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Chapter 1
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Rachael





The bed creaked as I folded it back into a couch. The sound bounced off the walls of our cold cinderblock apartment. One of many in the squat white buildings littering Fort Walters. I stretched and slipped into my jeans. 

Cassie stood vigil over the coffeemaker as it burped out its pungent, acidic brew. 

When I’d finished pulling on a T-shirt and jacket, Cassie handed me a mug. I rubbed the grit from my eyes, then sipped and grimaced. “Jesus. I might not be into traditional femininity, but I don’t want hair on my chest.”

Cassie adjusted the crease of her army jacket sleeve. “You’re such a drama queen.”

“Okay, but I’m not the one in the army. Can’t I just sleep in for once?”

“Nope. C’mon. We’ve got to get your training in before work.”

I groaned.

“Hey, you’re the one who asked me to help you. Don’t be a little bitch now.”

I set the coffee on the tiny bar separating the kitchenette from my living/bedroom and struck out with my right fist. 

Cassie barely looked up from her cuff folding, blocking me with her left forearm while tapping my knee with her foot, gently, just to let me know she had me dead to rights. “Nice try. Can we go now?”

“Don’t call me a bitch.” I took a last swallow of coffee.

Cassie reached for the door of our tiny army-issue apartment. “Don’t be one.”

“You’re gonna pay for that.”

“I doubt it,” Cassie said over her shoulder.

I followed Cassie to the gym, our bicycles clattering over the still-dark streets of Fort Walters. She treated me like a kid sister, which was great as far as it went. But I wanted things to go in a different direction. Cassie just wasn’t that way. If I wanted to be close to her, which I did, the folding bed in the friend zone was as close as I was going to get. 

The trees stood winter-bare against the slate-gray sky. Dormant, empty, like the depopulated world outside the base. At least the winters this far south, on the border between North and South Carolina, weren’t as bad as in DC, where I came from. Still, the January cold bit my nose and cheeks but didn’t penetrate the army clothes I bought at the PX. Not the most fashion-forward outfit I’d ever worn, but at least I found pants, shirts, and a jacket that wasn’t camo. 

It had only been six months since Cassie and I were blasted with radiation and escaped kidnapping by rogue elements of the army. This all happened during an attempted theft of nuclear fuel at the Sea Ridge Nuclear Power Station. After all that, I asked Cassie to teach me to fight.I didn’t know that meant: up at oh-dark-thirty for hand-to-hand drills, tactical range work, moving targets.Day after day. Month after month. Every damn morning.

She made me earn every bruise, sprain, and scrape. Now I could hit what I aimed at.

I’m sad to say Cassie was right—she didn’t pay for calling me a bitch.But this time, I didn’t go down easy.

I moved in fast and clean, got her off-balance with a left hook and landed a sharp elbow that made her grunt, face contorted in pain. I pushed the opening—but let frustration get the better of me, threw too wild, too fast. She blocked, dodged, swept my leg, and had me on the mat with her arm across my neck.

“Keep emotion out of it, Rach, or you’ll lose. Come at me calm.”

The problem was, I couldn’t keep emotion out of it. I liked being that close to her. Liked having her weight on me. Liked feeling her body pressed against mine. Her breath swept my face. Those full lips just inches away… This wasn’t helping.

She let me go, and we squared off again. I shook myself and pictured that smug bastard Pearson in his armored carrier laughing at us as we sat cuffed on our bench. My knee went into Cassie’s sternum, making her step back. Another kick to her thigh had her hopping like the Karate Kid—until she recovered and dropped me again.

“Better,” she said, letting me up.

“Why do we always stop when you win?”

“When you pin me, you can call the shots.” She squeezed my shoulder. “Don’t feel bad,” she added, flashing that wide, infuriatingly beautiful grin. “I’m really fucking good.”

And she was.

Her smile still gave me a prickly feeling on my scalp. Butterflies stirred in my stomach. She’d already told me I was like a little sister. I’d have to settle for that.

At the range, Cassie set the target for twenty yards—just about the limit for my little Beretta .380.

The range officer raised an eyebrow.

“Come off it!” I protested.

“Three hits gets you pizza in town tonight,” she grinned.

I squeezed one eye shut. Checked my grip. My stance. Lined up the iron sights on my weapon and pictured a face on the target. Pearson.

Conjuring my kidnapper, the mastermind of the plot to steal spent nuclear fuel from the Sea Ridge power station, gave me focus and drive. Pearson, lackey for the deposed President of the United States and his rogue generals. I wondered where they were now. Now that they didn’t have the tools to regain control of the country. Probably out looking for new tools to do that job.

I put all that speculation out of my mind, concentrated on the target, and squeezed the trigger.

First magazine? One hit. 

Second mag? Three.

I’m not saying I’m a badass.

But I earned that pizza.

Well, there was supposed to be pizza. But I’m getting to that.

I hugged Cassie outside the range. Her warm cheek felt so good against mine, fending off the January chill. Her short-cropped black curls tickled my nose. “See you at Carlo’s!” she grinned.

“I love you,” I blurted. Did she assume I meant it in a sisterly way? Or could she feel the depth?

Her walnut skin betrayed no blush. “Me too.”

Fucking soldiers. Tough on the outside, tough on the inside. I couldn’t shake the way I felt about her. I tried to push it down. Convince myself that it was just the deep connection between found family. But the way I got a lump in my throat every day when we said goodbye told a deeper truth. The way I wanted her to be the first person I saw when I woke up, and the last person before I went to bed spoke volumes. The way her dark brown eyes penetrated my senses, leaving me stupefied if I stared too long, couldn’t be denied.

I made the early shuttle bus into New Hope. On the bumpy ride, I contemplated how my life had changed since my kidnapping and radiation poisoning. Saving the Sea Ridge power plant nuked my chances of ever getting near radiation again—literally. Now I’m cancer bait. It was worth it in some ways. Knowing you saved a huge chunk of the Eastern Seaboard from the threat of a dirty bomb concocted by the ousted President of the United States and a few rogue generals gave me the warm fuzzies for sure. But not being able to use my education in nuclear physics anymore made me super sad. 

A depopulated world meant new risks, and new opportunities. The legitimate US government, or what was left of it, formed the Keeper Core—a joint civilian and military organization dedicated to keeping what was left of humanity safe from all the ticking time bombs of the old world. Everything from abandoned chlorine and ammonium nitrate plants that could explode, to unattended oil pipelines, to nuclear power plants that had to be kept cool, even in shutdown mode. 

Turned out they were also keeping the history of the smiling flu, and what came after. I got a gig helping with that. Not sure if it was because of my education, or because no one wanted to work with her, but they paired me up with a woman named Sarah Sampson. Man, was she prickly at first. I don’t think she was any more thrilled to work with me than I was to work with her. 

It’s not all bad, though—the record keeping, I mean. One of the people I’m interviewing? Vic. 

The unrecovered can’t feel pleasure—not since the flu. But Vic’s touch lights them up. Makes them worship him. They call him the Prophet. I have no idea what to call him without sounding like a dick—freak? Mutant? Miracle? He can make people feel emotions—rage, euphoria—just by touching their skin. Nobody understands how. The theory is that the smiling flu rewired something in his already-fragile brain.

Sarah wanted nothing to do with Vic, so she handed off the assignment to me. Days of interviews revealed some interesting stuff. Like that he was the only person anyone ever heard of who woke from the smiling flu coma without the antidote. And he had all his normal emotions. He could feel happiness, joy, everything. Not unrecovered at all. And that this fucked-up politician named Dale had taken Vic under his wing, then turned Vic into a cult leader. All the time whispering in Vic’s ear about how he gave the unrecovered hope. A reason to carry on. That he was doing good work. But all the while, Vic had become more a prisoner than a prophet.

When I got off the bus on Main Street, I noticed a guy who was comically bad at looking casual lurking in the doorway of the closed hardware store across the street. A trench coat? Come on? He was obviously one of ‘The Knights of the Prophet.’

Inside the police station, Clay had his feet up on his old wooden desk. “You’re early,” he said, setting his mug down.

“I nailed it at the range. Three hits at twenty yards.” Bragging. I know, cringy. But damn it, I was proud of my progress.

Clay set his feet on the floor and rose. His dark hair formed wings where it grew from under his sheriff’s hat. “With the pistol? Impressive!” His handsome face broke out into a toothy grin. He walked over; the keys jingled on his utility belt like an old west sheriff. I always forgot how crazy tall he was until he stood towering above me. “Let’s have it.”

He held out his hand.

“But I’m a good shot!”

He brought his hand closer. “No guns in the cell block.”

“Clay…”

“It’s Deputy.”

I tried again. “But you—”

“No civilian guns.”

“Ugh.” I reached down, unstrapped the pistol from my calf, and put it in his hand.

“Thank you. Was that so hard?”

“After the shit I’ve been through? Yes.”

Clay gave me a thin smile. “Okay, Rach. But rules is rules.” He put the gun in his desk. “Want me to walk you down?”

“I’m good.”

Clay buzzed me in. I went through the barred door and down the lime-green cement steps to the dozen or so cells in the basement. A few drunks or whatever were sleeping it off in the first cell or two; the rest were empty… except the one at the very end.

Inside, Vic’s striking green eyes peered at me over his bushy black beard. He sat ramrod straight on the stainless-steel bed that stuck out from the wall.

“Back for another day of prying?” he asked.

Prick. “That’s the deal,” I said, trying to make my voice hard. “You want to stay in protective custody, you tell me what I want to know.”

“Who died and made you top cop?” he sneered.

I took a breath. This asshat wouldn’t get to me today. I took my notebook out of my backpack and opened it, pen ready. “Yesterday we were talking about how the unrecovered made you do ‘the touch.’ Tell me how that works.”

Vic looked down at his clasped hands. “No one knows how it works, it just does.”

I held in a sigh. Assuming Vic was telling the truth, the irony of a gift like that landing on someone who could barely tie his shoes… “No. I mean, when they make you do it. What happens?”

“They tie me to a chair.” Vic stared at the floor, voice low and even. “Line up the unrecovered. Bring them in one at a time. I hold their hand. My skin tingles. I think happy thoughts.”

“So they get happy?”

He nodded.

“But you can make them angry, too?”

“Enraged.”

“Ever do that to someone in the line?”

“Once.” He looked away. “They beat me.”

I tapped my pen on my teeth. “Is that why you ran?”

“It drains me. One person, I can handle. But a whole camp? I collapse. And they never left me alone. No privacy. No breaks. Just a tool they passed around.”

Oh, he’s a tool alright. “But you’re a prisoner here.”

“By choice. And I don’t have to do the touch. Don’t have to be drained all the time.”

I just couldn’t get there. Couldn’t believe something, even something as weird as the smiling flu, could change everything science taught us about how people work, how touch works, how emotion works. “You have to admit, all this is pretty hard to believe.”

Vic rose, extending a hand to the bars. “Let me show you.”

I glanced at the security camera high up on the wall. I’d been warned not to let him touch me. Still, it’s not like he could bend the bars by making me happy.

He sighed. “If you’re going to write my story, I need you to believe. To understand.”

For once, I agreed. “I thought it drained you.”

“A quick touch. Not the whole thing like the unrecovered get. They are empty glasses. You have happiness. Your vessel is close to full already.”

Made sense. Could all be bullshit, though. Still…I had to know. I rose. Took Vic’s extended hand.

The skin on my palm tingled, tickled. Blood rushed to my head. A warm wave rushed over me. I could feel the muscles at the corners of my mouth curling up.

“Let go,” Vic said.

My hand. I’d forgotten. It felt so good in his. Like petting a puppy.

“Let. Go.” He yanked his hand back through the bars.

I stood there grinning, looking at my palm. An inner well of happiness blossomed in my chest. I hadn’t felt this good since the world went to shit. My legs wobbled under me. I went to sit and missed the chair. The whole thing was so funny, I sat on the floor laughing. 

Shouts echoed down the stairs. 

Then, gunshots, which was ridiculous.

I laughed harder.

Knights of the Prophet raced down the stairs wielding machine guns with those funny banana-shaped magazines.

“Rachael,” Vic pleaded, clutching the bar. “Don’t let them take me.”

“You’re right.” I giggled. “Let me stop their machine guns with the power of my mind.” I burst out laughing again.

“So,” one of the Knights said, producing a set of keys, “touching new friends, Vic?”

“Please. Please, no!” Vic squealed, backing deeper into the cell.

The Knight opened the cell door. His friend looked down at me. “Don’t try anything.”

“Oh,” I smirked, “I’ve already tried things.”

The first Knight dragged Vic out of the cell with black rubber-gloved hands.

“I won’t do anything for you. No touches!”

“Oh,” the Knight said, “I think you will.”

Vic dug in his heels. “Not without her.” He nodded toward me. “She’s going to tell my story. She’s the only one who understands me.”

“Hey!” My smile faltered. “Not cool, man.”

The Knights looked at each other. 

“Better bring her,” the first one said. “Just in case.”

The other guy reached down to grab me.

I held up a hand to block him, but dissolved into a fit of laughter at his bewildered expression. Next thing I knew, they were hustling me up the stairs. In the front office, Clay lay in a pool of blood next to Sheriff Kyle. Both dead.

My euphoria slipped. I struggled free, trying to make my way over to the unmoving cops.

Something cracked against the side of my head.

The lights went out before I hit the floor.








  
  

Chapter 2
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Sarah





Sarah woke before dawn to get the fire going and warm the house before she woke Penny. Koontz, her German Shepherd, and King, her pit bull, padded by her side, ready to go out for their morning constitutional. Dickens, her black Lab, still lay in bed with Penny, keeping the child warm. 

Electricity hadn’t come to this neighborhood since the pandemic. Sarah chose a house far from town because she missed the quiet, simple life of her Montana ranch. She hadn’t thought it through. How much firewood she’d need to keep herself and her foundling daughter warm. And though South Carolina’s January chill was nothing compared to the frigid Montana winters she was used to, it still demanded heat to keep her two-year-old daughter cozy.

No time for coffee this morning. Not if she wanted to catch Rachael before she started another interview with Vic down at the sheriff’s office. 

Sarah kissed the top of Penny’s head and set the toddler down on Nate’s porch. The child’s unique, sweet, clean scent lingered in her nose as she straightened and held out a hand, refusing the coffee mug Nate offered. “Don’t want to spill it in the truck.”

Penny wrapped her little body around Nate’s leg. “Daddy!”

Dickens, Sarah’s black Lab, took the opportunity to bathe the child’s face with his wide pink tongue. His brothers, King the pit bull attack dog, and Koontz the German Shepherd watchdog, looked on with disapproval. Sarah reached down and gave the K-9 companions at her side a quick pat. She would never have made it through the pandemic and collapse without her three fuzzballs. 

Nate pushed the steaming cup toward Sarah a second time. “I made it just the way you like it.”

“This again?” He’d been trying to woo her since they met on the reservation last year. And she’d been telling him she was asexual and couldn’t be wooed. Still, he’d basically adopted Penny. And she’d grudgingly accepted his choosing the house next to her when they landed in the survivor’s colony. Not that she didn’t love him. She did, of course. Nate was like the little brother she never had. And the way he was with Penny, so patient, so giving, made her question her own parenting. But Sarah needed space from all people, except Penny. She missed the solitude of her sprawling animal rescue ranch in Montana. 

The idea of neighbors was all new to her, and she didn’t much care for it, adoptive little brother next door notwithstanding.

“What? It’s just coffee.” He gave her his signature goofy half-grin. 

Sarah accepted the cup. The hot bittersweet concoction woke her mouth and mind alike with a taste almost forgotten. “Holy shit, Nate! Where’d you get cream?”

“The new guy on the edge of town has a couple of cows. I traded him a for some venison. Cream’s easy. I’m worried about where we’re going to get coffee once the food warehouse empties out.”

Penny hugged his leg. “Daddy? Jess and Davie?”

Nate tousled Penny’s hair. “They’ll be here soon, sweetie.”

Sarah took a big gulp of coffee, swallowed too fast, coughed, and said, “you’re a regular daycare.”

“Yup.” Nate tucked his hands in the pockets of his jeans, leaving the thumbs out, tapping a nervous rhythm on the denim. “Worked out a trade with each family.” He paused. “You know, you could pay me.”

“Dads don’t get paid to watch their kids.”

Nate shook his head. “What’s the world coming to?”

“Destroyed by a global pandemic.” Sarah took another big swallow of coffee.

“Oooooh yeaaaaah.” Nate freed a hand to tap it on his forehead. “I almost forgot.” He fixed Sarah with a sardonic grin.

Sarah took one more gulp and handed the mug back to him. “Thanks for the java, but I’ve got to get to town. I want to catch Rachael before she goes in to talk to the Prophet.”

“Rach-a?” Penny asked, tugging on Sarah’s pant leg.

Sarah bent down, bringing her eyes level with her daughter. “I’ll tell her you said hello. You’re staying here with Daddy today.”

A soft “woof” at her side brought Sarah’s eyes up, scanning. She patted Koontz absently. “What is it, boy?”

Dickens stopped licking Penny’s hand to circle in, jealous.

King stood at attention, nose pointed at the sound.

The rhythmic thump of an approaching helicopter cut the air. A big twin-rotor chopper flew low over the treetops like a dull-green, moldy banana. 

“What would make them burn fuel for a chopper?” Nate asked, not taking his eyes off the sky.

“There’s some shit going down somewhere,” Sarah said.

“Shit,” Penny mimicked.

Sarah sighed, kissed Penny, and stood.

“That’s a bathroom word, Penny,” Nate said. “Don’t copy Mommy’s potty mouth.” He returned his eyes to Sarah. “Why don’t you go to work before you get her drinking whiskey and smoking cigarettes?”

“Na-na-na na na-na-na,” Sarah sneered, duplicating Nate’s cadence.

“Nice. Real mature. Aren’t you like a million years old?”

“Fu—”

Nate held up a finger.

“Have a fu—n day today, Penny,” Sarah said, tousling her daughter’s hair. To Nate she said, “fifty-two is the new thirty.” She banged down the porch steps and advanced across the too-tall lawn. “Bye, Penny,” she called. “Mommy loves you!” A soft, warm rush filled Sarah’s chest every time she said those words. 

“Bye, Mommy.”

Strange to think that less than a year ago, she’d found the girl buckled into a car seat with two dying, unconscious parents in the front. When she’d rescued Penny, she vowed to find somewhere safe to leave the child. Somewhere the nameless little girl wouldn’t have to endure the same fate Sarah had in the foster care system. Then, mile by empty, ruined mile through what was left of America, Sarah realized there was no place safer than in her care. And with each nap the child spent curled up against Sarah’s warmth, with each feeding and diapering, Sarah fell in love. She named the foundling Penny, after Sarah’s mother. And to the surprise of everyone around her, Sarah became a doting, affectionate mom. Now, she couldn’t imagine her life without the cheery, adorable little girl.

Winter sun dappled the debris-strewn suburban South Carolina roads. Goosebumps rose on Sarah’s arms. The light flannel over a cutoff AC/DC shirt was a poor choice this morning. But the second-summer January air roaring in through the truck’s open window smelled crisp and clean. Gone was the smell of sorrow and death that had pervaded the previous fall. Sarah piloted the truck around stalled cars and downed branches, constant, powerful reminders of capital-B, Before.

At the edge of her neighborhood, Martha looked out the window of a little white cape home, radio in one hand, binoculars in the other. In the days before the smiling flu, she was probably the neighborhood busybody. Now, she was a vital link to law and order in a world without telephones. Martha kept tabs on the neighborhood and radioed the cop shop if she saw something out of the ordinary. How they kept her from reporting every squirrel, Sarah had no idea. Martha gesticulated wildly as Sarah passed. No way was Sarah stopping to hear every detail of Martha’s morning routine. It took the woman half an hour to say hello. Sarah gave a half-wave as she passed, never letting off the gas.

Sarah let out a frustrated huff as she got out to clear a fallen tree limb from the street. The army had bigger fish to fry, and the civilian government had its hands full keeping the bare minimum of services and infrastructure going. Clearing far-flung neighborhood streets would just have to wait. 

On Main Street, soldiers in tactical gear ran among the buildings. Wrong. Sarah slowed. 

Deputy Winslow descended the steps, gun drawn, head on a swivel, scanning the area. When he caught sight of Sarah, he waved frantically. 

Sarah drew the truck up next to him.

“The Knights came for the Prophet—”

“Did they—”

The deputy nodded. “They got him.”

“Rachael?”

“We tried to stop them. Kyle and Clay were shot—”

Sarah had trouble hearing Winslow over the sudden roar of blood in her ears. “What about Rachael?”

“They took her too.”

“Where’d they go?!”

“We got a call from—”

Sarah’s heart pounded. “Where. Did—”

“Listen! We got—”

“Damn it! Where—”

“Martha just reported gunfire! We’re looking at multiple attacks!”

The bottom fell out of the world. “Penny!” Sarah stomped on the pedal, peeling out in a cloud of smoke.

Winslow shouted an unintelligible admonition.

Sarah was barely conscious of him as she wheeled the skidding truck around, popping the curb. The back tires caught traction. Dickens cowered in the passenger footwell. Sarah launched from the smoke cloud, narrowly missing an approaching Humvee. 

In the back, Koontz let out a plaintive bark. King was a rock. The pittie crouched, feet planted, ever ready for whatever came next. When Sarah nosed the truck onto Honeysuckle Ave., another Humvee blocked her way as it weaved around the obstacle-strewn road. She couldn’t get around the wide olive drab machine, and the driver wasn’t helping. 

A soldier popped out of the top, waving her back and motioning her to slow down.

She did neither. She knew these were the good guys, rushing to confront whatever was happening in her neighborhood, but nothing could stop her rushing to Penny. Nothing.

Humvee guy brandished a machine gun.

“Shoot me,” she muttered, trying again to pass. Downed tree by the blue house in two blocks. At this speed…

She juked back behind the rolling green roadblock. 

Army guy in the top of the truck shook his gun.

The house on the corner of Crestwood. No curb. Clear, short-cropped lawn. She didn’t know the people who lived there, but the lawn was evidence someone did. The Humvee would probably stay on the street. Probably. 

And…Yes! The Humvee slowed at the corner. 

Sarah gunned the pickup catty-corner into the driveway and across the lawn. She slammed off the curb on the other side, getting more air than she expected. A hard yank on the wheel kept her from hitting the burned-out car on the far side of the street. The skid slowed her enough that the Humvee was right up her ass as she poured on the power coming out of the turn. Koontz got his legs under him again and barked furiously at the Humvee. 

The dappled sunlight she’d enjoyed just minutes before took on a harsh white-out quality. Time slowed. Sarah recited a single-word mantra. “Penny, Penny, Penny…” She leaned forward over the wheel, propelling the truck toward her daughter by force of will and internal combustion.

Nate’s door stood open.

Sarah skidded the truck to a halt.

Someone lay on the porch.

She pulled the gun from the glove box. The dogs ran alongside her as she raced across the lawn. 

Blood pooled around Nate’s motionless chest. A jagged hole in his shirt told the story. 

Silence. 

Sarah bent to feel for a pulse.

Dickens licked Nate’s face. No reaction.

A soldier tapped her on the shoulder.

“There should be three kids,” she whispered.

He nodded and gestured his squad forward. 

Poor Nate. She should have been kinder to him. Much kinder. He was a good man. A good father. A good friend. No. Good didn’t cut it. Nate was amazing. One of a kind. And she’d loved him the best she could, which in hindsight, was pretty crappy. Sarah stroked Nate’s hair, then followed the soldiers. She’d have to grieve later. She needed to find Penny.

The woman in front of her waved her back. Sarah flipped the soldier off. 

Sarah’s foot crunched on broken glass. She stepped around an upturned chair. King made the move with her, brushing her leg. The attack dog was all business, plunging into the chaos with single-minded ferocity. Behind her, she could hear Dickens whining softly at Nate’s side. She couldn’t do it. Not now. She had to find Penny. There’d be time to grieve for Nate later.

“Clear,” a woman’s voice drifted down the stairs.

“Clear,” someone called from the hall.

By the time Sarah got to the middle of the room, the soldiers reentered. 

“Deceased female upstairs, front bedroom,” one said.

Bile rose in Sarah’s throat. “Female?”

“Adult,” the soldier clarified.

“No kids?” Sarah asked.

Silence. 

“The basement?”

“The house is clear,” said the soldier she’d spoken to on the porch. “They’re not here.”

“Cabinets?”

“I said it’s clear. Feel free to take a look.”

“They didn’t pass us,” Sarah said. She hadn’t heard or seen another chopper on the way back home. And the neighborhood was blocked on all sides by the wreckage of the last hurricane through these parts, except the road to town. “There’s only one street out…” Her words trailed off as she pictured the backyard. Penny playing in the grass, and… the overgrown fire road.

Sarah ran.

“Lady, wait!” the soldier shouted behind her.

The dogs raced with Sarah to the truck. Images of Penny superimposed themselves over Sarah’s consciousness. Her hand shook as she turned the key.








  
  

Chapter 3
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Mike





The needle’s stab was nothing to Mike. He closed his eyes, willing the medication to work. To have some effect. A search of his mind and his feelings revealed the sad truth: nothing. No joy, no hope, no reward, just the black sea of despair. But that wasn’t all. The yawning mental chasm full of dark water on which his consciousness floated hosted all the unrecovered. When they drew close, walking by on the street, or sharing a meal, traces of their minds tickled at his. Just a slight touch, enough to keep breathing, eating, and putting one foot in front of the other in a world devoid of happiness. Even now, with no unrecovered close by, Mike knew they were there. Ripples on the dark water told him he wasn’t alone. 

The only sounds disturbing the quiet of Mike’s room were his breathing and that of Dr. Carl Parks. 

Dr. Parks withdrew the needle from Mike’s liver-spotted arm, placed a cotton ball on the dot of blood, then guided Mike’s hand to hold it. “Anything?”

“Still nothing,” Mike said.

“It may take some time for the tao to have any noticeable effect.”

“But you’re confident it will?” Mike wished he had the capacity to like the man. Dr. Parks, like himself, pushed on with little hope of reward or happiness. It must be intolerable for this man to spend so much time among the dour unrecovered.

“Well, I’m confident you won’t get Alzheimer’s. That’s what this medication traditionally treats.”

“Might be better,” Mike grumbled. “And what about the other part of this? The connections between all the unrecovered. The synchronized screaming when one of us wakes from the flu coma? The Prophet….”

“That’s harder to study. At least not with the staff and equipment available these days.” Dr. Parks grew silent. Then he started out of his woolgathering, saying, “We’ve lost so much.”

“Not as much as the unrecovered.” Mike knew what he meant, of course. He meant society. But Mike figured spending fifty years locked in an agonizing catatonic state earned him the right to say what he wanted.

“Of course,” Dr. Parks said, busying himself putting his things back in his medical bag. “I’m sorry.”

“We’re all sorry,” Mike said. That much was true. “So, no theories on the synchronization? The way we needed to gather together and live in the same little dorm building on this little college campus instead of spreading out into a town or neighborhood the way the immune do? What about the mental awareness of the others? The black water?”

“There is no medical explanation that I can find. That’s not to say there isn’t one, but it’s beyond what I have the means to test for.”

Mike tossed the cotton ball into the trash. “No bullshit. What do you make of it?”

“I’m a man of science,” Dr. Parks said. “What you’re talking about…is beyond me.”

“Are you saying it’s…what? God?” Mike looked out the window into the sunny southern morning, studying the way the tree branches waved at him, trying to believe.

“An unknown psychotic effect of the smiling flu treatment, perhaps.” Parks wouldn’t meet his eye.

“That’s bullshit, and we both know it. If Vic is to be believed, he never received treatment, and he’s got the largest effect of all the unrecovered.”

Carl raised his eyes to meet Mike’s. “Vic?”

“The Prophet,” Mike sneered. Just the word made him sick. Vic was a nasty little piece of work who’d randomly been given the keys to the kingdom. “I’m not used to hearing him called that,” Dr. Parks said.

“He’s a stupid little shit. Dumb as a box of rocks.”

Dr. Parks straightened, holding his medical bag. “He was smart enough to run away from here and lock himself in the New Hope jail.”

“He’d have been smarter to keep running. Now Dale and the other unrecovered know exactly where he is.” Dale. The new de facto leader of the unrecovered. If Vic was a nasty piece of work, Dale was his maker. Puppet master. Dale was the worst kind of person, smart, cunning, and power-hungry. “How long do you think they’re going to sit around while the source of all their happiness rots in jail?”

Dr. Parks raised an eyebrow. “You aren’t including yourself?”

Mike shook his head. “I don’t partake of Vic’s pleasures. I did once. Afterward, it only made the despair worse. The touch of the other minds is enough to sustain me…for now.” Sampson paused. “As patient zero, and the oldest of the unrecovered, I feel a sense of duty to them. I need to keep my mind clear.” 

He wanted to say more, but not here. Not within the thin walls of the dormitory. He rose.

Dr. Parks smiled. “You’ve got the clearest mind of any septuagenarian I’ve ever met.”

Sampson rubbed his bad leg through his khaki trousers. “Fifty years in a coma will do that to you. I’m a walking mummy.”

“No more cane?” Dr. Parks nodded at the place Sampson rubbed.

“No. I’m getting around quite well these days. Care to walk with me?”

Dr. Parks looked uncertain. “I should go see my other patients.”

“You should walk with me. Supervise my exercise.”

“Something on your mind?”

Mike held a finger to his lips.

Dr. Parks nodded. “I guess I could use a chance to stretch my legs before I settle into a day of appointments.”

They stepped into the linoleum-clad hall. Sampson pulled the worn, pine-paneled door shut behind them. He held the wrought-iron railing as they descended the wide concrete steps onto the cracked asphalt walkway leading away between the ivy-covered brick buildings. The grass on the quad grew tall. Sampson cut across it anyway. 

“I’m not sure this whole ‘touch of the Prophet’ thing is what’s best for the unrecovered,” Mike said.

“I’m sure it isn’t,” Carl replied. “But who am I to say they can’t take what joy is left to them in this world? A person without pleasure or gratification is every bit as dead as those who died of happiness from the flu. It’s the same, just opposite. Without hope or reward, we just lie down and die. No reason to eat or breathe.”

Sampson stopped in the middle of the quad, as far as he could get from straining ears and prying eyes. “I’m living proof that isn’t true.”

Dr. Parks switched his bag from one hand to the other. “But how can you be sure the others feel it as strongly as you do? You had many years of smiling flu coma. Most of them only had a few months. How do we know it wasn’t as much time as it is severity that caused this phenomenon?”

“They feel it,” Sampson said. “They told me so.” He ran a hand through his thinning gray hair. “When we woke from the coma, in Washington, I was…like their shepherd. Their leader. Now, with Dale and Vic, I’m all but useless. If I don’t go along with whatever they say, the Knights will do me harm.” He cast his eyes furtively around the campus. Here and there, a lone figure walked between the buildings; some, the Knights, walked with guns slung on their backs.

Dr. Parks nodded. “The tao will work. We’ve just got to give it time.”

Mike shook his head. “Hubris.”

“Maybe.” Dr. Parks put a hand on his hip. “I might be a young doctor. And this may not have been my area of expertise before the smiling flu, but it is now. No one, I guarantee, no one is going to outwork me. From the moment I wake up every day until the moment I go to sleep, I’m working on reversing the aftereffects of the smiling flu. And I think this anti-tau immunotherapy is very promising. Well, if the smiling flu encouraged tau buildup in the pleasure centers of the brain. Which seems likely. And also…I’m all you’ve got.”

“That much we agree on.”

“I’m going to check in on Jamie and Aella. Want to join me?”

Want was an odd choice of words. It implied hope. That part of his brain, if it were still alive, slept, as if still in a coma. “Okay.”

They crossed the lawn and walked along the paved path, crossing the entrance road by the gate. Outside the locked iron bars, a solitary figure stood vigil.

“I can’t believe he still comes and stands out there every day,” Dr. Parks said.

“Ed still has hope, and nothing else to occupy him.”

“If you’re going to worry about someone doing something crazy, worry about that one,” Dr. Parks said. “Why won’t Jamie and Aella see him?”

“Ask them yourself,” Sampson replied. He knew why, but explaining the desperate hopelessness to someone who wasn’t unrecovered was too complicated.

“Doctor Parks!” Ed yelled. “Mister Sampson!”

Sampson ignored him. 

Dr. Parks turned his head Ed’s way, but didn’t break stride.

“Doctor Parks, tell the guards to let me in! I have to see Jamie and Aella! I have to see my family! Please!”

“That’s not in my power, Ed,” Dr. Parks called back.

“Please tell them I’m here! Tell them I love them!”

Dr. Parks nodded.

“Shut up!” one of the Knights guarding the gate said, waving his Kalashnikov, “or I’ll come out and shut you up.”

Ed went silent.

It wouldn’t be the first time he’d received a beating at the hands of the Knights. Sampson didn’t like the Knights. Though since the smiling flu, it was hard to point to something he did like. The very word ‘like’ was in the same bucket as ‘want’—motivations his flu-damaged brain couldn’t experience.  

Their steps drew them away from the road by the gate and in between a row of buildings that, in another lifetime, housed fraternities. Here, a few buildings down, Aella and Jamie perched in their accustomed positions, knees drawn up under them on porch chairs like a couple of dispassionate gargoyles. 

Mike and Dr. Parks ascended the wide wooden steps onto the sweeping southern porch. 

Lost in their internal worlds, Jamie and Aella didn’t react to their presence. 

Mike knew what they were doing. He could feel their minds touching his own, seeking out what little connection they could find on that placid mental sea of dark water. They probed, searching for something he didn’t have to give—joy.

“Jamie? Aella?” Parks whispered.

It took a moment for Aella to turn her eyes to the Doctor. “Dr. Carl.”

“How are you feeling?”

Her eyes fell, returning to their wide, vacant state. “The same.”

“No change at all?” Dr. Parks insisted.

“That’s what the same means,” Jamie said without moving her eyes. “Do you have any idea yet why Aella hasn’t recovered, but all the other children have?”

“Well,” Dr. Parks cleared his throat. “I wouldn’t say recovered—”

“They’re not here,” Jamie said. “They smiled, and then they were moved to New Hope.”

“Almost all the children are suffering long term emotional aftereffects, depending on their age, and the severity of their exposure to—”

“So the answer is no. You don’t.”

Mike felt bad for Dr. Parks. That emotion, at least, was still in his repertoire.

Footfalls on pavement broke the horrible silence. “Hey!” a Knight shouted, brandishing a machine gun. “Come with me, now.”

“I’m a doctor—” Carl began.

“I didn’t ask you shit. Follow me. All of you. Now!”

“What is this?” Sampson asked.

“This is me telling you to get your ass off the porch before I shoot it off.”

Jamie and Aella didn’t say a word. They put their feet on the old planks and rose as one.

Mike turned. He knew better than to push the patience of the thugs Dale dignified with the title ‘Knights.’

“What the hell?” Dr. Parks whispered.

“No idea,” Mike said.

“Hurry up!” the guard shouted.

“He’s seventy—” Dr. Parks began.

The Knight raised his rifle toward the doctor, butt first. 

“I’m Mike Sampson, patient zero, in case you forgot. And this is the doctor that’s been treating all the unrecovered. So pipe down and show a little respect.”

The Knight lowered his gun and his voice. “Hurry up. All of you.”

The Knight ushered them down the street and around the corner, into a waiting bus. Many unrecovered were already nestled in the green Naugahyde seats.

Dale boarded the bus. Sweat glistened on his forehead and dripped from an errant hair of his comb-over.

“Where are we going?” Jamie asked.

Dale smiled ruefully and shook his finger at her. “Someplace where we can all get happy.”
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