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        For Maddy and Nicky,

        who would survive.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      In an emergency, y’all don’t rise to the occasion; y’all sink to the level of your trainin’.

      
        
        —Archilochus, by way of my Navy grandfather
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      That bright late-autumn day, Lee Quartine got in his big red-and-white Chevy with every intention of talking to her.

      He took a minute before he cranked the engine to stretch out his fingers against the steering wheel, to settle his lean ass in the seat just right, and to look at the freshly washed walls of his yellow manufactured. The pressure washer was a good deal, even if he’d had to outfit it with new nozzles and clean out the tubing, not to mention tune up the innards a bit. People were goddamn wasteful, but at least the pressure washer hadn’t been dump-dandruff. Just a chunk of metal and hose sitting patient as a turtle on the side of Route 12 with a cardboard FREE sign attached. Looking a bit lonely, to tell the truth.

      Getting the last junked hulk out of the meadow was going to be a bitch, but he had the flatbed trailer and could probably ask Bobby Dorff to come by and lend a little muscle. If Coop’s Wreckers wouldn’t take the old blue Ford shell to go with the other heaps Big Q had left his loving grandson, there was always the quarry. He might even have some fun out there after he dropped off the junked frame, take along a .22 and plink in one of the dry scars left by digging for this, that, and the other.

      Yessir, the old place was looking pretty good. The dead-grass rectangles where the other rusting cars had crouched—one day Imma fix em up, Lee’s granddaddy had mumbled on the porch once or twice, clasping his cuppa joe or a jolt of rye—would fix themselves next spring. Nonna, if she happened to hear, would sniff, the sound that meant then get your ass to it. Poppa Quartine always pretended not to hear, because picking a fight with Nonna was bound to get a man six things he didn’t want and a half-dozen more he didn’t like either.

      Through Lee’s half-open window, the trees whispered. All the shameless ones were pretty much naked for the season, bare branches thrusting into deceptively rich golden sunshine. Indian summer-sun, but the shadows held little sparkles of frost. The staid and starchy trees, the ones that kept their high collars and long sleeves even in summer, always looked sideways-smug at empty, shivering branches until snow laid a coat over all, great and small. The ruts were going to be frozen stiff soon; Lee thought it was damn likely there would be some ice before the snows moved in.

      But not yet. Today the sky was a deep, aching blue, Lee had the keys in the ignition and the paper Landy’s bag sitting on the passenger side of the bench seat. The books inside weren’t due until next week.

      He’d shined his boots, even. Combed his sandy hair carefully, and gave himself a once-over in the bathroom mirror. A sly devil with blue eyes had winked back at him.

      Right on time, his stomach tensed up.

      “It’s just fine,” he told his windshield. “All you gotta do is say hello ma’am. Just walk right on up and say it. Natural like.” Just like he said hello to Maye at the drugstore, just like he said evenin’ Percy to Sheriff Blotzer every time their paths crossed. It wasn’t any different than the girl at the bank when he took his paycheck in on Friday, not trusting that direct-deposit bullshit.

      A check was paper. A check was real. Not as real as cash totted up when the whistle blew, but times had moved on. At least he put his money in a bank, unlike Poppa Q.

      That big old bastard had never trusted what he couldn’t shoot. It was a wonder Nonna had married him, but she had and he died thinking she shat rainbows and pissed sunshine, which was pretty goddamn near the truth. Certainly she was the most patient woman put on earth; her patience muscle got a workout each and every day keeping Big Daryl Q on the straight and dry.

      Lee was stalling, and he knew it. He twisted the key, and the engine caught. Running along like clockwork, that beast. He’d checked the chains yesterday, too, in between the pressure washer and considering the meadow in front of the pretty yellow manufactured, clean and snug and ready for winter. His arms ached a little, but the grim snarl of barbwire in his stomach was worse.

      “Just got to say hello,” he told himself again, but it didn’t sound so good this time. He popped the brake, dropped it into gear, cut the wheel, and got going.

      

      The drive was so familiar he could’ve done it blindfolded—well, maybe, and if there was no drunken asshole on Slatter Curve—but today it was also pretty, and anticipation boomed under his ribs, high on the left side of his chest. An ironed chambray shirt, sleeves folded up just so, his daddy’s prized leather vest worn so often it conformed to Lee as well as it ever had to the old man, his best jeans, and well-shone boots. Even a dab of that Vetiver stuff a blue-vested girl at the WalMart halfway between Lewiston and Cotton Crossing said was the best-smelling for her money. If she thought he was strange for asking, well, he didn’t have to go back for the pharmacy, he could get anything else he needed in the medical way at the drugstore in the Corner. The VA was on the other side of Lewiston, too, if he took sick.

      Yeah, he was as ready as he could be. Except that barb wire in his stomach, rolling up like yarn caught on a kitten’s paws.

      His mouth turning to a thin line and his hands tensing on the wheel, Lee drove on.
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      Ginny Mills overslept, which meant no time for a leisurely cup of tea. A hurried shower, a wriggle into the skirt she liked least, a quick wrap-and-pin of her dark, braided hair around her head, and jamming her fingers in the car door when she half-tripped on the cracked pavement of the duplex’s driveway was what she got instead. It was distinctly irreligious of her to swear so viciously on a Sunday, and no doubt plenty of the people in the county she served would look askance—if they knew what askance meant—but thankfully, none were in the vicinity to hear her. Her neighbors, the McCoys, were already at their small Baptist church halfway to Hatchie Ground, since Amy McCoy ran the Sunday school there. They had invited her a total of eight times since she moved in, but she had an excuse for each and every one.

      Where do you church was a constant question around here, and her standard answer was in Lewiston. It was the county seat, stuffed to the brim with both taverns and holy rolling places; if someone pressed for details she could pretend to be distracted and escape.

      She doubted anyone around here knew what shabbat was, anyway.

      It was her day to work at the Cotton Crossing mini-branch, by far her least favorite location. If it wasn’t the teenagers making out in the stacks or damaging the books, it was the idiots who expected her to hand-hold through their internet surfing, or the dry-box busybodies glowering in judgment of everyone else had the misfortune to be in their vicinity. There were a few quiet old men who sat down with the newspapers, by far the most inoffensive patrons, and some of the housewives had reading tastes that were actually pretty respectable.

      There was one in particular—a pale-to-transparency woman so skinny her cheekbones were past model-shapely and into frankly alarming—who was slowly but surely working her way through Dickens. That particular patron warmed Ginny’s heart and broke it at the same time, seeing the shadows of black eyes and split lips on her with some frequency. A librarian couldn’t do a damn thing about that, except forgive any overdue fines that came that particular client’s way.

      You could tell a lot about people by what they ordered in a small-town diner. Ginny’s sample of the Corner’s oddities was limited to the literate, and it often occurred to her, with a great deal of grim amusement, that such a self-limiting data set was unusable for any serious academic.

      The good thing about Sundays was the ten-minute commute. She made it to the Crossing branch at her usual time, her stomach growling from lack of breakfast and her mood taking several turns for the worse when she saw the strip of parking lot—shared with the closed-down Elks Lodge and the laundromat on one side and the tottering-but-not-quite-dead Just In Tyme Antiques, which limped along by fleecing summer tourists, on the other—was, as usual on Sundays, full of broken glass. Nothing to do in the Crossing but break bottles and tip cows, after all.

      The glass meant street parking, and there was a line at Motton’s Coffee, so there wasn’t even the prospect of a substandard bagel.

      At least there was no snotty nose pressed agains the branch’s plate-glass door. The papers were on time, and she raced through setting them out, getting everything turned on, and muttering imprecations at the dank chill. The heat was old and cranky; it would be noon before it warmed up in here, and she’d only have a couple hours of decent temperature before she closed up early.

      At least there were a few English Breakfast teabags left in the breakroom, and a forgotten box of stale granola bars in the very back of a cupboard. Sundays were half-days, and she was lucky to have a job at all. Library science majors were the forgotten of the academic tribes, like Moses, barred from the Promised Land. You didn’t go into this field for the money, that was for damn sure.

      And she’d thought a season or two of small town life would be romantic.

      The coffeemaker spat out sour, mineral-smelling water, which would ruin the flavor of the tea. It didn’t matter. Soon she’d have blessed caffeine, and she stood little chance of being mugged on her way to her car at night, even in Lewiston. Her coworkers were reasonable enough, the volunteers were by and large genuinely helpful, and after she closed the doors here at two o’clock she could go home and spend the afternoon with some chardonnay and Netflix.

      “That’s right,” she told herself, making sure the Times was set just where old Elmore Creary would look for it, on his favorite table in front of his favorite chair—of course, it was the creaky one, and several times she had wished vengefully for it to splinter and dump him on his wide, sexist keister. “Optimism. You’ll hear from them soon.”

      And that put a smile on her face, even while her tongue dug at bits of ancient granola stuck between the teeth her sainted parents had paid for a decade of braces on in addition to college so she could waste herself in a tiny town miles and miles away. Never mind that it was temporary, which her mother gamely mentioned almost every time Gin picked up the phone. Never mind that she was sneakingly grateful for the distance, especially when it came to things like the grandchildren question.

      Her sister was answering that one quite nicely.

      “Optimism,” Gin repeated. Because last night, she’d pressed send on eight separate applications, and several years of hard work and self-denial were going to pay off. Seniority, even in a county system like this, counted as Experience, and that was the only thing lacking from her resumé. She’d be back in New York or Boston soon, handling fragile and precious texts in the land of decent takeout, high crime, and smog dyeing the snow gray instead of white on the pines cupping the Crossing and frowning at Lewiston.

      She even had time to run another round of hot water, and that meant two cups of tea and a much improved temper by the time blonde-bobbed Philly Lou, her Sunday helper and cheerleader for the Crossing Guards football team, burst in with a breathless excuse for being late and one eye constantly on her ubiquitous, pink-jacketed smartphone.

      Which reminded Gin she’d left her own goddamn phone at home.

      Some days you just couldn’t win.

      

      “I don’t understand.” Madge Harmon blinked blearily at the glowing screen. “I thought you had the password.”

      Ginny took a firmer hold on her temper than she had ever believed possible. The blue-haired biddy probably remembered the days of scrubbing with washboards, which had no doubt lingered in this benighted stretch of the country. “No, Mrs Harmon. The password is your special code for when you want to sign into your email.”

      “Oh, Charlie took care of that.” She adjusted the reading glasses on her snub nose. Once, Mrs Harmon had probably been a fresh-faced dairymaid-looking lass, and her round cheeks had probably been extremely attractive. Now, though, with her blue eyes sunken and her cheeks quivering a little, she looked like a perpetually startled Ewok. “And it just always opens up on my computer. He said, and I’ll never forget it, we’ll use our most favorite word.”

      “Great.” Ginny moved the cursor to the password box. She had the strong suspicion she didn’t want to know what that favorite word was. “You just type it in there, and it’ll let you look at your email.”

      “Oh, good. I want the pictures my daughter sent me. She’s in Canada, you know.”

      I know. You’ve told me eight times. The urge to pinch the bridge of her nose was rising. “Okay. Well, you can send her an email from here.”

      Mrs Harmon peered at the screen. “But what about the password?”

      “Just type it in.” Ginny shifted her weight; her back wasn’t aching yet, but it was only a matter of time.

      “But…” A faint hint of color rose on Mrs Harmon’s cheeks. “I don’t know how to spell…oh, dear.”

      “Spell what?” Thank God she’d stepped into her favorite shoes this morning. They were heels, yes, but they were reasonably comfortable, and as soon as she got home it would be yoga pants and the biggest, comfiest socks she could find. Hold that thought, she told herself grimly. Just another hour and a half.

      “But it’s our password!” Mrs Harmon looked scandalized. “I can’t tell you. Can’t you use yours?”

      Ginny suppressed a small, granola-scented burp. “You mean, to get into your email? No, my password only works for mine.”

      “Well, that’s a damnfool way to do it. Librarians should have—” Mrs Harmon began to mutter, and Ginny straightened as she heard a cough from the circulation desk.

      It was him again, one of the Sunday regulars. An extremely unlikely savior, but she’d take what she could get. “I’m sorry, Mrs Harmon. I really wish I could help. Maybe you could check your email at home?”

      “But I want the pictures now, to take to the bingo with me.” The old lady sucked on the front of her dentures, a quick habitual slurp. “I want Betty to see them.”

      Ginny decided against telling Mrs Harmon the public computers couldn’t access the branch’s office printer, and the pay-as-you-go copier was far too ancient to speak wireless either. Maybe the old lady thought the pictures would flutter out of the screen in a nice paper packet. “Try to remember how to spell your password. I’m sorry, there’s someone at the desk.” She patted the old lady’s soft, talcum-scented, padded shoulder before she walked away, though.

      Hip-checking the ancient, swinging half-door that led behind the checkout was so habitual she barely noticed it. “Hi there.” Her smile was wide and unfeigned, mostly because you had to have a sense of the absurd to work this kind of job. Philly Lou, all the way over in the children’s section, cracked her bubblegum, and a shiver of irritation went up Ginny’s spine. “You’re back early. Worked your way through everything?”

      The man—she’d dubbed him Military Felon, because his sandy-darkish hair was too short for the leather biker vest with the too-faded-to-be-deciphered patches on the back, but the tattoo peeping out from under his left sleeve looked faint and blue like jailhouse work—nodded. He was built rangy, and had a pair of dark, piercing eyes. He carried a black baseball cap just as ancient as his vest. On Sundays he came in, spent about fifteen minutes in the quite considerable Westerns section on sagging pasteboard shelves, standing under a John Wayne movie poster, and brought an armful of them to the checkout. He didn’t seem to understand how the book drop worked, so Gin checked his former week’s bounty in for him. Each time he brought them back in the same creased but still serviceable paper bag from the tiny Crossing grocery store—Landy’s, where you could buy a sticky container of cinnamon Red Hots that had probably been on the shelf since the first Bush administration. You could also get milk in glass bottles, and bring them back for the deposit.

      Small town living, indeed.

      “What did you choose this time?” She began the process—turn the book over, run the barcode under the scanner, check title and author to make sure. At least this county library system had decent inventory infrastructure. One of her former classmates was working out in Wyoming, in a tiny place where they still stamped paper cardstock with due dates. Progress had brushed the edge of this particular armpit of America. “Zane Grey. Good choice. And some of the series. They’re really popular.” Hotspur, one of the paperbacks screamed, in lurid red font. A seventies version of a half-naked saloon floozy was hanging onto a guy who looked like he’d stepped off the old Bonanza show they used to have in reruns when Gin was a kid. Romances for men, really, although you couldn’t call them that.

      Military Felon didn’t say a word. Just looked at her. The set, steady expression on his face turned what might have been a kind of sullen attractiveness into something downright forbidding. Was he thinking she was judging his reading material? Of course, this guy never did say anything. Just stood there while she checked his books, then touched the brim of whatever hat he was wearing and hurried away. Maybe he thought he’d get cooties from talking to an out-of-towner.

      She finished the stack. He took each one as she slid it across the counter, and packed it into the bag. She glanced at his pile of returns. Huh.

      For a second she thought of telling him he’d checked out The Lone Star Ranger this time, too. Then she decided to leave well enough alone. “Well, there you are. Due back in three weeks, but I’ll probably see you before then. Have a lovely afternoon, Mr Quartine.” She took her best guess at pronouncing it, as usual, and as usual, got nothing in return. Not even a correction. He just reached up as if to touch his hat-brim, getting sandy hair instead because he’d taken off his cap like a good Boy Scout. Then he turned sharp as a pin, the “Military” half of her private name for him winning, and headed for the door at a long-legged, limber clip.

      Ginny clicked to the other screen and began checking the returns in. Philly Lou popped her gum again, and Ginny shook her head, her hands moving automatically and her internal countdown to quitting time clicking forward step by step.
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      “I’m an idiot,” Lee muttered. “Pure-d grade-A idiot.” His tongue had just stuck itself to the roof of his mouth, while he stood there like a dumbfuck watching her beautiful wrists move, her dark-green, almost black nail polish slightly chipped, her big dark eyes open and welcoming. No wedding ring, but that didn’t mean much nowadays. The braid wrapped around her head wasn’t quite loose, but a few stray strands of buckwheat-honey hair were coming free, and it suited her. No earrings today, though. Usually she wore small, pretty gold hoops and a thread-thin gold bracelet or two. He would bet they were all real metal, too. She was class.

      And today she’d even talked to him. Said his name—well, it would be right there on the computer screen, wouldn’t it, and she’d pronounced it wrong. Today she was in a knee-length herringbone skirt he hadn’t seen before and a black sweater, one with a scoop neck that showed her collarbones. Even those were pretty, for God’s sake.

      He’d never noticed how many of the goddamn songs on the radio were wailing about some broken heart or another. Finally, he switched to AM, but that was full of windbags, pulpit-pounders, and the weatherman talking about snow chances. Any fool with a nose could tell there wasn’t any yet, though there was a bit of iron on the breeze if you sniffed deep. Lee spun the ancient radio dial some more, the craving for a cigarette rising under his skin. He hadn’t smoked since he was twenty, but damn if he didn’t want to go back to it now. A shot or two of something hard wouldn’t go amiss, either.

      Have a lovely afternoon, Mr Quartine. She pronounced it a different way each time, like she was searching for the right one, and he couldn’t even correct her.

      He finally found a news station; a soothing female voice—not as pretty as the library girl’s, but all right—purring along in that educated way.

      She talked that way. Each word distinct, none of them rubbing against each other. Poppa Q would have called that Yankee, and mocked it. Talk like they’s spittin’ the words, boy. You don’t ever trust that.

      According to the news, there was another war in the Middle East. Lee’s shoulders hunched slightly, his chin dropping. That part of the world was a blood fountain, and every goddamn politician wanted to keep it that way. Another weather report, nice mild fall weather, the man said. Back to the female voice, while Lee waited for the turn onto the highway. Something about a big old protest in DC, and last of all, a reminder to get your flu shot. The Center for Disease Control recommends yearly shots for the elderly, the very young, and those with compromised immune systems. This year’s flu season is expected to be the worst in recent history⁠—

      Well, wasn’t that just peachy. Something about it nagged at him, but he was too busy to chase it down because the little sedan in front of him had slammed on its brakes. Which meant Lee had to as well, and thankfully he had new pads on the truck because it was a mite heavier than those fiberglass imports. A screech of peeling rubber behind him, and he hoped he wasn’t about to get into a smash-up on a Sunday afternoon to top everything off.

      The hold-up was a dead porcupine. The poor thing wasn’t even bloating yet—not enough heat, and its gut was split open. You wouldn’t even want it for meat, though it might do in a pinch. People remembered the lean times around here—at least, the older ones did, and Poppa Q had imparted a deep and abiding respect for the old ’uns in his little grandson.

      Lee exhaled, hard, shaking away all sorts of uncomfortable thoughts. Sooner or later he’d get up the nerve to say something to her. He just had to work himself to it the right way.

      He was coming up on Cherry Hill Road when it occurred to him that sometimes she went across to Mayburn’s Diner after she locked up the Cotton Crossing library. Not that he’d been sitting in his car watching like some kind of preee-vert, as Poppa would call it. He’d just happened to notice her crossing the street two weeks ago, while he propped a book on the steering wheel and tried to fool himself into thinking he was reading a Louie Lammer something or another about a man who got dropped into Russia and had to walk out, or some such foolishness. If a man wanted to sit in his truck and read it was his own damn business, right?

      He decided against hooking the right on Cherry Hill and going back into town. Next week he’d plan it so that he went in the library around closing time, and maybe, just maybe, she’d lock up and head across the street. It might be easier to talk to her in the diner, a simple hello there. Maybe even offer her a cup of coffee, though the swill they had in there was likely to push a big-city girl’s nose into the air sooner than saying turn off the paved road. Motton’s was where the good coffee was, or so they said.

      The radio kept going. Something about a riot in New York, now? He grimaced a little, reached over, and flicked the knob. It died with a squawk and he drove the rest of the way in silence, his lips moving every once in a while as he tried out different sentences.

      Hello there.

      Well, hello.

      It’s the library gal!

      Nothing sounded right, but he could keep trying. If there was one thing he was good at, it was practice.

      

      The little red light on his ancient message machine was blinking. Plenty of people had those cell phones, but something about them just rubbed Lee the wrong way. When he was out, he was out, and if someone wanted him, they could wait until he was good and ready to answer. Besides, he’d heard they could be tracked, and he wouldn’t put it past the government to use the little electronic boxes just like tagging a deer. People wandered around staring at the things, they also drove staring at them. It was enough to make him want to mount something heavy-duty on his truck and hire a gunner.

      Now wouldn’t that be satisfying. No doubt he’d find quite a few takers for the job.

      Two messages. One, a recording about carpet cleaning. The other was…well. A cigarette-roughened rasp, the snap of command hiding under an easy almost-drawl, and the sense that the speaker was sitting bolt-upright on something mildly uncomfortable.

      Colonel Grandon also sounded tired, for once. “Lee? Pick up if you’re there, son.” A pause. “Number hasn’t changed. Give me a jingle, will you?”

      Lee stood next to the pink Formica kitchen counter his grandmother had set numberless bowls of bread dough to rise, and for a moment he wasn’t in the familiar manufactured, the holes worn in the carpet from many vacuumings and the thin wood of the cabinets glowing with finger-oil and Murphy’s soap. He was standing on concrete instead, a hot wind pulling at aluminum siding, flies buzzing on deadmeat and⁠—

      “Nosir.” Lee’s own voice startled him, hard and crisp. He almost jumped out of his own damn skin. “That ain’t in the paperwork. Ain’t calling you back.”

      His mouth was dry, his heart going a mile a minute. Why the fuck was the man calling him? It couldn’t be anything good. He wouldn’t pick up the phone just to shoot the shit, would old Colonel Strap-Yo’-Balls-On Grandon. No, there were only two reasons he’d bother and they both boiled down to him wanting something out of one Lee Quartine.

      It was almost a relief to have something other than his own dumb ass to think about, though. Lee stood stock-still for a few minutes, breathing deep and sweating, hearing the wind pick up as the sun headed downslope towards its nightly rest. Days were getting shorter.

      One good thing about not getting a damn cellphone, he could say his number’d changed. Or that the message-tape had malfunctioned somehow. Maybe Grandon would find someone else to bother.

      Yeah, and maybe you’ll talk to that girl at the library after all.

      When he could move again, he headed for the fridge. There was an emergency six-pack tucked on the bottom shelf, behind the pickle jar, and he suspected he needed at least half of it.
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      Abe Jackson, fifty-two and greying, settled in a familiar, creaking chair with his chest tight and his palms suspiciously damp. The smoked glass wall separating his office from the rest of the floor, a drawback masquerading as a perk, was a blind eye watching him, especially at this hour. Down in the basement the boards were up, frantic motion hurry-scurrying with damage control and strike vectors. Several hot zones had been pushed rudely down the priority list. Putting out fires was an Umbrella specialty; when he’d been young and juicy at this job he’d actually enjoyed it.

      FBI. CIA. NSA. DHS. Alphabet soup, and then there was the Umbrella, the uncle nobody in the family wanted to talk about. Recruiters even managed to make it sound glamorous, until you realized it was a glorified janitorial detail. Scrubbing and shoveling shit all day long and most of the night, too, especially when you had an active Situation.

      The files were scattered across his desk. CLASSIFIED. EYES ONLY.

      And, worst of all, PROJECT STEVE. Chowder to cashews, laid out on paper, someone’s bright idea picked up in a fucking committee. The science was great, but instead of truth, justice, and Captain Fucking America, there were four major cities on lockdown, the media getting restless, and the military suddenly crying in their soup because the civilian testing to build a better soldier was going to eat the entire damn country for lunch and probably everything on the continent for dinner before looking around for dessert.

      He had to put the papers away, button his collar, straighten his tie, and go back to the basement soon. Leadership was important in a crisis, and his was the ass in the fire now, whether he liked it or not.

      New York. Chicago. San Diego. Houston. Whose idea had it been to deploy there? Probably a halfhearted attempt at masking. When dealing with biological agents, though…

      The idiots. The goddamn idiots.

      He flipped through the lab trials. Color pictures of lacerations, taken a few days apart, showing healing with incredible speed. Reports on oxygen uptake, metabolism profiles, stress tests—you could just see the pencilheads creaming their shorts.

      Small-scale testing on enlisted subjects returned results interesting enough that civilian testing was floated as an option, just like with the Penobscot retrovirals. They figured, well, the “flu vaccine” delivery had worked before, might as well do it again, the infrastructure was in place.

      Except someone, somewhere, had fucked up. Or good old Ma Nature had decided the bastards tinkering with her double-helix art needed a finger-singe or two.

      Abe pinched the bridge of his long, narrow nose. Nothing in this pile of paper would offer him a solution. Nobody downstairs knew how bad it was. He’d briefed the two upstream heads who were cleared to take this to the President, who was probably still in shock. That motherfucker was an idealist, and would probably have a stroke if the future dimensions of Abe’s inevitable course of action was, through some clerical error or fucking miracle, revealed.

      He dropped one of his big-knuckled, manicured hands to his left. The drawer whispered open, and the bottle of Wild Turkey glowed mellow amber, right next to a small black case with both numeric and thumb locks. A long, longing look at the case, his grainy, bruise-circled eyes blinking quickly, and he shook his heavy head. Not yet.

      There was also a sleek black rectangle snugged into the side of the drawer. He pressed the power button, it scanned his fingerprint, and his monitor blinked back into life.

      “Only one way to love your country,” he muttered, hardly aware of speaking.

      His cell rattled and buzzed, buried under a two-page inform sheet on recombinant vaccine method and the heftier background checks on the science team behind Steve’s trials. He snatched the phone, glanced at the screen. It was Sienna, and he accepted the call with a swiftly quashed sinking sensation in his gut. “Hey, honey.”

      “Good evening, Abe.” His sunny-tempered wife thought that was hilarious. “I’m about to go to bed.”

      “Tease.” It was getting goddamn hard to compartmentalize. It had been ever since the first reports from the Queens clinic had come in. Spending so long looking at possibilities and seeing the patterns play out got you into the habit, and after a while, you couldn’t shut it off. “I’ll be home soon, sweetheart. Just got to put in one more appearance at a meeting.”

      “The man who never sleeps.” That small tinge of jealousy. Oh, Sienna Jackson was proud of her husband in the hush-hush industry, and for a while it had seemed a delightful game. Abe was lucky to have snagged her instead of some goddamn college-fed feminist who would want to stick a nose in where it didn’t belong, and he knew it.

      “Getting older, though.” Aged about twenty years in the last week, it felt like. “When’s retirement again?” Another one of their private jokes.

      “You tell me.” The sound of sheets moving as she shifted. “When you get home, just whisper it in my ear.”

      “That’s a deal, sweetheart. Love you.”

      “I love you too.” Surprised. He rarely said it first.

      Abe hung up, closed his eyes, and tried not to think about what he was going to have to do. Really, it was simple, and the quicker he did it…

      The cat was well and truly out of the bag, despite all the roadblocks, travel restrictions, media blackouts, and no-cell zones at his disposal. There were at least two confirmed exposures flown out of Newark in the past week, one for London and the second for Missouri. At eighty percent communicability, the spread rate was pretty goddamn geometric. Christ knew how many unconfirmed exposures made it out of LAX or Houston. Still, it was his duty to make sure.

      And Abe Jackson would be damned if he’d let the rest of the world pick America’s bones.

      He tapped his codes on the sleek ergonomic keyboard and straightened the avalanche of papers while he waited for the channel to clear. The papers would go in the safe, though there was really no point. Also shelved would be the question of whether he was wrong. If the infection burned itself out inside the US, the borders would have to be closed hard to keep it from re-entry. If it burned itself out overseas…

      He’d run the numbers so many times they were luminous behind his eyelids every time he blinked. Four out of five of the initial infected in Queens had infected others, rubbing against crowds, talking to neighbors, buying coffee. Carrying around a cloud, like Pigpen in the old Peanuts cartoons.

      Except Pigpen’s cloud was visible, and harmless enough.

      His monitor woke again as the channel clicked to clear. Abe typed.

      CODE RED GAMMA SCEN 4 (4). You always repeated the scenario number, to cut down on error.

      The cursor blinked. It asked for verification, and he typed in the string.

      The agents were prepped, and had been waiting for go-time all week. Once he sent the word, the ball would roll, and any sad sack running in front of it would be crushed. Nondescript, thoroughly trained travelers would fly out through other airports, carrying the nasal sprays camouflaged as OTC allergy meds. Their destinations were chosen for maximum spread efficiency, and once they arrived they would use the sprays at carefully chosen public places, then…circulate. The 72 hour incubation period was optimal but not guaranteed, and they would spend as much time as possible in proximity to civilians.

      Patriots, one and all, even though they had no idea what would happen once they snorted the goddamn sprays. If one or two of them suspected, or was immune by some freak chance, the others would overlap. The percentages were high enough.

      SCENARIO 4 (4) ACTIVATION COMMENCE.

      It asked if he was sure. He typed POSITIVE COMMENCE and the keycode, again.

      The cursor blinked. The machines thought about it for a few seconds. Abe’s palms were not merely damp, now. They were flat-out dripping, and there was an obstruction in his throat. He loved America, and he loved his wife, and now his job shoveling shit had turned into making sure nobody would spit on the corpse of the former…and that the latter would never see the world crumble from under them.

      It asked again if he was really, really, really sure, no takebacks and no second chances. Once he did this, he would have to go downstairs and watch the boards until Hank Johnston came on deck for the next twelve-hour shift. Poor Hank was probably chewing Tums by the dozen now instead of getting some sleep. He was a faithful subordinate who had no idea things were already fuckered beyond repair.

      Abe Jackson, the most clandestine motherfucker in the Umbrella, confirmed. He exhaled, hard.

      He pressed the return key.

      Five minutes later the papers were locked in his safe; Abe stood, straightening his tie, and glanced around his office. At home there was the gun safe, and black-haired Sienna sleeping peacefully in their married bed. She wouldn’t wake up when he crept into the bedroom, or when the world stopped spinning. It was the last labor of love he would perform before blowing his own brains out.

      He couldn’t wait.
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      Satisfaction, Ginny often thought, was crossing things off a to-do-list, even a purely internal one. Yoga pants, check. Big thick comfy socks, check. Finally getting her hair out of braids: checkity-check-check.

      There was her phone, right on her nightstand, still plugged in. And lo, what to her wondering eyes should appear but four separate messages from her mother, in varying states of concern. Ginny traipsed downstairs to the kitchen and plugged her electric kettle in, splashed enough filtered water for a decent cuppa, and thumbed through her texts as well. Sally Urtins had a birthday coming up, the main branch was putting together a “celebration” for her. They wanted everyone to contribute to pizza. Ginny rolled her eyes, scrolling through everyone’s responses to that suggestion. Nobody was brave enough to say hell no. Even Sally herself probably didn’t want the folderol, but Bobbie Evrard—the branch head—loved any excuse to squeeze cash out of her employees for “events” that mostly served to feed her need to swan around and commit atrocious acts of small talk upon unwilling subordinates.

      Briefly, Gin contemplated calling in sick on Thursday. She headed for the kitchen. Opened the refrigerator, viewed its contents critically, sighed and closed it when the kettle chirruped at her. The first thing she was going to do when she moved back to real civilization was order decent takeout every day for a week. Each meal from a different continent, and she’d eat every single one with chopsticks to boot.

      Her phone began to buzz, and the Beastie Boys began to scream about how you had to fight for your right. Another sigh welled up, but she hit the “talk” icon and plastered a smile on her face to make sure her tone would be just right. “Hi, Mom. I forgot my phone at home, and I work on Sundays.”

      “There you are!” Mom sounded distinctly un-chill. “Have you seen the news?”

      How would I? “I just got home. What the hell?”

      “Something’s happened. In New York.” Breathless movement—Mom was probably carrying the cordless into the kitchen, cupping the mouthpiece secretively.

      The bottom dropped out of Ginny’s stomach. “Are you guys okay?”

      “We’re upstate, with Flo. She’s turning into a pumpkin, oy! And glowing, too.”

      In other words, when are YOU going to make us a grandchild, Virginia? They didn’t even care that Bill had run off with that secretary, because Flo was about to squeeze a pup through and there would be a hefty chunk of alimony by the time Dad’s lawyers finished with the sap who had married the favorite daughter. “I’ll bet.” Did you just call to try to make me feel guilty?

      Well, to be honest, the guilt would happen pretty naturally. Yesterday’s Saturday was Shabbat, but Ginny worked all day. And her parents loved her, there was no question about that.

      “But it’s the city, Virgie.” Her mother’s voice hit the high sharp pitch of gossipy excitement. “They closed all the bridges yesterday, can you imagine? We were lucky to get out, but if Flo goes into labor we won’t be able to use Dr Schneider⁠—”

      We. As if anyone but Flo would need medical attention. Of course, Mom would probably act like she did. Ginny gathered the rest of her patience for the day and hoped it would be enough. “They closed what bridge?” Did you call to give me a traffic report?

      “All of them! Haven’t you seen the news?”

      “I don’t have cable, Mom.” Or a television. And I’ve been at work, remember? Librarian was an honorable vocation, but a Mills girl was supposed to marry well. So far, Ginny was 0-2. “Why did they close all the…Jesus. All of them?”

      “All. Staten’s closed, anything past Brooklyn—you can’t get there, unless you swim. Jersey’s full of National Guard. The bridges are shut down, nobody’s flying into JFK or Albany.” Disaster was almost as good as gossip. “Or out.”

      “I heard there were demonstrations or something.” Driving home, she’d only listened to half a news report before flipping the dial to find something that wasn’t country, Bible-thumping, or more country.

      There wasn’t much.

      “Virgie.” Almost hyperventilating. Now Mom would be waving one hand, her sterling-silver charm bracelet jingling unless she was in pearls today. “No demonstration. Something’s going on. They have helicopters. There’s National Guard in Manhattan, of all places, although it probably will do more good a little north. But, listen, honey.”

      “Hm?” Her tea was almost done. Ginny swirled the bag—cinnamon tea, no caffeine because it was past 3pm and she didn’t want to be up half the night. What could be happening that they’d close all the bridges, for God’s sake?

      Her mother had already moved on. “When are you coming to visit next? You’ll have to take a train, since Albany is closed. But we can get you a ticket.”

      There it was. Drop everything and run across several states to play fetch and carry for Mom’s vapors. “Is Flo there, Mom?” Listening to her sister complain would get her off the hook for a while.

      “She’s sleeping.” Mom tch-tch’d, almost a tongue-click but not quite. “I just thought it would be such a nice surprise for her, and since we’re already in Saratoga there’s plenty of room.”

      “I’ll see if I can get some time off work.” There. That was graceful, and noncommittal.

      “Maybe I should call your boss⁠—”

      Oh, hell no. “That would be unprofessional, Mother. Is Dad there?”

      “He’s at the golf course. It’s Sunday.” A faint sniff. “And in this weather.”

      I’m sure he’s in the clubhouse with a Scotch. Ginny made another noncommittal noise. It was nice and sunny here, but Saratoga was probably seeing some winter already. So, Mom was uneasy, and wanted someone around to unload her anxiety on. It couldn’t be Flo, since she was the holy one right now, and Dad had prudently taken himself out of range. “You must be worried, with everything going on.”

      “Me? Oh, it’s in God’s hands.” But that pulled the cork from the dam, and for the next half hour it was a cavalcade of what-ifs, and-sos, and but I told them, I saids. Ginny’s tea cooled, she opened her laptop on the kitchen counter and started looking at the news. Something about protests against a pharmaceutical company and some unrelated traffic jams was all she could find. It wasn’t like Mom to be hyperbolic about that. Closing all the bridges wasn’t on any of the news sites.

      Weird.

      Mom was getting older, and with Flo unquestionably the star of the current drama, she would be wanting someone’s undivided attention. The retirement of a queen bee was a protracted affair, and Mom was still not reconciled to it. So Ginny made all the right noises, listened, soothed, and hung up an hour later with burning eyes and a crick in her back from leaning on the counter, as well as a hypoglycemic headache and a growling stomach.

      “There,” she told her phone. “My weekly duty, done.”

      Just one more reason to get a hotel room when she went to see the eventual spawning. Flo might even be glad to see her. Eventually. Once the fuss died down.

      After all, it was Ginny who’d caught Bill and the secretary in flagrante delicto. And true to form, she was the one Flo blamed. You just never want me to be happy, her older sister had screamed at her that long-ago night. You never! You never!

      It was usual. Flo knew she could yell at Ginny all she wanted, and her sister would still be there. At least, that’s what Ginny wanted to think about the whole thing. It was a sign of a strong sororal relationship.

      Yeah. Maybe avoiding the birth would be a good thing?

      Ginny sighed and went looking for a box of cereal, hoping the milk in the fridge was still good.

      

      Monday morning dawned clear and crisp, Indian summer hanging on with teeth and toenails. Ginny shuffled out to her patio—a rectangle of pebbled concrete, looking over a weedy back yard she paid Stevie Prince from the duplex at the mouth of the cul-de-sac a few dollars or so to mow when it got ragged in summer. The McCoys had a sprinkler, but Ginny didn’t bother. All her potted plants were trimmed or brought in for the winter; there was no cheerful row of geraniums with leaves as big as her hand, no flashes of red peeking out of the terra-cotta strawberry jar with its open cups on its sides. Her hanging tomato planter was a mass of yellowing foliage she would have to clean out. They didn’t bother to compost in this part of the world; she couldn’t bring herself to start a heap here and possibly argue with the McCoys over what they would no doubt consider a garbage pile visible through the four-foot chainlink fence.

      She wrapped her fingers securely around her mug and yawned, enjoying the slanted, still-warm sunshine. At least this part of the country had reasonable rent, and she’d lucked into the duplex. It was a daily drive to Lewiston, but the crime rate was low, the roof was secure, the heat pump worked just fine, and though she sometimes heard faint bumps from next door when the kids were really rambunctious she didn’t hear them breathing all the time the way she would in a city apartment. The air was better, too, unless you went down to the river where the lone textile mill was still operating. Probably at a loss, to be a tax break for whatever company had bought and closed all the others. It was an article of faith out here in Cotton Crossing that the mills had been stolen by jobs in China, but they were fiercely anti-union here, too.

      Which didn’t make a lot of sense, but what in small-town America did? It was the hometown of “working against your own interests,” that was for damn sure.

      Monday morning had become her new favorite thing. Everyone else was at work, and she had a quiet neighborhood, almost all her own. Taking the half-Sundays, with Monday and Tuesday off, meant she had more than a weekend, plus the extra pay from working when nobody else wanted to was extremely welcome. All things considered, she was a lucky duck.

      She took another sip, finding her tea had cooled to that perfect temperature—hot enough to warm all the way down, but not scalding. The only blot on a marvelous sunny autumn morning crisp enough to need her bathrobe and slippers as well as yoga pants and a pajama top was a steady thopping noise.

      No, several steady thoppings, in different areas. Helicopters. Ginny frowned, shading her eyes; her tea caressed the air above it with thin steam-tendrils. Maybe the base near Lewiston was doing maneuvers?

      She watched the metal birds swoop and circle. There were at least three she could see, but the noise said more were about, rising and falling in waves. Why on earth did they need so many?

      Taxpayer money wasted like a mofo, right there. She sighed. Any red-blooded American librarian took a dim view of the military-industrial complex. Although, to be charitable, maybe the helicopters were all for firefighting in the summer? The forests here weren’t old-growth, but any wood would burn.

      Her phone spoke up, vibrating against the countertop inside. The Beastie Boys, again. Putting that ringtone on had saved her sanity. It wasn’t that she didn’t love them, it really wasn’t.

      It was just that sometimes, every once in a while, she was tired of being a disappointment.

      Later, she would wonder why she didn’t turn around and run for the phone. But this was a normal Monday, and her mother was calling early. Maybe the baby had started to drop, or something. By the time Ginny got inside, it had kicked over to voicemail. She scooped up her phone and weighed it in her free hand. Finally, she closed the patio door, sighed, and called her mother back.

      There was no answer. Just the muffled sound of helicopters from outside.
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      It was cheaper to shop in Lewiston, but the gas to get there cost more and Lee never liked wasting time in transit, either. So it was Landy’s for milk, turning in his washed bottles for the deposit because pennies didn’t grow on trees, and thank God the store was grandfathered out of compliance with the dry laws. Driving over the county line just for a six-pack wasn’t worth it.

      There were few things about the Crossing Lee liked more than having some convenient beer. He didn’t usually come into Landy’s on Tuesdays, because it was Military Day, and he hated showing his ID to get a discount. Everyone knew he’d been in the Army, and everyone knew he didn’t like to talk about it, which was blood in the damn water.

      He stood on ancient black-and-white linoleum in front of the cold case, looking at his options—when a man didn’t drink often, he could get a bit choosey—and knowing he was going to probably get some of the fancy beer in brown bottles. A shadow fell across the case, and the bottom of his stomach dropped and surged at once, a wave over the side of a wallowing rowboat.

      It was the library girl, and he was seeing her in jeans for the first time. A pale pinkish top showed under her black North Face jacket, and her hair was pulled messily back. Free of the professional shell of a skirt and blazer, she was even prettier, if such a thing was possible. Her hiking boots were only borderline functional, but she was a city girl, and probably didn’t know that.

      She caught the quick movement of his head and glanced up at him. “Hello there.” The smile lighting her face was made brighter by the dark rings under those dark eyes. She looked like she hadn’t had much sleep, and her milk-fair complexion was the type to show it.

      She was actually talking to him. In public. Instead of being trapped behind the library desk where she had to make nice with every customer. Were they called customers at the library? He didn’t know.

      And, Lord have mercy, she continued. “How are the Westerns treating you?” Her shoulders turned toward him, as if she really wanted to know. Those big dark eyes, interested and bright.

      “Uh,” he managed. “Uh, fine.” This close he could see the gold hoops back in her ears, and her necklace was one of those invisible chains with a small crystal nestling a bit below the notch between her collarbones. Maybe it was even a real diamond. “Hi.”

      “Hi.” Her smile widened. Those teeth, the kind you saw in toothpaste commercials. “I don’t want to trouble you if you’d prefer not to talk, but maybe you could help me?”

      Does she need to know what type of beer to buy? He floundered for a moment, and his mouth opened. Had he brushed his own teeth this morning? He damn well couldn’t remember. “Sure. Anything.” His cheeks were hot. Too hot. Was he blushing?

      Fluorescents buzzed overhead, and the cooler breathed a slightly sour chill over both of them. She shifted her weight—without the heels she wore at the library, she was a little shorter, and stood differently. “How do you pronounce your last name? I keep thinking I’m saying it wrong.”

      “Oh. Quartine. Rhymes with brain.” His mouth kept going. Was he mumbling? He couldn’t tell. He also had the severe, overpowering urge to check if his fly was zipped. “Surprised you asked, ma’am.”

      “I just wanted to pronounce it correctly. Since you’re a regular.” She held one of the ancient wire baskets for those who didn’t want to push one of the anemic carts around, and there were a lot of leafy green in it. Tomatoes, too. A glass quart of milk. Maybe she was one of those nuts-and-berries city girls—but no, there was a wrapped package from the meat counter in there, too.

      “Yeah.” That about finished up everything in Lee’s head. She was talking to him. He hadn’t felt this way since Marcie Fluegels had hit him with the dodgeball in fifth grade, right in the nuts. Breathless, flushed all over, and completely goddamn incoherent.

      The library girl kept examining him, expectant. He wasn’t throwing the conversational ball back, maybe. But what else was there to say? He racked his brains. Usually he was good under fire, he knew what to do next. He should have trained for this, but even his wildest dreams hadn’t included her starting up the talking.

      Well, his wildest dreams had involved other things, if he was absolutely honest, but…

      “You lookin for beer?” he managed, pointing at the case. Oh dear God and Sonny Jesus, did I just say that?

      “Some decent white wine, actually, but I think I’m going to have to go with a hard lemonade or two.” Her smile faltered for a moment, came back. Was his expression normal? He sure the fuck hoped so. She leaned over to grab a four-pack of that hard lemonade stuff—well, girly drinks for girls, that was all right. “Thanks, Mr Quartine.” Pronouncing it carefully. “I’m glad I could ask you.”

      “Me too,” he managed.

      “See you Sunday.” Now the sunshine was back. She flat-out beamed at him, turned on her toes, and was gone down the back of the store, disappearing into the aisle that held cereal and other dry breakfast stuff.

      Lee’s jaw worked for a second. His heart, trying to decide whether to sink or fly, settled on turning over and pounding as if he was back in basic training, running before he learned to pace himself. He realized his palms were sweating, and also realized he was going to have to talk to her again. On Sunday.

      That meant four and a half days for him to practice, and to find something to talk about.

      He stood stock-still for another few minutes, trying to think of what he’d come into Landy’s to get. He even considered picking up some of that hard lemonade, but the cashiers today were Cindy and Holy Hannah Hruber, and both of those chatterboxes liked to air their gums out about everyone’s purchases. Lee Quartine buying froufrou girly drinks would start the chins wagging with a vengeance.

      A man needed beer, and that was that. Especially when he had no idea how in the hell he’d just gotten so lucky.

      

      “…somethin in the woods,” Holy Hannah said, her drawn-on, perpetually surprised eyebrows settled comfortably in their usual high curve. “That’s what Donny said.” Her screaming-red bouffant, lacquered in place, bobbed as she nodded, her blue plastic earrings swaying. “Found a deer all mangled up.”

      Round old Madge Harmon shook her head, tut-tutting. “Poachers?” she ventured, timidly, thumbing through a fan of coupons as Hannah tapped at her register.

      “Not unless them poachers got a wood chipper to run it through.” Cindy Hruber’s hands, long pink nails clicking, sorted efficiently through Lee’s purchases, swiping them across the laser reader. “Hello there, Little Lee.”

      “Morning.” Lee selected a Payday bar from the candy rack and added it. Little Lee until the day he died, because his daddy was Lee Senior and his grandaddy was Big Q. Christ only knew what they’d call Lee’s kids, if he ever had any. “How’s Al?”

      “Oh, gettin along.” Blonde-frosted, wide-hipped Cindy wasn’t interested in detailing her brother’s adventures in the Bledermark Home up in Lewiston, for once. Normally, anyone who happened into Landy’s on a Tuesday morning could expect a chowder-to-cashews of the eldest Hruber sibling’s current medical woes. It was a damn miracle the man hadn’t shuffled off the mortal coil yet, but if there was a simple way to do things, a Hruber would find the exact opposite, for no other reason than it was there. Just like accepted wisdom held that you couldn’t have the Plembees and the Schoenfelds at the same barbeque if you wanted to avoid fisticuffs, the Quartines were quiet but went crazy if a wrong was done them, and the Carters would tell a lie just for the hell of it, except for Big Elbert Carter, who would only grunt. “You come across anything strange out in your neck, Lee?”

      “Other than the whirlybirds, no.” You’d have to be blind not to see them Apaches roaming around. Maneuvers, maybe, except why would Grandon call me? It was a puzzle, and one he didn’t like the look of. Might be time to get his ditty bag out again and make sure everything was in its proper place.

      Just in case.

      “Charlie said maneuvers.” Mrs Harmon craned her neck to look up at Lee, blinking owlish. She was a Tappersen before she married into the Harmons, and they were all nervous. “What do you think?”

      “Been a while since they took Apaches out of mothballs, ma’am.” It was probably the most that had come out of his mouth in Landy’s ever, and Cindy blinked her heavily gooped lashes twice, surprised.

      Holy Hannah craned her neck to get a good look at him. “Wellnow,” she said. “We was just talking about the critters torn up in the woods.”

      Lee grunted, an interrogative sound, which was all the priming that pump needed. Turned out Donnie Casabroac had been in the diner this morning, with pictures on his phone from his last hunting trip. Something had torn up a deer “like one of them UFOs,” he’d said, and while the general consensus was that it was foolish to believe in lights in the sky unless you were one of them druggies, the pictures were, in the considered opinion of the Rayburn’s Diner Morning Brain Trust, damn funny. Donnie was too dumb to pull a fast one, as people said with varying levels of approbation or pity, and the morning crew at the Rayburn’s counter had a great deal of collective shootin’ knowledge. All in all, it was the sort of topic that could keep everyone in town exercised for a good long while.

      Cattle mutilations, Lee remembered. That was what Donnie was talking about. Huh. There was weird and goddamn weird in the world, and you saw a lot of it when your job was to shoot and be shot at. It wasn’t a big step from slicing up cows to slicing up deer, and Donnie might be stupid but he knew the difference between a big cat or bear kill and something else. You didn’t have to be a scholar to figure that out.

      “The Lord will tell in time,” Holy Hannah finished, portentously. “You want these beers in a paper sack, Lee?”

      “Yes ma’am.” The heat on his face had gone down. Maybe he didn’t look like a mouth-breathing fool, maybe they hadn’t noticed him talking to the library girl. Maybe he should go over to the diner and listen to some of the fellas chewing the fat over it.

      And maybe monkeys might fly out your ass, Lee. He needed to get his beer home. Roll the window down so the chill breeze could scour his cheeks, which were heating up again. They couldn’t damn well decide if his thermostat was broken or not.

      “Charlie told me there were riots in San Francisco too.” Mrs Harmon’s very round face was puckered with worry. “The news is full of them.”

      Charlie Harmon was a Fox News-watching good ol’ boy who swore the gummint was out to steal everyone’s money and turn ’em into queers. Lee touched his hatbrim to Holy Hannah, took his two crinkly paper bags, and tried not to scan the parking lot to see if the library girl was still there.

      It didn’t matter, anyway, because she wasn’t. There was, however, a black Crown Vic with shaded windows, parked at the far end of the lot, and that made Lee Quartine’s nape tingle.

      He decided to drive the long way home.
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      “I don’t understand,” Shirley Bassari repeated, pinching the bridge of her nose. The brightly lit pharmacy shelves around her, ranked with bottles and boxes, were as familiar as her own underwear drawer, and about as interesting at the moment. “They want us to what?” She didn’t mean to say it loud enough to drown out the canned country music piped into every corner of the blue-and-yellow Hatchie Ground Bargain Zone. But for God’s sake, this was ridiculous.

      Lewis Engstrom, the head of the pharmacy department, ran one liver-spotted hand over his balding head. His anemic combover stayed where it was, plastered down by a generous palmful of Krew Comb. Or maybe even Crisco. His lab coat was a little dingy around the hem, too. Divorce had not been kind to him, but probably a damn sight kinder than his ex wanted it to be. “Box up all the flu vaccine we just got and send’er back.”

      “But…” Her headache was about to get a lot worse, Shirley sensed. Her own white coat was bleached and ironed, because she took her medical duties seriously. “Well, okay. What’s left of it.”

      “How much we got?”

      A real pharmacist would know, she thought. “Got shipment last Monday.” Shirley was just a tech, but they were congenitally understaffed; she was pretty certain she could have done Lewis’s job almost as good as he did. He fondly referred to the techs as “my girls,” but any idiot could figure out it wasn’t really a compliment. Especially not when you were, like Shirley, nearly forty blessed years old and built, in her late mama’s pungent phrase, like the brick shithouse’s girlfriend. “No shipment yesterday, though. We only got about a couple dozen doses left. Everyone’s been coming in for them.” And no wonder, with all the television and radio telling people to get their flu shots. Midge, the little Korean girl, was the one who handled that, and last week had kept her busy. “Midge was getting tired of sticking them, bless her heart.”

      “Company should pay for employees to get ’em.” Lewis said, for the fifth time since the higher-ups had told them to push the flu vaccine.

      “Might stop half of us being out sick.” There was a tickle in Shirley’s own throat, though that could be all the bullshit a girl had to swallow to hold down a job and feed her kids. Her hands moved deftly, capping a bottle of generic sertraline pills. The brassy tint to her blonde curls hardened every time she went to Prunella’s Beauty Corner, but she was determined to keep the dye job. Even though she was washed up and too fat, she could still look her best, thank Jesus.

      “Now who’s sick?” Lewis folded his arms, just standing there watching her work. He could have taken a hand, but didn’t. Just stood there leaning against the counter, an aggressive little beer belly straining at his lab coat. His name tag was askew, too. He wasn’t even checking the mirrors to see if anyone was waiting in line.

      Shirley’s headache mounted yet another notch, shaping up to be a real corker. Her nose was itching, a sure sign she was coming down with something. “Brenda called in sick this morning, remember? It’s Midge’s day off.”

      “Well, maybe I should call her in.” He looked happy at the thought. Men, worse than hound dogs. Midge was trim and cute, if you liked Asian girls. Some men thought they were docile, but Shirley thought privately that tiny firecrackers could take a finger off as well as big ones.

      She made a noncommittal noise and ignored a flicker of motion in the mirror. She was busy, dammit, and if Lewis wasn’t gonna help with the six scripts she had lined up, he could damn well deal with whatever shuffling dumbass came up to the counter.

      “Go ahead and box them up when you’re done with that,” he said, finally. Whoever was at the counter cleared their throat—sounded like they had a wet one. Now that she thought about it, the entire store was full of croup and sniffles, customers as well as employees. At least she wasn’t working in grocery. Here, she had the counter to keep customers from getting all cozy and breathing on her.

      “All right.” Shirley hunched her softening shoulders and moved to the next prescription. Typical. Lewis wouldn’t take care of it himself. He took his sweet time bellying up to the customer, and began listening to some incoherent babble about cough syrup.

      Shirley coughed, twice, turning her head so she didn’t get any on the supplies in front of her. Her neck was uncomfortably damp.

      It was gonna be a long shift.
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      “Ginny?” The connection crackled, then firmed up. “Hello?”

      Of course it wasn’t her mother, it was Bobbie Evrard, calling on Ginny’s day off. Which could bode no good. “I’m running errands,” Ginny part-lied, rustling the grocery sacks as she bent over her Toyota’s open trunk. A chilly breeze flooded her garage through the open door, and a dog was barking lazily out by the road. “What can I do for you, Bobbie?” Don’t ask me to come in today. Don’t you dare.

      “I’m so glad I got hold of you! Listen, there’s a community meeting at the Crossing branch tomorrow, and Annie can’t make it. Do you think you could work that evening? It’s time and a half.”

      Huh. Ginny straightened, staring sightlessly at the back of her garage with its neat pasteboard cabinets. Half of them were empty. “What happened to Annie? Is she okay?”

      “Her mom’s in the hospital.” The boss sighed, a deep and familiar sound. “Kidney trouble. It’s looking bad, and I want to give Annie all the rest I can. Half the county’s out sick with one thing or another.”

      Well, even though Bobbie loved to swan around and micromanage, she also took care of her people. Ginny heaved an internal sigh as well, made sure she was smiling before she spoke again. “I can do it, absolutely. I’m going to have to leave my regular branch early though. Say, at 3pm? That will give me enough time to get there and set up.”

      “Say no more, I’m changing the schedule now.” Relief tuned Bobbie’s voice a half-octave higher. “You’re an absolute lifesaver.”

      Yeah, right. Ginny reached for another bag, rustled it aggressively. “Tell Annie I hope her mom gets better.”

      “Sure thing. Thanks, Ginny. You’re amazing.”

      Well, that was nice to hear. Ginny hung up and straightened, turning to gaze at the cul-de-sac. The kids were at school, her neighbors were at work, and it was quiet except for the hum of traffic in the distance, the soughing of a breeze that was a little too chilly to be comfortable, and a helicopter somewhere. The dog had stopped.

      She checked her phone again. Nothing. Just the call from her mother yesterday morning, the one with no voicemail attached. Ginny had left a voicemail last night, and another this morning. Was Mom mad over something? No, if she was, Dad would have picked up; if Flo had gone into labor, Dad would be the one on the line, too, because Mom would be fussing over her favorite daughter. Besides, Ginny hadn’t given her mother anything to be even slightly annoyed at.

      Not like that ever mattered. Ginny tucked her phone back into her pocket, settled her purse on her shoulder, and got to work. She carried her groceries in, and used the putting-away time to dial her parents again. This time, the voicemail didn’t pick up. It just rang, and rang.

      Ginny frowned, standing in front of her open refrigerator, and tried again, goosebumps spilling down her back.

      And again, it just rang.

      Weird.

      It wasn’t just weird. It was downright worrisome. She probably wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight, either. At least, not well.

      She closed the fridge, and decided she’d look up train tickets online after dinner. Just in case.

      

      She tried calling four more times. Dinner was a salad with roasted chickpeas; she picked at it while she stared at her phone or tried to focus on her laptop, where Netflix was serving up a romantic comedy about a time-traveling New York prince, or something. Halfway through, her doorbell rang, and she heaved a sigh worthy of Bobbie. Probably a missionary or something, but she hauled herself wearily up. It was already dark, and she flicked the porch light on. “Who is it?”

      Some of the people here just opened up without even asking. Most of the doors didn’t even have peepholes, for crying out loud. Small-town crime rates, but still. Better safe than sorry.

      “It’s Harry, from next door.” Harry McCoy was a cheerful, round, pot-bellied good ol’ boy, a machinist. He wore a worried frown, and Ginny’s heart sank. Was it the plumbing, or had one of their kids gotten sick? Amy was a nurse, but⁠—

      “Hey. We wasn’t sure you was home.” He almost chewed on his mustache, sucking his upper lip quickly into his mouth. “So quiet, you know.”

      Is that a bad thing? She suppressed a burp from the tahini dressing—chickpeas and tahini were natural co-conspirators. “I try to be. What’s up?”

      “You got people in New York, right? We was watching, and Amy said, my God, but Miz Mills has fambly in New York⁠—”

      Her stomach dropped and her heart began to pound. “What?”

      “You watching the news?” His small dark eyes were honest and bright with concern, catching the gold of the porch light.

      “I don’t have a TV,” she managed. Her lips felt funny—a little numb, as if she’d bolted a couple shots of vodka. “I mean, just my laptop, I watch Netflix. I⁠—”

      “You want to see this, I think.” His nose was full, and he sniffed deeply, a wet sound.

      “Oh. Okay.” Her voice didn’t want to work quite right. “Let me get my phone.” She didn’t even grab a jacket. Her heart had lodged just behind the top of her sternum, and was pounding away. He waited, stolid and patient, on the front step, and preceded her like a battleship towing a tug.

      The McCoy’s, the layout a mirror image of her own half of the duplex, couldn’t be more different that her nest. The heat was blasting, for one thing. Crowded with heavy, scuffed furniture and full of the thick smell of meat roasting, it was also loud. The television—a fifty-inch flatscreen for showing every pore on a televangelist’s nose—was attached to the wall, with a cable box crouching on a battered, scratched DVD hutch below. The screen was full of an announcer’s face—an older man, his jowls heavy with responsibility and the enunciation of a true anchorman. The makeup along his nose was running under the heat from the lights, and the inset over his shoulder was full of weird flashes.

      “Oh, good. Honey, don’t you have people in New York? I was just saying—” Amy, rosacea in her cheeks blooming in the tropical heat, almost tripped over a pile of laundry their eldest, Harry Jr, had been corralled into attempting to fold. “I sent him over, I was just saying, I know she’s got people in New York!”

      Ginny stared at the television. A map unfolded on the other side of the anchor, now. It was the state of New York, not the city, and there were red blossoms all over it. No, pulsing red circles, growing and shrinking.

      “Settle down!” Amy yelled into the kitchen, where their younger boy, Bart, was screaming that he didn’t want to do the dishes. “Harry, for God’s sake, either whup that boy or stuff a sock in his mouth, it’s his goddamn turn! Honey, come over, sit down, I know you ain’t got no television over there.”

      “I watch Netflix,” Ginny mumbled. There was something scrolling at the bottom of the screen—numbers, and names. Names she knew.

      Albany. Syracuse. Hartford. Saratoga Springs. Utica. Stamford.

      “The military has us locked out,” a reporter said in another inset, pressing one hand against her ear while something burned behind her. It looked like a department store, going up in flames. “Nothing is certain yet, all we know is that the chaos has spread to Scranton. There’s activity on the streets and⁠—”

      The camera jolted wildly, and something…happened. Confusion, a dark shape leaping on the blonde reporter’s back. A scream and a jolt of static, and the announcer had gone pale under his makeup. “We, ah…we seem to have lost contact with our correspondent near Scranton. I repeat, the city of New York, which has been quarantined since Sunday afternoon, has apparently suffered some kind of terrorist attack, and the surrounding areas are suffering some kind of…we just don’t know. Details are sketchy. The Department of Homeland Security has released a statement⁠—”

      “Mooooom!” Bart appeared in the living room doorway, a sodden dishtowel hanging from his fist. “Why can’t I watch teevee?” He was thirteen, his springy hair bowl-cut and his face a galaxy of acne. The poor kid looked like he was put together wrong, his big hands and small feet not matching, his chest sunken but his legs thick. In a little while every bit of him would catch up, probably when he hit steroids for high school football—the only rival for religion in places like this.

      “—terrorist attack,” the announcer repeated. “In addition, more attacks have been reported in San Francisco, Houston, and Seattle.”

      The sound cut out for a moment. The ensuing silence was broken by Harry McCoy. “Oh my good Lord,” he said. “Terrorists.”

      Amy pressed her fingertips to her mouth, hard. Bart dropped the towel, and Harry Jr let out a soft, shocked “Goddamn,” neither of his parents took him to task for.

      Ginny found her own hands knotted together. “But…” Breathless, and her heart pounding so fast. But New York. “It’s the whole…a whole state.”

      None of them heard her, because it was only her lips that moved. She didn’t even hear herself, because a rushing had filled her head.
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      The privacy-tinted Crown Vic vanished as soon as he hit the highway, but that didn’t mean much. So Lee swung out toward Lewiston, taking his time, annoyed at using the extra gas but needing to do some thinking.

      Unfortunately, the thing he was thinking most about wasn’t someone behind privacy glass following him. It was the library girl, and the shadows under her eyes. Looked like she wasn’t sleeping. Why would that be? He didn’t hear that she was sweet on anyone, but then again, librarians weren’t a high-value topic in the Crossing. Not like hunting, or strange things in the woods. He would’ve had more luck hearing all about her before he enlisted, back when the Crossing was smaller and everyone’s business was everyone else’s.

      Of course, then it would have been all over town that Little Lee was head-turned by an outsider. Whole lotta outsiders in town nowadays. The world had grown a little smaller, and Lewiston had gotten bigger, sending its tentacles in every direction.

      His Chevy hummed along. He swung out on Dory’s Loop, climbing halfway up Pearson Mountain—really, just a hill with pretensions, but a wide one. Which meant he could take the old logging road higher up and drop to approach his place from the opposite direction, something he did randomly at least a few times a month. You didn’t want to wear too deep a rut, that was a good way to get ambushed. The wind rushed by his window, the milk in his Landy’s bags occasionally clinking against a beer bottle. It would be warmish by the time he got home, goddammit, and he kept thinking about those circles under her eyes. Those jeans—it was indecent, how good a woman looked in Levi’s. Or maybe just that particular woman. It couldn’t be that hard, working at a library, right? So that left something else bothering her. Family trouble? He didn’t know.

      It irked him. He wanted to know, couldn’t suss out a way to find out short of asking her, and that was no kind of option. He’d barely even said hello.

      She’d been the one to talk to him. Maybe he hadn’t done too badly, though. She noticed the books he was taking. What did that mean? Anything? Well, a librarian probably noticed everyone’s books. Did they notice and remember them, though?

      Nothing in his driveway. He cut the engine, his window cracked a bit, and listened. Dusk had already filled the hollers, and it was clear enough to freeze tonight. A frost-on-the-punkin night, Nonna Quartine would have called it. Nothing out of the ordinary in the trees. Birds and critters bedding down or waking up, all the fine hairs on Lee settling where they should be. Of course, maybe he was all tied in a knot over her actually speaking to him, and missing something critical.

      Or he was being ridiculous. They wouldn’t send out a squad to drag him in to talk to Grandon. This was America, for God’s sake. Or at least, it used to be.

      Well, that was an unpleasant way for his thoughts to be tending. He took his time getting out, getting the groceries situated. No, they wouldn’t send a squad to drag him somewheres. But the light in his living room was on, and he hadn’t left it that way when he started out.

      Someone was in his freshly painted manufactured home. And Lee Quartine, dammit, had a good idea who it was.

      

      He at least had the politeness not to be sitting down when Lee came through the door. Instead, the graying middle-aged man stood at ease at the back window, staring out at the strip Lee cleared religiously even if he didn’t want to take the ancient, wheezing riding mower to it. Clearing your firing lines was just good housekeeping.

      Best not to let anything sneak up on you.

      Grandon was in civvies, but his high-and-tight pretty much shouted armed forces, thank you and goodnight. He had a broad, set face, acne scars on cheeks and chin, and small piercing blue eyes that more than one person had called piggish. His gray suit was creased in all the right places, and it was probably even tailored. When you had to deal with the suits, it was a good idea to have one, and Grandon was, Lee supposed, the best you could hope for. At least he stopped shit from flowing downhill, as much as was possible. There was some shit even Nonna Quartine’s beloved Sonny Jesus couldn’t halt in its tracks. Grandon’s broad back was almost square—he’d put on some weight, probably from the drinking. Or just from paper-pushing and club sandwiches.

      Lee headed for the kitchen. He didn’t even pretend to be surprised. He also didn’t offer Grandon a beer. Even if the door was unlocked because he lived out past the limits, he didn’t like the idea of someone just walking in. Especially if that someone was a man he never wanted to see again this side of the Last Judgment.

      When Lee had his groceries situated and the bag folded up proper, he stepped back in the living room. The Colonel had turned around, and settled at ease again with his back to the window, almost as if Lee was the ranking officer expecting a report.

      “Hello, Lee.” He looked much older. Great pouches of flesh sagged under his eyes and off his jawline. The bits under his eyes were so dark they looked bruised, and Lee shut away the thought of the library girl. It wouldn’t do him any good here.

      He’d made the old man speak first. When you didn’t particularly mind silence, you had an advantage over all kinds of folks. “Sir.” Brief and neutral.

      “I apologize for just stopping by.” A rich, fruity baritone. “You’re a hard man to visit.”

      Not so hard, if you found me. The VA’s got me on file, too. Lee leaned against the doorway from the short hall into the kitchen. The urge to straighten up and snap a salute died under the knowledge that he was no longer part of the command chain. Nope, he was out, honorably and fully out, and staying that way. He wouldn’t say a word about the killing floors and the dead men’s eyes, open wide and reproachful, the hoods and the blood. Holding his mouth shut was a promise he’d made, and he was going to keep it.

      But not for this man. There was a difference between keeping a promise and keeping it to someone, and it had taken Lee some hard thinking to find that gap.

      “Lee, son…”

      Lee shook his head. Nope.

      “We need your help.”

      Oh, do you, now? Lee examined the man’s face. Yeah, it looked like the Colonel hadn’t been sleeping. Was it another “small war” somewhere the sand swallowed blood and the heat laid a man flat before noon? Maybe somewhere deep in a steam-hot hell they called a “jungle” when what they meant was “something we want is in here”? Or was it just pulling a trigger, somewhere, on some poor shitbird some faceless suit in some nameless department had decided was a threat?

      “Jesus Christ, son.” Grandon’s faint frown was a thunderclap of irritation. “Haven’t you been watching the news? We’ve got a situation here, and I don’t have anyone else to send with the⁠—”

      Lee turned around again. He headed back into the kitchen, opened one of the cabinets, and got down one of his grandmother’s glasses. She called them carnival glass, for the oilslick sheen on their cold, hard surfaces. He filled it from the faucet—the well water around here was good for whatever ailed you—and drank.

      When he came back out, Grandon was near the door. There was a manila envelope on the ancient split-bottom coffee table, and a package wrapped in brown paper, too big to be a cut of meat.

      “Watch the news, Lee.” Grandon delivered this over his shoulder. “Then call me. Number’s still good. Until it reaches this part of the country, that is.”

      Huh? But Lee didn’t bite at that, either. He also didn’t care if Grandon was hoofing it back to the road in his suit, or if someone was coming along to collect him. It wouldn’t be like the old man to leave a bomb on the coffee table.

      Not a physical one, anyway. And why would he call him Lee instead of, say, Lieutenant? Or even just Quart, for God’s sake?

      He was probably figuring on Lee being curious. But there was a great advantage in knowing when to stuff curiosity in a hole and nail a lid over it. While it might be all right to be curious about a certain honey-haired big city miss, it wasn’t healthy to be wonder about the cryptic comments of a man who, while he didn’t pull a trigger himself, was adept at getting enlisted schmucks to pull them over and over.

      The phone rang, and Lee almost, almost flinched. It was only Horace Slipot, though, telling him something about a community meeting at the library, and damn if Quartine shouldn’t be there because there was a lot of talk, and Horace wanted Lee’s opinion.

      Horace, more than likely, wanted to tell Lee what his opinion should be, but he’d been Lee Senior’s friend and one of the few men of that age Big Q respected, and this was also Horace’s way of saying he wanted a ride to the meeting because it would be dark driving home. Lee agreed, mostly because he was—useless to deny it—a little rattled.

      After he told Horace to settle himself and that he’d be driving, he scooped up the folder and the package, thought about it for a second, and carried them both to the broom closet, where he put them on the high shelf next to neatly stacked paper boxes of ammunition. And Lee further decided not to turn his ancient but still usable tee-vee on.

      Maybe it was time to crack one of the books he’d got from the library, instead.
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      His given name was Samuel, but for some reason, everyone called the oldest Plotzee boy “Ham.” Stories ranged from it being the only way his sister Libby could say his name to it being his favorite meat, but he never told one way or the other. He was generally held to be the quietest of the Plotzees, almost as quiet as one of the Quartines, and a little “touched.” His two younger brothers were both married, but Ham never showed much interest in girls, even in high school. Nor did he follow any acceptable sport.

      He would have been suspected of queerdom if not for the one thing he did love: hunting. When you could get him to talk, Ham Plotzee could tell you the latest in compound-bow research—even though he used a rifle, and only a rifle thank you—and deer urine, how to eat snow to turn your breath invisible in winter, the time he found a stone in a doe’s guts. Doc Grampton called it a bee-zo-ar, but Ham just called it the lucky rock, and kept it in the pocket of his hunting jacket. He could tell you about deer blinds and gutting, the splash and slither of hot intestines, making your own bullets. Pressed to articulate just why he liked hunting, he’d look at you with his close-set, muddy eyes like you were asking him why the earth was round or the sun burned, or why he lived in that trailer on the back end of the old Plotzee property. It just was.

      Right now he stood, slightly pigeon-toed, his big soft shoulders slumped and his thick cheeks bristling with day-old stubble he scratched with thick fingers while he stared at the ground, his lips a little pursed. A tuneless noise, not quite a whistle, slid between them.

      Leaf mould and damp dirt, moss and rotting wood. Something heavy on the forefoot and fast had smudged through here, and the tracks were so bizarre he shifted from foot to foot too while he studied them. He knew these woods, almost like the back of his hand. Other men went to the bar, or watched the tee-vee. Ham plodded out into the wilderness, sometimes even without his gun, just a K-bar and a canteen. He could not articulate the deep satisfaction it gave him, the burning secret knowledge that out here away from town he was close to a god.

      Not the God, the Lord God his gramma always talked about. Ham only went to church every other week, which was the bare minimum if he didn’t want gramma and his ma both climbing the side of his head. Sundays were good days to be hunting, because everyone else was in church except atheists.

      Ham was pretty sure atheists were also libruls who wouldn’t know what to do with a rifle if you paid ’em. Donnie Casabroac had been spouting off about something in the woods, and some of them at the diner believed he was onto something. Ham, of course, thought Donnie C was fulla shit, but these tracks were…strange. For a bare second the idea that someone was playing a big ol’ joke on the Crossing bubbled to the top of his brain, but he was in one of his Special Places in the woods, hard to get to unless you knew exactly how, and who would go to that trouble?

      So Ham kept his rifle ready, and moved through the shaken-naked trees, uphill. The tracks were cutting across and up, almost like a dog’s, but no dog would move sideways like this. No pawprints, just those smears. After a little while, he crouched carefully, a twig breaking under his right foot—sloppy, he told himself, he knew better, but the marks were just so interesting. He couldn’t for the life of him figger out…

      Aha. He put his free hand down, holding the rifle well clear. Touched the edge of one of the smears with the pinkie side, and imagined scraping down and sideways. That was the movement. The thing was going fast, and its back legs were bigger than its front, so it went cockeyed. Which intrigued him all the more, because⁠—

      A low, hissing, rumbling growl brought him upright-kneeling in a hurry, scanning the trunks and trash-brush around him. Undergrowth pressed thick through shortleaf pines. Downhill and east there would be hickories and scrub oak; there had been some clearcutting around here in the long-ago. He lifted the rifle, cautiously, finger well clear of the trigger and all his hairs standing up. His mouth filled with the sweet taste of danger, and anyone from town might have had a hard time recognizing Ham Plotzee, because he looked downright radiant. His eyes cleared up, blazing hazel-gold, and his face was no longer stolid and sullen but alive and flushed, a small childlike smile pulling back his thick lips and letting little corncob teeth peep out.

      His ears all but twitched, his breathing turning slow and soft, heart galloping with the excitement that was better than anything—holding a girl’s hand, drinking the whiskey that made his head hurt and his hands all dumb, even the approval on Plotzee Senior’s face when Ham came home with good venison or raccoon fur.

      The bushes to his right shook. Ham tracked smoothly, bracing the rifle, his knee digging into wet earth, grinding in mud and pine needles. There was no glare of orange in the thicket, and it was a big critter, the branches whipping back and forth. Ham slid his finger over the trigger, every thorn, every autumn-ravaged leaf, every stick standing out in sharp clear detail as the best part of hunting filled him from top to toe with singing joy.

      It boiled out of the thicket, and to Ham’s credit, his shot took it in the throat—well, mostly because the realization oh shit it’s a person skewed his aim. He only had time for that horrified thought before it was on him, a haggard flopping scarecrow of what had once been a heavyset older woman, her clothing in rags except for a blue polyester apron, her strawlike red-dyed hair now slimed to her skull with wet mud. Her teeth worried at the coat-cloth over his shoulder as Ham fell over backward, and he batted ineffectually at her while she nuzzled, her cheek worming in a parody of tenderness, until those working, clacking jaws found his throat.
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      The world was a ridiculous movie playing on a screen in front of her, and Ginny moved through it with the utter calm of desperation.

      No call from her mother, or from her father, or from Florence. Ginny called several times a day, every number she could think of. Mrs Hurtzinger down the street from her parents’ house. Flo’s soon-to-be-ex-husband. The Caprasans, whose daughter Selina had been Ginny’s best friend in high school. Selina herself was no longer friendly—college had taken care of that—but as far as her parents were concerned, Ginny was the Good One. She’d even dug in a box that hadn’t been opened since she moved, resurrecting her old college address book. Back before smartphones and Google, it had been religiously updated. A Mills girl did not forget birthdays, anniversaries, or who had insulted whom at the last family or country club get-together and needed to be separated like toddlers.

      Did you hear? Everyone in the Crossing, or at work, asked her. You have people in New York, right? Or the old famous standby, are you okay?

      No. She was not okay. No airplane tickets, because the airports were shut down. Buses and trains both a no-go. She could drive, but the National Guard had roadblocks up. The internet was ablaze with news, dire prognostications, grainy pictures of the roadblocks and the straight-faced young men nervously guarding them. Armed young men, cradling ugly guns Ginny didn’t know the names of.

      She kept dialing, it kept ringing. Every break from work, every stoplight, every⁠—

      “Fruit punch?” She smiled, her cheeks aching. The community meeting was well underway, Ginny was what library employees called the Refreshments Gnome, and it was probably for the best. All she had to do was smile and keep the Hydrox cookies and cheapass punch flowing. Anything else, Christie could handle.

      Funny, how Ginny had dreaded the thought of the next call from her mother. Funny, how she sometimes looked at the ringing phone and her stomach would fall with a sickening thump. Or a text from Flo would land, full of passive-aggressive sweetness, and she would grit her teeth.

      But now…It was a gated community, she kept telling herself. It was safe, that was why they had moved out of the apartment in the city. They were just sitting tight and waiting for it to blow over. Nothing happened in that neighborhood full of retirees, unless you counted heart attacks and broken hips.

      Great, Ginny. Real great. “Here you go,” she said, with a bright smile, and handed Mrs Harmon a cup of punch.

      The round-faced old woman merely nodded distractedly, dabbed at her nose with a ragged Kleenex, and wandered away. Mrs Harmon looked more like an Ewok than ever, especially with her thinning grey hair not neatly curled but sticking up anyhow. Was she having trouble getting through to her daughter in Alaska?

      Ginny tipped her head back, looking at the ancient bar-fluorescents. Standing on a ladder to change those bad boys out was no fun at all.

      Sure, Ginny. Think about the lights.

      Someone cleared his throat, officiously. She brought her chin back down. Sol Beauford, the mayor of Cotton Crossing, was at the podium Ginny and Christine Clare, the weekday librarian at this branch, had yanked out of storage in the back just in time. Why this wasn’t at the Grange, Ginny had no clue, and Christie had muttered several times during setup that she didn’t know either and clearly it was some sort of comment on something.

      Christie had family in Cincinnati. Presumably she had no trouble getting through to them.

      “You’re a lifesaver.” As if the thought had summoned her, Christie appeared at Ginny’s elbow.

      “Not really,” Ginny mumbled, as the mayor tapped at the arthritic microphone, producing a squeal of feedback. “Is he running for re-election?”

      Christie’s fair blonde face crumpled with glee. She was homely in that attractive way only strawberry-blondes could manage, lacking only a dirndl and a couple of braids to turn her into one of the von Trapp children. Her ankles were a bit swollen, though, and she moved like it hurt, especially after setting up all the chairs. Ginny’s own back was none too happy about wrestling those motherfuckers out. “You’d think, right? Everyone’s nervous. I think they think terrorists are coming after the Crossing personally.”

      Every town in America probably feels that way. Ginny rubbed at her left wrist, where a clattering metal chair had bitten her earlier. “Kind of funny they haven’t made any demands, though.”

      “Some people just want to watch the world burn.” Christie put both fists to her lumbar region and leaned back, sighing. The mayor was bloviating on about how this was a national emergency, and the Crossing had a duty that he knew it would fulfill.

      A ghost of amusement touched Ginny’s lips. “You saw that movie too?”

      The door opened for a latecomer, letting in a burst of smoke-tinted autumn air. It was an old man, his red suspenders holding up a pair of britches probably born the same year Ginny was, and a wisp of white hair on his egg-dome head. He shuffled proudly, however, and his escort was familiar. It was Military Felon, Mr Quartine-rhymes-with-brain, and he held the old man’s arm very gently indeed.

      “Would you look at that.” Christie blinked her big baby blues. The freckles on her nose had run together, like she’d been baked with sprinkles. “Never thought I’d see him in a library.”

      Ginny quit rubbing her wrist. It was going to bruise, there was nothing she could do now. “Huh?”

      “Lee Q. He’s hardcore townie.” Christie’s nose actually wrinkled, like she smelled something bad. “Redneck serial killer of the week, right there.”

      “He comes in every Sunday for Westerns.” Ginny looked down at the punch bowl. It was holding up tolerably well, it seemed. She didn’t even remember refilling it. “Should I be worried?”

      “Westerns?” Christie laughed, cupping it behind a hand so she didn’t disturb Beauford’s speechifying. “Holy cow, really?”

      “By the yard.” Ginny’s mouth twitched. She couldn’t help but smile, Christie looked so horrified and amused all at once.

      “…our great nation. Now, Sheriff Blotzer and Chief Randall have a couple words to say to y’all.” The mayor smiled pacifically, his oiled-black hair swept back from a ferocious widow’s peak and his maroon tie just a little too tight. His nose was reddened, too, and he rescued a precisely folded red handkerchief from his inside jacket pocket. “Thank you, thank you.”

      Polite applause echoed; Christie headed for the checkout counter. She was probably going to search for the old bottle of powdery aspirin or the slightly less ancient ibuprofen. It looked like her back hurt like hell. Mr Quartine got his elderly companion settled, looked around, and aimed for the refreshments table.

      Ginny kept the smile plastered to her face. “Punch?” she said brightly, when he came into range.

      “Just one.” Without a hat, his dark hair flopped a little onto his forehead. He kept it so short at the back and sides she’d suspected a buzzcut, but the top was a little long. “Horace says he’s thirsty.”

      Horace? “Is that your dad?” Her hands moved without any real direction on her part, dipping the ladle and filling the paper cup neatly.

      “No ma’am.” He looked a little bemused at the notion. “He knew him, though.” Mr Quartine watched her hands, and Ginny glanced down to see if she’d spilled any.

      She hadn’t. He was just staring. Why? The bruise wasn’t showing already. “Oh. I’m sorry.”

      That got an immediate reaction. “No need. What I meant to say was, he was a friend of my daddy. I’m driving him, because he don’t see so well at night.”

      This is the most I’ve ever heard you talk. “That’s nice of you.” Her throat felt funny. Blocked, a little. Her father didn’t see well at night either. He didn’t drive past sundown. At least, not comfortably. Something hot was in her eyes. She handed him the paper cup, carefully, and his fingers brushed hers. “You want to take him some cookies? There’s mixed nuts, too.”

      “Plenty of those.”

      She looked up in time to see one of his eyebrows arch a bit. She caught the joke, and probably would have laughed if the rock in her throat hadn’t swelled. God, please, let them be all right. I’m sorry, just let them be all right. “There certainly are,” she managed.

      Mr Quartine examined her for a long moment.

      Her nose was full. It was just like Christie to head off and leave Ginny here to deal with this.

      “You all right?” He sounded honestly concerned. His eyes were a lot lighter than she’d thought at first, and she was only seeing it because he leaned a little over the table to get a good close-up. Just like peering at a bug on a windshield.

      “Fine.” Mom. Dad. Flo. They have to be all right. They’re fine, the phone lines are just messed up. “Thank you. Sure you don’t want a cookie?”

      “No ma’am.” He looked like he wanted to say more, but ended up turning sharply—he almost spilled the punch—and stalking away. That leather vest of his was really old; the stitching was fraying in a couple places. One of the patches on the back looked familiar, but she had to look away toward the front door, taking a deep breath and willing the tears to go away.

      By the time Christie came back, Sheriff Blotzer had sneezed twice and was talking about the need for calm and no foolishness. Ginny headed for the back to start the prep for putting everything away and sniffled into a napkin, trying to cry quietly.
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      Lee got Horace settled in the truck. “A damnfool,” the old man muttered darkly, patting at his breast pocket to make sure his tiny notebook and mini-pencil were still where they should be. “Percy always was too big for his britches.”

      “So I do believe,” Lee muttered in return. If there was a bigger waste of time on a Wednesday night, he wasn’t sure he’d ever encountered it. The big news wasn’t the curfew, though that was the thing they spent the most time on. Mentioning that there would be checkpoints on the highway and some of the main roads had been glossed over so smoothly most of the Crossing’s residents—or at least, those who had the time and inclination to come to one of these shindigs—hadn’t even quailed, being more worried about the goddamn curfew.

      Terrorist attacks. Was that what Grandon had been on about? Whatever had happened was miles from here, though, and they had to have resources onsite for dealing with it. This was America, for God’s sake. Sea to shining sea, and who in their right mind would decide the Crossing—or even Lewiston—was a good target?

      Horace had wanted to stand around bitching with old Skip Grainger, too, and the two old men had settled near the front door of the library while the two girls finished cleaning up. Lee wanted to hurry them, but old Skip, leaning on his cane, couldn’t be moved with anything less than a tractor.

      Besides, the two old tortoises twining necks meant Lee got to help stack the chairs for the library girl. Ginny. That’s what the other one called her. A nice name. He hadn’t heard it before, and now keeping his ears open had paid off. Besides, those chairs were heavy sumbitches. Wrestling them around was no job for a pair of ladies.

      With the front of the library locked up, the girls said their goodbyes. He guessed the Toyota was her car, and he was right. He slammed Horace’s door, his throat doing some funny things.

      Ginny had her phone out, and lifted it to her ear. She stood there for a little bit, watching as the blonde headed for a maroon Volvo with bald tires. Finally, dropping her phone into her black purse—looked like a map satchel, really—the library girl walked with her braided head down, a blue knitted scarf wrapped around her pretty neck, visibly shivering. Her skirt was blue, too, and her calves worked smoothly, bare to the wind. She halted, looking at her car, and her shoulders sagged.

      Those circles under her eyes were darker, and she’d disappeared once or twice during the meeting, coming back with a slightly reddened nose and damp, matted eyelashes. Lee kept his ears peeled, but nobody said anything about her. Just about the goddamn curfew.

      Wait a second. Take a closer look.

      Ginny tipped her head back; the other woman—the blonde with the softly moving hips and gentle, pacific smile—had already started her car and dropped it into gear. Wasting no time getting out of Dodge. Lee’s Chevy was the only other vehicle left in the lot, and the Ginny’s Toyota sagged near the back right end a little more than it should.

      Horace was rolling down his window. “What is it?”

      “Looks like she’s got a flat.” Lee glanced over the parking lot again, checking his ground. The streetlights looked cold, the circles of glow around their bases pulled tight. The wind had veered around from the northeast, and it smelled not only of ice but of snow, too. Maybe the weather-monkeys had been right.

      The night was clear, but it wouldn’t stay that way. The blonde girl’s Volvo vanished, taking a hard right onto Thrush Street.

      “The library gal? Oh, shit.” Horace reached for the door handle. “You got a jack in this thing?”

      “Course I do.” Lee took another few seconds to think the situation over. Yeah, she had a flat. She stood there, looking up at the sky like she was asking God why he was so damn mean, and her shoulders trembled under her wool peacoat. Shivering, or something else? “You stay here, Horace. No need for you to get frostbite.”

      The old man was determined to rescue a damsel or two more in his life, though. “The hell I will. Think she’s got a spare?”

      “Hope so.” Lee tapped the door. “I mean it, stay in there. I ain’t having you come down with pneumonia.” With that, he set off across the lot, glad he’d worn his old boots. They gripped just right, and he didn’t have to worry about the glass. Ginny didn’t look down until he got within ten feet, and her sudden, flinching movement made him stop dead.

      “Looks like you’ve got a flat.” The words came out smoothly; looked like third time was the charm talking to her. “You got yourself a spare?”

      “I…” Her nose was red. There was a glitter on her cheek—a tear-track? Maybe. Good Lord, was she crying over a flat tire? Nah, there had to be something else. “Oh. It’s you.” She sounded surprised, and those big dark eyes were swimming. “I…I think I have Triple A, I just…” Honey curls worked free, falling down into her face, and part of that shaking was the cold. She was out here bare-legged, despite the peacoat. “I should call, or…”

      “Come on.” He held out a hand. “You got a spare in there?”

      “I…I think so.” She blinked, and yes, those were tears. Blinked back, her mouth firming and her chin lifting a little, like a good little soldier.

      Lee’s fingers itched to be doing something useful, and that funny tight sensation in his chest might have made him think he was having a problem with the old ticker if it hadn’t been usual from every other time he saw her. “Well, let’s take a look. That your key?”

      She did have a spare, it turned out. Looked like it hadn’t been touched since the Toyota came off the factory line, but it was better than a flat. He started his truck, introduced her to Horace, put her in the driver’s seat with the heater on, and took his jack, his iron, and his flashlight from the shovel box in the truck bed.

      It felt good to be doing something right again, even if he skinned his knuckles twice working the jack to where it needed to be.

      

      The second time she got out of the truck, he had just sworn a lug nut loose—the third one, and the toughest sumbitch he’d wrestled in a while—and was sweating a little despite the wind picking up. It was so cold he couldn’t get even a breath of her perfume when she appeared at his side.

      “Can I help?” She bent down to peer at his progress. “Hold the flashlight, anything?”

      He craned to look over his shoulder, his breath a cloud shredded by the moving chill. “You can get back on in the truck so you don’t freeze to death, ma’am.”

      “It’s Ginny.” A tremor of a smile. “Not ma’am.”

      He unfolded from his crouch, glad to rest his legs for a few seconds, and offered his right hand. “Pleasure, Ginny. I’m Lee.”

      “Oh. Yes.” She gave a soft shake, and now he was worrying that he’d greased up her fingers. “Short for Virginia.”

      “Mine’s just short.”

      Her tentative smile eased up and widened. It was getting easier to talk to her, and he wanted that smile to stay, but it was damn cold out here.

      “I just…I should help.” She crossed her arms, cupping her elbows, hugging herself. Against the cold, or against him? “I have Triple A, I could at least call someone out to⁠—”

      “Take ’em an hour to get here, or more. Be on your way before then. Just go back to the truck, keep Horace company, he ain’t talked to a pretty girl since the Bush administration.”

      “The first, or the second?” Her teeth began to chatter halfway through the last word, and Lee scratched at his cheek, smearing a bit of greasy dirt on his stubble. “Seriously, let me do something.”

      It was damn nice of her to offer, but this was Lee’s job, and he intended to finish it. “Get on back in the truck, Miss Virginia.” His ears perked, and he half-turned, looking across the lot. “I’ll have this all done up in a jiff.”

      The laundromat at the end of the strip, on the other side of the FOR RENT signs in the old Elks Lodge windows, was shuttered, dark and squat. Between it and Thrush Avenue there was a strip of waste green, scrub bush that had lost its green unless it was thorny enough to draw blood. Lee’s eyes narrowed. His night vision was pretty good, and he could swear something was moving in there. Too big to be a possum, and it was too early in the winter for the deer to be desperate enough to traipse through the Crossing. The bushes rustled, and the back of Lee’s neck prickled.

      She sounded amused instead of nervous, now. “I think that’s the first time in my life someone’s called me Miss Virginia.”

      Might not be the last. “Proud to be the first.” He did not like the idea of something in the bushes, no matter what it was. “Listen, get on in the truck and warm up. Horace gets confused sometimes, and I don’t want him thinking about drivin.”

      “Yes sir.” There was that ghost of a smile again. He froze where he was, his attention split between the way the expression made her even more impossibly beautiful and the sense that something was in those bushes, probably watching them. “Mr Quartine?”

      It’s a fair ways away. Just keep an eye on it. It bothered him, though. “You can call me Lee.”

      She nodded. Her teeth kept chattering, and she inhaled sharply. “Thank you, Mr Lee.” All in one breath, so the words didn’t get chopped up.

      Just Lee. He didn’t say it. At least she didn’t call him Little Lee. He might die of embarrassment. As it was, he scratched again at his cheek and nodded. “Go on now, get warmed up.”

      He watched her walk back to his truck, purring along nice and sweet. Horace was probably already asleep in the passenger side. When she got in and slammed the door, whatever was in the bushes rustled and rattled…and took off, vanishing behind the laundromat.

      Lee bent back to his work, only slightly slowed by a persistent unease. He kept checking over his shoulder the whole time, but whatever had been in the bushes didn’t come back.

      When he was done, he paced back to his truck. Horace wasn’t asleep, his mouth was moving a mile a minute; Lee rapped on his window twice with his unskinned knuckles.

      “—tell you, look at that. Good with his hands, that’s Little Lee.” Horace grinned pacifically.

      Oh, for Chrissake. “I put the flat in your trunk, ma’am. That spare won’t go above thirty mile’n hour, though.”

      “It’s all right, I live on Sixteenth.” She peered past Horace’s large nose, her earrings glittering in the glow from the dash, and he had no time to wonder what stories the old man had been filling her with.

      “Hm.” He nodded, and hoped his face was shut tight as one of her library books. “Well, let’s see if’n it’ll start up.” Welcome warmth poured through the open window onto Lee’s hand, and she immediately opened the door on the other side. All told, it hadn’t taken more than a half-hour. She’d still be waiting for a tow truck, shivering in her car.

      The Toyota started just fine; she sagged in the driver’s seat with a sigh of relief. Her radio was on, giving out a tinkling set of notes from the classical station in Lewiston. She snapped it off, and started rustling in her black purse. “So…what do I owe you, Mr Lee?”

      “Not a damn thing.” He winced inwardly. “Sorry. I mean, nothin at all.” Maybe she didn’t know how damn insulting that was. At least he was talking without stuttering. Small mercies. “Listen, we’ll folla you home. Make sure that spare holds up.”

      “Um.” She bit her lower lip, darted a glance at the truck, and he could have kicked himself sideways. Now she probably thought he was a creeper, and God knew he wouldn’t mind finding out where she hung her hat. “I…I mean, that’s not necessary. It’s just a couple miles.”

      Of course, she’d said Sixteenth, and he could just look for her car. Which certainly made him feel like a creeper, because he could easily talk himself into it. You got into the habit of figuring out things like that, and it didn’t go away. “Horace’ll give me hell, pardon my language, if we don’t make sure you get home all right, ma’am.”

      The small smile had changed, turned into an uncomfortable, placatory expression. “I could call when I⁠—”

      “I don’t have no cell.” Short, clipped little words.

      “Wow.” Her eyebrows went up. “Really? That’s…wow.”

      Yeah, I’m just a backwoods idiot. “But I’ll give you my number, and if you want, you can leave a message on my machine.” He tried not to think about turning around and driving back to the Crossing if the spare went out on her.

      “You have an answering machine? That’s amazing.” She pulled her legs in, settling herself on the seat, and he tried not to look at her knees. Her skirt had ridden up, and it was distracting. “Like, with a tape and everything?”

      “Ayup.” Still works, no reason to get rid of it. His hands throbbed, from the cold and the effort.

      She tilted her head back and regarded him. He was trying not to loom over her slightness, and his scraped hand throbbed in time to his heartbeat. “You can follow me home,” she said, softly. “I’m just not used to, you know, strangers being helpful.”

      “They don’t do that in the big city?”

      “Not in New York, no.” She sobered instantly, her expression slamming shut just like a door.

      “That where you’re from?”

      “Um-hmm.” A quick nod. “I have…my family’s back there. Anyway, yes, thank you. Maybe I can get you and Mr Horace some coffee or something?”

      He sensed it was merely a polite offer, and shook his head. “No ma’am. Giving him coffee after 8pm means he’ll be up all night, and guess who he’ll blame for that.” He reached for the brim of his hat, realized he wasn’t wearing one. Maybe that was why it was so damn cold, even though the inside of his chest had turned to hot milk. “Let’s get you home.”
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      Dr Harry Vardalam, recently divorced and nursing an ulcer his now-ex wife had of course suspected before he did, hunched over the printouts, rubbing at his burning eyes and pushing his steel-rimmed glasses up. His graying mane—thank God he wasn’t losing his hair—was wildly mussed. Sometimes he thought it made him look a little dashing, like Feynman. The tensor lamp over the table focused a raw white circle of brilliance, but the rest of the lab was dark. The centrifuges and other machinery were motionless. There was no point in sequencing or investigating further, you couldn’t stuff the monster back in the coffin.

      Pandora wasn’t applicable, Harry thought sourly, because that bitch was entirely innocent.

      Oh, there was plausible deniability—taking the step to experiment on the general population had been greenlit at the highest possible levels, and it was a millions-to-one chance that anything could have gone wrong, so on, so forth. But when the right hand didn’t know what the left was doing, when everyone was firewalled from everyone else, things slipped through those smooth, curving walls. It didn’t matter, at this point, whether someone had been asleep at the switch and let a live batch through, or if there had been a jiggle in combining it with the dead flu. Viruses were good at surviving, good at changing shape, and good at spreading themselves. Little packets delivered straight into cells, hijacking the body’s processes to expand. This particular strain had been chosen for its recuperative powers. Controlled, it could grant better functioning, higher sensory acuity, higher oxygen uptake, all things that would help build a better soldier.

      That was probably the first mistake. Mutation was a fact of life, testing with the dead strain only a stepping-stone. Watch out for that first step, they used to say in the cartoons. It’s a lulu.

      Had it resurrected? Mixed with live flu somehow, even though it wasn’t supposed to? Had someone decided it could go in any vaccine, not just the dead one?

      “What can you tell me?” Hank Johnston said, from the other side of the table. He was a bland man with a bland, shadowed face, and at first Harry thought he was chewing tobacco until the other man pulled a container of wintergreen Tums out of his open briefcase.

      Harry pulled a rolling chair up. He kept stumbling over the question, trying to fit the pattern together inside his aching head. “New York, San Diego, Chicago.” Two of the three biggest cities in the US, and you could make a case that anything that went into San Diego would spread down into Tijuana and up to LA in short order. From there, well.

      “And Houston,” Johnston added.

      A short, burping laugh escaped the foul taste in Harry’s mouth. “Houston? What the fuck?”

      “Don’t ask.” Another man might have said it offhand, but Johnston didn’t have an offhand. Not during this visit.

      Tissue samples from some of the first casualties were intriguing, until Harry stepped back and considered the effects on the whole organism. That was the trouble with defense work. The larger lines got hazy, your focus got laser-intense, and before you knew it, you had people coughing up a live strain subtly different than the safe one, the one that behaved. “Okay. With the metrics you’ve given me, we’re looking at…well, you want the bad news first, or the bad news?”

      Johnston’s shadowed expression didn’t change. Or at least, what Harry could see of it didn’t. “Don’t fuck around, Vardalam. You’re not my only stop tonight.”

      “All right, all right. Look, with what you’ve given me, all I can say it, you’d better hope it burns itself out. Or that there’s a cure being mass-produced in some DOD basement.”

      “What about overseas?”

      “If sixty percent of them managed to reach the target populations listed, it’s worldwide.” And then, if America had the cure, the military-industrial complex would have its biggest payoff yet. If, that was, anyone was around to actually pay them once this finished. “You boys sure know how to spread the pain.”

      “Wasn’t my decision.” Did Johnston sound irritated?

      He damn well should, Harry thought. The flu. The goddamn flu vaccine. “I can’t tell if⁠—”

      He was interrupted by Johnston’s coughing. One, two, three deep-chested, dry sounds.

      Harry leapt back, the chair falling over and barking his calf a good one. “Jesus Christ!”

      “It’s bronchitis,” Johnston said, dryly. “Had it for months. Not running a fever.” His hands were busy inside the briefcase, stowing the Tums.

      The tensor lamp wiggled, a wobbling searchlight. Harry rubbed at his forehead, sheepishly. “Yeah. Okay. Not that it’d do any good, with the way this thing spreads.” His gaze strayed back to the printouts. “It’s fascinating.”

      “Yeah.” Johnston closed the briefcase, but didn’t lock it. There was something in his hands, a dull metal gleam. “I’m sorry about this, Doctor.”

      Harry Vardalam’s heart lodged in his throat. “What are you⁠—”

      “Housecleaning.” Hank Johnston squeezed the trigger. A dark hole appeared in the center of the virologist’s forehead, and he staggered back, clattering over his discarded chair and falling gracelessly. The body was a sack of potatoes, and the sudden brassy stink of death rustled through the lab. “Not that it’ll do any good.”

      Johnston coughed again, this time rackingly. The tensor lamp’s glow didn’t show the great clear beads of sweat on his forehead. The loose ends he could reach were tidied away. If there was a cure, it was outside his bailiwick. The Umbrella, even in what could be termed its death throes, was thorough, and its apostles concerned only with their duties.

      Moments later, the lab, like the entire building, was empty.

    

  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/lililogo.jpg





OEBPS/images/roadtripz-lg.jpg





