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Proud to be labelled a Luddite, a breaker of machines,

I resist AI because lazy inquiry is not art,

and creativity should be applauded

and protected

—not stolen.
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The 12 inch steel pick-head fire axe was not your classic gift for a girl, but at least the guys had made an effort; they had spray-painted the handle pink. The crew from the ALS Engine Company from the Anchorage Fire Department went quiet when Sandy presented me with the axe. Her eyes betrayed a mix of admiration and admonishment, and I knew what she was thinking: how could I leave when I was doing so well? By the end of the night, she would be the only female firefighter at the AFD, at least until they hired a new one. Alaska, I promised her on the day I quit, had the highest percentage of tough, professional, and cute women in any state in America, providing plenty of candidates to choose from.

“Sure, I know,” she said, “but they’re not you.”

“No, they’re not. But I gotta move on, Sandy. FEMA is a better fit for me now.”

She didn’t agree, and as I held that pick-head in front of me, doing my best to grimace at the pink handle, the words I had prepared for my thank you speech caught in my throat, and the best I could do was raise the axe above my head and yell, “Yeah!”

It was enough. Short and to the point, and then we could get back to drinking.

“You’ll call?” Sandy said as I rested the axe on the barroom floor and picked up my beer.

“I’ll be working down the street, Sandy.”

“Yeah, I know. But you’ll call?” she said.

“I’ll call,” I said and raised my beer. “To the AFD.”

“AFD,” the men and the last remaining female firefighter cheered. 

Sandy shrank away as I swigged my beer from the bottle. I felt for her, really I did, but I just wasn’t cut out to be a firefighter. At least not forever. I thought about the last six years as I smiled and thanked the guys around me. We had seen our fair share of action, and they had done their best to shape my twenty-two-year-old enthusiasm into something close to professional firefighting. I would never forget that. But, after Mom died, and when I started reading at night to boost my high school grades and get another education, I distanced myself from them. It was the beginning of the end. They knew it; I knew it, and when, at twenty-eight, I landed the Federal Emergency Management Agency job, the only consolation was that I hadn’t completely sold out. I was still in the emergency business.

I took another swig of beer, grabbed my axe, and drifted to a quiet booth at the end of the bar. The soft cushion hissed as I sat down, resting the axe against the side of the booth. My aunt Maggie looked up as I set my beer on the table.

“That’s a pretty axe for a young lady,” she said.

“Isn’t it?”

“Every woman should have one.”

“For a couple hundred bucks, every woman can.”

“I’m guessing the paint is extra.”

“Yep,” I said and picked up my beer.

Maggie watched me lift the beer to my lips, and I drained it as she tutted and shook her head.

“I never did like you drinking.”

“Neither did Mom.”

“Bless her,” said Maggie. “She would be so proud of you today.”

“And Dad?” I said and pressed the cool bottle to my forehead. 

“My brother is an idiot, Jaylen, but yeah, he would be proud. He wouldn’t understand,” she said. “He never understood much beyond guns and ammo…”

“Yeah, daddy’s a real hick.”

“No, not quite. He’s a prepper. There’s a difference.”

“Sure,” I said. “The difference is that Mom had enough of that crap and drug me back to the city.”

“She did,” Maggie said and wrestled a nacho chip from beneath a blanket of cheese. 

“Do you see him much?”

“I don’t see him at all, honey. No one does.”

“No. I guess not.”

That was the thing about Dad. He didn’t like to be seen. The last I heard of him, he had gone to ground somewhere around Fort Yukon, had built a fish wheel and was making a living off the land in Bush Alaska. The rumour was he had taken a wife, too. A local girl, not much older than me.

“Of course,” Maggie said, and nodded at the TV on the wall behind us. “Might be that your daddy was right after all.”

“You believe that?” I said and glanced at the TV. They had been running the same story about a flu epidemic in the Lower 48 all day. I hadn’t paid it much attention. “Crazy white folk, Mom would say.”

“She would know,” Maggie said. “She married one.”

“Yes, she did.” 

“She was the most beautiful girl I had ever seen. No one knew what she saw in your daddy,” Maggie said, and I remembered the gossip, as soon as I was old enough to understand it. No one knew what it was that Mom saw in him. But I figured it out. Right about the time I started school.

“He was color blind,” I said. “That’s what she saw in him.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Mom came to Alaska from the South. Daddy was the first boy she ever met that was color blind. Sure, he had a lot of faults, but the one thing he did right was fall in love with her. Not the color of her skin, not her curly hair, the clothes she wore, or her cute southern accent. No, he fell in love with her, and she loved him back. Right up to the day she died. She just couldn’t live with him anymore. That’s what she told me.”

“I never thought about it.”

“Yes you did, Maggie. Everybody in the family did.”

“Maybe.” Maggie hid a wave of embarrassment with an apologetic shrug and took another nacho. 

Truths can hurt both ways, and Alaska had a way of exposing them. Something about the rawness of it all. The wilds of Alaska stripped men and women to the bone. You learned fast who you could trust, who you could turn to for help. I considered myself African Alaskan, with my daddy’s wild roots all bottled up inside my mom’s ebony skin and gentle nature. Dad–his temper–had got out once or twice in the past. The first time resulted in a suspension from school, and the second, on the worst night of my life, in a promotion with the AFD. The trick with my dad’s nature was knowing when to let him out. 

I tipped the bottle to my lips and licked the last few drops from the mouth before setting it down.

“That’s one thing you got from your daddy.”

“What’s that?”

“Your love of beer.”

“Love of beer? Seriously, Maggie, this is only my second tonight.” I leaned back and waited for the story that I knew was coming. I had only heard it a hundred times already. Maggie’s favourite. But then, it was the only sweet story about my father and me she knew.

“He would hold you to his chest and you’d be giggling and all that…”

I actually remembered. Maybe because I had heard it so many times. Dad always had a beer handy, and when he carried me in his arms, I would reach out for it, and he would let me take a sip. The smell of beer reminded me of him, the crazy old coot in the woods. The sad thing was, that was the only thing that reminded me of him. And when Mom died in the fire, and the AFD pulled her out, beer was what stopped him from coming to the funeral. And…

“I’m sorry, Jaylen,” Maggie said.

“Sorry about what?” I rubbed my eyes before any tears began to well.

“Whenever I tell that story, it upsets you. Those big brown eyes of yours, they get even softer when you get sad.”

“I’m not sad, I’m celebrating.”

“That’s right,” she said, happy to change the subject. “Tell me all about it.”

“Okay,” I said, and then I paused, because that’s when he came in to the bar.

Technically, Nathaniel Canizales was a co-worker. He had an office right next to mine in the FEMA building, but I had seen him only twice before. The first time when I went to interview, and later the same day in the Walmart on A Street. I had noticed little about him beyond his tousled black hair that highlighted his dark chocolate eyes. Mexican born, he dressed like an Alaskan, denims and boots, topped with a check shirt and an outdoor jacket. He hadn’t changed, I noticed, since the last time I saw him. He hadn’t shaved either. He stopped at the door, scanned the room, and nodded when he saw me. His eyes lingered for a moment on the pink axe, and then he shook his head and walked to the bar. I watched him sit down and order a beer. He sat alone.

“Jaylen?”

“What? Sorry,” I said and faced Maggie.

“Someone you know?”

“Kind of. His name is Nate. He’s my co-worker. Sort of.”

“Sort of? You’re going to have to explain, honey.”

I tried. 

“The Anchorage FEMA office is a small one. It’s more like a group of departments working together. Nate works for the city. He’s an engineer and has the office next to mine, but he’s never in it, or so the boss tells me.”

“Your boss?”

“Yep,” I said. “The Alaska Area Office Manager.”

“Does he have a name?”

“Bob Andrews.”

“So you’re the Assistant Manager?”

“I am.” 

I could feel my cheeks flush as I said it. Of course, every time I got excited and proud about my new job, I worried about the responsibility. Bob had tried to reassure me when he told me that Alaskans can pretty much take care of themselves. And that most of what I would be doing is education, talking to schools about pre-disaster preparedness. In fact, he reminded me paperwork was going to take up most of my time, and that was the only thing that concerned him about hiring me. 

“Bob’s worried that I’m going to get bored.”

“He is?”

“Sure,” I said and hiked my thumb in the direction of my axe. “Too much paperwork and not enough action. Folk will need my help with flood insurance more than fighting fires, he said.”

“But that’s what you want. Isn’t it, honey?”

It was. I had been a firefighter for three years when Mom died in a fire in her apartment block. A laptop charging on a blanket started a fire in the apartment next to hers, and she died from smoke inhalation before we found her. That was the day I got my promotion. The day when I let Dad out of the bottle. I pulled three people out of the fire before the guys had to drag me out. I was out of oxygen, out of energy, and out of luck. Mom died before I could get to her. But it was Dad who made me keep going. His rage, best suited for the backwoods, was just what I needed to go back inside the building, and again, and again. I would have kept going, until I had used up every last drop of Dad, and I would have died, too. But the guys pulled me out, saved my life, and the Fire Chief promoted me to the Advanced Life Support engine company. It was on the other side of town. I started night school a month later, filling my free time with long hours of study, pushing back the grief and guilt over losing my mom.

“Yes, it’s what I want,” I said, and I meant it.

Bob Andrews wasn’t so sure, but he hired me anyway. I told Maggie about the interview, and I mentioned the hours, and the pay, and the lousy vacation. She smiled and patted my hand.

“But you have weekends now. How about that?”

“Yep,” I said. “And guess what? It’s Friday. I don’t start work before Monday.”

“Your first weekend,” Maggie said. She pushed the nachos across the table and I reached for them, my fingers poised to pull a chip from the cheese when my cell phone burred inside my pocket. “You going to take that?”

“I guess,” I said and reached inside the cargo pocket of my pants.

It was a new cell, with only a few contacts added. The screen lit up when I swiped my finger across it, and my boss’ name flashed in front of me.

“Bob,” I said. “How’s Seattle?”

“Are you in a bar?” he said. “Go outside, right now.”

“Okay.” I slid out of the booth and waved at Maggie on my way to the door. “I’m outside. What’s up?”

I heard Bob take a deep breath as I leaned against the hood of a Jeep; it was the smallest car in the lot. The Northern Lights drifted across the night sky, and I shivered for a second as the Fall air nipped at my skin.

“Jaylen,” he said. “You’ve seen the news?”

“About the flu epidemic? Yeah, I’ve seen it.”

“It’s not the flu, and it’s not an epidemic.”

“What are you saying, Bob? I don’t understand.”

There was a pause, some static on the line, and I thought I heard Bob talking to someone, but his voice was muffled, as if he placed his hand on the receiver. The line cleared, and I heard a second voice, a female.

“Just tell her.”

“But she doesn’t have the authority…”

“Then give it to her.”

“Bob,” I said. “What’s going on?”

“There are things you need to know, Jaylen, but you don’t have the necessary clearance.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means,” he said, “I’m promoting you in the field. You are now the manager of the Alaska Office.”

“You mean Anchorage?”

“No, I mean the whole state, for as long as it exists.”
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As long as it exists. I was too wrapped up in my new responsibilities to think about what Bob meant about Alaska’s future. The wind picked up, and I tucked in between two trucks, sheltering from the wind and reducing the static on the line. I listened as Bob talked me through the things I had to do if I was going to coordinate Alaska’s response to what was now considered a global pandemic.

“Hold up a minute, Bob,” I said. “I still don’t know what we’re dealing with here.”

“No,” he said, and I could hear him sigh. “Okay, here’s what we know.”

Bob spent the next five minutes telling me everything the television news anchors hadn’t. People weren’t coming down with influenza. It was something much more sinister. It was also airborne, spreading from one person to ten more every minute. The FEMA office in New York had gone dark, with only a skeleton crew manning the phones for the entire city. Emergency service personnel, those who weren’t already sick or dead, had been overwhelmed by distress calls, looting, and fires burning out of control. One city block, Bob said, had been burning for the better part of two days already.

“So the east coast in is a state of emergency?”

“Not just the east,” he said. “This thing is spreading like wildfire, and there are no natural firebreaks. We’re trying to shut the airports, but there’s a bunch of pilots lifting off, regardless.”

“What about the highways?”

“They’re practically closed through congestion. Everybody is trying to go west.”

“West?”

“Canada closed its borders an hour ago. But that’s not going to stop people from trying to get across. Even if they get across, well… Canada is no better off.” Bob paused. “Mexico, maybe. I don’t know.”

I noticed someone hovering by the door to the bar and I hunkered down and lowered my voice. “What do you want me to do?”

“Homeland Security is holding the reins on this one, and that means us.”

“Okay,” I said.

“So, I need you to coordinate with the Chief of Police, the Fire Chief, the Mayor…” Bob listed a bunch more people and titles. I lost count when I fumbled in my pocket for something to write with. 

“Say again, Bob…”

“…everyone you think that might be important to get in a room together. Think basics: food, shelter, power, medical care…”

“Food, power… yeah, I got it.”

“Close the borders, keep people in Alaska, keep others out.”

“Bob,” I said. The words caught in my mouth. “I’m not ready for this.”

“No one is. You’re just going to have to deal with this one problem at a time.”

“Yeah, okay, but…” But where to start? I had no idea.

“Hey, Lewis. You still there?”

“Yeah, I’m here.”

“For what it’s worth, I know this is going to be tough. My best advice is that you find someone you can trust. You can’t do this alone.” He paused. “There’s a guy out East…”

“East?”

“…Mark Erichsen. He’s trained for this kind of thing. For when things get really ugly.”

“Hey, Bob…” I took a breath to steady my voice. “East is no good to me. I need someone here.”

“Sorry,” he said. “I’m reaching just now. Find someone you can trust, someone reliable.” 

He said a couple more things, then the line went dead. I held the phone to my ear for about a minute before I realised he was gone. 

“Damn.” I stood up and stuffed my cell in my pocket. The wind caught the collar of my shirt and licked at my hair as I walked between the trucks and back to the bar. I needed to talk to someone. But the first person I met was the last person on my list.

“Interesting call?” said a young woman with red hair and a freckled face. She stepped in front of me before I could open the door. She was familiar, but I couldn’t place her. “I couldn’t help but hear that you’ve been promoted.”

“You heard that? Who are you?”

“Rachel Splint. I’m with the Daily News Miner.”

“The press? I can’t talk to you right now.”

“No?” Rachel blocked the door. “From what I heard, there might not be a better time.”

“What you heard?” I shook my head. “I need to get inside.”

“Just tell me what’s really going on?”

I could feel my dad’s genes unbottling, and I didn’t want to let him out, not now. But the journalist was getting in my way and, well, I would have hit her if the door hadn’t opened and two people stumbled into the parking lot. I brushed past them and made my way to the bar.

I found Nate just as he was about to order another beer. He watched me as I sat down.

“Lewis,” he said, with a dip of his head.

“You know my name,” I said. “That’s good. Uhm…”

“I was going to get another beer,” he said. “You want one?”

“No, and you don’t either.”

“I don’t?”

“No. We need to go.”

I looked over at the booth to see if Maggie was still around. She was gone, but the journalist was on her way over. I slipped off the barstool and tugged Nate onto his feet. He frowned at me, and I mouthed the word please.

“Listen, Lewis…”

“Please, Nate, I need you to come with me.” I gestured at the TV screen above the bar and said, “It’s worse than people think.”

“The epidemic?”

“Yes,” I said. 

Nate shrugged and pulled his jacket from the back of the stool. He tucked it under one arm and took out his car keys. 

“We’ll take my truck,” he said. “Wherever we’re going.”

“Fine,” I said and started to follow him.

“Hey, hold on a minute.”

I turned around to look at the barmaid. She held up one hand and then reached down below the bar. “You can’t leave without this.”

“Right,” I said and took the fire axe from her hands.

“Your aunt said she had to go. She said she’ll call.”

“Thanks.” The weight of the axe felt good in my hand as I gripped it beneath the head. Whether it was the axe or the color of the handle, I’ll never know, but it stopped Rachel Splint in her tracks, and I followed Nate to his truck without another word from her.

I dumped the axe in the bed of the truck, behind the cab, opened the passenger door and climbed in. Nate pushed the key into the ignition, started the engine, and then waited. I realised he was waiting for me.

“Are you going to tell me where we’re going?”

“I’m not sure. Just drive somewhere. Anywhere.”

Nate pulled out of the parking lot and into traffic, slowing as we passed what looked like a panic at the drugstore. He nodded at the crowd of people spilling out of the storefront and the police doing their best to keep them calm.

“Is that what this is about?” he said and drove on.

“Maybe,” I said. And then, “Pull in here.”

“We’re going to see a movie?” he said as he parked in a space in front of the Century 16 movie theatre.

I waited until he switched off the engine, and for a police siren to wail into the distance. Nate scratched the stubble on his chin and, for a moment, our eyes locked, and then I looked away. 

“Lewis?”

“Yeah, okay,” I said and pulled the cell from my pocket. “I got a call from Bob Andrews when I was in the bar.”

“I saw you go out,” Nate said. “So?”

“So, I’ve been promoted. Area Manager for Alaska. All of it.”

Nate frowned as I drip-fed him the information. “You haven’t started yet. What’s going on?”

“Bob’s in Seattle, and I don’t think he’s coming back. This flu epidemic, well, it’s not influenza, and it’s a pandemic now. It’s global, at least I guess it is.”

“So what we’ve seen on the news?”

“It’s just the start of it. New York has shut down, declared a State of Emergency…”

“I saw that.”

“And Homeland Security has given FEMA the lead on this one.”

“So, bigger than Katrina?”

“This isn’t a hurricane, Nate.”

Two more police patrol cars wailed past, the emergency lights flashing through the cab as Nate tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. I imagined he was thinking about what to do next. I hoped so, because I was struggling to focus. Nate took out his cell, and I watched him dial.

“I’ll put the people in the room, but you’re going to have to talk to them.”

“What am I going to say?” I was going to say more, but Nate raised his hand as the person he dialled answered his call.

“Dave,” he said. “Yes, I’ve seen the news. It’s worse than that. Listen, I’m sitting here with the new FEMA rep for Alaska… No, it’s Lewis…” he paused and looked at me. 

“Jaylen,” I said.

“Did you get that? Jaylen Lewis. She’s taking over from Bob Andrews. He’s in Seattle. Not coming back. Yes, we need to meet. Can you get everyone together?” Nate tapped his fingers on the wheel as he pressed his cell to his ear. “Sure. See you there.” He finished the call and tossed the cell into a well on the dashboard.

A cold hand clenched my gut, and I forced myself to say, “It should be you talking to them. I don’t know what to say.”

“Neither do I and don’t let that fool you. Dave is a friend. He just happens to be the head nurse in the Emergency Room. He’s on that list, just lower down, like me.”

“And me,” I said.

“No, you’re at the top of that list now. Bob Andrews put you there. You’d better get used to it.”

It was going to take some getting used to, but I didn’t have a choice. I leaned back in the seat and closed my eyes. Nate was quiet, and I was grateful for the silence in which to think. If I was going to lead a meeting in response to a pandemic paralysing the Lower 48, then I was going to need more information, details, and facts, so that we could prepare an adequate response. I opened my eyes and reached for the radio, pressing the button to turn it on. A preset rock channel burst through the speakers before Nate clicked through the buttons for a news channel. I nodded, and we listened to the latest report about restricted traffic, huge crowds at the borders–all of them–and a request from the Governor of California for Orange County citizens, and people across the whole western seaboard, to remain calm.

“There’s nothing new here,” I said as the news anchor fielded reports from journalists and callers, trying his best to corral the different stories into some sort of order. I figured I had better start taking notes, as it would be my turn soon. I pulled out my cell and began tapping bullet points into a memo. “We’re going to need more information before we can form a strategy,” I said, as I recalled my course notes on emergency management.

“No,” said Nate. “You don’t have time to get bogged down in trying to figure out what this is.”

“I don’t? Then what should I do?” I said and let the cell rest in my lap.

“Lock the State down. We have emergency contingencies. Once we get them up and running, we can figure out the next step.”

“There are contingencies?” I said and regretted it. Nate raised his eyebrow at me, but I cut him off before he could speak. “Well, sure, okay, I know there are contingencies, but… give me a break. My job starts Monday.”

“It’s Monday already,” he said and shrugged. “Congratulations.”

“Thanks,” I said and managed to laugh.

“You’re welcome.”

“At least Alaska isn’t affected yet.”

“You don’t know that.”

“You mean the people at the drugstore? They’re probably just reacting to the news.” I thought about my father, and what he might have to say about it. “I mean, there haven’t been any reports of crazy things happening in Alaska. You know, more than just Alaska-crazy.”

The radio crackled as a local traffic warning cut into the news channel. Nate turned up the volume, his fingers frozen to the button as we listened to the reports of bush planes swarming into Fairbanks and approaching Anchorage as the skies filled up with nervous Alaskans.


 

 

 

 

 

3

 

“There,” I said as Nate drove. I pointed at a gaggle of four bush planes heading for Ted Stevens Airport. Nate craned forward over the steering wheel and looked up. 

“They’re not waiting for permission to land,” said Nate. “Just coming in one after the other.”

“Three more to the east,” I said as Nate drove into the parking lot at Providence Alaska Medical Center. He parked next to a bright red RAM Laramie Longhorn. It belonged to the new Fire Chief, newly arrived from Texas. Nate scanned the parking lot and said, “They’re all here. You ready?”

“No,” I said and opened the door. “But let’s do it, anyway.” I looked up at the buzzing of three more bush planes flying low toward the airport. 

“Better leave the axe,” Nate said. “Pink may not be not so appropriate for your first briefing as FEMA Area Manager.”

“You think?”

Nate locked his truck, and I followed him through the main entrance. There was a bustle to the place that seemed to fit with Friday nights at the Emergency Room, except for the fact that we were in the administrative part of the building. The staff I saw running between wards and offices wore a strained look that suggested the need to hurry without really knowing why. I knew how they felt.
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