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  Did you read Liam’s Promise?




  Nester’s Mistake is book 2 in The Doomsday Kids series, a tale about eight kids who work together to survive a nuclear attack.




  




  There’s fifteen year old Liam and his ten year old sister Lilly Harper, whose veteran father always believed the “end was near” but who had become so difficult to live with that Liam’s mother had kicked him out. Scrappy Amaranth Jones, the troubled orphan who Liam loves who has her own survival mechanisms. The Bartlett brothers, Nester and Nate, who know nothing of survival beyond video consoles and their dislike of each other; Rod Wasserman, Liam’s high school nemesis and Rod’s girlfriend, the pretty athletic cheerleader, Amy Yamamoto who has skills that only a true test of her endurance will reveal.




  




  See their pictures here:




  




  Book 1, Liam’s Promise, told the story of the kids lives before the bomb destroyed their homes in a suburb of Washington, DC, how they happened to be thrown together on that fateful “last day” and how they huddled in a bomb shelter built by Liam’s survivalist father during the early days of radioactive fallout.




  




  Liam’s “promise” was both very simple and incredibly difficult: he promised his mother that he’d get is little sister Lilly safely out of the wasteland of their community to the Mountain Place, a cabin 200 miles away. Liam managed to get Lilly into the bunker before the bombs, but when food in the underground shelter begins to run low, he knows that he and the others will have embark on the dangerous walk to the Mountain Place.




  




  There are spoilers coming, so if you think you’d like to read Liam’s Promise first, please click here




  




  At the end of the first book, two adults they trusted, Mrs. Standish, their civics teacher, and Mr. Richter, the security guard from their school have betrayed them. Mrs. Standish almost steals their bug-out and Richter nearly kills them for their supplies. The kids are starving and demoralized. Lilly in particular seems to be growing weaker with every step. They meet some strangers in the forest, including a band of refugees who seem kind…until they steal most of their food all of their ammunition. When the smells from the last of their food supply attract a bear, Nate Bartlett, Nester’s younger brother is killed. They barely have time to bury Nate before they are pursued again by unseen adversaries. Desperate and out of any means to defend themselves, the kids jump into the river.




  Amaranth disappears, caught in a riptide and the kids are sure they have lost another member of their number until, miraculously, they find both Amaranth and a canoe they can use to float the rest of the way to the Mountain Place. The discovery is disturbing though: Liam had hoped to find his father at the cabin but as they draw nearer to it, they find things to suggest the man may be dead: his military “dog” tags and his abandoned backpack full of necessary supplies.




  But the biggest problem is Lilly, who grows sicker as the journey lengthens. As her strength drains away, Liam spies smoke on the treeline and recognizes the “Lookout” a guard post his father built on the top of their mountain cabin. The canoe capsizes, dumping them into the water but Liam grabs his sister and swims to shore, carrying her up to the cabin.




  Instead of his father, he finds two strange kids with guns. As book one closes, Liam challenges the strangers…and finds them willing to shoot first rather than answer his questions.




  That’s the quick recap. Now you’re ready to read Nester’s Mistake!




1 

Shoot First




  




  




  Lilly was dead.




  I didn’t have to touch her or get any closer to her to know it. Her face had drained of color and even the ugly red lesions had lost their anger, washing out to dull sores.




  Feelings crowded in on me like a fat man on an airplane, spilling into places where they shouldn’t have been. All the crap we’d been through since the nukes dropped over Washington rushed back to me in a nasty blur. After weeks of hearing about Liam’s family’s “Mountain Place,” this was supposed to be our haven. This was supposed to be our safety. Liam’s father was supposed to be here to help us. And instead, Lilly was dead and Liam—




  There was no mistaking the gunshot that split the cold air wide open—and now Liam was swaying like a rotten tree in front of me, gripping his side. My glasses were broken—cracked right down the middle of the nose bridge and hanging from my ears in two pieces—but I didn’t have to have seen what happened to know that Liam had been shot.




  A strange-looking boy and girl stood between us and a house that looked like Abe Lincoln’s original log cabin. The girl was tall and slender and maybe twelve or thirteen and the boy was half her size and age. A shotgun lay on the ground and the girl held a pistol loosely in her hand like she’d forgotten about it.




  Liam glared at them, his eyes ablaze with fury, clutching the wound like he could knit himself back together by willpower alone.




  “Who are you? Why are you here? What are you doing on our land—“ he yelled and then stopped. His features twisted and his eyeballs rolled up like cartoon window shades. I slipped my arm under his shoulder right before he kissed the ground.




  “We need to get him inside!” I cried. “Now!”




  “Get the door, Marty!” the girl yelled.




  Amaranth, Liam’s girlfriend—I guess that’s the best word for her—struggled to help me shore Liam up, but Rod Wasserman muscled her out of the way.




  “I’ll help Nester,” he told her. “You help Amy bring Lilly home.”




  The way he said “bring Lilly home” made something twist inside me, blocking my throat. I thought of my dead brother, Nate, buried alone on a railroad track, covered by rocks. Homeless in death. Blackness rose inside me like water and I had to fight for a few seconds to keep from drowning.




  “Open the door, Marty!” the girl repeated, moving to help Amaranth and Amy with Elise and Lilly. She had wild brown hair worn in two puffy pigtails, gray eyes and skin the color of watered-down tea. She wore an old-fashioned loose brown coat over a pair of rubber black galoshes. I knew instantly that she was a “mixie”—the name my mom gave to kids who were biracial—and once, I’d have spent some time checking her out like a test tube specimen, trying to guess what combo of races would give you that look.




  There’s no time for that ish, man.




  That’s what Nate would have said.




  The boy—Marty—hesitated, taking us in dubiously. For a split second, I saw us as he probably did: Amaranth Jones was a quivering mess of fading bruises with a .22 rifle strapped to her shoulder. It was probably out of ammo—but Marty didn’t know that. I probably didn’t look much better, with my broken glasses, my mud-coated Afro and my clothes crimson with my dead brother’s blood. Rod Wasserman looked like a horror movie scarecrow: stick thin, burned and his left eye covered with a patch. At only seven years old, tiny Elise Gomez was wailing over Lilly like she’d come unhinged. That left Amy Yamamoto, who wore her John F. Kennedy High School cheering skirt over the top of Nate’s old fouled jeans. Her face was pinched and cut and she looked as hungry as she probably was.




  In short, we looked like a band of pirates whose ship had been sunk. If I’d been in Marty’s shoes, I’d have run for the door all right—and locked it from the inside.




  “Quick, Marty!” This time anger snaked through the girl’s words. “You didn’t mean to hurt him, but we gotta help ‘em fix him, if we can! Think of Mr. David—what he asked us to do! Now get the door and hold it for ‘em. And then you bring them blankets from upstairs. And put on another pot of hot water. And bring some clean towels—“




  The boy frowned disapproval at us, but he grabbed the shotgun off the ground and hurried toward the cabin at the girl’s command.




  Rod and I half-lifted, half-dragged Liam up the three steps of the wide front porch and into the cabin. My busted glasses stayed on my face by the strength of my ears alone. Everything and everyone around me was as blurry as a bad selfie, but there was no missing that we were entering a home—or the closest thing to one any of us had seen in weeks.




  We stepped into a mudroom the size of a large coat closet with hooks for coats and benches on either wall. Marty stood sentry over the next door—the real one that actually led to the house. As we passed him, I saw that his body was pint-sized but the angles of his face, the few zits peppering his chin and the eyes all said twelve or thirteen. Nate’s age—




  “Lilly!” Liam snapped into consciousness just as the toes of his wet sneakers scraped across the threshold. “Lilly!” he screamed, slapping at me like I was keeping him from something. “Where’s—“




  “She’s right behind us,” I told him, ducking the wild swings that threatened to finally send my glasses flying. “She’s coming. Right behind us. You gotta calm down, man—“




  “Lilly!” Liam kept fighting us like we were the enemy. Rod bent, sagging under his weight.




  “I got him, I got him,” he hissed to himself, ignoring Liam’s flailing arms and frenetic screams. Wasserman kept saying the words over and over under his breath like he was The Little Engine That Could. “I got him. I got him. I think I can, I think I can…”




  Sounded stupid…but it helped.




  We maneuvered our burden down a single step into an open room warmed by a bright fire in a huge coal stove. An old-fashioned braided rug lay over a plank floor and a shabby corduroy couch faced the front door with a couple of mismatched rocking chairs on either side of it. A pair of cheap bookshelves and a cluttered desk filled the wall. There was a window above the desk with the shutters on the inside of the house, not the outside. A long wooden table with six straight-backed chairs dominated the other side of the room, segueing into a short corridor lined with shelves that looked as deep as they were wide. There was another room back there, but it was too far away and I couldn’t see anything about it without my glasses. But even without 20/20 vision, I could tell the whole place was neat and clean, warm and bright.




  “Thar’s beds up the stairs.“ The girl pointed to the loft above us. “You can take him—”




  “The couch,” Rod panted, lurching toward it with the last of his strength.




  The girl pushed aside a battered coffee table.




  “Hey!” I cried, suddenly stupid. “That was ours! My mom left it on the curb as trash a couple of years ago, but it disappeared before the garbage men arrived the next morning! Man, your dad took it? That’s…crazy….”




  If I’d had any breath left, I’d have laughed: a stupid coffee table Mom had thrown away had survived the end of the world but she and Nate and just about everyone else we’d ever known—




  Hopelessness corkscrewed from my throat to the pit of my stomach, making my eyes sting. I blinked a couple of times trying to clear it, but it wouldn’t go. I had to stop because I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see, couldn’t make my body move the few more steps forward. Rod propelled himself on and Liam slid off my shoulder. He nearly fell before I made my body move.




  Katie—that was what the “mixie” boy called her, Katie—dropped a sheet over the couch’s worn fabric and helped us ease Liam onto it. Then she ran to the back of the room, her oversized boots slapping the steps of an unseen staircase.




  The front door slammed behind me and I turned, the two pieces of my glasses swinging away from my face as Amaranth and Amy struggled into the room carrying Lilly. Elise trailed them, sobbing disconsolately and trying to catch Lilly’s arms as they flopped loose and useless from her shoulders.




  “Put her on the table.” Marty cleared a tumbler and a stack of books with a single determined sweep of his arm, but took care when he lifted a rectangular black box out of the way. The crackling sound of static told me it was a radio. The boy set it on the desk, lowering the volume slightly.




  Liam’s eyes fluttered open, zeroing in on the boy.




  “Who are you?” he demanded. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”




  Even as messed up as he was his voice was a bull whip that cracked across the room and flayed the kid like a beating out of Spartacus. Marty’s coppery cheeks flamed red, but he didn’t say a single word. I didn’t blame him: Liam couldn’t have hurt anyone if his life depended on it, but his eyes were full of TV psycho crazy.




  “Who are you?” Liam shouted. “Why are you living here?”




  “Stop screaming, man—“




  “Don’t tell me what to do, Nester.” Liam wanted to sound all badass, but he didn’t have the strength to even keep himself upright. He sank back against the couch, groaning, his hand hovering over his blood-soaked side like it hurt too much to touch. “I want to know… what…they’re doing here,” he hissed.




  “And they’ll tell you. Later, man.” I reached out to lift his jacket. “First, I gotta see what I can do about that bullet hole—“




  Liam slapped my hands away.




  “No. Now. Right… now.” He was trembling, shaking so hard I was scared for him.




  “Okay, but you’re losing blood. Stop flailing around. Lay still and let me--”




  “Please, Liam. Please, let Nester stop the bleeding.” Tears wet Amaranth’s cheeks—the ugly kind that made ropes of mucus stream from her red nose. She wiped the snot with the arm of her dirty coat and cut her eyes at Marty like she wanted to rip him apart with her torn, mud-coated fingernails. “Tell him what he wants to know. It’s the least you could do considering—“ The tears came faster and her chest heaved. “This is all your fault. He—we—”




  “She’s right: tell him,” I interrupted, because it was clear she was losing it and none of us needed that. I nodded at Marty, adding the word quick with my eyes. “Tell him before he hurts himself.”




  Marty just shrugged.




  “Marty didn’t mean to shoot nobody,” Katie said, reappearing with a tower of towels and blankets in her arms. She plopped them onto Mom’s coffee table, then stepped into Liam’s line of vision. The patchwork of old and oversized clothes she wore reminded me of a movie I watched once about the Depression.. “All kinds of scary people been showing up here—“




  “From the prison. Over in Herriman,” Marty interjected. “Bad folks, looking for food and stuff—“




  Katie nodded. “Mr. David—your Papa—told us that would happen. He said after a couple of weeks, when all the stuff folks got on hand is gone, they’d start coming--”




  “And he was right,” Marty continued.His words made him sound old—much older than the youthful high-pitched tone of his voice. “None of ‘em have made it this close to the house yet. There’s a few booby traps out along the drive—“




  “He knows that, Marty,” Katie rolled her eyes. “He probably helped Mr. David plant ‘em—“




  “Do I look like a convict to you?” Liam interjected. The effort of the conversation was taking its toll on him, but he was too stubborn to lie back. “I was carrying—carrying—“ his voice quavered and his eyes shifted toward where Lilly lay. “What kind of convict carries a little girl…”




  “Liam,” I said, leaning close to him. “Let me…”




  He didn’t resist—I don’t know if he even heard me—so I lifted his wet jacket and the slick T-shirt.




  There was a lot of blood—the bullet had sliced him open below the rib cage, making a trough in his skin about an inch wide and three inches long. The wound was ugly—ugly enough that my stomach rolled as I sopped the oozing blood with the towel. Was there a bullet or a fragment in there? Had it hit anything vital inside? I couldn’t tell. I couldn’t see anything but—




  Blood.




  And then suddenly, I was back in that tunnel and Nate was screaming and there was blood everywhere.




  I’m not going to make it, my little brother said in my memory. I’m not going to make it…




  I shook my head, clearing the past and pressed my frames together with one hand, reaching for another towel with the other. Amy dropped it into my outstretched hand with fear in her eyes.




  “You was a stranger and—” The two kids spoke in a weird tag team exposition and it was Katie’s turn.




  “And Mr. David, he told us to shoot first and ask questions later,” Marty finished.




  “When I saw you come running up from Mock Lake, I thought you might be Liam Harper and the little girl might be Lilly. Your Dad described you real good--”




  “But he didn’t say nothing about the rest of ‘em. We started thinking about those folks—the bad ones—who came up here before. Started thinking they might have got some kids in their gang. Started thinking the whole thing might be some kind of trap—“




  “Or that you was running from them, bringing ‘em right up here to us. So I came down with the gun, and I told Marty to hang back.” Katie’s eyes circled the room, appealing to each of us before landing back with Liam. “We ain’t got no one but each other. Been just me and Marty since—“




  “Since our mama passed a while back.”




  Katie paused a moment before adding in a soft, pleading voice. “You got to understand. Marty was just trying to protect me.”




  I glanced at Liam and saw two things: first, nothing she said had moved him and second, that he wasn’t going to be conscious much longer. He was breathing too fast and his lips looked almost blue in the low light. He blinked like he was having trouble focusing. The second towel I’d pressed into his abdomen was already soaked.




  “Why are you living here? Why did my Dad let you stay?” A flicker of something like jealousy twisted his lips. “We—we aren’t—related or anything, are we?”




  Katie blinked in surprise.




  “Gosh no! You think Mr. David—“ she blushed, roses lighting the dusk in her cheeks. “No. We got our own papa.“




  “Somewhere,” Marty added sardonically.




  “We’re used to being on our own. But Mr. David was always nice to us—“




  “We’d been stayin’ over on old man Watson’s farm next door. Mr. David caught us swimming in the lake one day.”




  “We didn’t know anyone was here. We’d been swimming there most of the summer. Never seen nobody. I was scared at first—“




  “Ain’t never seen a man with metal legs before,” Marty drawled.




  “Hush up, now. Ain’t polite to talk about stuff like that, Marty—“




  “Well, it’s true. I ain’t holding it against him.”




  Katie ignored him. “We didn’t see him again for a while after that—not until just around the time the other kids were going to school. That’s when he hired us. To check on the animals when he was down in Washington. He paid us a little money and he always said we could come here any time.” She quirked an eyebrow at him. “He never told you ‘bout us?”




  Liam stared at her but didn’t—couldn’t — answer.




  “Then Mr. David came up and stayed,” Marty said. “Longer than he had ever before. He said he came to work the pumpkins, but he seemed kinda…”




  “Sad,” his sister finished.




  Liam’s eyes filled with tears.




  “Seemed like he wanted some company,” Marty added, studying Liam closely. “Like there was something troublin’ him.”




  Liam suppressed a sob.




  “And, right about then we didn’t have much food left and no money.” Katie studied the black rubber toe of her boots. “And neither one of us had been to school in a while for one reason and another—“




  “I don’t want to go no more anyway,” Marty muttered.




  Katie sighed. “It’s been hard for us both. Harder for Marty on account of him being so small for his age—“




  “How old are you?” It wasn’t relevant to the story, but my curiosity overcame me.




  “Twelve,” they answered simultaneously. “We’re twins,” Katie clarified.




  It was all I could do to keep from staring at him after that. To keep my eyes from crawling all over him, I studied Liam’s wound.




  Think, Nester…I told myself, letting the ballad of Katie and Marty fade from the top of my mind. If the bullet had pierced any internal organ, Liam probably wouldn’t be talking so much: he’d be dead or nearly so by now. I held the left lens of my glasses over my eye and peered closer. The bullet had caught the skin just above his hip bone and ripped it away, but as far as I could tell, that was it. It was bleeding like Old Faithful. The remaining skin around it was blackened and burnt.




  “We was kinda in a bad way until Mr. David stepped up,” Katie continued. “Made sure we had enough to eat—“




  “Said we could come over here and he’d give me—both of us—lessons. He’s a powerful good teacher. Better than most of ‘em—“ Marty pointed toward the shelves near the door. Most of the books had titles like The Sustainable Farm and Survival Medicine but I saw titles like Call of the Wild, Great Expectations and Hatchet—all stuff we had to read in school, too. There was even a row of brightly-illustrated children’s books, the kind of stuff you’d read to Elise or Lilly.




  “Never cared much for reading before, but I liked them stories he got about life in the wilderness—“ Marty continued before Katie interrupted to take her turn.




  “So that’s why we come that day, to keep up with our school work,” Katie said. “We was sitting right there at yonder table—“ She nodded to where Lilly lay, then looked down at her boots again. “Sitting right there when it suddenly got dark in the middle of the afternoon. Mr. David, he said, ‘Looks like a storm rolling in’ and we went back to work. We didn’t think nothing of it. Just kept working ‘til suppertime—”




  “Weather gets funny up here in the late fall. Can be sunny one minute and snowy the next.”




  “He was cooking when your Mama came through on the ham radio. That’s when Mr. David checked his phone and realized it weren’t working—“




  “He talked to her?” Liam’s voice was a ragged whisper. “After it got dark…after the bombs…that was when he talked to her?”




  Katie nodded.




  “What—what—“




  “She said she’d talked to you. Reached you at your school and told you to get Lilly and get up here. ‘But there wasn’t enough time.’ That’s what she said: ‘There wasn’t enough time.’ She said that a few times. Sounded like she was crying. And Mr. David, he said, ‘Don’t worry, Sandy. Liam, he’s a smart kid. He got Lilly and he’ll take care of her. They’re probably sitting in the Hole complaining about how bad the MREs are right now.’”




  Rod chuckled a little at the memory of the bad old days—the eight days in the bunker under Liam’s house nicknamed “the Hole.” At the time I’d thought nothing worse than the Hole would ever happen to me: eight, long, sunless days in a stinking underground bunker. Eight hot, bored and miserable nights. The whole time, Nate had whined. He was hungry. The military meals-ready-to-eat were nasty. His stomach was grumbling. His only other subject was his boredom: his phone wouldn’t work. He missed his iPad. He missed playing Call of Duty and Grand Theft Auto. It seemed to me that every word that came out of his mouth was stupider than the one before. If you’d told me then how much worse it would get—that our days in the Hole really were the “good times” —I wouldn’t have believed you. I would have told you this kind of hell could never happen in America. I’d have told you that shit like this didn’t—couldn’t— happen to nice suburban kids like us.




  But it had. The bombs had fallen and everything had changed. Now, Nate would never be hungry or bored again because he was dead. And Liam was on the way to dead, bleeding like crazy right in front of me.




  “Go on,” I barked, grabbing yet another towel. Katie’s head snapped toward me, her eyes flashing, but I didn’t apologize. “You need to finish this. Quick,” I explained nodding toward Liam’s pale face. “What else did they say? Where was she? Anything about other survivors or--”




  “They got a little mushy. ‘I love you’ and all like that. Then your Mama said she’d try to contact him again as soon as she could. So before he left, he told us to mind the radio. Keep it in batteries and turned on—”




  “But we ain’t heard nothing since he left.” Marty nodded toward the device on the desk. “Just static—”




  “Then he grabbed the gas cans and loaded them and the rest of his gear into the old truck—”




  “The engine turned right over ‘cause it didn’t have no computers in it—”




  “And he took off. Said he was going to get you and Lilly but you might make it without him. That he’d be back and to wait—”




  “Lilly! They’re alive! They’re—“ Liam sounded dazed and hysterical, as though he was talking to his own dreams. He lurched upward, fighting toward a new destination, then collapsed. As if someone had pulled an invisible plug inside him, the last bit of color drained out of his face. Sweat pearled on his forehead.




  I slapped his cheeks with my fingertips. “Liam! Stay with us, man! Liam—“




  “What is it?” Rod pulled himself to his knees, crawling closer to the couch, alarm etched into his face.




  “I don’t know, but it isn’t good.” I told him. “We gotta do something… and fast.”





  




  
2 

He’s Baa-ack!




   




  I dropped to my knees beside the couch and yanked off Liam’s jacket. Then I grabbed his filthy sweatshirt at the neck and ripped it straight down the middle.




  “What are you doing?” Amaranth rushed forward like I had taken a knife to him.




  “Getting him out of these dirty clothes,” I snapped, tearing Liam’s T-shirt away from his body the same way and pressing the towel harder against the wound.  “You want to be useful, help me. Otherwise, go away.“




  She backed off, trembling from head to toe, either from cold or fear or a combination of the two. Didn’t matter. She got out of my way.




   “He’s going to be okay, right?”  Amy’s pale face appeared over Rod’s shoulder as I mounded pillows beneath Liam’s legs and dropped a blanket over his now bare shoulders.   “He’ll be okay?” Her long black hair was wet and plastered to her face.  A line of blood trickled from her temple to her chin. She used to be pretty, but right now, the best word to describe her was “rachet.”




  Liam’s skin had gone as gray as the sky outside: a nasty unnatural color that said “death” even more clearly than his fast and uneven breathing. 




  “I’m not sure. There’s a lot of blood, but I think the bullet just grazed him,” I told her.




  Relief washed over Amy’s face. 




  “Okay then.  We just need some bandages or something, right?“




  ”No. It’s too deep.  He needs stitches,” I told her.




  Wasserman’s single Cyclops eye rotated in his burned face and fixed on Katie.  “You got like a needle or something?“




  Once again those oversized boots clomped on the wooden planks as the girl/woman scurried to the shelves stuffed with gear.  She dragged a huge black bag toward me.  It was another medical kit, even more complete than the one Liam had pulled out on the day the bombs killed everyone back home.




  “Ain’t this it?” Katie asked, sticking a suture kit under my nose.  “What you need?”




  “Yeah.” I shivered, suddenly feeling just how cold and wet I was. 




  The seven of us had been loaded in a canoe made for four and floating on some pretty deep water. More than once I’d been sure I’d be the one capsize us since, let’s face it, I’m no outdoorsman.  I was just one of the strongest ones left—strong enough to dip a paddle in the water.  In the end, it had been Liam who dumped us, when he realized that Lilly was—




  Dead.  And if they’re counting on you to save him, that’s what Liam’s gonna be ,too, Nester—dead. Stop fronting.  You know Captain Four Eyes can’t save the day—




  Nate’s voice was so loud and clear that I turned my head to look for him.




  “Nester?” One of them was pressing me— waiting for instructions, waiting for me to tell them what to do.




  Yeah, Nester, Nate taunted, sounding like he was in the room and not just in my head. Go ahead. We all want to see this.




  “I—I can’t see,” I snapped, doing my best to shake my dead brother’s voice out of my head.  “I need some tape or —”




  Marty reached into a lower drawer of the desk, grabbed something and whistled. Katie lifted her arm, snagging a roll of gray duct tape out of the air like she played for the Washington Nationals.  She approached me resolutely and pulled my glasses out of my trembling hands.  Her fingers were rougher than I expected, but her skin was warm and dry, and her touch was confident.  She wound a strip of duct tape deftly around the bridge, wiped the lenses with one of the clean towels and handed my glasses back to me.  




  The world snapped back into focus. “Thanks,” I said, squinting the frames higher up my nose like I always did. I took a deep breath and looked around again.




  And there he was.




  My dead brother was standing behind me with a candy bar clutched in each of his pudgy hands and an I’m-gonna-tell-on-you grin on his chubby face.  He was dressed like he’d been on that last day—green striped Henley, jeans, lime green Jordans—only totally clean, without dirt or blood.  He looked as fresh and dapper as a fat kid could. Like he was on his way to school, not the Apocalypse.




  Come on now, Nester, he said, licking chocolate off his fingers. You didn’t really think you were going to just wipe me away like that, did you?




  “What the—?” The words burst out of me, yanked like the tablecloth in that old magic trick. The towel I’d been pressing to Liam’s side fell out of my hand.




  “What’s the matter, Nest?” Rod swam into my sight, his forehead tight with concern.  His legs twitched and I realized he was trying to get off the floor but couldn’t.  His spent muscles wouldn’t listen to his brain’s commands anymore.  In the end it was Amy who found enough reserve power to crawl forward, grab the towel and hold it tightly against Liam’s side. 




  “You—you don’t see–?” I stammered, swinging my head between Nate and the others so violently drops of the lake water rolled out of my Afro and wet my cheeks. “You didn’t hear—?“




  Rod frowned, peering behind me urgently.  “Hear what? See what?”




  Yeah, Nest? Nate asked, laughter in his voice.  Hear what? See what?




  “I—I—I thought I heard—“ I began, then stopped.  There was no way I was telling them that Nate was standing there as large as he’d been in life and eating twice as much.  “Man…” I finished instead. The last bit of adrenaline seeped out of my body and I slumped forward, holding my face in my shaking hands.  “I’m—I’m losing it.  I can’t do this. Not now— “




  “But Nester, you have to!” Amy’s black eyes were pleading, perfect almonds in her face.  “You were the one who took care of Rod when he got burned.  You bandaged us all up after Lowellstown and you—“ her voice dropped to a whisper.  “You tried to take care of Lilly—“




  “This is different!” I snapped.  “Update, girl: this isn’t a sprained ankle or a cut. It’s not even a burn.  He’s been shot, get me? Even if I weren’t—“




  Seeing things?  Nate offered, completely unhelpfully.




  I took as slow a breath as I could manage.  “He needs a hospital and doctor—a real one—not some dumb kid who likes to play one—“




  “You’re the one who said we couldn’t—we wouldn’t—lose another one,” Amaranth hissed.  She had been on the other side of the room, doing her best to comfort Elise, but she uncoiled as suddenly as a cobra and started spitting her unique brand of poison into my face. “But Lilly’s gone—Lilly’s gone, Nester—“she shuddered like something had walked over her own grave, and more tears sprang into her eyes. “We are not going to lose Liam, too.  We are not—”




  “Hospital’s thirty miles,” Katie interrupted, her gray eyes solemn.  “And Mr. David took the truck. You gotta try—“




  “Who asked you?” Amaranth snatched the suture kit out of Katie’s hands and shoved her aside.  “None of this would have happened if hadn’t been for the two of you—”




  “Hey!” Marty darted across the room like a miniature lightning bolt and stationed himself between Amaranth and his sister.  He was so small the top of his head only came up to Amaranth’s waist, but there was murder in his eyes and a shotgun still in his hand.




  “I got it, Marty.” Katie’s hand grazed his shoulder in gentle restraint, her gray irises like gathering smoke. “Don’t put yer hands on me again,” she warned Amaranth in a soft voice.




  “Or what? You’re gonna shoot me, too?” Amaranth’s laughter was bitter. Hysterical.  “Do you have any idea what we’ve been through?” she shouted, leaning into the girl like her brother wasn’t even there. “Do you have any idea awful it’s been just trying to get here? Do you have any idea what we’ve lost?”  She was sobbing but she kept talking, leveling the only weapon she had left—her pain —at them. “And we get here—here to where we were supposed to be safe, only for him“ —she jabbed a finger at Marty— “to try to blow Liam to pieces!“




  “I told you: I ain’t mean to hurt him,” Marty spat back. “You just come running up on us. Just like those others—“




  “I don’t care—“




  “You ought to!” Marty shouted.  “Look, I’m sorry for your troubles. And I’m sorry Mr. David’s boy got shot.  But defending this place ain’t been easy, neither—“




  “If we wasn’t here, you would have run right up to a house full of criminals—and you would have been worse off, let me tell ya—“ Katie interjected.




  “That’s right. So close your mouth, girl.” He nodded toward me.  “Let the boy with the glasses get on with it or your friend’s not gonna make it.“




  Amaranth stared at the twin siblings like she was trying to figure out which one of them to smack first.  The odds weren’t good: Amaranth had a good six inches in height on Katie, but the country girl had a scrappy determination about her. Plus she was rested, well-fed and strong.  If it came to blows between the two of them, Katie was gonna mop the floor with Amaranth’s scrawny butt. No doubt.




  And Marty had a shotgun—and he’d already proven he knew how to use it.




  “Amaranth.”  The way Amy pulled Amaranth away from the twins told me she hadn’t just been twirling her hair in math class.  “I know you’re upset, but you’ve got to calm down, okay? Please—“




  But telling Amaranth to do anything is like talking to the weather. She jerked away from Amy and threw the suture kit at me. “Do what you have to do, Nester!“




  Do what you have to do, Nester! Nate repeated, taking a place just over her shoulder and imitating her voice and manner almost perfectly.  Do it! What’s the matter? Forget your lines? You just gonna let Liam bleed, man?  Come on. They’re waiting for you. Waiting for you to fix him like a broken coffee cup.  All you need is a little super glue, right? Too bad they don’t know that you’re a chicken. He put his hands on his hips and started high-stepping, ducking his head and pecking the air.  Bock, bock, bock—




  “Stop that!” I shouted, boiling over with frustration and annoyance. It was just like when he was alive, baiting me and driving me to the point that I just wanted to wrap my hands around his throat and squeeze—




  But it was Amaranth standing in front of me, not Nate.




   “Do it!” she screamed in my face.




  Somewhere, invisibly, Nate laughed again. She thinks you’re talking to her, man. And I know what you’re thinking, but you can’t kill me, man.  I’m already dead, remember?




  I stumbled backwards.  My hands were trembling like an old man’s and my mouth felt like it was stuffed with cotton.  I was that kid in the Sixth Sense, seeing dead people. And any dude that crazy couldn’t be trusted to take a needle and stick it into Liam’s gaping flesh again and again—




  Amaranth’s palm stung my face.




  OOOHHHH, snap! Nate squealed in my ear.  No she didn’t! This is getting good! 




  Shock. That was the first thing I felt as her flesh collided with mine.  Then the pain of the slap radiated outward, each finger an individual burn that echoed from my cheek down deep inside me, waking something cold, reptilian and nasty.




  “Fix it!” I heard her shouting.  “Fix it!  Fix him! Fix—-” Her voice broke. Shame and regret blossomed in her face.




  “Nester. I’m—I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”




  I heard her apology, but it didn’t matter. I was too angry— beyond angry. Fury climbed inside me like the mercury in a thermometer left in the desert, exploding out of its glass and congealing on the sand. 




  “Get out.” I’d never heard my voice sound like that before: an octave lower, powerful, a roar of something untamed.  “Get out of this room! Now!”




  Amaranth hiccuped a sob and barreled out of the room. When the cabin’s front door slammed, I exhaled and closed my eyes. 




  “Nester?” Amy began timidly.




  “Shut up.”




  Nester?




  I opened my eyes.  Nate again, only he was different now—a younger version of himself, maybe seven or eight years old.   He plopped down on the sofa next to Liam, wearing nothing but his underpants. 




  Don’t get mad. I’m here to help you. You’re not exactly in good shape, you know.  He pulled an old-fashioned clipboard from behind his back and looked it over.  Dehydrated. Starving. Your body is eating muscle now. Chewing on that big brain of yours—




  The brain is not a muscle, you idiot—




  Strip him, man. Remember? 




  I shook my head, trying to erase him.




  Strip him, Nate insisted.  He stood up and grabbed his briefs like he was going to demonstrate.  Come on, come on. Time’s a-wasting, he said, imitating Marty and Katie’s drawl.




  “Hey, dude?” Rod had finally managed to recover enough to pull himself to his feet.  “Do you—?”




  “We need to get Liam out of these dirty clothes,” I said. Still in that voice. That other voice—the voice of someone even I would have obeyed.  “We need to get him clean—clean as we can.  Not just the area around the wound. Everything.”




  I grabbed Liam’s cheap watch and tugged it off his bony wrist.  Its face was cracked but the hands were still moving and the calendar still ticked off the days in a little window cut into the center of the dial.  Eighteen days.  Eighteen days ago, I’d been a normal fifteen-year-old, suburban kid.  My biggest concerns had been getting my learner’s permit, scoring 160 on the PSAT and making sure Jindal Patel didn’t have a better robotics project than me. 




  Eighteen days.




  I lay the watch on Mom’s old table, then grabbed the knife hanging from a loop on Liam’s belt and handed it to Amy. “Cut him out of the rest if you have to.“ I turned to Katie, looking down and my own filthy clothes and dirty hands. “I need to wash up, too or I’m just going to do is make it worse.”




   “I always got a pot of water heatin’ on the cook stove,” Katie nodded toward the small room at the back of the house.  




  Cook stove? What the hell is that?  Nate asked.  Sheesh, what kind of redneck joint is this—




  I folded the shut up that rose automatically to my lips back into my brain and focused on Katie. “Great. Show me.”




  “I’m going upstairs. To the Lookout.” Marty sounded like his mouth was full of mush.  “Someone’s got to be watchin’. Always. And that girl shouldn’t be wandering around out there by herself.  Ain’t safe. Not even here.” His eyes met mine, appealing for understanding of why he’d done what he’d done.
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