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This one is for my readers who have been with me since the beginning.









The attack was . . . the first recorded instance of lethal raiding among chimpanzees. Until the attack . . . scientists treated the remarkable violence of humanity as something uniquely ours. Scientists thought that only humans deliberately sought out and killed members of their own species.


—RICHARD WRANGHAM AND DALE PETERSON,


DEMONIC MALES
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THE tattered wind sock hangs limp against its pole. Weeds erupt through fissures in the runway where she stands, and in the distance, support beams rise from heaps of twisted metal—three hangars, long since toppled upon a half dozen single- and twin-engine airplanes. She watches the Beechcraft that brought her here lift off the ground, props screaming, and climb to clear the pines a quarter mile past the end of the runway. She walks into the field. The midmorning sun blazing down on her bare shoulders. The grass that grazes her sandaled feet still cold with dew. Someone jogs toward her, and beyond them she can see the team already at work, imagines they started the moment the light became worth a damn.


The young man who has come to greet her smiles and tries to take her duffel bag, but she says, “No, I’ve got it, thanks,” and keeps walking, her eyes catching on the colony of white canvas tents standing at the northern edge of the forest. Still probably an insufficient distance to avoid the stink when the wind blows out of the south.


“Good flight in?” he asks.


“Little bumpy.”


“It’s great to finally meet you. I’m using two of your books in my thesis.”


“Nice. Good luck with it.”


“You know, there’s a few decent bars in town. Maybe we could get together and talk sometime?”


She ducks under the yellow crime-scene tape that circumnavigates the pit.


They arrive at the edge.


The young man says, “I’m doing my thesis on—”


“I’m sorry, what’s your name?”


“Matt.”


“I don’t mean to be rude, Matt, but could you give me a minute alone here?”


“Oh, sure. Yeah, of course.”


Matt heads off toward the tents, and she lets her bag slide off her shoulder into the grass, estimating the dimensions of the pit at thirty-five meters by twenty meters, and presently attended to by nine people, seemingly oblivious to the flies and the stench. She sits down and watches them work. Nearby, a man with shoulder-length graying hair buries a pickax into a wall of dirt. A young woman—probably another intern—flits from station to station, filling a bucket with backfill to be added to the mound of grave dirt near the southern edge of the pit. Everywhere that human remains have been exposed, red flags stand thrust into the earth. She stops counting them after thirty. The nearest anthropologist is on the verge of pedestaling a skeletonized body, down to the detail work now—poking chopsticks between ribs to clear out the dirt. Other skeletons lie partially exposed in the upper layers. The remnants of human beings with whom she will become closely acquainted in the weeks to come. Deeper, the dead are likely mummified, possibly even fleshed depending on the water content of the grave. Next to the autopsy tent on the other side, tables have been erected in the grass, and at one of them, a woman she recognizes from a previous UN mission is at work reassembling a small skeleton on a black velvet cloth to be photographed.


She realizes she’s crying. Tears are fine, even healthy in this line of work, just never on the clock, never in the grave. If you lose control down there, you might never get it back.


Approaching footsteps snap her out of her reverie. She wipes her face and looks up, sees Sam coming toward her, the bald and scrawny Australian team leader who always wears a tie, even in the field, his rubber boots swishing through the grass. He plops down beside her, reeking of decomp. Rips off the pair of filthy, elbow-length gloves and tosses them in the grass.


“How many have you taken out so far?” she asks.


“Twenty-nine. Mapping system shows a hundred and seventy-five still down in there.”


“What’s the demographic?”


“Men. Women. Children.”


“High-velocity GSWs?”


“Yeah, we’ve collected a ton of .223 Remington casings. But this is another weird one. Same thing we saw in that mass grave in Denver. Maybe you heard about it.”


“I haven’t.”


“Dismemberment.”


“Have you determined what was used?”


“In most instances, it’s not a clean break, like a machete or ax strike. These bones are splintered.”


“A chainsaw would do that.”


“Yeah. So I’m thinking they cut everyone down with AR-15s and then went through with chainsaws. Making sure no one crawled out.”


The blond hairs on the back of her neck stand erect, a rod of ice descending her spine. The sun burns down out of the bright June sky, more intense for the elevation. Snow still lingers above timberline on the distant peaks.


“You okay?” Sam asks.


“Yeah. This is my first trip out west. I’d been working New York City up until now.”


“Look, take the day if you want. Get yourself acclimated. You’ll need your head right for this one.”


“No.” She stands, hoisting the duffel bag out of the grass and engaging that compartment in her brain that functions solely as a cold, indifferent scientist. “Let’s go to work.”






 


 


 


 


There is no decent place to stand in a massacre.


—LEONARD COHEN
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THE president had just finished addressing the nation, and the pundits were back on the airwaves, scrambling, as they had been for the last three days, to sort out the chaos.


Dee Colclough lay watching it all on a flatscreen from a ninth-floor hotel room ten minutes from home, a sheet twisted between her legs, the air-conditioning cool against the sweat on her skin.


She looked over at Kiernan, said, “Even the talking heads look scared.”


Kiernan stubbed out his cigarette and blew a river of smoke at the television.


“I got called up,” he said.


“Your Guard unit?”


“I have to report tomorrow morning.” He lit another one. “What I hear, we’ll just be patrolling neighborhoods.”


“Keeping the peace until it all blows over?”


He glanced at her, head cocked with that boyish smirk she’d fallen for six months ago when he’d deposed her as an adverse expert witness in a medical malpractice case. “Does anything about this make you think it’s going to blow over?”


A new chyron appeared across the bottom of the screen—


45 DEAD IN MASS SHOOTING AT A CHURCH IN COLUMBIA, SOUTH CAROLINA.


“Jesus Christ,” Dee said.


Kiernan dragged heavily on his cigarette. “Something’s happening,” he said.


“Obviously. The whole country—”


“That’s not what I mean, love.”


She looked at him.


For a moment, he just sat there, smoking.


“It’s been coming on now, little by little, for days,” he said finally.


“I don’t understand.”


“I barely do myself.”


Through the cracked window of their hotel room—distant gunshots and sirens.


“This was supposed to be our week,” she said. “You were going to tell Myra. I was—”


“You should go home, be with your family.”


“You’re my family.”


“Your kids at least.”


“What is this, Kiernan?” She could feel an angry knot bulging in her throat. “Are we not in this together? Are you having second thoughts—”


“It’s not that.”


“Do you have any concept of what I’ve already sacrificed for you?”


She couldn’t see all of his face in the mirror on the opposite wall, but she could see his eyes. Gaping into nothing. A thousand-yard stare. He was someplace other than this room. He’d gone deep, and she’d sensed it even before this moment, in the way he’d made love to her. Something held back. Something missing.


She climbed out of bed and walked over to her dress, where she’d thrown it against the wall two hours earlier.


“You don’t feel it?” he asked. “Not at all?”


“Feel what?”


“Forget it.”


“Kiernan—”


“Fucking forget it.”


“What is wrong with you?”


“Nothing.”


Dee pulled the straps over her shoulders as Kiernan glared at her through the cloud of smoke around his head. He was forty-one years old, with short black hair and a two-day shadow that reminded her so much of her father.


“Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked.


“You and I are not the same anymore, Dee.”


“Did I do something or—”


“I’m not talking about our relationship. It’s deeper. It’s . . . so much more profound than that.”


“You’re not making sense.”


She was standing by the window. The air coming in was cool and it smelled of the city and the desert that surrounded it. A pair of gunshots drew her attention, and when she looked through the glass she saw grids of darkness overspreading the city.


Dee glanced back at Kiernan, and she’d just opened her mouth to say something when the lights and the television cut out.


She froze.


Her heart accelerating.


Couldn’t see anything but the flare and fade of Kiernan’s tobacco ember.


Heard him exhale in the dark, and then his voice, all the more terrifying for its evenness.


“You need to get away from me right now,” he said.


“What are you talking about?”


“There’s this part of me, getting stronger every time I breathe in, that wants to hurt you.”


“Why?”


She heard the covers rip back. The sound of Kiernan rushing across the carpet.


He stopped inches from her.


She smelled the cigarettes on his breath, and when she touched his chest, felt his body shaking.


“What’s happening to you?” she asked.


“I don’t know, but I can’t stop it. Remember that I loved you.”


He put his hands on her bare shoulders, and she thought he was going to kiss her, but then she was flying through darkness across the room.


She crashed into the dresser, stunned, her shoulder throbbing from the impact.


Kiernan said, “Now, get the fuck out while you still can.”







JACK Colclough moved down the hallway, past the kids’ bedrooms, and into the kitchen, where four candles on the granite countertop and two more on the breakfast table made this the brightest room in the house. Dee stood in shadow at the sink, filling another milk jug with water from the tap, the cabinets surrounding her thrown open and vacated, the stovetop cluttered with cans of food that hadn’t seen the light of day in years.


“I can’t find the road map,” Jack said.


“You looked under the bed?”


“Yes.”


“That was the last place I saw it.”


Jack set the flashlight on the counter and stared at his fourteen-year-old daughter. She was sitting at the breakfast table, her purple-streaked blond hair twirled around her finger.


“Got your clothes?” he asked.


She shook her head.


“Naomi. Go. Now. And help Cole pack. I think your brother got distracted.”


“We aren’t really leaving, are we?”


“Now.”


Naomi pushed back from the table, her chair shrieking against the hardwood floor. She stormed out of the kitchen, down the hallway.


“Hey!” he shouted after her.


“Cut her a break,” Dee said. “She’s terrified.”


Jack went to his wife. The night beyond the windowpane was moonless and unmarred by even the faintest pinprick of light. It was the city’s second night without power.


“This is the last jug,” Dee said. “Makes eight gallons.”


“That isn’t going to last us very long.”


From the battery-powered radio on the windowsill above the sink, an old woman’s voice replaced the static that had dominated the airwaves for the last six hours. Jack reached over, turned up the volume.


They listened as she read another name, another address over the radio.


“They’ve lost their fucking minds,” Jack said.


Dee turned off the tap and screwed a cap onto the final jug. “You think anyone’s actually acting on that?”


“I don’t know.”


“I don’t want to leave, Jack.”


“I’ll take these jugs out to the car. Make sure the kids are getting packed.”
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Jack hit the light switch out of habit, but when he opened the door, the garage remained dark. He shined the flashlight on the four steps that dropped out of the hallway. The smooth concrete was cold through his socks. He popped the hatch to the cargo area, illumination flooding out of the overhead dome lights. He set the first jug of water in the back of the Land Rover Discovery. Their backpacks and camping equipment hung from hooks over the chest freezer, and he lifted them down off the wall. Pristine, unblemished by even a speck of trail dust. Four never-slept-in sleeping bags dangled from the ceiling in mesh sacks. He dragged a workbench over from the red Craftsman tool drawer and climbed up to take them down. Dee had been begging for a family camping trip ever since he’d purchased three thousand dollars’ worth of backpacking gear, and he’d fully intended for their family to spend every other weekend in the mountains or the desert. But two years had passed, and life had happened, priorities changed. The gas stove and water filter hadn’t even been liberated from their packaging, which still bore price tags.


He heard Dee shout his name. He grabbed the flashlight, negotiated the sprawl of backpacks and sleeping bags, and bolted up the steps and through the door to the house. Past the washer and dryer, back into the kitchen.


Naomi and his seven-year-old son, Cole, stood at the opening to the hallway, their faces all warmth and shadow in the candlelight, watching their mother at the sink.


Jack shined the light on Dee.


She pointed at the radio.


“They just read off Marty Anderson’s name. They’re going through the humanities department, Jack.”


“Turn it up.”


“Jim Barbour is a professor of religious studies at the University of New Mexico.” The old woman on the radio spoke slowly and with precision. “His address is Two Carpenter Court. Those of you near campus, go now, and while you’re in the neighborhood, stop by the home of Jack Colclough—”


“Dad—”


“Shhh.”


“—a professor of philosophy at UNM. He lives at 1414 Arroyo Way. Repeat: 1414 Arroyo Way. Go now.”


“Oh my God, Jack. Oh my God.”


“Get the food in the back of the car.”


“This is not—”


“Listen to me. Get the food in the back of the car. Naomi, bring your and Cole’s clothes out to the garage. I’ll meet you all there in one minute.”


He ran down the hall, his sock feet skidding across the dusty hardwood floor as he rounded the turn into the master bedroom. Clothes everywhere. Drawers evacuated from a pair of dressers. Sweaters spilling out of the oak chest at the foot of the bed. Into the walk-in closet, stepping on shoes and winter coats. He reached for the highest shelf on the back wall, his fingers touching the pistol case and two small boxes of ammo, which he crammed into the pockets of his khaki slacks.


He returned to the bedroom, dropped to his knees, his stomach, crawling under the bedframe until he grasped the steel barrel of the Mossberg, loaded and trigger-locked.


Then back on his feet, down the hall, through the kitchen, the living room, foyer, right up to the front door, the light beam crossing adobe walls covered in photographs of his smiling family—vacations and holidays from another lifetime. Beside the door, from a table of wrought iron and glass, he grabbed his keys, his wallet, even his phone, though there’d been no signal the last twenty-four hours. Jammed his feet into a pair of trail shoes still caked with mud from his last run in the Bosque, not even a week ago. He didn’t realize how badly his hands were shaking until he failed on the first two attempts to tie his shoelaces.


Dee was struggling to fit a sleeping bag into a compression sack as he came down the steps into the garage.


“We don’t have time for that,” he said. “Just cram it in.”


“We’re running out of space.”


He grabbed the sleeping bag from her and shoved it into the back of the Land Rover on top of the small cardboard box filled with canned food.


“Throw the packs in,” he said as he laid the shotgun on the floor against the backseat.


“You find the map?” Dee asked.


“No. Just leave the rest of this shit. Here.” He handed her the plastic gun case and a box of 185-grain semi-jacketed hollow points. “Load the Glock.”


“I’ve never even shot this gun, Jack.”


“Makes two of us.”


Dee went around to the front passenger door and climbed in while Jack closed the cargo hatch. He reached up to the garage-door opener, pulled a chain that disengaged the motor. The door lifted easily.


Cool desert air filled the garage. The spice of wet sage in the breeze reminded him of cheap aftershave—his father. A lone cricket chirped in the yard across the street. No houselights or streetlamps or sprinklers. The surrounding homes almost invisible but for the gentlest starlight.


He caught the scent of cigarette smoke the same instant he heard footsteps in the grass.


A shadow was moving across the lawn—a darker silhouette of black coming toward him, and something the shadow carried reflected the interior lights of the Land Rover as a glimmer of silver.


“Who’s there?” Jack said.


No response.


A cigarette hit the ground, sparks scattering in the grass.


Jack was taking his first step back into the garage toward the open driver’s-side door, realizing everything was happening too fast. He wasn’t going to react in time to stop what was about to—


“Don’t come any closer.” His wife’s voice. He looked over, saw Dee standing at the back of the SUV, pointing the Glock at a man who had stopped six feet away. He wore canvas shorts, thong sandals, and a cream-colored oxford pollocked with blood spatter. The glimmer was the blade of a butcher knife, and the hands that held it were dark with blood.


Dee said, “What are you doing here?”


Kiernan smiled. “I was just in the neighborhood. Been driving around, making some stops. I didn’t know you owned a gun. Been looking for one myself.” Kiernan looked at Jack. “You must be Jack. We haven’t met, but I’ve heard a lot about you. I’m the guy who’s been fucking your wife.”


“Listen to me,” Dee said. “You’re sick. You need—”


“No, I’m actually better than I’ve ever been.” He pointed the butcher knife at the Land Rover. “Taking a trip?”


Tires screeched, an engine revved, and a few blocks away, headlights passed behind a hedge, light flickering through the branches like a strobe. A succession of distant pops erupted in the night.


Jack said, “Dee, we need to leave right now.”


“Go back to your car, Kiernan.”


The man didn’t move.


Jack took a step back and eased himself into the driver’s seat.


“Who’s out there, Daddy?” Cole asked.


Jack peered into the backseat at his children.


“Naomi, Cole, I want you both to lay down.”


“Dad, I’m scared.”


“I know, baby. Hold your brother’s hand. You all right, Cole?”


“Yeah.”


“Good man.”


He started the engine as Kiernan receded into the darkness of the front yard.


Dee jumped in beside him, slammed her door, locked it.


Jack said, “You sure know how to pick ’em.”


“Do we have everything we need?”


“We have what we have, and now it’s time to leave. Stay down, kids.”


“Where are we going?” Cole asked.


“I don’t know, buddy. No talking, okay? Daddy needs to think.”


The dashboard clock read 9:31 P.M. as Jack shifted into reverse and backed out of the garage and down the driveway, nothing but the reddish glow of taillights to guide him. He turned into the street, put the car in drive. Hesitated, fingers searching for the automatic window control. The glass hummed down into the door. Over the idling of the Discovery’s engine, he heard another car approaching at high speed, headlights just becoming visible in the rearview mirror.


He floored the gas pedal, the Discovery accelerating through pure darkness.


“Jack, how can you see?”


“I can’t.”


He made a blind turn onto the next street, drove for several blocks in the dark.


Dee said, “Look.”


A house burned on the corner up ahead, flames shooting out of the dormers, the branches of an overhanging cottonwood fringed with embers while molten leaves rained down on the lawn.


“What is it?” Naomi asked.


“A house on fire.”


“Whose?”


“I don’t know.”


“I want to see.”


“No, Cole. Stay down with your sister.”


They flew up the street.


“I’m going to run us into something.” Jack flipped on the headlights. The console lit up. “You’re kidding me,” he said.


“What?”


“It’s on empty.”


“I told you it was getting low last week.”


“Are you not capable of pumping gas into a car?”


Three houses down, the headlights swept over two trucks that had pulled into the front yard of an adobe house.


Jack slowed.


“That’s the Rosenthals’ place.”


Through the dark living-room windows: three loud, bright flashes.


“What was that, Dad?”


“Nothing, Nay.”


He gunned the engine and glanced over at Dee, a death grip on the steering wheel to keep his hands steady. Nodded at the gun in his wife’s lap.


“Wasn’t even loaded, was it?”


“I don’t know how.”


The university campus loomed empty and dark as Dee ripped open a box of ammunition. They passed a row of dorms. The quad. The student union. A squat brick building whose third floor housed Jack’s office. It occurred to him that today would’ve been the deadline for his bioethics class to hand in their papers on euthanasia.


“There’s a button on the left side behind the trigger,” he said. “I think it releases the magazine.”


“Are you talking about a gun?” Cole asked.


“Yes.”


“Are you going to shoot somebody?”


“It’s only to protect us, buddy.”


Jack watched Dee thumb another hollow-point round into the magazine.


“How many will it hold?” she asked.


“Ten. No, nine.”


“Where are we going, Jack?”


“Lomas Boulevard, then the interstate.”


“And then?”


“I don’t know. I’m trying to work that—” A pair of headlights appeared in the distance.


“You see them, Jack?”


“Of course I see them.”


“What’s happening, Dad?”


In the rearview mirror, a third set of headlights rushed up on their bumper.


“Jack, do something.”


His foot eased onto the brake pedal.


“Jack.”


“Sit up, kids.”


“What are you doing?”


“Give me the gun.”


Dee handed over the Glock, which he stowed under his seat.


They were nearing the roadblock.


“Jack, tell me what you’re—”


“I don’t know!”


A large oak had been felled across the road, the middle section excised and two pickup trucks parked in front, blocking passage, their high beams glaring into the night.


Dee said, “They have guns.”


Jack counted four people standing in front of the vehicles, silhouetted by the headlights. One of them came forward as the Discovery closed within ten yards—a man wearing an Isotopes baseball cap and a red windbreaker. He trained his shotgun on the Discovery’s windshield and extended his right hand for Jack to stop.


Jack shifted into park, locked the doors.


The third truck pulled up within several feet of the Discovery’s back bumper, its headlights halfway up the glass of the back hatch so they shone directly into the rearview mirror. The man with the shotgun produced a flashlight and circled the Land Rover, shining the beam through every window before arriving back at Jack’s door, where he tapped the glass and made circles in the air with his pointer finger.


Jack noted a cold trickle of sweat gliding over the contours of his ribs. He lowered the window eight inches.


“Hey, what’s going on?” he said, and it came out naturally enough, like he’d been pulled over for a blown taillight, just some annoying traffic stop in the flow of an otherwise normal day.


The man said, “Turn the interior lights on.”


“Why?”


“Right now.”


Jack hit the lights.


The man leaned forward, the sharp tang of rusted metal wafting into the car, Jack watching the eyes behind the square, silver frames. Those eyes took in his wife, his children, before settling back on Jack with a level of indifference, verging on disgust, that prior to this moment was completely alien to his experience.


“Where you off to so late?” the man asked.


“What business is that of yours?”


When the man just stared and made no response, Jack said, “Look, I don’t know what this is all about, but we’re going to move on here.”


“I asked you where you’re going.”


Jack tried to wet the roof of his mouth with his tongue. It had gone dry as sandpaper.


“Just up to Santa Fe to see some friends.”


The driver’s-side door of the truck behind them opened. Someone stepped down onto the pavement and walked over to join the others at the roadblock.


“Why do you have packs and jugs of water in the back of your car?”


“We’re going camping. There’s mountains up that way if you hadn’t heard.”


“I don’t think you’re going to Santa Fe.”


“I don’t give a shit what you think.”


“Give me your driver’s license.”


“Fuck off.”


The man racked a fresh shell into the chamber, and the awful noise of the pump action set Jack’s heart racing.


“All right,” he said. He opened the center console, took out his wallet, spent ten seconds trying to slide his license out of the clear plastic sleeve. He handed it through the window, and the man took it and walked over to the trucks and the other men.


Dee whispered, “Jack. Look out your window at the other side of the road.”


Where the light from the trucks diffused into the barest strands of illumination, Jack saw a minivan parked in a vacant lot, and just a few feet from it, four pairs of shoes poking up through the weeds, the feet motionless and spread at forty-five-degree angles, toes pointing toward the sky.


“They’re going to kill us,” she whispered.


Jack reached under his seat, brought the Glock into his lap.


The man was coming back toward the Discovery now.


“Dee, kids,” Jack said as he shifted into reverse, “when I clear my throat, get down as low as you can into the floorboards and cover your heads.”


The man reached Jack’s window. “Everyone out. Except the boy.”


“Why?”


The shotgun barrel passed over the top of the window, stopping six inches from Jack’s left ear. So close he could feel the heat from recent use radiating off the steel.


“This is not the way you want to handle this, Mr. Colclough. Turn off the engine.”


The other men were walking over.


Jack cleared his throat and jammed his foot into the gas pedal, the Land Rover lurching back, a winch punching through the rear window, glass spraying everywhere. He grabbed the smoldering shotgun barrel with one hand and shifted into drive with the other. The blast ruptured his eardrum and blew the glass out of a window, the recoil ripping the barrel out of his hand along with several layers of cauterized skin. He could hear only a distant ringing, like a symphony of old telephones buried deep underground.


Muzzle flashes and the front passenger window exploded, shards of glass embedding themselves in the right side of Jack’s face as he pushed the gas pedal into the floor again and cranked the steering wheel to miss the branches of the downed oak tree.


The Discovery tore through the vacant lot, the jarring so violent at this speed Jack could barely keep his grip on the steering wheel. He turned up a grassy slope and took the Land Rover through a six-foot fence at thirty miles per hour, into the backyard of a brick ranch. Plowed over a rose garden and birdbath, then broke through the fence again near the house and sped down the empty driveway and onto a quiet street.


He hit seventy-five within four blocks, blowing through two-way stops, four-way stops, and one dark traffic signal until he saw lights in the distance—the fast-approaching intersection with Lomas Boulevard.


He let the Discovery begin to slow, finally bringing it to a full stop on the curb and shifting into park.


Darkness in the rearview mirror. No incoming headlights.


He tried to listen for the sound of approaching cars, but he heard only those muffled telephones and the painful bass throbbing of his left eardrum. He was shaking all over.


He said, “Is anybody hurt?”


Dee climbed out of the floorboard and said something.


“I can’t hear you,” he said. In the backseat, he saw Naomi sitting up. “Where’s Cole?” Dee squirmed around and leaned into the backseat, reaching down toward the floorboard where Cole had taken cover. “Is Cole okay?” The murmur of voices grew louder. “Would someone please tell me if my son is okay?”


Dee returned to the front seat, put her hands on her husband’s face, and pulled his right ear to her lips.


“Cole’s fine, Jack. He’s just scared and balled up on the floor.”


[image: Paragraph break image]


He drove six blocks to Lomas Boulevard. This part of the city still had power. The road luminous with streetlights, traffic lights, and the glow of fast-food restaurant signs that stretched for a quarter mile in either direction like a glowing mirage of civilization. As Jack pulled through a red light and into the empty westbound lanes, the gas tank’s reserve light clicked on.
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They were driving through the university’s medical campus when someone stepped out into the road.


Jack had to swerve to miss them.


Dee said something.


“What?”


“Go back!” she shouted.


“Are you crazy?”


“That was a patient.”


He turned around in the empty boulevard and drove back toward the hospital and pulled over to the curb. The patient was already halfway across the road and staggering barefoot like he might topple—tall and gaunt, his head shaved, a scythe-shaped scar curving from just above his left ear across the top of his scalp, the kind of damage it would have taken a couple hundred stitches to close. The wind rode the gown up his toothpick legs.


Jack lowered his window as the man collided breathlessly into his door. He tried to speak but he was gulping down breaths of air and emanating the hospital stench of sanitized death.


At last the man raised his head off his forearms and said in a voice gone soft and raspy from disuse, “I woke up several hours ago. The doctors and nurses are gone. What’s happening?”


Jack said, “How long have you been in the hospital?”


“I don’t know.”


“You’re in Albuquerque.”


“Yeah, I live here.”


Jack shifted into park, eyeing the rearview mirror for approaching vehicles. “It’s October fifth—”


“October?”


“Things started about a week ago.”


“What things?”


“At first, it was just bits on the news that would catch your attention. A murder. A hit-and-run. But the reports kept coming, and there were more every day and they got more violent and harder to understand. It wasn’t just happening here. It was all over the country. A police officer in Phoenix went on a shooting rampage in an elementary school and then a nursing home. There were fifty home invasions in one night in Salt Lake. Houses were being burned. Just horrific acts of violence.”


“Jesus.”


“The president gave a televised speech last night, and right after, the power went out. Cellphone coverage became intermittent. The internet too jammed up to use. By this afternoon, the only functioning line of communication was the radio.”


The man looked away from Jack as gunshots rang out in a neighborhood across the street.


“Why is it happening?”


“I don’t know,” Jack said. “The power went out before any consensus was reached. They think it might be a virus or something.”


Dee leaned across the console. “Do you know how you were injured? I’m a doctor. Maybe I can—”


“I need to find my family.”


Jack saw the man look into their car, and he thought he was going to ask for a ride, wondering how he would tell him no.


But then the man turned suddenly and limped off down the road.
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There were lights on inside, but no customers, no cashier. Jack swiped his credit card through the scanner, waiting for authorization as he watched the ghost town and listened over the dwindling telephones in his head for the threat of approaching cars.


All but super premium had run dry. He stood in the cold pumping twenty-three and a half gallons into the Discovery’s tank and thinking how he should’ve brought the red plastic container that held the lawnmower gas.


As he screwed the cap on, three pickup trucks roared by, pushing ninety down Lomas. Jack didn’t wait for a receipt.
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Another mile and I-25 materialized beyond some dealerships, cars backed up from the on-ramps on either side of the overpass. Streams of red light winding north through the city, streams of white light crawling south.


Jack said, “Doesn’t look like they’re getting anywhere, does it?”


He veered into the left lane and drove under the overpass, his right ear improving, beginning to pick up the guttural sounds of the engine and the whimpering of Cole.
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A blur of city light, the Wells Fargo Building glowing green in the distance. They shot three miles through downtown and Old Town, past Tingley Park, and then across the Rio Grande into darkness again, the western edge of the city without power.


“You have blood coming out of your ear, Jack.”


He wiped the side of his face.


Naomi said, “Are you hurt, Dad?”


“I’m fine. Comfort your brother.”
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They drove north along the river. Across the water, a great fire was consuming a neighborhood of affluent homes, their immense frames visible amid the flames.


Jack said under his breath, “Where the fuck is the military?”
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Dee saw the lights first—a cluster of them a couple miles up the road.


“Jack.”


He killed their headlights and braked, crossed the yellow line into the other lane, then dropped down off the shoulder onto the desert. The Discovery’s corner lamps barely lit the way, showing only ten feet of the desert floor as Jack navigated between shrubs and sagebrush, finally skirting the edge of a serpentine arroyo.
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The hardpan reached the broken pavement. Jack pulled back onto the highway and turned off the corner lamps. Some distance to the south, the roadblock they’d detoured at the intersection of 48 and 550 stood out in the dark—cones of light blazing into the night.


They rode north without headlights, cold desert air streaming in through the jagged glass. Jack’s eyes were adjusting to the starlight, and he could just discern the white wisps of reflective paint that framed the highway. Their city fell away behind them, a mosaic of darkness and light and four distinct fires that burned visibly from a distance of twenty miles.
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An hour north on the Zia Reservation, they met with a car heading south. Its taillights instantly fired, Jack watching in the rearview mirror as it spun around in the highway and started back after them. He accelerated, but the car quickly closed on their bumper, its light bar throwing shivers of blue and red through the fractured glass of the Discovery’s windows.
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The officer’s boots scraped the pavement as he approached the Land Rover, his sidearm drawn and paired with a Maglite. He sidled up to Jack’s lowered window and pointed a revolver at his head.


“You armed, sir?”


Jack had to turn his right ear to the man so he could hear. He blinked against the sharp light. “I have a Glock in my lap.”


“Loaded?”


“Yes sir.”


“Just keep your hands on the steering wheel.” The state police officer shined his light into the backseat, saw Naomi and Cole, and holstered his gun. “You folks all right?”


“Not really,” Jack said.


“Somebody shot your car up pretty good.”


“Just a Thursday night in Albuquerque.”


The cop laughed. “How are things there?”


“Terrible. What do you hear? We’ve been checking our car radio, but it’s all static.”


“I hear I’ve lost officers up on the northwest plateau, but I don’t know that for certain. I’ve heard there are roadblocks, widespread home invasions, a National Guard unit getting slaughtered. But it’s all rumors. Things came apart so fast, you know?” The officer pulled off his wool hat. He scratched his bald dome, tugged at the tufts of gray that flared out above his ears and ringed his skull. “Where you headed?”


“We don’t know yet,” Jack said.


“Well, I’d get off the highway. Least for the night. I been chased and shot at by several vehicles. They couldn’t catch my Crown Vic, but they’d probably run you down no problem.”


“We’ll do that.”


“You say you have a Glock?”


“Yes sir.”


“Comfortable with it?”


“I used to deer hunt with my father, but it’s been years since I’ve even shot a gun.”


The officer’s eyes cut to the backseat, his face brightening. He waved and Jack glanced back, saw Cole sit up and look through the glass. He lowered Cole’s window.


“How you doing there, buddy? You look like a real brave boy to me. Is that right?”


Cole just stared.


“What’s your name?”


Jack couldn’t hear his son answer. The officer reached his gloved hand through the window.


“Good to meet you, Cole.” He turned back to Jack. “Hunker down someplace safe for the night. You ain’t a pretty sight.”


“My wife’s a doctor. She’ll patch me up.”


The officer lingered at his window, staring off into the emptiness all around them—starlit desert and the scabrous profile of a distant mountain range, pitch-black against the navy sky. “What do you make of it?” he said.


“Of what?”


“Whatever this is that’s happening. What we’re doing to ourselves.”


“I don’t know.”


“You think this is the end?”


“Sort of feels that way tonight, doesn’t it?”


The officer rapped his knuckles on the roof. “Stay safe, folks.”


[image: Paragraph break image]


Ten miles on, Jack left the highway. He crossed a cattle guard and drove 2.8 miles over a wash-boarded, runoff-rutted wreck of a road until the outcropping of house-size rocks loomed straight ahead in the windshield. He pulled behind a boulder, so that even with the lights on their Land Rover would be completely hidden from the highway. Shifted into park. Killed the engine. Dead quiet in this high desert. He unbuckled his seatbelt and turned around in his seat so he could see his children.


“Know what we’re going to do?” he said. “When this is all over?”


“What?” Cole asked.


“I’m taking you kids back to Los Barriles.”


“Where?”


“You remember, buddy. That little town on the Sea of Cortez where we stayed over Christmas a couple years ago? When this is over, we’re going back for a month. Maybe two.”


The overhead dome light cut out. Jack could feel the car listing in the wind, bits of dust and dirt and sand slamming into the metal like microscopic ball bearings.


Cole said, “Remember that sandcastle we built?”


Jack smiled in the darkness. They’d opened presents and gone out to the white-sand beach and spent all day, the four of them, building a castle with three-foot walls and a deep moat, wet sand dribbled over the towers and spires to resemble eroded stone.


“That sucked,” Naomi said. “Remember what happened?”


A storm had blown in that afternoon over Baja as the tide was coming in. When a rod of lightning touched the sea a quarter mile out, the Colcloughs had screamed and raced back to their bungalow as the rain poured down and the black clouds detonated. Jack had glanced back as they scrambled over the dunes, glimpsed their sandcastle rebuffing its first decent wave, the moat filling with salt-water.


“Do you think the waves knocked it down?” Cole said.


“No, it’s still standing,” Naomi said.


“Don’t speak to your brother that way. No, Cole, it wouldn’t have lasted the night.”


“It was a big castle.”


“I know, but the tide’s a powerful force.”


“We walked out there the next morning, Cole,” Dee said. “Remember what we saw?”


“Smooth sand.”


“Like we hadn’t even been there,” Naomi said.


“We were there,” Jack said. “That was a great day.”


“That was a stupid day,” Naomi said. “What’s the point of building a sandcastle if you can’t watch it get destroyed?”


Jack could hear in her voice that she didn’t mean it. She was just trying to push whatever button she thought he’d left unguarded. Under different circumstances, it would’ve pissed him off, but not tonight.


He said, “Well, it wasn’t stupid to me, Nay. That was one of my favorite days. One of the best of my life.”
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Jack unlocked the shotgun. He found a good-size rock and smashed out the taillights and brake lights and reverse lights. Unloaded everything from the cargo area and picked the glass slivers out of the carpet and knocked the remaining glass out of the back window, the rear right panel, the front passenger window. The army-green paint of the front passenger door and the back hatch bore several bullet holes. A round had even punctured the leather of Jack’s headrest—a white puff of stuffing mushroomed out of the exit hole.
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Jack had folded the backseat down. Naomi and Cole slept in their down bags in the car. It was after 1:00 A.M., and he sat against a boulder. Dee’s headlamp was shining in his eyes as she wiped the right side of his face with an iodine prep pad. She used plastic tweezers from the first-aid kit to dig the glass shrapnel out of his face.


“Here comes a big one,” she said.


He winced.


“Sorry.”


The shard clinked into the small aluminum tray, and when she’d removed all the glass she could see, she dabbed away the blood with a fresh iodine pad.


“Do I need stitches?” he asked.


“No. How’s the left ear?”


“What?”


“How’s the left ear?”


“What?”


“How’s the—”


He smiled.


“Fuck you. Let’s dress that hand.”
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They inflated the Therm-a-Rests, crawled into their sleeping bags, and lay on the desert floor under the stars.


Jack heard Dee crying.


“What is it?” he said.


“Nothing.”


“No, what?”


“You don’t want to hear it.”


“Kiernan.” Jack had known about him almost from the inception of their affair. She’d been honest with him from the beginning, and on some level he respected her for that. But this was the first time he’d spoken the man’s name.


“That wasn’t him,” she said. “He’s a decent man.”


“You loved him.”


A sob slipped out.


“I’m sorry, Dee.”


The wind kicked up. They faced each other to escape the clouds of dust.


“I’m scared, Jack.”


“We’ll keep heading north. Maybe it’s better in Colorado.”


In the intermittent moments of stillness, when the wind died away, Jack stared up into the sky and watched the stars fall and the imperceptible migration of the Milky Way. He kept thinking how strange it felt to be lying beside his wife again. He’d slept in the guest room the last two months. They’d lied to the kids, told them it was because of his snoring, having promised each other they’d handle the dissolution of their marriage with grace and discretion.


Dee finally slept. He tried to close his eyes, but his mind wouldn’t stop. His ear throbbed, and the scorched nerve endings flared under the barrel-shaped blister across the fingers of his left hand.









COYOTES woke him, a pack trotting across the desert half a mile away. Dee’s head rested in the crook of his arm, and he managed to extricate himself without rousing her. He sat up. His sleeping bag was glazed with dew. The desert the color of blued steel in the predawn. He wondered how long he’d slept—an hour? Three? His hand no longer burned, but he still couldn’t hear a thing out of his left ear except a lonely, hollow sound like wind blowing across an open bottle top. He unzipped his bag and got up. Slipped his socked feet into unlaced trail shoes and walked over to the Land Rover. Stood at the glassless back hatch watching his children sleep as the light strengthened all around him.
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