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1.



Pike and his men reached the encampment’s southwest gate at precisely 3:15 a.m.


Twelve minutes earlier, their sleek black SUVs—three in total, armored, tinted, and stripped of emblems, license plates, and VINs—entered the Lincoln Tunnel in Weehawken, New Jersey, having passed the darkened tollbooths without slowing. Two minutes after that, they emerged from beneath the murky waters of the Hudson River in Midtown Manhattan and zigzagged until they reached Eighth Avenue.


The stoplights blinked yellow in all directions. They encountered neither traffic nor pedestrians. Three years ago, Pike thought, these streets would’ve been bustling—even at this time of night. Now, thanks to the citywide curfew, they were empty save for police cruisers and sanitization crews.


The former rolled lazily through the intersections, or idled nose-to-tail beside one another so their drivers could converse. The latter clung to the sides of tanker trucks in hazmat suits, or wandered two-by-two with smaller canisters strapped to their backs, spraying bus stops, subway stations, and other public spaces with disinfectant foam. Fresh from the nozzle, it was enough to make your eyes water, but within minutes it dissipated to a lacy film that turned to fine white dust when touched, and smelled like some fragrance chemist’s idea of clean.


As squad leader, Pike rode shotgun in the point vehicle. Pike was his call sign, not his name, although he wore it just as comfortably. Despite the illicit nature of their mission, he didn’t waste a thought on the police cruisers or sanitization crews, because he trusted the route unfolding on his SUV’s heads-up display. It constantly recalculated using data siphoned from the city’s surveillance grid to avoid unwanted entanglements, so traversing Midtown unmolested was a simple matter of following the glowing red line projected onto the windshield from the dash.


They took Eighth Avenue to Columbus Circle. Pike felt his weight shift toward the passenger door as they rounded it at speed. At the third right, they continued north, eventually rocking to a halt at the intersection of Central Park West and 65th Street.


“Okay, gentlemen. You know the plan. Let’s get to work.”


At his command, seven men—Pike among them—exited the vehicles. All wore matte-black body armor and masks to match. Despite the hour, the temperature hovered in the eighties, and the August air was laden with humidity. Pike, sweating, felt a pang of envy toward the drivers, whom he’d instructed to remain inside the SUVs, engines running, AC on.


A tall fence encircled the portion of Central Park between the 65th Street Transverse and Terrace Drive, chain link topped with razor wire. Streetlights glinted off the sharpened coils. Concrete barriers lined the fence on the outside, intended to prevent vehicles from breaking through. They were installed two years ago after a nearby florist—who, despondent at the loss of business and unable to make rent, had unsuccessfully petitioned the city to relocate the park’s inhabitants—plowed through the encampment in his delivery truck. Eleven died. Thirty more were badly injured.


Although its light was on, and the endless patter of talk radio drifted out its open window, the guard booth was unoccupied. Pike slipped inside and sat down in the empty chair.


“… which, my fellow insomniacs, brings us to the topic of the hour: the border crisis. Public health threat or humanitarian disaster? You tell me. Our first caller is Kevin from Wyoming…”


The desk was dominated by a computer with two oversized monitors. A small fan clamped to one corner pushed warm air around halfheartedly, rustling the paperwork and fast food wrappers scattered around the laminate work surface. A partially eaten donut bled grease onto an old invoice. A frozen macchiato made a puddle of condensation as it thawed.


“… seems to me, these so-called refugees ain’t exactly the innocents the media make ’em out to be. I mean, they slink across the border in the dead of night, carrying God knows what kinds of diseases. They infest our cities, infect our children, and then they have the gall to demand…”


Pike inserted a thumb drive into the port on the keyboard, then turned his attention to the monitors. One featured a smattering of windows: email, internet radio, diagnostics for the camp’s various utilities. The other rotated through an endless cycle of surveillance feeds.


A few clicks of the mouse and the surveillance feeds went black. Another click and the gate buzzed open, wheels squeaking as the chain-link panel rolled aside.


“… understand, I ain’t condoning violence—all I’m saying is, you can’t fault these militiamen for wanting to protect their own. And if these people realize the price of entering our country illegally is a bullet to the head, maybe they’ll think twice about…”


Mounted on the wall to the right of the desk was an oversized red button protected by a clear plastic lid. EMERGENCY SHUT-OFF, read the sign above it. DO NOT TOUCH. Pike flipped open the lid and hit the button.


The monitors shut down. Kevin from Wyoming fell silent. The fan at the corner of the desk whirred to a halt. The guard booth’s light went out.


As did every floodlight in the camp.


For a moment, Pike just sat there in the darkened booth, waiting for his vision to adjust. Perspiration soaked his clothes and gathered at the edges of his mask. In the sudden quiet, his breathing sounded too loud to his own ears.


When his eyes had fully adjusted, Pike rose, pocketing his thumb drive, and rejoined his men. Then they slipped through the open gate without a word.


Daniel Ballard crouched behind a row of bushes, his heart pounding in his chest.


Until recently, he’d been perched in a nearby oak tree with a partial view of the guard booth, his presence camouflaged by its rustling leaves and his threadbare, dun-colored clothes. When the guard abandoned his post, Dan climbed down to see if he could find out why. Then the military types arrived—tactical knives strapped to their thighs, suppressed compact submachine guns slung across their chests, and strange metal cylinders on their backs—so he hid.


Dan was a lookout. One of four stationed throughout the camp. Six months ago, when Gabriel—a fellow resident—first broached the idea, Dan thought it was a lark, a silly game of cloak-and-dagger that would never actually amount to anything. He’d only gone along because it sounded like a welcome distraction from the monotony of life inside the fence. Climb a tree. Pop a tin of those sardines his fiancée wouldn’t let him bring into the tent. Maybe even get a little reading done.


Of course, during the graveyard shift, it was too dark outside to read, but everyone in the rotation took a turn, so there was no point complaining. Besides, the night shift wasn’t all bad. The city was peaceful, the park quiet. And nights like this, it was too hot to sleep anyway, so there were worse places to spend them than up a tree, lulled by the whisper of the leaves.


Like, say, hiding in the bushes while masked men with machine guns infiltrated the camp.


Dan was no soldier. Before he wound up in this godforsaken place, he taught grade school in Fort Wayne, Indiana. He was trained to handle unruly ten-year-olds, not armed combatants.


Although his lungs ached for air, Dan forced himself to breathe slowly, to avoid making any noise that might give away his position. Gingerly, he reached into the pocket of his tattered jeans and teased out his contraband cell phone.


When Dan hit the home button, the phone’s screen blazed to life. He pressed it to his chest and cast a worried glance toward the men, praying that they hadn’t noticed—but the light had wrecked his night vision, so all he saw were green spots dancing in the darkness. Once his eyesight recovered, he cupped his left hand over the phone and tried his best to peck out a text with his right without losing track of the intruders.


That proved more difficult than he’d anticipated. Occasionally, one of the men was swallowed by a patch of shadow or disappeared behind a tree, causing Dan to panic—his gaze darting wildly about, fear uncoiling in his stomach—until he managed to lay eyes on all seven.


Then one vanished and never reappeared.


Don’t freak out, he told himself. You probably miscounted, is all.


Dan’s lips moved silently as he counted again.


Three, four, five, six… shit.


His mouth went dry.


His pulse thudded in his temples.


His head swiveled as he searched desperately for the missing man.


For a long time—thirty seconds? a minute?—Dan couldn’t find him. Then a thousand white-hot pinpricks seared his scalp as he was yanked backward by his hair, and he felt the pressure of a knife’s edge against his throat.


Dan dropped the phone and batted wildly at his attacker. The man jerked Dan’s head to the left, and slid the knife at Dan’s neck to the right, before releasing him.


The blade was so fine, so well honed, it took Dan a moment to realize he’d been cut. The scent of iron filled his nostrils. Blood spilled warm and sticky down his shirt. Reflexively, he raised his hands to his neck to stanch the flow.


It wasn’t any use. Blood seeped between his fingers. Wind whistled through the gaping hole in his esophagus. Every labored breath drew fluid into his lungs.


Dan’s arms grew heavy from blood loss. As he toppled forward, they flopped uselessly to his sides. Unable to catch himself, his cheek slammed into the ground.


Beside him in the patchy grass lay his phone, its screen glowing bluish white. His assailant stomped on it with a bootheel.


Dan gurgled as his body, starved of oxygen, shut down.


His vision dimmed, then failed.


The last thought that arced across his synapses before death claimed him was a fervent hope that, by some fluke, the warning text he’d been composing had sent.
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2.



Jacob Gibson sat on the edge of the bed and watched his daughter, Zoe, sleep. Her bedroom was, as usual, a mess. The pale glow of the night-light cast long shadows of her toys. Though dawn was still two hours away, the outside air was sweltering, and the AC unit in the window labored to keep up. Its steady racket, and the dry processed air it blew into the room, made Jake’s head hurt.


Despite the artificial chill, Zoe’s face was slick with sweat, and her cotton nightgown was soaked through. Her furrowed brow and writhing limbs made it obvious to Jake her dreams were troubled. She let out a whimper. Jake dabbed her forehead with a damp washcloth. Her eyelids fluttered, then stilled as she settled.


Zoe was four years old, and looked more like her mother with every passing day. The angle of her nose. The curve of her cheeks. The way she scrunched up her face when she was thinking. The way her eyes gleamed when she laughed.


Every once in a while, Jake was so overcome by Zoe’s resemblance to his late wife that he couldn’t breathe. Losing Olivia had damn near killed him. Probably would have, if it hadn’t been for Zoe. Jake had no idea what he’d do if he lost her too.


She’d been fussy when he picked her up at day care yesterday, and hadn’t eaten much at dinner. An hour later, what little she did eat came back up.


Soon after, she complained of achiness. Her forehead felt warm, so Jake checked her temperature. It was a little high. He gave her some liquid ibuprofen and put her to bed—all the while trying his best to ignore the worry that gnawed at his gut.


It’s just a virus, he’d told himself. Kids get them all the time. Come morning, she’ll be right as rain.


The problem was, he didn’t quite believe it. Every day, breaking stories of deadly illnesses dominated the news. Last week, a soccer camp in Suffolk County was shut down when a nasty strain of C. difficile tore through the dorms, killing three attendees and landing seven more in the ICU. Yesterday, an outbreak of Legionnaires’ disease that took the lives of sixteen residents of an apartment building in Turtle Bay was traced back to a contaminated rooftop water tower. This morning, a homeless man was found dead a block from Jake and Zoe’s Jackson Heights apartment, so ravaged by leprosy—his face a snarl of bulbous lesions, his hands reduced to twisted nubs, his teeth and gums eaten away—that his corpse was unidentifiable.


On his way to bed, Jake had checked on Zoe and discovered that, despite the ibuprofen, her fever had worsened. Her face was hot to the touch. Sweat plastered her hair to her scalp. He knew then that he wouldn’t sleep a wink. He fetched the first of many damp washcloths and cranked her air conditioner so high that his skin prickled with gooseflesh.


Now, the world outside Zoe’s bedroom window was bathed in a hazy predawn blue. Yesterday had been a scorcher. Today was forecast to be hotter still. The weatherman said that this August was shaping up to be the warmest on record. He’d been saying that for seven Augusts in a row.


Jake rubbed his bleary eyes with thumb and forefinger. He opened the app on his cell phone that was tied to Zoe’s smartwatch and pulled up her biometrics. Her temperature was 102.6°F. Four-tenths of a degree higher than it was an hour ago. One-tenth of a degree above the threshold at which citizens were legally required to report a fever to the Department of Biological Security.


A sudden shiver gripped him. Jake blamed it on the air conditioning.


The Department of Biological Security was founded three years ago in the wake of the 8/17 attack, but the seed was planted several months prior, when new, more virulent strains of common bacterial infections began cropping up all over the globe, impervious to our drugs of last resort.


The DBS’s purview included everything from bioterror to border control, disease surveillance to urban sanitization. Its director was beholden only to the president. Last year, its operating costs surpassed those of the Department of Defense.


Jake didn’t give a damn what the law said—he wasn’t about to rat out his own daughter. Jake was a cop, so he’d seen firsthand how quickly paranoia turned to violence whenever the DBS started canvassing a neighborhood. One minute, field agents were taking cultures and asking pointed questions—How are you feeling? When’s the last time you had contact with the subject?—and the next, a pack of crazed civilians was dragging some poor soul into the street and setting them ablaze.


Lord only knew how the DBS decided which reports were worth investigating and which weren’t, but even if Zoe’s illness were ultimately determined to be minor, calling attention to it could prove deadly.


And if she’d contracted something serious… well, everybody’d heard the rumors about the horrifying conditions inside the state-funded sanitariums. Patients left in hallways due to overcrowding. Secondary infections running rampant. Bodies stacked like cordwood in basement freezers. They weren’t treatment centers; they were warehouses. They didn’t heal the sick so much as tuck the dying out of sight.


Jake knew he had to tread cautiously until Zoe’s fever broke. If he were caught failing to report it, he could lose his job, maybe even go to jail—but that was a risk he was willing to take.


Jake removed Zoe’s watch and set it down atop her dresser. Then, to be safe, he deleted the associated app from his phone and cleared his cache.


As he finished, the phone buzzed in his hand, startling him.


It was his partner calling.


He stepped into the hall and answered, his voice a whisper.


“Jesus, Amy—don’t you think it’s a little late?”


“More like a little early,” she replied. “Did I wake you?”


Jake eyed Zoe through the open door. She squirmed in restless, fevered sleep. “No. I was awake.”


“Are you at home?”


“It’s four in the morning. Where else would I be?”


“Good. Get dressed. There’s an unmarked on its way to pick you up. We caught a case.”


“You’re kidding,” Jake said. “It’s the weekend, for God’s sake.”


“So?”


“So last I checked, you and me were off duty—and I’ve got Zoe to look after.”


“Since when does that matter? Did your babysitter finally kick the bucket?”


Usually, when the job pulled Jake away at odd hours, he left Zoe in the care of his next-door neighbor, Mrs. Jimenez. Zoe liked her, and Mrs. Jimenez—who’d lost her husband to pneumonia last year—seemed happy for the company. But Mrs. Jimenez was a worrier, a busybody, and Jake was pretty sure she was the one who’d reported Sunil from down the hall.


One morning, after they’d all run into each other at the mailboxes, she’d asked Jake if he thought Sunil had looked unwell. That afternoon, a pair of DBS agents knocked on Jake’s door with a handful of sterile cotton swabs and a clipboard full of questions. By nightfall, Sunil was gone, and his apartment was sealed shut with bright-red quarantine tape. That was more than a month ago now, but the tape was still intact, and no one in the building had seen him since.


“Your concern is touching,” Jake replied, “but as far as I’m aware, Mrs. Jimenez is just fine. All I’m saying is, Lutz and Mason are on call. They oughta be the ones dragging their asses outta bed.”


“No argument here. Problem is, they already did. A floater washed up in Hell’s Kitchen a couple hours ago.”


“Busy night for dying, I suppose.”


“Nice to know we’re at the top of the captain’s call sheet, at least.”


“Must be why I feel all warm and fuzzy,” Jake replied. “So what’re we looking at?”


“Honestly, I’m not sure. Cap was a little light on details. All I know is something bad went down in Park City. Now the whole place is on lockdown and no one’s allowed in or out until we arrive. I reached out to a couple of my old uniformed buddies to see if they could buy me a vowel. They wouldn’t say much over an unencrypted line—word is, the brass threatened to dismiss anyone caught leaking—but one of ’em told me the scene was, and I quote, pretty effing gruesome.”


Jake doubted her buddy actually said effing. Amy was the only cop he’d ever known who didn’t curse. “This just gets better and better.”


“Quit grumbling, old man. You know you live for nights like this.”


“Old man? I’m only thirty-seven!”


“Saying only doesn’t make you any younger. Get a move on. Your ride will be there shortly.”


Amy disconnected, leaving Jake with his own racing thoughts.


What the hell am I gonna do with Zoe? He’d be insane to trust Mrs. Jimenez to look after her, and he couldn’t exactly leave a sick four-year-old home alone. The problem was, he didn’t know who else to call.


Then Jake realized that was bullshit.


He knew exactly who to call—he’d just been hoping he wouldn’t have to.


Jake scrolled through his contacts until he found the one he was looking for. His finger hesitated over it a moment—his jaw flexing, his mouth a bloodless line.


Then he took a steeling breath and tapped the screen.















3.



Hannah Lang pushed through the double doors and stepped into the overcrowded waiting area. More a widening of the hallway than a proper room, it smelled of stale coffee and unwashed bodies, beneath which was the whiff of phenolic disinfectant. Threadbare carpet tiles delineated the space. Banks of garishly upholstered chairs were crammed wherever they’d fit.


It was a little after 4 a.m. Despite the hour, nearly every seat was occupied. Ditto the spots on the floor nearest the outlets. A television mounted on one wall played a rerun of an old sitcom, its laugh track shrill and jarring under the circumstances, but no one seemed to pay it any mind. Many of the waiting area’s occupants wore headphones. Some read. Most stared blankly at their device’s screens. All of them had drawn expressions, rumpled clothes, and tired eyes. To a one, they looked haunted, stretched thin.


For a brief, blissful moment, nobody noticed Hannah standing there in her pale-blue scrubs and white lab coat. Then the doors clacked shut behind her and twenty-four hopeful faces turned her way.


Hannah resisted the urge to shrink from their attention. After several grueling hours of surgery, the bulk of which was spent debriding necrotic tissue, her nerves were shot and her limbs were heavy from exhaustion. Hannah was thirty-six, and had spent most of her adult life in hospitals, the last seven years as a surgeon. As such, she was inured to all manner of awful sights, sounds, and smells—but one thing she’d never grown accustomed to was the reek of dying flesh. It permeated every inch of the operating theater. Gowns and gloves were no match for it. All she wanted now was a hot bath, a stiff drink, and a few hours of uninterrupted sleep. First, however, she had a job to do—a loved one to update.


Hannah cleared her throat. “Mrs. Isler?”


Twenty-three faces dropped. One showed surprise. It belonged to a slight, birdlike woman in her midforties with long legs, a slender neck, and wide, searching eyes. She rose stiffly to her feet and headed toward Hannah, her forehead creased with worry beneath a tangle of auburn curls.


“Are you Ronald’s nurse?” she asked.


Hannah struggled to master a surge of indignation. The mistake was far too common for her liking. “No, I’m his surgeon, Dr. Lang.”


The woman colored. “Oh. Forgive me. I… I’m not my best today. It’s just… I’ve been waiting here so long, and no one will tell me anything.” Her voice was tremulous. Tears welled in her eyes.


“It’s fine,” Hannah lied.


“Is Ron awake yet? Can I see him?”


“Mrs. Isler—”


“Please, call me Michelle.”


“Michelle,” Hannah amended, “how about you and I find somewhere private so we can talk?”


“I don’t understand. Did something happen? Why won’t you let me see my husband?” As she spoke, her pitch and volume increased, sending waves of agitation through the crowd.


“Your husband’s still unconscious,” Hannah replied. “If you’d just come with me—”


“No.” Michelle’s body stiffened. Her hands made fists at her sides. “Whatever you’ve got to tell me, you can tell me here.”


Hannah sighed. She’d seen this sort of thing a thousand times before. Patients’ loved ones digging in as if a forceful enough denial could bend the universe to their will. Sadly, it was never any use.


Ronald Isler was a mechanic with the Metropolitan Transportation Authority. Three days ago, he was trying to loosen a sticky bolt when his wrench slipped and he scratched his right forearm on the undercarriage of the bus that he was working on. The wound was barely deep enough to break the skin, so he slapped a bandage on it and got back to work.


The next morning, his arm was sore and stiff. At the time, Ron didn’t think much of it. Soon, though, he was unable to bend his right elbow, and the skin around his wound was red and swollen. Michelle insisted that Ron get checked out. Come Friday, he relented, so they set out for NewYork-Presbyterian’s ER on 68th Street.


NewYork-Presbyterian was the last remaining nonprofit hospital in Manhattan. Thanks to the implosion of the insurance industry, the rest had either gone private or gone under. As funds dried up, the hospitals that survived were forced to make hard choices. Many elected to close their emergency rooms and cater only to those who could afford their services. NewYork-Presbyterian tried its best to care for the rest.


The ER was swamped when Ron arrived, so he wound up waiting eleven hours to see a doctor. By then, he was visibly in pain. When the doc removed Ron’s bandage, a chunk of skin came off with it, revealing an ulcerous wound of mottled red and black. Michelle shrieked. One of the medical students shadowing the doctor passed out. Ron panicked and had to be restrained.


Fortunately, Ron’s doctor recognized his wound for what it was. He isolated Ron in an examination room, ordered the ER closed until it could be decontaminated, and had a nurse page Hannah. Michelle was escorted from the emergency room, and hadn’t been allowed to see Ron since.


“Michelle,” Hannah said, “I’m afraid your husband has necrotizing fasciitis.”


“I… I don’t know what that is.”


“It’s an aggressive bacterial infection that typically enters the body via a cut or burn and attacks its soft tissues. Until recently, it was quite rare—maybe a thousand cases a year, nationwide—and not terribly contagious. It typically affected only people whose immune systems were already compromised. Now, unfortunately…” Hannah trailed off. As if anybody needed reminding how much the world had changed.


It began four years ago with a worldwide uptick of bacterial infections. Meningitis in Frankfurt. Tuberculosis in New Delhi. Cholera in Johannesburg. Gonorrhea in DC.


Though the outbreaks spread aggressively and proved resistant to any antibiotics that were thrown at them, public health officials initially dismissed them as unrelated.


They were wrong.


In their defense, antibiotic resistance was nothing new. Penicillin debuted in 1941, and penicillin-resistant infections were seen as early as 1942. Back then, the medical community assumed that they were caused by patients failing to take their full course of medication.


By the late 1950s, however, doctors began seeing infections that were resistant to drugs that patients had never been treated with before, and slowly, a horrifying truth took shape. Like humans, bacteria are susceptible to viruses, but their viruses—called bacteriophages—have a funny habit of picking up genes from one bacterium and depositing them in another, in much the way that bees cross-pollinate flowers. Thanks to bacteriophages, any bacterium that bumps into an antibiotic and survives has the potential to confer that ability to other bacteria—even those of different species—and relatively harmless strains can learn to kill.


By the year 2000, drug companies were cranking out millions of tons of antibiotics every year, and multidrug-resistant bacteria had begun cropping up in hospitals around the world. In retrospect, it was only a matter of time before a chance encounter between virus and bacteria shattered our defenses. But when it happened, we were woefully unprepared.


The virus responsible—named ArBGR01 by the researchers who first isolated it, owing to its Arctic origin and broad genus range, and dubbed the Harbinger virus by the press—was ruthlessly efficient. Released by climate change from the Siberian permafrost, it infected bacterial populations worldwide in a matter of weeks, and transferred genes between them at an alarming rate. Soon, it was thought to be the most common virus on the planet. Its prevalence allowed bacteria to adapt with terrifying speed. New drugs, no matter how promising, were overrun in record time.


As the antibiotic era collapsed, diseases long thought beaten came surging back. The risk of postsurgical infections made organ transplants and implants of any kind—hip, knee, cosmetic—a thing of the past. Steroid treatments, radiation, and chemotherapy were off the table too, because they ravaged the immune system. Even the most basic of surgeries became life threatening, as did childbirth. An impacted tooth—or, hell, a paper cut—could kill you. The death toll skyrocketed.


Before the Harbinger virus hit, Hannah was a promising young cardiothoracic surgery fellow. Now, all surgeons were trauma surgeons, and Hannah was a soldier on the front lines of a war—one humanity was losing.


“This, um—” Michelle began.


“Necrotizing fasciitis,” Hannah prompted.


“Right. Necrotizing fasciitis.” She emphasized each syllable, like a child sounding out an unfamiliar word. “Is it fatal?”


“Left untreated, yes.”


“But you got it in time—you must have.”


“It’s too soon to say for sure, but I hope so.”


“Then what’s the problem? Why can’t I see my husband?”


Hannah looked around. “Are you sure you want to discuss this here?”


“What’s it fucking matter where we discuss this?” Michelle snapped. All throughout the waiting area, people stared, unease etched into their faces.


“Look,” Hannah replied, irritation creeping into her tone, “I get that you’re upset, but there are a lot of people within earshot who’re worried about their loved ones, and I’m not about to let you cause a panic. If you’d like to continue this discussion here, that’s your call, but I’m going to need you to calm down.”


Michelle appeared chastened. “You’re right. I’m sorry. But I get the feeling there’s something you’re not telling me.”


Hannah sighed. “A few years ago, cases such as Ron’s would have been treated very differently. We would have given him broad-spectrum antibiotics and performed a series of operations, over a period of weeks if need be, to debride the wound. Now that antibiotics are off the table, we no longer have that luxury. We always attempt to remove as little tissue as possible, but unfortunately, Ron’s infection was quite advanced—so we were forced to take drastic action to halt its spread.”


Her words were clinical, dispassionate. The image in her mind’s eye was anything but. Ron’s arm flayed open like a frog in high school science class. Foul black tissue shredding beneath her forceps.


“Meaning what?” Michelle asked.


The high-pitched whine of the oscillating bone saw echoed in Hannah’s ears.


“Meaning amputation.”


“You took my husband’s arm?”


“Yes, as well as portions of his shoulder, neck, and ribcage.”


“You took my husband’s arm,” Michelle repeated, though it was less a question this time than a thudding, horrible certainty.


“Please understand, I had no choice.”


“Bullshit,” she spat. “There had to be something you could do to save it.”


“There wasn’t. I tried.”


“Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”


“Yes. I do. I saved your husband’s life.”


“Ruined it, more like. My husband’s a mechanic, for Christ’s sake. How’s he supposed to do his job with one arm?”


“He’ll adapt.”


Michelle laughed then, shrill and barking. “You make it sound so easy—like you have any fucking clue.”


Hannah knew better than Michelle realized. She’d lost the bottom third of her left leg to an infection ten months ago, after being bitten by a patient who’d turned violent.


It took a while for her to adjust to her prosthetic—for a time, walking was awkward and exhausting, and her residual limb still chafed maddeningly in its socket during long surgeries—but, eventually, she’d learned to manage.


Sure, her sleep was often interrupted by nightmares, and she broke out in a cold sweat whenever memories of that fateful day resurfaced, but it was nothing she couldn’t handle.


That’s what she told herself, at least.


“I never said it would be easy,” Hannah said, “but I promise you, it’s possible.”


Michelle’s features twisted with contempt. “Save your promises. I want to see my husband.”


“You can’t. He’s still sedated. Ron’s not out of the woods yet—his body’s been through a lot, and he’s at risk of developing secondary infections. We’ve placed him in a hyperbaric chamber to promote healing, and we’ll be monitoring him carefully for the next several hours. Curfew’s over soon; you should consider going home to get some rest.”


“Don’t you dare tell me what to do, you incompetent bitch. I’m not going anywhere until Ron wakes up. And if he doesn’t, I swear I’ll dedicate the rest of my life to ruining yours.”


Michelle stalked back to her seat, every pair of eyes in the waiting area upon her. For a few stunned seconds, Hannah just stood there watching too. Then she turned and slunk back through the double doors.


Her hands trembled.


Her eyes watered.


Her face burned.


Hannah’s physical reaction to the encounter blindsided her. She knew that she’d done everything she could to save her patient, just as she knew that Michelle needed someone to blame for what had happened to her husband. Still, she found herself haunted by the phantom stench of rotting meat—and the bone saw’s angry buzz, like a hornet’s nest disturbed, rattled against the inside of her skull.


A pair of orderlies rounded a corner down the hall, headed toward Hannah, so she ducked into a darkened storage room to compose herself. Once inside, she leaned heavily against a set of utility shelves stacked high with medical supplies, and took several measured breaths. As she shifted her weight off her prosthesis, her residual limb began to throb in time with her heartbeat.


Eventually, she noticed a rhythmic hum emanating from her lab coat’s right pocket. Her cell phone, she realized. She wiped her eyes and took it out, its pale glow pushing back the darkness around her, but when she saw Jacob Gibson’s smiling face on the screen, she hit Ignore.


The phone rang again immediately. That damned photo of Jake felt like a mocking reminder of better times. Hannah cursed herself for not deleting it three months ago, when he’d abruptly broken up with her.


Anger rising, she jabbed the screen with her index finger—hitting Answer this time—and started talking before the phone was to her ear.


“Jesus Christ, Jake, how many times do I have to tell you to stop calling me? I get that you feel shitty about how things ended, but that doesn’t give you the right to tell me so every time you tie one on.”


“I know. I’m sorry. Please don’t hang up—I swear, that’s not what this is.”


Well, he wasn’t slurring at least. That struck Hannah as progress of a sort.


“Okay, you have ten seconds to tell me what’s so important that you’d call me at four thirty in the morning, when I made it clear I never wanted to hear from you again.”


“I didn’t know who else to turn to,” he said, his voice tight with worry. “It’s… it’s Zoe.”


Adrenaline surged through Hannah’s veins. Her exhaustion evaporated. For all Jake’s faults, and there were many, he’d never use his daughter as an excuse to call. That meant something was really wrong—and since he was calling Hannah, odds were Zoe was sick.


“Jake,” Hannah replied sharply, “don’t say another word. You can fill me in when I get there.” The Wellness Act, which breezed through Congress in the weeks following the 8/17 attack, granted the Department of Biological Security unfettered authority to monitor any electronic communications for “words and phrases deemed relevant to the continued health and safety of the American people.” No one outside the DBS knew what, specifically, that entailed, but it stood to reason that mentioning an unreported illness over an open phone line was a bad idea.


“Then you’ll come?” The relief in his voice was palpable.


“For Zoe? Of course.”


“But the curfew—”


“Is almost over,” she said, “and even if it weren’t, that’s why God invented doctor’s plates.”


“Hannah,” Jake replied, “I can’t thank you enough.”


“You can try. Hang tight—I’ll see you soon.”
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Mateo Rivas shuffled barefoot through the darkness, moving as quickly as he was able. Absent any light to guide his way, he dragged a hand along the wall of the storm sewer to orient himself. The ancient bricks were cool and slick against his fingertips. The mortar between them felt like sodden chalk, its outer layer crumbling at the slightest touch.


The air inside the tunnel was rank. Creatures skittered all around him in the dark. The sewer floor was rounded, like the walls, and coated with several inches of greasy muck that oozed between his toes with every step. It made the going slow, the footing slippery and treacherous.


Blood thundered in Mat’s ears. Steel bands of panic wrapped around his chest. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t seem to fill his lungs or slow his rapid, shallow breaths. White spots danced at the edges of his vision, only to vanish as he turned his head to look at them. Their false light seemed to him a cruel hoax, like heat shimmers in the desert that beckoned thirsty travelers.


Not long ago, Mat had been sleeping peacefully inside the Park City tent he shared with his uncle, Gabriel. Then, without warning, Gabriel yanked him from his cot and dragged him, stumbling, through the copse of trees that bordered their village. Mat—who wore a pair of shorts so threadbare he’d relegated them to pajama duty, and no shirt—wasn’t exactly dressed for the occasion. Branches lashed at his exposed skin. Rocks and roots jabbed his bare feet. Still half asleep, he grumbled about being put through yet another pointless drill, but Gabriel shushed him with such force, he was jolted to wakefulness by the realization that this was nothing of the kind.


The forest, if you could call it that, terminated in a paved drive. The lights that lined the drive on either side were out; the only source of illumination was the city’s glow reflecting off the clouds. Mat and Gabriel hunkered in the underbrush a moment to be sure no one was coming, and then headed for the nearest storm drain.


Gabriel removed the grate, which had been loosened for just this purpose, and lowered Mat into the sewer. Mat was twelve years old and small for his age—the result of early childhood malnutrition—but the aperture was so narrow that its edges scraped his ribs as he went through, and the tunnel was small enough that he was forced to duck. There was no way a grown man, Gabriel or otherwise, could’ve followed him—which was, of course, the point.


From his pocket, Gabriel produced a small package, wrapped in waxed cotton and bound with twine, which he pressed into the boy’s hands.


“Take this, mijo, and keep it close,” said Gabriel in rapid-fire Spanish. “Do you remember your directions?”


Mat nodded. He’d memorized them forever ago.


“Good. Follow them as quickly and quietly as you can. Someone will be along to collect you shortly.”


“What about you?” Mat replied. His own Spanish was more deliberate, owing to the fact that he’d spent nearly a third of his life in the United States, but tinged with the same Salvadoran accent as Gabriel’s.


“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. Now go!”


Mat did as he was told. When Gabriel replaced the grate and covered it with leaves, Mat was plunged into a deeper darkness than he’d ever known. He wished he had a flashlight, a book of matches, anything to light his way, but his uncle had insisted it was too risky—that even the scantest illumination might reveal his position.


Instead, Mat swallowed hard and inched cautiously forward, his neck cocked to one side so that he wouldn’t hit his head, his eyes so useless that he couldn’t tell if they were open or closed.


One of his uncle’s favorite aphorisms bubbled to the fore of his mind: Trust your training. Trust your instincts. Trust yourself.


Down here, that trust was proving more elusive than anticipated. Though Mat had spent countless hours poring over schematics and pacing out the route on lines Gabriel had drawn in the dirt, everything seemed different belowground. Intersections cropped up when he least expected them, or failed to crop up when he did.


Mat supposed he shouldn’t have been surprised. As Gabriel had repeatedly made clear, Manhattan’s underground was an endless, tangled warren of tunnels, pipes, and chambers. Some were new, their routes precisely plotted by GPS, but many were as old as the city itself, their long, winding paths often mislabeled or misremembered. Still others were abandoned prior to completion and therefore appeared on no maps, their existence a surprise to sewer workers and excavators alike.


He told himself he’d been through worse, but—even though he’d experienced more hardship on his journey northward from El Salvador than most would in a lifetime—he wasn’t sure that he believed it. Doubt chiseled away at his defenses. The only thing that kept him moving was the thought of being trapped down here forever. He repeated Gabriel’s advice like a mantra, concentrating on the words until they lost all meaning, until they blotted out his thoughts, his worries, his fears.


When the wall dropped away beneath his fingertips, Mat felt a surge of relief. He’d been looking for this turn for half an hour.


The pipe—clay, by the feel—was narrower than he’d anticipated. Barely wider than his shoulders, in fact. It was set into the wall a few feet from the bottom of the tunnel in which he stood, likely intended to prevent an overflow. Its interior was dry and dusty, which suggested that no water had passed through it in some time.


Mat took a steeling breath and climbed into the pipe. Airborne particles prickled in his nostrils, causing him to sneeze. Somewhere ahead, a rat squeaked in alarm.


He wriggled forward—an awkward belly crawl, his arms extended, his bare feet kicking—and tried not to think about what he was inhaling. The pipe was buckled here and there, jagged cracks roughening its walls, fallen shards as sharp as glass collecting at its nadir. Soon, blood flowed freely from scratches on his arms, his shoulders, his chest.


Fifteen feet or so into the pipe, Mat gripped the walls with his toes and pistoned his legs, just like he’d done two dozen times before—but this time, he didn’t budge. He tried to pull himself forward with his hands, but there was nothing to grab on to, just a stretch of smooth, unbroken pipe.


Mat was stuck.


Something snapped inside him, then. Mat thrashed and kicked like an animal caught in a trap. Dirt rained down from above as fresh portions of the pipe caved in. Clay shards sliced into his exposed flesh.


He didn’t realize he’d managed to free himself until he spilled out the far end of the pipe. One second, he thought he was still pinned inside, and the next, he was tumbling through a chill, dark void.


Mat plunged headfirst into a pool of stagnant water clotted with leaves. For a terrifying moment, he feared it’d prove bottomless, but then his head hit concrete, setting off a firework of pain inside his skull.


Mat surfaced—gasping, flailing. Once he got his feet beneath him, though, he discovered that the water was no more than three feet deep. He stood woozily, a lump forming on the crown of his head, and patted his front pocket to ensure that he hadn’t dropped the package Gabriel had given him. Then he began to feel his way around his new surroundings.


That proved harder than it sounded. Mat was disoriented from the fall, and more freaked out than he cared to admit. He felt like he’d been underground for days or weeks instead of hours. His mouth was parched. His stomach, empty. His limbs were bruised, bloodied, and so leaden from his journey that he felt like he was sloshing through oatmeal.


As near as Mat could discern, he was in some kind of well, its base a five-foot square. At this depth, it didn’t seem to have any intersecting pipes.


Despair, abject and unrelenting, overwhelmed Mat. For the first time since Gabriel woke him, he began to cry. Any way he looked at it, his predicament was hopeless. He was entombed inside a cold, wet hole deep beneath the city, with no way out and no way to call for help.


Mat wasn’t sure how long he stood there, sobbing, before a low metallic scraping overhead stopped him short. He looked toward it, and saw a crescent of blinding white that seemed to split open the world. His eyes watered as he squinted against the glare.


An arm descended through the aperture—a manhole, it seemed, some fifteen feet overhead—and panned a flashlight around the concrete chamber. Its beam glinted dully off a set of metal rungs sunk like staples into the wall. An access ladder, Mat realized. He must’ve missed it by a hairsbreadth when he felt his way around.


“Oh, thank God—there you are. I gotta tell you, buddy, you scared the hell outta me when you didn’t show up at the rendezvous point. I’ve been backtracking along your route all morning, prying up manhole covers and praying like crazy that I’d catch a glimpse of you.”


He wore a hard hat, safety goggles, and disposable respirator mask that marked him as a sewer worker and rendered him unrecognizable. His voice, however, was familiar.


“Brian? Is that you?”


Brian Agren was once a resident of Park City—among the last, in fact, to be cleared for release before the Department of Biological Security put an end to the practice. He’d grown close with Mat and Gabriel during his tenure in the camp, and left owing them both big-time. Mat should have realized he’s who Gabriel would send.


“Last I checked!” Brian’s tone aimed for cheery, but missed. As it echoed off the concrete walls, he glanced around with evident concern. “But listen, I’m feeling kinda exposed up here, so howsabout we put a pin in the reunion stuff until we’re somewhere a little less public?”


“Okay.”


“Cool. Now, are you hurt or can you move?”


“I can move.”


“Then what’re you waiting for?” Brian trained his flashlight on the ladder. “Let’s get outta here before some busybody calls my boss and finds out there ain’t a service call within twenty blocks.”


Mat, shaken and exhausted, began to climb.

















THE 8/17 COMMISSION REPORT


APPENDIX A


The following is an archived snapshot of https://www.shadowvox.net/endtimes as it appeared on October 24, 2027, 04:24:00 GMT. Said web domain is now defunct, the result of a federal seizure order executed on August 23, 2028. Username PlagueDoctor has since been positively identified as Spencer Aaron Brutsch (deceased). Username thewhiterider remains unidentified. For a comprehensive list of all known/endtimes users, see Appendix N.




https://www.shadowvox.net/endtimes


ShadowVox: Speak Freely


CAPNTRIPS (10M): you see this bullshit? https://www.nytimes.com/2027/10/24/health/who-insists-multidrug-resistant-epidemics-unconnected.html


APOCALYPSEWOW (9M): suuuuuure they are……


REDQUEEN (7M): meanwhile: www.cnn.com/2027/10/24/world/previously-unidentified-superbug-linked-to-72-deaths-in-brazil.index.html


ICE69 (5M): damn whats that-four new outbreaks this WEEK?


PLAGUEDOCTOR (3M): tip of the fucking iceberg, dude. people gotta wake up, realize this genie’s never going back into the bottle. you can only push the planet so far before it pushes back.


THEWHITERIDER (1M): maybe they need help


THEWHITERIDER (30S): waking up i mean
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When the uniformed officer rapped against the passenger-side window of the unmarked Ford Interceptor, Jake jolted upright in his seat. Until that moment, he hadn’t realized he’d dozed off. Worried as he was about Zoe, he was amazed that he’d been able to. Then again, he knew she couldn’t be in better hands.


The last thing he remembered was resting his head against the warm glass and listening to the tires’ rhythmic clatter against the Queensboro Bridge, sunrise blazing orange in the side-view mirror. His thoughts had wandered as the car weaved autonomously westward through the early morning traffic—its steering wheel adjusting of its own accord to Jake’s left, its electric motor nearly silent—until exhaustion overtook him.


Police barricades blocked off Central Park West north of 63rd Street. The Interceptor idled just south of them. An Art Deco apartment building dominated the view out the driver’s-side window. Jake’s window faced the park. Its thick canopy of leaves blanketed the avenue in undulating shadows, as if the trees were trying to prevent the slanting light from breaking through.


Jake gave the officer outside his window a look that straddled the line between sheepish and annoyed, then fished his gold detective’s shield out of his sport coat and held it up for him to see. The cop nodded to a buddy, who slid one of the barricades aside, and waved Jake through. Jake tapped the touchscreen on the dash and the car rolled forward once more.


North of the barricades, Central Park West was eerily empty, although the unmarked remained dutifully in its lane. The sky above was tinted gray by smoke. A police drone zipped by overhead, its tiny rotors whirring as it snapped pictures of the gawkers who had gathered at the barricades. Amy’s doing, Jake suspected. It was a good idea, if something of a long shot. While the old saw about criminals returning to the scene of the crime was often true, most of the crowd wore protective masks, which limited the efficacy of facial recognition software—and, despite alarmist social media posts to the contrary, the drone’s microphone was all but useless for mass surveillance. Aloft, the mic was overwhelmed by the sound of the propellers; at rest, noise pollution made isolating intelligible audio from a crowd next to impossible.
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