties in less than an hour. Authorities are calling it an attack from a foreign power, an aerosolized neurotoxin of some sort.”

Harper Lee began barking at the screen.

“Sam, turn it up.”

“Yup.”

“At this hour, all access to Manhattan Island has been suspended as the air is believed to be toxic, and anyone who didn’t make it out is considered lost. The footage you’re watching is from earlier today…”

It looked real enough, but something about it felt wrong. Not the effects of the attack—that was undeniable—but an attack? By whom? And how? It felt like one of June’s disaster movies, where spectacle mattered more than the plot. I glanced around our living room—the couch, the books, the smell of lemon polish. That was real. What I was watching wasn’t.

“Did they say who is responsible?” I asked.

“Not yet,” June whispered.

“Daddy, what are we going to do?” Sadie asked.

“New York’s far from here,” I said.

“We’re in the same time zone,” Sam pointed out.

June frowned. “Is that right? Knoxville’s in Eastern?”

“Yes, Mom,” Sam said patiently.

Sadie pressed her wet cheeks into my after-work t-shirt and wrapped her arms around me. “We’re going to be okay,” I said.

She was shaking. The newscast continued to roll footage of the carnage. My eyes stayed glued to the screen. 

“Wait…shhh.”

“We are receiving reports from cities worldwide of similar attacks. Russia is blaming Poland, North Korea is blaming China, Israel is blaming Iran, and the United States is currently blaming Mexico.”

Mexico?

I sat down on the hard living room floor with Sadie in my lap, and I studied the footage. I could feel her heartbeat as she squirmed. Her breath was increasingly heavy.

“June.”

“Yeah, hon?” She replied from behind me.

“What are the chances that everyone used the same weapon on each other the same day?”

“I dunno,” she responded.

“Zero,” Sam whispered from her seat. She had now pulled her knees up into her chest and was hugging them tightly.

“Right?” I said. “And who could possibly attack everyone at once?”

Nobody answered.

The footage jumped to bleeding eyes and screaming people in Cambodia, but the effects looked a bit different. Cinematic even.

I grabbed the remote and went to a different stream. Same broadcast. I looked at my phone and speed read the alert that had been pushed out. Everything looked official. I knew I should be scared, but I wasn’t.

“Did they just say it’s in Nashville?” June asked.

I met her eyes and then the TV screen again. That meant this thing was quickly closing in on us. Instead of rolling more footage of the attack, it was a map of the country with pulsing red dots over what seemed to be every major city.

How would an attack like this work? Inside sleeper agents? It wasn’t spreading east to west. It was just… popping up in places with the most population.

Like a plague.

“By the looks of it, Wyoming has no enemies. Or no people.”

Sam half-laughed, but her mom wasn’t having it.

“Will, stop. This is serious!”

Sadie looked up at my face and grabbed a bearded cheek in one hand.

“This isn’t a joke,” she whispered to me, hugging me tighter. “It’s okay to be scared.”

Harper Lee plopped on Sadie and pressed her nose to her chest.

“Will, we have to do something. We could be in real trouble,” June said, already scanning the room like she’d start packing.

“We should go to Grandma's in Kentucky,” Sam said quietly. “It’s rural; wouldn’t be a target.”

“Would Knoxville?” I joked.

June just looked pissed and stormed down the hallway. I told Sadie to pack and went to the bay window, where Harper was fixated on growling. Outside, neighbors were in their driveways, loading cars or talking in frantic clusters.

“I’ll be right back,” I shouted in the general direction of the upstairs bedrooms as I clicked the metal latch to the glass storm door and stepped outside. It had rained recently, and the pavement of my front step was slimy under my toes.

I looked back in the doorway for a pair of slides, but they were missing. Sam must have used them to take out the trash, or Harper moved them again.

Great.

I reluctantly went barefoot down the driveway. Not everyone had stepped outside yet. I could see some neighbors through their windows, eyes glued to TVs, the flickering glow washing fear across their faces. Streetlights cast long, distorted shadows over carefully mowed lawns. The air hummed with a nervous energy you could almost taste.

Down the street, children cried as they were loaded into a van. Somewhere farther off, sirens wailed.

I couldn’t take it.

I looked down.

The gravel crunched under my bare feet as I shifted my weight from step to step. I focused on where I was placing my feet. On what was directly in front of me.

Mrs. Harlan called from across the street, pink-and-red muumuu glowing under the streetlamp. Her perfume hung in the air with an unsettling sweetness.

“Oh my God, William! Did you see the news?” she asked.

“I saw. Don’t believe it.”

“It’s hard to, but Jimmy and Rhonda are hitting the road tonight.”

“Which way?”

“They said west—since the news is now saying the toxin hit New York hardest.”

Travis, the teenager from two houses down, basketball on his hip, piped up. “It’s already in Nashville, though. They would be heading right towards it?”

“Sam thinks the more rural, the safer,” I said.

“I think we are done for.”

I didn’t recognize the voice. I looked to the left, and there stood a stranger. White tank top, worn in blue jeans, and brown boots.

“I hope there is a plan,” he went on.

“I’m sorry, do you live around here?” I asked.

Before he could answer, my family came down the driveway.

“Ready to go?” I asked June.

“Almost.”

“A lot of people are hitting the road tonight,” I said, pointing down the street at neighbors running in and out of houses with supplies. “Mrs. Harlan, what about you?”

“The hospital.”

“Are you feeling sick?” June asked her

“No, but it looked like the people on TV were. A hospital is the safest place to get hurt.” She grinned, dentures flashing.

She wasn’t wrong, but I have never heard anyone say it.

“Should we go to the hospital, too?” I asked June.

She rolled her eyes and slugged me in the arm. She thought I was joking, and I guess that was good. She wasn’t mad anymore.

“We are going to my mom’s,” she said.

Over by the SUV, the kids worked with a grim efficiency. Sam carefully slotted the suitcases into the trunk, their plastic casing sliding easily into the back. Sadie, clutching a worn book in one hand, carried a heavy bag of Replicon cartridges and batteries for Grandma’s Replicon, no doubt, her face pale and unreadable. Mrs. Harlan, in her own driveway, was polishing her chrome bumper with a frantic energy, a brittle smile plastered on her face.

The stranger's voice floated in the air.

“They say it’s spreading fast. Who will help us?”

As I watched, a knot tightened in my stomach. It wasn't the panic that bothered me, but the order of it, the almost rehearsed performance.

“Ready?” June asked, bringing me back.

“Did you pack for me?”

“Maybe,” she said, rising on her tiptoes to give me a soft kiss. Before her heels hit the ground again, everyone’s phone screamed the same emergency broadcast sound.

EMERGENCY ALERT: Neurotoxin expected over Knoxville by sunrise. Curfew is now in effect.

“Babe, let’s just go.” June urged. Her tone indicated to me that I had best start being supportive. If this threat were real, I’d rather be on the road running from it than hunkered down as sitting ducks at home.

“Yeah, let’s go.”
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The sirens and the lights hit first. Blue and red spun through the neighborhood, bouncing off siding and glass until the whole street seemed to pulse. It was natural to panic at the sight, considering the eroding trust in authorities after elections stopped happening. But I found myself strangely calm. Was this really happening? Or was it some elaborate, twisted game?

The people around me, including my family, bolted in all directions toward their homes.

“Attention residents of Knoxville,” the megaphone cracked.

I couldn’t tell if the voice came from a mounted speaker or an officer leaning out the window with a plastic one in hand. The noise and lights overloaded my senses, wrecking my focus.

“This is an emergency message from the Knoxville County Police Department in collaboration with the mayor.” The voice was static, cold—like a pre-recorded statement from an artificial source.

“Due to an imminent threat to the city and surrounding areas, a mandatory curfew is now in effect for all residents of Knoxville County. All residents are ordered to remain indoors, effective immediately—”

“Officer!” I tried to interrupt, but another voice cut through.

“Sir, back away from the vehicle.”

I looked down at my bare feet. I hadn’t taken a step forward, but I still stepped back. I wanted to ask a litany of questions. Instead, I watched as doors slammed and shades snapped shut up and down the street.

The proper response, apparently.

“Essential personnel and emergency services are exempt until the final hour. Anyone attempting to leave the city or enter the city will be escorted back to their residence or to temporary detention facilities. Law enforcement and emergency responders will be on open patrol to ensure compliance. Violations of this mandatory curfew will result in—”

The broadcast drowned beneath the thrumming of a helicopter. A blazing spotlight hit me in the eyes as I scanned the sky. Blinded, I heard scrambling officers pile out of their squad cars.

When my vision cleared, I saw the markings on the hovering Black Hawk: a golden star slashed with lines—an emblem older than the chopper itself. I recognized it instantly. The star marked them as Army Reserves—like my grandpa once was. Now they were Custodians. Everything was Custodians.

Tree branches twisted violently, windows rattled, and the chopper touched down in the neighbor’s yard, far enough from the power lines. Police eyed each other with startled looks as a parade of military vehicles poured into the nearest intersection.

The speed of it all was unnerving. One minute, we were arguing about what to watch; the next, the neighborhood looked like a war zone. The worst part was that the fear on my neighbors’ faces was brutally real. I scanned the manicured yards, the flowerbeds, the perfectly placed Vols flags—things designed to mean nothing bad happens here. All of it seconds from being erased.

Through the haze of lights, I spotted June in the living room window, waving frantically. She wanted me home. But between us now stood a squad car and a line of Custodian soldiers.

“Will?” A Custodian's silhouette broke formation and walked towards me.

I didn’t recognize the voice at first.

“Going for a walk, I see?”

I looked down at my bare feet again and then up at the soldier. Relief washed over me.

“Oh man, I haven’t seen you in ages.”

“I know—it’s been five or six years. How’ve you been?” His face looked more weathered than I remembered. Older. He used to teach high school for the city, and I’d bounce from school to school back then. We hit it off during a session on best practices for teaching history, and after that, I’d look him up whenever I was nearby.

Good old Mr. Jackson. Trey.

“I’m good,” I smiled, though the question felt too casual. “But what is all this about?”

“It’s classified.”

“Is it a weapon of some sort?”

“I can’t say.”

“Who did it? How is it global?”

“Officially, it’s a terrorist attack, but they are saying it lingers and poisons the air itself!”

He almost shouted, then grabbed my forearm hard. “Shhhh!” he whispered, more to himself than to me.

Two Custodians joined us. Over their shoulders, I saw police officers being escorted away in military vehicles. Other Custodians shut down sirens and lights, driving squad cars into the night.

“Is this citizen out of line, Jackson?” A uniformed woman, solid as oak, asked sternly. Her voice was like chipped ice. Every movement was precise, economical. She wasn’t just giving orders—she was setting terms.

The air around her felt tight. Charged.

Trey shifted beside me but didn’t step back. I tried to read his face and couldn’t.

“No, Captain,” he replied. 

“Then what is this about?”

“This is Will Mercer. We used to work together back in the day.” Trey’s tone was flat, his eyes forward.

“Mr. Mercer, was it? You’re going to need shoes.”

“Huh? I thought we had curfew. I can just go back inside.” I gestured lightly across the way.

“Curfew’s cancelled,” another soldier blurted.

“Private Fritz—God dammit.” The captain snapped.

“What do you—”

“Washington is taking over this situation.” She cut me off.

“Say more?” I tried.

She crossed her arms.

“Captain, if I may, Will here is good people. You can trust him.” Trey said.

“Custodians don’t trust. We enforce.”

“Yes, but—”

She cut him off.

“No.”

I looked to Trey, trying to gauge how serious this was.

“Can’t we tell people where they’re going?” Fritz asked.

“Fritz!” The captain yanked him by the sleeve and got nose-to-nose.

Trey leaned closer. “I gotta get going too. I know this is a lot. Just cooperate, Will, and everything will be okay. We’re the good guys.”

“The only good Custodian is you, bud.”

“Don’t say stuff like that. Just… cooperate. You can do that, right?”

“How did you even get involved with these guys?” I asked instead.

“Needed money. Food’s expensive. Well, what we call food. And I guess they needed a token black guy.” He laughed, smiling widely.

I tried to smile back, but none of this made sense. The Trey I knew wouldn’t have joined up with Washington on anything.

“So, I should get my shoes?”

“Shoes, socks, and your family.”

He turned and headed toward the action. Custodians were already pulling people from their homes, walking them to military transports. The street was transforming into a corridor of fear. Faces blurred together—a sea of confusion, resignation, and barely suppressed panic. Drones hummed overhead, their red lights sweeping like predatory eyes.

We were being herded. Processed. Stripped of agency.

I caught a glimpse of Mrs. Harlan, her face pale with terror, clutching a small photo album. I wanted to run, to shout, to do something—but I was paralyzed, caught in the current of events.

“Should we pack anything?” I called.

He didn’t hear me.

As I walked gingerly across the rocky asphalt, I saw Custodians pulling my family away from my house.

“Dad!” Sadie cried.

“I’m coming! What’s going on here? You are cooperating, right?” I shouted.

“We are,” June said angrily as they were shoved past me. “They said if we stayed, it would get in.”

“Hold up, I gotta grab my shoes.” I pleaded with the Custodians. They ignored me, moving quickly.

“They said rural isn’t safer!” June shouted back to me.

I ran inside, slipped into shoes at the back door. No time for socks.

By the time I cleared the yard and driveway, they were gone.

I looked in both directions. The streets were clogged with families funneled into transports. Drones still buzzed overhead, blinking red, recording everything. But no June. No kids.

It pissed me off that the drones knew, and I didn’t. Guilt hit hard. I should have stayed with them. If I didn’t catch up, I was letting them down.

“I don’t want to go to the Safe Zone!” Unmistakably Travis. He hurled a basketball at a Custodian, then kicked violently.

The crack of the stun weapon echoed through the street—sharp, brutal.

Travis’s body went limp.

A collective gasp rippled through the crowd.

It was a warning.

A demonstration of force.

Anger surged through me, hot and useless, but I didn’t move. I couldn’t—not without putting June and Sadie at risk. Every second after that felt calculated, each step a negotiation with fear, trying to survive a situation I didn’t yet understand.

“Cooperation is mandatory!” the captain’s voice boomed from a loudspeaker.

Crowd control tightened. I shoved my way through, desperate for any sign of June.

A large tan transport with the same outdated star pulled away. I may have seen Sadie inside. I couldn’t be sure.

The tank-topped stranger was placed in a smaller, unmarked vehicle and given a walkie. What the hell?

“Trey!” I scanned the crowd. No sign of him.

Then a hand clamped my elbow, tugging me toward another transport.

Private Fritz.

“They’re all going to the same place,” he said, voice trembling. “You’ll find them.”

“They didn’t bring bags,” I said.

“It’s okay.”

“I don’t even have socks!”

Suddenly, I was yanked from behind into a dark vehicle and strapped into a seat. My eyes found Fritz’s.

“You won’t need anything.”
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The transport rumbled away from my neighborhood. The interior was surprisingly sterile, almost clinical. Grey plastic seats, smooth metal walls, and a faint scent of disinfectant mixed with sweat. It smelled less like a vehicle and more like a pre-op. The silence was broken only by the rumble of the engine and the muffled sobs of a child somewhere in the back. I was strapped in a few seats away from Mrs. Harlan, but most of the faces around me were strangers. They must have swept a few blocks at once. I craned my neck, searching for anyone familiar, but I couldn’t see far enough.

How close was this supposed threat? Why would Knoxville be a target? Why would rural not be safe? Why did Trey say it would linger like a permanent problem?

My gut clenched. I forced myself to breathe, to focus on the immediate reality—the swaying of the vehicle, the faces of the strangers around me. Panic wouldn’t help. I needed to stay alert.

To observe.

To figure out what the hell was really going on.

The transport picked up speed. Out the window, I saw the freeway, eastbound. The only other vehicles in motion were military. They’d taken over fast. Alarms must’ve been going off behind the scenes. There were other cars, however, some already abandoned, some pulled over, and passengers were being collected.

“Can you imagine trying this even five years ago?” someone said behind me.

“I don’t know how we’ll pull it off now,” another voice replied. “Still more people than space for them.”

“Captain said there’s enough space—it just requires creativity.” That was Fritz. I couldn’t see him, but I recognized his mousy voice.

“For the whole county?”

“Where are we going?” I asked, twisting toward their direction.

Whispering. Too low to catch.

“Where are you taking us?” I raised my voice. “How do you have a place that we can breathe, but is sealed from the outside air?”

“Mr. Mercer,” Fritz answered calmly, “we’re all going to the Safe Zone.”

More whispers.

“We’re taking you somewhere safer,” another Custodian added.

“Where is safe?” asked the elderly man across the aisle, who apparently had a line of sight on them.

“The Safe Zone,” Fritz repeated unhelpfully.

“I want to go to the hospital.” Mrs. Harlan’s voice cracked.

Silence, then more hushed exchanges.

“Okay,” Fritz said, but it sounded like a question.

“Is the Safe Zone the hospital?” I pressed.


“The Safe Zone is… not not the hospital.”


What did that mean? Did the hospital have a high-efficiency air filtration system and airtight doors? At least they’d have N95 masks.

Fritz’s conflicted evasiveness was infuriating. Not just because he wouldn’t tell us where we were going—but because it felt practiced. Rehearsed.

The old man’s question lingered unanswered, hanging there like proof that no one was actually in control. Or that someone was—and wasn’t telling us.

It felt like being walked into a trap, not with bars and guards, but with soft voices and promises of safety.

I looked around at the other passengers, hoping to catch someone else’s eye. To see the same unease reflected back at me.

Most of them just stared ahead.

Quiet. Still.

Broken—or just terrified of what they’d been told was coming for us.

I gave up on them and started watching highway signs, trying to pin down our route. We were nearing downtown. Maybe the stadium? 

I knew we had food instabilities—hence the Replicons—and I’d had fewer students in my classes over the years, traffic was a little less every day, but surely most people were making it. We were making it.

Until today.

The transport turned toward the Alcoa bridge. Shouts rose, bodies squirmed, and Custodians intervened. I stayed calm. We’d stop sooner or later. Then I’d see what was really happening. Then I’d find Trey.

We exited near UT Medical Center. I hadn’t been there in half a year. The place had grown—new buildings everywhere. Sam’s ankle surgery came back to me—those weeks of driving her here, then across the highway to physical therapy.

The transport stopped. Custodians opened the lift doors, ushering us out in single file. My tennis shoes thudded against the pavement. It was a significant drop, and I spun to make sure Mrs. Harlan had help. She did.

“The hospital!” she exclaimed, almost joyful. “Thank you for taking me here.”

The Custodians stared blankly at each other.

“You’re welcome,” Fritz finally said.

“The hospital is the Safe Zone?” I asked.

“It’s this whole peninsula. The college campus, too, if needed. Your questions will be answered soon enough. Just cooperate.”

There it was again. That word.

We walked past Parking Deck 1, toward what I thought were empty fields between the medical center and the river. But now they brimmed with pop-up tents, port-a-potties, medical stations—all Custodians. No police anywhere.


A banner read KNOXVILLE SAFE ZONE ONE in bright orange.


We marched deeper in line. I searched for June, for the kids. Nothing. Not even Mrs. Harlan anymore. Where was Trey? Why didn’t I recognize anyone?

It felt like I should’ve been at gunpoint, but we were just being guided, nudged forward. What else could we do? I’d seen what they did to Travis.

I couldn’t help but notice how open-air this Safe Zone was. If the aerosolized attack hit, we’d all be toast. This was looking no more secure than my own home. Less so even. There was no indication of what the Custodians were prepping for. An imminent fresh attack on Knoxville, or toxins from a nearby attack blowing in.

“What makes this Safe Zone safe?” I muttered.

“Look at the Custodians,” an unfamiliar man next to me replied. “It’s incredible.”

There were a lot of them, no doubt. But this attack wasn’t something they could fight. They would bleed to death right next to us.

We were herded under floodlights, told to “sit and wait for further instructions.”

The grass was damp, but the ground beneath it was hard. Rows of tents stretched out like mushrooms after rain—orderly, identical. Well, except the logos. I recognized some, not others. It was like that on all the signage, too. Sponsors? That should’ve bothered me more than it did.

Armed Custodians paced the perimeter, rifles cradled with casual precision.

Generators droned. Voices murmured. Nobody laughed.

This wasn’t a haven.

It was a prison camp with better branding.

My family wasn’t there. Trey wasn’t there. Fritz wasn’t there.

I was alone among thousands.

I stood, brushing my hands against my shorts.

“Sir, please take a seat,” a young Custodian barked. She was gripping a heavy gun—don’t ask me what kind. A gun is a gun, right?

I raised my hands in surrender.

“Take a seat.”

“Look, I’m just trying to find my family. We got separated.”

“Take a seat.” She edged closer.

“I can’t find my wife either,” a tall man called.

“I haven’t seen my kids!” a woman shouted.

The crowd erupted—everyone was missing someone.

I moved toward an unarmed Custodian at a folding table. He trembled, fingers shaking over his keyboard.

“Stay where you are, sir,” he mumbled.

“I just have questions.”

“Everything will be answered in time. Just—”

“Cooperate? Yeah, I’ve heard that one.”

He stood so fast his chair toppled. Backed away, eyes darting.

I looked down at myself, baffled. I was wearing a graphic tee, basketball shorts, and tennis shoes with no socks. Early forties, dad bod, greying beard, glasses. Nothing intimidating about me.

“Hey, kid, I just want to know where my wife and kids are. That’s fair, right?”

“Right,” he whispered, stepping back until he tripped on another chair.

“Where is your family?” I asked.

Blink. Blink.

“Do you know where they are?”

A pause. Then: “No.”

“You don’t even know where your family is? That’s crazy. Aren’t you in charge here?”

He laughed nervously. “No.”

“You’re in charge of me, though, aren’t you?”

“Well… “

“Between you and me— shouldn’t you know where your family is?”

A couple of other Custodians spotted our conversation and were closing in fast.

“How could you find out?” I asked, the words flying from my lips.

He shrugged.

“Do you think you could?”

He nodded—right before two Custodians seized my arms, hauling me back toward the group.

To cooperate.

I watched him bolt for a trailer painted with the Custodian logo. He disappeared inside.

I kept watching. Waiting.

An hour passed.

We sat on the grass. More transports arrived. Still, nobody I knew.

At last, an older Custodian appeared with lanyards. Each held a colored card with a single word. Mine read Knox. Most around me matched. A few orange cards read Union. A few green said Blount.

Were they sorting us by counties?

Another hour. The moon climbed high, bright and full, stars drowned by city glow. People without cards were filtered through a registry line, then either sent back to the grass or onto the transports. It didn’t seem to matter what county you were from.

A tap on my shoulder. It was my new timid Custodian friend.

“Hey, kid, did you find something?”

“My family is safe,” he paused. “Yours too.”

I exhaled, grateful, but questions pressed.

“Where are they? They should be here. We were rounded up together.”


“I can’t say, but they are safe.”


“Are there multiple Safe Zones or something?”

“Enough for twenty-two counties.”

“Twenty-two counties? Knoxville’s going to be overwhelmed.”

His eyes flicked around nervously.

“I need to find them.”

He stood there looking resigned.

My heart sank.

“What are you not saying?”

“It’s… intentional.”

My head spun. The Custodian’s hollow reassurance felt like a slap in the face. They are safe. Safe where? Safe from what?

The separation didn’t make any sense. If there was even a chance we were all going to die, we would all rather be with family.

The secrecy gnawed at me. I wanted to scream, to demand answers, but I knew that would only mark me as a problem. So I would stay quiet. Watch. Listen.

“Where is your family?” I asked.

“I don’t know either,” he said. “But they are safe.” His voice was solemn.

“So… ”

“When we push the infected non-responsives back—or whatever winning looks like—things can go back to normal.” He sounded less certain.

“Is that really the plan? Did someone say that?”

“I gotta run. I hope you find your family after all this.”

“Seriously?” I called after him as he trotted away.

“Maybe I’m wrong… ” His voice trailed off.

And he was gone.

I was shoved into a registry line, entered into a database like I was checking in at a doctor’s office. My name was matched with my ID. Afterwards, we were allowed to wander a little. I continued searching everywhere for June, the kids, and Trey. I didn’t call out—just looked and listened for my name.

June would look for me, right?

I was pretty sure.

I wasn’t alone. Everyone’s face said the same thing: I lost them. Some were pale with fear. Others seemed comforted by promises of being reunited. It appeared that only small children remained with a parent.

A drone projected news footage onto the side of a trailer. A crowd gathered, letting it wash over them. They announced that the deadly substance was lingering in the air and killing people hours after the fact. The collective gasp that immediately followed gave me goosebumps.

I couldn’t stand more dread mongering, so I turned away.

“Will!”
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I looked toward the voice calling my name.

“Will Mercer.”

It wasn’t familiar.

“Will Mercer. Age forty-two. Knox County resident.”

The voice was garbled, as if it were coming through a speaker. I raised my hand, and a Custodian swept me into a short line of people heading toward the newest building on the medical campus.

I listened closely to the exchange at the front.

“Janie Maxwell?”

“Yes,” a woman about my age replied.

“Are you prepared to cooperate for the sake of your family’s safety?” The man asking looked more medical than military. He had a familiar Zivot Tech logo, a global company based in Tennessee and Georgia, on his coat.

“Do you know where my family is?”

“They are safe.”

“Then, yes. I want to be safe too.”

She was escorted into the stark white building, the doors shutting behind her.

What exactly were they doing in there? The building looked sturdy, but sturdy wasn’t airtight. That’s what this was all about, right? It was big—towering, even—but there was no way it could hold hundreds of thousands of people. Without fences outside, maybe they really would stack us inside like sardines. Or maybe I was overestimating the population. I dreaded the thought.

We waited twenty minutes before the old man in front of me stepped up. He asked a better question.

“What is the plan to protect us?” His voice rasped.

“All will be made known.”

“Do you just not know?” I asked over his shoulder.

“I am not privy to Washington’s overall plan. I only know my stage, but I’ve been assured of safety,” the gatekeeper said.

“We aren’t all going to fit in there.” I offered.

“Sir, please wait for your turn.”

The old man was waved through. I was next.

“Are you prepared to cooperate for the sake of your family’s safety?”

“It depends.”

“This is very serious. We are only trying to help you.”

“What is on the other side of that door?”

“Agree to cooperate, and you will see.” He sounded robotic, reading from a script.

“What if I want to wait out here for my family so we can find safety together?”

“Sir.”

“I’d hate to be in there when the rooms fill up, leaving my wife and kids outside… alone.” I tried tugging at his heartstrings, but only tugged my own. Tears welled in my eyes.

The Custodian captain I’d seen earlier whispered in his ear.

The gatekeeper tilted his head. “Mr. Mercer, you will see your family inside.” A smile tugged at his mustached lips, but it didn’t reach his eyes. It appeared as an act. As we walked forward toward the door, I noticed the walls weren’t quite white, but a sickly off-white. A strong breeze swept through the complex, carrying the musty fish scent of the nearby river. 

“Let’s go in then,” I blurted. “Cooperation and all that.”

The captain nodded to a private, who took my arm and walked me forward.

“Next.” The gatekeeper said behind me.

The doors hissed open. A long hallway stretched out—floor, walls, and ceiling tiled white. Flawless, unnervingly so. There were no charts on the walls, no cheerful posters, no signs of life beyond sterile efficiency. The air was completely still, void of your typical hospital hum. 

Another door waited at the end, but smaller doors lined both sides of the hallway. It didn’t look like any hospital I’d ever seen.

The private led me to the first door on the right, knocked twice, and it hissed open. Inside was a stainless-steel-lined room. No medical equipment. Just a conveyor belt, like a cafeteria or airport security, bins stacked neatly.
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