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PROLOGUE


Outside Manú National Park, Peru


The guide wanted to tell the group of Americans to shut up. Of course they weren’t seeing any animals: their constant complaining was driving them away. Only the birds remained, and even they seemed skittish. He was just a guide, however, so he said nothing.


There were five Americans. Three women and two men. The guide was interested in how they were paired off. It seemed unlikely that the fat man, Henderson, had all three women for himself. No matter how rich he was, shouldn’t two women at one time be enough? Perhaps the tall man had one? Perhaps not. As far as the guide could tell, the tall man was there to act as Henderson’s bodyguard and servant only. He and Henderson did not act like friends. The tall man carried the fat man’s water and snacks and did not let his eyes linger on any of the women. There was no question that he was in Henderson’s employ. As was the guide.


The guide sighed. He’d see how the women were portioned off at camp, he thought. In the meantime, he would do what he was paid for, which was lead them through the jungle and point out things



that were supposed to impress them. Of course, they’d already done Machu Picchu, which always left tourists feeling as if they had seen everything Peru had to offer, and now there were no animals to show them. He glanced back at Henderson and decided it was time for another break. They’d had to stop every twenty minutes so that the rich man could run into the brush and move his bowels, and now the guide was worried Henderson might be overexerting himself.


It wasn’t that Henderson was grossly fat, but he was definitely large and clearly struggling to keep pace with the rest of the group. The tall man and the three women, though, were all in good shape. The women, in particular, all looked embarrassingly athletic and young, twenty or thirty years younger than Henderson. It was obvious the heat was getting to him. His face was red and he kept mopping at his forehead with a damp handkerchief. Henderson was older than the women, but looked too young for a heart attack. Still, the guide thought, it wouldn’t hurt to keep him well hydrated. After all, it had been made abundantly clear to the guide that if things went well, Henderson might be persuaded to make a sizable donation to the park and the scientists working there.


The day wasn’t any hotter than normal, but even though the group had come directly from Machu Picchu, they didn’t seem to understand that they were still at elevation. They weren’t actually inside Manú National Park, which they didn’t seem to understand either. The guide could have explained that they were technically allowed only in the larger biosphere area, and that the park itself was reserved for researchers, staff, and the indigenous Machiguenga, but all it would have done was disappoint them even more than they already were.


“Any chance we’ll see a lion, Miggie?” one of the women asked him.


The woman next to her, who looked as if she had come from



one of the magazines that the guide had kept under his bed when he was a teenager, before he’d had access to the Internet, swung off her backpack and dropped it on the ground. “For God’s sake, Tina,” the woman said, shaking her head so that her hair swung around her face and her shoulders. The guide had trouble not staring down her scoop-neck shirt as she leaned over to unzip her bag and pull out a bottle of water. “We’re in Peru, not Africa. You’re going to make Miggie think that Americans are idiots. There aren’t any lions in Peru. We could see a jaguar, though.”


The guide had introduced himself as Miguel, but they had immediately taken to calling him Miggie, as if Miguel were just a suggestion. While he did not think all Americans were idiots—when he wasn’t leading expeditions of tourists on “eco treks,” he often worked with the scientists inside the park, most of them from American universities—he was beginning to think that, despite the presence of Henderson, who was by all accounts a genius, this particular group seemed to have more idiots than normal. They were not going to see a lion, and no matter what the woman said, they weren’t going to see a jaguar, either. Miguel had been working here for the tour company for nearly three years, and even he’d never seen a jaguar. Not that he was truly an expert. He had been born and raised in Lima, and the only reason he was there, instead of back in the city of more than eight million, was a girl. They’d gone to university together, and when she landed a plum job as a research assistant, he managed to squirm his way into helping out inside the park occasionally. Recently, though, things hadn’t been going so well; his girlfriend had seemed distracted when they’d been together, and Miguel had begun to suspect that she’d started sleeping with one of her coworkers.


He watched the Americans take water or little bars wrapped in plastic out of their backpacks, and then he walked a few paces



farther down the path. He glanced back and saw the lion woman, Tina, smiling at him in such a way that he wondered if maybe that night, when Henderson went into his tent, she might be available for him. He’d had chances with tourists before, though the opportunity presented itself less often than he would have expected, and he’d always turned them down. But maybe tonight, if Tina offered, he wouldn’t say no. If his girlfriend was cheating on him, the least he could do was return the favor. Tina kept smiling at him, and it made him nervous.


He was made more nervous by the jungle, however. The first few months after he’d left Lima to come here he’d hated it, but mostly he was used to the closeness of it by now. The constant buzz of insects, the movement, the heat, and the life that seemed everywhere. It had all become background noise eventually, and until today, it had been a long time since he’d been scared to be in the jungle. Today was different, though. The background noise was gone. It was unsettling how quiet it was aside from the nattering of the group behind him. They had been complaining about the lack of animals, and if he had been honest with them—and he hadn’t, because that was not what a guide was paid to be— he would have told the group that he was bothered by it as well. Usually they would have seen more animals than they could have asked for: sloths, capybara, brocket, monkeys. God, they loved the monkeys. The tourists could never get enough monkeys. And insects, of course. They were usually everywhere, and when all else failed to keep the tourists entertained, Miguel, who had never been scared of spiders, would often pick one up on the end of a branch and surprise one of the women in the group with it. He loved the way they shrieked when he brought it close for them to see, and the way the men tried to pretend as though the spider didn’t bother them.




Behind Tina, he saw Henderson bending over and grabbing at his gut. The man may have been very rich—Miguel had not recognized Henderson the man, though he had certainly heard of Henderson’s company; the researchers all did their work on Henderson Tech’s small silver computers—but he did not seem particularly special. He’d been complaining the entire morning. He complained about the roads, about the lack of access to the Internet at the lodge, about the food. Ah, the food. He complained and complained about the food, and as Miguel saw Henderson bent over and making a face, it appeared that at least as far as the food was concerned, Henderson might have had a point.


“You okay, boss?” The bodyguard was ignoring the three women, who were still arguing with one another about where it was exactly that lions lived.


“My gut is killing me,” Henderson said. “That meat from last night. I’ve got to take a shit. Again.” He looked up at Miguel, and the guide motioned with his thumb for Henderson to head off the path.


Miguel watched him disappear into the trees and then turned to look ahead again. The tour company kept the path well enough maintained that it was easy to move tourists along when there wasn’t somebody like Henderson who needed to keep stopping. They’d bulldozed a strip and then tasked the guides with staying on the path so that nobody would get lost. As with any other human encroachment in the rain forest, the jungle was trying to reclaim the trail, so the company ran the machine out every few weeks. For the most part, the path made Miguel’s work much easier. He could look ahead and see clear to where they would be going for close to a hundred meters. It also meant there was a break in the canopy, and when he looked up he could see the blue sky. There wasn’t a cloud anywhere, and for a moment



Miguel wished he were on a beach instead of leading this group of Americans.


A bird flew over the breach in the canopy. The guide watched it for a second and was about to turn back to the group to see if Henderson had made it back from his bathroom break when he realized something was wrong with the bird. It was flapping its wings frantically, moving erratically. The bird was struggling to stay in the air. But there was something more. The guide wished he had a pair of binoculars, because the bird’s feathers looked wrong. They looked like they were rippling, like there was—


The bird fell from the sky. It stopped struggling and simply plummeted.


Miguel shivered. The women were still chattering behind him, but there were no other animal sounds in the jungle. Even the birds were quiet. He listened more closely, and then he heard something. A rhythmic pounding. Leaves crunching. He’d just about figured out what it was when a man burst around the bend in the path. Even from a hundred meters away, it was clear something was wrong. The man saw Miguel and screamed at him, but Miguel couldn’t make out the words. Then the man glanced at the path behind him, and as he did so, he tripped, falling heavily.


It looked to Miguel like a black river rushed up behind him. The man had only managed to get to his knees before the dark mass rolled over and around him.


Miguel took a few steps backward, but he found that he didn’t want to turn away. The black river stayed on top of the man, roiling and building, as if it were dammed by something. There was a lumpy movement, the man underneath still struggling. And then the lump collapsed. The black water splashed out to cover the path. From where Miguel was standing, it looked like the man had simply disappeared.




And then the blackness started streaming toward him, covering the path and moving quickly, almost as fast as a man could run. Miguel knew he should be running, but there was something hypnotic in the quietness of the water. It didn’t roar like a river. If anything, it seemed to absorb sound. All he could hear was a whisper, a skittering, like a small patter of rain. The way the river moved was beautiful in its own way, pulsing and, at certain points, splitting and braiding into separate streams before rejoining a few paces later. As it got closer, Miguel took another step back, but by the time he realized it wasn’t actually a river, that it wasn’t water of any kind, it was too late.













Minneapolis, Minnesota


Agent Mike Rich hated having to call his ex-wife. He fucking hated it, particularly when he knew that her husband—and he fucking hated that he was her husband now—might pick up the phone, but there was nothing he could do about it. He was going to be late, and if there was one thing that annoyed his ex-wife more than his being late to pick up their daughter, it was when he knew he was going to be late but didn’t call. Hell, if he’d been better about both those things in the first place, Fanny might still be his wife. He stared at his phone.


“Just get it over with, Mike.”


His partner, Leshaun DeMilo, was divorced himself, but didn’t have any kids to show for it. Leshaun always said he’d made a clean break of it. Not that he seemed to particularly enjoy being single again. He’d been going about dating with a grim determination. Mike also thought Leshaun had been hitting the bars a little hard recently, and had come into work looking rough around the edges more than once since the divorce.


“You know the longer you wait the worse it’s going to be,” Leshaun said.


“Fuck you, Leshaun,” Mike said, but he thumbed his phone on



and hit his ex-wife’s number. Of course, her husband answered.


“I assume you’re calling to say you’re going to be late again?”


“You got me, Dawson,” Mike said.


“I prefer to be called Rich, Mike. You know that.”


“Yeah, sorry. It’s just that, you know, when I hear Rich, I think me. Agent Rich. All that. It’s weird calling you by my last name. How about Richard?”


“As long as you aren’t calling me Dick—at least to my face—I’ll live.”


That was another thing that pissed Mike off about his ex-wife’s new husband. Rich Dawson was a defense lawyer—which was reason enough—but he was also kind of a great guy. If Dawson hadn’t gotten rich keeping the very douche bags out of jail that Mike spent his time arresting, and if Dawson weren’t laying the wood to his ex-wife, Mike could have seen himself having a beer with the guy. It would have been easier if Dawson were just an unrepentant shit-bag, because then Mike would have had an excuse to hate him, but Mike was stuck with knowing he had nobody to be pissed off at but himself. Mike couldn’t decide if he should look on the bright side of things because Dawson was terrific with Annie, or if that was something that made his ex-wife’s new husband even worse. It killed Mike that his daughter had taken to Dawson like she had, but it had been good for her. She’d been quiet for the year or so between when he and Fanny had split and when Fanny had hooked up with Dawson. She hadn’t been sad, or at least hadn’t admitted she was, but she hadn’t talked much. In the year and a half since Dawson had come into the picture, however, Annie had seemed like herself again.


“Just let me talk to Fanny, okay?”


“Sure.”


Mike shifted in his seat. He never complained about having to sit in the car for hours on end, the stale coffee, the thick, fetid smell



of socks and sweat that filled the car when they had to bake in the sun. The temperature was in the mid-eighties. Unseasonably warm for Minneapolis in April. There were years that he remembered snow still on the ground on April 23. Except for in the dead of summer, mid-eighties was hot for Minneapolis. He and Leshaun used to keep the car running and blast the air-conditioning—or, in the Minnesota winters, the heat—but Mike’s daughter had been turned into one of those young environmental crusaders by her elementary school. She’d made both him and Leshaun promise not to leave the engine running if they were just sitting there. Left to himself, Mike probably would have caved and turned on the AC, but Leshaun wouldn’t let him. “A promise is a promise, dude, particularly to your kid,” Leshaun had said, and then he’d even bought reusable metal coffee cups for them to keep in the car. At least he hadn’t gone so far as to make Mike wash and reuse the piss bottle on the days they were on surveillance but weren’t parked close enough to a McDonald’s or a Starbucks to hit a bathroom. They didn’t actually run surveillance that much anymore. Days like this, though, when they did, were something Mike sort of missed. It was supposed to be part of the gig. There was a certain romance to the sitting and waiting. And waiting. And waiting. But his back was killing him today. They’d been in the car for nine hours already, and he’d spent the day before at the YMCA with Annie, swimming and throwing her in the air and chasing after her. At nine, Annie was getting to be a load, but what was he going to do? Not roughhouse in the pool?


He arched his back and stretched a little, trying to get comfortable. Leshaun held up a bottle of Advil, but Mike shook his head. His stomach had been bothering him, too—coffee and donuts and greasy burgers and fries and all the crap that made it harder and harder every day for him to stay in shape and run the miles and do the pull-ups he needed to do to keep passing his physical—and



popping a couple of pills to help his back seemed like a bad idea. Fuck, Mike thought. He was only forty-three. Too young to be getting old already.


“How late, Mike?” Fanny came on the line already swinging for the fences.


Mike closed his eyes and tried to take a cleansing breath. That’s what his therapist had called it. A cleansing breath. When he opened his eyes, Leshaun was staring at him. Leshaun raised an eyebrow and mouthed “Apologize.”


“I’m sorry, Fanny. I’m really sorry. We’re on surveillance and relief is running late. It will just be half an hour. Forty-five minutes at most.”


“You’re supposed to be taking her to soccer, Mike. Now I have to do it.”


Mike took another cleansing breath. “I don’t know what else to say, Fanny. I’m really sorry. I’ll meet you at the field.”


He wanted to be there. There was something about the smell of the cut grass and watching his little girl run around chasing a ball. The crappy wooden bleachers reminded him of what it was like to be a kid, of looking over to the sideline at baseball or football games and seeing his own dad sitting there, watching solemnly. Seeing Annie goofing around with the other kids, or scowling and concentrating while trying to learn a step over or some other new skill, was one of the best parts of his week. He never thought about his job or his ex-wife or anything, really. It was a different world out there on the soccer field: the sounds of the kids yelling and the coaches’ whistles all functioned like a reset button. Most of the other parents chatted with one another, read books, tried to get work done, talked on their cell phones, but Mike just watched. That’s it. He watched Annie run and kick and laugh and for that hour of soccer practice, there was nowhere else in the world for him.


“Of course I can take her, but that’s not the point. The point is



that you’re still doing it. I mean, I can leave you. I can get a divorce. But she’s stuck with you, Mike. As much as she loves Rich, you’re her father.”


Mike glanced over at Leshaun, but his partner was ostentatiously not listening. Leshaun was doing what he was supposed to be doing, which was staring at the alley. There wasn’t much chance that the prick they were waiting for, Two-Two O’Leary, was going to show up, but given that he used as much of the meth as he sold, and had wounded an agent in a bust gone bad the week before, it probably wasn’t the worst thing in the world to have one of them paying attention.


“All I can do is keep apologizing.” He glanced at Leshaun again and decided he didn’t care if Leshaun was listening or not. It wasn’t like they hadn’t talked about his relationship with Fanny—or Leshaun and Leshaun’s ex-wife’s relationship—more than he had ever talked about it with his therapist, or, for that matter, with Fanny. Maybe if he’d talked about things with Fanny as much as he had with Leshaun, things would still be okay. “You know I’m sorry. About everything. I’m sorry about everything. Not just being late.” Mike waited for Fanny to say something, but there was only silence. He went on. “I’ve been talking with my therapist about it, and I know that I’m late saying this. I mean, I guess I’m late with everything, but I’m trying to say I should have told you I was sorry a long time ago. I didn’t mean to let things fall apart, and even though I’m not really happy about it, I am happy that you’re happy. And you know, Dawson—Rich—seems like he makes you happy, and I know that Annie loves him. So, you know, I’m sorry. I’m doing my best to be a different kind of guy, a better man, but there’s always going to be a part of me that’s just the way I am. And that goes for the job too.”


“Mike.” Fanny’s voice seemed faint, and Mike shifted again. He couldn’t tell if it was his shitty phone cutting out or if she was



talking more softly. “Mike,” she repeated. “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”


“What? You going to divorce me again?”


Leshaun straightened and then leaned a little bit out the open window. Mike sat up in his seat. There was a car pulling into the alley. A Honda, which wasn’t really Two-Two’s ride of choice, but it was the first action they’d seen for a while. The car stopped with its trunk hanging over the sidewalk, and then a black teenager, maybe fifteen or sixteen, got out of the passenger-side door. Mike relaxed, and Leshaun sat back. Two-Two was selling guns and meth, but he was also big time in with the Aryan Nations. There wasn’t much chance he was rolling with a black kid.


“I want to change Annie’s name,” Fanny said.


“What?”


“I want her to have the same last name as me, Mike.”


“Just a second.” Mike put the phone down on his thigh and rubbed his face with his free hand. He wished he still smoked, though it wasn’t as if Leshaun would have let him light up in the car. The car. The goddamned car felt so close and hot. With his bulletproof vest over his T-shirt, he was sweating. Couldn’t they run the engine just for a few minutes, have a little fucking air-conditioning? He needed to stand outside for a minute, to stand up, to get some fresh air. He opened the door. He needed a blast of cold air like they had in those gum commercials, but it wasn’t any cooler outside the car.


“Mike?” Leshaun was looking at him. “What are you doing?”


“Nothing man. I’m not going anywhere. I’m just going to stand outside, okay? I just want to take this call outside the car for a minute. Is that okay with you? Do you mind?” He realized his voice had gotten loud and hard, and he knew that when he was done talking to Fanny he was going to have to apologize to Leshaun. Leshaun was a good partner, a good friend, and he’d understand,



but still, it made Mike feel like an asshole. Like more of an asshole. Leshaun nodded, and Mike got out of the car. He shut the door behind him, not that it mattered with the windows open.


He lifted the phone back up. “What are you talking about, Fanny?”


“Come on, Mike. You had to see this coming. Didn’t you see this coming?”


“No, Fanny, I didn’t see this coming.”


“Oh, Mike. You never see anything coming.”


He heard the brush of the phone against Fanny’s cheek and then the low murmur of her saying something to Dawson. He pressed the phone hard against his ear. “You’re not changing Annie’s name. She’s my fucking daughter, and she’s going to be Annie Rich, not Annie fucking Dawson.”


“Mike,” she said. “Annie’s my daughter too. It’s weird, having her have a different last name from me.”


“You didn’t have to change your name to Dawson,” Mike said. Even as he said it, he knew it was the wrong thing to say, but he couldn’t help himself.


Fanny sighed. “We can talk about this later, but it’s going to happen. I’m sorry, Mike, I am, but things have changed.”


“I’m trying to change too,” Mike said.


“I appreciate that. I do,” she said, and then neither of them said anything for a few seconds. Mike could hear Fanny breathing. Finally, she said, “Do you want to talk to Annie?”


“Please,” he said. He felt defeated.


Mike leaned against the car, facing the alley. He shifted against the side of the car, rolled his shoulder, and tugged down on his T-shirt under the vest. It was wet with sweat. Better to be uncomfortable than dead, though. The agent Two-Two had shot in Eau Claire probably would have died if he hadn’t been wearing body armor: three shots stopped by body armor, one bullet clean



through the agent’s biceps. It was a hundred miles from Eau Claire back to Minnesota, though, and hell, nobody thought Two-Two— even hopped up on Nazi meth—was going to come back to his bar after the debacle in Wisconsin. He adjusted the strapping to loosen the vest. Normally he had a shirt over it, but when they were just going to sit in a car all day, he figured there wasn’t much point trying to hide it. And of course, it’s not like he wasn’t wearing his badge hanging off the chain around his neck. He loved being able to wear it, loved the way people looked at him differently when he introduced himself as Special Agent Rich, but as he fingered the chain, he thought that there were times when it felt like something he needed to take off more often.


“Hey, Daddy.”


“Hey, beautiful. I’m going to have to meet you at the field, okay?”


“Okay.”


“How was school?”


“Good.”


“Anything exciting happen?”


“Not really.”


That’s what talking with her on the phone was like. When they were together, he couldn’t get Annie to stop talking, but there was something about the invisibility of talking to each other over the telephone that made it so she rarely said more than a couple of words at a time. It was like she thought there was some sort of evil magic at work, and if she told the telephone too much information, it was going to steal her soul. The thought made Mike smile. It sounded like a book Stephen King would write.


He was about to ask her what she’d had for lunch when he saw the car. It was a red Ford truck, big tires, tinted windows, and it was turning into the alley. “Beautiful, I’ve got to go.”


“Okay. I love you, Daddy.”




“I love you too, baby.” He felt his stomach churning. He let his free hand reach up again to finger the badge hanging around his neck. “I love you so, so much. You remember that, okay? No matter what happens, you remember that.”


The truck stopped. Mike put the phone in his pocket. He felt the car move as Leshaun opened the door and slid out. Mike moved his hand from his badge to his hip, until he could wrap his fingers around the handle of his gun. The metal was cool against his hand. He took a moment to look over his shoulder for Leshaun. His partner was starting to stand up straight, and Mike looked back toward the red truck. He realized too late that Two-Two had already seen him standing outside the car, had seen the bulletproof vest, had seen the badge hanging around his neck. Mike shouldn’t have been standing outside the car, talking on the phone. He shouldn’t have looked back at Leshaun. Mike should have been in the car with his partner, should have been paying attention, should have been a lot of things.


Two-Two’s passenger, an undershirt-wearing dipshit with a shaved head who looked like he was barely twenty, came out firing a handgun. Mike wasn’t even sure he heard the bang of the man’s pistol, but he heard the plink of a bullet hitting the door of the car, heard the glass of the windshield shattering. He heard a grunt, and then the heavy drop of Leshaun’s body hitting the ground. All this before Two-Two even got out of the truck.


Mike’s mind went blank, and he watched the man from the passenger side of the truck pop the emptied magazine out of his gun, reach into the pocket of his baggy pants, and pull out another clip. Meanwhile, Two-Two’s door opened, and Mike saw that he was also carrying a pistol. Two men, two guns, Leshaun hit, though Mike didn’t know how bad, and he hadn’t even pulled his own gun out yet. He knew he was supposed to be doing something,



but he was just standing there as if he didn’t know what to do, didn’t know what to do, didn’t know what to do.


And then he did.


He put the kid on the passenger side down first. Three shots clustered in his chest. Two-Two and his buddy weren’t wearing vests. He’d heard some of the agents who were gun nerds bitching about the stopping power of the service-issued Glock 22, but judging by the way the kid went down like a bag of chicken parts, the .40 cartridges seemed to work just fine. He’d never actually shot anybody before, had fired his gun only once in the line of duty—it had been one bullet, one time, barely a year on the job, and he’d missed—and he was surprised at how easy and normal it felt. All three bullets went home, and as the kid left his feet, Mike pivoted so that he could aim at Two-Two.


Two-Two had the same idea, though, and Two-Two was pointing back.


Mike wasn’t sure who fired first, or if they fired at the same time, because the push of the pistol in his hand was matched by a tug on his sleeve. But he was entirely sure whose aim was better. Two-Two’s head snapped back in a mist of blood. When Mike looked at his arm, there was a hole in the sleeve of his T-shirt, but not in his flesh.


The kid from the passenger side wasn’t moving, and neither was Two-Two. Mike holstered his gun and hustled around the car to check on Leshaun. There were two holes in Leshaun’s shirt: one hole a bloody mess on his upper arm, the other on the chest, clean and clear, the vest doing its job. Leshaun’s eyes were open, and Mike had never been happier to see that big black motherfucker staring at him, but as he called for help he realized he was also going to have to call his ex-wife again.


He was going to be really, really late.




National Information Centre of Earthquake Engineering, Kanpur, India


It didn’t matter what Dr. Basu did; the numbers kept coming back strange. She had rebooted her computer twice, even called Nadal in New Delhi and made him manually check the sensor in the basement of his building, but she kept getting the same results: something was shaking New Delhi with a consistency that was puzzling. Whatever it was, Dr. Basu thought, it wasn’t an earthquake. At least, it didn’t act like an earthquake.


“Faiz,” she called. “Can you please check this for me?”


Faiz wasn’t exactly quick to respond. He’d gone to Germany the previous month for a conference and had apparently spent most of his time in Düsseldorf in the hotel room of an Italian seismologist. Her colleague’s focus, since coming back, was on e-mailing dirty pictures back and forth with his new girlfriend and trying to find employment in Italy.


Dr. Basu sighed. She wasn’t used to such behavior from Faiz. He was funny and charming, but also sloppy and inappropriate and in many ways a horrible man—he had showed her some of the



photos the Italian woman had sent him, photos that Dr. Basu was sure were not meant for sharing—but he was also good at his job. “Faiz,” she said again. “Something’s going on.”


He banged his keyboard with a flourish and then pushed his heels against the ground, sending his chair wheeling across the concrete floor. “Yes, boss.” He knew she hated when he called her that. He looked at her screen and then ran his fingers across the monitor, even though he knew she hated that too. “Yeah,” he said. “Looks weird. Too steady. Try rebooting.”


“I did. Twice.”


“Call New Delhi and get somebody to check the sensors. Maybe reboot those too.”


“I already did,” Dr. Basu said. “The data is accurate, but it doesn’t make any sense.”


Faiz took a toffee from the bowl of candy she kept next to her computer. He started unwrapping the cellophane. “Ines said she might be able to come visit the last week in May. I’m going to need that week off, boss, okay?”


“Faiz,” she said. “Concentrate.”


“It’s hard to concentrate knowing that Ines could be here next month. We aren’t going to leave my apartment. She’s Italian, which means she’s extra sensual, you know?”


“Yes, Faiz, I know. And why do I know? Because you keep telling me exactly how ‘sensual’ she is. Has it ever occurred to you that I might want to spend my time focusing on data rather than on the way your new girlfriend likes to—”


“She’s never been to India before,” Faiz interrupted. “We aren’t going to do anything touristy, though. A week in the bedroom, if you know what I mean.”


“It’s impossible not to know what you mean, Faiz. You are a man who has never encountered subtlety, and if I were not such a



wonderful and understanding person, I would have you fired and possibly imprisoned. Now, please concentrate,” she said.


He looked at the numbers again. “It’s low and strong, but whatever it is, it isn’t an earthquake. Too steady.”


“I know it’s not an earthquake,” Dr. Basu said. She was trying not to lose her temper. She knew there was something she wasn’t seeing, and while Faiz might be acting like a lovesick fool, he really was a remarkable scientist. “But let’s concentrate on what it is, not what it isn’t.”


“Whatever it is, it’s building,” Faiz said.


“What?” Dr. Basu looked at the monitor, but she didn’t see anything that stood out. The rumbles were all low. Nothing that really would have worried her if it had been something singular. It was the regularity, the pattern, that left her feeling as if something was wrong.


“Here,” Faiz said, touching the screen and leaving a smear. “And here, and here. See how there’s a rhythm to it, but every tenth one’s a little bigger.”


Dr. Basu scrolled to the beginning of the pattern and then counted. She frowned, jotted down some numbers, and then chewed on the end of the pen. It was a habit she’d developed in graduate school and one that, despite having more than a few pens break in her mouth, she’d yet to kick. “They stay bigger.”


“No, it’s only on the tenth rumble that they get big.”


“No, Faiz, look.” Dr. Basu handed him the pad of paper and then pointed at the computer screen. “See?”


Faiz shook his head. “Nope.”


“This is why I’m in charge and you have to get the coffee,” she said, taking some comfort in Faiz’s slow chuckle. She clicked the mouse and isolated the points, then drew a line to plot the changes. “Here. Every tenth event it amplifies, and though it doesn’t keep



the entirety of the amplification, each set of nine that follows is slightly stronger than the previous set, until, again, the tenth.”


Faiz leaned back in his chair. “You’re right. I missed that. If it keeps up, though, keeps growing like that, we’re going to start getting complaints from New Delhi. They won’t be able to feel it yet, but sooner or later somebody is going to call us and ask what’s going on.” Faiz lifted his glasses and perched them on top of his head. He thought it made him look smart. Ditto stroking his beard, which he did as he mused, “Hmmm, every tenth one.”


Dr. Basu took the pen from her mouth. “But what’s it mean?” She tapped the end of the pen on the desk and then spun the pen away from her. “Drilling?”


“No. Wrong pattern.”


“I know, but sometimes it’s just good to get confirmation that I’m as smart as I think I am.”


Faiz snatched her pen from the desk and started flipping it. One rotation. Two rotations. Three rotations. On the fourth he fumbled it and had to reach under his chair to pick it up. His voice came out a little muffled. “Maybe the military?”


“Maybe,” Dr. Basu said, but it was clear to both of them she didn’t really believe that either. “Any other ideas?” she asked Faiz, because she had none of her own.




American University, Washington, DC


“Spiders,” Professor Melanie Guyer said. She clapped her hands, hoping the sound would carry to the top of the auditorium where at least one student appeared to be sleeping. “Come on, guys. The answer in this class is always going to be spiders. And yes, they do molt,” she said, pointing to the young woman who had asked the original question. “But no, they aren’t really that similar to cicadas. For one thing, spiders don’t hibernate. Well, not that cicadas exactly hibernate.”


Melanie glanced out the window. She wasn’t about to admit to the class that she found cicadas creepy. One time she had a bat get stuck in her hair while she was looking for a rare beetle in a cave in Tanzania, and another time, in Ghana, she accidentally stepped into a nest of western bush vipers. She’d gotten stung by a tarantula hawk wasp in Southeast Asia, which she thought was the most painful thing there was until she got bitten by a bullet ant in Costa Rica—that felt like having a nail gun fired into her elbow followed by a dunk in acid—but none of that really scared her like cicadas did. Oh, cicadas. The clicking sound from their tymbals, the ones with the red eyes, the way they swarmed and fell from trees and



littered the sidewalks. And the crunching. Jesus. The crunching. The live ones underfoot, the discarded exoskeletons. Worse, the sheer number of them. Predator satiation was brilliant from an evolutionary perspective: all the cicadas had to do was breed in such numbers that anything that fed on them just got full. The survivors got on with their business. And then, after a few weeks, they died out, and there was just a graveyard of husks, which was also totally creepy. Thank all fucking everything that she was going to have another decade or so before Washington had its next big swarm of cicadas. She was going to have to plan a vacation. It wasn’t really an option for a biologist who specialized in the use of spider venom for medicinal purposes to admit to being so afraid of cicadas that she couldn’t go outside when they were swarming.


“But we aren’t talking about cicadas,” Melanie said, realizing that she’d drifted off. “We’re talking about spiders. Even though spiders seem to scare the hell out of people, there’s really almost no reason for that. At least not in North America. Australia’s a different matter. Everything in Australia is dangerous, not just the crocodiles.” She got a low chuckle from the class. In Melanie’s book, a low chuckle near the end of a two-hour morning lecture with fewer than three weeks left in the semester was a victory.


She looked at her watch. “Okay, so for Wednesday, pages two twelve to two forty-five. Again, please note that this is a change from the syllabus. And to that we say,” Melanie held her arms up and conducted the class as they said it along with her, “don’t let the bedbugs bite.” She watched the undergraduates shuffle out of the auditorium. Some of them looked a little dazed, and she couldn’t tell if it was because of the early start time of the class or if she’d been droning again. She was a world-class researcher, perhaps one of the best at what she did, but even though she’d been working at it, lecturing was not her strong suit. She’d been trying



to make her teaching more dynamic, throwing in jokes like the one about Australia, but there was only so much she could do for a three hundred-level course. Mostly she just hunkered down in her lab and dealt with graduate students, but part of the deal she’d struck with American University was that every second year she’d also teach a lecture class for undergraduates. She hated tearing herself away from her research, but if the price of a full lab, research assistants, and a team of funded graduate students working under her direction was that every two years she had to tell a class of nineteen- and twenty-year-olds that the spiders that stowed along in banana shipments were rarely dangerous, she’d live.


She looked down at the screen of her tablet, which mirrored the pictures on the screen at the front of the room. She had a soft spot for the Heteropoda venatoria, the huntsman spider. Partly it was because she’d had her first huge research breakthrough—the kind that made her what passed for famous in her field and got her this appointment and the subsequent grants and funding that kept the whole thing humming—working with Heteropoda venatoria, but if she was being honest, it was also because the first time she’d encountered a huntsman spider, her first year of college, her professor, in his thick accent, had described the spider as having a “moo-stache.” Melanie liked the fact that there were spiders out there in the world with mustaches. In grad school, she’d dressed as a Heteropoda venatoria for Halloween and it had gone over well with her friends who were also working on their doctorates. Nobody else had gotten the joke, though. Most people thought she was trying to be a tarantula or something and couldn’t figure out the mustache. She’d given up on spider costumes two years ago at a Halloween party, when she’d overheard somebody referring to her as “the black widow.” The joke, if it was a joke, hit home, because the truth was, despite her husband’s job—her ex-husband’s



job—she was the one who hadn’t been available to Manny, who had spent so much time in the lab that their marriage foundered.


She shut off the projector, slipped her tablet into her purse, and headed out of the classroom. As she opened the door she decided to stop on the way back to the lab and pick up a salad. Something fresher than the sandwiches she usually got from the vending machines in the basement of her building. You could taste the preservatives with every bite. Actually, Melanie thought, it was probably just as well that the sandwiches were loaded with preservatives, because she wasn’t sure anybody other than her ever ate them. They needed to last awhile in the machine. Even her most dogged graduate students either brought their meals from home or took the extra five minutes to walk across the quad to get something that didn’t have to be purchased with a fistful of quarters. Speaking of dogged graduate students . . . She came to a halt as the door closed behind her.


Three of them were standing outside the classroom, waiting for her.


“Professor Guyer?”


Melanie raised her eyebrows, trying to indicate something close to annoyance with Bark. His real name was something complicated and Ukrainian, so everybody, including Melanie, called him Bark. Despite his obvious brilliance, he drove Melanie batshit crazy. It was some sort of strange skill he possessed that all the other graduate students did not. It was as though he spent his free time thinking of ways to annoy her. For instance, this: “Professor Guyer?” Just the fact that he called her Professor Guyer when everybody else in the lab called her Melanie made her want to smack him. She had asked him, told him, ordered him to call her Melanie, but not only did he continue to call her Professor Guyer, he said it in such a way that it was always a question, his voice rising at



the end as if he was not entirely sure it was her name, like maybe it was something other than Melanie, even after three years of being in her lab.


Plus, since February, she’d been sleeping with him.


And that was what drove her the most crazy. He wasn’t just annoying; he was also her lover. No, Melanie thought. Not her lover. She hated that term. Though fuck buddy wasn’t something she liked either. Sex partner? Something. Whatever it was, sleeping with him had not been among her best decisions. The problem, as Melanie saw it, was that even though she wanted to smash a beaker and use the broken glass to slit his throat every time he opened his mouth, when he kept his lips shut—or better yet, glued to her body—he was all she could think about. She’d never thought of herself as shallow, but after the divorce, she’d wanted a little fun. And despite all the ways in which Bark made her barking mad, he wasn’t a little fun in bed—he was a lot of fun in bed. Manny had made her feel all warm and secure when they had sex, but in the wake of her marriage’s dissolution, Bark’s hot and bothered was a nice change of pace.


So if it hadn’t been the best decision to sleep with him in the first place, in her defense, it was a decision that had been helped by several glasses of something the graduate students had cooked up at the Valentine’s Day party they talked her into going to. They’d called the drink “venom,” and it had packed a punch. When she’d woken up the next morning with Bark in bed beside her, it took her a couple of minutes to figure out who she was, let alone where she was, what she was doing in Bark’s bed with him, and why neither of them was wearing any clothes. She slipped into the bathroom without waking him. By the time she was swishing some of his mouthwash and smoothing her hair in the mirror, she realized she’d already made the sort of practical decision that had worked



so poorly in her marriage to Manny: she’d made her bed by sleeping with Bark, so she might as well lie in it. Again and again.


The Valentine’s Day party was still a blur to her, but she could remember the morning after with stunning clarity. Bark was brilliant, but he was nobody’s idea of what a scientist should look like. He dressed nicely, but even if he’d been rocking a pocket protector and a slide rule, he still would have turned heads. He’d come to American University straight from Cal Tech, one coast to the other, and maybe out in California he fit in, but in Melanie’s lab, in the whole entomology building, he stood out. He was a different species entirely. Melanie was close to six feet tall, and despite being nearly two decades removed from her undergraduate playing days at Yale, she still played basketball at least three times a week and swam four mornings a week. But Bark had another six inches on her and his nickname fit him, because he was as solid as a tree. She knew he didn’t lift weights, and as far as she’d been able to tell, he’d never even set foot in a gym or played a sport, but even with his clothes on he looked as if he were sculpted. If he hadn’t wanted to get his PhD, he could have made a living as an underwear model.


When she came back from the bathroom, ignoring her clothes, which were crumpled on the floor, she slid into the bed and waited. And waited. And waited. Bark slept like the dead, but when he finally began stirring, when they picked up from where they had evidently left off the night before, it was worth it. Even after two months of hooking up with him three or four times a week, she still couldn’t get over the way he looked without a shirt. Melanie couldn’t stop herself from touching his chest, his arms, the muscles on the back of his shoulders. So different from her ex-husband. Manny wasn’t short, but he was shorter than her, and though he could be incredibly intimidating, he wasn’t exactly a slab of muscle.



No, Manny was hard on the inside, mean and petty when he thought somebody was fucking him over with work or politics— which, because he was the White House chief of staff, were the same thing for him—and as vicious as a Sydney funnel-web spider when he was being attacked. As aggressive as he was in his professional life, however, Manny was a little too deferential in bed. A beefcake he was not.


The beefcake in question, Bark, was staring at her. “Professor Guyer?” he tried again.


“Bark.” She glanced at the other two students. Julie Yoo, who was far too rich to be spending her time studying spiders, and Patrick Mordy, who was in his first year in the graduate program and not anywhere near as smart as his transcript and application materials had indicated, and was, Melanie suspected, profoundly unlikely to finish his degree. “What?” she said. “What’s so important that you guys couldn’t wait for me to get back to the lab?”


Both Bark and Patrick stared at Julie, who looked down at her shoes. Melanie sighed and tried to keep her temper. She liked Julie, she really did, but for a girl who had everything going for her, Julie could have used a dose of confidence. Her parents had a lot of money. A ton of money. Private jet money. A building on the American University campus named after them money. What the hell was Julie doing in a lab studying spiders money. And Julie was pretty, and not just in the way girls in the sciences could be pretty because there wasn’t a lot of competition. Julie would have been pretty in business school or law school, Melanie thought. Now that’s pretty. She smiled to herself as she thought this. She could think like that because she knew she looked the same way. She looked her age, but she looked good for it, the kind of forty-year-old woman who made men stare at their wives and wonder why they hadn’t made better decisions. She caught



Patrick looking at her and starting to smile back and she jerked her mouth into a scowl. They weren’t as careful with their lab work if she wasn’t hard on them.


“You can tell me while we walk,” she said, brushing past them. “I’m going to stop and buy a salad on the way, and if what you guys have is interesting enough, I’ll buy lunch for you as well. If not, I swear to God, if you’re here because another moron thinks he’s found a poisonous spider in a crate of bananas, I’m making you play hot potato with a brown recluse.”


She hung her bag off her shoulder and braced herself for the heat she knew would be waiting for her outside the air-conditioned building. It was only five minutes from there to her lab, and she’d be making a stop at the café for her lunch, but it was going to leave her sweaty and red-faced. The Washington heat was not something she enjoyed, and it had come early this year.


“The brown recluse won’t bite unless—”


Melanie spun around and Patrick’s mouth snapped shut. She nodded. “That’s what I thought. Now what do you have for me?”


It was Julie who positioned herself at Melanie’s elbow, Patrick and Bark at her heels as they went down the steps and started crossing the quad. There were soft clouds sleeping above the campus buildings, but no real hope that rain would break the heat. Maybe she’d quit early tonight, crank up the air-conditioning in her apartment, get some takeout, and watch a bad romantic comedy or two by herself. Or maybe she’d have Bark over for a night of activities that required no talking from him. Deep down, though, she knew she wouldn’t leave the lab before she normally did. If she were the kind of woman who quit early, she’d probably still have a husband to go home to. That wasn’t entirely fair, she knew, since it wasn’t as if Manny had ever come home from the White House earlier than she came home from the lab. The difference was that



when Manny was home with her, he was actually home with her, while when she was home with him, there was still a large part of her that was at the lab.


“You were right,” Julie said at last.


“Of course I was right,” Melanie said. “About what?”


She walked briskly, not bothering to look behind her to see if the boys were having trouble keeping up. She didn’t worry about Julie. The young woman might have no confidence, but she was maybe the hardest-working scientist Melanie had ever met, and even a pair of two-inch heels—modest for a night on the town, but deeply impractical for the lab—wasn’t going to keep Julie from staying with her faculty advisor.


“Nazca,” Julie said.


“Nazca?”


“Nazca,” Julie repeated, as if it were supposed to mean something to Melanie.


Melanie didn’t stop walking, but she did glance over at her. Another hundred meters and they’d be inside and cool again, at least for the two minutes it took her to buy herself lunch and have it bagged up so she could finish walking to the lab. “Nazca? What the fuck are you talking about, Julie? Nazca? That’s what you’ve got for me? The three of you waiting outside my classroom like a bunch of freshman, waiting to pounce, and that’s what you’re giving me? That’s what can’t wait for me to get back to the lab? Nazca?” She picked up the pace.


“Nazca,” Julie said again. “As in Peru?”


Melanie stopped. “Is that a question or a statement?” She turned to glare at Bark, who didn’t seem to understand why he was being glared at but was smart enough to edge behind Patrick. She wanted to smack him. His habit of ending every sentence with a question had rubbed off on Julie. “Nazca. Peru,” Melanie said. She looked at



her three graduate students and they stared back at her, slight smiles on their faces, as though they were waiting for praise. Melanie sighed. “Okay,” she said. “I give up. You’re talking about the Nazca Lines. So what? Can you please tell me what the fuck you’re talking about so I can get myself a salad and head back to the lab?”


“Don’t you remember the Valentine’s Day party?” Bark asked. She couldn’t tell if his face was already red from the heat or if it flushed with the realization of what he was saying, but he almost tripped over himself to keep going. “You kept talking about Nazca? The lines? The spider?”


Patrick came to Bark’s rescue. “You said they were there for a reason. The markings on the ground. There are all kinds of markings. Lines and animals and stuff. I’d never heard of it before, but you weren’t really interested in the animals. You were talking about the spider marking. You said you can see the lines from airplanes, and they aren’t that deeply dug, but it would have taken a ton of work, and you were saying you thought the spider had to have been for a reason.”


Melanie didn’t remember talking to them about the Nazca Lines—though she had no real reason to doubt her students—but the truth was she’d been fascinated by them since the first time she heard of them. And going off on some theory or other sounded like something she would have done when she was drunk. Also, evidently, sleeping with a graduate student was also something she would have done when she was drunk. Which is why she didn’t drink very often.


She’d been to Peru only once, with Manny, in the death throes of their marriage, a last-chance vacation in the hope of gluing together the pieces of their broken relationship. Manny had suggested Hawaii, Costa Rica, Belize, pale beaches and private huts, but she had wanted to see the Nazca Lines for years, even if he



didn’t. Really, if she was being honest, part of the reason she had insisted was simply because Manny hadn’t wanted to go to Peru.


From the air, they were stunning. White lines in the reddish-brown earth. Glyphs and animals and birds. Shapes she couldn’t understand. And there, the one she’d most wanted to see: the spider.


There were some scholars—crackpots, Melanie thought—who claimed that the lines were runways for ancient astronauts, or that the Nazca had made the designs with the aid of hot-air balloons, but the general consensus was that the Nazca had used earthly means. Archaeologists found stakes at the end of some of the lines, showing the basic techniques that had been used to make the designs. The Nazca had mapped them out first and then removed the darker colored rocks to the depth of less than half a foot, where the whitish ground stood underneath in stark contrast.


Even though she’d seen it before in pictures and drawings, the sight of the spider took her breath away. From the height of the single-engine airplane, the spider seemed small, though she knew it was close to one hundred fifty feet long, maybe longer, on the ground. She heard the pilot yell something and saw him circling his finger in the air, asking if she wanted him to stay over the spider for a few circuits, something they’d talked about in her terrible Spanish before taking off. She nodded and felt Manny’s hand on her shoulder. She put her fingers over his and realized she was crying. She hadn’t wanted to visit the spider out of a desire to see in real life what she’d read about. No, it was more than that, and the scientist in her cringed at the thought. She hadn’t told Manny because he would have sighed and they would have had another one of those endless conversations about the limits of science and biology and the question of adoption.


It was really only at that moment that she realized exactly why she had insisted on going to Peru. Insisted over Manny’s objections.



Insisted that if they were going to go anywhere, it was going to be to see the Nazca Lines. She knew it was crazy. The rational, scientific part of her, the woman who had ground her way through her PhD research, who slept in her lab two or three nights a week and chased off graduate students who weren’t willing to work as hard as she was, knew her desire to haul Manny with her to Peru was the last desperate grasping of a woman in her late thirties who thought she could put off having children until she was ready and then discovered that maybe it had never even been an option. The trip was the longest of long shots, but once she’d read the theory put forth by one Nazca academic that the lines were ritual images, the birds and plants and spider symbols for fertility, she hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that maybe there was a reason she’d always been drawn to the image, that there in the Peruvian foothills, the spider had been waiting just for her.


Up in the plane, she’d wanted Manny with an urgency that had long been missing from their relationship. As much as she wanted to stay in the air, flying circuits over the image of the spider, she also couldn’t wait to be on the ground again, in the privacy of their tent, doing what she hoped would finally lead to the baby she thought might save their marriage.


She’d been wrong about both the baby and saving the marriage.


After she and Manny divorced, she still remembered the trip fondly. While they circled in the air she’d hastily drawn her own rendition of the Nazca spider:


[image: images]


After the divorce was finalized, she’d torn the page from her notebook, trimmed it neatly, and framed it. It was on the wall near



her desk at the lab. It didn’t take her breath away as the actual lines carved into the earth had. There was something about the scale, the permanence, the way the lack of rain and wind had left the lines undisturbed for more than two thousand years that both rattled her and filled her with happiness. She liked thinking there might have been a woman like her, hoping desperately for a baby, pulling rocks from the ground nearly twenty-five hundred years ago.


Or longer.


“Ten thousand years,” Julie said. “Not twenty-five hundred.”


Melanie pulled at the collar of her shirt, but she wasn’t really thinking about the heat anymore. She recognized the first stirrings of intellectual engagement, the way that she could become consumed with curiosity. The fact that it was the Nazca Lines made it easier for her to get engaged, but the truth was that it had never been difficult to pique her interest. She’d gotten better about remembering to do things like eat meals, shower, and change her clothes—having a private bathroom in her office helped—but at heart, she was still the same research geek who was happiest in her lab trying to find the answer to a question. “Who?” she said. “Who’s telling you that the lines were made ten thousand years ago?”


“Not all of them,” Julie said. “Uh, and it’s a friend of mine, a guy I went to undergrad with.” Normally there’d be a little part of Melanie that would be interested in the gossip, would pry until Julie admitted he was somebody she’d slept with when she was nineteen or twenty, a guy she still carried a torch for, but she was starting to get impatient with these three graduate students. “He’s a grad student too, and he’s working on the site. Archaeology.”


“Of course.”


“Right,” Julie said, “so we e-mail back and forth kind of regularly, and I mentioned your theory to him.”




Melanie started walking again. This was getting tiresome. “What theory?”


“About the spider,” Bark said. He started to say something else, but Julie cut him off.


“One of the things they’re trying to figure out with the dig is if the lines were made in a compressed period of time all together— over years or a few decades—or spread out over a few hundred years. How long did they take to make? They’ve been able to find wooden stakes near most of the lines that they think might have been used almost like surveyor’s stakes by the Nazca when they were doing the designs. But he was working on the spider site and, sure enough, he found stakes. They had one dated.”


“And?”


“The spider isn’t a Nazca Line.”


Melanie realized she was walking more quickly than was comfortable, but the café was in sight, and the thought of the temporary respite from the heat helped her to keep up the pace. “It sure looks like a Nazca Line,” she said.


“No,” Julie said. “The Nazca Lines look like the spider. All the other lines are about twenty-five hundred years old, as you said, but the spider’s older. A lot older. It’s ten thousand years old, give or take a little. It was there well before the other lines.”


Melanie slowed down as she reached the café steps. “So what does that have to do with us?” She glanced over her shoulder and realized that all three students had stopped walking. Patrick, Bark, and Julie were standing on the ground, three steps below her, looking up expectantly. “Well?”


Julie glanced at the two young men and they nodded at her. “It wasn’t just the stakes,” Julie said. “When he was doing the dig, he found something underneath the stakes, buried in a wooden box. He had some of that wood dated, and it’s the same age as the



stakes. Ten thousand years. You’ll never guess what was in the box.”


Julie paused, and Melanie found herself getting frustrated. Pausing for dramatic effect, she thought, was overrated, and in the case of a gaggle of graduate students, annoying. But despite herself, she was fully curious and couldn’t stop from blurting out, “What?”


“An egg sac. At first, none of them realized what it was, but when he did, he suggested to his faculty advisor that they send it to our lab to see if we could identify it. They thought it was fossilized or petrified, or whatever it is you call it when something like that is preserved. Since the wooden box is ten thousand years old, and the egg sac was inside the box, the sac is probably at least that old too.”


“Huh,” Melanie said. “Okay. Tell them to send it to us so we can take a look at it.”


“He already sent it. It’s back in the lab. I, uh, I told him they could use our FedEx shipping code, so he overnighted it,” Julie said. The words came out of her mouth as though she expected Melanie to yell at her.


Melanie stifled her annoyance. Budgets had been tight, but not so tight that Julie couldn’t charge the shipping costs of a package if it was actually lab business. Though, Melanie wondered, how much did it actually cost to overnight something from Peru?


“There’s more,” Bark said. He was standing straight and staring at her with an intensity he usually reserved for when they were alone.


“More?” Melanie glanced at Patrick and Julie and then back at Bark. All three looked nervous and excited, clearly unsure if what they had come to get her for was as big a deal as they thought it was. “Well,” she said, hearing that her voice was sharper than she meant it to be. “Out with it.”


Bark looked at his colleagues, then back at Melanie. “The egg sac,” he said. “It’s hatching.”






The White House


“Nuke ’em,” the president said. “Just launch the nukes and be done with it.” She leaned back in her chair and looked at the young man hovering by her side. One of the new interns. Manny smiled. He couldn’t remember the intern’s name, but President Stephanie Pilgrim liked them young and handsome. Arm candy, of sorts. She was never inappropriate with them— thankfully, that wasn’t one of Manny’s many worries as White House chief of staff—but she definitely liked having them around. The president reached out and put her hand on the intern’s forearm. “How about you go get us a big bowl of popcorn or something, maybe some chips and salsa. All this talk of war is making me feel a bit peckish.”


“Come on, Steph,” Manny said. “You’re not taking this seriously.”


“I’m the president of the United States of America, Manny, and you will address me appropriately,” she said, smiling. “President Steph to you. And how am I supposed to take this seriously? It’s an exercise. The other team is out there in the heat of the primaries. Pretty soon they’re going to figure out which one of those clowns is getting the nomination, and they’ll start aiming at me



instead of each other. In the meantime, we’re holed up in the Situation Room pretending that we’re actually going to go to war with China. Can’t I just order the nukes and call it a day? I’ve got more important shit to do than play war games to satisfy the army’s hard-on.”


“Technically, this one’s primarily a naval situation,” Manny said.


“How long have you known me, Manny?”


Manny didn’t say anything. He’d known Stephanie Pilgrim long enough to know she didn’t want an answer. Known her back when they were young and dumb and undergraduates. He was a freshman and she was a senior, and she went by Steph, not Madam President, and she liked to torture him in certain inappropriate moments by telling him she wasn’t wearing panties under her skirt. Not that she was particularly promiscuous. Even then she was careful about watching her reputation. She was already planning to be in the spotlight. But they had clicked immediately, and she had not only been attracted to him, she had trusted him. They hadn’t exactly dated, but before Manny met and married Melanie, he and Steph had had a sort of understanding that went beyond their professional working relationship. They’d come to that understanding again since things had imploded with him and Melanie. Well, not imploded. Dissolved was a better word. But finding himself free and uninterested in dating, and with Steph having to be careful about maintaining the illusion that she was in a happy marriage, it had been easy to fall back into their old pattern of occasionally sleeping together. For him, there’d been a bit of guilt. The guilt wasn’t about Steph. They were attracted to each other, reasonably decent in bed, and loved each other, even if they weren’t in love with each other. They respected each other and liked each other and didn’t have any secrets from each other.



Neither of them was going to end up hurt. No, Manny felt bad about George. He genuinely liked Steph’s husband. Dr. George Hitchens was a nice guy. He was certainly an asset when it came to electability. Handsome and well-spoken, content to let Steph do her thing in the political arena, content to be a politician’s husband. He was blue blood, old money from Texas, smart enough to go to an Ivy League university and to graduate from medical school without having to pull any strings, or at the very least, without having to pull them hard enough that they unraveled in embarrassing ways. He’d practiced as a dermatologist right up until Steph won the big one. Since they’d gotten to the White House he’d jumped feetfirst into being “the First Hubby,” as the press liked to call him. He could cut a ribbon with the best of them. He was as close to a dream husband as a female politician could have.


That was the problem, though. Stephanie loved George, but only in the way that you love somebody who is decent and good and whom you’ve known for fifteen years. She loved him, but wasn’t in love with him. Never had been. The politician had married him, not the woman. Probably if she’d gone for a different kind of career, done something other than pursue law school as the shortest route to politics and then the presidency, she would have already divorced George. But that wasn’t an option now.


Manny was not a modest man when it came to his talents: he was a straight-out fucking genius in the political sphere. And although Stephanie Pilgrim was a machine—effortlessly attractive and likable, smart and witty, good background, better luck, fierce and determined—even Manny knew there were limits. Nobody had given her a serious chance when she declared, but Manny had hit it out of the park, and here he was the White House chief



of staff. If they wanted to stay in power, however, Stephanie was going to have to do what she’d gotten good at, and that was walking the razor’s edge between being female and being president of the United States. The country might have been ready for a woman president, might have been ready for that woman president to be forty-two and the youngest commander in chief ever elected, beating Teddy Roosevelt by a measly four days, might even be ready to reelect that same woman after three solid years of economic growth and peace, but they sure as hell weren’t ready to reelect a woman in the middle of a divorce.


Stephanie rolled her chair back from the table and rubbed her eyes. “You know as well as I do that these things are just a bullshit waste of time. Let the military run their exercises and war games, let them have their simulations, and the next time something happens we’ll do what we always do, which is assess the situation— one that is certain to be different from this imagined clusterfuck with China—and deal with it. The only reason we’re doing this, as far as I can tell, is for the military to figure out if I have the balls to order an attack. So let’s give it to them. Let me just order a nuke. Bomb the whole fucking country. We’ll call it a day and get some real work done. Besides,” she said, “this is scheduled for what, three hours? We end now and we’ll have an extra two hours in the day.”


She didn’t say it, couldn’t say it in the room full of suits and uniformed people, but Manny knew she was hinting that they could take half an hour of that extra time to themselves. He remembered the way it was in college. She was three years older than he was, and he’d still been a virgin when they met. At eighteen, he’d always been more than content to spend an entire afternoon lounging in bed with her. Now, in his early forties, he’d still be content to spend the afternoon lounging in bed with her, but that



wasn’t going to happen. The most important commodity the president of the United States had now was time.


“Madam President, if I may.” It was Ben Broussard, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Ben was the one man in the room guaranteed to rub Stephanie the wrong way. Manny tried to stop himself from cringing at the sound of Ben’s voice, but it was hard. Things had been going downhill with Ben since the second he was appointed, and sooner or later—sooner was better—Ben was going to find himself neatly retired. “I know it can seem like we are wasting time with these regular exercises, but it’s important to run through plausible situations so that we can react quickly when there is an event that does call for military response.”


Stephanie glanced up at Manny, and he knew she’d already said as much as she was going to say about the matter. It was his time to speak. That was one of the reasons they worked so well together. As much as it was bullshit, they both knew the truth, which was that a woman, even if she was the president of the United States of America, was judged differently. Perception was reality, and she couldn’t be perceived as a complainer. Of course, Manny didn’t have the same worries.


“Come on, Ben,” Manny said. “This simulation does seem a little outdated. Might it not make a little more sense to be running this in response to a mock terrorist attack, or a conflagration in a place that is more of a hot zone? Obviously there have been some serious tensions with China, but we all know we aren’t even close to exchanging shots with them. Not like we are with a country like—”


“Somalia.” The secretary of defense, Billy Cannon, never had a problem with interrupting Manny. Usually because he was right. “We should be running exercises with Somalia, because we’re going to have to do the real thing there soon enough. The chances



of us actually engaging in open warfare with China seem remote at best. It’s about as useful as running a simulation of a zombie attack.”


The intern returned with a tray and put it down on the sideboard behind the president. He’d brought both a bowl of popcorn and bowls of tortilla chips and salsa, and he took them off the tray to place them on the table in front of the president. Manny watched how discreet the young man was, the way he waited until all the attention was focused on Billy before sliding the snacks in front of the president, the fact that he remembered that Steph liked her soda in a can, despite the White House staff’s determination to serve it to her in cut crystal. There was a particular skill in that, Manny thought, in knowing how to keep the people around you happy while still blending into the background. The intern’s name was Tim or Thomas or something like that, and Manny made a note to himself to see about keeping the kid on after his internship was over.


Manny put a hand on Steph’s shoulder, a familiarity he was afforded by both his position and the length of their relationship, and leaned over her to snag a handful of popcorn.


Billy Cannon and Ben Broussard were at it now, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff still arguing that this China simulation was useful, and Billy not backing down. Manny knew he should cap things, either move them past the exercise and get them out of the room, or go ahead and force Steph to go through the motions, but he enjoyed watching Billy Cannon argue. Billy Cannon came from money, but he looked as though he belonged in uniform. Unlike some of the generals who let themselves go once they’d gotten to the point where they could give orders instead of taking them, Billy was still trim, coiled, handsome, and dangerous-looking, with salt-and-pepper hair and a scar on his temple from hand-to-hand



fighting when he was in combat. Billy’s wife had died four or five years ago, of breast cancer, and he’d only recently started dating. Manny could understand why the women in DC were dying to be on his arm. There was even talk that People magazine was considering him for the sexiest man thing. Sooner or later, Billy would decide to retire and then he’d run for some sort of office and he’d be a shoo-in.


“Enjoying the show?” The national security advisor, Alexandra Harris, rose partially off her seat and snagged a few tortilla chips. She didn’t bother with the salsa. Manny liked Alex, and even though they were often at odds on what to do with the information she brought to the president, he thought she’d been one of the best appointments Steph made. Alex was smart, fierce, and loyal, and whatever her opinion was going into a fight, as soon as the president made a decision, she was completely on board. You didn’t get to these heights without an acute sense of political survival and the kind of driving ambition you could see from outer space, but as far as Manny could tell, Alex was exactly where she wanted to be. She never tried to subvert the president. Besides, Alex was seventy-three. Too late for a presidential run of her own. Assuming Steph was reelected, Alex would serve out the first year of Steph’s second term and then retire to the countryside.


Steph finally spoke up, and there was a bit of an edge to her voice. Manny and Alex might both be amused by watching the secretary of defense and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs arguing over whether or not the simulation was even worth doing, but clearly the president was full up.


“Gentlemen,” she said to Ben and Billy, “I assure you I understand the importance of these exercises. You’re going to have to trust me when I tell you that in a time of crisis I will treat things more seriously. The next time we run one of these simulations I



will have a better attitude, especially if the exercise is more pertinent, but today is not a time of crisis.” She rose from her chair, and everyone in the room who was sitting snapped to their feet.


He’d made the transition from lover to friend and then back to lover without difficulty, and he’d handled moving from the campaign trail to the White House with equanimity, but getting used to the ceremony that attended having one of his oldest friends go from “Steph, down the hall in my dorm,” to Stephanie Pilgrim, the first female president, had been hard. He’d never been one to stand on formality, but more often than not, since the election, he found himself having to actually stand as part of the formality.


“Madam President?” It was one of the uniformed officers at the bank of computers and monitors on the side of the room. There was a large set of monitors and screens on one wall so that the president and the other advisors could track details, but this officer was looking at something else. His voice was loud enough to cut through the room and bring the president to a stop. Normally an officer of his rank wouldn’t address the president directly unless asked a specific question.


“Madam President,” the man said again, and this time he pulled the headphones off his ears. “The Chinese.”


Steph let out a sigh and Manny stepped forward. “I think we’re done for the day,” he said. “Call off the simulation.”


“No,” the officer said, and there was something urgent and harsh in his voice that stilled the small movement that had started up in the room, something that kept the president’s attention, that left Manny waiting for more. “This isn’t part of the exercise,” he said. “They, uh, it’s going to be on the screen in a few seconds. Ma’am?”


“Well, spit it out.” Stephanie had stopped, but she looked bored. Most of the other men and women in the room had already started



packing up again, and Manny realized nobody else seemed to see the look of fear on the officer’s face. He also realized that Alex was still sitting, a look of alarm on her face as a uniform whispered urgently in her ear.


Manny glanced up at the big bank of television screens and computer monitors that lined the wall. Most of the information was related to the simulation, but on the end, there were two large screens showing close to real-time satellite images of China, the information coming in with only a thirty- or forty-second delay. The country was split almost in half on the screens, with one showing the more densely populated portions of eastern China, Beijing a web of roads, the other screen displaying the western half of the country, a line indicating the upper borders, Kazakhstan and Mongolia.


And suddenly there was a glow of light. A burning dot on the upper-left-hand side of the western screen.


“Holy Jesus,” somebody said, and then a moment later Manny realized he was the one who said it.


“What the fuck was that?” The president was looking at the screen as well.


Everybody in the room was now staring at the map of China, looking at the bloom and fade of light near the northwest corner of the country. That is, everybody but the national security advisor. She was staring at the uniform who had been whispering in her ear. “Was that it?” Alex asked. She turned to look at the officer by the console. “Was it a missile? Whose was it? Are there any others in the air? Was it just the one?”


The officer, who had one of the earpieces on his headphones pressed back against his head, held his hand up to Alex, looked at the screen, and then nodded. “That’s it,” he said. “It wasn’t a missile.”




Manny realized he’d been drifting between watching Alex and the officer and looking at the burst of light fading back to darkness. “If it wasn’t a missile, what the fuck was it?”


The room had gone weirdly quiet, a sudden vacuum of sound in the wake of Manny’s question, and he knew he wasn’t the only person who jumped when the phone behind them rang. It was not just a phone that rang. It was the phone. He remembered as a kid when they showed the president picking up the hotline to the Russians in movies, how it was usually a red phone, sinister and there as the last resort before nuclear winter, but it wasn’t until he’d actually spent some time in the White House that he realized the phone was real. And the phone was ringing. There was no question that the person on the other end was going to be the Chinese general secretary, and it took only two rings before Steph stepped over to it, her hand on the receiver.


“Can somebody,” she said, barking out the words to the room as she prepared to pick up the phone, “tell me just what the fuck that was on the screen?”


“That,” said Manny, looking at the screen again, where the flare of light had already started to dissipate, “was a nuke.”




Xinjiang Province, China


For a moment he thought he was going to throw up, but he didn’t slow down. The truck had barely made it through the barricades, and even then he’d had to drive over two soldiers. The thought of the thump and the screams was enough to make him gag again, but no matter what happened, he wasn’t going to stop driving. He’d wanted to get to his sister and her family.


He’d been too late for that.


No, he wasn’t going to stop for soldiers and he wasn’t going to stop to vomit. He wasn’t going to stop until he ran out of gas, until he’d put as many kilometers between the area and himself as possible. The officials claimed the situation was under control, but the area in which they claimed it was contained seemed to grow every day. That, plus the original broadcasts, which featured local newscasters and party officials he recognized, had been replaced by people he didn’t know, people from outside the province. There had been rumors at the factory, rumors at the market. He knew of at least two men who had been working in the mines who had not yet been allowed home. Worse than any of that, and what had finally prompted him to steal a set of keys for the truck and stow a water bottle and a little food in the pockets of his jacket—the



most he could manage without calling attention to himself—was that three days ago all communications with the outside world had been cut off. No landlines, no cell phones, no Internet. Nothing in or out. Just the official television and radio broadcasts.


It had been only five days since the first incident at the mine. He had assumed it was just another accident, but it didn’t take long for the whispers to start spreading. A virus. The army experimenting with chemical or biological weapons. The old woman who brought him his soup at the restaurant around the corner from his apartment insisted that it was ghosts, that the miners had disturbed some sort of supernatural force. The sister of one of his friends, a girl who spent most of her free time reading pirated copies of American novels for teenagers, claimed it was either vampires or zombies, and that was why the army arrived so quickly.


At first, he didn’t think too much of any of it. People died in the mines. That’s the way it was. At least he didn’t have to work there. While he didn’t love his job in the factory, at nineteen he made more money in a month than his parents were willing to believe. They kept insisting he was exaggerating when he told them his salary. He had a small apartment to himself. He had his own television, a cell phone, a computer, and he even had the occasional night alone with that sister of his friend. His own sister and her two children were only a short walk away from his apartment, and she had him over for dinner a few nights each week. So if he did not see his parents as often as he would have liked, the five-hour bus trip something of a hardship, it was hard to complain.


Five nights ago, when most people thought it was just an accident, he’d had dinner with his sister, and while he bounced his nephew on his knee, his sister’s blowhard husband went on and on about safety lapses at the mine, about how this sort of thing was bound to happen with all the steps they skipped. Four nights ago,



he’d been aware that there was talk, but it was one of those nights when his girlfriend—or whatever she was to him—had come over, and the two of them didn’t do much talking.


But it was three nights ago that he really took notice. He’d cooked himself dinner and then tried to go online. His computer was having none of it. He wasn’t concerned, because even though the village had a relatively fast Internet connection, it was sporadic. Then he pulled out his cell phone to call his parents and realized he didn’t have a signal. And on the television, every channel was blank except for the official local channel, which was on a one-hour loop. He sighed, read for a while, and then went to sleep.


It wasn’t until the next morning, on his way to the factory, that he noticed just how many soldiers had come to the area. Then he saw the coils of wire going up and realized that the boys in uniform, boys his own age, were clutching their rifles a little too tightly. He normally kept to himself at work, but during his lunch break he sat with a group of older men. He was shocked when he heard that the mine had been sealed off, that none of the men who’d been working when the incident occurred had been allowed to go home. Then, later, near the end of his shift, the foreman came on over the loudspeakers and announced that they were expected to continue on, that nothing was wrong, and they should keep coming in for their shifts.


His cell phone still wasn’t working, and nobody else could get a signal either, but he was smart enough to know that when soldiers started flooding in and razor wire started going up, when the people in charge tried to reassure him that nothing was out of the ordinary even though, clearly, things were out of the ordinary, it was time to worry.


That was when he stole a key to one of the trucks. That was when he filled a bottle of water and tucked an apple and some



crackers into the pockets of his jacket. He thought about packing a bag, but on the way to work, only yesterday, he saw a man beaten to death by the soldiers. The man was in a car with his family, the trunk tied down to keep the bags from spilling out, and he’d stopped at the new gate that had been installed after the army fenced off the village. The gate was the only way out now. He’d heard the man and the soldiers exchange sharp words, and then, as he tried to glance over without being terribly obvious about it, he saw the man pulled from the car and beaten down with rifle butts. Even from a distance, it was clear the soldiers kept driving the metal into the man well past the point it was necessary.


All of which was why he’d driven the truck right through the gate without slowing down. He just plowed through the metal. All during that night there had been the intermittent sound of gunfire. At one point there was something from the direction of the mine that must have been an explosion. He couldn’t sleep, and then, finally, just after four in the morning, he crept from his apartment and snuck through the night. The streets and alleys were empty and dark, and the factory was quiet. There was no fence around the parking lot where the trucks were sitting, and the key was in his hand before he even noticed something was wrong.


There was a single light on at the corner of the building, and though the yellow bulb was strong, it wasn’t enough to do more than cast shadows over the parking lot. He suddenly wished it were brighter but tried to bury the thought. He knew he was just spooked from the stories and rumors and from the influx of soldiers and the new fence, from the sound of shots and explosions in the night. He should really calm down, he thought, and then he laughed to himself. Why should he calm down? Those all seemed good reasons to be spooked. He took the last few steps to the truck and had his hand on the door handle when he heard the sound. It



was a sort of scraping. No. Something quieter than scraping. Like the sound of a leaf being blown across pavement. Or several leaves. He looked around, but there was nobody there. And then he noticed there was something wrong with the light. No, not the light, but the shadows. Over there, maybe twenty paces away, one of the shadows seemed to be moving a little, pulsing. He watched it, fascinated, and it wasn’t until a thread of black seemed to fall out of the shadow and unspool toward him that he broke from his reverie.


He didn’t know what it was and he didn’t care. Even though he’d dithered on it, he realized he’d already made his decision the moment he stole the key to the truck, and he didn’t see any value in waiting to find out what exactly it was he’d decided to run away from. He pulled himself into the cab, and as he was jumping in, he felt something brush across the back of his neck and then his neck felt all icy. He swatted at it, and something small and solid banged off his hand. Then he was inside the truck, key in the ignition, foot on the gas, leaving whatever the shadow was behind him.


He drove carefully through the village, toward his sister’s apartment. He hadn’t told her about the plan. He knew she would have told her husband, and her husband wasn’t the sort of man who could be trusted with a secret. But he also knew that if he just showed up at the apartment with the truck, his sister would be able to persuade her husband to make a break for it. He didn’t like his brother-in-law very much, but the man was not completely stupid.


But as he turned onto his sister’s street, it was clear that things were more wrong than even he had thought. He’d been so preoccupied that he hadn’t noticed the glow from the portable lights, but once around the corner, the brilliance of the lights showed the street in stark relief. There were five or six army trucks already parked and dozens of soldiers running with rifles. He saw somebody down on the ground, but the artificial color of the lights



meant that it took him a few seconds before he realized the black pool around the body was blood. And up ahead, was that a tank? Oh my god, he thought. It was a tank.


Without even thinking about it, he turned the wheel and took the truck through the alley, turned the wheel again until he was headed out of town, mashed his foot against the accelerator and smashed his way through the gate. He was lucky that the soldiers had expected him to stop. They fired at him—the back window was shattered—but the truck seemed to be running fine and he hadn’t been hit. He was fine.


That had been an hour or two ago. He’d lost track of time. But if anything, now that he’d put some distance between himself and the village, he was more than fine. He was great. The back of his neck was bothering him where something had hit him in the parking lot, but he couldn’t see what it was in the mirror. He could feel a small bump with his fingers, maybe a cut, but it was more numb than sore. The real problem was his stomach. He could feel it roiling. He supposed it could be the flu, but more than likely it was just anxiety. Who the hell knew what he’d just escaped from, but he was pretty sure he was never going to see his sister again, never hold his nephew or his niece. He had to choke down a sob, and then he had to choke down another round of gagging.


He wasn’t fine.


But he was alive.


He dug the bottle of water out of his jacket pocket, fumbled with the cap, and took a swig. It felt good and seemed to settle his stomach for a minute, but then it happened again, another surge of nausea.


Maybe he would pull over, just for a couple of minutes. Give himself a chance to be sick by the side of the road. Then he’d feel better.




Suddenly, there was a brilliant light behind him. Like a camera flash. He glanced in the rearview mirror, but the light hurt his eyes. He looked forward again and realized he couldn’t see much more than the echo of the light. He slowed the truck down and then stopped it so he could rub his eyes. The light outside was already fading, and whatever it had been hadn’t damaged his vision. There were ghosts of the landscape imprinted on his eyes, but they were already swimming away. And there, again, the surge of nausea. This time he didn’t think he could keep it down, and he scrambled out of the truck.


As his feet hit the ground he turned to look back toward the village, toward where the flash of light had come from. But it wasn’t a flash of light anymore. It was a lick of fire lighting the heavens.






Marine Corps Air Ground Combat Center, Twentynine Palms, California


Lance Corporal Kim Bock checked her rifle. Again. She knew there wasn’t any point, but this was the first time she was leading her unit in a live-fire exercise, and checking her M16 calmed her down. She’d trained with the M16A2 in basic, but she’d been issued the M16A4 once she made it out to California. There wasn’t much of a difference between the two rifles as far as she was concerned, at least not when she was out on the range. She did like that she could remove the carrying handle when they were in the middle of exercises.


She was crouching and trying to relax. The sun was a motherfucker, but it was okay in the shade. She’d played catcher on her high school softball team, and she could stay in a crouch for a long time without getting uncomfortable, but the three men in her unit were sitting down on the concrete slab. Private First Class Elroy Trotter had his eyes closed, and for all Kim knew, Elroy might actually be sleeping. He never seemed to get excited one way or the other. The joke was that even while having sex Elroy probably looked bored. The person who first made that joke, Private Duran



Edwards, was a black kid from Brooklyn who was a lot smarter than any of the other officers seemed to recognize, and Kim was glad Duran was in her unit. At first she’d had a bit of a thing for the third man, Private Hamitt “Mitts” Frank, but having him in her unit was like pouring water on a fire. Only smoke remained. She could see how the two of them might have ended up a couple in civilian life, but as part of a unit, it was different. They were a team. She was lucky. The whole crew was cool; none of them seemed to think it was a big deal that a woman was the fire team leader. She knew that early on, when the armed forces first started slotting women into combat units, there’d been some blowback. There’d been a couple of high-profile incidents in the army, but even in the Marines it hadn’t been all sweetness. Kim had still been in middle school when women were given equal status, though it was recent enough that some of the older generation still clearly hadn’t adjusted to Marines with tits in the line of fire. Elroy, Duran, and Mitts were her age, though, and they’d gone through boot camp with her. Maybe they secretly didn’t love the idea of taking combat orders from a woman in general, but since it was her, they were okay with it. They were familiar with Kim, and that made all the difference. Familiar with the fact that she was physically fit, able to compete with most of the men, familiar with the fact that she was smart and good at making quick decisions. They’d probably have accepted a different woman as their lance corporal, but it really did matter that they knew her. They trusted her to keep them safe.


Kim heard her name being called over the loudspeakers. “Okay,” she said to the unit. “We’re up in one. Remember, rifles on burst. Live fire, so extra careful here. Take your time and make good decisions. Quick action isn’t good unless it’s the right action.” The three men scrambled to their feet while Kim rose from her crouch and they all put their hands in, making a small



pile of different shades of skin. “Be smart,” Kim said, “be strong, be Marines.”


She loved the sound of the four of them shouting “Oorah!” and the way their hands shot down and up. Loved the feel of the M16 in her hands, the click as she flipped the rifle from safety to burst fire. She loved the way she looked in her utility uniform, surrounded by other Marines, and as she felt the first hit of adrenaline spiking through her chest, loved the way it felt to be a Marine. Her parents had never understood her fascination with it, still didn’t understand why she was in uniform while all her friends from high school were off at college, drinking beer in dormitories and getting date-raped at frat parties. Well, Kim was pretty sure that’s not the way her parents thought her college experience would have gone, but for Kim, college was something she would do only as part of the Marines. She’d wanted to be a Marine since they first started letting women into combat units, and from the minute she first put on a uniform and laced up a pair of boots she understood the saying, “Once a Marine, Always a Marine.”


They got the green light and funneled down the chute. Duran and Elroy split left, taking cover behind a concrete barrier, while she and Mitts went right, taking cover behind the corner of a building. This was supposed to be an urban environment, and she had to hand it to whoever had built the set. It felt like being in a city. The Marine Corps Air Ground Combat Center might be in the middle of nowhere—the going nickname for Twentynine Palms, the city adjacent to the MCAGCC, was Twentynine Stumps, for its wonderful lack of fun stuff to do—but the training was great. The talk among the other Marines was that there was a reason the training had been intensified: they’d be boots on the ground in Somalia sometime in the next couple of months. Kim believed the rumors. If the increased schedules of training had been just for her



and the other green recruits, she might have dismissed the talk, but it wasn’t just the new Marines. Everybody had been gearing up.


She signaled for Duran and Elroy to cover, and she and Mitts hauled ass to the next barrier. Two civilian silhouettes popped up, and though she started to squeeze, she laid off the trigger. Then, as she saw Duran and Elroy leapfrogging past them, a target showed in the window of a building up ahead. Mitts didn’t see it—he was scanning low—but Kim swiveled and fingered the trigger. Set to “burst,” her rifle sent out three bullets with a single pull of the trigger, and she saw the target splinter and fall. Ahead of them, Duran and Elroy were already crouching and raising their weapons, but as she and Mitts started to rise to run forward, there was a voice over the loudspeaker.


“Cease fire. All Marines, cease fire. Lower weapons. Exercise terminated. Cease fire.”


Kim hesitated. Was this part of the exercise? She knew they occasionally liked to throw wrinkles in to simulate the unpredictability of real life in the field, but this seemed a little too self-referential for the Marines. Besides, the guys in her unit were already standing up and flicking their M16s to safe.


She rose, put her rifle on safe, and then looked at Mitts. “What the fuck?”


Mitts shrugged. “Who knows? I thought it was going well. We were moving nice. Good job with the shooting. Things were clean. Maybe somebody was still in the arena, one of the techs not all the way out before we started the exercise?”


Elroy and Duran wandered over, and though Duran had a dour look on his face, Elroy was his usual unflappable self. “Suppose we’ll have to start over,” Elroy said.


Kim sighed, because Mitts was right, they’d been doing a good job, and it was going to be hard to get themselves psyched up for



another go. She started to tell the unit to head back to the chute when the loudspeaker crackled on again. This time it let out a long, piercing siren. This wasn’t just for the arena. This was for the whole base. And then, when the voice announced that all units were ordered to report immediately, when it said “This is not a drill,” she got concerned. Not because of what “This is not a drill” might mean or not mean, but because, for the first time she could remember, Private First Class Elroy Trotter looked worried.






Hindu Kush, Afghanistan-Tajikistan Border


She was tired of the prospectors. Occasionally they’d come to visit her and ask her for information about the area, though she wasn’t sure exactly what they were looking to find. Other times they’d trade with her for one of her sheep, and once they invited her to share a meal. But they’d mostly left her alone. That had changed since she’d shown them the rocks that she brought down from the old cave she sometimes sheltered in if she was caught up on the pass.


Until they’d seen the rocks, the prospectors themselves did not seem to want to be there either. From what little language they had in common, she’d gathered that they found it cold and inhospitable. Which was not short of the truth. She had a good touch with the sheep, and she was more prosperous than some, but even when her husband and daughter had still been alive, it had been a difficult place to live. The prospectors made things easier in some ways—they’d given her a knife and a new jacket that she was quite happy with—but mostly they’d been an annoyance. They liked to play loud music at their camp, and they used explosives in some of their attempts to find whatever it was they were looking for. They



were friendly but disruptive, and she would not be sad to see them leave.


Today, however, they were paying her. They seemed to have no concept of how much to offer, and for what they had been willing to pay, she would happily lead them wherever they wanted to go for as long as they wanted. And so she was taking them up the pass to help them find the old cave, to show them where she’d gotten the rocks. She wasn’t sure why they were so excited about the rocks. There wasn’t any gold or silver in them. But really, she didn’t care. What she cared about was that they were paying her handsomely.


Despite being older than most of the men—she was nearly forty, and the men seemed much younger, though most of them were older than her husband had been when he died—she kept outpacing them. Every few minutes she would stop and wait for the prospectors to keep up. They carried small packs filled with electronic gear, shovels and picks, and other tools, but she didn’t think the bags were so heavy. She carried one of the packs herself. They told her, best they could, that they were having trouble breathing so high up in the mountains, so she slowed down and took breaks for them to catch their breath.


By the time they reached the cave, it was late morning. The sky was still clear. The lead prospector, a man named Dennis, had told her the weather would be good all day, that they would have nothing to worry about. He had put her in front of his computer and showed her a map full of colors and said there was no snow coming until the next day. She was not so certain. She’d lived there long enough that she had respect for the suddenness with which the sky could burst. If they got stuck in a storm, it would be a difficult descent. They wouldn’t have a choice, however. None of the men carried the kind of gear that would see them through the night. They were idiots.




She had no trouble leading them to the cave. A few times every year she ended up seeking shelter in it, guiding her sheep in there with her when the weather caught her out too far from home. It was large enough for the entire flock, and the entrance was narrow with a jutted lip that held the wind at bay. The cave was normally dark, but that had never bothered her. She would spend the nights huddled close enough to the entrance that she could see the stars, but far enough back so that she was sheltered from the wind and the snow.


It was different with the prospectors. The cave had high ceilings—the half-dozen men could stand easily—and they all had powerful lights that they splayed along the walls and the floor. She’d never seen the cave lit up like this. One of the men shined his light on the floor along the wall and picked up a rock similar to what she’d shown them the day before. They murmured excitedly, and Dennis took the rock and looked at it. He brought it over to her. “You weren’t kidding,” he said then nodded at her. “This could be very good. If we find more, we’ll pay extra.” He rubbed his fingers together in case she didn’t understand, but she knew what it meant: more money for her, but also that the prospectors weren’t leaving.


There was a slight wind outside, and she glanced at the sky again. It still looked clear, but even with Dennis’s assurances, she didn’t trust the clouds to stay away. She’d had too many close calls with the weather, and it was on a day like this that the snow had swept through the valley and the mountains and left her both a widow and a woman without a child. She moved farther into the cave, around the lip of the entrance and out of the touch of the wind. She bent into a crouch and leaned against the wall. She did not know how long the men would want to spend in the cave, but she settled herself in for a wait.


From her perspective, they seemed to be both hurrying and



doing nothing. They pulled small machines from their backpacks, some she recognized, and others she hadn’t seen before, and proceeded to gather samples from the floor of the cave. One of them took something that looked like a wand and ran it against the wall. The wand had a series of lights and let out a regular pattern of beeps that seemed to speed up as the lights changed from dull yellow to a piercing red. When the beeps settled into a steady tone, the man lowered the wand and called Dennis over. All of them stopped what they were doing, and from her spot crouched against the wall, she watched. After a few minutes, one of the men went and sorted through the pile of tools and shovels, taking the long-handled pickax. He started banging away at the rock.


She lost interest, however, because she’d seen something illuminated by the lights moving around the cave. She walked over to the packs on the floor and took one of the lanterns. She held it up, searching for what she’d seen. The light flared against the wall, moving the shadows around her. It took her a moment to find it. There. Up on the opposite wall. Far enough back that she’d never been able to see it before when she spent nights huddled in the near darkness with her sheep. It was as high as she could reach. Coal-black smeared on the wall. It was ash, she thought, but then, no. She lifted the lantern up and knew it was something else. Something older. She’d seen pictures painted in the caves before, but this one was different. It was simple. The sight of it made her shiver. A spider.


Behind her, the sound of the pickax striking the cave wall was constant, the man breathing hard as he swung.


The woman let the light of the lantern play over the wall, but there were no more paintings, no more pictures. Just the single spider. It made her uneasy. She was not afraid of spiders. There was no reason to be afraid of spiders. But still.




There was a small cheer and some applause. She looked over her shoulder. The man with the pickax was smiling. He’d broken through the wall. There was dark space behind it. Another cave. A tunnel. She couldn’t see. A different man took the ax and started swinging, and the hole widened rapidly. It would be only a few minutes before it was large enough to admit a person, she thought.


Outside the entrance of the cave she saw something float by. A flake of snow? She looked out anxiously. How long had they been in there?


The sky, which had been blisteringly clear, was littered with clouds. The temperature had dropped. She could feel the damp cold of a coming storm. Behind her, the sound of the ax against the rock had stopped, but there was something else. A rhythmic thumping. The men were talking, and she turned to find Dennis. To tell him they needed to leave. A storm was coming.


And then she was no longer sure if she was looking at the sky or at the roof of the cave. But it was dark. And she was screaming.






Desperation, California


Seven minutes.


Seven minutes from seeing the news about the nuke until he’d secured the entrance to the shelter. Gordo was sweating and had to piss, but he’d called Amy from his truck, and she and Claymore were waiting for him underground by the time he came down the stairs at full tilt. Amy looked grim but determined, and Claymore, who had spent a lot of time down in the shelter with Gordo—Gordo had gotten into the habit of watching baseball out here instead of in the house where it drove Amy to distraction, and usually brought the dog with him—seemed to notice nothing out of the ordinary. Claymore did what he always did when he saw Gordo, which was wag his tail and then roll over onto his back and wait for some tummy rubbing.


Gordo checked the shelter doors one more time—this was the real deal, and one mistake would be the last—and then pulled his T-shirt up to wipe the sweat off his face. He bent over and scratched the chocolate Lab’s belly and then looked at his wife. “Say it,” he said. “I want to hear you say it.”


Amy’s mouth puckered in a little smile. He knew one of the things she loved about him was his ability to lighten things up.



Even in a moment like this, less than twenty minutes before nuclear weapons were going to start raining from the sky, Gordo could make things feel better for Amy.


“You were right,” Amy said.


Gordo straightened up and put one hand to his ear. “What was that? It sounded like . . . no. I didn’t quite catch that.”


He could see Amy trying to keep her face still, but it didn’t work, and her small smile got bigger. She shook her head. “I said, you were right.”


He stepped over to her and put his hands on her waist. He leaned down so that his chin was resting in the nook between her shoulder and her neck. “The score, my dear, is now eighteen million, six hundred and forty-eight thousand, three hundred and two for you,” he said, “and eleven for me.”


“Gordo,” Amy said, and he could feel her relaxing into his body, “you are the strangest fool I’ve ever married, but I’ll say it again. You were right.”


“And what was I right about, my sweet little bride?”


Amy moved back so she could place her palms on his chest and then gave him a gentle shove. “Right about moving out to this godforsaken little town. Right about building a bomb shelter. Right about the fact that sooner or later things were going to go to hell.” She walked over to the television and turned it on. “But you were wrong about it being zombies.”


“Well, that still remains to be determined,” Gordo said, but he figured he’d probably lost that one. No zombies. Yet.


He’d gone into town to pick up pizza, their weekly ritual. It was more for him than for her. To their mutual surprise, Amy had adjusted quickly to the move from New York City to Desperation, California, or, as Amy sometimes called it, “Desolation.” She had grown up on a horse ranch in Wyoming, and went to college



at Black Hills State in Spearfish, South Dakota. Compared with Desperation, Spearfish was a decent-sized city, with a population close to twenty thousand when the university was in session, but her upbringing meant she was a lot more ready for small-town life than Gordo was. He was a born and bred New Yorker, and though he’d been the one to push for the move, the change had been harder for him.


In terms of their jobs, it didn’t make much of a difference. Amy was a technical writer, which she could do from anywhere, and Gordo was a day trader. He worked market hours, hunched in front of his computer and running the program he’d written himself to exploit minor variations in the currency markets. He was consistent in his returns, and he’d have made a lot more money if he’d let everything keep riding, but he didn’t have any faith that the digital zeros at the end of his balances would be of any worth once the apocalypse came. No, he much preferred keeping at least two-thirds of their money in a form he could hold. Right now he felt pretty damn good about the safe in the back of the shelter: one hundred thirty-one pounds, four ounces of gold. At current prices, near eighteen hundred dollars an ounce, it was worth close to three million, eight hundred thousand dollars, and he figured that with the nukes coming down and the inevitable collapse of paper currencies, gold would skyrocket.


No, it wasn’t the work that had been an issue. It was the day-to-day reality of living in Desperation. It was an aptly named town, and Gordo was afraid Amy was going to realize how relieved he was that the world as they knew it was finally coming to an end. He’d been so excited when she first agreed to leave New York City behind that he’d thrown himself into the planning. First, he’d researched all the places they could move to, trying to determine where they would best be able to ride out the apocalypse. Fortunately,



the Internet made things remarkably easy. It was easy to rule out some places: anywhere too close to a military installation was sure to be hit if it was nuclear war, and anywhere too close to a major civilian population was going to be overrun if it was zombies. Their refuge had to be easily defensible, close enough to some sort of small town and basic infrastructure that they could build the house and the shelter, and ideally, have some like-minded folk already in place who could help mount a defense after things had collapsed and the ravaging hordes were at their worst. Gordo knew it would be every man for himself, but he also knew there were certain situations when it could be good to have allies. If he and Amy were going to rebuild humanity, it would be nice to have a few helping hands.


He had immediately ruled out survivalist places that were settled with some sort of philosophy that he or Amy found distasteful, like the white supremacist compounds that seemed to dot the mountain states, or even worse, the hippie, vegan, peacenik, environmentalist survivalists who built their shelters out of sustainable materials and refused to stock even basic weapons of self-defense. When he found Desperation, however, a place already popular with independently minded survivalists, he knew it was the place. Next, he’d thrown himself into building the house and the shelter. They’d found the plot easily enough, just three miles outside of town. Or, as Gordo still thought of it, outside “town,” the quotation marks necessary for a town that consisted entirely of four bars, Jimmer’s Dollar Spot—a business that served as convenience store, gas station, grocery store, gun shop, post office, hardware store, clothing store, and coffee shop all in one, and despite its name, sold very little for a dollar—and lastly, LuAnne’s Pizza & Beer. Which, Gordo realized, meant you could also argue that Desperation had five bars instead of four.




Gordo and Amy had bought one hundred and twelve acres at three hundred dollars an acre, and immediately started digging. One of the reasons Desperation was so popular with survivalists was that the land around it was dotted with abandoned mines, and with a little bit of planning it was easy to make use of the already hollowed earth for building a shelter. Most of the work was already done for them. The passage into the mine was big enough to drive a cement truck through, and the hollowed cave they built the shelter in had enough leftover space for Gordo to park a backhoe, “in case we need to dig our way out,” he told Amy.


At a full run, he could make it from their house into the shelter in less than three minutes, but he didn’t have to run: he just drove his truck down the tunnel. The hardest part of the whole project had been getting the series of doors installed to specifications that would keep out radiation. Other than that, it was mostly a big shopping spree: shelf-stable food and water, iodine tablets, radiation tablets, a Geiger counter, a spare Geiger counter, books and manuals on building everything from windmills to basic firearms, knives and shovels, first-aid kits, medicine, handguns and rifles, ammunition, and, with the aid of the Internet and some of his reserves of gold, high explosives.


But then, once they were done with construction and moving, once Gordo had planned everything he could plan, he realized all there was left to do was wait for the worst to happen. And wait. And wait.


He and Amy had met when he was still working for the hedge fund and she had come in as one of the junior analysts right out of college, freshly moved to New York City. Despite their youth, they were married within a year. By the time Gordo was twenty-six, he was making plenty of money trading currency, but they were spending it just as quickly. Amy had given up the markets



for writing technical manuals, and their apartment had been broken into four times in a year. That was the price of living in New York City, and for Gordo, it felt like the premium was too much. Whether or not Amy agreed with him, she’d agreed to leave the city. Before Gordo turned thirty, the shelter was finished, and they’d been living in Desperation, California, for more than four years. It was a perfect setup. The house was right next to the entrance to the mine, and they had clear sight lines in every direction. If it was nukes, they could disappear down the maw of the tunnel, and if it was zombies or biological weapons, they could wait in the house until they saw trouble coming.


But it was the waiting. Gordo had been living on high alert since they’d decided to skedaddle from the city, and after seven years of it—three building the shelter, and four waiting to use it—he was exhausted from being prepared at any minute. And Amy, who was a good sport, had been hinting that they couldn’t wait much longer if they wanted to start having kids. He was thirty-four now, and though that wasn’t exactly old, it wasn’t exactly young anymore, and they’d been together long enough that it was time. Time for what? Gordo wanted to ask. Didn’t she understand that the entire reason he’d made them move to Desperation was that he thought it was time, that it was actually well past the time that things were going to go to shit? He wasn’t sure he wanted to bring kids into a world that he knew was about to be destroyed. And yet every novel he’d ever read about the end of the world included children. Sometimes they were there just to tug at your heartstrings, but mostly the children were there for a reason: to repopulate the world. So maybe it was his duty; maybe, he thought, he could make Amy happy and do the right thing as one of the few men who were prepared to outlast the end of the world.




Plus, trying to have a kid sounded like more fun than waiting for it to happen.


He was thinking about all this when he drove into Desperation and parked in front of LuAnne’s Pizza & Beer. Amy had been feeling under the weather and was taking a nap, but she’d insisted they not cancel pizza night. Gordo was pretty sure Amy knew how much he depended on the excuse to head into town and have a beer or two while he was waiting for LuAnne’s hairy-knuckled husband to make their pizza. He supposed he could have just gone to one of the bars instead, but he was afraid that option sounded too appealing. There were maybe forty or fifty couples and families like him and Amy, who’d come out here because they were expecting things to go to shit at any moment, regular folk who were just realistic about the state of the world, but there were also a lot of single men who were off their rockers, who thought the government was out to get them, or who claimed they’d been probed by aliens, and those were the ones who hung out in the bars. Them and the bikers. For some reason that Gordo had never figured out, Desperation was a regular stop on the motorcycle circuit, and there were always bunches of bikes parked in front of the bars. There was some sort of pattern, understood rules about which bikers went where, but Gordo had never bothered trying to figure it out. Motorcycles seemed dangerous to him. Nope, give him a good, solid truck any day of the week and he’d be happy.


Inside LuAnne’s Pizza & Beer it was busier than he expected. He saw the Grimsby family sitting at the long banquet table, seven girls, four boys, the balding father, who always looked as if he had gone a few days without sleep, and the mother, who was impossibly good-looking for the mother of eleven homeschooled kids. The rumor was that Ken Grimsby had made a killing in computers before moving to Desperation, and had come, at least partly, because



he was terrified somebody else was going to try to sleep with his wife. Gordo let his gaze linger on Patty Grimsby for a second, and realized Ken probably had good reason. There was something unaccountably sexy about Patty. It wasn’t just that she’d been a model—nineteen years old and almost that much younger than Ken when they got married—but also something else, a sort of availability, and though she’d never done or said anything that had led Gordo to think she actually wanted to sleep with him, he couldn’t shake the feeling that she did actually want to sleep with him. Pheromones. Something like that, he thought. Maybe it was just that with the eleven kids sitting at their table, there was something about her fertility that sparked lust in men. Or the appearance of fertility: two sets of twins, two single births, and five adopted. But whatever the provenance of her kids, she looked a lot more like an ex-lingerie model than the wife of a semi-crazy survivalist and mother of eleven. And while her sexiness might be an interesting question, it was not one he could really talk with Amy about. He knew there were lots of men who, even if they didn’t cheat on their wives, liked to fantasize about it. He wasn’t one of those men. He’d never wanted anybody other than Amy since the moment he first saw her sitting in her cubicle at the hedge fund in the heart of Manhattan. But that didn’t mean it was a good idea to talk to her about the perceived sexual availability of Patty Grimsby.


He could talk to Shotgun about it, though. Shotgun wasn’t much into women, but despite his being gay, his marriage, to Fred Klosnicks, was a heck of a lot like Gordo’s, and the two couples had become good friends the last couple of years. Gordo supposed that Shotgun probably had a real name, something benign like Paul or Michael or even Eugene, but nobody in Desperation had ever heard Shotgun called anything else. Actually, as Gordo looked at Shotgun sitting at the bar, for the first time he realized



how appropriate the name was. Shotgun was tall and thin, several inches taller than Gordo, who was not a short man himself. Shotgun reflexively ducked when walking through doorways and constantly banged his head on the light fixture hanging above the pool table in the corner. He was lean and hard, like the barrel of a shotgun, and even the prematurely gray hair interspersed in the thick coat of black hair on Shotgun’s head gave the impression of gunmetal. Shotgun was probably in his late thirties, and like a lot of the survivalists out here, an autodidact. There were three kinds: the plain old morons, who hadn’t learned much of anything anywhere and seemed to blow themselves up on a regular basis; the guys like Gordo, who’d gone to good universities—in his case, Columbia—and trained as engineers or in some other field that leaned toward problem solving; and those like Shotgun, who were just smart as hell and able to teach themselves anything they needed to know. Shotgun was always building something new up at his ranch or working on some new project that sounded impossible and quixotic and always worked out. A lot of the families and men in and around Desperation were broke, jury-rigging houses out of discarded plywood and plastic, making survival shelters out of buried culverts and construction debris, but some of them had money. Gordo and Amy were relatively wealthy, and would be considered rich in most places other than New York City, and the Grimsby family had to have ten or twenty million in the bank, but of all of them, Gordo was sure Shotgun was the only one who was, without question, rich. As in rich rich. Wrath of God money. Shotgun held at least twenty-seven patents that Gordo knew about, and a couple of those were for high-use devices, kicking back serious money to Shotgun on a regular basis.


You wouldn’t know it from looking at the man, however. Every time Gordo saw him, Shotgun was dressed the same way:



sneakers, a pair of dark cargo pants, a black T-shirt, and a Chicago Cubs baseball cap. He drove a beat-down truck, and his house, from the outside, looked like it could be blown down by a stiff fart. Of course, once you got to know Shotgun, everything was a little different. First of all, once you passed through the front door of his house, you realized it was built on top of an abandoned mine. What you saw from the outside was just a shell. While Gordo had built a shelter near his house, Shotgun had done one better and built his shelter as his home. From the outside, it looked like a Sears kit house with an extra-large garage, but underground there was close to twenty thousand finished square feet of living quarters and workshops. The living space consisted of four bedrooms, and an open kitchen and living room/dining room combo that would have looked at home in a swanky New York City high-rise, but it was the workshops that left Gordo drooling. High-tech stuff as well as every power tool you could think of. If Shotgun didn’t want to wait for something to be delivered—or if it didn’t exist yet—he could machine it himself. And in the garage, bigger than a basketball court, aside from a few toys like a Maserati and a vintage Corvette, Shotgun kept a couple of heavy-duty pieces of construction equipment, and, most impressively, a six-seater airplane.


Of course, none of that was as truly surprising to Gordo as the simple fact that there were gay survivalists. When the two couples got together, while Gordo and Shotgun talked about engineering problems or the quality of a certain kind of knife, Amy and Fred talked movies and books and cooking. In New York City, Gordo wouldn’t have thought twice about being friends with a gay couple, but out here in Desperation, it was a little odd. There just weren’t that many gay survivalists that Gordo knew of. Not many people of color either. Mostly it was white, crazy, straight single guys or families. He supposed he and Amy fit into that category. Well, Gordo corrected himself, Shotgun and Fred were married, so they were a family, and they were white, and you had to be a little bit crazy to move to Desperation. But no kids. He’d asked Shotgun about it once, said he figured he and Amy would go about repopulating the world while they were shut away in the bunker, but that he wasn’t sure what Shotgun was in it for.


Fred and Amy were sitting in a booth, but he and Shotgun were at the bar when he’d said it. Shotgun had tilted the bottle of lager back and finished it before speaking. He wasn’t pissed off, but he was taking his time answering. They’d known each other long enough and had enough goodwill banked that Gordo knew he could say something stupid and Shotgun would take the time to explain why it was stupid. And right then and there, he was pretty sure he’d said something stupid.


Shotgun had put the beer back down, held up his hand to LuAnne to order another, and then stared at Gordo. “Well, buddy, what do you think I’m in it for? I could give a shit about humanity as an abstract concept, about repopulating the world and all that. But I don’t. Not really. I’m here for Fred and me. I’m here because when the nukes start falling”—and Shotgun was sure it would be nukes, not zombies or a flu pandemic—“I’d like to live out the allotment of my natural life span.”


Unfortunately, it looked like Shotgun was right about the nukes.


Gordo took a seat at the bar and ordered his pizza, shooting the shit with Shotgun while he drank his beer. Turned out Fred was feeling under the weather, same as Amy, and had sent Shotgun on a pizza run of his own.


“We should just put Fred and Amy on a couch together so they can be miserable with company, and you and I can be nerds together,” Gordo said.


“Speaking of which, I wanted to show you this.” Shotgun had



been working on a new sort of water filter, and he pulled out one of the drawings of a piece he’d come up with to bypass some of the constriction in the pump design. It was an elegant solution, and Gordo suggested a small modification. They were going back and forth, ignoring the television and the table behind them as Patty and Ken Grimsby tried to feed their eleven children. It wasn’t until the young woman behind them had spoken twice that they stopped talking and looked up.


“I said, do either of you know anybody looking to rent out a piece of land around here? We’re new to Desperation,” she said, as if the fact that Gordo and Shotgun had never seen her or her boyfriend before wasn’t enough of a clue. She was young, barely twenty, if that, and the young man standing behind her was only a few years older. Gordo didn’t have to glance for more than a second to take a dislike to the guy. He recognized his type. Angry hippie. Pretending to be in it for love of the environment and all that sort of stuff, but really he was just too scared to give real life a go. Plus, angry hippie men always ended up with idealistic hippie girls like this. And sure enough, her name?


“Flower,” she said. “And this is Baywolf. Spelled like it sounds.”


“Ah,” Shotgun said. “The kings who ruled them had courage and greatness . . .”


“No,” the man said, cutting Shotgun off. “Not like the poem.”


Gordo tried to smile, but he could feel that his face had turned sour. He’d had to read Beowulf for a class when he was an undergraduate at Columbia, and it had immediately turned him off English lit, but still, there was something undeniably dickish about this guy. “So, like bay and wolf,” Gordo said. “You come up with that on your own?”


“My parents named me Flower,” the girl said. “They were hippies.” She smiled and had the good sense to be embarrassed about it, even though she’d clearly had to explain it her whole life.




“They aren’t hippies anymore?”


She shook her head at Gordo. “No. Mom’s an investment banker and Dad’s a tax attorney. They aren’t exactly thrilled that I dropped out of school, but you know, they did it and then went back, so they don’t have a lot to really complain about.”


Gordo decided Flower might be okay. And then, when Baywolf spoke, it reinforced his opinion of the young man.


“The old man’s an asshole. Won’t help us out with cash at all.”


“You try working?” Shotgun said. “That tends to help out with the cash situation.”


“Hey, fuck you,” Baywolf said, and he grabbed Flower’s wrist. “Come on.”


She shook him off and looked at Gordo again. “So, you know any places to rent?”


Gordo finished his beer and glanced at LuAnne. She flicked her hands twice. He’d already been there for twenty minutes, and it was going to be twenty minutes more for the pizza. Her husband was slow as shit in the kitchen, but particularly since it was the only restaurant in fifty miles, the pizza wasn’t bad. He nodded for another beer then looked at the couple. Baywolf was glowering, but it was clear he was going to follow Flower’s lead. Fair enough, Gordo thought. She was cute and this airhead thing seemed like it was a bit of an act.


“What brought you and Mr. Wolf to Desperation?”


Baywolf scowled harder, but Flower didn’t seem to mind the question. “Same as all of you, I guess. Just wanted to get away from the cities and camp out for a while somewhere that seemed like it might not bear the brunt of things.”


Shotgun raised an eyebrow. Gordo couldn’t tell if Shotgun was trying to be funny or if he was actually attempting to display skepticism, but it was amusing either way. For a man who had carved



out a virtual doomsday palace, Shotgun was surprisingly critical of most of the other survivalists.


“Let me guess,” Shotgun said. “Vampires?”


“Of course not,” Flower said, patting Shotgun on the arm. “Vampires aren’t real. It’s zombies we’re worried about.” She paused for a second and then smiled. “Just kidding.” She waited a minute for Shotgun to smile back then made her face look dead serious and said, “I believe in vampires.”


Gordo decided he liked this girl. She had some nice spirit, and if she was already willing to tweak Shotgun, she might do okay out in Desperation. Her boyfriend was another matter, but that wasn’t much his problem. “Shotgun is more of the nuclear apocalypse school of thought,” he said.


“Shotgun?” Flower’s boyfriend said with a scoff. “That’s your name?”


Gordo had known Shotgun long enough that he recognized the curve of Shotgun’s lips as something other than a smile. “Yes, Baywolf, my name is Shotgun.”


Gordo stuck out his hand to Flower. “Gordon Lightfoot, but everybody calls me Gordo.”


“Gordon Lightfoot? Like the singer?” Flower shook his hand. She had a firm grip.


“Yep, like the singer,” Gordo said. “But no relation. You might want to ask Burly over at the Lead Saloon if you need a place to stay. His brother’s place has been empty for a while. He’d probably let you rent it cheap. An old trailer over by the Grimsby homestead. Not much to look at from the outside, but if I know Burly, it will be clean and weatherproof.”


He turned to take his beer off the counter and stopped. The television. He banged Shotgun on the arm. “Holy fuck. You see this?”


Up on the screen, the game show was gone, replaced by a



newscaster from the network. Gordo didn’t recognize the man onscreen, but it was easy to tell he was harried. On the bottom of the screen were the words “nuclear explosion.”


“Burly?” the girl said behind him.


“Just a minute. Hey, LuAnne, can you turn up the sound for a minute?”


LuAnne lumbered over and obliged, and Gordo realized it had gotten quiet behind him, the eleven Grimsby children shushed by their parents.


“. . . minutes ago. According to the White House, the Chinese premier has confirmed that the explosion was an accident during training exercises. Again, we apologize for cutting away from your regularly scheduled program, but in breaking news, a nuclear bomb exploded less than twenty minutes ago in the northern Chinese province of Xinjiang. While the scope of the destruction is not clear, the White House has informed us that this was an isolated incident. The Chinese government is reporting it as a military accident. At this time we believe a military aircraft carrying a live nuclear weapon crashed during a training mission. We don’t have much information, but we’ll go now to the White House where—”


Gordo didn’t wait to hear what the reporter from the White House did or did not know. He and Shotgun glanced at each other then scrambled out the door, followed closely by Patty and Ken Grimsby and their brood. His last image of the inside of LuAnne’s Pizza & Beer was LuAnne tossing her white towel on the bar and spinning toward the kitchen while Flower and Baywolf looked around in confusion.


All thoughts of the hippie girl and her angry boyfriend disappeared as he pounded the gas pedal against the floor of his truck. He saw Shotgun’s truck take the corner too fast, tearing up a cloud



of dust, but he was too busy dialing Amy to worry about Shotgun. When he turned into his driveway, he hit the dip fast enough that he was pretty sure he got all four wheels airborne. He could feel his heart jackhammering as he slammed on the brakes and ran to get the shelter doors down.


And then, after all that, it was just the three of them inside the shelter, doors secured: Claymore wagging his tail, Amy telling him he’d been right all along, and Gordo feeling a hollow nervousness in the pit of his stomach.


He was ready for the end of the world.




Marine Corps Air Ground Combat Center, Twentynine Palms, California


One little nuclear explosion and everybody goes batshit. The newscasters had been jabbering all night, talking heads talking out of their asses, but nobody seemed to have anything to add to the initial reports that it was a military plane crash during training except that the Chinese government was now stating that the nuclear blast had been part of “an internal matter” and they were “securing the affected area.” Not exactly comforting, Kim thought, but probably not worthy of this level of alert. They were locked and loaded and ready to be boots up at any minute, though she wasn’t really sure what she was supposed to do in the event that nuclear missiles started coming down. Duck and cover? Probably better to be on a plane headed somewhere when mushroom clouds started growing. But then she remembered she’d read somewhere that a nuke could cause electromagnetic pulses that shut down electronics. Being aboard a plane when the electronics were fried seemed like an unpromising way to spend a morning.


Kim yawned and shifted in her bunk. Gunnery Sergeant McCullogh had spent the rest of the evening barking at the company



until everything was as ready as it could be, and then Gunny did what good leaders do, which was allow them to get some rest. That was one of those military maxims that proved to be true: sleep when you can. Kim knew Mitts probably spent the night awake and overthinking the day to come. She wasn’t sure about Duran, but Elroy never seemed to have any trouble sleeping. Even though Kim had her nightmares—the usual one of making a decision that got one of the men killed, plus a new and not unexpected nightmare of having the flesh melt off her body as she was enveloped in a nuclear blast—she’d gotten some solid shut-eye. An hour of lounging in bed after waking up would have been nice, though. That was one of the things she missed most from civilian life. She loved the order, the discipline, the uniform, the weapons, the promise of violence, the sense of belonging to something bigger than herself that came with the Marines, but she sure as shit missed lolling around in bed on Sunday mornings and taking her time getting ready.


She gave her head a quick scratch, sat up, slipped the elastic off her wrist, and pulled her hair back into a ponytail. She’d actually worried for a little while that she was going to have to shave her head as part of enlisting. Kim knew she would have been able to pull the look off. She wasn’t vain, just honest about the fact that she had a pretty face. She’d always been athletically built, but as a softball catcher, she sometimes veered more toward solid than sleek. Three months in the Marines had erased all the extra padding. It felt as if she’d gone through a metamorphosis, turning into the woman she always wanted to be. Even though there were times she was terrified about being a lance corporal, about being responsible for her unit, she was also the most confident she’d ever been. Of course, that didn’t mean she was in any hurry to cut her hair.


She double-timed it to the mess and sat down with her unit,



Duran sliding down the bench to make room for her. “What’s the scuttlebutt?”


Mitts glanced up but didn’t slow down in shoveling his scrambled eggs. Kim took note of the dark circles under his eyes. The part of her that had wanted to sleep with him and could imagine dating him under different circumstances felt bad, but the part of her that was adjusting to having command over her unit thought that she had to make sure he was on top of his game. If he fucked up, at least in the eyes of their squad leader, it meant Kim had fucked up too.


Elroy shook his head and took a sip of his coffee. “Heard a bunch of things. One of them is that it wasn’t an accident. The Chinese dropped a nuke on purpose.”


Kim felt her mouth drop open and snapped it shut. “Wild-ass guess?”


“Nope,” Elroy said. “Honky Joe, and if Honky Joe says it wasn’t an accident, I’m willing to believe it’s more than a WAG. Said he was online and there’s talk about the Chinese trying to cover something up. He said a lot of it sounds like the kind of stupid bullshit you’d expect, like a zombie outbreak, but he thinks it’s credible. Said it feels like there’s something real underneath it. He thinks it might have been something bio.”


Kim toyed with the eggs. Mostly they’d been getting real eggs, but these were rubbery and specked with something pink. She hated powdered eggs, but sometimes they were extra funky because of cheese. The pink specks were probably supposed to be some sort of meat. Ham? She put off taking a bite and nodded at Elroy. Honky Joe was a weird dude, but he was smart as shit. Too smart by half. He’d either wash out or end up wearing brass. Despite his name, Honky Joe was actually a black kid out of Washington, DC. His dad was some sort of something important up



on the Hill—Honky Joe wouldn’t say what—and Honky Joe said that after he’d been busted hacking into the Pentagon, his father arranged to have him join the Marines instead of joining the fine folks at one of the federal penitentiaries. Early on in boot camp Honky Joe had started a gambling syndicate that pooled money on bets at a local racetrack, and before it was shut down, everybody involved had turned their initial hundred-dollar kick-ins into something closer to two grand. That’s the kind of kid he was, and even though he usually ended up getting his black ass handed to him in the end, they’d all figured out he was worth a listen when he decided to speak.


“Anything else?”


Elroy shook his head. “No official word beyond what you already know, but if I was a betting man, and you better believe I am, I’d put a ten-spot on us being on the move by nightfall.”


Kim offered her bacon to Duran and he pinched the greasy pieces off her tray. “Any idea where?”


“Outside the continental United States. Bet on that.”


Mitts put down his fork and wiped his mouth with his napkin. He really did look like shit, Kim thought. She hoped that if Elroy was right about them getting shipped out, there’d be a chance for Mitts to get some sack time before they left. “I think they’re all freaked out over nothing,” Mitts said, then crumpled the napkin and put it on his tray. “Not that a nuclear explosion is nothing, but it’s not like they launched one on us. Maybe Honky Joe is right, that it’s something more than a training accident, but whatever it is, we’re not talking shots fired. Wherever they send us, we’ll be spending most of our time waiting for the brass and the general public to untwist their underwear. Same shit, different day.”


Kim saw Gunnery Sergeant McCullogh hurrying across the mess and stopping to huddle with the company staff sergeants.



Whatever he said had the effect of making the staff sergeants hop to their feet.


“Might be you’re right, Mitts,” Kim said, nodding her head so that the three men looked across the mess to where she had been looking. “But judging from the way Gunny and the staff sergeants are starting to haul ass, it will be same shit, different day, and different country. I think Elroy’s right. We’re going OCONUS.”






Henderson Tech Falcon 7X, over Minneapolis, Minnesota


Henderson couldn’t tell if he was asleep or awake. Since he’d stepped off the trail to take a shit in the jungle, everything had the gauzy quality of a dream. A bad dream. Neither of the pilots nor any of the flight attendants said anything to him to indicate that they thought he was acting funny, but then again, when you owned a Falcon 7X, you could expect a certain amount of discretion from your flight crew. At first, Henderson had felt guilty about spending more than $50 million to buy his own jet, plus another $27 million to customize it. It felt wasteful. But in the scheme of things, it just wasn’t that much money, and it was a lot easier to pay for it himself than to deal with the bullshit of doing it through the company. No matter that he’d founded the business, built it from the ground up to a market cap of more than $250 billion; once he’d gone public, he had to follow the rules. Not that he minded. Last year he’d been fourth on the list of wealthiest Americans, and with no wife, no kids, and no siblings, what the hell else was he going to do with his cash? Until recently he hadn’t given a shit about that sort of stuff, but he’d started the company when he was fifteen and had been going nonstop for more than thirty years.



Now he wanted to spend some of his time and money not working. Until recently he’d just used one of the company’s jets, since all he did was business, but he figured if he was doing stuff for himself, one of the things he could do was buy his own plane. Frankly, though he’d been wildly successful for most of his adult life, he still thought it was cool that he could own one. He’d thoroughly enjoyed the process of customizing it, though he burned through five designers in the process, but the Falcon 7X was well worth the money he spent. The inside was gorgeous. At least, it was gorgeous when it wasn’t covered in spiders.


He was pretty sure it was a nightmare, but it was too close to what had happened in Peru for him to be sure. He’d spent the last morning in Peru on the toilet, but he’d been game for the hike through the jungle. You didn’t become the fourth-richest American without having the fortitude to fight through the squirts. But it was embarrassing. The guide, Miggie, had been cool about it, but for Henderson, having to keep stopping to shit in the greenery while the women and his bodyguard waited for him was kind of awkward. He wasn’t deluded. He wasn’t a bad-looking dude. A little heavy. A lot heavy. Okay, kind of fat, and obviously on the wrong side of forty, but if he’d been just a doctor or something, he’d have been able to have a perfectly decent-looking wife. With billions in the bank, however, he rated three super-hot models. That still didn’t make him feel any better about having to cope with diarrhea. He’d been trying to drink water and get some salt into his system, but it had been hard going with the heat and the elevation. He could have canceled the hike, could have done pretty much anything he liked and nobody would have said anything. The rules were different for people like him. Money, at least on the scale he had, changed things. But for Henderson, it didn’t change the fact that



he didn’t like excuses. Didn’t like to hear excuses—“Own your mistakes and move on, or pack your shit and get out,” was one of the company’s mantras—and didn’t like to give them. But man, his stomach had been killing him.


He’d gone off the path for what must have been the fourth or fifth time, and he’d just finished wiping himself with some sort of foliage that he prayed fervently was nontoxic and was pulling up his pants when he heard the screaming. He took a dozen steps back toward the path, just close enough that he could see the guide being swallowed by a black tide. The three women clutched at one another and shrieked. His bodyguard turned to run but got tangled up in the women and fell to the ground with two of them. Henderson looked back to where the guide had been standing, but the man had disappeared. And then he saw the black wave wash over the body of the woman who was still standing. Tina. Her name was Tina.


There was screaming, but there was more than that. There was a rustling sound, a sort of clicking and flicking. It sounded both lush and creepy. The bodyguard lumbered to his feet, but there were patches of black over his back, his arms, on his head. Henderson couldn’t figure out what the patches were, but then he realized they were moving, splitting and swarming, re-forming on the bodyguard’s body no matter how much he swatted and brushed at himself. And then Henderson felt his stomach go liquid again, because from where he stood in the woods, even with the foliage fracturing his view, it looked as if the bodyguard’s face was melting, the skin sloughing off to show flesh and muscle and then bone. The man was still standing, screaming, thrashing at the air, at his head, at his body, but the blackness only grew more solid.


That had been enough for Henderson, and he turned and started to run. He had no idea where he was going, and with the



thickness of the plants and the trees he couldn’t do anything other than crash blindly. He was sure he was moving at the speed of a slow walk, but however little speed he carried, he knew he needed to get out of there. At first, all he could hear was the sound of his breathing, the push and rattle of his hands and legs against branches and leaves, but then he heard the sound again, the clicking and flicking. If he thought he’d been moving hard before, he was desperate now. There was something sharp and then numbness on his ankle, a scrape on his arm that could have been a branch or could have been something worse. Henderson kept moving, swatting at his body, cursing and crying and barely able to stand. He tripped and rolled on the ground, knocking his elbow and waiting to be swallowed, but as he lay there, he realized that other than his ragged breath, the jungle was quiet.


He scratched at his arm, and then at the numbness on his ankle, his hand coming back with a smear of blood. Something tickled at the back of his neck and he swatted it, feeling something solid burst under his hand. He grabbed whatever it was and held it in front of his face.


Ew. He shuddered. He was afraid of spiders, and this one was black and hairy. Even though it was squished from his slap, it had been big. And then he had to clamp down on a scream as he realized this spider was part of the black wave that had washed over the guide, his bodyguard, and the three models. Jesus. A swarm of them.


He’d gotten to his feet and done his best to walk in a straight line, hoping that sooner or later somebody would come looking for him. Billionaires didn’t just disappear without people noticing. After a period of time that he thought couldn’t have been more than an hour, he stumbled out of the jungle and found himself standing on a paved road. “What the fuck?” He looked around,



but there was no indication of which way he should go. He turned around a couple of times and then just chose a direction. Miracle of all fucking miracles, within three minutes he was waving down a Jeep carrying two scientists from the research center in the preserve. He’d offered them thirty thousand dollars to drive him directly to the airport, no questions asked.


By the time he was sitting in one of the leather seats on his Falcon 7X, he thought he’d already started having a fever. He’d made the scientists stop twice on the way to the airport so he could go to the bathroom, and the first thing he did upon boarding the jet was take some Imodium. That had done the trick with the diarrhea, but now he had the sweats and a pounding headache. His ankle was throbbing and he thought that maybe the cut was already infected. Fucking jungle. Fucking bugs. He couldn’t wait to get back to the USA for some good old American antibiotics. He was more than done with being an international adventurer. Who was he kidding? Why would he bother with hardship? He was sticking to nice hotels from now on. Hot water and gourmet food. If he was going to seek the company of super-hot models, he wanted to get his blow jobs while lying on six-hundred-thread-count sheets. That, Henderson thought, was a good way to spend some of his fortune. Screw the jungle.


He knew there’d be some questions when he landed, though. No matter how many billions he had, there was the little matter of the missing guide, the bodyguard, and the three models who’d flown to Peru with him. Well, the guide probably didn’t matter much, and the bodyguard’s death had been an occupational hazard, but even he couldn’t just make three semi-famous models disappear. Fortunately, he wasn’t prone to drugs or violence and didn’t exactly have a history of leaving bodies in his wake. When the questions came, he’d direct them to his lawyers and simply



tell the truth: some sort of animals had attacked them, and sick, injured, and disoriented, he’d panicked and fled. For right now, what he was most concerned about was whether the spiders he saw swarming over the interior of his jet were real or part of a nightmare.


He could hear a steady drone and see the spiders growing like black moss on the walls and ceiling of the jet. He could feel them crawling on him. His skin itched and he jerked and swatted. He sat up with a start and blinked hard. He’d been dreaming. A nightmare. A dark speck floated across his vision and he rubbed his eyes to clear them. Nothing. He saw one of the flight attendants, a brunette named Wilma or Wanda or something like that, staring at him, and he tried to straighten up in his seat. He knew he looked like a mess. The movement made him wince. His head, his stomach, his ankle, the fever. He felt like hell. Screw it, Henderson thought, and he stayed slumped in his chair, not even bothering to try to give her a smile.


She walked down the aisle and over to him to touch his arm. “We’ll be touching down in about ten minutes, Mr. Henderson. Can I get you anything before we land?”


He thought he saw something moving in the corner of his vision, another black spot, but when he flinched and turned, there was nothing there. Just his reflection in the window. He rubbed his eyes again, and that seemed to chase away the floating specks that teased him. “A tonic water would be good,” he managed. “And see about turning down the temperature. It’s hot in here.” She started to turn, but he called her back. “And get my assistant on the line. I feel like shit. Tell her we’re going straight to my doctor.”


She nodded and retreated to the galley. Henderson closed his eyes for a moment and then snapped them back open. The tonic water was on the table in front of him in a heavy cut-glass crystal



tumbler. He must have nodded off for a few seconds. He shook his head. He didn’t want to fall asleep again. As lousy as he felt, sleeping meant dreaming, and right now dreaming meant those goddamned spiders. He had been scared of spiders even before his trip to Peru, even before he watched his bodyguard’s face dissolve. At least here, on his jet, he knew that the only spiders were the ones inside his head. Which was killing him. The headache was a pressure that seemed as though it was centered in the middle of his forehead. He’d ask for some aspirin when Wilma or Wanda or whatever her name was came back.


He could feel the jet descending, and out the window were the first real outskirts of Minneapolis. He usually liked coming back to town, looking out over the city where he’d been born and raised and where he’d started one of the largest technology companies in the world. Today, however, when he tried looking out the window the light made him wince. It was like something pushing on his eyeballs. He could feel each beat of his heart like a hammer blow to his temple. Worse, he could feel something tickling inside his skull, a sneeze building up, and with this headache he knew that a sneeze was going to feel like the worst thing in the world. The pain in his head was suddenly enough to make black dots swim in his vision.


He sneezed. He saw a fine spray of blood coat the wall. Snot dripped from his nose. It felt like something was skittering around in there, and when he wiped at it, he realized something was skittering out of his nose. He felt the hairy, hard leg and pulled it. Holy fucking shit. It was a spider.


He just pulled a fucking spider out of his nose.


He had one of the spider’s legs pinched between his fingers. The bug swung and clicked at him. It was making an actual clicking sound with its mouth or its mandibles or whatever the hell



they were, and then the spider turned itself so that it was against his hand, biting into the flesh. It was a sharp pain, worse than a pinch, but oddly icy. He swore, and flung the creature away from him.


And then whatever pain was left in his head, the bite from the spider, the fact that he’d even had a fucking spider come out of his nose, was written over by the burning in his leg. It was worse near the cut he’d gotten in the jungle, as if somebody were holding a lit candle to his skin, and it radiated up and around his calf. He stared down at it, and for a moment he thought he might be having another nightmare, because he could actually see his skin bulging and rippling. He heard himself grunting and then screaming, and though he knew it was from the pain in his leg, it was both similar to and completely different from a dream: he was outside himself, watching. There was part of him that was writhing in his leather seat, straining against the seat belt, clutching at his calf and both shrieking and crying, and there was a part of him that seemed to be watching calmly as the flight attendant ran down the aisle toward him, followed by the copilot rushing from the cockpit. He wasn’t sure what part of him watched the skin around his ankle split open, a zipper of blood and blackness, as spiders spilled out onto the floor, swarming over Wilma or Wanda, over the copilot, leaving all three of them screaming and thrashing at the pain and the biting, and he didn’t even try to figure out what part of him watched as a thin line of blackness rolled toward the open cockpit door. And then he couldn’t see anything at all, but he could feel it when the plane pitched steeply forward.




Minneapolis, Minnesota


Mike flashed his badge at the uniform sitting by the door of Leshaun’s room. “Agent Rich. Mind if my daughter sits out here for a couple of minutes while I say hey to my partner?”


The uniform, a young Asian kid who looked fresh out of the academy and bored out of his mind at having to sit outside a hospital room all day, looked at Mike’s suit and badge.


“What’s she doing out of school?”


“She had a fever last night. She’s totally fine, but school protocol is for her to be fever-free for twenty-four hours. I’m off today, so we’re trucking around. You know how it is,” Mike said. The cop raised his eyebrows. “No, I guess you probably don’t know how it is. Just part of having kids.”


The cop nodded and motioned to the seat beside him. Annie didn’t even glance up from the game she was playing on Mike’s phone, sliding into the chair and continuing to make her little duck eat pellets or whatever it was the duck was supposed to be doing. The cop looked over Annie’s shoulder and crinkled up his brow. “Hey, how’d you get past level eight?”


Mike stepped into Leshaun’s room and closed the door behind him. He could see Annie through the glass door. He knew



the hospital wasn’t the best place to take his daughter, but he also knew that if his partner was up for it, he’d be pleased to see Annie. He wasn’t sure that Leshaun would be up for it, however. Two bullets. One to the vest and the other to his arm.


Mike hovered for a minute, watching Leshaun sleep, and then decided against waking him. The doctors had said Leshaun would be out of the hospital tomorrow, back on the job in a week or two. He was lucky as shit. The first bullet had gone clean through his biceps. Even though it had been a bloody mess, the bullet missed anything of real importance. It was probably going to take Leshaun longer to get over the second bullet, however. He had two broken ribs from where the vest caught the round, and those were going to nag for a while. Mike put the magazines he brought on the nightstand next to Leshaun and pulled out one of his business cards from his suit pocket so he had something to write a note on. As he clicked open his pen there was a loud sound from outside the hospital, a big whomp, and then the floor shook slightly. He looked out the window but couldn’t see anything, so he scrawled a quick note on the back of his card, telling Leshaun to give him a call and that he’d stop back later.


Outside the room, Annie was watching the cop play the duck game on the phone, giving him pointers on how to eat the most pellets.


“You hear that sound, Officer?” The cop looked up from the phone and sheepishly handed it back to Annie.


“No sir. I’ve been stuck on level eight for a while, and your daughter was showing me how to get past it.”


“She’s a smart kid, that one,” Mike said. “Thanks for watching her.” He reached out to take Annie’s hand. “Come on, beautiful. Uncle Leshaun’s still sleeping. I’ll come back later, after I drop you off at your mom’s. What do you say we go get some ice cream, see



if it cuts the heat a little?” He shook his head. “Crazy weather for April, isn’t it?”


In the parking garage, he was already starting to back the car out when his phone rang. Annie knew the drill and handed it up front without complaint. Mike didn’t recognize the number, but it was a DC area code, so he picked up.


“Is this Special Agent Rich?”


“Yep, but I’m not on the clock today.”


“You are now. This is the director.”


“The director of what?”


“The director.”


Mike had to stop himself from blurting out, “Bullshit.” Not that Annie had never heard him swear before, but if it was really the director of the agency, it wasn’t in his best interest to sound like a moron.


“There’s been a plane crash,” the director said. “Happened maybe five minutes ago. You’re the closest agent in the vicinity, and we need you there.”


Mike cradled the phone between his shoulder and his ear and shifted the car into drive. “I heard it. Didn’t know what it was.”


“Well, you do now. You know Bill Henderson?”


“Of Henderson Tech?” Mike said. The phone Mike was talking on was an HT model, and the computer he had in his office was an HT as well. And even if Mike hadn’t known what kind of phone or computer he had, there probably wasn’t a single person in the entire country who didn’t know who Bill Henderson was, let alone in Minneapolis, where Henderson was the success story to end all success stories. Henderson employed more than forty thousand people on nine campuses on the western edge of the city. And that was just in Minneapolis. “Yeah, I know Bill Henderson. I mean, I don’t know him personally, but I know who he is. Why?” Mike asked, then immediately said, “Oh.”




“Right now we don’t have any reason to suspect it was anything other than an accident. You’ll get more details on-site, but when a billionaire falls from the sky, particularly a billionaire who was the president’s largest donor during her last campaign, all bets are off. If anything—anything—looks like terrorism or like it was something other than just a plane crash, I’ll expect a phone call directly. And I mean anything. If I find out from the television that there was something suspicious and you haven’t already told me about it, your career will look less promising. You can let the locals set up a perimeter, but we’ve got a team ready to be wheels up within the hour and on the ground by midafternoon. Make no mistake: the agency is going to be on this one. You call this number, the one I called you from. Keep me tight in the loop on this one, Agent Rich. You got it?”


“Uh, yes sir,” Mike said.


“Good. Here’s my assistant. He’ll give you the details.”


Mike took the address from the assistant, hung up the phone, and then turned to look at Annie.


“Sorry, beautiful, but this is a big deal. We’re going to have to take a rain check on the ice cream, okay?”


Annie scowled, but he could tell she was faking it, and she didn’t raise a fuss when he said he had to call Fanny.


The phone clicked through to voice mail. “Fanny,” Mike said, “it’s me. Something came up. I need you to come get Annie. I wouldn’t be doing this if it wasn’t a big deal, but trust me when I tell you this, I really can’t get out of it.” He left the address for Fanny and asked her to call back as soon as she could, resisting the urge to tell her to follow the plume of smoke. The gray ribbon was thick in the air, and even though he knew the address he had been given was more than ten blocks away, the smoke looked closer. As he drove, he tried Dawson’s number, but Annie’s stepdad was evidently



away from his phone as well. Mike had to step hard on the thought that the reason his ex-wife and her new husband weren’t answering the phone was that they were naked and in bed.


“Okay, beautiful,” he said over his shoulder. “Mommy’s not answering, so you’re going to be stuck with me for a while. I’ve got to do some work.”


He flipped the cherries on even though he didn’t drive faster than the speed limit, conscious of his daughter sitting in the back. There wasn’t much in the way of traffic, though he could already see the strobes of emergency vehicles up ahead.


“Daddy?”


“Yeah, beautiful?” he said, distracted by her voice and by what her voice meant: that he’d have to figure out what to do with her once they got to the crash site. Annie wasn’t sheltered. She knew that he worked for the agency, knew he carried a gun, knew that occasionally there were guys like Two-Two who might shoot at him, knew why Leshaun was in the hospital, but that didn’t mean Mike thought it was the best idea to walk around with her near the smoking crater the plane would have left in the ground. Or, oh hell, he thought, it was probably worse than that. Almost certainly the plane hit a house or a building or something.


“Daddy,” Annie said, and there was something measured and hesitant in her voice. “I think I’m getting too old for you to call me ‘beautiful’ all the time.”


“Oh.” Mike slowed down at a red light and then, after checking both left and right, cruised through the intersection. He could hear sirens growing closer, and wondered how big of a clusterfuck this was going to be. Ambulance, fire, police. City workers, utilities, probably county and state everything. Likely to be feebies or other federals too. “Okay, beau—Annie. Annie.”


He glanced in the rearview mirror, but Annie was looking out



the window, watching the buildings pass by. It was something he knew she must have been thinking about, and even though the expression was overused, it broke his heart. It was too soon, he thought, too soon for her to be negotiating the passage from being a child to being an adult. She was only nine, for Christ’s sake, not even into the double digits yet. Of course, that wasn’t what really bothered him about it. He called her “beautiful” because she was beautiful, and she was his Annie and would always be his Annie no matter what he called her, but he couldn’t shake off the conversation from the day before, the way Fanny had insisted that she and Annie had to have the same last name. Mike hadn’t asked Fanny to change her last name to Rich when they got married but she’d done it anyway, and he hadn’t fought when Fanny changed it to Dawson when she remarried. He understood that when you married a guy whose first name was Rich, you probably didn’t want your last name to be Rich, particularly when it was a name you’d brought along from your first marriage. Still, it stuck in him that Fanny thought it wouldn’t be a big deal to change Annie’s last name. Fanny had never been the kind of woman to use their kid as a pawn, and he was sure she didn’t mean it that way, was sure she meant exactly what she said—that it was too weird for her to have a kid with a different last name—but he didn’t understand why it was now, months after Fanny Rich had become Fanny Dawson, that it suddenly mattered so much. Why now? What had suddenly changed in his ex-wife’s new marriage?
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