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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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PART I


FIRESTORM
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Then, a face appeared from inside the havoc of the fire tornado, wavering with the flickering of flames, but still recognizable: a dragon’s head.




ONE
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Photos spread across the oaken dining room table, but Rachel Deneuve’s focus was on the window overlooking the driveway. She knew her son Adam would be mortified if he saw her watching for his return. Worry, a mother’s natural instinct, was magnified in Rachel by the cancer cells made deep in Adam’s bone marrow and held in check only by thirty months of grueling chemo. She wanted Adam safe and she wanted him home. From outside, a sustained rumble of thunder sounded a warning, the heavens ripping open with an anguished groan like a woman with birthing pains.


With a determined air, Rachel turned away from the window and the sounds of the summer storm toward her project: coloring in the phoenix at the top of the scrapbook page. The firebird’s long tail feathers flowed down the side, framing the photo of baby Adam first brought home from the hospital. Adam was eleven now, so she was years behind on this project, but this seemed the right time to create a graphic story of their family—before the details became muddled. In light of the separation, the responsibility to be fair was heavy across her shoulders. As if she should count each time she or Craig appeared in a photo and the tally should be exactly even. It complicated the job of chronicling from Adam’s birth, through his cancer treatment, and into their new formation, whatever that would turn out to be.


The pencil’s red tip broke with a snapping sound. She’d pushed too hard. Irritated, Rachel threw down the pencil and shoved a strand of thick hair back behind her ear. Her bangs were cut straight across to draw attention to her large eyes, but right now the sensation of hair touching forehead was annoying. Everything was annoying. She wanted to take a shower and go to bed, but didn’t want to be in pajamas when Craig dropped off Adam.


Tires rolled over gravel. Finally, they were here. Rachel automatically checked her appearance. Peacock colored tank top under a sheer white shirt, dangling earrings, a flowing skirt and bare feet. Her features were sharp, her neck long, her collar bones jutting. All speaking to a flapper aesthetic from an earlier century in New York City rather than the suburbs of northern Maryland. Craig liked tidy. Rachel resisted the urge to smooth the auburn curls she’d piled into a loose bun and opened the door to her husband and son.


Craig stood with his hand raised as if to knock on the door. Her door? A moment of confusion. This was all new. He was tall, relaxed, wearing a collared shirt. A small scar stretched down the left side of his neck from a childhood accident. Gray-green eyes that seemed to hold so many emotions at once. Nearly just as he’d looked in college when they started dating. More lines on his face, though. Being the parent of a child with cancer had done that to both of them.


“Sorry we’re late. Adam wanted to take a shower.”


Adam’s brown hair was wet. Pale and small for his age, he looked scrawny standing next to Craig. He clutched an overnight bag with both hands. A wet beach towel lay behind his neck, soaking the edges of his T-shirt.


“You took him to the pool?” Rachel tried to keep her tone even, but all she could think was: You let our immunocompromised son swim in a cesspool of germs.


Craig rocked back on the balls of his feet. “It’s the first official day of summer. Thought it would be fun.” He nudged Adam’s shoulder. “We had fun, didn’t we?”


Adam nodded. He yawned. His eyelids drooped, covering the irises. The color—a thin circle of brown around gray-green—always made Rachel think of Craig’s genes and her genes battling it out for dominance. Businessman versus artist, extrovert versus introvert.


A gust of warm wind made Rachel cross her arms over her chest. Branches on the maple trees lining the driveway rubbed against each other with an unsettling creaking.


“I should get Adam in bed.”


“Yeah.” Craig took a step back. “I’m heading to Boston for work. I’ll have my phone.”


“This late at night?”


“Any reason not to?” His question was a challenge, both confrontational and hopeful.


Rachel swallowed. Her heart cramped. They needed this break, but it felt so wrong for him to leave. She made a small shaking motion with her head, but couldn’t think of anything to say other than, “I can’t—”


“We’ll talk when I get back,” he promised.


She licked dry lips and Craig seemed to take her silence as assent.


Adam brushed past her to get into the house, but Rachel stayed to watch the taillights fade as Craig drove away. The stars looked different tonight, closer to earth, as if blinking an urgent message to the planet below. Atmospheric winds blew away the clouds until a gravid red moon dominated the sky. Rachel shivered, the night sky’s vivid colors making her feel unsettled. It was as if, she thought whimsically, the air was vibrating at a frequency beyond human range.


She felt both dizzy and nauseous at once. Rachel recognized the familiar symptoms of an oncoming panic attack. Whether from imagining something horrible happening that had made Adam late, or the conversation with Craig, or the strange moon, it didn’t matter.


“Breathe,” she coached herself. She leaned against the outside of the door and closed her eyes, counting until her heartbeat slowed and her shoulders relaxed. Taking one more breath, Rachel opened the door and went inside with a fake smile. She needed to be strong for her son.


“Alright, buddy. It’s just you and me.” Rachel called as she shut and locked the door.


The bright kitchen lights dispelled some of the negative feelings of watching Craig leave, of the strangeness from the outside sky.


Adam was slumped over the kitchen table.


“Come on, no sleeping down here.” Rachel put her hand on Adam’s back to get him out of the chair.


“I don’t feel good.”


Adam’s forehead burned against the back of Rachel’s hand.


“You’ve got a fever,” Rachel said. “I’ll call the hospital.” She hit the preset on her phone and put it on speaker so she could keep moving. In an oncology patient anything over 101.4 degrees meant an immediate trip to the emergency room. Years of chemo battling his leukemia meant Adam had no immune system to fight bacteria or germs.


Rachel grabbed the overnight bag that stood ready and ripped it open to find a tube of ointment. She helped Adam lean back in the chair and lifted up his shirt to expose the quarter-sized bump under his skin that was a medical port. Rachel squeezed a glob of white onto his chest to numb the spot where the winged needle would go in, covered it with a clear adhesive, and then pulled his shirt down.


Her phone was still ringing; the hospital’s service hadn’t picked up. That had never happened before, but it didn’t matter. She and Adam had been through this drill many times.


Rachel said, “This won’t be a long visit.” But she moved to the dining room, sweeping photos, the scrapbook, and colored pencils into the emergency bag for herself. Better to be prepared to stay and then sent home than the other way around.


Grabbing her phone and wallet with one hand, Rachel put her other around Adam’s waist and helped him out to the car.


“Don’t forget the charger. It’s in my bookbag,” Adam whispered.


“Okay.” Rachel left him leaning against the car and rushed back inside. After she’d retrieved the charger and come back to the front door, Rachel’s heart sputtered. Adam was gone. A smell was in the air, at once electrifying and strange. The hair on the back of her neck stood at attention. A force gathered, invisible but tangible, and, with a crack, lightning struck the nearby maple tree. The topmost branch burst into flame. In the sudden light, Rachel saw Adam crouched on the ground underneath.


Rushing forward, Rachel threw herself to her knees beside her son. Oblivious to her presence, Adam stared down at his cupped hands. “I caught it. I caught the falling star.” Fire reflected from the branch above seemed to glow in Adam’s cupped hands, bright as if someone shined a flashlight from beneath them or from within. A disconcerting illusion.


More brusquely than she intended, Rachel pulled Adam to his feet and away from the tree. The branch fell from the tree to the lawn, the flames dying out with rebellious snaps and hisses. Rachel looked up at the deformed tree and kicked at the blackened branch with her booted foot again and again, not wanting to return from the hospital to find her home burned down by a spark in the grass. Her foot tingled and she ground the boot heel to erase the sensation.


Using the wet towel from around Adam’s neck, Rachel wadded it into a ball and put it against the window for him to use as a pillow. She started the Ford NewWave with voice recognition and then glanced in the rearview mirror. Adam’s cheeks were pink and his lips were chapped. She remembered the countless other times he’d been in this same position from eight years old until now as they’d rushed to the emergency room. She knew Adam better than anyone else in the world because of what they’d experienced, the absolute raw moments that no one else would understand. Like when he was younger, on his monthly steroid protocol, how he’d be angry and sad, full of energy and then crashing. How she’d be so frustrated with his mood swings, and then he’d put his arms around her neck, hot moist breath on her skin as he buried his face into her shoulder. They’d cry together, sitting on the carpet, arms wrapped around each other.


A sudden gust of wind slammed against the car. The maple tree, stripped of its leaves by the unseasonable wind and now missing its top branch, stretched skeletal hands into the sky. Purple swirled like a bruise through the blackness overhead. It was so dark. Where was the moon?


Rachel told the navigation screen to pull up the parking garage at the hospital. Overhead, sudden lightning arced and danced. Tornado? Hope it holds off until I get Adam into the hospital. The car’s navigation lit up a yellow path. Less than an hour to get there. Not that Rachel didn’t know the way, but she liked to see the miles tick down as they got closer.


Adam slept in the back seat. Her leg jittered because of the coffee she’d gulped to stay alert. They were making good time to I-95. Rachel tapped on the screen to get the radio on, anything to distract her from Adam’s soft moans of pain. No local channels would come in so she hit ‘scan.’ Up ahead, at the exit onto I-95, a police cruiser slanted across the way, the officer turning people away.


Rachel gritted her teeth. It would take another twenty minutes to backtrack to Route 1. She drove along the right shoulder of the road right up to the cruiser. The officer waved his arms, a silhouette with blue and red pulses behind him. She had to stop or hit him.


He rapped on her passenger window with knuckles, shined a flashlight into the interior. Rachel squinted against the light and rolled down the window. The smell of something burning wafted inside.


The officer sounded angry as he said, “What don’t you understand, Miss, about a police blockade?!”


“This is a medical emergency. My son’s life is in danger.” Rachel grabbed at her bag and shoved papers at him. Papers that, in a few spare sentences, told their story. Two and a half years ago she’d taken Adam to the pediatrician for strange bruises, then to the local ER for a blood test, then to Johns Hopkins in Baltimore, all in the space of three hours. A scream that lodged in Rachel’s throat and didn’t release until she sobbed in the hospital shower that night. ALL. Acute Lymphoblastic Leukemia. She and Adam had been immediately admitted and then stayed for thirty-one days in the pediatric wing where the rooms have a hospital bed for the patient and a pull-out sofa for a parent.


The officer flicked his flashlight, read the diagnosis, saw the doctor’s orders, and spotlighted his flashlight on Adam in the back seat. Rachel felt more than saw the officer’s uncertainty.


“I’ve got to get him to Hopkins,” she said again.


“There’s a storm coming. Big one.” He stepped back, “Turn around and take cover.”


Rachel nodded. “I understand.” She did, but the officer didn’t. Without knowing what caused Adam’s fever, every minute mattered. Rachel eased her foot off the brake and slammed the gas pedal. Tires squealed. The officer waved his arms in her rearview mirror.


Behind him she saw the sky rip open. A flaming meteor fell and an orange glow lit the horizon. The world was on fire.




TWO
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The officer had said a storm, but this was a fireball plunging into the Atlantic, or maybe even hitting Delaware’s coast. The horizon glowed like daybreak and in the brightness Rachel could see smoke rising high in the air from where the fireball landed. A sudden wave of vibration rocked the car. Rachel clutched the wheel and pumped the brakes. The car slid to a stop on the side of the interstate.


Adam sat up and rubbed his eyes in the back seat. “Why are you driving all crazy?”


What she thought was: I will do anything to protect you. What she said was: “Go back to sleep.”


Rachel opened the car door and, hanging onto the car frame for support, looked up. If the night sky was a piece of dark fabric, someone had taken shears and sliced a gash in it. Red light poured from the hole. Overhead, tiny red sparks floated through the atmosphere like flecks of dried blood.


“Fire,” Rachel said in disbelief. “It’s raining fire.”


Panicking, Rachel threw herself back into the car. The radio, still scanning through a sea of static, settled on a strange voice, scratchy as an old-fashioned record, that was somewhere between a sportscaster and a personality. “Hello? Hello? What is this thing? Anybody listening? Ha ha, sweet freedom. That was a rough ride. But seriously, folks, I’m getting too old for this.”


Some kind of machinery clacked in the background. The voice faded as if the speaker had stepped away from the mike. “What does this do? Oh, and there’s a paddle wheel. That’s clever.” His voice boomed through the car’s speakers. “The chessboard is reset. My fellow Misbegotten, let the games begin.”


What is this nonsense? Rachel touched the screen away from radio and back to navigation. A clap of thunder made her jump. The GPS went wild, the screen zooming in and out and their spot on the map disappearing. Rachel turned it off. Didn’t matter now. Sirens. The rearview mirror showed three state troopers tearing down the interstate. They’re coming for me. Fear made her swerve, but they went right past. The troopers were driving away from the fireball, too.


In the distance, the orange glow had settled to a thin line in her rearview mirror. Rachel grabbed her cell phone, but there was no signal. Either something was wrong with her phone or this “storm” had messed up the entire wireless network. She touched the gold chain around her neck, the three jewels representing Craig, Adam, and her. She’d been wearing it the night of Adam’s diagnosis and worn it every day since. The necklace became a worry stone, a symbol of their family for Rachel to finger as she waited for test results, waited to be allowed into the OR recovery room, waited for Adam to be released so they could go home.


The next exit was Moravia Road, and then a quick right onto Orleans Street; a straight-shot through the Baltimore ghetto to get to a world-famous hospital. Westbound traffic passed the grilled windows of a pawn shop, fast food restaurants, and boarded-up row homes, evidence of urban blight and a tax code that made no sense.


Rachel followed a curve in the road. Beyond the residential area, she could see the squat shape of the SHOP’N’SAVE grocery store. One diagonal block down, the expensive architecture of the research hospital and university rose above the surrounding neighborhoods. Two bridgeways decorated with colored glass mosaics stretched between red brick buildings. Science housed within a work of art.


The street lamps flickered out as Rachel pulled up to the next traffic light. She glanced down the side street to check for oncoming traffic and then froze. City streets on summer nights should have been alive with people sitting on stoops, walking with baby carriages. Instead, a tank drove down the empty street toward the intersection. Rachel gasped. We’re under attack. From whom? Baltimore is close to D.C. Does that mean the meteors were bombs?


A sudden rapping on her window made Rachel startle and cry out. A man in a green camouflage uniform and a beret stood there, an automatic weapon strapped across his chest.


“National Guard, Ma’am. You need to get off the street.”


She swallowed. “I … my son. He has cancer. The hospital is waiting. Er … the doctors at the hospital are waiting.” She gestured at the building.


“The Secretary of Defense has declared a state of emergency. Go straight there.” He stepped back. “And Ma’am?”


Rachel met his gaze.


“I’d hurry if I were you.”


Hands shaking, Rachel drove the last two blocks and turned into the Orleans Street garage. The gate stood open. Instead of regular security, two National Guardsmen stood on each side of the entrance. One of the men jumped forward and yelled at her, “All citizens have been commanded to take cover!”


Rachel’s limbs shook, the car rolled forward. She jammed it into park and was sliding her arm through the hospital bag when her door was wrenched open. The soldier yanked her out of the car.


“Leave the car and get to the bomb shelter in the basement.”


“What’s going on?” Rachel asked.


“Mom,” Adam called from the back seat.


Rachel’s focus returned to her son. One thing at a time. Get Adam into the hospital. Don’t worry about anything else.


“Come on, buddy. We’ve got to hurry. You can rest when we get there.” His hand, hot, reached for hers. She slipped an arm around his waist and adjusted their bag on her shoulder.


“Ma’am, the front doors to the hospital are sealed. You’re going to have to walk up the stairs to the fourth floor and cross over the glass bridge. From there head to the basement.”


Rachel nodded. “Near the OR recovery room. I know how to get there.”


Adrenaline pumping, Rachel half-carried her son up the stairs, counting them out loud, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 and turn, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 and turn, repeat until they reached the fourth floor. At the opposite end of the bridge, the entrance to the Children’s Center, Rachel saw shadowy movements, a line of people in wheelchairs with attached IV poles moving toward the elevators. Hospital personnel stood there, keeping order, pushing the lines along.


Rachel stepped closer to the glass sides of the bridgeway to look out over the city. Her breath fogged the glass. Blackness overhead was broken up with patches of sickly greens and purples. Not a single star shone white. Instead, the red sparks had arrived, grown to the size of snowflakes as they pinwheeled down faster and larger, each flake glowing with terrible beauty. Craning her neck, Rachel could see the gash was still in the sky, opening to some other place. While Rachel stared, another fireball pushed through the gash, plummeting toward Baltimore.


The glass bridge’s walls began to shake. Rachel watched in horror as the meteor came closer, elongating its shape until it resembled a descending tornado of orange, gold, and angry red. Banging on the glass, Rachel screamed. She thought of all the people of the city asleep, unaware of what was coming.


“Mom?” Adam shrugged away from the arm she’d been using to support him. He placed one hand over his heart and the other one against the glass. “I don’t understand what’s happening.”


A sound like rushing water filled the glass bridge. The funnel shape descended on Baltimore at an uncanny rate, growing in height and breadth as it tracked closer and closer. Rachel could see rocks and flaming debris circling round and round the eye. The road underneath buckled from the heat. And then the tornado touched down mere blocks away, moving east toward the hospital and leaving disorder in its wake. Houses burst into flames, buildings imploded on one side of the street while the opposite side of the street remained intact. People appeared at their windows and doors, some ran for their cars. Air thrummed inside the glass walls of the bridge. The tornado was only two blocks away.


Rachel grabbed Adam and stared into his hazel eyes.


She had to yell over the noise outside. “I don’t understand either, but we’ve got to run across now.”


The eleven-year-old shook his head, unable or unwilling to tear his gaze from the nightmare outside.


A siren, air raid or fire department, wailed into the night from somewhere to the north.


Burning heat, smelling like sulfur, permeated the glass and singed Rachel’s nose hairs. Chunks of burning rock flew off from the tornado, terrible harbingers of what was coming. The stench was so strong she coughed. Sweat broke out on her forehead and under her arms. Rachel imagined the glass of the bridge melting, oozing and crinkling like Styrofoam in a microwave. Below, running through melting manicured landscaping, a man in uniform was on fire.


“There’s no choice, Adam.” She didn’t know if he could hear her over the sound of the firestorm. “Now!”


She shoved him off balance and they ran, hunched over inside the glass walls as if to make smaller targets. Outside, lamplights, neon signs, restaurants all went dark, as if a breaker had been thrown. The picture windows—intended to showcase a panorama of Baltimore’s downtown—framed chaos. Debris fell and people crawled from the wreckage of houses, mouths open in screams as they tried to hide from the fire, covering their bodies with pieces of housing. Wind whipped the flames higher.


Coughing and choking, Rachel pulled Adam toward the hospital door. They were only halfway. Her throat was raw and her skin burned as if she were under a magnifying lens. The tornado passed the stop sign at the end of the block. We aren’t going to make it. Smoke undulated toward the purple sky. Then, a face appeared from inside the havoc of the fire tornado, wavering with the flickering of flames, but still recognizable: a dragon’s head. The body burned red, the tip of the tail thrashed. The dragon extended its neck until one great eye met Rachel’s through the glass. Green iris with yellow striations around a vertical black pupil.


Sweat broke out on Rachel’s forehead. This can’t be real.


An awful weight crushed Rachel, the air pressed against her bones. She couldn’t move out from under the gaze of the beast, and her vision was filled only with its terrible light.


Black spots dotted Rachel’s vision as if she’d stared at the sun. “I won’t let you hurt him.”


The dragon retracted its head, raised fiery wings and brought them together. The force cracked the glass of the bridgeway. Rachel used her body to shield Adam, but they fell to the floor, tumbling head over heels.




THREE
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Rachel was disoriented as they tumbled, but she kept herself wrapped around Adam until they rolled through the door and into the hospital. Turning around to look behind, Rachel saw the glass bridgeway melting from the middle as the tornado plowed through where they’d been only seconds before.


An Asian nurse saw them on the floor and waved at the stairs. “Move, move!” she shrieked.


Blinking away her blindness, Rachel grabbed Adam’s arm and ran down the stairs and through the heavy door at the bottom that opened into the basement bomb shelter. Rachel knew this area as the waiting room for surgical recovery. No windows to see out, the paint a somber gray. Patients and their families—a hundred, maybe more—sat on the chairs or huddled against the walls. Down here, at least, the sounds from outside were muffled. Instead, there was the sound of children crying and a general whirring sound from air intakes on the ceiling. Generator, thought Rachel.


A father pushed a wheelchair holding a girl in a hospital gown guiding her IV pole around the corner from the elevator hallway. Behind him was the nurse who’d shouted at Rachel to hurry. “That’s the last of the patients we were able to move,” she told a white-haired doctor wearing a hospital badge that read ‘Dr. Abramson.’


The heavy door opened again and one of the guards from the parking garage came in escorting a group of teenagers: two boys and a girl holding a whimpering toddler. Pink beads tied at the end of each of the toddler’s braids made a clicking sound whenever she moved her head. One of the boys, hair in rows and wearing a white T-shirt, tucked the loose corners of a blanket back around the little girl. All had cinder burns on their clothing and skin. They’d been out in the storm. Now they stood by the door, seemingly unsure where to go in this room of brisk hospital protocol when all the center seats overflowed with patients and admitted families.


“My arm’s burned, ben dan.” The teenager in the white shirt scowled at a nurse. “I need help.”


Rachel recognized the slang insult from one of the vids that Adam sometimes played.


“We’ll get to you. Take a seat, please.” After the nurse turned away, the girl with the toddler, who looked no older than sixteen, moved to a section of wall near Rachel and Adam and the boys followed her.


Rachel mustered a smile of acknowledgement for the group. “I’m Rachel. Do you need me to scoot over?”


“Jackers.” The teenager in the hoodie folded his arms across his chest.


“Did you see the tornado?” She wanted to ask if he’d seen the dragon.


“We were at my house around the corner and the lights went out. Happens sometimes when my old man doesn’t pay the bill. We went outside and it was like something you’d see on a vidscreen.” He shook his head. “Unbelievable. We covered our heads and ran, so we didn’t see much of anything else. There was a soldier at the door of the hospital. He waved us in, so we came.” Jackers leaned his back against the hospital wall and slid down.


An overweight woman in a wheelchair on the other side of the young group leaned into the conversation. “There was a tornado? Is that why we’re down here?”


Rachel’s stomach clenched. She realized that the people already in the hospital hadn’t seen any of the firestorm and the people outside, like Jackers and his friends, had only seen the last part. She and Adam were the only ones to witness the full power of the meteors and the resulting tornado. Including the dragon. If she told what she’d seen everyone would think she was crazy. Maybe she’d imagined the whole incident.


“Yeah,” said Rachel. “That’s why we’re down here.”


The pungent smell of sweat hung in the air. Adrenaline was wearing off and Rachel began to feel numb instead. She looked at her watch. 12:20 am. An hour since she’d left the house. It felt like so much longer.


Adam put his head in her lap. Rachel patted his leg. Her mind spun with images from the picture window. Flaming rocks falling on Baltimore. People screaming for help. Where was Craig? Had he seen the firestorm coming and gone back to their house or had he driven north towards Boston? She tried to make sense of the past hour. The United States, maybe other countries too, were being attacked by powerful weapons all at the same time. But that didn’t explain the dragon. Or, maybe she hadn’t even seen that part, just imagined it in the stress of the moment. It was confusing, like putting together a jigsaw puzzle with half the pieces.


She’d just shut her eyes when she felt pressure and saw that a nurse had covered them with a blanket.


“My son has cancer,” Rachel said. “We came because he has a fever. He needs antibiotics.”


The nurse nodded. “We’ll bring around juice in a moment. And cool washcloths. I know it’s hot in here.”


This isn’t an airplane ride. Will you bring peanuts too? Rachel bunched her hands into the blanket, tried to calm her thoughts. Don’t lose it. Breathe. Like in yoga, in through your nose, out through your mouth.


The nurse had already moved to the next group. Rachel pulled out her phone to call Craig’s cell. Still no signal. Rachel shook her head, brushed her hair back.


Flickering from the corner on the right caught her attention. A television was on, tuned to a news channel. Smallish by modern standards, but the technology was working. White on black closed captioning lagged across the bottom of the screen. A blond-haired man sat at a desk talking to a reporter in some unnamed city.


“The first storm fell over Florida. Satellite pictures show more firestorms moving across North America. Loss of life is impossible to gauge at this moment.”


Rachel wanted to scream. Why did they keep saying ‘storm’? It was raining fire. This was an attack. Something was inside each meteor. Then the meteors turned into tornadoes.


A map of the United States filled the screen. Swirling firestorm clouds tracked south from Canada, the edges touching Montana through Michigan, and moved down to Oklahoma. Another storm swooped down the east coast. According to this satellite loop, Baltimore was on the edge of the firestorm. The main push was over New Jersey, Delaware, and eastern Pennsylvania moving south. This must be the meteor she’d seen falling in the background behind the police officer. Her whole body shook. The meteor that hit Baltimore was moving west. Her house was right in the middle. Maybe it could survive one firestorm, but not two.


The reporter came back on the screen. “We have images coming in now.”


Grainy photos filled the screen from live satellite feeds, but Rachel’s mind was able to fill in the gaps. Just like what she’d seen outside the glass: fiery tornadoes crashing into buildings and starting fires so hot they burned the roads, random in their violence.


“While the precise nature of this crisis is unclear, we do have some information coming in from geologist Evan Rouche.” The camera moved out to show a thin man in a brown suit twitching in the station’s guest chair.


One more fidget and then Rouche said, “Something is impacting at different sites, something so powerful that it spawns tornadoes of fire. For rocks to be on fire, to be flaming, they’d be close to 400 degrees Celsius. They’ll be triggering forest fires all around. We’re going to see irreversible changes.”


“What kind of changes, Dr. Rouche?” The anchorman leaned forward.


Rachel leaned forward too, although the TV’s volume was all the way up.


The geologist looked at the man and then the camera, shaking as if he couldn’t stay in his seat. “400 Celsius is 752 Fahrenheit! The majority of plant life on land and sea is dying right now. There’s too much kinetic energy looking for an outlet. No telling how it will alter any organism that survives the next twenty-four hours.”


Dr. Rouche’s voice went on, but Rachel found it difficult to follow the scientific jargon.


A voice off camera interrupted, “Looks like it’s snowing outside. Little red flakes.”


Rachel clenched her hands. That’s how it had started before the gash opened and released a meteor.


Dr. Rouche had left his chair. The camera continued filming the empty seat. There came a short scream. Just one.


Rachel’s stomach heaved. She stroked Adam’s hair in a rhythmic pattern and tried not to think.


She didn’t want to look again, but she couldn’t help it. A new camera had taken over the broadcast. Flames around the Statue of Liberty. Central Park burning down. Gray ash piling up on the streets.


The screen went to electronic snow.


A man stood up and clicked the remote from channel to channel, but there were no more transmissions.


“Oh, God. Oh God in heaven,” Rachel said, gasping as she swiped at her phone. Sunday school teachings from childhood came back as Rachel panicked, wishing there was a loving deity to save them all.


No signal.


Dr. Abramson stood in front of her, a black yarmulke on his head. He cleared his throat. “I understand your son is an oncology patient and is presenting with a fever?” His voice was deep, soothing, and his dark eyes were comforting.


The geologist’s scream kept repeating in her mind.


“What’s happening?” Rachel whispered. She heard the break in her voice. “Are we safe?”


“I’m a doctor, Mrs. Deneuve. I don’t have answers to your questions, but we do have supplies down here. Please let me help your son.”


Rachel looked around at the people huddled in fear, hiding in the basement of Baltimore’s hospital. She nodded her head. “Yes. My son. Please help Adam.”


The nurse from upstairs came forward as Dr. Abramson moved away. She pushed a rolling IV pole and the hanging bag of medicine. Adam pulled up his shirt so that the lump under his skin was exposed. His expression was composed, resigned to a familiar routine. The nurse snapped on purple gloves and began cleaning the site. Sometimes nurses not used to oncology patients weren’t as thorough, but this one did fine.


“I’ll push on three,” the nurse said. The needle went in and produced a blood return. The nurse hummed as she attached the antibiotics to his tubing. “Do you want it to go in over thirty minutes? I can push it up to fifteen.”


Rachel nodded. “Fifteen, please.”


“Okay. I’ll send over a nurse to flush it and then take his temperature in about twenty minutes. We won’t be able to run labs, but we can use broad spectrum antibiotics and hope for the best.” She placed a hand on Adam’s head. “May I pray for him?”


Rachel cleared her throat. It couldn’t hurt and maybe it would help. “We’re not really religious, but yeah.”


The nurse tilted her head to the side. “If there’s a better time to get religious, I can’t think of it.” She placed her hand on Adam’s head, closed her eyes, and mouthed words that Rachel couldn’t hear.


Then she moved to the group of teenagers. “Those burns look painful. Who wants to go first?”


“It’s getting worse.” The young man in the sleeveless white shirt groaned. “Spreading.” He held out his arm. Black skin puckered and split, revealing pink tissue and scabs along the edge.


“Me too. On my neck.” The teenage girl whimpered. She pulled her hair to the side and exposed a small mark. “Like it’s burning all the way through my body.”


“Okay, we’re going to take care of this.” The nurse called out for someone to bring over a privacy screen.


The screen wheeled into position around the young man.


Adam’s machine whirred as the plunger moved down the syringe. Dr. Abramson came by to check and nodded his head. “One step at a time, Mrs. Deneuve. Don’t overthink it.”


“Thank you,” Rachel said. She leaned her head back against the wall, and listened to Dr. Abramson’s voice as he spoke to the teenagers. Jackers said they’d gotten out of his house before it collapsed. Fire fell on them when they were a couple feet from the hospital door.


“Good fortune for you, young man.”


“Man, did you look outside? The city’s burning. How’s that fortune?”


“You aren’t dead.” The physician’s voice was full of compassion and the young man’s mouth twisted as if he was trying to hold back emotions. The physician stepped behind the privacy screen.


A scream erupted from the boy in the sleeveless white shirt. “Is that my bone? Don’t touch it. I can see my bone.” Another nurse rushed over and disappeared behind the screen. Rachel heard a snapping sound. She pictured the purple gloves going onto the nurse’s hands.


The woman in a wheelchair on the other side of the privacy curtain looked around it at Rachel and raised her eyebrows as if to say ‘are you hearing this?’


“We’re going to have to remove the arm.” Dr. Abramson’s voice was firm. A smell like rotting meat reached Rachel’s nostrils.


“The OR isn’t sterile,” a nurse said.


“Necrosis,” murmured Dr. Abramson. “I’ve never seen it happen so fast. We’re losing him.”


A nurse brought a wheelchair behind the curtain and then the team moved with the curtain, shielding the boy from the stares of those in the waiting room as they disappeared into the OR doors at the far end of the room.


The toddler in the arms of the teenage girl whimpered. The girl, wearing a magenta shirt and a wide headband in her short black hair, rocked the toddler. The whites of her eyes showed her fear. She rubbed at the burn mark that stood out pink against the dark brown skin of her neck. To Rachel, the wound looked larger.


Wanting to help, Rachel called over, “Is your baby okay?”


“She’s just hungry. I don’t think she’s burned. She had a blanket around her. Those nurses said they were going to pass out snacks, but it’s been a while.” Rachel noticed that the girl changed her speaking pattern from when she’d been talking to her friends, as if she had to be bilingual to speak to someone from the suburbs.


“It’s no problem. I’m sure I have something in my bag. I always overpack.” Rachel dug around. “I have a peanut butter and strawberry jelly sandwich, a juice pouch, bag of ginger snaps, or carrots with ranch dip.”


“You don’t have to give me your food. I’m not a qigai.” The teenage girl looked at Jackers as if she needed advice.


Unsure of the slang, Rachel pressed, wanting to make a connection. “It’s for your little girl. Just until the hospital gives us something.”


“Daisy’s my cousin,” the teenaged girl said. The toddler had stopped crying and was watching with wide eyes. “But I guess she don’t have anyone else anymore.”


“What’s your name?” asked Rachel.


“Brie.”


“You should take it.” The overweight woman wheeled herself through the space left from the privacy screen. She winked behind her cat eye glasses. “Trust me, hon. I know all about blood sugar. A snack will do her good.” She rubbed a hand across pimples on her forehead. “I’m Glenda, type II diabetic, hospital frequent flyer.”


“I’m Rachel, this is Adam. Pediatric oncology.” Rachel held out the sandwich. “Here, Brie. Take it for Daisy.” Jackers took it and handed it to Daisy. The toddler clutched it and put her face against the girl’s chest. Daisy’s shoulders shook with sobs. The back of her pink jacket rose up and Rachel saw a weeping sore about five inches across her back. It had puckered and split open. She remembered the teenager in the white shirt adjusting the blanket when they walked through the door. The little girl’s back must have been exposed to the firestorm.


Jackers shook his hand and then flexed his fingers. Sweat beads stood out on his temple. “These burns are killing me. When they bringing the pain meds?”


Rachel clasped her own sleeping son, only a few years younger than Jackers.


Soft footsteps. A nurse. “Hey, I need to check this guy’s temperature. Holy crap! Rachel? What are you doing here?”


“Naomi.” The name came out strangled from Rachel’s tight throat.


A few years older than Rachel, Naomi was a brunette with professional blond streaks and a lingering New York City accent. Efficient and controlling, Naomi was perfect for her job as an oncology nurse. She’d been one of Adam’s team members from the beginning, moving with him from in-patient to clinic as Adam’s progress paralleled her divorce. The daytime hours better suited her single mother status.


“Adam’s got a fever.” Rachel pushed her bangs to the side. “Why are you here at night?”


“I got a phone call maybe two hours ago. State of emergency; all hospital staff to report. I was mad because deadbeat daddy wouldn’t answer the phone and I had to bring the kids to work with me. They’re over there against the other wall.” Naomi shook her head. “Saved their lives.”


The door to the basement flew open. An exhausted looking guard announced, “It’s over. The firestorm is over.”


Rachel struggled to slide out from under Adam without disturbing him and hugged Naomi hard. Other patients and families laughed and slapped each other on the back. They shared weary smiles and surged forward to ask questions. “Yes,” Glenda raised her hands in a cheer and shook them.


The guard held up his arms in a signal for silence. He said, “I was at the door to the main entrance. By my count, the firestorm lasted nineteen minutes before traveling west. Roads are cracked from the heat, electricity is out, and the surrounding neighborhoods are flattened. Little fires are sparking all around. I saw one fire truck on its way.” Rachel glanced at her watch. In a few hours it would be dawn. This would all be over.


She touched Adam’s forehead. Blessedly cool. The antibiotics worked. It must have been a common germ. He’d be exhausted for the next twenty-four hours, but there shouldn’t be any other side effects. Rachel turned to Brie to share her relief, but the young woman had opened the sandwich bag and was trying to wake up Daisy.


“It’s over, baby. Wanna eat something?”


The little girl’s neck slipped off Brie’s shoulder, her body arcing toward the floor. The pink beads at the end of her braids clicked together as she hung upside down in Brie’s arms. Brie gave her a shake as if to wake her up, to get her attention, to make Daisy stop messing around, but it was too late.


Brie let Daisy’s lifeless body fall to the floor and then touched the wound on her own neck. Her eyes grew wide and unfocused. Her breath became audible. Dr. Abramson pushed through the horrified circle staring at little Daisy and gently picked up the body. He cradled the dead little girl to his chest and carried her back to the OR. The first visible casualty of the firestorm to those inside. The hospital was supposed to be a safe place. Understanding rippled through the crowd that the horror was not over. Whispers began with accusations like “they were outside” and “contaminated” and “too dangerous.”


Nurses came forward with a privacy screen to surround Brie and Jackers.


Rachel pulled her knees up to her chest. Adam moaned in his sleep. “Shh,” she said. “Morning’s going to come soon.”
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“I won’t be gone long,” Rachel said to Adam.


“I’ll watch him for you,” Glenda offered. “Will you get mine?” She held out her ticket.


“Of course.”


Patients and families had to stay in the bomb shelter, but each person received a meal ticket and could go to the cafeteria on the second floor to bring food back.


“Mom, I’ll be fine. I don’t know why they’re keeping us here anyway. The storm or whatever is over.” Adam stretched. He’d already finished the book she’d packed for him to read and eaten the peanut butter crackers the nurses had passed out earlier. He’d also changed out of his pjs and into his typical outfit: athletic shorts and a soft T-shirt. “I want to go home. I want to see Dad. He’s gotta be freaking out and worried about us.”


Rachel was saved from answering by the guard opening the door. He still wore an automatic weapon across his chest and looked to Dr. Abramson before allowing the line to walk upstairs. With no word from the Maryland governor or federal government, and with the hospital the only building standing with a generator, top medical administrator Dr. Abramson and Major K. Griffin of the National Guard had formed an alliance.


Coming out into the corridor, Rachel got her first glance out of the glass walls and was struck by how much Baltimore looked like a Dali painting. Midmorning, but the sun was gone, drowned by the ash-colored atmosphere. A clocktower in the middle of the hospital’s parking circle had melted, the edges of the brick softening and the mechanical part stretching down like a runny egg. Ragged, burned human beings wandered the streets and searched through the residential rubble. Others stood in a procession that snaked from the hospital entrance around the side of the building with guards maintaining the line.


The parking garage was intact; the SHOP’N’SAVE a block over was standing, although the back corner had collapsed. The rest of the area was a pile of singed matchsticks. Someone had set up wood to barricade the entrance from the hospital side of the melted glass bridge. Rachel shuddered. A few more minutes standing out there and they would have been burned alive.


Back in the basement, Rachel gave Glenda and Adam their food.


Brie and Jackers were back at their spot, both bandaged. Hours earlier, before taking them to the OR, a nurse had explained to them that their friend’s firestorm injuries were too severe and he had passed away.


“Kevin,” Brie had said. “His name was Kevin.”


Now, IVs hanging morphine bags fed them both. They stared at nothing with glassy eyes. Brie’s head leaned against the wall with her bandaged neck arched.


Rachel asked, “How ya feeling?”


“They cut out a chunk of my neck.” Brie whispered. “And put in a thermometer.” She gave a bitter laugh. “To see if I’m cooked yet. Guess I got hope ’cause they didn’t put me in with the Screamers.”


The burn victims from outside—quickly nicknamed Screamers—were taken into an interior room beyond the OR. No reason was given, but those who’d been touched by the mysterious flames came in delirious and moaning. Their groans seeped through the hospital, the crying permeated the walls. The families in the waiting room looked at each other with suppressed panic.


Jackers grimaced and shifted his arm across his middle. His arm that now ended in a bandaged stump. His pants had been rolled up on the right side and a bandage covered his ankle to his knee. “Too much, you know,” he said. “A god’s blood falling on a human body. Can’t handle it.”


“What god?” Rachel asked. She didn’t know what else to say.


“The sun god, ben dan. Why else is the sun gone? He got burned up by the others. His family roasted him.”


Poor kid doesn’t know what he’s saying. Rachel caught Adam’s eye. Adam’s face paled and he crossed his arms over his body. Yes, now her son realized how serious this was.


That night, Rachel stretched out next to Adam on their blanket. She closed her eyes, but her mind kept returning to Craig. Was he trying to get to them? Where had he gone? Brie and Jackers had stayed in the main waiting room, claiming they were different than the Screamers, not wanting to be grouped with those who only came into the hospital to die. Rachel sympathized, but Jackers’ constant moaning made it hard to fall asleep. Rachel brought her hands over her ears. The basement’s lights never went all the way off creating an eerie ambiance. It all caused nightmares sparked by Jackers’ story of the sun dying, as if the sun were a person, a hero’s body being ripped apart and falling as burning flakes through the night sky.
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The next morning, soldiers walked into the bomb shelter ahead of Dr. Abramson and a compact woman in uniform. Major Griffin had dark skin and brown eyes that seemed haunted by what she’d seen. Shorter than Dr. Abramson, she was the obvious muscle to whatever he was about to say. Rachel hadn’t seen Dr. Abramson since he’d taken little Daisy’s body back to the OR. Rachel assumed he’d been working with the burn victims. He looked like he’d aged ten years in three days.


“If I call your name, I’d like you to come forward.” Dr. Abramson gestured to his left. Rachel grabbed Adam’s hand. The doctor went down a list. Dread soured her stomach. Brie and Jackers moved to the left. Glenda was called. She wheeled herself to the left.


“Thank you. Everyone who is standing will be escorted to the doors. No one is permitted to leave city limits. Instead, you will continue to the community center set up in the stadium over on Russell Street.” Dr. Abramson exhaled. “The rest of you may form an orderly line in front of me.”


Rachel covered her mouth. She’d been in the stadium for Ravens’ games. It was open to wind and weather.


Adam gasped. “They have to leave? But, that’s not fair.”


No, Rachel thought. It’s the impossible task of doctors deciding who they can help and who they can’t.


“I won’t go!” Glenda screamed. “I need insulin. This is a death sentence!” One of the guards pushed her wheelchair toward the doors. Glenda stood and tried to step back, but the guard slung his rifle towards her. Glenda swayed on her feet. “Don’t let them do this,” she begged the people still standing inside the basement. “It’s me this time, but you’re next.”


Rachel swallowed and clutched Adam’s shoulders.


Major Griffin made a gesture to the guard as if to say ‘get her out of here.’


“We have limited resources of both food and medicine. Major roads are damaged; travel is shut down.” Dr. Abramson’s voice cracked. He covered his eyes with his hand and then recovered. “The other doctors and I have analyzed the situation and made a plan to optimize what is in our pharmacy and cafeteria.” He cleared his throat. “Please step forward, one at a time.”


Rachel pushed Adam forward and stood behind him. They held out their wrists to receive bracelets that would allow them to stay within the protective walls of the hospital. Naomi moved forward to escort them up to the pediatric oncology floor.


“Why did they send out the burn victims?” Rachel whispered to Naomi.


“None of them, not one exposed to the firestorm, is responding to treatment.” Naomi glanced over her shoulder to make sure no one was listening. “Doctors figure that they’re wasting the meds. Either the fire was too hot for human bodies, or this is some type of thermophile virus. Either way, hopeless cases. And, if it is a virus, it could spread to those who weren’t exposed. Dr. Abramson had to make the choice to give Baltimore the best chance to recover.”


“Thermophile?” Adam leaned in close as they rounded the last set of stairs. “‘Therm’ means heat and ‘phile’ means love. Germs that love heat?”


“You shouldn’t eavesdrop,” Rachel said. “Smarty pants.”


Room 833. They went up eight sets of stairs to the familiar room. This was the same room they’d been assigned when Adam was first diagnosed. A privacy curtain separated Adam’s patient bed from the pull out couch where Rachel slept. White sheets and white blankets. The better to bleach away the vomit, blood, and medications, that spilled on a daily basis. A window framed a view of Baltimore’s streets. Twenty-six steps, foot to heel, for Rachel to walk from the desk by the window to the hallway door.


Rachel leaned on top of the desk to peer out the edges of the window towards the stadium. Too much time had passed for her to be able to see the line of people kicked out of the hospital, but she wanted to see some sign, some clue of their presence.


Adam opened and shut the closet door repeatedly. “What do you think those fire-flake-things were?”


“I don’t think anyone knows.” Rachel frowned in annoyance. “Could you stop making that noise?”


With an exaggerated sigh Adam threw himself across the bed. The connected IV pole scooted across the floor but didn’t tip.


“Be careful,” Rachel said. “You’ll pull out the needle.” He was still accessed because he had one more dose of antibiotics. But, Adam knew all this. “What’s going on?”


“This.” Adam held up his arm. “It’s really small, but I can feel it.”


Rachel swung herself away from the desk and grabbed his arm, turning the wrist up and locking his elbow into place underneath the overhead light. There, the size of a pencil tip, was a burn mark on the inside of his elbow.


“No,” Rachel whispered. Blackness clouded the outer edges of her vision.




FIVE


[image: image]


“How long? When?” Rachel tried to keep calm. “You’ve been infected. The virus is spreading.”


“I felt it burn when the glass bridge broke, but I didn’t see any mark and everything felt all fuzzy from being sick. The medicine made the fuzziness go away, but the burn didn’t. I only saw it today.”


Rachel dropped his arm and grabbed Adam’s shoulders instead. “You cannot tell anyone.”


“What about Naomi?”


“Especially Naomi. We can’t put her in that position.” Rachel straightened. “Go into the bathroom and wait for me.”


“Why?” Adam said. She understood he was confused, but she’d made a decision as soon as she saw the burn. They were not leaving this hospital. Rachel went to her bag of art supplies and pulled out a special case of tools she used for etching. Behind her, she heard the bathroom door open.


She found the tool and followed Adam inside. There was a plastic “hat” used for urine collection and the usual gloves and alcohol wipe inside. “Sit on the toilet and push the pole to the side so you can stretch your arm across the sink.”


“What are you doing?” Adam’s eyes widened when he saw the etching blade in her hand. “You’re crazy,” he yelped.


“Shhh. We don’t have much time.”


Adam stretched out his arm obediently, taking cues from her confidence. She adjusted his arm so that the burn mark was in clear sight. Rachel knew Craig would be screaming at her if he were here. What she was considering was unthinkable. She had no experience. She had no assurance this would stop the burn from spreading. And, one never intentionally broke the skin—first line of defense—of a chemo patient. Cuts opened the body to infection.


But, she answered the imaginary Craig in her mind. I’ll just pretend I’m etching and removing the speck of ink. He’s due for his last dose of antibiotics tonight to kill any germs that get in and I’m going to use gloves and an alcohol wipe. The imaginary Craig was not convinced. Our son will die if I don’t, she pleaded. Imaginary Craig disappeared and she took that as his assent.


Rachel washed her hands, put on the gloves, and wiped the blade of the X-Acto knife. The point pressed against Adam’s skin. “Don’t try this at home, kiddos.”


Adam’s voice couldn’t mask his fear. “Yeah. How about ‘don’t try this at home, parents.’ ”


Voices and a closing door in the hallway made Rachel inhale. “Crap.”


She gave a slight twist as she pressed. A single dot of crimson bubbled out of his arm. Adam didn’t make a sound. Rachel grabbed the alcohol wipe and cleaned the area. The speck was gone. The voices were outside of their door. Someone knocked.


“Press this to stop the bleeding,” Rachel said. “Don’t come out until its scabbed.” She scoured the room for a Band-Aid, but didn’t see one. “Of course, not like we’re in a hospital or anything. Probably better to not draw attention to the spot anyway.”


The groan of the vacuum-sealed door made Rachel jump. She wadded up the trash and walked out of the bathroom as Naomi walked in from the hallway.


“Hey, I’ve got Adam’s meds. Where is he?”


Rachel hid the knife and trash behind her back. “Using the bathroom. He’ll be right out.”
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Rachel checked the spot on Adam’s elbow every day of the next week, but the area remained clear. Adam reported that he didn’t feel any burning sensation and he had no fever. During the day Rachel charged her phone when the outlets worked, but there was no service. Still, she touched the screen every few hours. Home. Craig’s cell phone. Their neighbors’. Every number in her contacts list. Repeat. She watched their hospital room’s door, waiting for someone she knew to burst through, for Craig to come in. He wasn’t going to. She’d seen the satellite loop. No one could have survived the full force of the firestorm. Better that they never knew the horror was coming, that they died in their sleep. After a couple rounds of dialing, she scrolled through pictures and wondered why she hadn’t loaded more. Thank God she’d brought the photos for the scrapbook.


The door clicked open. Rachel expected to see Naomi, but it was Dr. Abramson.


“Rachel, we’re going to schedule Adam for surgery tomorrow. His port needs to come out.”


“No, he’s not ready.” Rachel shook her head, ready to plead their case. Each day of the past week she’d dreaded this conversation, practiced what to say. “We need to stay here, inside the hospital. It takes at least a year after chemo for his immune system to recover and he’s been taking 6-MP and Methotrexate every day.”


“That’s part of the problem. We don’t have enough supplies for daily chemo.” Dr. Abramson sighed. “Adam is in a better position than some because he’s farther along in his treatment, but having a plastic port sitting in Adam’s chest is a liability when he isn’t receiving chemo. Germs are attracted to foreign objects in the body. An infection could kill him.”


“Okay, I understand. No more chemo, but don’t send us away. What about Bactrim? He’s supposed to take that for a year after treatment ends to prevent pneumonia.” Panic set in. Rachel moved to stand right in front of the doctor, blocking it as if she could convince him if only she had enough time. “Please, please, we have to stay.”


“I’m sorry, Rachel.” Dr. Abramson hung his head. “I wish everyone could stay, but we’ve cataloged our supplies of medicine, our fuel for the generator, our food. We’re working from a budget. That means you and Adam will be released to the stadium with the next group.”


Released. She thought of Glenda. You mean, sentenced to die.


Rachel looked at Adam, who was sitting in his bed with his finger in a book from the floor’s play room. His face paled. He knew what this meant. Finishing chemo should have been a party. After the official last dose, the oncology staff brings in a cake and sings “For He’s is a Jolly Good Fellow” and everyone on the floor gathers around and celebrates for a few moments before returning to the fight against cancer in other children. This wasn’t completion, it was quitting.


“No dinner tonight.” Dr. Abramson said. “He’ll need to be ready for surgery when the OR is open.”


Dr. Abramson gently moved Rachel to the side. The door closed with a soft ‘snick’ of vacuum sealing.


Rachel tried to smile at Adam before taking a seat in the window. “You’re done, buddy. Kicked cancer’s butt.”


“Really, Mom?” He turned away.


The hospital’s historic red brick cupola reached to the bitter sky. From the eighth floor Rachel should have been able to see Fort McHenry, Bethlehem Steel, the neon Domino Sugars sign, even high-rises over in Towson. The landmarks, unlike the cupola, were gone.


“What do you think it was?” she asked Adam, not really expecting an answer. “The firestorm? If another country attacked us, why isn’t someone invading or claiming credit?”


“It wasn’t a bomb, Mom. It was a dragon. Middle Eastern, I’d say. Asian dragons have those long mustaches. Western dragons have wings.” Adam grinned from ear to ear. “Coolest thing ever.”


He’d seen that too? A shared hallucination? She wasn’t sure what to think, having convinced herself it couldn’t have happened.


Rachel shifted her position in the window seat and looked out past the cupola to the broken street below. A combination of dust and soot coated the window. Using her closed fist, Rachel rubbed at the inside of the window as if that would help her see. During the week she’d been in the room, the SHOP’N’SAVE had become a rough courtyard. Long lines formed to pick through anything salvaged. Gun shots rang out, but no answering police sirens.
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