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For Charlotte

Long may you reign






“Bugs are not going to inherit the earth. They own it now. So we may as well make peace with the landlord.”

—Thomas Eisner

“Bringing Joy and Happiness by Spreading Death and Destruction”

—Slogan for Pete’s Pest Control, Mission, Kansas
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PROLOGUE IN THE NEST Saturday, June 16, 2018


It’s impossible to know another person, isn’t it? To step past that locked door of their secretive inner self. Sure, you might suspect you can, even broadcast that suspicion to the world: My best friend and I are so tight that we finish each other’s sentences.

But honestly, do you even want to know? What if science found a way—and science is always finding ways—to string two brains together? What if you could hear the running hum of your closest friend’s thoughts? What if you find out she lusts to skin you alive, harvesting Kleenex-sized sheets of flesh to consume like Fruit Roll-Ups?

But I bet it would be a drabber truth. You’d find out she just doesn’t hold that special space in her heart for you, the one you hold for her.

If that’s what’s in her head, it’s better off not knowing, right?

“…better to stay conned.”

My voice is a dusty croak. Have I been talking to myself again?

You got to pull yourself together, Meadow. You’ll never get into college acting like this.

Tony Soprano’s sitting in the darkened office whose door faces the basin sink I’m slumped against. Kicked back with his shoes on the desk, legs crossed in a pair of khaki slacks, mustard-yellow bowling shirt, puffing on a Montecristo cigar.

Tony tsks. You’re about as goofy as a bedbug, Mead. Smarten up, daughter of mine.

Apparently, my brain’s summoned Tony out of some psychological backwater to push my gathering insanity away. Why my id chose a sociopathic New Jersey mob boss in my time of need is a question best left unanswered.

You’re getting as bad as my great-aunt Wanda. Tony takes a haul on his cigar, its cherry glowing. She used to chase terriers around Liberty State Park, foaming at the mouth.

“I’m not your daughter, Mr. Soprano. I don’t look anything like her.”

Hopping off the sink, I head down the tiled hallway to a set of double doors marked LOADING BAY. They’re locked shut. Just a regular old Master Lock, the brand gracing lockers in schools crisscrossing this great land of ours.

A pair of bloody combination wrenches lie on the floor. I’d scrounged them from a toolbox in the same office Tony’s now occupying. For hours, or what feels like, I’ve been trying to use the wrenches to snap the Master Lock.

Past these loading bay doors, unless someone’s played another rotten trick, lies freedom.

We find our heroine, one Margaret June Carpenter, picking up those wrenches for the latest in a series of futile attempts to escape her prison—which, just to get the facts straight, is the banquet kitchen of the St. Catharines Golf and Hunt Club.

YouTube provided the idea. Some survivalist neckbeard in a flannel shirt. How to Break ANY Lock! I’d watched the video while tucked behind the industrial dishwasher, making sure the phone’s volume was dialed way down.

According to the video, all I’ve got to do is sock the rounded head of each wrench into the metal U of the lock, then squeeze the wrenches together until the shackle snaps. Easy as shit through a goose, so says Mr. Neckbeard.

I give it yet another go. The wrench handles pinch my palms as I struggle to close the distance between them… My hands don’t hurt anymore: they’ve gone numb, the joints now oiled with blood—

The wrenches slip in the lock’s hasp and snap on my fingers, flaying more skin off my knuckles. Dipping my head, I toss a question to the universe.

“So, you’re telling me I’m gonna die in here?”

Instead of the voice of the cosmos, Tony’s drifts down the hall.

Oh, poor baby. What do you want, a pat on the head? I can picture Tony’s plump rosebud lips blowing a raspberry.

Dropping the wrenches, I hunch back through the kitchen, keeping my profile below the line of the porthole window that looks out into the ballroom. The light hangs thinly in that nightmarish space, which I’m separated from by a flimsy two-inch-thick laminate door.

…I can hear things breathing out there. At least I think that’s breathing. A hissing, zippering rasp coming from under the door—

Something passes through the air right behind me.

I duck, stifling a screech as it arrows overhead, close enough to lift the feathery strands of my hair.

The air goes leaden. My head swivels in syrupy slow motion—

To the walk-in freezer.

I checked it out hours ago. Frozen fish fillets, McCain fries, hash brown hockey pucks. I’d left the door ajar, thinking I could lock myself in if something busted the kitchen door down and came shambling in from the ballroom. Sure, I’d probably freeze to death, but there were worse ways to go.

After that, I’d plugged up every entry point I could find. Stuffed tea towels down the sink drains. Slapped duct tape on the hood vents. Wadded rags under that swinging porthole door leading to the ballroom—that was my first move, as soon as I dead-bolted it.

Why all of this, you might ask?

Because death was throwing an unspeakable rager out in that ballroom. A party that, each time I gaze out at it—and I can’t stop, same as how I couldn’t stop scratching at the poison ivy I’d picked up down at Martindale Pond, rashing it all over my ass—a little piece of my mind goes screaming off into the dark.

Except I’d forgotten to shut the freezer door. I assumed it’d be too cold.

Too cold for the wasps.

This wasp—there’s only one so far—banks sharply, wings glittering. For an instant I think it’s oriented on me, but instead it switches course to settle atop the office door.

I don’t dare move. If I do, the wasp will spot me with its disco-ball eyes. But what if this one is a scout? Once it sends word back to its nest-mates—and it has billions, if not trillions—the kitchen air will be alive with them, too thick to breathe.

Forcing my knees to unlock, I slide my right foot over the tiles. The wasp’s wings burr—the sound of a thumb riffling a paperback book—but it doesn’t take flight.

Oooh, that’s one mean bastard, ain’t it?

From his office seat, Tony seems unfussed by the wasp. Say, I bet it’d sting you six ways from Sunday.

Ten steps separate me from the freezer. I try to progress without giving the impression of movement. I am the wind on a summer’s day. A glacier melting too slow for a human or insectoid eye to see.

Noises from inside the freezer. A bristling, angry hum.

My shoulders jerk, adrenaline spiking. One foot in front of the other, left, right, left, right, I’m getting there… gripping the freezer’s handle, I set my shoulder to the door. Can’t slam it, though every atom in my body wants to. The noise is liable to set the scout wasp off.

The hum gathers to an agonizing pitch. I imagine wasps crawling from a busted cooling pipe in the freezer, their thumb-sized bodies clinging to the frost-pebbled meta—

Click.

A heartbeat after the lock catches, they’re ricocheting off the inside of the freezer door: pok! pok!, balls of aluminum foil launched with a slingshot.

Jaw clenched, our heroine manages not to scream. Now, did a drop or three of pee squirt into her underwear? Not gonna lie, yeah, that probably happened.

When I hunt for the scout wasp, I’m dismayed to discover it’s not where it was. I drop into a crouch, eyes dodging wildly… a muffled buzz from the office.

Taking frictionless steps, I feel myself not walking so much as being pulled across the kitchen; it’s as though I’m locked onto a conveyor belt, winched relentlessly forward.

I can’t see the wasp through the glass fronting the top half of the office door, but I can hear the drumbeat of its wings. Tony’s still behind the desk, except now his face is the enameled shell of a wasp. His chest strains against his shirt buttons, the stout cask of a wasp’s thorax.

I got my eyes on you, Mead, Wasp-Tony purrs.

Gripping the knob, I ease the office door shut.

The moment the hasp clicks, the wasp smashes into the glass. Its wings scissor, zzz-zzz, beating not with the dopey confusion of a bluebottle fly but in crazed anger. Its stinger is a silvery sewing needle; it tinks off the pane.

Its attack is aimed at eye level. If that glass wasn’t there, that’s what it’d go for, wouldn’t it? My eyes. Try to blind me. This comes as no shock.

I’d seen these things at work already, out in the ballroom. Hours ago, before I’d gotten myself trapped in here. As I was trucking at a dead sprint toward this very kitchen as everything had gone haywire—a rip in the fabric of reality, my terror so intense that every sense got heightened.

I saw a man in a turquoise suit squeezing one of these wasps in his hand, his grip tight enough to crack a walnut—then another flew at his face, landing on his naked eyeball. The man’s eyelid flapped uselessly against the wasp, trying to shut like an elevator with a filing cabinet jammed between its doors; the wasp’s stinger jabbed into the man’s eyeball, which collapsed, some of it spilling down his cheek like curdled egg white as the rest foamed in his socket with the velvetiness of my father’s Gillette shaving cream from a spray can.

The wasp gives up or gets bored. It buzzes away from the office door. My heart claws down out of my throat. I can see it on the desk blotter in there, perched on the clear barrel of a Bic pen.

Crossing back to the freezer, I jam more rags into the eighth-inch gap between the bottom of its door and the floor, stuffing them tight using the tip of a butter knife.

Will they freeze in there? I don’t think so. These bastards are tough. Pressing my ear to the door, I listen to their pissed-off buzz—

POK!

I rear back, one hand slapping my ear. For an instant, my brain tells me that I’ve been stung right through the door, but no, no—

“You’re okay.” My voice is not at all steady.

Sure, Mead. You’ve got this little caper on a string.

“Oh, fuck off, Tony.” I unleash a mad shriek of mirth. The wasps respond by pelting the freezer door in a frenzy.

When they finally settle, I catch another noise. A much more worrisome one. The gaunt, somehow hungry scratching of fingernails.

It’s coming from the other side of the kitchen door.

Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck me…

Breath bottomed out, I wait to see if anything will appear at the porthole, peeking in from the ballroom… a face greenly bloated with venom, goggling back and forth like a jack-in-the-box on a coiled spring—

Nothing appears, but that kittenish scratching persists. Could it be Harry? God, I hope not. I hope Harry’s dead. I mean, for Harry’s own sake I hope that.

The one thing I shouldn’t do is go look through the porthole. One-hundred-percent no. But it’s like telling myself not to scratch that poison ivy, to not doomscroll my Instagram (@LlamaDelRay), Twitter (@ChigurhWasFramed), TikTok, my YouTube account.

There’s nothing nourishing there, I’d tell myself. It’s all sick meat.

But in the end, I’m no better than a bug to a zapper.

When I take a peek into the ballroom, not much is moving out there. The fundraiser guests and the policemen are still lying under the tables. If not, they’re slumped against the walls like sacks of potting soil. Fangs of char climb the walls. I never saw how the fire started—it had been one chaotic element among many when the shit truly hit the fan—but it only raged hotly for a few minutes before petering out.

The yellowy stink of that fire crawls under the door. The soggy reek of mulched leaves and a fricasseed top note that reminds me of the spring buck hunt. Every year the men of the Woody Knot trailer park set off in a checker-shirted, fur-hatted flotilla, returning drunk and stinking of gunpowder with some poor deer splayed across the hood of a shitkicker pickup. The guys would field-dress it down by the water, near a bonfire. All the parts they couldn’t use—the bones and viscera and testicles, or buckyballs as they were known—got tossed on the fire. You could hear those buckyballs explode on the coals as sharply as Black Cat firecrackers.

My eyes snag on her. The Queen.

She sits atop a makeshift throne at the farthest edge of the ballroom. Some part of her moved; on another, saner timeline I’d’ve guessed it was her arm, but there were other parts of her now, parts I’d never known her to possess. Parts no human could possess.

The wasps in the ballroom stir at her command. They thunder up around the throne in a hazy cone, webbing out across the ceiling.

Pikachu!

The digitized chirp had come from inside the office.

Backtracking over the kitchen, I spotted the iPhone on the desk inside the office. Tony had vanished but the wasp is still in there.

Shit, shit, shit.

That phone represented my frail link to the outside world. And now the wasp owned it.

I rest my forehead against the door. “Our heroine has regrets.”

The wasp rockets right at me, smashing into the glass so hard that the vibration quivers across my brow. I flinch as the wasp’s stinger jabs and stabs, wings fluttering along the pane.

My jaw tenses. “I’m going to murder you.”

Gathering the dregs of my resolve, I grip the knob and ease the door open a quarter of an inch. My thumb acts as a stopper, preventing the door from opening too far… the edge of the door sticks in the jamb, gritting threateningly, shit, shit… The wasp hurls itself at the glass, energized by this new development.

When I get the door open two-thirds of an inch, I settle my lips near to the gap I’ve created between its wooden edge and the frame, no more than a millimeter of open air, a millimeter I’m doing everything in my power to maintain…

…and I hum.

It’s hard to summon much vibration; my breath is jumpy, my lungs full of static spiders.

My hum attracts the wasp; it bumps along the glass to the door’s edge, zzz-zzz-ZZZ. The muscles cramp in my forearms from keeping the door pinned just so. I can partially see the wasp in that millimeter-thin slit between door and frame, its Brazil-nut body vibrating like a tuning fork; I resist the urge to pull my lips away as it squirms deeper, squeezing into the space between the door and frame—its stinger scrapes against metal and I’m scared that it might elongate somehow, articulating on a ninety-degree angle to pierce my lips through that wafer-thin opening.

Oh so gently, I reapply pressure to the door. The hinges grit as the gap narrows… the buzzing cuts out. I can feel the wasp through the entirety of the door: its body now pinned between the wood and the frame. Trapped in the jaws of a vise.

The buzz rises. The fucker’s trying to wriggle out. Maddening, deafening, enraged—

I slam my shoulder into the door.

The crack is that of a glossy candy shell. A giant goo-filled M&M splintering.

When I open the door, the upper half of the wasp falls to the floor. It zizzes around and around, a shook-up Coke can stabbed with a nail. Worst part is, it’s still trying to sting me. Even though the part of its anatomy required for that is now paste in the doorjamb.

I step on it. Crunch. Very satisfying.

I retrieve the phone from the office desk. Opening YouTube, I surf the main broadcast feeds… CNN, ABC, CBC, NBC, FOX. Every news camera on earth is pointed at the St. Catharines Golf and Hunt Club, which by now is beginning to resemble a madman’s idea of a sandcastle.

And in there somewhere, watching her predicament worsen on live TV, is our heroine. Margaret Carpenter, the girl in the nest.

The kitchen lights flutter. Are the wasps chewing on the power lines? They can do what they did in light or darkness, surely it makes no difference to them. But me? If the lights go out, trapping me with that blackening buzz…

Exiting the office, I return to the kitchen door. To the porthole.

The atmosphere in the cathedral-like ballroom is somber, brown, the air salted with wasps that flit above the few tables that haven’t been digested into pulp. Light seeps through the skylight, but most of its panes are now covered with the carbuncled comb of the nest. The ballroom’s main doors are encased in a slope of nest material, pocked by funneled exits or maybe entrances, papery and baffling like the webs of trapdoor spiders.

Something begins to move out there. I screw my eyes into the murk, trying to figure out what… oh Jesus. No. No.

It’s the guests.

They’ve begun to give birth.

I guess you’d say that’s what they’re doing. I can only force myself to watch the first, my tongue stapled to the roof of my mouth in horror.

That one is a woman, beautiful in an old-movie-star kind of way. She’s watching me. She’s not quite dead, though I’m sure we both wish she were. Her stare has the eeriness of a portrait’s eyes tracking you from inside the frame.

She’s up on her knees, spine ramrod straight. Her fingers quiver at her sides. Something’s moving behind her wide-open eyes. Larval twitches and scurries, the kind a pollywog makes as it cracks out of its egg sac.

Her throat swells. I picture a golf ball pushed through a garden hose. She gags silently, lips stretched into a sick head-splitting grin as some horrid interior pressure forces her mouth open. What I spy (with my little eye, goes a queasy voice in my head) through her spread teeth reminds me of a subway train flashing under a sidewalk grate, a thundering glimpse of a great ribbed engine racing past (something that is red). It tears up her ballooning neck, shredding her soft palate and breaking her jaw—her lower teeth get shoved out three inches past her bottom lip, the look of a sprung typewriter carriage—as something thick and tendon-cabled slams into the roof of her mouth. The woman’s head snaps back as whatever’s inside her flexes in a vicious corkscrew that cores through the fragile obstruction as it enters the vault of her skull, funneling into her head, the warm memory-rich oatmeal of her brain, her skull bulging so obscenely that her eyes drift apart, the sockets splintering and compressing in horizontal slits until her eyeballs burst, her nose flattening as her skull continues to expand, the bone held in check by the elasticity of her skin—finally, I catch a raw flapping, the sound bleeding past the tea towels plugged under the door: the snap of wet laundry in a high wind that is in fact her unrooted tongue, thick and purple as a skinned snake, flapping against her cheek.

For a heartbeat, it’s as if the woman and I swap bodies. I can taste the thing inside her on my own tongue… the rasp of its ungodly body against my taste buds, a sensation that registers as petting a cat’s fur in the wrong direction—

A barbed appendage stabs through the top of the woman’s head. Retreating, it punches out again and again and again. The relentless pump of a piston. The woman’s skull comes apart with each puncture, her scalp separating from the underlying bone and peeling down her forehead and the back of her neck in ribbons.

A creature that seems to be almost all mouth tears its way out the top of her head. Its roach-colored appendages find purchase on the shifting slob-ice of her skull as it puuushes itself out the same way you’d shimmy out of a pair of ass-hugging jeans.

The woman’s torso caves in, her skin wadding up as her chest folds like a squeezed accordion. She folds again, backward this time, her spinal column bowing gruesomely, her ribs punching through the front of her little black dress as the thing sluices out of her, a tendon-slabbed shucked oyster.

The worst part isn’t even that, though. It’s that when the thing comes out of her, knobbed with wet gristle and trailing bluish veins, it comes out eating.

Once I witness that, I back away from the porthole, retching. All I cough up are strings of bile. I crawl onto the countertop and picture myself in a coffin six feet underground. Rather that than this. Rather there than here.

But before I do that, my eyes flee to the porthole one last time.

I see someone out there I used to know. Allan Teller, a boy I’d grown up with. Allan’s eighteen years old. A senior at Northfield High, same as me.

Unlike me, Allan’s capering on the ballroom floor, naked and threadbare, smeared in a substance that looks like crankcase oil but is probably something far worse.

I used to be partners with Allan in sixth-grade science, a million years ago. Allan had scorched his hand on the Bunsen burner and whimpered like a little bitch, sucking his fingertips.

Allan is down on all fours, snaffling at what’s left of the woman in the black dress. Seizing her in his jaws, he shakes his vein-threaded skull, a terrier with a chew toy; a rag of organ meat bounces off his cheeks like a paddle ball, painting his face with blood.

Next, Allan squints into the light streaming through the porthole: it casts a funnel into the ballroom, the beam of a lighthouse. He looks shriveled in it, his sticklike arms seized with tremors: the look of a bug when you lift the rock it’s been hiding under, half-pupated, covered in cottony webbing.

I note that Allan Teller’s privates are no more. Two hardened, beef-jerky-like prongs jut between his thighs. His seminal vesicles, if I recall my ninth-grade sex-ed poster correctly. But to me they look like antennae… as if a massive ant has crawled inside him, its feelers piercing the walls of his bladder to wriggle between his legs.

“Oh, fuck me, Allan,” I hear myself say, clinging to the bitter dregs of my sanity. “Who did that to you?”

Except I know exactly who. She’s out there with Allan and the trilobite-like thing that was once Chad Dearborn and Will Stinson, now a serpentine freight train patrolling the shadowy scrim of the ballroom.

The Queen’s eyes—those complex, inhuman eyes—crawl over me. Our heroine, her moony face in the porthole.

That’ll be my best friend out there, watching me back.

Pikachu!

The new iPhone.

I pull it out of my pocket.

It’s a text. From her.



This shit’s crazy, amirite?





Oh, this phone. This life-eating, sanity-destroying, motherfucking—






PART I MORNING One Day Earlier Friday, June 15, 2018
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ONE

6:58 a.m.

—phone. I could hear one ringing somewhere.

The sound fell from the sky over Saint John’s Anglican cemetery on Main Street in Port Dalhousie. Tombstones poked out of the earth, gray as bad teeth.

My feet carried me down a corridor of graves. Reaching the end of one row—Conrad T. Bellweather 1877–1878 Rest in Eternity Little Dove—that ringing intensified: a cricket lodged in my ear canal rubbing its legs together, creee-cree-crrrreeeeeee…

A trio of gravestones lay heaved up on a bulge of earth. Two were slanted crookedly; the final one had toppled over, ripped free of the roots knotted to its plinth.

The ground trembled under my feet (which were bare, toenails painted aquamarine). The turf made a Velcro-ing tear as a ragged mouth opened in the earth.

The ringing was coming from that emptiness.

Down there with the beetles and earthworms, something else moved too… something large and possibly larval.

I could see them. Three bodies… or how bodies might look after being sunk underground for a month.

The tombstones were new enough that the moss hadn’t yet had a chance to fur them. Their owners’ names were etched in the granite and filled in with weatherproof paint.

Allan Teller, Will Stinson, Chad Dearborn.

They were crawling from their coffins, which had coughed their corpses out like half-chewed morsels of food. Their funeral suits, the kind that zipped up from their ass-cracks in the style of toddler’s jammies, hung off their carcasses in worm-eaten tatters.

Their bodies were deflated pods. Their heads were flat and flounder-ish, their skulls spread into thick pancakes. Some unguessable pressure had drawn their features together, eyes and nose and mouth pinched into a knot and shoved back on the wadded flesh of their foreheads.

Their eyes—those dead, festering eyes—stared mindlessly from their hairlines. They still had that, though. Hair. Thick, curly, and wavy, oh yes they did.

The missing boys issued glutinous noises as they sucked out of the earth, not so much climbing as sidewinding in the manner of millipedes. They didn’t speak, but that didn’t mean they were incapable of sound: they emitted the hiss of compressed air from a beach ball, which made my skin creep helplessly across my hip bones.

The phone’s for you, Margaret.

Allan Teller’s voice. But it didn’t come from his mouth. How could it, when his lips were pinched into a coin-purse that flapped and bubbled over his nose? It emanated from some other, secretive part of him.

Answer it, you sloppy trash-can bitch.

The dead boys slithered toward my bare feet carrying the gagging stench of the grave. Their arms ribboned over the dirt, six wind socks in a dead calm; their chests were yard bags filled with soggy litter, eyes flickering with a malignant spark.

Useless as we look, Margaret dear, we can still hurt you.

Even worse was the sense something else was down there, under the boys’ caskets; a terrible something that filled the boys’ bodies with its capering, chuckling animus, registering as a scrape across my pineal gland—a thousand watchful yellowed eyes observing me with a festering intellect.

The boys, or whatever was puppeteering them from the guts of the earth, whispered:

You’ll go mad the moment we touch you, don’t you think?

If I let their decayed limbs coil round me—Christ, wouldn’t that drive anybody crazy, oh wouldn’t it just make you scream your goddamned lungs out?

ANSWER THE FUCKING PHONE—




TWO

7:01 a.m.

I rocketed out of sleep to the ping of my Samsung Galaxy.

I reached for it, bleary-eyed. Knocked it off the nightstand into a half-eaten bowl of Calbee ponzu-flavored potato chips. Shit. Fishing it out, I flicked chip shards off its screen.

A text bubble hovered between the spiderweb cracks on the Galaxy’s screen.



Go downstairs.





Unidentified caller.

I could still see Allan Teller’s caved-in head, his mouth goldfish-popping as he slunk from his casket….

Ping!



Come on, Cherr. Get up. Hurry.





The trapdoor feeling in my stomach—yeah, that made me sit up.

My feet hit the carpet. The sky sat low and woolen through the Venetian blinds. I hadn’t looked out that window for weeks.

The floor was carpeted in dog-eared mangas and Books of Blood paperbacks and dishes stuck with scabs of spaghetti sauce. My hip struck the edge of my desk, sending the pages of my newest short story—tentative title: “Steel Window”—fluttering to the ground.

Who was texting me? Was it someone from Northfield messing with me?

No, unlikely. Nobody at my high school called me Cherry. Plus, I hadn’t showed my face at Northfield in a long time.

Ping!



Go downstairs. It’s waiting.





The next heartbeat, I heard the rumble of a truck coming down the block.




THREE

7:05 a.m.

I stumbled to the front door in my underwear and a sweatshirt stained with crime-scene spatters of Mountain Dew Code Red. Screwed my eye to the peephole in time to see a dude climbing back into his FedEx truck.

When I opened the door, a box sat on the stoop. It was addressed to Cherry June Carpenter. The “Shipped From” info was all of two words: Plum Atwater.

My name’s Margaret. Maggie to some, Mags to others, “The Beefster” to one absolute shit-for-brains who thinks he’s funny.

But only one person called me “Cherry.” My best friend, Charity Atwater. Her private nickname for me was Cherry. Hers was Plum.

And Plum was dead.

Confusion bristled at my temples, but what ran up on the heels of that was harder to gauge. Fear? What was there to be scared of? The sun was shining and I was in my home. Still, that nightmare kept cycling in my under-brain. Chad Dearborn and Will Stinson resembling a knot of mushy pool noodles as they zephyred out of that hole.

With quiet steps, I returned to my room. The box was tucked under my arm. My folks were still zonked out in bed.

I cleared space on my desk, slit the packing tape with an X-Acto knife. Sifted through packing peanuts until my hand closed around—

I almost dropped the thing. It felt repulsively warm, an excised tumor or… or a monkey paw. We’d read that story in English class last semester. The final scene of Mr. and Mrs. White in their shack while their son, Herbert—dead from a machine accident, but now something other than dead—knocked restlessly at their door.

It was a brand-new iPhone. Nothing else was in the box. Just the phone.

Curious, I thumbed it on. A burst of tinkly, Apple-y music like Steve Jobs whistling from the afterlife. The screen lit up.

The photo on the display was an old one, snapped back at the Woody Knot trailer park, where my family used to live before my father’s invention made us rich.

Plum and me. We’re standing side by side, arms slung over each other’s shoulders out front of the Hallmark double-wide I grew up in. Sun on scalded grass, three skinned knees between us, I’m missing a tooth, Plum’s hair’s up in pink barrettes. We’re stupid-happy.

The iPhone pinged in my hands.



How are you this fine morning, Cherr?





Rage broadsided me (Who the fuck sent this?) followed by a second barrage of confusion (Why would anyone send this?), but the steadiest drumbeat was:

What the hell is going on here?

Could I be looking at a text sent by my dead best friend?

Dead. That’s right, I said it. That was what my fellow students and everyone else in this glue-trap burg had been left to thinking for the last month. The police evidently shared that belief. Yeah, officers knocked on a couple doors. They’d beaten the bushes around the dump, the riverbank, the rowing club. After that they threw up their hands. I kept at it. Tacking up MISSING posters on telephone poles. Talking to everyone who’d known Plum and more than a few who didn’t. But even I’d lost hope, gripped by the nagging worry that she didn’t want to be found—specifically by me.

I’d come to accept that my friend Plum—our nicknames sprang from the roads we’d grown up on: Cherry Close and Plum Lane—was gone. God, I’d imagined her dead. Her body unraveled in a field, picked at by crows. I couldn’t stop the image from popping into my head, the equivalent of those shitty McAfee ads.

But this phone… Could it be from Plum? Or was it a prank so mean-spirited that someone needed to die?

Ping!



Get dressed, ok?







Gonna be a big day!





Wait, why am I doing this?

That was the question I asked myself while snapping on my last clean bra, the one with gunshell cups that bit under my armpits. I tugged on a fresh shirt and slung into a pair of jeans.

Ping!



Hurry, Cherr. Please.





Why would I consider, in a million years, doing what a phone told me to do?



Remember we used to stage our own funerals?





“I remember,” I whispered, staring open-mouthed at the screen.

The spring we were eleven, when the tulips had started to pop over Woody Knot, Plum confessed that she often lay awake at night imagining people’s funerals. Her mom’s, or our fifth-grade teacher, Mr. Lambert’s. She asked me: Is that weird?

I’d said: “If it is, then why do I imagine the exact same thing?”

It was my suggestion that we hold funerals for each other. We took turns lying on the picnic table out by the horseshoe pits with our hands crossed over our chests.

We are gathered here to celebrate the life of Charity Atwater, who died fighting ninety-nine ninjas. She killed ninety-eight but got cut in half by the very last one. We celebrate her life, her love, her passion for killing ninjas…

The iPhone’s clock read 7:08 as I tiptoed downstairs to the door. Didn’t want to wake my parents. They’d have questions. My Samsung phone was sunk into my back pocket, the new iPhone in my hand.

Ping!



Corner of crestview and lonnigan.





I relented, typing back for the first time:



who is this?







You know who





I texted:



fuck off





I’d already learned all about the stages of grief, and “Accept Your Best Friend’s Shocking Return from the Dead” wasn’t one of them.

Ping.



WTF? Would you prefer if it WASN’T me?





I could almost hear Plum asking this: her chin tucked as she looked at me with hopeful, solemn eyes.



people think you’re dead.







Everyone at school.







It’s been a long time since





How could I finish that? There were too many ways it could be finished.

…since everything went to shit?

…since that horrible thing happened to you?

…since we stopped being best friends?

…since you—

Since what, Plum? Since you what?

I eased the front door open. Without being consciously aware of it, my feet carried me onto the front steps. Before I knew it, I was on the sidewalk.

Ping!



Don’t you trust me, Cherr?





How could I respond to that? My best friend recrosses the river Styx—

Hang on. Nobody knows that for sure, the voice in my head interrupted. Her body was never found.

Well, missing then. Missing at a bare minimum. And by the way, how does a teenage girl even go missing of her own free will?

Wasn’t it possible? that same voice asked.

No, quite frankly. Primarily because Plum was poor. Brown-sugar-sandwich-eating, washing-clothes-in-the-sink poor, the kind of poverty that was dug into my own bones because I grew up same as her: seventeen years in a scratch-ass trailer park until my dad’s patent got approved and we became millionaires basically overnight. Next came the grisly McMansion in Executive Acres, a nitrous-oxide funny car in a five-car garage, Dad off racing in the beer milers at Merrittville Speedway on Friday nights. A purple-flake Mercedes for Mom, and dye jobs at a salon rather than out of a Nice ’N Easy bottle.

But see, Plum never left the trailer park. Girls like her don’t craft elaborate plans for fresh starts. In what universe do they have that luxury? Poor girls get plucked off the side of the highway and cut into bits, encased in concrete and sunk in lagoons. Poor girls go missing and life carries on. So once Plum’s case had gone cold and everybody faced the fact she pretty much logically had to be dead—

Now, of all possible ways to reconnect, my best friend reaches out in a text from a new iPhone dumped on my porch?




FOUR

7:21 a.m.

When it dawns that I’m actually outside for the first time in forever, I’m rocked by a lightheaded spell. The sun stings my scalp. I’m an infant waddling around without a sun bonnet.

I thumb the iPhone and start scrolling. An involuntary reflex.

It takes a second to register that the iPhone’s not set up to my accounts, feeds, channels—it can’t access my online life, so I thumb it off.

I’d pretty much ghosted social media after Plum’s disappearance. It made me sick to see people who’d never known her posting tributes.

A bright flame snuffed out too soon. [image: Emoji: Frowning face] [image: Emoji: Sad but relieved face]

I only posted about her once. A quote she’d always liked from S. E. Hinton’s The Outsiders. Later, I found out it was from a poem by Robert Frost.

Nothing gold can stay.

The line captured Plum, sure, but it was as much about, I guess, how briefly any of us are really young. The part of our lives that was shortening by the minute, slipping through our fingers, and we’d never guess where the finish line lay until our chests snapped the tape.

After posting it, I felt shitty. As if I’d turned her into clickbait, same as everybody else.

Reaching Crestview, I headed out of the sterile wonderland of my new subdivision, Executive Acres—what, was Pretentious Prefabs already taken?—past lumpy lawns where strips of sod had been rolled over construction scrap. I was breathing hard, beads of sweat springing out on my neck. The iPhone pinged. I hauled it out to find a news alert.


SEARCH EXTENDED FOR MISSING AREA TEENS



My dream rolled back to me. Those three students from my school—seniors, same graduating class as me—crawling out of their coffins.

Getting under the iPhone’s hood, I checked its alert settings. They must have been inputted by whoever had sent the phone.

Five Google alerts. For five names.

Chad Dearborn. Allan Teller. Will Stinson.

Charity Atwater.

Finally—and this sent a jolt through my guts—Margaret Carpenter.

Quickly, I thumb-scrolled the photos attached to the article.

The first was of Allan Teller, thin of neck and adenoidal with his shit-eating grin… next, Will Stinson, nicknamed “Biebs” on account of his unthreatening YouTuber features… finally, Chad Dearborn: fearless leader, charisma for miles, smirking like a country gentleman enjoying an endless procession of golden days.

And why not? The three of them came from old-stock families, drove cars bankrolled by the Corporation of Mom and Dad, and as Northfield seniors, they ruled the school alongside their female counterparts: Instagrammer Miranda Lancaster, Wanda Hollis with the silky curls, Glenda Curtis and her silly-big tits.

The Beefster. That was the nickname Allan Teller tried to pin on me after the last Christmas break. He’d spotted me coming down the hall and dropped into a wrestling announcer’s patter:

“Making her way to the ring wearing a muumuu, hailing from the buffet table and weighing in at half a ton, she ain’t lean and she ain’t clean—it’s the Buh-Buh-Beeeeeefster!”

Okay, had I put on a pound or two over the holidays? I’m a fan of eggnog, sue me. Not the kind of thing anyone was bound to notice aside from Allan-shitbag-Teller.

“Body shaming,” I’d replied to Teller’s wrestler bit. “Interesting tactic. What’s next, you’re gonna start deadnaming Madison Snell, go around calling them Maury?”

“No.” Allan’s shoulders hunched, his eyes close-set and ferrety. “Take a joke, Margo.”

Even though that marked the end of it, it stunned me to think that Allan Teller would be a grown-up one day—he’d be old, like forty, explaining to his brat of a son how he once, back in high school, had actually called another human being “The Beefster”:

It was all perfectly acceptable in those days, Frederick my darling! For, you see, she’d put on noticeable chunk around her brisket and buttocks. It also bears mentioning that she was exceeeedingly poor at the time.

Teller had been one of the guys that night at the party, at Burning Van… the three of them were involved with what went down with Plum.

Allan Teller, Chad Dearborn, Will Stinson.

As of today, the three of them had been missing for—I scanned the article—right, just about two weeks. Plum had been gone for a lot longer.

Ping!



Keep going, Cherr. Tick, tick, tick…





Five alerts. Four of the five names belonged to missing students at my school. Shit, was this how they’d vanished? Had they received a phone, too, and idiotically done what it told them to?



Plum. Is it really you?







You bet. The killer of ninety-eight ninjas, cut in half. But back!





It is her. Has to be.

This was messaged from the rational layer of my brain. Plum was the only person who could know such intimate details. But the layer under that rational one, the lizardy cortex whose sole concern was survival… it sent out a signal that arrived as a cool prickling over my scalp.

What if Plum was alive? What did that mean? My friend who I thought was dead had let me go on believing that. She’d let me suffer for over a whole goddamn month?

What if she really had made herself disappear via sheer force of will? That she hadn’t caved while the cops hunted for her, never calling her own bluff… all to prove that nobody gave a shit when someone like her evaporated?

That would be the most rock star thing anyone in our piss-ass city had ever done.

I was walking head down, staring at the phone with a clenched jaw until, without realizing it, I hit the corner of Crestview and Lonnigan.

“Margaret?”




FIVE

7:24 a.m.

He straddled his BMX bike, front wheel popped up on the curb. Skinny jeans with rips at the knees—not designer rips, the regular kind—plain T-shirt and all bony underneath, denim jacket that could’ve been stolen from some ’80s hair band roadie, but he wore it with a sincerity that made it all work.

He toe-walked his bike toward me. His Converse All Stars dragged the pavement. Harry Cook, that mythical one-percenter: a teenage boy who didn’t suck.

“Hey, Mags.”

“Harr, what are you doing here?”

Pinning the crossbar between his legs, he tucked his hair behind his ears in that way of his—as a preparation to say something earnest, usually, earnest being Harry’s default mode.

“I got these texts.” He pulled out his battered Motorola to show me. “Crestview and Lonnigan, Crestview and Lonnigan, go, go, go… so…”

“So you just did what some rando texts told you to do?”

At this, Harry seemed unsure in some deep-down way, as if the fact he couldn’t say why he had come here worried him. That in itself was unsettling, because there wasn’t much on earth that worried Harry Cook.

“I’ve gone off my meds, milady,” he announced faux-grandly. “Those pills make me fuzzy and”—he held his arms up, elbows hinged, bringing them down in twin ax-chops—“I am an engine of focus. You get me? Clean lines, Mags, straight and true.”

“You couldn’t have, like, halved the dose?”

“Clean lines don’t waver.”

Ping!



Is he there?





Ping!



He’s there, isn’t he?





I typed back.



so you got us both here. Whee. Where are you now?





Harry had drawn close enough to check out the iPhone. He whistled.

“It’s not mine,” I told him. “It just showed up on my front step this morning.”

Harry’s scent hit me as a contact high: crankcase oil and WD-40 and something else, alkaline and wild, that resisted identification.

“Who’d mail you a phone?”

I showed him its screen. “I think it’s Charity.”

“Bullshit.”

Gently gripping my wrist, he angled the phone so the sun wasn’t shining on the screen. He read our last few texts.

“Killer of ninety-eight ninjas?”

“I really think it’s her, Harr.”

Ping!



You should be sitting down for this. Use the bench behind you.





The bus bench was adorned with the lusty face of local ambulance-chaser Leo Zlatar. Hit by a car? Call Leo Zlatar!

The lacquered wood was wet with morning dew. Harry sat down first, scootching his butt across the slats to dry them.

“Sit, sit,” he beckoned, damp-assed.

As soon as I sank down on the bench, the phone went off.

Ping!



LONGSTORY.wav





I stared at the file, open-mouthed. Tap to play. I shared a look with Harry. His expression said: Hey, you do you, Maggie.

I thumb-tapped the icon.

“Cherr. Hey, listen, I’m so sorry… I’ve missed you so much.”

There was a frayed edge to Plum’s voice, but it was unmistakably her.

“Hey, Harr. Thanks for coming too. There’s a big crazy story still to be told, okay? It took me a long time to come to grips with, but I’ve reached what the Buddha calls the second noble truth.”

My heart was jackhammering. Sweat was just dumping out of me.

“Cherr, you know I’d never hurt you, right? And whatever went down that night at Burning Van, y’know, with those boys… we weren’t in the best place when we last spoke… Anyway, this story I’m a part of—that I’ve been part of for a long time, it turns out… you need to understand. To do that, you’ve got to see some things today. It’s like Mr. F told us in English class: show, don’t tell. You with me? You come along too, Harry. It’ll be good to have a second set of eyes. And please, don’t tell anyone. I’m dead serious. You have to keep this to yourselves for right now. Trust me. Please, okay?”

When the file cut out, Harry shot off the bench, stabbing his hands through his hair.

“She’s Hannah Baker–ing us!” He spun behind the bench, Leo Zlatar’s mustache forming a furry girdle at his hips. “13 Reasons Why, remember? Charity’s just updated things. A phone instead of cassettes.”

“Yeah, but she’s not dead. We just heard her.”

“We heard her voice, Mags. She could have recorded it before, y’know, she—”

“Stop. Don’t. Okay, then who mailed this phone to me? Who’s texting us right now?”

Harry’s Adam’s apple punched at his throat. “I’m not saying I want to be right. But, I mean, she was going through some seriously bad stuff, right?”

“She wouldn’t kill herself.”

Harry re-straddled his bike, picking at a curl of electrical tape unraveling from one of the handlebars. “You’d know better than me.”

Ping!



I didn’t kill myself, if that’s what you’re wondering.





When Harry saw that, he took the phone away from me.

“Is the mic on? You hearing all this, Char? It seems like a lot of friggin’ work, y’know?” He inspected the phone as if it were a sinister artifact. “It’s definitely got mapping software. She knows wherever this phone is.”

Taking the phone back, I typed:



help me understand





… ping!



Go to school.








SIX

9:18 a.m.

When Harry saw Plum’s reply, he said: “I can drive… unless you want to ride double on my bike?”

“On what planet, Harr?”

He gave me his crooked, bashful smile. “My car’s over at my house.”

So there I was, dogging Harry home. There was a sensation of being buckled in on a roller coaster as the cart clicked toward the Drop of Doom.

Why not go to the police? I was in possession of a phone that received texts from a missing girl. If not the cops, then Ms. Aceti, the school guidance counselor, or—

Because they’re the enemy, Cherr. Plum’s voice, sharp as a quill. They’re all the things we don’t trust.

Walking up the sidewalk, I found myself slipping into conversation with my oldest friend.

Plummy, seriously, what’s happening? You disappeared on me. Did you actually fake your own death? That’s a fucking baller move, but why? To punish everyone? Because nobody really got you?

Plum’s reply, which I logically understood to be my own:

Is it so corny to feel that way, Cherr? Do your folks or teachers really get you? Don’t they say you’re acting all hormonal? What was it your mom called you, a total drama llama?

My mom’s exact quote was: a total drama llama ding dong. As for my dad, he’s spent the majority of my teenage years building ships in bottles.

I’d never been to Harry’s house, but I knew the neighborhood: Western Hill. Native habitat for the Skids, as Harry and his buddies got labeled around school.

“I texted you a bunch of times after Burning Van,” he said, not looking at me. “I even called you.”

Harry had, too. Four or five times a day for a week after the party where Plum had gotten out of control—no, worse: She’d become a different person.

I hadn’t responded to Harry’s calls or texts. After I stopped searching for Plum, I withdrew into my room, to my shelves full of books. I wrapped myself up in stories, pushing away the painful edges of reality, locked in with heroes and heroines who weren’t freighted with the frailties of regular people.

Harry’s house came into sight. A patch of shingles was rotting off its roof, and plastic sheets hung over a few windows in place of glass. Still, it was bigger than the Hallmark double-wide I’d spent my formative years in.

The yard was littered with the remains of Harry’s YouTube stunts. It beggared belief that his folks could be casual observers of their son’s attempts to maim and cripple himself on their own front lawn, his exploits filmed by his buddies-slash-enablers Darcy Simpkins and Teddy Cosgrove. The mini-trampoline with a hole burned through it was familiar (YouTube title: “Flaming Hoop of Death”); ditto the crash mat covered in rain-rusted thumbtacks (“Thumbtack Face-Plant”). A haystack of bikes that had been variously set on fire, crashed into walls, or jumped off garages was heaped up next to the side-yard shed.

Everyone at Northfield thought Harry Cook was nuts. Not A.J. Slanker nuts, who sold his cousin’s prosthetic leg for booze money, or über-keener Amy Coolidge nuts, who got a B-plus in biology and stuck a steak knife into the tire of Mr. Rose’s Prius. Harry was a deeper breed of crazy. Strap-one-hundred-packs-of-Black-Cat-firecrackers-to-his-chest-and-light-them-up crazy—a stunt that earned Harry three days in the burn ward and a warning from the doctor that if he tried anything like that again, he’d end up with his ass-skin grafted onto his face.

The thought often came to me that Harry had a wartime soul. Seventy years ago, he would’ve been conscripted and sent off to fight Adolf Hitler; all that self-destructive energy could’ve helped rid the world of a great evil, right?

He ushered me into the mudroom. “Bless this mess. My dad needs to invent a robot to pick up after him.” He winked. “He ought to talk to your dad, huh?”

“Million Dollar Mags” was Harry’s nickname for me. Our family owed our newfound wealth to my father’s invention, which could be found in just about every box of cookies on the supermarket shelves. Dad had worked at the Nabisco plant on Lewis Avenue since graduating high school. He toiled on the Nutter Butter line; his skin smelled faintly of peanut butter, no matter how often he showered. He’d noticed how a lot of cookies ended up chipped or dinged and came up with a modification to the cookie tray, a raised squiggle that prevented cookies from jostling into each other during transport. He walked his prototype to the patent office, got it stamped, and within six months it had become the new industry standard. Oreo, Chips Ahoy, Fudgee-O—even the Girl Scouts adopted Dad’s tray for their Trefoils and Thin Mints.

I was proud of my dad. He couldn’t have forecasted the distance his invention would put between our family and the place we came from. The anger it would bring out of some of our old friends and neighbors at Woody Knot.

Crabs in a bucket, was how Mom dismissed their behavior. Anyone tries to climb out, they want to drag you right back.

A ruckus kicked up inside Harry’s house. He shouted: “Calm yourself, Goldie, she’s cool!”—next, a black Heinz 57 came bounding down the hall. Her nails skidded on the scuffed linoleum, her tail whap-whapping.

“Why did you name her Goldie?” I called, scratching her under her ruff.

Harry’s voice echoed back: “Look at her eyes.”

Ah, I get it. There were tiny flecks of gold in Goldie’s corneas.

Harry came back spinning a set of car keys on his finger. “Let’s roll.”

Before going, he knelt with Goldie and gave her a scratch. “You be a good girl, okay? Mom and Dad will take proper care of you.”

Walking out to the car, I caught the steady thak of helicopter blades from someplace over Lake Ontario.




SEVEN

9:32 a.m.

If asked to pinpoint the singular event that held dominion over their lives and governed their pursuits, most people would draw a blank.

But Rudyard Crate? Oh, he could define that moment perfectly.

He’d been ten years old, in sub-Saharan Africa with his father, a mining executive, and his older sister, Elizabeth.

On a sweltering day in June, Rudyard watched his sister get devoured by ants.

The Dorylus ant, also known as the driver, safari, or siafu ant, is the largest genus of army ant found in the continent. They are territorial and rarely stray from their anthills, but during seasonal droughts it is not uncommon for a colony to march, in ranks of several trillion members, in massive war-parties. They attack and consume anything, regardless of size. They are the only African insect species known to eat flesh.

In 1978, Rudyard Crate’s father, Augustus, was CEO of an emerald mining concern with interests in the Kinderson claim in the Northern Cape. He had come with a crew of surveyors to investigate the potential of the area. His children, Rudyard and Elizabeth, accompanied him—Rudyard excitedly, Elizabeth less enthusiastically. It wasn’t the heat or the tinned food that bothered her. Elizabeth felt what they were up to was inherently wrong.

“We’re wrecking everything,” she’d told Rudyard one night, under the mosquito netting in the bed they shared in the barracks. “For what? Want to know the smartest thing De Beers ever did? Making their shiny rocks shorthand for love.”

Sometimes Rudyard would wake with the moonlight bleeding through the barrack’s eyelets and observe Elizabeth as she slept: the blue of her nightgown frilled at her throat, the milkiness of her scalp under the stiff, short red of her hair (everyone’s hair was cut in Marine whitewalls on account of the heat), the freckles on her cheeks collecting the light… and a feeling swelled within him, somewhat painful and confusing, but dominant in it was an unquestioning adoration for his sister.

Except even then, Rudyard realized an element of that adoration was jangly and not-quite-right, same as when the doctor struck Rudy’s knee with his rubber mallet.

He had no other companions other than Elizabeth and one of his father’s men, a German, Carl Leiningen, who ran the camp. Its location had been carefully chosen: the barracks were surrounded on three sides within a crescent-moon cliff that resembled the heelprint of a man’s dress shoe in dense mud. The cliff, of red sandstone, rose fifty feet to the veldt beyond. The jungle met the half-moon clearing to the south, hemming the camp within that heelprint.

The site lay in shade half the day, which was of value in the heat of the sub-Saharan summer. At night, the proximity of the jungle made it a source of uncanny sounds: the snaffling of pygmy boars, the glassy slithering of rock pythons, the occasional shriek of a leopard.

Every day, his fearless sister led Rudyard under the forest canopy to explore the hanging vines and lanai, the tangled roots of the baobab and acacia trees.

“If Dad gets his way, all this will be gone,” Elizabeth told him.

Every so often, the ground trembled. This was their father’s survey crew boring hundreds of feet into the earth using a narrow-vein surface rig and employing dynamite to loosen the earth.

One of those explosions created a fault line into what experts would later call the largest known ant colony in the southern hemisphere. It had lain undisturbed for decades, inhabiting an underground vault the length of a dozen football fields, with an immense bell-like dome that rested quietly under the hills.

With their home breached, the carnivorous siafu ants poured out of the earth—an uncountable number, a total dwarfing the total of every human being, animal, invertebrate, and fish species on planet Earth. The ants streamed over and through the jungle canopy in a living wave.

Rudyard and Elizabeth had been the only two at the barracks when a family of ibexes leapt from the walled strangler fig trees, hacked back to make room for the camp. The animals vaulted madly about, oblivious of Rudyard or his sister. The ibexes approached the jungle again… but shied away, stamping their hooves as do cattle trapped in a barn fire.

Elizabeth said: “Something’s wrong.”

Making their way to the cliffs, the male and kid ibex followed the female up; their hooves found the narrowest outcroppings, scaling the nearly sheer face in a manner so eerie it was as though they were floating. Reaching the top, the kid turned, looked down at Rudyard and his sister, issued a stiff snort—sorry about your luck—and vanished.

Their father and his crew were miles away on a survey. Elizabeth marched determinedly toward the only vehicle in camp, a Jeep Willys.

Meanwhile, an unaccountable sound had begun to bristle from the jungle: the whisper of thousands of silk sheets rubbing against one another.

“I’ll get the Jeep going,” Elizabeth called over to her brother. “Then we’ll get out of here.”

It was Carl Leiningen who’d taught Elizabeth to drive. Rudyard had watched her take clumsy loops around the camp with their father’s hired man, working the gearshift with a teak knob on its end.

Elizabeth cranked the key in the Willys, but the motor refused to catch. The frantic pump of his sister’s foot on the gas pedal must have flooded the engine.

Rudyard could see something moving in the shadow of the jungle’s hanging fronds. Pulsating strands crisscrossing the ground, fibrous-looking, the appearance of mobile ivy…

“Get over here, Rudy!” Elizabeth twisted the key, again, again. “I’m gonna get it started!”

He dashed over and slid into the passenger seat. A smell wafted off his sister, a tang both acidic and electric—or was that coming out of the jungle?

“Come on,” she said. “Come on, you stupid thing.”

The strands thickened across the parched earth, splitting and branching. Rudyard recognized the individual links on those enormous chains. He’d seen them before, same as anyone. But never so large, so fast, or so purposeful.

Ants.

The whisper grew louder: a dark, glass-like voice coming out of the foliage.

“Forget the Jeep. We have to run!” Rudyard said. Elizabeth seemed not to hear, her lips peeling back from her teeth in a terror-filled grin.

Ants poured out of the jungle, ants to rival every grain of sand in the Kalahari, more than Rudyard would’ve thought existed. They enfolded the landscape in a vast creeping carpet—the ants only had tiny little legs, but they moved swiftly as a group; in a wink, their colony had spanned from cliff face to cliff face, penning in the camp. They smothered the hacked-off stumps marking the edge of the jungle. Choked the bonelike strip of roadway that offered their only escape.

“Come on come ON—”

The Jeep’s engine coughed, ground, then caught with an earthy rumble. Elizabeth let go an uncontrollable laugh as she sunk the shifter into first gear.

“We’re getting out of here, hold on!”

The road was indistinguishable under the ants; the creatures pressed forward, sinewy and blackish-brown, cresting and ebbing in a tidal wave that rose three feet thick in places.

Wired on adrenaline, Elizabeth stood too heavily on the gas pedal; the Jeep shot across the camp and hit the advancing ants broadside. They burst against the grille, the collective weight of their bodies slowing the Jeep as if it had plowed into a snowbank. Ants crunched under the tires with the mad pop-pop-pop of bursting corn kernels. The Jeep’s tires churned, sending insects up in a mad brown fan; they splashed across the hood, surging over the windscreen to come down on Rudyard’s lap, his hands, his face.

Abruptly they were all over him, their legs and antennae tickling before the pain set in, and, oh god, the pain. It was like being lanced with needles, like getting every inoculation known to man—mumps, rubella, common flu, malaria—over every inch of bare skin in one agonizing dosage. They were down his shirt and up his shorts, clinging to the tops of his wool socks and biting, biting, mindlessly biting—

Elizabeth’s hands slipped off the wheel. The Jeep slewed and struck a stump buried under a shifting hillock of ants. The collision threw them against the windshield, which cracked under the impact of their skulls, the glass turning milky and opaque.

The pain brought Rudyard instantly back. He blinked at the ants streaming around the Jeep, rising past the wheel wells. They hissed and foamed against the tires and were crawling inside now, no different than if the Jeep had driven headlong into a river and he was watching water surge in.

Elizabeth sagged behind the wheel, her head dangling bonelessly. The ants were everywhere, everywhere, the world was ants and Rudyard’s skin was on fire, his forearms almost invisible under the dark gleam of insects.

“Elizabeth!”

Her eyes snapped open as ants trooped up her neck, gnawing as they went; her hands were bloody sticks and Rudyard knew she’d never be able to use them again, but their father was rich, very rich, and they could do wonderful things with plastic hands and feet—

He tried to drag her up, but no sooner had he pulled than she unleashed a scream. He could see—barely, it was so hard to distinguish anything amid the industry of the ants—her foot had gotten wedged under the brake pedal, pushed off at a ruinous angle.

Elizabeth moaned as the ants crawled over her lips and into her mouth and she bit down, mashing them up as blood trickled down her chin.

A gas can was strapped to the back of the Willys. With numb hands—he caught the giddy wink of bone at his fingertips—Rudy unstrapped it and unscrewed the cap.

Upending the can, he doused himself with gasoline. Its greasy weight clung to his dungarees, the heady stink almost knocking him out—but the ants didn’t like it, falling off his arms and legs and face.

When he turned to his sister, the ants had colonized her. Elizabeth was a shapeless heap in the driver’s seat.

An image darkened his mind, a hideous equivalency. When his father hosted parties, the maids would pile the guests’ coats in the spare bedroom. That’s what Elizabeth looked like. A quivering pile of brown coats.

Shrieking, the air swimming with gasoline fumes, he plunged one hand into the ants. He grasped something that felt like his sister, except hard where it ought to be soft and oily, tacky, a rubber innertube swollen to a thrilling tension.

Oh god no please, Elizabeth, don’t go you can’t die on me—

In her final moments, it was as if his sister harnessed all the electricity of youth to make one last defiant and ultimately useless stand.

She stood. On one leg, it must have been—impossible to know, really, as the ants went up with her, never letting go. Bearing that smothering coat of ants, Elizabeth blindly mounted the Jeep, hauling herself over the collapsible windscreen onto the hood.

Then, amazingly and for the briefest moment, she brushed them off.

Slinging both hands down her thighs, she scraped off tens of thousands of those ripping, consuming ants as if she was brushing crusted snow off a pair of snow-pants. She did the same with her arms, and Rudyard would never forget the red state of them, these flayed cuts of beef. Finally, she tried to clear as many as she could off her head and when she had, her eyes locked with Rudy’s. She may even have been smiling.

Next, the ants roped up her in a breathtaking flex—in wires, was how it looked: tapered, kinky wires that built themselves back up Elizabeth’s body. Her chest swelled as she took her last breath, as the ants costumed her in a bristling drapery. Billions upon billions bubbled over the Jeep: the Willys looked somehow deep-fried, coated in a crackly, spuming brown layer.

Elizabeth’s arms went up: hallelujah! The ants climbed higher than her fingertips, linking to each other like beads on a chain, until her digits resembled icicles that bent forward before breaking, the ants coming apart to fall back into the rush.

When his sister’s carotid artery blew out, it was as if a small fire hydrant had been uncapped within the swarm. Ants spat off in the blood spray with the glint of shrapnel.

The shock of realization—she’s dead, and maybe that’s for the best—caused Rudyard to lose his balance. His heels hit the rear gate of the Jeep and he tipped backward, arms pinwheeling, to splash down in the mad river of ants.

It was unlike anything he’d ever experienced. The closest would be falling into scalding water, but this was much more intimate. Their sound was an endless silken tearing; an echo of that note would live in Rudyard’s blood for the rest of his natural life. For the briefest moment, the swarm accepted him; the air and sunlight disappeared under the moving, questing, carnivorous stream of their bodies, and Rudyard felt in his core a beat of harmony—his more developed brain melding with the primitive communal mind of the creatures with whom he’d briefly become one.

With a closemouthed moan, Rudyard heaved himself up. Broaching the tide, he surfaced from the colony and stood in the surge, now rising to his kneecaps, dizzy from blood loss, gasoline fumes, and the rancid stink of the ants.

The gasoline was still working; the ants were all over him, but in a single and somewhat painless layer. Or had he surrendered the ability to feel pain by then?

He staggered through the toppling current until he found himself at its breach. Blundering away from the swarm’s advancing edge, feet squelching in blood-filled boots, he dug a finger into his ears—little bodies popped and crunched, their corpses driven into his eardrums.

His final sight of his sister was of her deflating like a parade float with a gash in its nylon… her legs met the Jeep, becoming part of it, then her chest and arms… her head bobbed up on the spume of ants—only her head—her red hair glowing as the sun burned within it, her eye sockets stuffed with writhing darkness…

He retreated into the shadow cast by the cliffs. He couldn’t climb them like the ibexes had; he’d get ten feet up, if that, before he lost his footing and fell helplessly into the sea of ants—or else they’d climb the cliff and devour him where he clung to the rocks.

The ants were going to eat him, same as they’d done to Elizabeth… except would they? The prospect of what was about to happen unlocked a new fear. Of being torn to pieces and carried back to the ants’ nest, lovingly cradled in their mandibles; the bits of him heaped in a dark spot clung with quintillions of bean-shaped egg sacs—sacs that would split to release wriggling larvae that would consume those little parts of Rudyard Crate in a manner he could scarcely comprehend.
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