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        They called her the miracle baby.

        There might have been others who were born during the devastating events that annihilated most of the earth in June 2010, but she was the one of legend.

        She was born in a concrete block garage in the midst of raving earthquakes and horrific storms. Three days later, her mother simply passed away, as did nearly all of the other survivors. They had thought they’d made it through the worst. But even after the sun finally rose on a silent world, frosting it with a hopeful, golden glow, they learned the destruction wasn’t over.

        People dropped to the ground, dead, by the hundreds. Thousands. For no apparent reason.

        Yet the pretty baby girl stubbornly lived through it all.

        And with the miracle of her birth and survival was also given a burden and a blessing.
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      When they brought him to Selena, he was already breathing the death rattle.

      “Pigment found him covered by a pile of brush,” Sam told her. “Sniffed him right out like he was a little rabbit. He doesn’t look too good, but…I thought at least you could make him more comfortable. Help him along.”

      She looked at Sam, looked at his young, sad eyes and sighed inwardly. She might be used to the constant face of death, to the “helping along,” but he shouldn’t be. The brittleness that seemed to settle over her lately felt sharper. What kind of life was she giving her son?

      “Well, thanks to Pigment,” she said, concentrating on a gentle smile. “I hope you gave him a treat.”

      “I’m going to give him a rib bone right now, but we wanted to bring him to you first.”

      “He was alone?” she asked, thinking about the man’s family. Surely they’d come along and find him. They’d want to be with him.

      Sam nodded. “No one else around. Looked like someone either buried him, thinking he was dead, or hid him. We looked,” he added with an earnest gaze.

      “All right, then. Thanks, guys,” she said, her gratitude encompassing the two other sixteen-year-old boys. “I’ll do what I can to make it easier for him.”

      Selena turned to the man who lay sprawled on one of the beds, having been deposited there gently, albeit awkwardly, with the enthusiasm of three teenagers. The familiar gray haze of death shimmered around him, but the afternoon sun pouring through the window sent waves of lavender filtering through it. What should have been dull motes of dust sparkled silver and purple in the light.

      She frowned and stared, stepping closer, drawing her fingers gently through the mist, disturbing the glittery dust. Selena had never seen it do that before…and she’d been seeing the death cloud, as she privately called it, for as long as she could remember.

      Yet she never found the gray miasma frightening; it was like a soft cloud enveloping the body, cloaking it as if to soften its passage into the next world. It never sparkled, nor had she ever seen it manifest in any other hue but gray to blue.

      A quick glance around the room told her that everything else remained the same: Jules lay in the corner section, his breathing shallow and quick. Rattling faintly, but not as deeply as this new arrival. The haze around the forty-eight-year-old man had morphed from gray to blue, indicating that he’d be gone soon. Most likely within the next hours. His heavenly guides, visible only to her and Jules, of course, sat vigil next to him, waiting for him to relinquish his last hold on life. One of them was his daughter, who’d died three years ago in this very space. His wife, who was still living, had left an hour ago to tend to their cows and should be back soon.

      On the other side of the room, cloistered by the blanket screening off her section, Maryanna’s breathing was nearly silent.  The gray vapor around the young woman wavered, but rose tall and strong, readying itself to buffer her during the change. Her husband rested next to her, exhausted and ashen-skinned, waiting for the inevitable. She looked more peaceful than he did, as he held her small, blue-veined hand in his large one.

      Selena’s heart squeezed and that edge of emptiness poked her. She pushed it away—for now. She had Sam. And Vonnie. And even Frank.

      Later, she would grieve for all of them. But now, she had work to do.

      Turning, she checked on little Clara, the sole survivor of a zombie attack in her settlement two years ago. She’d survived that horror only to succumb to a different one. The tumor that distended her belly made her look as if she had an extra pillow under her blankets. She was bathed in the same gentle gray mist as Maryanna and Jules. Though her death cloud had blued as well, she was conscious, her eyes open, watching Selena from across the room.

      “Are you in pain?” Selena asked. “Can I get you some water? A little puff?”

      Where the hell is Jen? She should have been back by now. I’ve got to see if there’s any hope for this guy.

      But she already knew there wasn’t. Once the gray haze came, that was the beginning of the inevitable. Maybe fifty years ago before the Change, when everything was different, there might have been hope.

      “No,” Clara replied. “I’m just looking at him. His cloud is so pretty. All the sparkles.”

      Selena smiled at the simplicity and accuracy of the eight-year-old. She wasn’t surprised that the girl could see the death cloud. After decades of experience, nothing about the dying surprised her anymore. They were the only ones who really understood.

      And yes indeed, the new arrival was pretty, all covered in faint sparkling lavender and silvery-gray. But what did it mean?

      She turned her full attention to him. Sam and his friends had tried to be gentle, but they weren’t used to carrying and moving the dead weight of full-grown men, especially ones as solid and muscled as this one, and he’d been deposited clumsily, half on his side.

      Blood stained his shirt, dried and crusted in places, yet damp and oozing directly over his chest. Already, it colored the blanket beneath him, seeping into an irregularly-shaped spot. One arm, bared by a sleeveless shirt and streaked with blood and grime, had a long red dragon tattooed on it.

      Selena glanced at it but she didn’t have time to look closely, for if there was anything to be done for him she’d need to call for Cath over in Yellow Mountain. Usually by the time they got to Selena, Cath had already seen them and done what she could.

      His breathing shifted, the rattle deepening as though fluid filled the lungs. The fluid was probably blood, and that meant nothing good. Selena looked at his face, which appeared to be drawn with pain and fatigue. He couldn’t be more than thirty.

      Young pup.

      And a handsome one at that, with shiny black hair cropped short and falling every which way in ragged spikes. Long sideburns framed a face with high cheekbones and more than a bit of Asian in the eyes and skin tone. Full lips, smashed into an almost pucker as he lay on his side. Nice, rounded muscles on his arms and beneath the hiked-up leg of his jeans.

      If I were twenty years younger….Oh, and if he weren’t dying…

      Smiling wryly to herself—because, after all if she didn’t have a sense of humor in a life like this, she’d be even more screwed up than she was—Selena washed her hands with the lemon-infused soap and reached for his uppermost hip, ready to shift him onto his back. At the last minute, she decided to remove his shirt first. At least she could clean him up, see the injury, and put him in a fresh tunic.

      Something fresh in which to die.

      She frowned. Humor was all good and well, but lately, her thoughts had trailed into unpleasantness more often than not. She needed a change. Or at least some way to find relief and ease from the sadness of her work.

      As she removed the grimy, sodden clothing, she saw that he had another dragon tattoo curling down his muscular back. This one was blue, and its single visible eye sparkled down near his hip.

      Sparkled?

      Selena knelt next to him to get a closer look, unable to help noticing the beginning curve of his butt just below sagging jeans. Hmm. It was more like a glint than a sparkle. What in the crazy world was that?

      Gingerly, she reached to touch it with her finger.

      A fiery, painful jolt shot through her, and she jerked her hand away. “What the hell!”

      Selena stared down at him, listening to the ragged, guttural breathing that portended no good, but went inexorably on and on. She could see the glint of something metal right there, as if it were embedded in his skin.

      Or as if his skin was merely a covering over something metal.

      Was he some kind of Klingon? A robot?

      An Elite?

      Heart pounding, she sat back on her haunches, still crouched next to the bed. Could that explain the odd-colored sparkles in his death cloud?

      She’d never had an Elite brought to her here—which was no surprise, since, duh, Elites were immortal because of the crystals embedded in their bodies. They didn’t die, so they didn’t need the Death Lady.

      But….this guy had metal under his skin. Maybe he wasn’t even a man after all.

      But then why did he have the death cloud? The haze?

      He felt warm, he felt human. He breathed. He obviously bled. His heart tried to pump, but it was weak and erratic. He was definitely a man.

      “Use the crystal.”

      Selena stiffened so sharply she nearly lost her balance, catching herself with a palm on the rug. She turned. “What did you say?”

      Clara had somehow shifted to sit up in her bed. Her eyes in their youthful face were full of wisdom and clarity. “They told me to tell you to use your crystal.”

      Heart pounding, Selena rose slowly to her feet. No one knew about the crystal except Vonnie. “Who?”

      Clara smiled and made a sharp, jerky gesture to the corner near her bed. Where her guides, or angels, as she preferred to call them, usually appeared. They weren’t there, or at least weren’t visible to Selena at that moment. “You know,” the girl told her. Her smile grew broader, almost beatific. The blue cloud billowed.

      Then, suddenly, the light in her eyes faded as if a cloud slid in front of the sun. A pang of fear stabbed Selena in the gut and she ran.

      She got to Clara’s side in time to touch her hand. “Clara.” No, oh no.

      It was hard enough watching life ease from the eyes of any person, but it was the most difficult with children. Yet, they were always so brave, so clear-eyed about it. The death haze had deepened and, as she sat there next to the little girl, Selena felt herself enveloped by the blue cloud. Clara’s parents were there in the fog, waiting to help her, and her aunt as well, their images wavering in the distance. Selena closed her hands over each of the smaller ones and felt the warmth ease from the girl’s fingers, her throat dry.

      At least she would be with her parents now.

      As the life slipped away and Clara’s muscles relaxed, her wave of memories came. Images, visions, feelings, in short, jerky vignettes and dream-like moments, flooding Selena’s mind, prickling like a million pin-needles as she absorbed them. She fought back tears and accepted them. This part of her calling was the most intimate, the most difficult…and yet, the most beautiful.

      At last, the little girl’s hands went soft and limp. Her breathing stopped. Her little heart rested.

      The blue haze disintegrated.

      And Selena closed the young, wise eyes with two gentle thumbs, then wiped her own.

      She didn’t know how long she sat there, looking down at the serene little face with its wispy hair brushed back from the temples, doing her private grieving, her prayers and memorials, but it wasn’t until a sudden gasp from the corner pulled her out of her moment of silence.

      Selena was up and away from the small body in a flash, but by then it was too late. The dragon man gave a violent shudder, his eyes closed as if in pain, and a last desperate breath. And then…nothing.

      She bent, tucking her ear to his chest. Silence. No heartbeat. No faint heave from the lungs. The haze disintegrated, leaving nothing but a few last sparkling dust motes in the air.

      He was dead.

      And she didn’t know who he was or where he belonged.
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      “What the hell do you mean, you lost Theo?” Lou Waxnicki heard his own voice rise and crack, not with age but with fear and disbelief. He looked up at the massive man looming over him. For once, Fence didn’t have that devil-may-care glint in his eyes.

      In fact, the guy looked downright miserable, and the misery had nothing to do with the streaked blood dried on his coffee-colored face or the way he cradled his left arm. Lou saw the red and swelling flesh on his chin and arms and knew it would turn purple and green with bruising by the next day. He’d been in some hellacious fight, but the real misery was in his eyes, bloodshot and dull with pain.

      “And Quent? Where the hell is he?” Lou demanded, but in a marginally lower voice. “Did he find his father?”

      Theo was Lou’s twin brother, and he and Fence had insisted on going with Quent on that suicidal mission—to find his father, who was one of the leaders of the immortal Elite.

      Sage had risen from her computer chair and placed her cool hands on his shoulders, a thumb brushing the edge of his silvery gray ponytail. “What happened?” she asked, squeezing gently in a silent suggestion of patience. Her fingers, strong from working on the keyboards day after day, were firm and sure.

      And how frail he felt, even to himself, under those slim fingers. How old and frail. Lou and Theo were both seventy-eight years old, but through a crazy twist of fate, Theo had been affected physically so that he’d hardly aged in the last fifty years. He still looked the same as he had when the cataclysmic events of the Change had occurred, leaving Lou to seem more like his grandfather than his twin.

      “We were captured by one of the bounty hunters and Theo was shot. Bad. In the chest,” Fence said, looking at Lou steadily. “The only hope was to get him back here to see if Elliott could save—uh, fix him, ’cause there wasn’t anything else to be done. Quent went on to find Fielding while I brought Theo back here to Envy. He was bad off, and I was goin’ so fast when I—”

      A little tone from the computer in the corner had Lou and Sage both glancing over. The chime played the first few bars of the Mission Impossible theme—one of Theo’s little jokes since he knew how much his twin hated the Tom Cruise movie—but even from where he sat, Lou could see that the email wasn’t from Theo. It was an automated update from one of the thirty network access points that had been secretly installed within a fifty-mile radius of Envy.

      His sharp peal of hope ebbed.

      “Long story short, I had to put Theo down and hide him.” Fence continued as if nothing had interrupted the conversation. But then, he probably wasn’t attuned to every single sound the dozen PCs and Macs made like Lou and Sage were. “I was fixing to come back for him right away, but then I did a number through the floor of the building. Banged my head pretty good. When I woke up, I had to climb my ass out of there, and when I got back to where I left him, Theo was gone.”

      “No clue where he went?”

      “He sure as shit didn’t get up and walk away, Lou. And it wasn’t an animal that got him, or a zombie, ’cause they’d have left evidence.” Fence’s temper, which truthfully, seemed more aimed at himself than Lou, seemed to ebb as he smoothed a hand over his bald head. “I looked everywhere but couldn’t find hide nor hair of him. He disappeared good.”

      “But he was shot,” Lou said, taking care with his words. Because the reality was starting to sink in. “He wouldn’t last long without medical treatment.”

      “No.” Fence’s voice was a barely audible whisper. “I can’t see him making it without Elliott’s help.”

      Which was the big guy’s way of saying he was dead. Theo was dead.

      No.

      Theo was indestructible. He had more lives than a cat.

      No.

      Lou pulled to his feet, feeling every seventy-eight year-old joint creak in protest. Some days he felt as young as his brother looked—which was to say, thirtyish. But on a day like today, he felt older than God.

      “I’ll get Jade and Elliott,” Sage said, already starting toward the exit of their secret, subterranean computer room. “Simon will want to go too, and Wyatt. To look for him.” She glanced at Fence.

      He nodded, his dark face weary but his eyes sharp. “Yeah. It’s a day trip from here.”

      “I’m coming this time,” Lou said, his voice flat. “I’m not staying back here again.”

      Sage opened her mouth to argue, but Lou wasn’t about to listen to her. “I’m fucking going. End of story.”

      And then he closed his eyes for a moment and felt. Reached out for that tangible thread that connected him and Theo—that same thread that had told him his twin had survived the Change too. The thread that had drawn him closer and closer to his brother until he found him.

      For the first time, he felt nothing. The thread was broken.

      Lou opened his eyes and realized that he was alone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Use the crystal.

      Selena gazed down at the man, beautiful even in death with his smooth, faintly sheened olive skin and thick, dark lashes.

      It was too late.

      Yet, something compelled her to move toward the small chest in the corner where she dozed while on watch during the night. She’d put the crystal in there this morning, which was unusual, since she usually kept it safely in her room.

      She opened the latch and dug out the small, jagged piece of pale, rose-colored stone. It felt warm to the touch and for a moment, Selena indulged anger and guilt. If she’d moved faster, not needed to attend to Clara, would it have made a difference for him?

      Use the crystal.

      But how? Even if it wasn’t too late, what could she have done with it? It wasn’t used to heal people.

      The translucent stone, which was about the size of her thumb, had dark red veins deep inside. Selena looked at it, and the gem seemed to grow warmer as she stared down at it. Because of her hand closing around it, of course.

      Or not.

      She’d had it for as long as she could remember. According to Vonnie, when she’d found Selena, the crystal had been wedged inside her swaddling blankets, beneath her arm. By accident or design, no one knew. For years, Selena had kept it tucked away in her personal effects, having convinced herself that it belonged to Lena, the name she’d given to the woman who’d given birth to her during the Change. Whether it was or wasn’t, she didn’t know. But she did know that there had always been a small pink mark under her arm about the size of that stone.

      When she was eighteen, she’d discovered its power and purpose. There were days when she wished she hadn’t, when she wondered why me? And now, she glanced automatically toward the window to check the sun’s position. A shiver prickled over her. Night would come soon.

      She forced herself to turn from the window, smoothing her thumb over the crystal. Despite its power, she didn’t see how it could help in this situation. He was a man, not a zombie.

      Gripping the red-veined stone, Selena returned to the dragon man’s bed. He still lay half on his side, having shifted during his last moments of life. One leg, sturdy and powerful looking, lay sprawled half over the other one, bared by the hiked-up leg of his jeans.

      As before, Selena’s attention was caught by the fierce blue dragon curling down his sleek back, ending in the glint of its eye.

      A little prickle zipped up her arm from the hand that held the rose stone. Almost like a spark. Or a really sharp nudge.

      She gasped, not from pain or even surprise, but from realization. Understanding. Oh.

      Huh. Really?

      Wetting her lips, chewing on the lower one nervously, she adjusted her grip on the stone and settled it against the dragon’s eye. Closed her eyes. And prayed.

      The fiery shock jolted her eyes open just in time for her to see the man arch, recoiling and snapping once, like a whip, and then collapse back onto the bed. She stared down: at the crystal she still held, at the smooth-skinned, heaving chest that was now fully visible, and up along his tense, corded throat, over the parted lips and higher.

      He opened his eyes.

      “Bang,” said Selena. “And holy shit.”
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      Theo’s brain was filled with mush, like the gray, gloppy oatmeal his mom used to make him and Lou eat for breakfast in the winter. The only way it had been palatable had been when they drowned it in brown sugar, dried cherries, and lots of milk.

      He looked around the room, trying to remember how he’d come to be here. Or even where he was. The place was unfamiliar, with light colored sheets of fabric hanging from the ceiling as if to cordon off a private space for his bed. The window next to him indicated it was early in the morning or getting toward night. A floral-scented breeze filtered through.

      The low murmur of voices told him he wasn’t alone, but because of the privacy, he couldn’t see anyone. Was this some sort of hospital? An old house that had been made into a hospital? Pretty damn big house, from what he could tell. Ceilings were high and the window next to him was tall and wide. He tried to sit up to look out the window and see if the exterior looked familiar, but he was too weak and his head spun.

      So Theo focused on what he knew, closing his eyes in concentration. Memory flashes blitzed through his mind: riding on horseback in the cool, green forest with Quent and Fence…the confrontation with the bounty hunter named Seattle, and the unexpected fire flooding his chest and beyond. He’d been shot.

      Then…sluggishness and swirling gray behind his eyes. A soft voice, light hands, fleeting memories of daylight and nighttime, of something warm and liquid trickling between his lips.

      Sage.

      He drew her face, her brilliant fiery-red hair and clear aqua eyes, into his memory like a comforting blanket. He had books for her in his pack, didn’t he?

      Theo opened his eyes, staring at a small crack in the ceiling as he concentrated…and then the wave of memory flooded him, followed by a crash of pain. Dull and heavy, it settled in his belly.

      Sage had chosen Simon.

      Right.

      Theo squeezed his eyes closed, turning his head to the side as if to avoid the knowledge. That was why he’d been so eager to go with Quent and Fence on the mission. To get away from Envy, away from Sage and Simon and the intimate glances between them. And the passing touches, so casual and easy. And, most of all, the underlying glow of happiness on her face.

      He became aware, suddenly, that he wasn’t alone. Something shifted in the air and the change brought a flowery scent with it. Theo opened his eyes and found a woman standing near the edge of the bed, looking down at him.

      He couldn’t really consider her old, because she was probably younger than he was, although he didn’t look any older than thirty. He guessed her to be about sixty, based on the delicate lines crisscrossing her cheeks and the bit of sag in her jawline. A young sixty, but still, eighteen years younger than he was in actual years.

      And such long, long years they had been, these last fifty. Living in a world that had been fairly razed to the ground and slowly rebuilt.

      The woman, who was soft and rounded with age, had heavy dark hair liberally streaked with white that curled in a crazy mop around her face and jaw. Her green-brown eyes danced with energy and her mouth formed what seemed like a perpetual smile. She was holding a cluster of silvery green leaves in one hand, and a mug with a spoon sticking out of it in the other. “You’re awake,” she said, stating the obvious, then turned away to call to someone in the distance, “He’s awake again!” The spoon clanked.

      Then, as if she hadn’t just split his eardrums, she drew up a chair, pulling it close, and settled on it with enthusiasm. The spoon clattered in the mug again as she shifted even closer. “You’ve been in and out of consciousness for the last three days. But this is the clearest I’ve seen your eyes, so maybe you’ll stay with us for a bit, hm?”

      Theo wasn’t ready to try his voice yet, so he nodded once. The smell coming from whatever was in that mug made his stomach convulse. He was damned hungry and he hoped it was for him.

      To his disappointment, she put the mug on the table next to him and gestured with the bundle of pungent leaves. They were oblong and slender, with a pebbled texture and smelled a bit musty, almost skunky. “We weren’t sure what you wanted with these,” she said, waving them in front of him. “Do you want us to make tea or put them in that—it’s broth,” she said, jerking her thumb at the cup. “Or do you just eat them? Like a salad?”

      Theo stared at her, trying to make sense of her words. But he couldn’t, so he had to try his voice. Which, it turned out, worked pretty well. “What is it?”

      The woman settled back in her chair, surprised. “Why, it’s sage. You’ve been asking for it, haven’t you? Took us a few days to find it, but….”

      Theo had already turned away, and if it was possible for a sick man to flush, he was doing it. Oh, Jesus. “Could I just have the broth,” was all he said. “I’m hungry.”

      “Of course,” she told him, and to his relief, she set the cluster of leaves down on the table.

      He’d had three good spoonfuls of the most delicious broth he’d ever tasted when another woman appeared from behind the curtain-like walls. Though he was more interested in the soup than this new arrival, Theo’s first impression was one of peaceful energy.

      Which seemed like an oxymoron, but he was going by half-formed first impressions in a still gloppy-gray brain. Other things filtered through the mush: the fact that she was younger than the first woman, with long, thick, dark brown hair, more spare in build, not quite as boisterous and energetic…but capable. Capable, peaceful, serene.

      She came up to the bed and stood next to it, staring down as if she’d never seen him before. And maybe she hadn’t; how the hell would he know. “You’re really alive,” she said. Wonder in her voice. “How do you feel?”

      “Hungry,” he said, opening his mouth enough for the spoon to slip in. Suddenly, he felt odd lying here with two women gazing down at him, being spoonfed like he was a baby.

      “I’ll take over,” she said, turning to the older woman. “Thanks, Vonnie.”

      Vonnie stood with the same alacrity with which she’d sat, bumping against the bed as she moved out of the way to make room for the newer arrival. “I’ll go check on Maryanna.”

      “She seems to be in pain. Maybe you could burn a little for her? She’s not ready to go yet.” Her voice sounded a little taut, but how would Theo know what her voice normally sounded like? “And Sam’s complaining about being hungry.”

      “So what else is new?” Vonnie said, bustling from the little sheet-enclosed carrel. She gave a little laugh and a toss of her hand as she passed by the outside of the area, making the fabric billow a bit. “I’ll handle it. Take your time, Selena.”

      Selena had lifted a spoonful of broth, but Theo, feeling ridiculous and also a bit like an insect pinned to a corkboard from the way she was looking at him, hauled himself into a more upright position. “I can feed myself. Thank you.”

      She handed him the mug and spoon without comment and watched silently as he ignored the spoon and sipped from the mug.

      “You died three days ago,” she said after a moment.

      Theo’s head hurt, and so, suddenly, did his chest. His everywhere. Surreal. That was all he could think. This was surreal. Sitting in a place where he didn’t know anyone, having no idea how he got here, being nursed by a woman named Selena, being told he died. Three days ago.

      With a fucking bunch of sage sitting on the table next to him.

      He wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry.

      “Am I dead now?” was the only thing he could think of to say. He could be in Heaven. Or wherever you went before you went there, because God knew, he wasn’t perfect. He certainly wasn’t in Hell. Because that had been back in New Vegas, watching Sage and Simon.

      Selena shook her head. “No. I brought you back to life.”

      Theo slammed the mug back too hard and choked on a healthy gulp of broth. Being brought back to life was an impossibility in this world. It might have happened before the Change, back before June of 2010, when there were defibrillators and emergency rooms…but not here.

      Although…didn’t Lou claim he’d resurrected him, when he found him in the subterranean chamber during the Change? He made jokes about bringing Theo back to life by waking him from what had been a coma-like sleep.

      Theo swallowed. “How did you do that?” he asked, keeping his voice as nonchalant as hers had been.

      “I’m not sure,” she replied, and her eyes crinkled a bit at the corners. A little smile, a bit rueful and even bemused, it created a few more delicate lines near the corners of her mouth. Not dimples, not wrinkles…but life lines.  He realized suddenly that she could be in her forties, even.

      “It was a sort of miracle,” she continued. “A definite miracle. It’s never happened before. But you were definitely dead. For a good…five, ten minutes.”

      Theo found he didn’t really like that idea after all. He hadn’t actually died last time, had he? He closed his eyes, then opened them again.

      Her eyes, he noticed, were light, rich brown. The color of caramel or brandy, and they’d focused on him. “Maybe you want to tell me your name so I don’t have to call you Miracle Man? Or Dragon Guy?”

      “Theo.”

      “Well, welcome back to the living, Theo,” Selena said. She shifted in her seat and he revised his guess at her age. Definitely no older than forty. Not with a golden body that tight and curvy. Maybe even early thirties. Look at those arms. “How do you feel? Besides hungry?”

      “Tired and sore,” he replied, pulling himself up a bit more. “Fuzzy-headed. Where am I, by the way?”

      She’d picked up that damned bunch of sage and was smoothing her fingers over the long oval leaves. “Near Yellow Mountain.”

      Yellow Mountain. It rang a distant bell, but the gloppiness prevented him from focusing. “I’m from New Vegas—some people call it Envy. Do you know where that is?”

      Selena shrugged and flapped a hand. “That way? I’ve had people come from all over, New Vegas included. I don’t ask the details; it’s enough that they’re here.”

      Theo smelled something, and it distracted him for a moment. A familiar smell, sweet and unmistakable, wafting in the air. He sniffed again, just to be sure. “Is that marijuana?”

      She nodded, taking the empty mug from him. “Yes. Would you like some?” She smiled, then added, “I meant, would you like some more soup? Unless you’re in pain, and then I’ll have Vonnie bring the bong over when she’s done with Maryanna. It seems to help her, and if there’s anything I can do to make things easier, I will.”

      All righty then. And it wasn’t as if pot was illegal anymore. The laws in this world were fairly non-existent, especially outside of Envy, which was the largest known settlement of humans.

      “I’m not in pain. But I could eat some more.”

      And then all of a sudden, the murkiness slipped away enough for him to realize who she was. “You’re the Death Lady.”

      A little humorless smile twitched her lips, and she nodded. “Yes, that’s what they call me.”

      He’d heard of her, this woman who spent her life sitting with people as they died, caring for and helping them. Like a post-Change hospice, he guessed. And since there weren’t any real doctors and certainly no hospitals, let alone drugs or surgeries, Theo knew just how busy she must be. And how important her role was. He’d heard about her back in Envy, and on his missions beyond those safe walls as he tried to add members to the secret Resistance movement and set up network access points to build their version of the post-Change Internet.

      “How the hell did you ever—” he started, then realized his tone made him sound like an ass, so he amended, softening his voice, “How did you ever get started doing this?”

      Selena put the mug down and settled in her chair, folding her arms under the breasts that filled out her t-shirt quite nicely. “Most of my patients, I guess you’d call them, don’t talk much, and certainly don’t ask me such pointed questions. But then again, everyone else who’s ever come to me has left this world and crossed over to the other. So I guess you’re just different all around.”

      “So, yeah. Since you brought me back to life, you’ve only yourself to blame. You coulda let things alone, you know.” He cracked a rueful smile.

      She looked at him thoughtfully. “I sure could have,” she replied, nodding as if some great mystery were revealed in his eyes. “But I was told how to save you, so I did.”

      “You were told to save me. Dare I ask by who? And how?”

      Selena rose and picked up the mug, the spoon clinking once more. “You can ask, but I think I’ll keep that to myself. I’ll get you some more soup, and if you’re really nice, I’ll tell you how I got to be named after a female wizard.”

      With that, she turned and walked out of the area before he had a good chance to really check her out.

      Nothing surprised him more than the vague disappointment that he hadn’t.

      Guess I’m not dead yet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Selena scooped up the broth, which had been made from peppers, carrots and onions, roasted then simmered in water and wine and flavored with celery, parsley and garlic. It smelled delicious and set her mouth to watering. And Theo had certainly enjoyed the soup if the way he slurped it down was any indication.

      But being brought back to life…not so much.

      Not a bit of gratitude there.

      He didn’t come out and say it, but she sensed it. There was some reluctance to return to this world, this plane.

      There were some who fought death, and some who went easily—it depended upon whether they had unfinished business here or not. But this one…this dragon man…he’d done neither. He just seemed ready. Tired.

      Why did you tell me to save him? She looked around, reflexively up toward the ceiling even though the guides usually sat or stood at eye level. As if there’d be an answer. She’d been asking why for forty years, and she’d never had a clear one yet.

      But occasionally, the guide she’d come to think of as her own guardian angel would appear. Not giving answers to why, of course…just guidance. Just as she had the first time Selena had experienced the death cloud—or at least the first time she remembered doing so.

      She was five years old, sitting next to an old woman out in a field and making daisy chains while Vonnie picked raspberries with the old woman’s daughter. The old woman seemed dry as an old stick, ready to blow away in the breeze, shriveled into herself in peaceful silence. Her eyes were watery but bright, and she spoke very little, but mostly not at all. Her hair was white, with a bit of gray threading through it.

      Selena remembered chattering on and on to the old woman when the blond haired woman who often came to help her and Vonnie appeared, sitting on the grass. At that time, she thought little of the fact that the mysterious Wayren often materialized like a puff of air; it was just the way she came and went. As Selena had come to learn since, children were often much more accepting of the presence of guides and angels than their older counterparts were.

      “Watch,” Wayren had told her, her pale blond hair shining in the sun. She always seemed to have a happy glow around her, but that day it seemed to grow larger and larger…and eventually encompassed the elderly woman.

      Selena saw the glittering in the sunlight, the little sparkles around the woman. Silver and gray, and then bluish, spinning, whirling, spiraling up.

      “It’s pretty,” she said.

      Wayren nodded. “No one can see it but you. It’s a gift. But more than that, it’s a responsibility. Now. Hold her hand, for she’ll need you to help her. She’s about to leave us.”

      Selena didn’t understand how the woman was going to leave if she held her hand, but she did as her guide said. Grasping fragile, skinny fingers, she looked into the elderly woman’s gray-brown eyes.

      The flurry of sparkling gray and blue fog grew larger and she knew something was going to happen. “Hold onto my hand,” she said, not knowing from where the words came. “I’ll be here.”

      And so it had happened. Selena hadn’t been frightened, or even particularly sad. She gained those attributes as she grew older and began to understand what death meant to the people left behind.

      It took her longer to realize what Wayren had meant about it being a responsibility. That it was something she must employ, must use, to help people find their way from life into death. She helped ease their pain—physical, and, more importantly, emotional and spiritual.

      But the greatest part of her calling she didn’t learn until she was much older, when she discovered the power of the crystal, and what she had to do with it.

      Giving herself a little mental shake, and coming back to the present, Selena gathered up Theo’s refilled mug and a clean spoon. After a moment of thought, she added a hunk of bread studded with sunflower seeds to a small plate. He looked hungry enough. As she passed by the window, she couldn’t ignore that the sun had lowered to rest on the horizon, an infinite distance away.

      Darkness in a few hours. Night seemed to come so much more quickly lately. Too quickly. And then she’d have to go out into it. Find whatever zombies she could—or have them find her.  Selena looked into the distance, toward the purple-gray jut of the mountains and the dull green of forest, the boxy shapes of ruined buildings studding the space between. So peaceful. Now.

      But soon….

      I could stay in tonight.

      The temptation seized her, wrapped around like a vise over her throat.

      Just for one night.

      She could sit with her patients, she could even exchange jokingly-rude comments with miraculous Theo, watch him gulp down more soup. Maybe even see if he’d give her a decent game of chess since no one else could. Try to figure out how to fix the old DVD player that had finally ground to a halt.

      Staring at the long shadows, automatically watching for the hulking movements of the zombies, Selena’s shoulders felt tight, as if they would snap at the slightest movement.

      She knew she couldn’t save them all. Of course she couldn’t save them all. Just as she couldn’t ease every dying person into the next plane.

      She could stay in.

      But she wouldn’t, dammit. She wouldn’t.

      Because it was her gift. And her responsibility.
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      When Theo battled through the dreams and dragged his eyes open, it was dark. But this time, he didn’t need a moment to recall where he was.

      Ruuu-uuuthhhh. Ruthhhhhh.

      The distant, mournful cries of the zombie-like gangas filtered through the silence, and at first he thought they’d followed him out of his dreams. Next to Theo, the window was open, allowing a fresh night breeze to filter over his clammy skin. Damp and sticky he was, from the memories of death and destruction, vivid and horrifying now as they had been in reality fifty years ago…and over the years since. He closed his eyes, trying to banish the remnants of the nightmares that clung like stubborn moss. They wouldn’t release him.

      They didn’t come every night, not anymore. But often enough that he had to drag himself free, and that the nights he didn’t, he awoke grateful for a full sleep.

      Ruuuuuuuthhhh.

      The hair on his body rose when he realized the groaning monsters were the real ones, out there somewhere in the night.

      Still prone, he stared out the window, able to see only the black sky twinkling with a span of stars. In the distance, he could make out a few awkward shadows with orange eyes, lurching and lost, on the other side of the safe wall enclosing the area. Zombie-like gangas, searching for a man named Remington Truth.

      And somewhere out there, beyond, miles away, was Envy. And Sage.

      With Simon.

      Theo’s mouth twisted, flattened, in the dark where there was no one to witness his weakness. His heart hurt. Emptied. Why not me?

      And what now? It would be a long time until he could bear seeing her with someone else.

      From beyond the gently wafting blanket walls, Theo heard the soft muttering of one of his fellow patients, followed by the soft rustle of bedding. Someone murmured back, low and soothing, and he wondered if it was the Death Lady, crooning to one of her charges. What exactly did she do besides hold their hands and offer them pot?

      What a depressing job. Watching people die. His mouth flattened further.

      He’d seen enough suffering and death in his lifetime. More than most people of his generation had ever expected. And he relived it often enough in his dreams and memories that he couldn’t imagine facing it every single day.

      And yet…that woman, that Death Lady, had a peaceful, accepting aura about her.

      Other than her offering of a replenishment of his broth, along with a hunk of thick, dark bread, Selena hadn’t made another appearance—at least in Theo’s carrel. But her friend, the older, plumper woman whose name was Vonnie, had come by several times before night fell and the lights were turned off. She’d helped him wash up and get comfortable, all the while chattering on about…well, everything. To his mind, she seemed much too light and enthusiastic to be hanging around dying people all the time. Knowing there was nothing that could be done for them but watch them in pain and weakness.

      Within Vonnie’s nonstop prattle, she made a point of saying, more than once, that never before had one of Selena’s patients recovered as Theo had, which led him to his own snarly, grumpy thoughts: So why change her track record now?

      And who the hell had seen fit to resurrect him from the dead a second time? Wasn’t once enough?

      Theo sighed and stared at the ceiling. Okay, so here he was again. Should have been dead, brought back to life. For what? Why me?

      Hell, he’d asked that question for the last fifty years, and he’d not gotten an answer yet. He’d been searching for the why, for the reason he’d been changed—or not—and the purpose. And he’d gone through life watching and waiting for some great event to answer the question.

      Nothing. Just days and days and years and years of trying to get beyond the horror of losing everything he’d ever known, except for Lou.

      Lou.

      Dammit.

      His twin was probably worried beyond sick. And Theo had hardly given him a thought, being dead and all.

      Though it wasn’t as if he hadn’t squeaked by death before. Lou said Theo had more lives than a cat, and that had been even before the Change. And since then…well, only a month ago, he’d been trapped by gangas in an old shopping mall with Elliott. And that was only the most recent brush he’d had with the Grim Reaper—other than this one.

      He really had tried to curb his recklessness, his yen for adventure, in hopes that he and Sage would get together. She was quiet and studious and shy, and he hadn’t wanted to intimidate or worry her. But that had obviously not mattered, because Simon was a man with a past of violence and death.

      Now, in darkness cut only by the wisp of moonlight and a distant glow beyond the cloth dividers, Theo pulled himself upright with sharp, frustrated movements. Easier to do now, anyway, when he couldn’t see the room spinning quite so well. Head pounding. Ugh.

      He had to contact his brother. His feet touched the floor, identifying some sort of bumpy, soft covering. He shifted off the edge of the bed…and had to grab at the table to keep himself from crashing to the floor as his knees buckled.

      Guess I was only mostly-dead. The reference to the old movie made him smile in spite of himself, and he imagined Lou responding, Have fun storming the castle!

      Seated on the edge of the bed, once again stable, Theo closed his eyes and extended a tentative thought, searching for Lou in his subconscious or whatever it was that connected the two of them so closely.

      That was why Lou hadn’t ever stopped searching for Theo after the Change. They’d both been in Vegas together, working on that high-level computer security project for Casino Venuto. They liked to tell people they did stuff like in Ocean’s Eleven or Ocean’s Thirteen (never Ocean’s Twelve because that movie sucked).

      After all hell broke loose, Lou claimed he knew Theo was still alive, but buried three levels below ground in a computer saferoom under Venuto. And unlike Lou, Theo had not only survived the Change, but he’d been physically altered.

      Since the Change, Theo’s body had been almost frozen in time, hadn’t aged for decades…or at least, had aged very, very slowly. His nails and stubble hardly grew at all for the first thirty years after. The day he’d found his first gray hair—long after Lou had gone white—had been a time of celebration for Theo. But that wasn’t the extent of the changes to his body that had occurred in the computer saferoom, deep below the surface. Something else had happened during the cataclysmic events, when everything in the room of mainframes and computers and wires had exploded and shifted and sizzled into darkness….

      When Theo woke up, he’d found his body battered, bruised, and lacerated. And, in the lower part of his back, a wound that took much too long to heal. It wasn’t until weeks after Lou had dragged him from beneath the ground that Theo realized a small integrated circuit had become embedded there in the soft flesh at the back of his hip. And it wasn’t until weeks later that Theo realized that that little IC could send a surge of energy through his body at will.

      He was, in short, a holy-shock-me-Batman, let me light your fire! superhero. Theo the Energizer.

      Now, miles away from the place he’d considered home for fifty years, that connection was still there with Lou. Theo reached out, felt that little sizzle of awareness…and just as it connected, he drew in a deep breath…felt his brother…and that wave of familiarity. Hey.

      Theo! The response was immediate, and Theo felt a wave of guilt for not remembering to contact him sooner.

      I’m here. I’m fine. Tired. Safe. His reply wasn’t so much sent in words, but in sensation and feeling. They understood and read each other thus.

      Thank God! Worried, damn you!

      Theo nodded to himself. Sorry. More later.

      Hands closed tightly over his knees, he stared into the dark and allowed the connection to sever. He wasn’t ready for more, yet. Nothing more than that brief yo, I’m here and safe. That, at least, would keep his brother from coming to look for him. Bringing Simon.

      He needed…time. Time to figure out what he was. Who he was.

      And why in the hell he’d been resurrected, so to speak, for a second time.

      Ruuuuuthhhhhhh.

      The groans pulled his attention back to the world outside.

      Holding on to the bed and then the table, he leaned toward the window, then braced himself as he thrust his head through its opening. The cool breeze, tinged with the foul scent of rotting ganga flesh, brushed over him.

      The flicker of orange lights, always in pairs, caught his attention. They might be coming closer, but the zombies were beyond the wall that had been erected around this…building. A large house, maybe some sort of apartment building. He hadn’t seen enough to be able to tell exactly what it was, and now it was too dark.

      But whatever it was, he and the other occupants of the structure were safe from the gangas. They couldn’t climb, so there was no way they could get over the walls. And even if they were smart enough to find an entrance, they’d never be able to figure out how to open a gate.

      Stupid, slow, and single-minded, nevertheless, the strong, tall zombies were a threat to everyone. They fed on human flesh, tearing into it and leaving nothing behind but piles of bone and tendons. The only way to destroy a zombie was to smash its brain. Though they were afraid of fire and light, they were impervious to it, to falling or to bullets or even knives. Bottle bombs had become the defense weapon of choice for humans, knowing that the explosion would destroy many at one time.

      The darkness wasn’t spinning any longer, and Theo pulled carefully to his feet. Still holding the edge of the table, his fingers brushing the wilted sage leaves, he paused to get his bearings.

      Moved by curiosity as well as the mundane desire to relieve himself, Theo eased toward the entrance to his corner of the hospice. The fact that he remained upright emboldened him further, and he walked with more confidence beyond the dividing walls.

      Beyond, he found himself in a sort of corridor made up of more sheets. Dark spaces between the colorless fabric walls indicated other “rooms” or spaces for patients, and Theo paused to determine which way might take him to a lavatory. Or at least something more interesting than billowing blankets hung from a high ceiling.

      A noise in the distance caught his attention. It wasn’t the muffled voice he’d heard earlier, nor did it sound like someone soothing another in pain.

      It sounded like…urgency. That was the only thing he could think to describe the dull noise, quick and short, followed by the low snap of a voice. And another in sharp response.

      Despite his weakened state, Theo moved quite rapidly down the hall toward the sounds. A thump and bump reached his ears as he walked through the entrance of a room—an actual entrance in the building, not of blankets or sheets—and found himself in another room. Beyond it, he saw the gleam of metal counters, and a sink, in a third area. A kitchen. So he was in a dining room, perhaps, and there ahead was a kitchen.

      A huge one, he saw when he got closer, with a large island in the center and gleaming countertops stretching for miles. The voices, low and staccato with need, came from a dark corner somewhere in there. He paused when he heard one of them say, “Shush. You’ll wake—”

      “I don’t care,” replied another low one, this with anger spiking it. “You’ve got to stop doing this. My saints. Look at you.” The volume rose, sharp with fear, and Theo recognized Vonnie’s voice. No longer sounding enthusiastic or sunny.

      “I didn’t finish. I’ve got to—”

      “No you’re not.”

      He peered around the corner and saw two figures struggling in the corner. Not with each other; that was immediately clear in the dim light from over the kitchen sink. No, the larger, cushier one had her arm around the slighter one and was moving awkwardly toward the island counter. The fall of sleek, dark hair further identified Selena as the one staggering in a steadying embrace.

      Something gleamed on the front of her clothing. Something dark and shiny. Wet.

      “What happened?” Theo said. He couldn’t call what he did bursting into the room, but he moved pretty quickly considering that he’d been dead three days ago.

      Both faces lifted to look at him, a pale circle and a shadowed oval marred by more dark streaks, shock widening two sets of eyes. A slash of light bounced over unbound hair and a face tight with pain.

      “What are you doing out of bed?” Vonnie said, looking as if she’d been caught with her hand in some cookie jar. “Go back now.”

      Theo suspected that Selena would have looked furious if she hadn’t been moving so slowly due to the blood that shone and glistened on her shirt and face. She opened her mouth to say something, but whatever it was turned into a gasp as her companion clumsily bumped her into the edge of the counter.

      Theo was there in a heartbeat, shoving Vonnie out of the way and sliding Selena’s arm around his shoulder. Despite her agitated attempts at protest—which included a feeble shove at him and a muttered “Go back to bed”—he easily got her to a chair in the corner of the kitchen. It was only then that he realized the room was tilting a bit and that his knees threatened to give way again, but there was no chance in hell he was going to let them right now.

      “What the hell happened to you?” he asked, clutching the counter unobtrusively as an overhead light came on.

      “I’m fine,” Selena said with a definite glare as she sagged in the chair. “You shouldn’t—be out of—bed.” The hitch in her voice told him that she was struggling to keep her breath steady.

      Once relieved of her awkward burden, Vonnie had metamorphosed into calm efficiency after turning on the light. Water splashed in the sink and cupboard doors thumped and banged as she, presumably, searched for first aid supplies.

      But from what Theo could see, Selena needed more than simple first aid. “Where are you hurt?” he asked, plucking at her shirt with one hand while steadying himself against the counter with his other.

      He realized it was testament to her weakness that she allowed him to yank at her shirt after trying so hard to push him away only moments before. In fact, she tilted her head back, leaning against the wall behind her, eyes shuttering, and let him have his way. So to speak.

      Theo hadn’t undressed a woman in more than a year, but there was nothing about this moment of tearing (literally) the blood-soaked shirt from her body that he found erotic. Beneath the tatters of the thin cotton, he found gashes in her left shoulder, nearly to the top of her breast. He also noted, automatically, that she wore surprisingly interesting lingerie, a rarity in this world—lacy pink shells, one of which was now dark with her blood.

      Ganga slashes. Deep and ragged.

      “Out of my way,” Vonnie said, barreling over. Theo complied and she snatched in a horrified gasp when she saw the four bloody slashes. “My God,” she breathed. “Selena. You’ve got to stop. You’ve got to stop.”

      The other woman hissed a warning, or from pain, and rolled her head from side to side in a quick jerk of negation. But that didn’t keep Theo from asking, “Doing what?”

      What the hell was so important that she had to go out of the walls at night? Alone? Even Theo, who’d done his share of ballsy and crazy things over the years, rarely took such a chance.

      “I’m going to have to send for Cath this time,” Vonnie said, her voice unsteady as she stared at the gashes without making any move to touch them. A cloth dripping with steaming water dangled in her hand.

      “No.”

      “Who’s Cath?” Theo asked, maneuvering Vonnie out of the way so he could examine the wound. He’d seen and treated more than a few ganga marks in the last fifty years—and those people were the lucky ones.

      These gashes were deep, but not life-threatening that he could tell. Unless they got infected, which was a real possibility, considering where those filthy, flesh-tearing hands had been. She’d need stitches probably. “What do you have to put on them?” he asked, taking the warm cloth from Vonnie’s hand. “Any alcohol?”

      “Cath’s the closest thing we have to a doctor,” Vonnie told him, coming back to life as Theo began to gently dab at the gashes. “Here. We have this balm to put on it. I’ll get bandages.” She set a lidless jar on the counter next to them and bustled away.

      “Yeah,” Selena said, her voice tight, her face raised back to the ceiling after her emphatic negation a moment earlier. Other than that, she seemed unmoved as Theo shifted a pink bra strap out of the way. “Cath gets to save the ones who can be saved. I get to watch the rest die.”

      The bra strap hung, useless, halfway down a toned arm that curved with sleek, feminine muscle. Theo noticed…then moved on from the fact that one of the lacy pink shells now gapped away from a nice handful of breast. “Ganga nails are probably going to cause an infection,” he said, wishing now that Elliott were here. “You need to be stitched up. Have you got anything to clean it with, Vonnie?”

      His voice was calm, if not peremptory, but the thing that scared the shit out of him was the fact that she’d been that close to a ganga. Close enough that she could just as easily been torn to shreds and devoured. “What the hell were you doing out there?”

      Selena pressed her lips together, but if she meant to glare at him, she didn’t succeed. Her face, grimy and blood-streaked, seemed to have gray undertones, although it was hard to tell for certain in the faulty light. She had long, thick lashes that fanned over her cheeks and her thick hair was plastered to her chin and temples. As he brushed it out of the way, exposing slender shoulders and an elegant neck, he noticed a long, thin cord around her throat, disappearing in a deep vee beneath her arm as if something weighting it down had fallen to the side.

      She must have realized he noticed it—maybe his fingers pulled on the cord, tightening it against her skin—and she sat upright suddenly, clapping a hand over her half-bared breasts and sliding her grip down along the cord. “You should be in bed,” Selena told him.

      A fierceness blazed in her eyes as she stared him down. Ferocity and determination.

      “I’m in a lot better shape than you are,” he said. Much as he wanted to, he didn’t allow his gaze to slide down along that cord to see what she was trying to hide. That would give her too much satisfaction.

      “I wasn’t dead three days ago.”

      “No, but you could have been tonight. How the hell did you get away from them?” He looked at her. The peace and serenity he’d admired earlier was gone. She was bedraggled and clearly exhausted, in pain, and yet defiant. For a minute, that look reminded him of Sarah Michelle Gellar in Buffy—defiant, and yet weary. World-weary.

      But Selena wasn’t a vampire slayer. Or a zombie slayer, for that matter.

      Yet, the fact remained…she had obviously been in close proximity. And had escaped with little more than a few scratches. How?

      Just then, Vonnie bustled back into the room (he hadn’t even noticed she’d left). “Here,” she said, setting a heavy bottle onto the counter. “Vodka.”

      Before Theo could snatch it up and pour the antiseptic over the seeping gashes, Selena said, “Can you take over here now, Vonnie? He needs to get back in bed.” She steadied her breath and continued with effort, “I’m not sure what he was doing out of it in the first place.”

      “Looking for the john,” he said flatly. Pain had tightened her features once again and the faint little grunt at the end of her sentence told him she wasn’t feeling any better.

      It wasn’t worth arguing any longer. Clearly Vonnie had regained her competence, and Theo saw no reason to waste any more time here. The sooner he left, the sooner Selena would get cleaned up and taken care of.

      He wasn’t needed, nor should it be his concern. In a day or two, maybe sooner, he’d be leaving this place.

      “Stitches,” he suggested firmly, turning away and realizing that his knees had strengthened considerably during the last thirty minutes. At the same time, however, that shadowy warning hovered at the edge of his vision. Bed might not be a bad idea.

      “I’ll take care of it,” Vonnie said, her voice just as firm as Selena’s. “Now back to your bed. The bathroom is on the way. The hall on the right.”

      Theo cast one more glance at Selena. Her gaze met his, that determination and defiance sitting there, thicker than a brick wall.

      The thing that niggled at him, though, was what the hell was she hiding behind it?
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      When Theo opened his eyes again, sunlight blazed through the window. He sat up without difficulty this time, shaking off the remnants of dreams with his copper-haired Sage, orange-eyed gangas, and the curve of a blood-slashed shoulder.

      He wasn’t certain which image left him the most unsettled.

      A crash in the distance, followed by an annoyed bellow, drew Theo’s attention to the area beyond what he’d come to think of as his own hospital room.

      “Goddam zombies,” came a gruff exclamation. Whoever it was slammed a door and stomped across a nearby floor in something that sounded like heavy boots. “Don’t know what the hell I have to do….” His voice trailed off into something unintelligible, but clearly annoyed, as he clanged and banged and stomped. “Damn things!”

      Fascinated the way he might have been by a mountain lion toying with its prey, Theo slid his feet onto the floor, cocking his ear to listen.  Off the bed and out of the room, he followed the sounds back to the kitchen and padded in on bare feet to find an elderly man sorting energetically through the contents of a pantry.

      Elderly he might be, the man appeared to have excellent hearing—or maybe just a sixth sense for being crept up on—for he turned just as Theo walked into the room on what he’d thought were silent feet.

      “Who the hell are you?” the man asked, turning from the pantry and skewering Theo with sharp gray eyes. He wore olive green workpants and a matching shirt that strained over a rounded tummy, although he wasn’t by any means fat. Short, white hair bristled all over his head as if to match his personality, and rolled up sleeves exposed surprisingly muscular forearms. “You one of Selena’s friends?”

      “I’m Theo,” he replied, and realized with a start that this man was probably at least a decade or even two older than he and Lou. He could be ninety, or even pushing a hundred. There weren’t many people who could claim that.

      The man had already dismissed him, turning back to the pantry and muttering in a gruff, nasally tone, “Nobody tells me any damn thing around here. Damn good thing I don’t care.”

      Something bounced out of the closet and tumbled to the floor, eliciting another round of cursing from the man. Before Theo could move to offer assistance, Vonnie stalked into the room.

      “What are you looking for, Frank?” she asked voice, standing there with her hands on her hips in that age-old way of annoyed feminity.

      “Eh?”

      “What are you looking for?” Vonnie repeated in a louder voice.

      “A goddam pair of pliers,” he replied. “Don’t need to shout, dammit. Have to fix the damned fence around the—”

      “They’re right here,” Vonnie said, interrupting him as she yanked a drawer open.

      Theo didn’t miss the meaningful look she gave Frank: the tight-lipped glare that meant for him to shut up.

      He either didn’t notice or didn’t care, for he continued his tirade. “Goddam zombies always have to tramp through my ca—”

      The pair of pliers clattered onto the counter. “Frank,” Vonnie said loudly. “Did you eat breakfast?”

      “I didn’t have no breakfast but my damned coffee, as usual,” he growled, snatching up the tool. “Nobody around here to cook when I got up. Everyone sleeping the damn morning away. Damn day’s half over already.”

      Theo had edged into the kitchen by now, at once fascinated by the bundle of energy in drab olive and curious about what Vonnie was trying to hide from him. She glanced at him warily, but before she could speak, Theo asked, “How’s Selena?”

      “What the hell’s wrong with Selena?” Frank demanded, pausing for the first time. Was the guy deaf or not? Theo couldn’t figure it out.

      “She’s fine,” Vonnie replied, looking as if she were walking a tightrope.

      “I don’t know why the hell she’s got to mess with those goddam zombies,” the old man said. But instead of a complaint it sounded more like worried affection. “Leave them be.”

      Theo tried not to look interested, certain that the moment he did, Vonnie would put the kibosh on any further information from Frank. And he realized suddenly that he was more than a little interested in what the hell was going on here.

      He watched as Frank jammed an old baseball cap onto his head and snatched up a rifle that had been leaning in the corner. Pliers in hand, he stalked out of the kitchen with the faintest hitch in his step, but at a pace that would leave most people half his age in the dust. Theo had to squelch the urge to follow him.

      “So you got her stitched up?” Theo asked, sliding onto a stool at the kitchen counter as Vonnie busied herself at the sink.

      For a moment, a blast from the past settled over him and he felt a long-submerged wave of nostalgia. He was catapulted back to his mom’s sunny lemon and lime kitchen.

      He and Lou sat at the counter and Mom made them oatmeal or eggs or whatever for breakfast in the morning before school. Dad would come streaking in to grab a cup of coffee on his way out the door to the hospital, where he managed the lab. He’d cuff them each affectionately on the back of the head as he passed by. Their older sister was already at work, so they didn’t have to fight her for the bathroom.

      When they got older and visited home from college, Mom made them sit there and talk to her while she cooked dinner, refusing to let them have their laptops or iPhones. Anyone who dared even think about accessing a keyboard would be served cold liver and onions, she’d threaten. Or lima beans with some awful healthy grain called quinoa—a threat she actually carried out once. And after they turned legal, she even offered beer or wine as an incentive for getting information about what was new in their lives.

      “I only find out what’s going on when I check your Facebook page,” she’d complain good-naturedly. “Can’t even call your mother and tell me you got a new job, but you can post it for all and sundry to read?”

      The memory of his mother—a PhD in English lit—using such phrases while wielding a wooden spoon coated with spaghetti sauce brought a breath-taking pang of grief to Theo.

      Mom and Dad, and their older sister from Dad’s first marriage, had perished during the Change, at least as far as he and Lou knew. Since the catastrophic events had wiped out ninety-eight percent of the human population—as well as actually changing the continental makeup of the earth—there was no reason to think otherwise.

      “Are you hungry?”

      Reality swooped in over him, jerking Theo back to reality. To the year 2060, where he looked as if he were no more than thirty years old. Even though he’d been alive for almost eighty.

      “I could eat,” Theo said, looking at Vonnie. He suddenly realized how starved he was. Maybe that hollow feeling in his stomach was because he was hungry. Maybe not. “Something more than soup, if that’s all right.”

      Vonnie beamed at him. “Eggs and sausage sound good?”

      Theo liked the sound of that, and as he watched her mound scrambled eggs onto a plate, he realized she hadn’t responded to his earlier question about Selena. But rather than call her on it, he decided to take a different tack.

      The eggs were like ambrosia: light and fluffy, salted just right. And the sausage wasn’t in casings, but fried up like ground beef. He didn’t think he’d ever tasted anything so good. Vonnie poured him a cup of hot tea—something Theo hadn’t been a big fan of in the past, but he found that by adding a bit of honey, he almost enjoyed it, despite its woodsy aftertaste.

      “This is really good. Do you do all the cooking around here?” he asked, figuring that while food might be the way to his heart, admiration of mothering skills was often the way to a woman’s heart. Especially one like Vonnie.

      “As much as I can,” she said, bumping her round hip against the counter as she reached for something.

      The kitchen would never be quiet when she was around. Pots clanged, silverware clashed, things fell on the floor and bounced into the sink—she was the epitome of ‘haste makes waste’…but in a delightful sort of way.

      Theo watched her drop a towel twice, then lunge too fast to grab an apple in the bowl across the counter, knocking over the salt on the way. “Oops,” she said, picking up a pinch of salt and tossing it over her shoulder, then continuing with her work.

      He was more than amused; he felt so much at home it hurt. Right in the center of his gut. “How many people do you have to cook for?” he asked, glancing longingly at the bowl of uncracked eggs.

      She must have seen his look, for Vonnie snatched up a trio and cracked them into a different bowl, then whirled to get a pitcher of milk. “It depends. There’s me and Selena, of course, and Frank—who you just met; he eats like a horse—and Selena’s son Sam, and his friends Tim and Tyler and Andrew when they’re around. And sometimes there’s family members of the people Selena’s seeing to. They don’t usually eat much, but sometimes.”

      So Selena had a son. Did she also have a Mr. Selena? And how did he feel about being married to the Death Lady? If so, why the hell wasn’t he lecturing her about tangling with the gangas?

      “Do you grow all your own food, or is there a place to trade nearby? I’m from New Vegas,” he added. “And we have most everything there.” Except chocolate. Even though he’d traveled around quite a bit in his work for the Resistance, Theo had never been here to Yellow Mountain.

      He wasn’t even certain where it was. “Frank keeps chickens, cows and a goat, and he’s got a big garden out there. Sam, Tyler and Tim help him with it. And Selena said you were from Envy. Mmm, that’s a long way away,” Vonnie said. “How did you get all the way up here?”

      “Hell if I know,” Theo said. “The last I remember, I was about a day and a half from Envy, near the ocean, and the next thing, I wake up here. Where is here?”

      “Here,” she said, slapping two scoopfuls of eggs down on his plate, “is about ten miles from the ocean. And there’s a settlement up yonder between Lake Isabella and the shoreline. Yellow Mountain. They’ve got lots of things to trade there. That’s where Jennifer and Tyler and the other kids live at. Only five miles away.”

      Theo wasn’t certain where Lake Isabella was, or whether it had existed before the Change. It did sound vaguely familiar, though, so when he got back to Envy, he’d try and find it on the cobbled together version of the Internet he and Lou had put together. They’d used caches from as many computers, mainframes, and servers as they could find over the decades to create a semi-working version of the Web on their own private little network. There were countless holes and 404 page errors, but it was better than nothing.

      The satellites that he and Lou—mostly Theo, a point which he never resisted reminding his twin—had managed to hack into after the Change had failed decades ago. What data they’d managed to collect about the state of the earth after all of the cataclysmic events (not pretty) was more than twenty years old and had certainly altered since then. But there were clearly significant changes: most of California had disappeared, and the ocean’s shore now cut into what had once been Vegas. The entire West Coast line was violently different than the map they’d grown up with.

      And the East Coast? Even worse. Europe, Africa, Asia…it was all a mess.

      And then there was that new continent that seemed to have erupted or somehow formed in the Pacific Ocean. It was about the size of Colorado.

      Just then, Selena walked in. Her eyes scanned the room, caught on him, then continued over to Vonnie even as she made her way over to snatch up an orange. “You look like you’re doing all right,” she said, then eyed him as she jammed her thumb into the thick skin and peeled the fruit.

      The smell of orange filled the air, citrusy and fresh as Theo gave her the once-over. Her shiny dark brown hair was pulled up into a messy sort of bundle at the back of her head, a couple of thick strands straggling down the nape of her neck. Her eyes seemed a bit soft, as if she were tired or worried, but the rest of her face wasn’t drawn or tight with tension. She seemed to be moving all right, considering the wounds he’d seen last night. Whether by accident or design, she was wearing a shirt that covered every part of her torso so he couldn’t tell what the gashes looked like. But Theo trusted that Vonnie had done a good job taking care of a woman she clearly had great affection for.

      “You too,” he replied and tugged his eyes from the apple-sized breasts hinted at in the vee of the simple linen tunic she wore. His gaze skittered away and over the lean sweep of thighs in jeans that had seen better days—hell, they had to be fifty years old, because no one made Levi’s anymore—and down to the surprise of bare feet.

      She had slender, golden feet that matched the rest of her skin—the color of honey—with slender toes and elegant arches and red toenails.

      Red toenails?

      Theo looked again. He hadn’t seen a woman with painted toenails for fifty years. He pulled his attention away from the anachronism and found Selena watching him. But she didn’t make any comment about the fact that he’d been staring at her toes. Maybe she thought he’d been looking at the floor.

      “Thought I saw a spider,” Theo said, then wondered why he’d bothered. “There on the floor.” His mouth seemed to be working all on its own.

      Selena squeaked and stiffened, doing a little dance, and said, “Did you? Don’t kill it!”

      Hiding a smile, Theo replied, “No, I was mistaken.”

      “Good,” she said briskly, all in control again. He had to fight even harder to control the smile at her lightning-quick change. “I don’t like spiders, but there’s no need to kill them. Just put it outside.”

      Vonnie spoke up, “That’s not all you’re going to eat.”

      “That’s all I need,” Selena said, gesturing with the peeled orange that now had three sections taken out of it. “Gotta go check on some things.”

      And before either of them could say anything else, she streaked from the kitchen in the same direction that Theo had come from.

      “That girl,” Vonnie said, shaking her head. “Doesn’t eat enough to feed a bird.”

      “She doesn’t look like she’s wasting away,” Theo commented, wishing again that he could see how her rear filled out those jeans. But the tunic was too long and she’d zipped away before he had the chance to try.

      And it occurred to him that he was surprised that he was actually interested in trying.

      It had been a long time since he’d been interested in the shape of any woman besides a shy, curvy redhead with the freckle on her lip. Theo’s stomach tightened as he pushed the thought away.

      It was over. Done. She hadn’t wanted him.

      “No, Selena’s not wasting away,” the older woman said. “But she’s very picky. Won’t eat much of anything. No meat, hardly any cheese or milk. Just vegetables and fruit. Nuts and seeds. Like a little bird. Always been that way.”

      That probably explained her tight, slender body. Theo shrugged mentally, wondered how they’d come to be talking about Selena’s eating habits. “What about Sam’s father?”
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