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CHAPTER 1
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THE DISPOSSESSED

Vince knew something was wrong when Coltan made a beeline for him outside the tube and then took him aside for a private discussion away from the ears of Natalie, Trevor, and the guards. It was a very cool night for late spring, and Coltan had not even bothered to zip up his jacket. He approached Vince with a sense of urgency, whispered they had to talk right now, and once out of the others’ hearing distance, told him about Benjamin.

At first, Vince did not believe it. Coltan repeated it all very slowly until the horrible truth finally sank in.

“How long?” Vince asked, dismayed.

Coltan knew this would be the worst news of all, and it was a struggle to deliver it. “He said it’s been going on for months.”

Vince slowly swayed his head from side-to-side. The kid had been hiding it for months. Months! “I never knew.... That little....”

“If it was me, I would’ve hidden it, too.”

Vince could not help but cringe when he asked for verification. “Humans? Are you sure?”

Coltan’s voice came just above a whisper, “That’s what he said. He said, ‘sometimes’. He finally admitted it. Sometimes he gets a craving for human flesh. He resists it. Said raw animal meat helps him get through it.”

Vince barely breathed it out, “Jesus....” He thought about Brenda, thought about the child she would deliver in approximately six months. He remembered—and it caused his gut to twist—the mords caged at Baker Creek had eaten the babies born among them in the cage. If the mord virus was resurging in Benjamin’s system, and it appeared that was the case, how would he respond to a new baby in their family? Would the baby be at risk? It was a terrible thing to imagine.

And how would Brenda deal with this news? Brenda had adopted the boy as her own. She considered him her own. They had survived the worst days of the pandemic together, had even come to the brink of death. Would her feelings towards him change if she learned he was a danger to everyone?

“We can’t tell Brenda,” Vince said. “Not yet.”

“She needs to know,” Coltan insisted. “We have to pull together and protect Ben, and that means Brenda’s gotta be in on it. All of us—those of us who were sick and are experiencing aftereffects—all of us need to know, too. You can’t keep it from the doctors either, Vince.” As the thought hit him he added, “And James. We have to tell James.”

“No!”

“He won’t have to tell the rest of the people. They want us out, anyway. We’ll leave here as soon as possible. We’ll leave to protect the people from Ben, and to protect Ben from them.”

“I need time to tell Brenda. I don’t want her to hear it from anyone else. Give me time.”

From what he had seen of Benjamin’s condition that night, Coltan feared for the boy. “Time may be our enemy.”

“He can’t be that close! Look at Isa! She does fine with just a little blood. Maybe—”

Coltan had thought about it all the way out to the south side of the lava tubes where Vince was on guard duty. He compared Benjamin’s case to those of himself, Isabelle, Dillon and Vince. Benjamin was the only one of them primarily infected by the mord virus. The rest of them had gotten sick from the dog virus, Isa the only other infected first with the dog virus and then the mord virus. The difference had to be the primary virus. “Isa doesn’t crave human flesh; neither do you, Dillon, or me. We didn’t have the mord virus first. Ben did. Ben’s the only one. We don’t know what’s gonna happen with him, and we can’t take any chances.”

“Maybe the blood will help him. Hell... I’ll donate it to him!”

“You still have the dog virus in your system. Your blood will only make him sick. Let’s take him over to the hospital. Quimby’ll run some tests.”

Vince shook his head adamantly. “No! I want to talk to Ben, then Brenda. It’s our decision.”

Impatiently, Coltan spoke louder in response, “Don’t you get it? That kid is on the brink of killing somebody!”

“Shut up! Keep your voice down!”

He lowered his volume. “If you need a reality check, you’ll find him behind some boxes in the kitchen. He should be on his second helping of raw deer meat by now.” Coltan held his breath for a moment, held his temper, and then he suggested in a very controlled, quiet voice, “Go see for yourself. I think he’ll be relieved that you finally know.”

––––––––
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VINCE FOUND BENJAMIN exactly where Coltan said he would be. The boy was chewing his last morsel of raw meat. His hands were sticky with deer blood, and he drew them up to shield his eyes when Vince flipped up the light switch. Behind his hands, he growled softly at the intruder. He knew it was Vince, but he growled anyway, ashamed Vince caught him doing something bad.

Vince crouched before him on the floor. “It’s alright, son...”

Benjamin brought his hands down, peered tearfully into the mournful eyes of his adopted dad. “I’m sorry...” The words formed only with his breath, for his throat was too tight to produce a sound. At last, his throat released his sobs, and he repeated his apology.

Vince took gentle hold of his wrists, “Let’s go over and wash your hands.”

“Are they gonna shoot me?”

“No. They won’t know. They’ll never know.” He tugged the boy’s wrists, and they both stood. Vince led him to the sink and started the water. He washed Benjamin’s face, washed the boy’s hands, washed his own hands.

Benjamin slumped forward, rested at the edge of the sink. He stared at the last of the water as it swirled down the drain. “I don’t dream about the wolves no more.”

Vince still had wolf dreams twice a week. All five of the virus survivors had dreams about wolves. It had become such a common, predictable thing for them that they seldom discussed it anymore. He assumed Benjamin meant he was not having the dreams as often. “That’s okay.”

“No,” Benjamin said to the drain. “It ain’t okay.”

“Why isn’t it okay?”

He straightened and gazed bravely at Vince, his forehead pinched with the terror that rode upon his soft, confiding, voice. “They’re mords now. Last night, Mister Death Shadow was with them.”

“There’s no such thing as Mister Death Shadow.”

“There is, too.” His mouth and his chin trembled with constrained sobbing. More tears spilled down his face as he told Vince, “Isa didn’t imagine him. He’s walkin’ the earth right this very minute. He’s walkin’ the earth and he’s takin’ people. He told me he’s on his way here. He’s comin’ for me, and he’s comin’ for you, too.”

Vince hugged the boy to him, held him tightly to his chest. “There’s no such thing!”

He growled softly with his frustration. “I’m not talkin’ about the Easter bunny, Vince!”

Vince answered just like a typical father, “You had a nightmare. That’s all it was.”

He clenched his fists, weakly struck Vince’s chest. “He’s real!”

Vince only held him tighter, whispered, “Stop...”

Benjamin sobbed silently, his wet cheek dampening Vince’s shirt. The dampness was warm upon his skin, and it gave him a moment’s feeling of comfort. However, Vince’s speeding heartbeat thudded into his ear, and this told him Vince was just as frightened as he was; Vince’s disbelief was merely a ruse, a parent’s ruse to calm a child. It was like the time Benjamin’s real father carried him out of their burning house while telling him, “It’s just a little smoke. The firemen will take care of it.” Adults could be so lame.

Vince tried again to reassure him. “There’s no Mister Death Shadow.”

“You’ll see,” Benjamin gloomily warned him. “You’ll see...”

––––––––
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COLTAN’S SENSE OF URGENCY and the panic in his eyes was plain to Natalie and Trevor when he joined them away from the guards after Vince left to find Benjamin. Once he sat down with them, Natalie draped her arm over his shoulders and inquired in a whisper, “My God, Coltan... what’s going on?”

Trevor leaned in close to them. “What is it?”

Coltan’s voice quivered. “It’s Benjamin. He’s relapsing.”

Natalie’s hushed voice was full of dread. “The virus?” 

“Yeah. Don’t say anything to anyone. Brenda doesn’t know yet, and Vince has to break it to her.”

Trevor asked, “Is Ben dangerous? Is he dangerous right now?”

“He’s fighting it.”

Trevor pressed, “Do you think he’s dangerous?”

Coltan sighed dismally. “Yeah.”

“Oh... bloody hell...”

Natalie almost hissed the words, her face pinched with fear, “It’s that bad?”

Coltan lowered his voice further to a barely audible whisper that caused Natalie and Trevor to lean closer to him. “Yeah, it’s that bad. No matter how we handle him, everyone here will be afraid of us, too. We should all leave—take him with us before he turns. That way, if and when he turns, we can do what we need to do without the folks here knowing. If he turns before then, we’re screwed. More than likely someone here will kill him and all of us in order to protect the whole group.”

“We can’t leave right away,” Natalie said. “Dillon’s in no shape to go anywhere. And, besides that, where are we going to go if Ghost Pines doesn’t work out? How are we going to survive?”

“We’ll figure it out,” Coltan said.
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CHAPTER 2
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Cory awoke gradually to the faint sound of voices nearby. He listened hard to the voices, tried to ascertain the number of voices, the number of men and women. He thought he heard children, too. For some moments they talked over each other, all of them; then in other moments there would be a pause, a silence, and one would speak, usually a man. Cory could not decipher the words to make sense of the conversation. He assumed they were talking about him, debating whether he was a friend or enemy; debating whether they should kill him, just to be on the safe side.

Which didn’t make any sense when he realized someone had put much effort into keeping him alive, making him comfortable and keeping him safe.

Where am I? Why is it so dark?

It occurred to him then, in his semi-dream state, he had not yet opened his eyes. He silently laughed at himself and opened his eyes. 

The walls were wood-paneled—pine, he guessed—as was the ceiling. The two dressers and pair of matching nightstands complimented the rustic ambiance. Identical brass lamps with square beige lampshades stood on each nightstand. One lamp was on, the bulb low wattage and its light easy on the eyes. A set of green plaid drapes, the thick insulated kind, obscured the view from the one window. Sunlight framed the edges of the drapes. Still not fully awake, he stared at the tightly secured sheets and woodland patterned blanket on the unused bed next to his. You can bounce a quarter on it... Cory thought, remembering his days in boot camp, the barracks, and unyielding discipline right down to how you made your bed.

This place didn’t smell like a barracks; it smelled curiously like a motel room. However, there was nothing around that you would find in a motel room: no television, no glued-to-the-nightstand remote control unit, no phone, no official motel stationary on the dressers, no checkout time reminder tacked on the door. If anything, the room smelled like flowers and looked like a no-frills guest room in someone’s house.

On the other side of the door, a child’s voice, “I told you... they shaved him.”

A second child, the voice a smidgeon deeper, “I wanna see.”

“No! He’s sleepin’. They said leave him alone. You wanna get in trouble?”

“I just wanna look.”

“You’ll get in trouble.”

A woman’s voice, authoritative, “Hey! You two! Get away from there!”

Cory thought the woman might come in. After a struggle, he managed to sit up. He immediately felt dizzy and folded forward onto himself. His head pounded, and he broke into a sweat, began to shiver, although he felt hot. Too weak to move, he found he was stuck in that position.

––––––––
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SHALLOW GRAVES. THAT was the best Han and his men could do for the dead. One-by-one the group from the garden house suddenly collapsed and bled to death. They bled from every bodily orifice, even their pores. After bleeding out, each body deflated like a balloon suddenly emptied of air. Pax was the last to die, and she died with her grandson Sean in her arms. Han dug her grave very wide and deeper than the others so he could lay Sean with her. That’s what she wanted.

Neither Han nor any of his troops prayed over the dead. Two generations of enforced secularism and repressed spirituality by the emerging world government did its job well on the current generation. None of them believed in God. You lived and you died, and that was all there was to it. In the interim, you did the best you could to leave something positive behind for the next guy.

The soldiers passed around a bottle of whisky. Han drank and looked across at the graves, wondered what something positive those people left behind.

There was that one girl, the one who knew about the lava tubes. She toted an illegal Bible in her pack and tried to convert them all as they inched up the mountain. Some of the group listened and gave it serious consideration. After all, what was the harm in it now? Who was going to arrest them and send them away for reprogramming at this point? Certainly not Han and his soldiers; they were beyond caring. What the girl didn’t know was that Han had been listening, and the seed she planted in his ear was sprouting in his heart.

Han took another swig and passed the bottle to the soldier next to him, a seventeen-year-old boy.

Forgive them... forgive us... if you’re really there.

“How much farther?” the youngest soldier, Chris Kenworth (a boy to Han), asked him.

Now that the stragglers who had slowed them down were gone, Han and his men would make better time. “Another day or so.”

Chris coughed deeply and spit up blood. They had all been spitting blood. The boy wiped his mouth on his bloodstained sleeve and remarked, “Whatever that mean shit was, it’s sure doin’ its job.” He stared at his sleeve, at the fresh blood smear he just deposited over the old bloodstain there. He scratched his beard, looked up at the puffy clouds in the sky, looked at them as if they were the enemy. In the next moment, he swept his sight over the graves and said, “I guess we’re gonna die like them. Huh, Lieutenant? It’s just takin’ us longer 'cause we didn’t get direct exposure early on like them. Huh, Lieutenant?”

“I don’t know.”

The boy continued, “If we get there, what are we gonna do?”

Han had been mulling it over ever since they started up the mountain. Initially, Han’s assignment from General Tadesco was to win the Holy Rollers to the side of the UEF. Why Tadesco wanted to keep the Christians alive was anybody’s guess. There were rumors, Han knew, rumors about a little girl who had survived the mord virus. Tadesco had been hot to get hold of her for a long time. After the Baker Creek fiasco, Tadesco abandoned the search for her, and he abandoned his experiments with the captured mords and ordered them all killed. Now, under the pretense of offering an olive branch to the Holy Rollers up in the lava tubes, Tadesco had actually renewed his search for the girl. Han was sure of that. However, the bombings by the Islamic Alliance, predominantly those bassackwards Taliban, had changed things, not only for Tadesco and the UEF, but also for Han and his men. As far as Han was concerned, the little girl didn’t matter. The IA not only bombed the shit out of most of the American continent, they drenched the populace with some kind of chemical or biological toxin. Now the only thing that mattered was surviving this new plague. Han thought his best and, perhaps only, hope lay in the medical personnel among the Holy Roller group; that’s if they had any medical personnel and if they all still existed.

The boy coughed and spat blood again, wiped his mouth. His voice came roughly, as if the inside of his throat was shredded. “Sir? What are we gonna do once we get there?”

Han took a deep breath. His lungs gurgled and wheezed with the effort. He tasted blood, but made no effort to expel it. After he cleared his throat and swallowed the gunk, he answered, “We’re gonna ask for their help.”
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CHAPTER 3
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Vince never told Brenda about the babies at Baker Creek. The news about Benjamin was nearly too much for her to handle.

Benjamin tried to reassure her as she sobbed in Vince’s embrace. “I’ll never hurt you, Bren. I’ll never hurt anyone. I promise!”

Her tone of voice betrayed her, and she didn’t look at him when she replied, “I know, sweetheart.”

“I’ll kill myself, first!” He stated it as if it was a fresh idea. Actually, he had been thinking about it for a long time.

Finally, Brenda left Vince’s embrace, leaned forward and lovingly stroked the boy’s cheek, gazed earnestly into his eyes. “No, you won’t. I won’t allow it.”

Vince told him, “Damned right, you won’t!”

“You don’t know what this is like,” Ben said.

The overhead lighting that permeated the canvas of their tent lent shadows under his eyes. The shadows made him appear exhausted and somewhat bereft of his characteristic tenderness. The sight of him like this only added to Brenda’s anxiety over the matter. She tried to hide her fear although she could not reign in her sorrow.

“This may be a temporary manifestation,” she theorized. “You and Isa have both physically matured very early and at an accelerated rate. Like the doctors said, it could be a hormonal thing—puberty stirring up something in the brain left behind by the mord virus. It makes sense, you know; all the adults that were sick had already gone through puberty. Therefore, that must be it. That’s it... it’s temporary. We’ll help you get through it.” She turned to Vince, gave him her Daddy, can I have an ice-cream expression, “Won’t we, honey?”

His eyes were on Benjamin when he answered, “Absolutely.”

She tried to smile, cupped the boy’s face in her upturned palms. “There. See?”

“What about the baby?” he blurted.

She fell back. “How did you know?”

He gazed at her as if he was sorry. “I can smell it. I’ve known for a long time. Why didn’t you tell me? Why’d you wanna hide it from me?”

“I wanted to be certain.”

There came a rigid conviction to his expression and voice, “You’re afraid. You’re afraid it’s sick like Vince was sick. That’s it, isn’t it?”

She glanced from Benjamin to Vince (who was not shocked at all) and back to Benjamin. “No...”

“I don’t believe you.”

“They don’t know if it can be passed to—” She paused and reclined into Vince’s body, reclined there almost for protection. “I think it’s healthy.”

“When are you gonna go to the doctor?”

“Soon.”

“Yes,” Vince said at the same time. “Tomorrow, probably.”

“What about me? Are you gonna tell them?”

Vince responded, “They may be able to help you.”

“What if they can’t?”

“We’ll leave.”

“And go where?”

“We’ll find a place.”

Benjamin persisted like a bull, “And then what? What if I turn?” He knew the answer, and the irony caused a painful grimace to play at the corners of his mouth. “You’ll do what you gotta do.”

Brenda gasped. “It won’t come to that!”

He gazed at Vince. Vince had already decided. When Vince met his eyes, there was no need for verbal confirmation.

––––––––
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DILLON REACHED THE end of the corridor. Isabelle and Trevor turned and waited for Dillon to scoot the walker into position so he could pivot without falling and begin the return trip to his room. He managed better than the previous night when he lost his balance. This time, he didn’t tip over.

“Very good!” Trevor said.

Dillon grinned at him, pleased with his progress and hopeful he was nearing complete recovery.

Isabelle looped her hand through the crook of his arm. “We’ll be dancin’ soon!”

“That’s the first thing we’ll do!” At the same time, he thought of Jill, thought about all the times he danced with her. She was his perfect dance partner and he missed her. She had stopped visiting him in the hospital. There were many possible reasons, and Dillon knew they all had something to do with him. If only he had told her the truth from the beginning.

“She’ll dance with you again,” Isabelle stated.

Dillon chuckled at her. “Stop reading my mind!”

Isabelle giggled.

Trevor told her, “That’s right upending, y’know.”

“It don’t happen all the time...”

“I’m tired,” Dillon said.

“We’ll get you back in bed,” Trevor responded. “And then you’ll lift the weights for your arms.”

“Jeez, Trev... I’m tired!”

“Twenty reps and we’re done.”

He cast Trevor a mock sneer. “Not we... me.”

“We...” Trevor smirked at him playfully. “Because I have to put up with your inevitable whining!”

“Quit rushing me and I’ll quit whining.” He halted then, leaned upon the walker, and caught his breath. Trevor and Isa stopped, too, and when Dillon felt ready to continue he told Trevor, “You act like I gotta be ready tomorrow. What’d you do—sign me up for a marathon or something? I thought we had another week or so before the vote. What’s the big frigging rush, huh?”

Trevor thought he was keeping the secret well.

However, Isabelle knew, but she wasn’t about to tell anyone, not even Dillon. For now, she kept the secret in her Box of Secrets in the Silencio Section in her mind. The box was getting full.

––––––––
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CAROLYN FOUND THE TELEVISION room empty. This did not surprise her. Most of the residents had given up hope the satellite broadcasts would resume. In contrast, she was glad communications were down. From what she had seen before the satellite broadcasts crashed, the outside world had become far worse since the day James brought her to Alpha. It was difficult for her to imagine anything worse than what she had survived but the television presented the images so that she didn’t have to imagine. Now it seemed as if the outside world had disappeared and Alpha Base was the only thing left. She felt safe at Alpha and had no desire to rejoin the madness beyond the lava tubes. Yet, Carolyn was curious to learn what had caused the satellite blackout. Hers was the same curiosity that compelled one to steal a glance at a hideous accident scene on the freeway, the same curiosity that, once satisfied, reminded one that someone else’s life was worse.

She thumbed the remote and flipped through the channels. There was nothing but snow and the accompanying crackling hiss.

Are we the only ones left? The thought of it made her smile. We’ll be safe, then.

A sound in the doorway startled her. She turned and saw Coltan standing there.

Her heart skipped and then thudded in her chest.

She dropped the remote. It bounced, cartwheeled off its corners and landed near his feet. Coltan smiled at her, bent and retrieved the device, tossed it back to her. This was not the first time she had dropped something in his presence. He never bothered to wonder why. He assumed she was simply inherently clumsy.

He glanced at the television, was not surprised by that, either. “Not giving up yet?”

Embarrassed, she thought quickly and scanned the bookcase that held DVDs. “I was going to put in a movie.”

“The way things used to be...”

“What?”

“They’re a history of our civilization,” Coltan explained.

She chose a romantic comedy, not because that was what she wanted to see, but because she had to choose something to cover her lie. “Want to watch with me?”

He saw the title. “I hate that movie.”

“Why?”

“It’s stupid.”

“Why?”

“The guy acts like a stalker and she falls in love with him, anyway.”

She had already seen it and from what she recalled, she had come away with the same opinion. “Yeah... you’re right. It’s stupid. What would you watch?”

He shrugged uncaringly.

Carolyn turned the television off, returned the DVD to the bookcase. Back in her days in Bonito Valle, she and Natalie spent a lot of time watching movies. Often, they didn’t agree on what to watch. Carolyn liked romances. Natalie liked action films, especially if the main character was a woman. Carolyn had suffered through many of Natalie’s choices in those days and never complained, while Natalie made it a habit to tear down every one of Carolyn’s choices. Nowadays, looking back on their relationship, Carolyn realized only loneliness held their friendship together. That, and their mutual fascination about Coltan, who was very mysterious back then.

The mystery, now no longer a mystery, stared at her with a glint of smugness in his dark blue eyes. She looked away from him, lest his eyes draw her in, wondered what he was so smug about.

“Ian’s due for a break soon,” Coltan said. “Do you want him to meet you in here?”

She couldn’t help it. She pictured Coltan thrusting it into her.

Her sudden blushing confused him. “Are you alright?”

She killed the image, returned to reality. “Yeah.”

“Should Ian—”

“Yeah.”

Coltan could smell her arousal. He assumed it was for Ian, wondered if they had done it yet. However, it was none of his business and he would not ask. He was glad Carolyn and Ian were still close. He was especially glad for Carolyn. She had always seemed so lonely and unhappy. Sometimes, Coltan wanted to hold her and tell her she was wonderful and deserved to be happy. Yet, he sensed she would be humiliated, or maybe confused, if he did that.

Carolyn grasped for conversation. “Dillon’s doing real well, isn’t he?”

“Yeah. Such a relief... I tell you, I thought for a while we were gonna lose him.”

“Me, too. It wouldn’t be—I mean, without him—”

It went without saying, but he said it anyway. “Yeah... We love him. We’d miss him if he... Well... Our Court Jester, as Trev says...”

“Oh, admit it, Coltan! You love him to pieces!”

Coltan chuckled self-consciously, vaguely wondered if people got the wrong idea about their relationship. “My little bro... what can I say?”

“All those days in Bonito Valle, I never thought you had the capacity to love anyone.” Too late, she realized she had run her mouth again without thinking. “I mean—I’m sorry... What I mean is I wished you would... Nat and I could’ve been friends to you, but we were scared of you. You know? Like, we thought you’d tear our heads off or something if we were nice to you.” Hopelessly, she shook her head and looked away from the hurt in his eyes. “There I go saying the wrong thing again. I’m sorry.”

It took a few moments for her remarks to settle into his brain, a few more moments for him to decipher what she meant to say. She was not trying to hurt him—he knew that. She was trying to tell him he had changed for the better, and she liked the change in him. Once he realized that, his hurt feelings subsided and he appreciated her effort to tell him she liked him very much, maybe even loved him in a way. He stepped very close to her and placed his hand on her quivering shoulder. “I get what you’re trying to say. Both of us have changed a lot, haven’t we? I bet you, back in Bonito Valle, you and I would’ve taken turns beating the crap out of someone like Dillon.”

Coltan was right, and Carolyn chuckled at the image. “He can be a cocky little bastard.”

“That’s his shield. The same as my anger was my shield. He couldn’t fool me for a minute. How could I not love him?”

“All your praying... You must have some pull with God.”

Coltan laughed this time. “No more than you.”

She had been praying even more fervently lately, praying God would intervene and keep Coltan, Natalie and the others at Alpha. “I hope you’ll stay. I hope they’ll vote to let you all stay. Jeez... I can’t picture life without you.”

He couldn’t tell her he had already decided to leave. 

Carolyn saw sudden concern on his face. “Coltan?”

He fibbed, seeing no point in making her worry. “I hope they’ll let us stay, too.”

He couldn’t hide it from her, could not hide the fear in his eyes. The realization astounded her. “Ever since the first time I saw you, I’ve never seen you afraid of anything.”

Coltan managed to keep his composure. “I don’t want to leave here, that’s all. If they vote us out...” He nodded at the television. “We don’t know what’s out there.”

She said it with certainty although it was fully a wish, “James can call off the vote!”

“That would be wrong.”

“Not if you’ll die out there!” When Coltan dourly shook his head in response, she insisted, “Surely, there’s still compassion!”

“Compassion goes out the window when your life is at stake.”
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CHAPTER 4
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The fragrant pines were full of birds, birds of the forest, birds of the field, and birds of the coast. They chattered, whistled and whooped to each other, not in splendid song, but in battle for territory. Yet, underlying all their warring and bickering there was an understanding that things had changed on the earth and the refugee birds had nowhere else to go.

The stench of death arose from the sun-speckled floor of the forest. The birds hated it. However, they liked the hordes of flies and ants that nested upon and inside the shallow mounds of earth from which the odor emanated. A feast awaited them, and they would ignore the stench to partake of the feast. They would swoop down and claim their spots, each spot a mother lode.

The coastal birds, not much for insects, eyed the river. Their feast was there. Of one mind, they alighted from the pines and headed for the water, left the landlubbers to fight it out for the spoils of the dirt.

The racket of battling birds awoke Lieutenant Han. For a long time he stayed snuggled in his sleeping bag, listening to them, silently cursing them. He and his one remaining soldier, seventeen-year-old Chris Kenworth, had a tough night and had gotten little sleep. 

Kenworth’s condition was rapidly deteriorating. Just before dusk, the boy had begun to bleed from his eyes, ears, and nose. He had trouble breathing, went into long coughing fits followed by intermittent sneezing during which he expelled unidentifiable and disgusting chunks of blood-pasted pebbled slime from his nose and throat. Finally, after the moon transited west behind the tallest and densest clump of trees, Kenworth succumbed to his exhaustion. For a few hours after, Han stayed awake listening to the boy’s labored breathing. At one point, Kenworth began to choke on his lung snot, and Han had to turn the boy onto his side to keep him from suffocating. After that, the young soldier quieted down and Han drifted to sleep.

Now, with the bird choir assaulting his ears, Han slowly emerged into present moment and forced his eyelids open. Resting on his back, he watched hundreds of birds of all kinds burst out of the trees. They raced upon the air down the mountain, headed north. Not knowing much about birds, he did not wonder at their sudden exodus or think it strange in any way. It was good that he didn’t know their behavior was odd. It was good because he didn’t need anything else to worry him.

However, it was bad that he did not think anything of it. Everyone knows that when birds suddenly take to flight it means something has startled them. As a military man, Han’s first instinct would have been to scramble to attention to see what aroused the birds. He would have scrambled to his feet, his weapon drawn and ready. However, he did not think about the birds’ behavior, did not recall his military training, did not give a millisecond of thought to the possibility of an enemy approaching. His brain was gradually shutting down, and his ability to think and reason was becoming sluggish, so sluggish, he wasn’t even aware of it.

As the noise from the feathered congregation grew distant, the energy of the air itself seemed to change. The air seemed to become heavy and stagnant. The scents of the mountain intensified, melted together as one multi-layered perfume. It was enough to make the Lieutenant’s nostrils sting, and the stinging caused him to sneeze.

Particles of blood shot up in the air and rained back down onto his face. He responded to the shower unconcernedly, wiped his face with his hands, and stiffly sat up.

He squinted at the dappled sunlight, rubbed his sore eyes roughly until they felt better.

His lungs made creaking noises when he inhaled. Every breath scraped his throat like sandpaper. His brain hurt. He silently cursed to himself, cursed the fact that he was ill, very ill just like...

Beside him, Kenworth lay silent. It took a moment for Han to realize the boy’s silence.

His neck too stiff for him to turn his head, he half-swung his body sideways to look at the boy. 

Kenworth was still on his side, still bundled within his sleeping bag the way Han had bundled him some time that morning when the sky was gray with first light. There was a trail of dried blood from his ear across to his nose. The blood had pooled along the side of his nose, and the overflow dripped down over his lips and chin. Kenworth’s mouth was half-open, as if he had attempted to capture one more breath. The kid’s face appeared ashen. His eyes were open, encrusted with a thick layer of dry blood.

Han brusquely jostled his shoulder, “Kenworth... Up and at ‘em...” He knew it was useless, but he tried to rouse him just to make sure. Han tried once more before he accepted the truth. “Fuh... shit... go and die on me, asshole... Alright, then... good for you... be dead...”

He pulled the sleeping bag closed over the young soldier’s head and zipped it shut as a shroud. Han did not have the energy or strength to bury him, and this would have to do.

The Lieutenant sat there a long time, his thoughts drifting, and his mind not paying any attention to his thoughts. Finally, as if someone slapped him, he remembered he was a soldier and he had to report to Command. His pocketcom seemed impossibly heavy in his hand as he punched in the numbers, numbers he did not know how he remembered. The message on the screen informed him, “No Signal.” He punched in a second time and got the same reply. He took a deep breath that hurt his throat and stared at the keypad. He remembered he had to input his REFEHL number first, so he did that, and then he punched in the numbers for Command. The screen told him to wait. He waited.

“CONNECTING”

Han hadn’t seen that word on the screen in a long time. He grunted with his amazement and relief. Maybe they would send a doctor...

Video came up, grainy, intermittent.

A face, square, masculine, lined with age. The young timbre of voice didn’t match the face. “Lieutenant Han?”

Han’s voice struggled out weakly. “Get me Tadesco.”

“No can do.”

“Who the hell are you?”

“You haven’t reached them, yet. What’s your sit?”

“I’m fucking dying! That’s my sit!”

The video flashed and died, then flashed on. The face on the screen came back distorted, and it reminded Han of a Picasso painting.

The honcho at Command said, “According to your coordinates, you—”

And that was all. The video and sound crashed. The message, “NO SIGNAL” came up on the screen.

Han did not understand why, but he felt disappointed there was still someone out there.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 5
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Isabelle had to crouch very low and step lightly on the narrow deer path between the bushes. At Benjamin’s request, she wore her olive green sweater that matched the foliage, and it helped to hide her from the guards outside the tube as she stole by them on her way down the hillside. However, there was one moment when she stepped on a twig. It made a snapping sound, loud enough to turn the head of one of the guards in her direction. At that point, she stopped and lay down on her stomach until she sensed the guard dismissed the noise as that of a small animal in the brush far below. Once she was certain he didn’t see her and wasn’t looking in her direction, she continued down the hillside carefully, staying close to the brush. When she reached the base of the hill, she stopped again and sniffed the air for Benjamin’s scent. He was already waiting for her in the middle cabin in a cluster of three log cabins Coltan and the soldiers had built in Dummy Town.

Constructed as a diversion, Dummy Town had served its purpose well when the UEF came looking for Alpha Base. Coltan, Dillon and the soldiers had worked very hard felling trees and building the log cabins. They had even managed to smuggle some dilapidated campers up there from Durham City to give the place what Coltan called a “last resort refugees’ campground feel.” Then, they wrecked the whole place, baited it with rotten deer, raccoon and rabbit meat, and let the wild predators add their touch to the destruction. Just as Coltan had envisioned, the UEF concluded the refugees who had camped there had fallen prey to mords, bears, cougars and wolfs who had dragged away the bodies and devoured them. The UEF had not returned since that day.

The only residents in Dummy Town this morning were some lizards and birds. Isabelle spotted a vulture high up at the top of a pine tree. She made eye contact with it. The hunger in its eyes frightened her. It frightened her because lately she had seen that same hunger in Benjamin’s eyes.

As she reached the rear of the cabin, Benjamin poked his head through the frame of the broken window.

“About time!” He waved her over. “I cleared the broken glass out so you can climb through.” He leaned out and stretched his arms to her to help her climb in.

Her feet had barely touched the floor when Benjamin spun her and pinned her back to the wall. He pressed his lips firmly to hers, parted her lips with his tongue and kissed her with a passion she had never felt from him before. Initially frightened, she slid her hands between them, tried to push him away enough so she could catch her breath and gain some control of him. He would have none of that. He gripped her wrists and twisted her arms behind her, held her wrists together as he pulled her into him. While he did this, he never stopped kissing her. At the same time, Isabelle, aroused by his desire to subdue her, began to respond to him with her own growing passion.

For the past twelve hours, she had filled his thoughts and dreams. By that morning his hunger for her had increased, increased so much that the need to have her demanded he have her. There was a duality to his need for her: he needed the physical relief and, (and this he did not understand or fully recognize), he needed to leave within her a part of himself that would live long beyond the brief time remaining for him.

He released her wrists, but again pressed her to the wall. His touch firm, yet gentle, he ran his hands up and down her arms, then up her neck, and down her chest. He hastily unbuttoned her sweater. With barely a breath, he tucked up her bra and fondled her breasts.

His behavior frightened her. She wrestled his hands away from her, pushed him back enough so she could slip her arms between them as a barrier. “Stop! Stop it!”

He regarded her with a wild expression in his eyes, a feral hunger that reminded her of the vulture. “Shhh...” He persistently pressed his body against hers, released the snap of her jeans and yanked down the zipper. He forced one hand under her panties and his fingers entered the place he wanted to be.

It hurt her, and it felt good at the same time. “No, no, no... Don’t... please... stop!”

Vince’s deep and angry voice suddenly cut the air. “Benjamin! Let her go! Now!”

––––––––
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VINCE KEPT THE INCIDENT to himself, and he still hadn’t told James or the doctors what Coltan had told him four nights before. In the interim, Brenda fed Ben small amounts of her own blood to keep the boy under control. At first, it seemed to be working, but her hopes faded that morning when Ben vomited the blood and growled at her. Although she was unaware of what happened later that day with Isa, she knew there was no choice but for her and Vince to take the boy far away from Alpha Base. He begged Brenda for more time to find another safe place, time for him to scout out Ghost Pines as a possible alternative. If it turned out Ghost Pines was abandoned they would steal away to there.

In the meantime, Vince took to wearing his gun even when he was not on guard duty.

––––––––
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ISA, LIKE VINCE, TOLD no one what Benjamin had tried to do to her. She avoided him and spent her time with Dillon at the hospital. She encouraged Dillon as Coltan, Trevor, and Joe worked all week with him on his physical therapy and weight training. Anxious to regain his strength and bulk up his musculature, Dillon pushed through his pain and occasional frustration. By the sixth day, the results of his persistence were noticeable, albeit incredible for the short amount of time. His attitude improved incrementally with each flex of his biceps, biceps once flabby but now hard and swollen. Never one to bypass inspiration, he joked with the men that hard and swollen was what he liked best in life. They laughed appreciatively at his quip, happy he was regaining his ribald sense of humor along with his stamina.
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CHAPTER 6
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They were whispering to each other. Their voices slowly roused Cory from sleep. He blinked open his eyes to find three children standing at the side of his bed. When he saw them, they saw he was awake, and they backed up in unison and stared at him. The children were a racial mix: African, Asian, and Caucasian, with maybe a cup Hispanic in the recipe. Cory thought Hispanic because of their hair. Their hair was not kinky, but wavy. The youngest and oldest of the three had coal black tresses, and the color of their eyes reminded him of the dark mahogany tables at the college library. The middle child, a boy, had dark chestnut-brown hair and brilliant amber colored eyes. The shape of their eyes and noses revealed their Asian genes. Everything else about their appearance strongly suggested African and European heritage.

The eldest girl spoke hesitantly, “We didn’t mean to wake you.”

His tongue felt heavy and unwieldy in his dry mouth, “S’okay...”

The youngest asked him, “Do you know Uncle James?”

He tucked his arm under his pillow to prop up his head. “I know lots of guys named James.”

The oldest girl said, “He was s’pose to be here, but he wasn’t.”

“Is this the Christian place?”

“The what?”

With a moment to think about his memories of the hidden compound he and Ferg found during the winter, Cory recalled there were no above ground structures except the derelict cabins. This could not be the same place.

“Never mind. Where are we?”

The boy finally spoke up, and he said with a big grin, “Lottie and Gus’s house. They got grown-up kids and they got kids, too! The grown-up kids are doctors! They fixed my ankle when the bus kids met them. They fixed you when you was sick!”

A prayer answered, Cory thought.

The boy went on, “My name’s Jimmy. That’s short for Jimahl. What’s yours?”

“Cory. That’s short for Cory.”

The kids giggled, which made him smile.

The youngest girl said, “I’m Serina. They call me Reeny. You can, too.”

“Okay, Reeny...”

The oldest girl extended her hand in polite greeting. As Cory shook hands with her, she told him, “I’m Lakeesha... Keesh. We’re not supposed to be in here.”

“You had a beard when they brought you in,” Jimmy said, “But you don’t got one now. They shaved it off ’cause you had blisters under it. You had blisters all over you.”

Curious, Cory looked over the skin of his arms and chest. There were purple welts on his skin. The welts were flat and did not hurt. “How long have I been here?”

They shrugged. Lakeesha answered with her best estimate, “A little over a week. You were real sick. They wouldn’t let no one near you.” After a thoughtful pause, she said, “We gotta go, or we’ll get in trouble. Lottie’ll bring you dinner soon. Don’t tell on us, okay?”

“I won’t tell.”

She smiled at him. Her smile quickly disappeared when Lottie pushed open the door and entered with a tray of food. She explained to the old woman, “We were just tellin’ him you were bringin’ him dinner.”

Lottie scowled, but in a vaguely amused way. “Out! All three of you.”

The children told Cory goodbye and hurried out, leaving the door open. Cory saw beige striped wallpaper above pine wainscoting beyond the door.

“Where are we?” he asked as the woman set the tray on the nightstand.

She helped him sit up, replied as she plumped the pillow behind him, “Ghost Pines Lodge.” Like a no-nonsense nurse, she reclined him against the pillow and gently patted his shoulder. “You’ve had quite a time of it. Where were you headed with that truckload of stuff?”

“I was looking for the Christian place.”

“Oh...” She nodded as if she knew what he was talking about. “Rumors.”

“I don’t think so.”

“The military did a sweep up there back a time ago. Didn’t find nothing. However, they did find a colony of dead mords on an island in the middle of the river up there.”

“How do you know that?”

“One of ‘em told us when they came to trade.”

“There’s a base up here?”

“No.” She set the tray over his lap. “You like coffee, don’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t know if you like cream and sugar, but I brought some, just in case.” 

“Thank you.”

“I hope you feel like eating. We grow our own food, so—just to tell you, the soup’s safe to eat. I wouldn’t trust what you brought up from the valley.” She thought for a moment as he sampled the soup. “What the hell happened down there, anyway?”

“I’m not sure.”

“The valley’s covered up with a giant blanket of grayish-yellow smoke. Well, it looks like smoke, anyway. Was it a bomb? We heard something that sounded like explosions, but we aren’t sure. Too far away, you know.” She took a chair next to the bed and sat down as if she planned to stay awhile. “We burned your uniform and packs, just in case.”

“In case of what?”

“Contamination. Everything smelled like rotten eggs. Don’t worry, though. We got clothes for you. Can’t let you run around naked in front of the kids.” She giggled to herself, pulled her tie-dyed tank top down over her slightly protruding belly that muffin-topped over her faded denims. Even with her long gray hair tied in a ponytail, she reminded Cory of a throwback from the 1960’s. She was a bone-thin, petite woman. Her pale blue eyes, framed by tanned and wrinkled skin, glistened with humor.

“What about my med kit? You didn’t burn that, did you?”

“It was self-sealing, so we kept it aside after Warren sterilized the outside. Are you a medic?”

“Before I reenlisted, I was studying to be a veterinarian. I know enough to help people, though. Got medical training in the army.”

“Were there any survivors down in the valley?”

“None that we came across. Things were mostly burnt up down there,” Cory said. “Most of the dead we saw were burnt up, but...” How to explain the rest?

“But...?”

“Some of the bodies looked... deflated.”

Her face screwed up in disgust. “Deflated?”

“Like they melted away from the inside-out.” He spooned more soup and swallowed it. “This is good soup, ma’am.”

“Beats MREs, don’t it?”

“Sure does.”

“How many were with you?”

“Just Ferg. He died along the way. Got sick.” Cory set down his spoon and reclined against his pillow, suddenly no longer hungry. He thought sadly about Ferg.

“I’m sorry,” Lottie stated compassionately. “Well, now I know who Ferg was that you were calling for. You called out for someone named Lena, too. That was while you were at the clinic. Do you remember?”

“Clinic?”

“Until we were sure you weren’t contagious or radioactive. My grandson scrubbed you down good. You were a helluva mess. Do you think it was the air that did it?”

“Definitely.”

“Biological warfare?”

“Or chemical. Or both. Bombs, too. I guess they wanted to cover all the bases, whoever it was. They knocked out all communications, too—knocked out everything!”

“Well... we almost lost you, but you’re a fighter. Damn! You’re a fighter!”

He couldn’t fathom what he possibly could have been fighting for.

Lottie opined with conviction, “A man on a mission.”

––––––––
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FIVE DAYS HAD PASSED since Coltan broke the news to Vince. Benjamin recovered, was back to the kid he used to be, and had even attended school that morning. Vince and Brenda kept watch on him from a distance, lest their concern for him invite suspicion. This day went smoothly, young Benjamin in high spirits and full of energy as if nothing had ever happened. He went to bed right after supper, and was asleep almost as soon as his cheek met the pillow.

Tonight, Coltan visited their tent for an update. They sat in a close circle on the padded floor of the tent, talked in whispers.

“Maybe, like Isa, it’s a hormonal thing,” Vince told him. “I want to give him some time.”

“Waiting’s a bad idea,” Coltan said. “We need to leave.”

“Have you told Natalie?” Brenda asked.

“Yeah, and Trevor. No one else knows.”

Brenda turned to Vince, her expression stern and determined. “We should take him to the doctors. Maybe all he needs is what they did for Dillon. Maybe that’ll kill it.”

Vince shook his head doubtfully. “It isn’t the dog virus. It’s the mord virus. He’s the only one of us that had that.”

“No, no! Isa had both. She’s fine now!”

His voice deepened with his hopelessness. “She craves blood...!”

“Of course... I forgot. I suppose I want to forget. Oh, God...”

Coltan said, “Just like with Ben, there’s no guarantee she won’t turn. We have to tell James what’s going on, and not just for our safety.”

Vince replied dubiously, “I guess I’ll tell him in the morning.”

Coltan didn’t believe him. “We can’t wait any longer, Vince! We’re all in danger, and we have to leave. There’s no point waiting for the vote. We have to leave, no matter what. You might as well start packing.”

Furiously, Vince grabbed him by the front of his shirt collar, jerked him violently. His volume was barely above a whisper as he snarled, “If you breathe a word of this, Coltan, I’ll pound the shit out of you!”

Coltan did not raise his fists to Vince or make any physical action in his defense. For a few moments, he simply stared the man down, a low growl in his throat.

Vince, wide-eyed, released him. There was a long tense silence between them until Vince finally said, “You’re trying to save your own ass, too...”

“No. It’s the kids. The kids are the ones who might turn, not me. In the meantime, I’m gonna tell James what’s going on. I can’t keep it from him any longer. He has to know so he can help us prepare.”

Vince clenched his fists as his face reddened. His voice came again in a whisper, but with guttural rage. “No!”

Undaunted, Coltan addressed Brenda. “Talk some sense into this man of yours.”

“Perhaps,” Brenda said, “Just Vince and I can take both children away.”

“Dillon won’t go for that, and you know it!”

“He has to see reason,” she asserted. “It would be for the best—best for everyone.”

Coltan clenched his teeth. “Those two kids will breed! Their offspring could start a new pandemic! Do you think you can prevent them from breeding?”

Brenda began to reply, but Vince stopped her with his hand gently upon her shoulder. His eyes were full of hopelessness, his spirit finally defeated by Coltan’s reasoning that he knew, in retrospect, offered the only solution. “He’s right, Bren. They’re already... too close. I caught them. I couldn’t tell you. Nothing happened. I caught them in time.”

Coltan nodded at her. “See? That’s why we all have to go together. It’s gonna take all of us to watch them and keep them apart. That’s if they’re gonna survive. That’s if we survive.”

She folded into herself. “This is so impossible...”

Vince gazed at Coltan pleadingly. “Give us some time to figure this out. Just a day or so. We need time to prepare, find a place to go, figure out a way to get there. In the meantime, we’ll keep a close eye on them. I beg you, don’t tell James. He’ll throw us out. I know he will. It’s the only thing he can do.”

“He won’t just throw us out. He’ll help us find a place. Vince... You’ve got to trust James. James won’t just toss us out without finding us a safe place to go. And, what the hell—most of the people here have already decided they don’t want us here. You know how the vote’s gonna go.”

There came a sudden rise of voices outside their tent, excited, all talking at once over each other. They heard someone say, “The TV’s back on!”

Coltan and Vince joined the small crowd in the television room where they saw two military anchors, one male and one female, delivering the news from the government-operated studio. They reported the global power outage was caused by a massive solar storm, and gave assurance the authorities were gradually restoring the grid. There was no mention of war or terrorist attacks on any continent.

––––––––
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AT GHOST PINES LODGE, Cory watched the broadcast with Lottie, Gus, and the others there, not a one of them believing a word of it.

“Typical bullshit!” Lottie said with a laugh.

––––––––
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DAY 7

Ever since Brenda discovered the old piano in the cavern, and Vince tuned it to perfection, they frequently played it together. Up until then no one knew Vince was a skilled musician in his own right, and his love of music endeared him to Brenda even more. Inevitably, these two musicians inspired Benjamin to learn. Every day when school let out, Benjamin took to the piano in the theater cavern to practice. Usually, Brenda was with him to give him pointers, but today she felt ill and opted for a nap. She had often been ill lately, particularly in the morning. So today, shadowed by worry, he thought some time at the piano would help him relax. He hoped the music would take him away from the turmoil at Alpha, if only for a while.

He had finished playing the stack of sheet music on the stand and was searching through the selection in the boxes behind the piano when two older boys snuck up on him. 

The shorter boy taunted him. “Where’s your little girlfriend?” 

“How would I know?”

The taller boy sneered. “I bet’cha Dillon’s teachin’ her how to give expert head!”

Benjamin growled and violently shoved the boy.

The boy shoved back. “I was just kiddin’!”

The short one said over his friend’s response, “We saw you sneakin’ out into the woods with her followin’. Did she show you her tits?”

Unable to control himself, he bared his teeth, growled viciously. The pupils of his eyes rapidly expanded to a black circle that fully eliminated the blue of his irises. Blood raced through his veins and arteries, sending gray jigsaw puzzle patterns to the surface of his skin. Drool slipped from his mouth and ran down his chin as his growling continued. The boys backed away, and then they turned and ran. Their sudden fear and flight triggered a feral predatory instinct in Benjamin’s brain. In ravenous pursuit he sprinted after them into the dimly lit earthen corridor.

Three woman and three men dodged out of the way as the two boys raced screaming toward the hospital structure near the entrance of the tube. They thought the boys were playing until they saw Benjamin. The boy’s wild appearance and the loud echoing of his persistent rolling growls sent terror and loathing into the women and an immediate heroic reaction in the men. The men shouted warnings to the residents ahead of them in the narrow corridor as they ran to capture and subdue Benjamin before he could reach the two boys.

Vince, on his way to duty at the Security and Communications Station, stopped and turned toward the commotion. He felt his belly twist and then hop painfully into his chest as he realized his worst fear had come to pass. He unsnapped his holster and released his handgun as Benjamin caught up to the shorter boy and, with a leap, landed upon the boy’s back and brought him facedown to the ground. Vince cringed at the sight of the victim’s eyes rolling back with his screams as Benjamin pulled his head up by his hair and, with an otherworldly screech that vibrated the air, dropped his mouth upon his screaming victim’s neck.

The bullet echoed a high-pitched popping sound and entered Benjamin’s head. Vince had not yet realized it was his finger on the trigger that delivered the fatal bullet to the boy’s brain. He did not realize it until he smelled the acrid odor of seared gunpowder arising from the mouth of his still-pointed weapon. The gun trembled in his grip as he watched Benjamin limply fall forward upon his victim’s frantically struggling body.
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