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For Lucy, a very Canadian girl


Author’s Note

The sign language used in this book is fictional and not based on American Sign Language (ASL) or any other existing sign language. Any resemblances are purely coincidental. If you are interested in sign languages used by the deaf, you can find out more at www.nidcd.nih.gov/health/american-sign-language.



PART ONE


SUMMER


“I have no faith in human perfectibility.”

    —EDGAR ALLAN POE



EIGHTH

There is a light floating above me. Nothing I recognize. I remember moving, so I try to move.

“Don’t move,” someone says, so I stop. “Do you know where you are?” I try to answer but find I can’t speak because there’s something in my mouth. I shake my head. I remember gestures and signs. Something about memorizing them and being tested on them. “Do you know who you are?” I search that part of my memory and find it a void. Not small, or undeveloped, but empty. Emptied. I shake my head again.

“Good,” the voice says. “Close your eyes.” I can’t remember ever choosing for myself, so I do as I’m told. The idea of obedience fills me, flowing through me like warm, viscous fluid. Obedience and anger, as though that’s all I’m made of.

“Eighth,” someone says. There’s another noise, like a hiss. “You’ll manage,” the first voice says. “He’ll learn from you.”

Behind my eyelids thoughts squirm around, jumbled and messy, out of order. I try to catch them, but they skitter into cracks and holes, like frightened animals.

“Try to relax,” the voice says. “It’s just residual neural impulses. It will go away.”

But what if I don’t want—

There’s a bright flash. And a noise like thunder. And everything shakes.

Her hands blur in front of my eyes.

What are your directives?

I only nod. I can’t answer. I’m holding my rifle with both hands.

The heel of her hand connects hard with my forehead, slamming me back against the metal wall behind me.

Look! Listen!

I nod. Nod. Nod.

Yes. Yes. Yes.

Dart each one. Leave them where they fall. Understand?

Yes. Yes.

I know this anyway. The directives are humming in my mind like a swollen river churning over rocks.

You must obey.

Yes.

I am obedience. I am malice. I grip my rifle tightly, fingers and hands absorbing the weight of it, the feel of the trigger, the faint vibrations.

Then I am running behind her, my hand on her shoulder, clanging over steel and stone as we’re consumed by heat and fire and noise. At first all I hear are weapons. Our precise ones and their brutal, noisy ones. But under that is another sound.

Screaming. They are screaming. I put my hands over my ears.

What are you doing?

I nod. Yes.

Stupid defective low rank mud for brains.

Yes.

She drags me, pulling my hands away from my ears. Ahead of us on the road, emerging from the flames and smoke, a human vehicle appears. I fumble for my rifle, but she has already fired; the dart punctures the glass and the face of the driver. There’s a screech as the car swerves toward us, and I’m leaping for it, pushing it away into a high wall as she stands there, undaunted, her rifle still raised.

Break it, she signs with one hand, marching toward me.

I turn and drive my fists through the window of the door. Inside, small humans scream.

Dart them, she says.

They scream and scream. I can’t move.

MOVE!

I step back as she raises her rifle. Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

The screaming stops. She drags me away before I can take a breath.

Follow me! Her hands slash through the air. Obey me!

We run between two high buildings, emerging into chaos. Hundreds of humans with guns and shields fire at our lines. Bullets bounce off my back as she leads me into the fray. Behind the humans with shields others are pushing and running, trying to get into a building. Our line breaks, and we follow a group that plows right through the shields and guns. The armed humans fall around us. One of them gets its fingers around her arm, pulling her rifle down. I grab the human by the neck and fling it away, watching it tumble into a heap with others.

Good, she says.

Her praise enlivens me. As the humans pour in through the door of the building, I leap up and tear open a window. She clambers ahead of me, and I dive after her, landing among the screaming humans as they scatter, desperately scrambling for exits. Her rifle whines as she darts them, one by one. When she stops, there are a dozen humans motionless on the floor.

Good, I say, though I feel dizzy and hot. I’m burning. I sway on my feet, reaching for her.

Think cold, she says.

Yes. I do what she says and feel my body cool down and my head clear. Malice is cold. Obedience is cold. I am cold.

There’s a huge noise outside, one of their crude weapons. The force of the explosion blows the remaining windows inward. Instinctively, I pull her under me, curling my back over her as the glass tinkles down around us. She shoves me away, stepping over bodies, and turns back to the door the humans came in.

Outside is smoke and flames. Those of our soldiers who don’t lie in pieces among the darted humans stagger to their feet. A transport swoops down, hovering over the carnage. She pulls me away from the transport, back along the ruined road. Over our heads a human aircraft explodes, raining debris. She worms away from me before I can shield her and stands with her arms out, defiant, her face turned to the explosion in the sky as burning embers drift down around us like . . .

Over the roar of our transport and the screams of fleeing humans I hear something else, a kind of whistle. A flash of light shoots past us and cracks into the side of a human car, shattering the windows. She takes one step toward the car before I can stop her.

Then I’m falling. Shards of metal careen at me before I land. My arm twists up to block one, another smacks into my face. I hit the ground hard and sink.

Obedience. Anger. I’m swimming in it. My insides twist and churn and thoughts scurry out of the holes in my mind.

Snow . . .

A sunset . . . the smell of . . .

It’s just residual neural impulses. Pain stomps on them, killing them.

Breathe.

I blink away the blood in my eyes. She’s hanging over me, kneeling by my head.

Breathe. Obey.

I try. The air is too thick. I’m choking. My head is open and everything is escaping. And I’m on fire.

Cold. Think cold. Obey.

Are you damaged? I sign with one hand. The other hand is not working.

No. Breathe again.

I obey. Each breath is like a flaming knife. I turn my head to the side and let my thoughts drip out. I’m forgetting everything. I’ve forgotten how to hold on to thoughts. I put my good hand over the hole in my head to try . . .

Stop. Be still.

She touches my face. Her hand is warm and firm. You will live, she signs. Keep breathing.

The agony of the next breath erases everything.

My eyes snap open in the dark. The battle is over. We are alone now in the building with the darted humans. Silver moonlight through the broken window outlines her as she moves.

You scared me, Eighth, she says. I thought you would die.

That makes me feel so happy that the pain becomes meaningless.



RAVEN

Our own stars betray us.

First, when they fall, we make wishes, then more wishes, until we realize it’s not a meteor storm. We watch fighter jets shoot across the sky, and missiles streak upward.

Pip and David, the camp directors, gather us into the main building and tell us what they learned before the phone line and Internet went down.

“Is this real?” Emily says, her voice high pitched and childlike. The lights flicker. Flicker and die. David goes out to crank up the generator. We all flinch as it roars to life and the lights burst brightly on the ceiling. David comes back saying something about rationing fuel. Topher wants to know how much there is, how long it will last, as though there is some answer that will make this more bearable.

His twin, Tucker, curls around me, breathing in my ear as we watch the few horrifying news reports cached on Pip’s laptop. Cities on fire all over the world: Bogotá, Denver, Addis Ababa, Mexico City. Armies of death-wielding shadows pouring out of multitudes of monstrous ships. Videos make it real.

We hold each other as Pip and David outline a plan. Those with weapons experience are armed with hunting rifles and put on sentry duty for the night. The rest of us will barricade ourselves in the girls’ cabin until dawn. The remainder of the plan can wait for daylight. We tiptoe in the dark, listening to the low rumbles in the distance.

Boom. Boom. Boom.

As long as I have Tucker, I tell myself, everything will be all right. The world has fallen apart around us before. We were suspended from school. Once we were handcuffed and driven off in separate police cars. We both faced my parents, and his parents. We survived that. We can survive anything. I thread my fingers into his, firm in my belief that we are an immutable force. No army of shadows will change that.

“Who are they?” someone says as we trail across the sports field, the stars still flashing and falling in the sky. “Terrorists?”

No one wants to say “aliens” that first night.



EIGHTH

The next thing I see is white, then gray, then green. And as things take shape, my mind awakens in a field, walking behind her, my hand on her armored shoulder. Slowly, thoughts click into place, memories, like parts of a rifle recently cleaned and oiled. We have been out in the world for some time, away from the battle in the city. It’s as though I’ve only just noticed. I turn and look behind us. Some way back, three humans lie facedown, the long grass crushed under their bodies.

When she hisses at me, my feet move and I turn from the humans in the grass, turn from the brief sense of loss their lifeless shapes stir in me. I take a step with her, hand on her shoulder, and another step until we regain our rhythm, walking steadily away, as any feelings I had about the fallen humans peel away from me like dead skin over a healing scar. She shot them. I haven’t touched my rifle all day. She prefers it that way.

As we walk, I remember more and more. About myself. And about her. Sixth, I call her. She is above me in the ranks, and it shows.

Her aim is flawless, and her disappointment with mine is palpable. Let me shoot; you can manage any close contacts, she signed once, back when she could be bothered to give me instructions. “Close contacts” means fighting. I can fight. I know this. I’m strong; my strength surprises even me. I can tear heavy locks open with one hand, and once pushed a moving vehicle right off the road. I think I would be lethal in a hand-to-hand fight, but no one comes close enough. Even if they did, they seem so weak, these humans, so small and vulnerable; it scarcely seems fair. Even the ones with guns hardly wear any armor. I turn my eyes away now when she shoots them.

I suppose I could break one, if I had to. I did it once. She counts on me for that. I would kill to protect her, but I can’t see that sort of danger ever coming up again. She shoots; I follow or precede her, break down doors and smash fences, hunting out the last dregs of humanity. We are preparing. I don’t know what for, and I’m scared to ask.

I’m not supposed to ask. I’m not supposed to be scared.

Eighth is defective, she signs frequently, using both hands to show me how broken I am. I would tell her that her disdain hurts my feelings if I thought that was permitted. Instead, I swallow the disdain, as much as I can, and let it sink into the pool of oily obedience inside me. There it turns into an urge to break things.

Breaking things is permitted, even encouraged. I will break whatever is in her way. I want her to be happy with me.



PART TWO


AUTUMN


“It is by no means an irrational fancy that, in a future existence, we shall look upon what we think our present existence, as a dream.”

    —EDGAR ALLAN POE



RAVEN

Tucker died this morning.

My soul was split in two this morning. The war that we have evaded, hidden from, and occasionally pretended was all a bad dream crashed into us this morning, when Topher, after searching for hours, found his twin dead under a pine tree, a dart in his spine, dark metallic tears in his open eyes.

After ten weeks of hiding and hoping for rescue, we have been touched by the invaders at last.

The aliens. We have no trouble saying it now.

I scream myself hoarse when they bring his body back. Topher lays him on the sunporch off the mess hall and collapses down beside him. The other camp staff leave us, too stunned to process it. They disappear into the cabins and close the doors.

Who knows how long we sit there, ruined by grief, paralyzed and helpless. The sun is high in the sky when I use the corner of my T-shirt to wipe the gray fluid from Tucker’s brown eyes.

“Close them,” Topher says.

But I want to look at him a little longer.

“Close them. The sun is too bright.”

I have never liked Topher, and the feeling is mutual. He and Tucker have . . . had that bond that twins have, and look so alike that even their parents mixed them up until Topher cut his dark hair military short. They look alike. They are not alike.

Tucker was carefree. Topher is contained to the point of repression—a rule follower, a future judge or prison warden. Tucker is wild and wicked . . . was . . . was wild and wicked. Tucker is dead. Topher is stern and steady and grave. Tucker was dark and deep and complicated and infuriating.

Topher is straight and dull. Tucker was a risk taker. He jumped off cliffs and bridges, swallowed unknown pills that kept him awake for days, rode his longboard down impossibly steep hills. He set out hunting alone at night, disobeying our strict buddy system—an insane thing to do, even for him. Topher said his twin had a death wish. He got his wish. Tucker is dead. And Topher is alive. I wish it were the other way around.

“Close his eyes, please, Raven, or I will.”

He uses my full name, not “Rave” as everyone else does. Raven doesn’t suit me. When I think of ravens I imagine something serious, clever, and sleek. My puffy golden Afro and smattering of freckles make me look frivolous and festive, like a firework, which doesn’t suit me either. “The raven is inside you,” Mom used to say, and I always thought that meant it would hatch out one day, that I would morph into someone less . . . chaotic.

I still look in the mirror sometimes and am not sure who I see. Black mom, long-gone white dad. Does that make me mixed? And does part of that mix have to be the white family I don’t even know? A halo of tawny hair, full lips, rich mossy eyes, golden skin. Adding all that to my mom’s posh English, my stepfather Jack’s Michif, and the French they taught me at school makes me feel like about ten people at once. Rave suits me, like a party, but only some of the time. Not right now. Rage would be a better name right now. My karate instructors used to joke that Rage could be my fighter name, in between telling me that anger needs to be controlled, especially in martial arts. But of course, they couldn’t have known what was going to happen, how we would lose control of everything.

I feel a small twinge of guilt for wishing Topher had died in his twin’s place. A small twinge of guilt, until I remember that if Topher could have chosen any of our little band of survivors to sacrifice, it would likely have been me, the girl who was never good enough for his brother, the troublemaker who got us all arrested in the park. He would choose me because he has convinced himself that Tucker’s misbehavior was my fault. Or maybe he would choose me because I took him down in about eight seconds whenever we sparred at the dojo. Tucker says . . . said . . . Tucker said. Tucker will never say anything ever again.

He said Topher claims he lets me win. I never believed that.

Topher would choose me because of a raft of things that can’t matter anymore, now that the world is gone. He clings to the lost world, like an infant to the corpse of its mother, or a dog lingering by its dead master. Maybe now he’ll finally let go. It’s been ten weeks; that’s more than enough time for rot to set in.

The world is gone. It was taken from us, the way a massive heart attack takes a life. Swiftly, ruthlessly, almost as though there is nothing personal about it. It just has to be done.

We survived because we wanted to spend the summer volunteering with kids in a remote wilderness camp. Well, some of us wanted to. For me and Tucker and Topher, the judge, and our parents, gave us no choice but to accept a last-minute negotiation to keep us out of juvie—two months’ free labor and we would “talk about further restitution in the fall.” I guess Tucker’s panic-stricken threats to run away or do something worse if they separated us moved them too. We got to stay together and quickly adapted to the idea of a summer as junior camp counselors. Ten weeks at a wilderness camp? For Tucker anyway, what could be better? Why should the label “community service” change that? He had no shame. Topher felt enough shame for both of them.

As for me, I bore my shame. A small part of me felt guilty for dragging these two nice white boys into my messy life. A bigger part of me felt guilty about dragging my hardworking, long-suffering parents into it. The rest of me focused on the goal—a good summer, a debt paid, a lesson learned—and gave thanks that I didn’t lose Tucker as part of the deal.

But then . . .

Had it been two weeks earlier, I might be dead too. I would still have been in high school in Calgary, which, from the glow in the sky, from the days of low rumbling booms, we assume was bombed to nothing but ashes and ghosts. A week later there would have been a hundred campers here, with enough food and fuel for a week. Instead, there were only nine of us, junior counselors and trainers, for two weeks of training with Pip and David. Food for a hundred divided by eleven equals eight or nine weeks of supplies, ten if we ration carefully. Simple math. The end of the world doesn’t change that. We even have weapons; basic hunting and archery were planned camp activities, and remote camps like this always have rifles, in case of bears. So we train with them, carefully, responsibly, conserving ammo as much as possible, since there’s every chance we will need it. We have no way of knowing if the rifles or crossbows will be of any use. We have few ways of knowing anything. Communications were cut somehow, along with the main power that first night. We wait in the dark, armed and fatalistic. If they notice us, our chances are slim. They haven’t noticed us yet.

Pip and David set out in the van to find answers but never came back.

After two weeks of knowing nothing Felix rigged something up with the satellite phone and the old radio tower on the hill. We tried to send distress calls, but all we got in return was a low-frequency humming that Felix finally figured out was a video signal. He theorized that someone had hacked into one of the emergency broadcast system servers. Some of it was emergency broadcast stuff. There were repeated generic instructions to “shelter in place,” but eventually those stopped and were replaced with amateur videos.

The bandwidth was prehistorically slow. A one-minute video took hours to download to Felix’s laptop. The videos were like something from a shooting game or a horror movie. The creatures were named “Nahx” by some Russian gamer on the day of the invasion, and the name stuck. They are like walking night, moving shadows, blindingly fast and utterly ruthless. They shoot with whining dart guns. The darts do little physical damage, like tranquilizer darts, but they kill in seconds, filling their victims’ eyes with weird metallic tears. The Nahx kill indiscriminately—women, children, soldiers or not.

There are videos of humans vainly fighting back. It is often young men—they hoot and swear with feigned courage as they waste their bullets on armored enemies who won’t fall. The Nahx are unstoppable, is what the videos tell us, even the ones where we fight back. Felix spent hours a day downloading the videos, his laptop charging from the radio tower solar panel. Who is making and sending the videos is mysterious, but the message inherent in them is clear, to me anyway. They remind me of the futile bleating of a mortally injured animal.

I called the videos “revenge snuff” and stopped watching them, but Tucker watched them over and over, his eyes growing glassy with something almost like desire.

Tucker’s eyes. They stare up at the clear sky, but see nothing. I close them, then bend down to kiss his cold lips. Topher, sitting across from me, hangs over him and sobs, his tears falling onto Tucker’s sunburned arm. He takes one dead hand and presses it to his mouth.

I wonder which one of us hurts more, and if Topher will use sorrow as a final contest for his brother’s love. I can’t quite imagine his grief; I’ve never had a sibling, much less an identical twin. And though I may never know if my parents survived, or my cousins, my aunts and uncles, my massive stepfamily up north, at least I haven’t had to confront any of them dead in front of me. Except in frequent nightmares.

War, love, loss, grief, and me and Topher, each holding a hand of someone we will never get back, not even to share. The sun is too bright, he said, as though Tucker could still see and still be bothered by the sun in his eyes. As though he could see through Tucker’s eyes. A fraction of the bitterness I feel for him crumbles, then a chunk, then pretty much all of it. He’s been sitting here with me for hours, crying. How can I continue to hate him? We have nothing to fight over anymore.

In the end, it is just a war, but we seem to have lost.

We lost the world. I lost the chance to make it up to my parents for all my stupid mistakes.

And I lost Tucker. Without him those things I thought I could survive threaten to overwhelm me.

When Topher sets Tucker’s hand back down on his chest, I do the same with the other hand. Wordlessly, we lace his fingers together. He could be napping in the sun but for the blackened veins in his neck and face.

“Earth or fire, do you think?” Topher says, and without hesitation I answer, “Earth.”

He nods, agreeing with me for once.

Xander and Lochie offer to dig the grave, but Topher wants to do it. While he sweats down by the lake, digging deep under a birch tree, Emily, Mandy, and I wash Tucker’s body. I can’t imagine undressing him though, not in front of them, so we wash his face and neck, his arms, hands, and feet. We bury him in his clothes, cargo shorts and a grubby camp T-shirt, but Topher keeps his hiking boots. I take his gold earring and hook it into the hole at the top of my ear. I slip my beaded bracelet around his wrist.

Sawyer and Felix, senior counselors who have taken charge since the camp directors disappeared, stand hand in hand, leading the service even though they are only a few years older than us. They are a couple. It was a big secret for the first few weeks, even after the invasion, but gradually they stopped hiding it. And none of us care, anyway. The end of the world is not the time to get hung up on labels.

Sawyer speaks calmly, but Felix grips his shoulder as he finishes. I don’t really process the speech beyond the general gist. Something about bravery and survival and living to honor Tucker’s memory. I’m glad he didn’t make out that Tucker was some kind of angel, because that was definitely not the case. Except maybe to me.

We take turns shoveling dirt into the grave. I scoop it in with my bare hands, because I am trembling too much to hold the shovel.

Emily and Mandy have made a wreath of pine and birch boughs. Xander plays a mournful tune on his harmonica that has us all shuddering with sobs. But Topher stands as still as an ancient tree, tears streaming down his cheeks. I don’t even bother to stay standing. I fall to my knees and try to suppress the urge to scream and scream until I’m shivering uncontrollably. Someone—Xander, I think—puts a sweater over my shoulders. Someone else reads a poem, or a Bible passage. Someone sings. My blood rushes in my ears.

By the time we finish it is dusk.

This time two days ago Tucker and I snuck down to the lake and swam naked in the icy water, then forgot the end of the world for a blissful private moment under a blanket on the beach. He told me he loved me and that he was sorry for . . .

Well, nothing like that matters anymore.

War and grief—this is my life now.

“Raven.”

At first I think it is Tucker’s voice in a dream. Have I been sleeping? Time seems to have passed. I am kneeling at the graveside, my knees and ankles stiff. Topher kneels across from me. We are surrounded by half-burned-down candles.

“They shot him in the back,” Topher says.

I nod, unable to form words.

“He was running away. They could have let him get away.”

Everything we know about the Nahx, which isn’t very much, suggests that this is unlikely, but now is not the time to disagree.

“I’m going to find the one that did this and kill it.” He sounds so much like Tuck at this moment that I have to look up to check. But no, it’s Topher with his neat hair and clean camp T-shirt, as if we’re still on duty. His face reflects Tucker though. His fierce and sure expression says Tucker. Tucker never approached anything without a gallon of certainty. Tucker was so sure he would come back with fresh meat last night. But he never came back at all. Two arrows were missing from his quiver. The rifle hadn’t been fired. His smartphone was on the ground next to him when Topher found him, smashed beyond repair, as though he’d been trying to call for help on networks that no longer functioned.

“Toph, how will you find it, this particular Nahx?”

He shakes his head, wiping tears with the back of his hand. I notice the broken blisters on his palms from digging the grave.

“Swear to me that you’re with me on this,” he says, as if he’s angry at me.

“I swear. I’ll kill it too, if I find it.” I’m too tired to argue. Topher needs this. He needs to think he can fix this somehow. And he’s all I have left to fix.

“Swear on his grave.” He must know it’s an impossible promise. But I suppose many things that once seemed impossible happened anyway.

We place our hands on the loose dirt, leaving handprints into which we drip candle wax and tears. A long time passes before either of us speaks again.

“Do you want to sleep here tonight?” I ask. Topher simply nods. We walk back to the cabins to get sleeping bags. Halfway up the hill he puts his hand on my shoulder, and we walk like that until the trees clear and we’re on the open field.

“We have to do this together, you know,” he whispers, as though those treacherous stars might be listening. “We can’t fight anymore.”

“I know,” I say, and wonder whether Topher can hear the echo of his brother’s laugh, as I can.



EIGHTH

Muddy death, someone help me.

Help me.

What do I do now?



RAVEN

I watch the sky with Topher, neither of us able to sleep. Sometime after midnight, when we hear footsteps crunching down the hill, Topher wriggles out of his sleeping bag and slips an arrow into Tucker’s crossbow. But a burst of giggling and a whiff of sweet smoke let him relax. He unloads the crossbow and sets it aside.

Xander appears on the path with Lochie and Emily, the two Australians. Wisps of smoke trail behind them. I sit up as Xander passes the joint to Topher.

“Where did you get this?” Topher asks, taking a deep drag. He passes it to me and I puff on it silently. When it becomes clear I’m not giving it up, Xander produces another one and lights it on the embers of our fire.

“Broke into the office,” Xander says. “Sawyer and Felix are hoarding medicine in there. And this.”

“They confiscated it from me when I arrived,” Lochie says, in a halo of smoke. Lochie looks like a stoner, a typical sunburned and bleached-hair surfer dude, but he’s also a hard-core survivalist who can make a fire by rubbing sticks together and eats insects and slugs for our amusement.

Soon we’re all as high as the silver moon. Emily sits behind me, arranging my tangled curls into a dozen little braids and twirling and tying them with ribbons of dry grass. She’s a pale and dreamy hippie chick, who paradoxically is also something of a weapons expert, from her outback farm upbringing with three gun-crazy brothers. She taught Tucker to use the crossbow. They practiced until his aim was lethal.

Not lethal enough though, apparently.

I never liked having my hair fussed over for longer than a few minutes. When I twist away from Emily, she turns her attention to Xander, making him a crown of pine fronds. He wears it with surprising dignity, like Chinese royalty, a beautiful Ming dynasty prince.

As he starts another tune on his harmonica, I lie back and gaze up at the stars again. By now we are used to the large bright ones that move in unexpected patterns, and the occasional flashes. Sawyer thinks the Nahx are destroying satellites, one by one, and space junk that interferes with their ships. This is why our satellite phone stopped working. Our cell phones turn on, if we charge them with the solar generator, but apart from reading old e-mails or looking at photos of people we’ll probably never see again, they’re useless.

Ten weeks. It’s been ten weeks. There are eight of us left. Right now five of us are so wasted, a band of invading Smurfs could paint us blue and eat us. But who cares? I have nothing left to lose.

The stars move, and move back. One pops in a flash. And one shoots out of sight.

Yes. Like that last beautiful night on Earth.

The first group of campers were due to arrive in two days. We had been training, building on skills we already had. Pip and David had to make the most of us, since half their crew had been denied work permits due to some kind of immigration screwup. Self-defense and martial arts was my class. Topher would do canoeing and fishing, Tucker, what else? High ropes, climbing, and zip line—the dangerous stuff. Mandy would teach first aid, Emily weapons and hunting, and Lochie botany, maybe what mushrooms to eat, depending on how you want to feel. Xander, a friend of Tucker’s whom we roped in at the last minute after another permit was denied, was down for orienteering. He threw himself into it with typical zeal. We all did. To avoid a sentence of vandalism and destruction of city property, it was a pretty good deal for Topher, Tucker, and me. And the rest were getting a nice wage. Oh, what fun we were going to have helping kids learn “How to Survive the Zombie Apocalypse.”

Shit. The irony.

That night Tucker and I disappeared down to the lake right after dinner, stripped down to our bathing suits, and sparred, old-school karate style, on the dock until I was able to knock him into the lake. At the last second he grabbed my wrist and pulled me down after him.

“Illegal hold,” I said, spitting water.

“Hold this,” he said, pressing my hand to his crotch under the water. But Xander and Topher appeared on the shore.

“Have you seen the meteors?” Topher said. But of course they weren’t meteors.

On the second night of the invasion we hiked up to the ridge and watched the repeated blinding flashes from the horizon, waiting each time for the sound wave to reach us like a thumping blow to the chest. We had no word from anyone in Calgary. By this time the phone, TV, Internet, and radio were all dead. Without ever discussing it, we all came to a silent consensus that Calgary was gone. And with it Tucker and Topher’s parents, Xander’s family, and all our other friends. In the early days, we spoke of these losses as though they were real and confirmed, but eventually we stopped discussing it. Tucker confessed to me that he still thought of his parents as alive.

“It’s easier,” he said, which was odd. He was never one to choose the easy path, even when it came to emotions. Maybe he meant it was easier for Topher.

As for my parents, they were planning to make their annual drive out to the coast, leaving on the day of the invasion. Maybe if they weren’t in an urban area, or were able to get off the main roads, they could be hiding somewhere too. Jack was an experienced wilderness camper, and though Mom wasn’t a big fan of camping, she knew what to do. But it all depends on what time of day they left. And how far they got. I try not to think about it, because there’s also a chance that they’re dead with everyone else. And everything I wanted to prove to them, everything I wanted to apologize for, everything I promised to fix is gone. Forty-eight hours was all it took. Our world is gone too. We grieve. And survive.

But for what?

I blink away the afterimage of exploding stars as Topher lies down beside me.

“We have to get out of here,” I say.

“I know.”

“The food is almost finished, and anyway there won’t be enough daylight to properly run the solar for much longer. And we have hardly any fuel. We should have rationed better.”

“I guess we thought we’d be rescued. Or something. We were supposed to shelter in place, remember?”

More irony. Of all the government advice and instructions I have ignored in my life, that “shelter in place” is the one I ended up following. I’m pretty sure it was the wrong choice.

“The fuel will run out before the snow comes,” I say. “Then we’re completely fucked.”

“Hunting is obviously dangerous,” Xander offers. I look up to see that everyone is facing us, listening.

“Where can we go?” Lochie says. “I don’t know much about this area, but I think Xander and I can keep us alive in the wild for a little while. As long as we keep clear of the baddies.”

“We’re about a day’s hike from the nearest town,” Topher says. “But Tuck was heading that way.”

“It might be safer to go in the other direction,” Xander suggests. “Toward Calgary, stay off the highway though, go along the river. There’s a kind of tourist resort at Whatsitcalled, in the foothills. Right? Maybe people are hiding out there. That’s what I would have done, if I’d been in town. Headed to high ground.”

“How long?” Emily says.

“Two days maybe. There’s a lot of uphill. It depends what we take with us.”

“Don’t you guys think we should go away from Calgary?” I ask. “Head west, toward the coast?”

Topher gives me a meaningful look. He knows what I’m getting at. We’ve talked about my parents and where they might be a hundred times. “We’d never make it across the mountains. Not now.”

“And we don’t have the supplies for such a long hike,” Xander says.

“Hike?” Emily snorts. “Isn’t it like six hundred miles?”

“It’s smarter to see what’s happening nearby,” Lochie says. “We might find supplies, food. We could always come back here.”

“Or head west,” I say stubbornly. The four of them stare at me, and I start to feel like we’re going to have a vote, and I’m going to end up looking like a dickhead. “Fine. You’re right. We should look for other survivors around here first. So we should take food and weapons. Maybe warm clothes. We’ll need them soon.” We could have blankets of snow by late September, if we live that long.

“Right. Lots of weapons. Everything we have.” Topher curls his fingers around Tuck’s crossbow.

“Do you think Sawyer and the rest will go for it?” Xander says.

“I don’t care,” I say. Nothing left to lose, I remind myself. “I’m going. I’m not staying here to starve or freeze without even trying.” A few cells of my weed-addled brain cling to a faint hope that my parents are safe somewhere. And something in me wants to at least try to get back to them. Even if I die on the way, I have to try, because maybe trying will make all that other stuff go away. The suspensions, getting arrested, probation, the judge and his disapproving glare. My utter failure to make something of everything they did for me. And all the things we said to one another that none of us meant. I wanted to make it all better. Tucker would have understood. He knew how important it was. The others see only my surface: tough, reckless, and snarky. I hate to dissuade them of that, even now when a little attitude adjustment might be sensible. But since when am I sensible? “I’d rather throw myself into a Nahx cooking pot,” I add, for effect.

“It may well come to that,” Lochie says.



EIGHTH

Wait.

Wait here.

Stay here for a while. Try to think.

Disconnect and find something to eat, and a drink of water. The hole in my chest is shrinking, and the armor plates have knitted closed. It aches, but I can breathe again, without wanting to scream anyway.

Pain filled up my mind for a while. I couldn’t think at all. Pain is not supposed to do that to me. They even tested me, I think. I don’t remember that very well. Except for the pain part. I might have pretended it didn’t hurt because that’s what they wanted. That was stupid, I now realize.

That was before Sixth joined me. Before the battle. Before I figured out the only thing I’m good at is doing really stupid things. And breaking stuff.

I need to find some others. I’ll tell them she didn’t get up. I’ll tell them I waited with her while the sun rose and set and rose and set again. She didn’t get up. I left her there. I’m scared that was a mistake. Maybe I should have waited for a transport.

I’m not supposed to get scared.

Eighth is defective.

I’ll tell them. Maybe it’ll be okay. Maybe they can take me back to a hub and fix me. Fix my mind. Restore my directives. Or give me new ones. I barely remember what the old ones mean. They buzz in my brain like bees behind glass.

Dart the humans. Leave them where they fall.

I hope no humans find me.

I don’t think I can do that again.

Sweet painless muddy death, my chest really hurts.



RAVEN

This is not a democracy!” Sawyer shouts in my general direction.

“I’m sorry. I don’t remember joining the marines, either.”

We’ve been arguing about leaving the camp for over an hour. Topher and Emily are outside training the others with rifles and crossbows, so our conversation is punctuated with gunshots and the snap-twang of the bows.

“You are a minor, Raven. So are Topher and Xander.”

“So we don’t get a vote?”

We’ve already ascertained that if those of age vote, Mandy, Sawyer, and Felix vote to stay, and Emily and Lochie vote to leave. Three to two. Sawyer knows the vote would go the other way if us “minors” had a say.

“Leaving is suicide,” Sawyer says. Snap-twang goes a crossbow outside. “We’ve seen their ships over the foothills. They’ll pick us off like ducks on a pond.”

“Staying is slow suicide. Those ships will find us eventually.”

“They might not. They haven’t yet. We’re well hidden. And we can survive here. We have excellent shelters and plenty of land to grow things come spring. We’ve kept all the seeds from the fresh fruit and vegetables. We can hunt. We have guns.”

Jesus. He’s hard core. Even Lochie with all his bug eating, is not as dedicated to this post-everything way of thinking. Sawyer and Felix are the real deal. I suppose they’ll expect us girls to breed, too.

As though he’s reading my mind, Felix adds this: “We could be the only humans left on Earth. We have a duty to keep our species going.”

Though this makes me groan, his fatalism is not without cause. Weeks have passed since we’ve managed to capture a video signal. Felix’s theory is that a point-to-point base station up on the mountain has been destroyed. But Sawyer is all I Am Legend about it, without the flesh-eating zombies. Actually, for all we know, the Nahx might be zombies. Though, so far, we haven’t seen any flesh eating.

“So, what?” I snap. “We pair up and start popping out babies?” There’s a bang! ding! from outside as someone shoots down a can. I twitch.

I don’t think Sawyer knows how ridiculous he sounds, or how delusional. Because to me, and maybe to Topher, too, Tucker’s loss cemented this reality: Death is already inevitable. Not inevitable in the sense that everyone dies one day, but the sense that we are all going to die soon. The only remaining question is how. Do we die fighting, or crying in our beds? No one who knows me would be surprised that I choose to go down fighting. I’ve always been a fighter.

Illegal hold, I think, of Tucker pulling me off the dock with him. All of us who would vote to leave loved him in some way, I realize. Me and Topher, obviously. Xander had been friends with both of them for years. He and Lochie bonded instantly when they discovered their mutual love of Belgian beer and hanging upside down from tree branches. And Emily . . . well, girls always loved Tucker.

Tucker is our vanguard, our pioneer into death, even though he was running away from it when it caught up with him. I want to be running too, when it comes for me. At least running, if not fighting. Tucker’s memory deserves that.

“Look, Your Majesty,” I say. Felix rolls his eyes. “There is no age of majority after an apocalypse. Can we agree on that? And even if there was, how could you stop us from leaving? Five of us are going. I’m not going to lobby Mandy, though I’m pretty sure she will be joining us when it comes down to it. We’ll take a fair share of what’s left of the food and weapons and see you later. How does that sound?”

I don’t wait around to hear their response.

“Someone give me a gun,” I say when I reach the others. Topher hands me a rifle obligingly.

“Just the targets, right?” he says with a nervous smile.

I shoot three rounds with the rubber bullets we have for practice, none of which come close to the cans propped on the fence at the other side of the field. The recoil of the rifle pounds into my shoulder painfully on the next round, but the bullet hits a fence post with a satisfying crack.

“Nahx armor is bulletproof,” Topher says quietly as he reloads the rifle. There was a surprising amount of both live and rubber ammo in the gun locker. Maybe they were expecting a plague of bears.

“Bulletproof? How do we know that?”

“It was in one of the last videos we caught. Those emergency broadcast network ones. Facts-about-our-enemy sort of thing. You didn’t watch that one?”

I shake my head. I watched a few of the early videos—battle scenes mostly, if it can be called battle when civilians are mowed down as they run away. Some were long-range shots of cities on fire, or explosions. There was one, which streamed every day for two weeks, of what looked like a Nahx ship blowing up, but that might have been faked. Anyway, I stopped watching. I decided to pretend it wasn’t happening, that Tucker and I were on vacation together. All that seems like a very long time ago already, like a half-forgotten story from childhood I didn’t know I was quite done with.

I press my eyes closed. Topher has seen me at my worst, and I him, but this doesn’t seem like the moment to show weakness, or emotion, or that I’m a human being. I feel him give my arm a squeeze and a pat. When I open my eyes, he’s walking back to the cabin, the rifle propped on his shoulder.

“Wanna try the crossbow?” Emily says.

I ignore her and follow Topher to the cabin.

“So what do we do?” I ask him. He’s sitting on the edge of one of the beds, looking out the window at the lake. “If we can’t shoot them, what do we do?”

He has the rifle resting on his knees, one hand gripping the barrel. “One guy thinks there’s a weakness in the neck. Another thinks knives or arrows might work. You know, since they go through Kevlar and stuff. Maybe it’s the same kind of armor.”

I take a moment to run my own little video in my head. “Arrows, okay, maybe I can see it. But knives? How do you think a knife fight with a Nahx would go down?”

“Best-case scenario is you’d both end up dead.”

Down on the lake a group of Canadian geese takes off, heading south, as if nothing has changed in the world. I wonder if they even notice, or care. The sky is clear, the air is still. It could be any other autumn day.

Snap-twang!

Except for that.

“We’re all dead anyway, though,” I say. “Right?”

Topher nods, watching the geese.



EIGHTH

The relief of being able to think more clearly is worth the effort it takes to breathe without my mask. What a choice, breathe or think. I check my elevation. Just over 5,000 feet. I could breathe better if I went higher up, but I’m scared now. Sixth said the Rogues, the noncompliant lower-ranked Elevenths and Twelfths, are up there. I prefer to avoid them, as she instructed. They are dangerous, as inclined toward violence against their own kind as humans. Each other, too, Sixth said.

I need to focus on remembering the things she said, on what she taught me. If I stay at this elevation, I have a few hours before I need to reconnect. I can think. I can try to organize my thoughts. I wasted an hour sleeping, but I needed the sleep. When I woke up a lot of the fear and confusion had drained away, and I could assess my situation a little more rationally.

I’ve really screwed up. I should not have left her. I’m sure the transport came eventually. Or maybe it will still come. When I reconnect, I’ll walk back down there. Maybe she’s still there. Maybe she got up at last. She might be wondering where I am.

I wonder whether she’ll look for me. I think I would look for her if it were the other way around. But . . .

I’ve never heard of one of us getting up after so long.

The color and the smell of the trees up here help me concentrate. This is the kind of thing I could never tell her. I know enough to understand I’m not supposed to care about the color and smell of pine trees. I knew enough not to tell her how sometimes I would lose thoughts right after thinking them. She would tell me something, and a moment later it would be gone, leaving a blank space in its place.

Eighth is defective.

I’m more defective than even Sixth knew. But at least I can think now, better than when I’m connected anyway. I still have a giant empty wasteland for half my mind, but the other half works okay. It’s hard not to worry about the emptiness though, about the missing thoughts. Have I forgotten important things? Even not knowing what they are, they feel important, if missing things can be important.

I miss Sixth. She is important.

Important. Defective.

I need to get back to a hub somehow. Find a transport, get back to a hub. If she’s still alive, then I’ll rejoin her and we’ll continue the preparations. If not . . . I don’t want to think about that. I’m sure I’m not supposed to care.

Maybe another one will like me more than she does, won’t get angry when I make new signs.

You have all the signs you need, defective low rank. She would hiss as she said it.

Another one won’t call me defective and shove my hand off her shoulder. We’re supposed to walk like that, so I can push her down if there’s any threat.

I think she’s dead. I hope that thought will slip away too, but it doesn’t.

If I close my eyes and reach out, it’s almost like my fingers could find her shoulder. It’s easier to walk, easier to forget the pain in my ribs if I think like that. That’s wrong too, but I don’t care.



RAVEN

We leave two days later, at dawn. Sawyer, Felix, and Mandy agree to come with us finally, because Mandy could see that being left in a remote wilderness camp with a gay couple might not be all that she dreamed of from life. And Sawyer and Felix couldn’t let us all go on our own. They are the senior camp leaders, after all.

Before I leave I want to visit Tucker’s grave. Alone, I plan, but of course, when I reach it, as the sun is peeking up over the valley ridge, Topher is there, sitting cross-legged, his fingers trailing in the loose earth.

“What a surprise to see you here,” I say. A pathetic attempt at levity.

Topher sighs. “My parents will want to know where he is.”

If they’re alive, I think.

“If they’re alive,” Topher says, looking up at me. I’ve dressed for the journey and armed myself. “Knives?” he says, eyeing the two hunting knives, one in each thigh holster, strapped over gray cargo trousers. A third is tucked into the top of my hiking boots.

“I never could get the arrows to go where I wanted them to,” I confess. “And the rifles make my ears ring.”

“You’re quite the soldier.” He gets up and brushes the dirt off his jeans. He has a rifle and a crossbow slung over his back, a quiver of arrows, rounds for the rifle, and a hunting knife strapped to his thigh. Quite the soldier. “I’ll leave you alone, if you want.”

“No, it’s okay. I wanted to say good-bye. You can stay. I want you to stay.”

He clasps his hands in front and looks down.

I stare at the grave. The pine and birch wreath still looks fresh and green. Our waxy handprints are undisturbed. I wonder how long the grave will look like this. With no permanent headstone, soon it will be lost among the fall leaves, the snow. Eventually, no one but us will know he’s here. I try to memorize the more enduring landmarks, the birch tree, the angle of the lake behind it. Will I be able to find this place again in years to come?

Am I going to have years to come?

Once I imagined a future with Tucker. I knew it wouldn’t be easy, the two of us being who we were. I knew there would be dark moods and mistakes made. I knew it would be hard. But nothing could be harder than leaving him here in his grave. I never imagined that.

“Good-bye, Tuck,” I whisper, glad that Topher is here to witness it. “I love you, always.” I’ve said this to Tucker a million times, but it feels important for Topher to hear it. He never understood our love. He was like all the adults around us who called it “a rebellious infatuation.” Maybe now he sees it differently.

“That’s it, then,” Topher says, nodding. As we walk away, he squeezes my hand. Just for a second, but it means the world to me. I’m not even sure why.

We don’t know what we’ll find outside the security of our little hidden valley. Tucker was nearly five miles away, over the ridge and deep into the foothills, when Topher found him. So there are some Nahx that way. We’re going the other way, around the lake and following the river that feeds it, to the mountain at the other end. There are so many nooks and crannies in the Rocky Mountains; people could be hiding anywhere. If we find them, we’ll join them, or they’ll join us. There is strength in numbers, or so they say.

We make a motley group. We’re all dressed in dark clothes, with generous amounts of camouflage and army green making up our attire. We’re also armed to the eyebrows—rifles, crossbows, knives. Only Emily has a traditional bow and arrow—she’s the only one who is fast enough to make it practical. We all have bear spray too. Wouldn’t it be ironic if in this post-invasion world, at the mercy of a hostile superhuman foe, we were set upon by bears? Or wolves? I wonder whether bear spray deters the Nahx. Do they even breathe?

We each have a heavy pack. The boys are carrying the last of the food, which is heavier. The girls have clothes and blankets. We have sleeping bags tied to our packs, wet-weather gear, and a few cooking supplies. None of this is new to us. We spent the summer with nothing to do but train for the end of the world. And we all already had some game. Tucker and I could fight. Lochie and Xander are practically mountain trolls. Topher just knows everything. Emily grew up in a yurt or something, and Mandy spent last summer living up in the far north working with Inuit nurses. Sawyer and Felix were in the British armed forces. They both joined up at seventeen and served eight years.

We are well prepared to survive anything, excluding an invasion by a hostile alien race. Even nuclear holocaust would be easier to survive than this. We have iodine pills, for God’s sake, for the radiation. Sawyer has a Geiger counter. He was going to teach a workshop on how to use it. It’s all so funny I could cry.

We hike for three hours, stopping for a break where the lake narrows into the riverbed. Some of the trees are just starting to turn, which is not a good sign. It’s been getting colder. Perhaps we haven’t noticed, what with the end of the world and all, but the nights are going to be cold. And no more are we all cozied up together in an insulated cabin. Xander better be right about the resort being a two-day hike. Our sleeping bags are not all-season. We weren’t exactly planning on spending the winter, or even the fall, out here.

Add freeze to the list of possible deaths. Starve, get shot with a toxic dart, blown up, or die of melancholy. I understand freezing is peaceful, at least. The pain stops and you fall asleep in the snow, maybe not even knowing you’re going to die. That might be quite nice.

We barely speak while we rest, drinking a little water and nibbling on dry noodles and chocolate. We had an obscene amount of chocolate in the camp pantry. Apparently, they had planned for s’mores every night. That’s a lot of chocolate and marshmallows. Diabetes might be another way to die.

I need to break out of this morbid state of mind. Obsessing about the manner of my death is going to suck all of the fun out of actually dying.

Late that afternoon, we come across a narrow swath of burnt forest. Charred black trunks spike upward like medieval torture devices. The forest floor is scorched and featureless.

“This looks recent,” Sawyer says. “This summer recent. There’s no regrowth.”

It’s bleak, but to me it looks pure, and clean. Cleansed. This is a natural part of forest life. I remember this from bio classes. The forest will regrow. Fireweed first, then other things. If it had been last season, the forest floor would be bursting with purple and white and green. As it is, it’s black and dead. I find it sort of beautiful though. Like turned earth, or a . . .

Well, I was going to say a fresh grave, but what’s beautiful about that?

Walking through the harsh landscape, I drag my hands on the blackened tree trunks until my palms and fingernails are stained with soot. The fine particles make my hands satiny and soft, as though dusted with expensive powder. But the smell is earthy and ancient, the smell of fire and wood and time, like a campfire from long ago. It makes my heart ache.

“The Nahx did this,” I say. My voice surprises me. I didn’t mean to speak, but words came out anyway, unbidden.

“It was probably lightning,” Felix says, his appraising eyes drifting over the black charred spindles.

“Has there been a thunderstorm since that day?” I ask. One of the many ironies of this whole nightmare has been the perfection of the summer weather. We’ve had sunny days, with enough drizzles of rain to keep the dust down and the trees green. It’s been warm and moist, but not humid. Like the climate is teasing us, reminding us of this perfect world we’ve lost.

We walk on, coating our boots with soot. Sawyer, at the lead, stops us with a raised fist.

“Fee?” he says, staring at something on the ground. Felix moves forward to the front of the group.

Sawyer points to the forest floor with the barrel of his rifle. “Seen treads like this before?”

Topher, Xander, and the rest freeze. We are lined up in the scorched trees, like pins in a pincushion. I push forward.

“What is it?”

Sawyer and Felix are looking at footprints in the soot—large footprints with a tread made up of triangular patterns in a kind of segmented formation. There are several. Whoever was wearing these boots, there were a few of them.

“Nahx?” I say. Somewhere around my bladder, something clenches.

“We have no way of knowing. Their tread pattern was never in the videos we saw. But I’ve never seen boots like this. They look . . . mechanical.”

“Mechanical” is the mystery word no one talks about. It’s easier to think of the Nahx as organic, humanoids. Obviously, they are armored, but if we imagine them with biological innards, it’s more realistic to conceive of defeating them somehow. If these are nothing but robots, we’re completely fucked. Because whoever is controlling them has no compunction whatsoever about annihilating us.

Topher steps up behind Sawyer. “That’s one more thing we know about them,” he says pragmatically. “We can track them. That helps.”

“Track them?” Sawyer says. “Aren’t we trying to avoid them?”

Topher steps backward, his eyes fixing on mine. “Yeah. Whatever.”

I can almost feel his rush of energy. Of vengeance. Topher could follow these tracks to the ends of the earth. He believes he will.

I see Tuck so much in him right now it hurts like fire. And I don’t know whether to run away or follow.

We camp not far from the burnt forest, in a dense grove of shaggy willows and scrub. Sawyer doesn’t think a campfire is wise, but we have a few cans of Sterno fuel, so we’re able to heat water and cook some noodles, eaten with cubed Spam and canned peas. Then we spend several hours trying to perfect a way to melt marshmallows with matches and lighters.

Darkness falls, and the mood changes. The Nahx are known to be much more active at night, when they can barely be seen. We shrink together, wrapping open sleeping bags around us, rather than crawling inside. This way we can get up and run faster, if the need arises. Sawyer has decreed that if we are attacked, we should all run in different directions and rendezvous, those of us who survive, at a designated point farther down the river. The idea doesn’t exactly fill us with confidence. Only the exhaustion of the day-long hike offers us any hope of sleep at all.

Topher volunteers to take the first watch, and I volunteer to join him. With our friends curled up, backed into the mangled remains of a fallen tree, we sit back to back on a smooth rock. Topher has both rifle and crossbow on his lap. I settle for one of the rifles, even though I’m loath to fire it.

“How long is the drive from Calgary to Vancouver?” I ask when I’m fairly certain the others are safely asleep.

Topher sighs heavily. “We’ve had this conversation,” he says. “About twelve hours.”

“If they left early that day, they would have been nearly on the coast.”

He shifts his weight forward, away from me, and the cold night air makes goose bumps rise on my back where his warmth has left me.

“Maybe, but . . .”

“But what?”

“That doesn’t mean they’re safe,” he says. There is no empathy in his tone. He’s back to being irritated with me. I guess the brief reprieve of our shared grief is over. “If they were in Vancouver . . . well, Vancouver probably got bombed too.”
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