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 PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    AN ESTIMATED one hundred and fifty million meteorites and asteroids inhabit our solar system. Adrift, aimless. 
 
    But not all space-bound rocks live without purpose. Some are destined to be fried to a crisp as they sail on a direct collision course with the star at the heart of the solar system. Other times, they get caught in the gravitational pulls of bustling planets. Some become omnipresent moons around larger host planets. And some will crash land into a moon or planet’s surface, leaving an enduring scar for astronomers to study and analyze for centuries to come. 
 
    Right now, a consortium of meteorites, small and clustered, are making a predictable journey across the solar system, heading for Earth’s night sky. They even have a name. The Perseid Shower. One of the greatest natural fireworks displays nature offers. 
 
    A subtle shift in nature’s forces can affect how these rocks fall. An unusual lean in Jupiter’s gravitational pull can change their trajectory a tiny, minuscule amount. Mars, making a last-minute flyby, can alter their projection even further. But even a tiny variation can have a massive effect when measured over eons. 
 
    One week before the shower is due to hit Earth’s atmosphere, a small but significant event is about to take place. It’s not only nature that can force destiny’s finger. 
 
    Approaching a meteorite in full flight mode is not an easy thing to do. Thankfully, the creators of this particular probe were experienced with such maneuvers. A small device like a windscreen wiper brushed off the debris that spun from the meteorite’s craggy surface. The probe edges closer, then closer still, toward the meteorite’s face. Within inches of touching down. 
 
    A crack forms in deathly silence. A large rock splits off the meteorite’s main body and strikes the probe, knocking it out of commission. A signal is sent, and another probe takes its comrade’s place. This probe lowered inch by inch, onto the asteroid’s surface. Drills dig into the meteorite, tendrils grasping the rock. It crouches low, and from its underside, a gas sprays the meteorite, injected via its razor-sharp tendrils. 
 
    On the microscopic level, the spray consists of bacteria that glows green, infecting the rock. Beneath the surface, where there is at least a little protection from the constant barrage of space radiation, it has a chance of survival. 
 
    Space is an unbelievably intense environment, harmful to every living thing. Even bacteria struggles to survive. It is torn apart by the endless bombardment of cosmic rays. Bacteria, in its effort to survive, must reproduce faster than the time it takes for the universe to tear it apart. 
 
    It repeats and copies itself over and over in an endless cycle, developing random resistances and a stronger constitution with each new generation. A search for perfection that can never be met and will never end. 
 
    The probe bleeped, sending another signal. Mission complete. Strapped to every large piece of the meteor shower, another drone bleeped. They would remain attached to the meteorites, burning up and disintegrating as they passed into the planet’s atmosphere. Undetectable. Unknown. 
 
    Until it was too late. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 1. 
 
      
 
    JAMIE AND Donny were present when their father was stripped naked, washed, scrubbed, and prepped. They were present when he was placed on the gurney and wheeled through the endless disinfected corridors. They were present when the overhead light was switched on and the surgeon slipped the blanket down to Donald’s naval. They were present when the incisions were made with the aid of long metal arms that moved according to the surgeon’s voice commands. 
 
    They were present when the surgeon was covered up to his elbows in their father’s blood when the machines made a high-pitched noise and it looked like it was over. And they were present when the surgeon, after six hours of surgery, finally closed their father up and wheeled him into the corridor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2. 
 
      
 
    JAMIE AND Donny were physically present for it all. But their minds were somewhere else entirely. The surgeon—the old man who had met them when they’d first arrived at the City—could hardly stand on his own two feet he was so tired. 
 
    “We can take him,” Donny said. “Where do you want him?” 
 
    “In the first private ward on the left,” the old man said. “I’ll hook him up to the machines.” 
 
    He had to. Likely no one else left alive knew how to do it. 
 
    Jamie and Donny wheeled their father into the private room. The old man told them where to place the bed. He attached some wires and leads to Donald’s body, plugging him in. 
 
    Was it good for people to be so dependant on these machines? Jamie thought. If you depended so much on devices, then what would happen when you could no longer use them? When you didn’t know how to do anything yourself? When everything was suddenly so difficult? 
 
    That was precisely what had happened, he realized. The Fall had brought the world to their knees. They’d come from a world of such ease, the machines having taken the brunt of the donkey work off their hands. Then they were cast into the world the way it was now. It must have been quite a shock. 
 
    Many had died simply because they didn’t have the knowledge to survive. For that reason, Jamie was a sight better able to protect himself than someone even as smart as the old man. It was easier to survive when all you had to do was learn how to press a few buttons in the right order. Even the old man didn’t know how to fix the machines. They were equal on that front. 
 
    “Do you want us to clean the operating room?” Jamie said. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” the old man said, checking his watch. “I’ve set the machines to do it. In fact, they should be hard at work as we speak.” 
 
    Machines had always been an abstract idea to Jamie. His father had explained to him countless times about how they worked, their purpose. He’d drawn pictures to properly explain what they looked like. He’d even had some old machines they’d found dumped in the desert. A washing machine, his father had called it. He’d laid hands on it like he was greeting an old friend. 
 
    He’d introduced the various moving parts and how they worked together in tandem. Jamie had pretended to understand. It wasn’t until he saw them, like living things, whizzing around and carrying out all manner of tasks, that he fully understood their significance. It made him tired just thinking about the things they could do. 
 
    The ingenuity and creativity of the people from before the Fall never ceased to amaze him. And yet most of them were now gone, dead, wiped from the face of the Earth. They had failed to survive while others far less intelligent had survived. What did that say about the world he and Donny and Fatty had come from? 
 
    “What happens now?” Donny said. 
 
    “Now, we rest,” the old man said. “Your father. Me. All of us. Get something to eat and sleep. You must be exhausted.” 
 
    Jamie looked down. They were still wearing the same clothes they’d worn when they’d gotten to the City. Dirty, dishevelled. 
 
    “You can choose any rooms you like,” the old man said. “I’m located right at the end of the hall. There are dorms if you prefer to stay together, or individual rooms if you want some privacy. Or a combination of both. The entire facility is empty, so do whatever you like. You’ll find plenty of clothes in the children’s ward. You only need take a look.” 
 
    “What happens to Dad now?” Jamie said. “Will he get better?” 
 
    The old man removed his gloves, a puff of powder whispering as the skin-tight plastic was removed. 
 
    “The surgery went well,” he said. “But there might be complications. The wounds he received, they’re very serious, severing several major organs. It’ll take some time for him to heal completely. But I remain optimistic.” 
 
    Just hearing those words, no matter if they were fake or not, made Jamie feel better. He needed some hope to cling to, and the old man had given it to him. He could tell by the relaxing muscles in his brother’s shoulders that he was feeling the same. 
 
    Donald was on the very brink of survival. Life on one side, the unknown abyss of death on the other. He swung like a pendulum from one extreme to the other. Which side he might end up on, no one knew. He’d taken two powerful spikes in the gut from a creature no human eye had ever seen before. As far as Jamie knew, anyway. 
 
    “There’s nothing else we can do for him now,” the old man said. “Besides keeping him comfortable.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Donny said. “For everything.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” the old man said with a warm smile. “Happy to help. If you don’t mind, there’s a bathtub with my name on it.” 
 
    He turned to leave. 
 
    “Wait,” Jamie said. “Your name. You never told us your name.” 
 
    “Dr. Graham Beck. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Formally.” 
 
    He shook hands with them and left. Two brothers in a strange city, in a bizarre room. 
 
    “I’ll watch him,” Donny said. “Someone should be here when he wakes up. You get something to eat.” 
 
    Jamie looked at their father. Placed a hand on his creased forehead. 
 
    “You really think he’s going to be okay?” he said. 
 
    Donny shrugged. 
 
    “He should be dead already,” he said. “Any extra time is a bonus.” 
 
    His attempt to cheer Jamie up fell flat. 
 
    “You heard the doc,” he said, trying again. “He’s going to have to fight. The good news is Dad has always been a survivor. He’s never lost a fight yet. And I’ve never known him to throw in the towel.” 
 
    Jamie smiled. It was weak. All he was capable of at that moment. 
 
    “I’ll bring you something to eat,” he said. 
 
    Donny gave a nod in reply. 
 
    Jamie moved to the door. Looked back. His brother pulled a chair up beside their father’s bed. Took the giant, tanned, worn skin of his father’s hand between both of his own. 
 
    More than anything else that had happened to them the past few days, that image, framed by the doorway, had the greatest impact on Jamie. To see the obvious love and affection from his brother toward his father. Their relationship had, at times, been strained. 
 
    Donny, bearing his father’s name, was always looking to rebel and carve his own way. It couldn’t have been easy living in the commune leader’s shadow. Jamie had no name to bear, no physical resemblance—he took after his mother—so he got off easy. Not that he was always well-behaved. 
 
    He was suddenly very tired. He walked down the corridor, the automatic lights leading him like gingerbread crumbs into the unknown. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 3. 
 
      
 
    LUCY AND Fatty had taken the opportunity to select their bedroom—a shared dorm room—and left to fetch food from the cafeteria. 
 
    None of them wanted to be alone. Especially right now. They’d spent too long together, been through too much. Their recent experiences had brought them a whole lot closer than the combined years of regular living in the commune had. Funny how you clubbed together like that. 
 
    “Did anything else come back to you?” Fatty said. “You remembered where you came from and how to get into this place.” 
 
    “It wasn’t really like I remembered it,” Lucy said. “It was more like my body knew what to do. Muscle memory, I think they call it. It’s automatic.” 
 
    “But this is where you came from, right?” Fatty said. 
 
    “Yes, I think so,” Lucy said. “In the memories I have, the rooms looked a lot like this place.” 
 
    Fatty nodded. He wasn’t entirely sure what to make of Lucy. She was a kid, younger than all of them, and yet possessed a kind of confidence and knowledge the rest of them didn’t. Fatty liked to label people, placing them in relevant categories so he knew how to deal with them. Lucy didn’t comfortably fit in any of his pre-made compartments. 
 
    She had more in common with Jamie than anyone else he’d met. Odd, weird, a little outside the box. In Fatty’s mind, Jamie occupied his own little section. It was a surprise to his labelling system that they’d become friends. They were simply too different. Yet, they worked well together. Theresa liked to say they complemented each other (although Fatty couldn’t ever recall a time when he openly complimented Jamie or vice versa for that matter). 
 
    Where Fatty was nervous and unsure, Jamie was confident and knowledgeable. Where Fatty was (rightfully) afraid and concerned, Jamie was too foolhardy. Fatty’s reticence had often prevented them from doing something they would later regret. At least, that was how Fatty liked to look at it. He wasn’t sure how Jamie felt. In fact, he almost certainly didn’t feel the same way. Fatty could be a bore at times. If being safe was boring, then Fatty was the most boring boy ever to have lived. And he was proud of it. 
 
    They swung around a corner and located the cafeteria. 
 
    “Wow,” Fatty said, standing stock still and taking in the most beautiful room he’d ever laid eyes on. 
 
    A host of tables in squares of varying sizes were arranged throughout the space. The nooks had been carved into special areas where people could meet for important meetings. It had a warm feel to it. Nothing like the dining area in the commune. 
 
    Vats of food, constantly warmed by heated pads on their metal bottoms. A section for desserts. Another for drinks. Another for. . . Fatty had to stop and take a breath, to collect himself. He was going to hyperventilate. Yesterday, he’d felt resigned to his fate, certain he was going to die. Now he was in a place he’d only ever seen in his dreams. 
 
    Heaven. 
 
    Fatty could hardly keep himself from heading around back and checking out the kitchen. Everything was so clean and futuristic. Imagine what he could do with all this amazing equipment. The new kinds of food and recipes he might rediscover. He could hardly contain his excitement. 
 
    He lifted the lids on the vats, emitting a cloud of steam like a magic trick. Most of it was not new. The mashed potatoes were thick, mixed with milk and butter. Extra creamy. Fatty ladled an entire stack onto his plate. Then another plate of sausages and bacon. Another for vegetables. 
 
    “We can’t carry all of this,” Lucy said. 
 
    Damn. Lucy was right. Then what were they supposed to do? He didn’t want to ladle it back into the containers. Then he saw the solution. 
 
    At the edge of the room were a host of dessert trollies. He wheeled one over to his pre-piled plates and began placing them on the trolley. 
 
    “I got a trolley for you too,” he said, pushing it in Lucy’s direction. 
 
    He didn’t even notice the smile on her face. He was too busy piling the plates with goodies. They could pick and choose what they wanted when they wanted it. Fatty’s stomach growled. He was probably going to make himself sick. He smiled and shook his head at himself. 
 
    Getting sick from eating too much food! Imagine that! Usually, it was the other way around. 
 
    “You’re sure we need to take all of this with us?” Lucy said. 
 
    “Am I sure?” Fatty said, scooping a dollop of the mashed potato onto his finger. His eyes rolled into the back of his head. “I’m certain beyond any doubt.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 4. 
 
      
 
    “DO YOU think Donald is going to be okay?” Fatty said, speaking around a mouthful of mashed potato, that same expression of ecstasy on his face. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lucy said. “I know they have advanced medicine here but his wounds were pretty bad.” 
 
    They sat on a bed, filling their faces. They were working on the dessert section when the door opened, admitting Jamie. He had dark grey bags under his eyes and his hair looked like a bird had made a home in it. He flopped down onto one of the beds and lay still. 
 
    “So. . . What’s up?” Fatty said, rubbing his bulging stomach. “Did the operation go well?” 
 
    Jamie was silent a moment before he answered. Lucy was already expecting the worst. 
 
    “The doctor said it went as well as could be expected,” Jamie said. 
 
    “That’s great news,” Fatty said with a smile. It faded. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “Only if he pulls through,” Jamie said. “We won’t know until he recovers. Or doesn’t.” 
 
    “Where’s Donny now?” Lucy said. 
 
    “With Dad,” Jamie said. “He wants to be there when he wakes up.” 
 
    “We brought a load of food from the cafeteria,” Lucy said. “You can eat whatever you like. Fatty made sure to bring some of everything.” 
 
    “You’ve gotta try the mashed potatoes,” Fatty said, extending the plate. “I can’t get enough of them.” 
 
    “Maybe later,” Jamie said, rolling over onto his side. “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    He clearly wanted to be left alone. 
 
    Lucy picked up a plate and spooned a little of everything onto it. She did the same with the desserts on another plate. Jamie was already snoring by the time she shut the door behind her. 
 
    She moved down the corridors—seemingly infinite—and turned this way and that, using the painted signs and their corresponding arrows to guide her. Somehow she knew which way to go before she reached a junction, relying on her own intuition. 
 
    She turned a corner. And came to a stop. 
 
    Two men in long white coats were talking in hushed whispers. Lucy just stood and stared. They were like ghosts. 
 
    One of the men turned. He looked directly at Lucy. And smiled. 
 
    “I see you’re awake, L,” Dr. Beck said. “Come. We have much to do.” 
 
    Lucy blinked, and the two men were gone. Another memory. Lucy shook her head and wished they would actually make sense for once, give her more of a clue of what they were about than a mere glimpse of the past. She pressed on. 
 
    She got to the operating theatres. The machines were already finishing up cleaning the room. They were doing a good job, scrubbing away the blood and other things Lucy didn’t like to think about, removing any potential contamination for the next patient, whoever and whenever that might be. 
 
    Lucy moved down the corridors and had to double back on herself several times before she heard a voice. 
 
    “Lucy,” Donny said. 
 
    He was standing in the doorway to a private room. He looked dishevelled and tired like his younger brother had. He needed to sleep but he wouldn’t allow his body even that much. 
 
    “I could hear you walking up and down the corridors,” he said. “This place is huge.” 
 
    “Massive,” Lucy said with a nod. “I brought you food. Fatty took half of what they had in the cafeteria so we could have as much as we wanted.” 
 
    “You mean as much as he wanted,” Donny said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    He yawned, wide, taking up his entire face. He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. The poor guy was exhausted. 
 
    “I brought you a plate of food and desserts,” Lucy said. “I didn’t know what you like, so I brought a bit of everything.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Donny said, taking the plates and setting them on a table. “Jamie was meant to bring it to me.” 
 
    “He didn’t ask me to do it,” Lucy said, defending her friend. “He fell asleep right away. He didn’t eat anything.” 
 
    “Do me a favour and make sure there’s enough for him in the morning when he wakes up,” Donny said. “Otherwise Fatty will clear the lot.” 
 
    “I will,” Lucy said. “I don’t think food is a problem here. If we run out, the machines will make more.” 
 
    “It seems there aren’t many problems here,” Donny said. “Besides the population issue.” 
 
    He checked over his shoulders and lowered his voice as if afraid someone would overhear him. 
 
    “What’s the story with this place?” he said. “Why is there only one guy here?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lucy said. “I remember there being more people here. Lots of people.” 
 
    “This is where you’re from?” Donny said. “If I came from here, I’m not sure I would ever leave. It has everything.” 
 
    “Maybe not everything,” Lucy said. “I still can’t remember much.” 
 
    Donny was too tired to continue his line of questioning. He yawned again. 
 
    “How are you doing?” he said. 
 
    Lucy smiled. It was typical of the commune members. No matter what trials and tribulations they were going through, they still cared very much about others. It was a trait she assumed was not very common in the rest of the world. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Lucy said. “I’m sure Dr. Beck will tell us what happened here.” 
 
    “I hope it’s a good story,” Donny said. “I want to know why they never reached out to us, stuck outside in the commune between the Rages and Reavers, scratching a living and dying unnecessarily painful deaths when we didn’t have to.” 
 
    He picked up the plate of food and began digging in. His eyes rolled into the back of his head. 
 
    “Good, right?” Lucy said. 
 
    “Amazing,” Donny said with a thumbs-up. 
 
    Lucy sensed Dr. Beck’s story would have to be a big one. There were so many things left unanswered. She wasn’t sure Donny would accept anything less. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 5. 
 
      
 
    JAMIE COULD have done without the nightmares. Images of distended alien bodyparts shedding human skin, revealing a creature with multiple sinister black eyes and two powerful front claws bearing serrated needles plunging into his father’s body over and over again, threatening to tear him apart. A great roar erupted from his father’s throat. Fear, pain. Anger. Disappointment that his sons hadn’t saved him. For that reason, it was the worst sound his father had made. 
 
    The roaring morphed into raging, angry snarls from the engines of the Reaver clan that descended from the valley, without mercy. Trapped between the Bug and the Reavers, the innocent commune children were blown and torn to pieces. 
 
    Lucy screamed as the bullets slammed into her body. The whole world groaned as if it sensed a touch of destiny in her passing. A line of possibility that had been snuffed out far too early. He looked into Lucy’s dying eyes. They stretched their fingertips toward one another. Before they touched, Lucy’s head exploded as it was pumped full of bullets. 
 
    She had been something else. Human, and not human at the same time. Something both more powerful, and yet weaker in the same breath. At her passing, great machines the size of entire cities descended from space and plunged into the Earth, spinning the soil, harvesting the Earth of its valuable resources, on a scale unknown even by the human race. 
 
    Deep inside one of those powerful structures, within its dark bowels, were the Bugs. The giant bugs that could inhabit the skin of men. One screamed, turning to look at him. It held out its giant front claws and thrust them into Jamie’s soft belly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 6. 
 
      
 
    JAMIE SHOT up. Panting, sweating, exhausted. His bedspread soaked with his own bodily excretions. He ran a hand over his stomach, certain he should have felt something there. There was nothing. He ran his fingers through his hair. It was a dream. Just a dream. 
 
    Jamie leaned back on his pillow and took a deep breath. Put a hand to his damp forehead. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Fatty said. 
 
    He was standing at the foot of Jamie’s bed, an obvious look of concern on his rolly polly face. 
 
    “I’m all right,” Jamie said. 
 
    He didn’t move. He still wasn’t stable. 
 
    “You were screaming,” Fatty said. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “I said so, didn’t I?” Jamie snapped. 
 
    Despite the insults Fatty had received over the years, he still got hurt by sharp words from his best friend. 
 
    “Sorry,” Fatty said. 
 
    “No,” Jamie said, leaning on his elbow. “I’m the one who’s sorry. You didn’t do anything wrong. It’s been a stressful few days. I shouldn’t have snapped at you.” 
 
    “You don’t need to apologize,” Fatty said. “I was there too.” 
 
    It was only then Jamie noticed his situation. He was in bed, a blanket drawn over him, former soiled clothes removed. New clothes sat on the end of the bed. 
 
    “You helped me to bed?” Jamie said. 
 
    “No,” Fatty said. “It must have been Lucy. She helped me too.” 
 
    “You fell asleep without changing?” Jamie said. 
 
    “No,” Fatty said, eyes moving to the side. “I ate a bit too much last night and made myself sick. Think of that. I ate too much! I passed out in the bathroom. Lucy helped me to bed.” 
 
    “Is Dad awake yet?” Jamie said. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Fatty said. “ Donny would have told us.” 
 
    Jamie reached for his clothes. 
 
    “I should go check on them,” he said. “I was supposed to take Donny some food last night.” 
 
    “Lucy did it,” Fatty said. 
 
    “Lucy,” Jamie said, shaking his head. “The girl we were meant to take care of ends up being the one who takes care of us.” 
 
    He pulled the T-shirt on over his head and glanced at the empty, apparently unused, bed beside his own. 
 
    “She didn’t sleep last night?” he said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Fatty said. “She might have slept after I went to sleep, then got up first too.” 
 
    “What time is it?” Jamie said. 
 
    “10am,” Fatty said. 
 
    Jamie shook his head. In the commune, he’d normally have completed his morning chores already by now. Now, he’d only just woken up. What a waste of time. His thoughts snagged on the commune. His home. 
 
    The Reaver clan had been coming through the valley, stumbling upon their nightmarish scene of destruction. Jamie wondered what they would have made of it. Had they returned to the commune? Or would they get as far from that place as possible? The sight of the bug’s body alone would have sent most men packing. But the Reavers weren’t most men. 
 
    Seeing something like that tended to change things. Things could never be the same again. What did it even mean? His head was still a little fuzzy, finding it hard to focus. He’d think about it later. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” Fatty said. “There’s still plenty of food. And no flies. I’d love to find out how they keep them away like that. Sure helps to make the food last longer when there aren’t tons of bugs crawling over it.” 
 
    “What’s good?” Jamie said, slipping on a fresh pair of socks. 
 
    New socks. They felt so soft, not harsh against his skin like the commune clothing. He liked the feel of it. He’d never worn brand new clothes before. 
 
    “Everything’s good,” Fatty said. 
 
    “Do me a favour and load up a couple rounds of bread with whatever you think is best,” Jamie said. 
 
    “That’s a real challenge,” Fatty said. “Are you sure you don’t want to try everything yourself?” 
 
    “I want to check on Dad,” Jamie said. 
 
    “All right,” Fatty said, rolling up his sleeves and picking up four rounds of bread—two different types!—and began adding ingredients to them, putting the flavours together in his mind before fully committing himself to his final decision. 
 
    Jamie picked up his new shoes. Sneakers. Clean, without a single smudge on them. That wouldn’t last long, he thought. He was shocked by their weight, or rather, lack thereof. They could have been made from air. He shook his head, thinking of the things he used to put on his feet. Handmade items from Guinevere. She always complained about not having the fabric and tools she needed. Jamie hadn’t understood what she’d been complaining about. Now he did. They pinched and broke his skin, had no airflow, and gave him terrible blisters whenever he walked for more than an hour. These new foot coverings were unlike anything he had ever seen before. His feet sighed when they slipped into them. Wow. 
 
    “Done yet?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Just about,” Fatty said. “I’m not sure I got the mixture completely right. It’s the best I can do right now.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s awesome,” Jamie said. 
 
    He scooped up the sandwiches and headed for the door. He took one bite and stumbled, bracing himself on the doorframe. The flavours were a party in his mouth. Just a day ago he’d lamented how good Fatty’s stew was. That was a muddy puddle compared to this. 
 
    “What is it?” Jamie said. “You should have a name for it.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Fatty said. “It’s jelly and peanut butter.” 
 
    “It’s the best thing I’ve ever had,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Really?” Fatty said with a big grin. “I tried a bunch of combinations yesterday but not that one.” 
 
    “You should,” Jamie said. “It’s amazing. You might be rediscovering long-forgotten recipes.” 
 
    “Cool,” Fatty said. “Easy to rediscover when no one has had it in decades.” 
 
    “Keep on doing it,” Jamie said. “Before long, you’ll turn me into a foodie like you.” 
 
    He shook his head in disbelief as he headed down the corridor in the direction of the hospital wards. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 7. 
 
      
 
    JAMIE FELT uncomfortable. He’d been too exhausted the day before to take in the world he suddenly found himself surrounded by. Layers of technology he couldn’t fathom. 
 
    He munched on his sandwiches as he passed large wards on either side, individual beds in long rows. They bore archaic names Jamie could hardly understand. 
 
    INTENSIVE CARE WARD 
 
    BURN CENTRE 
 
    CORONARY CARE UNIT 
 
    EMERGENCY DEPARTMENT 
 
    PEDIATRIC INTENSIVE CARE UNIT 
 
    Each world was more descriptive than the last. He enjoyed being in a new place without having to check over his shoulders every few seconds. It was the feeling of a free man, of a species that didn’t need to be constantly afraid for its own survival. It was the feeling only a species at the top of the food chain could enjoy. Never needing to look up. 
 
    His father was connected to little white boxes that bleeped with sound and lines of light. If they kept his father alive after the injuries he’s sustained, all to the good. 
 
    Donny sat beside the bed in exactly the same position as when Jamie had left the day before. Jamie was embarrassed. He’d let his brother sit there all night by himself while he lay fast asleep in bed. 
 
    “I brought breakfast,” Jamie said, handing over the second sandwich Fatty had made for him. 
 
    “Thanks,” Donny said. 
 
    “How’s he doing?” Jamie said, pulling another chair over. 
 
    “About the same,” Donny said. “So far as I can tell, anyway.” 
 
    “You want to get some sleep?” Jamie said. “I can take over.” 
 
    “No,” Donny said. “I slept earlier.” 
 
    That made Jamie feel a little better, at least. 
 
    “Lucy watched over him while I caught forty winks,” Donny said. 
 
    It was only then that Jamie noticed the small lump beneath the worn throw blanket on the short sofa. Lucy. Fast asleep. 
 
    “It should have been me,” Jamie said. “Sorry.” 
 
    Donny waved his hand. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” he said, biting into his sandwich. 
 
    He paused a moment to savour the flavour. He’d never been much into food either. 
 
    “Good, right?” Jamie said. 
 
    “I’ll say,” Donny said. “What is it?” 
 
    “Fatty can explain the intricacies of the flavours and why it works later, I’m sure,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Forget it then,” Donny said. “Life’s too short.” 
 
    Jamie smiled. Donny smiled back. 
 
    “So, how are we looking this morning?” Dr. Beck said as he entered the room carrying a cup of strong coffee. 
 
    “Fine I think,” Donny said. 
 
    “Any change during the night?” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “Not so far as I can tell,” Donny said. 
 
    “You would have notified me if something was up, I’m sure,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    He moved to the machines and checked the readings. No doubt he could understand them in a way none of the others had any concept of. 
 
    “Medicine wasn’t my major, but I have to say, I think I did a pretty good job,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “He’ll get better?” Jamie said. 
 
    “He’s doing fine,” Dr. Beck said. “He’s much stronger this morning than he was last night after surgery. The first night is always the decider.” 
 
    Donny grinned and looked at his father with admiration. 
 
    “He’s a fighter all right,” he said. 
 
    “He must be,” Dr. Beck said. “Boys, can I ask you something? There’s something I noticed while I was performing the surgery. His wounds weren’t created by knives, were they? My guess would be some kind of twin cylinders, sharpened to points.” 
 
    “Right,” Jamie said. 
 
    He shared a look with Donny. Neither wanted to divulge too much information. The truth sounded crazy. 
 
    “You don’t need to be shy,” Dr. Beck said. “I know it was an alien. A Bug. A big one.” 
 
    Jamie blinked. Shocked the doctor knew about them. 
 
    “How did you know that?” he said. 
 
    “That is the question, isn’t it?” Dr. Beck said with a wink. “The answer is a rather lame one, I’m afraid. I know about them because I’ve seen them before. We all have. You have too, I’d wager. Not that you would know it. They have the ability to inhabit human bodies, our skin, wearing us like a disguise. They’ve been among us for decades. At least.” 
 
    “You knew this, but didn’t tell anyone?” Jamie said. 
 
    “We didn’t know about them until after the Fall,” Dr. Beck said. “Evidence of their existence only became obvious with hindsight. Tell me, if you and your commune had known about them, what would you have done? You’d have been suspicious of everyone you didn’t know intimately. Perhaps not even then. Existence would have become even more difficult than it is now.” 
 
    “Does the fact it was a Bug change anything about our father’s condition?” Donny said. 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Beck said. “I’m afraid it does. It makes things a whole lot more complicated. We’ve never had a Bug on hand to study before. Their bodies disintegrate at an alarming rate once they die. I must say, it’s something of a relief I don’t have to convince you the Bugs are a real force out there. One we will have to deal with one day. It turns out the Bug you met forced some kind of excretion into your father’s body.” 
 
    Jamie’s mouth was dry. Donny didn’t move a muscle. Prepared for the worst. 
 
    “What will it do to him?” Jamie said, voice a croak. 
 
    “I removed the majority of it from his gut,” Dr. Beck said. “But not all. Too much had been pumped into him. There was nothing I could do with that which had already entered his system.” 
 
    Jamie looked down at their father. He still looked like the man that had raised them. He wondered what would happen to him after the poison had fully infected his body. 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t know the poison’s full effect,” Dr. Beck said. “The bugs are violent, aggressive, and not to be trifled with. All we can do is keep an eye on him. Run tests and watch for any ill effects. Perhaps nothing will happen. Or it might be something more sinister. He cannot leave the City until we understand what’s happening to him.” 
 
    “He’s a good man,” Donny said. “He would never harm anyone.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Dr. Beck said. “I’m sure he’s a great man. He raised two exceptionally good sons. That speaks volumes about him. The point I’m trying to make is, your father might not be himself after the poison is done with him. The last thing the human race needs is another outbreak. We must deal with Rages and Reavers already. Your father is still alive and that’s a good start. Until then, we have other issues to discuss.” 
 
    He turned to look at the sleeping form beneath the throw on the short sofabed. Lucy. 
 
    “Things are afoot,” Dr. Beck said. “Things you need to be aware of. You need to understand the game you’re playing, the game none of you chose to be a part of, but have been placed here in any case. The game after the Fall.” 
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    IT TOOK some convincing to get Donny and Jamie to leave their father’s bedside. Leaving him in the private hospital room to recover was a tough sell. It was made easier after Dr. Beck showed them the automatic pager he had clipped to his waist that would bleep if something—anything—happened to his one and only patient. 
 
    They had followed him to this large room, eyes bulbous and full of wonder. Dozens of rows of seats faced a rectangular screen at the front. Soft lighting in sconces along either wall. 
 
    “Is this a. . . cinema?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Dr. Beck said. “I’m quite an avid follower of the movies. Until recently, we had regular movie nights where the entire City could take part.” 
 
    “What happened here?” Jamie said. 
 
    “We’ll get to that,” Dr. Beck said, a sad look in his eye. “There’s a great deal that happened before we get to what transpired here at the City. Please take a seat.” 
 
    They lined up in a single center row. Fatty was the only one who’d opted for a box of popcorn. In fact, he’d opted for two: one sweet, one salty. And a ludicrously large container of drink called “pop.” He chomped and slurped through the entire thing. 
 
    Dr. Beck stood up, leaning against the chairs in front. 
 
    “Are we all set?” he said. “Good.” 
 
    He held a small plastic rod with buttons on it. He pressed one and the lights dimmed. He pressed another button and a projected light lit up the screen. Images appeared and began to move. Jamie gasped and leaned back in his seat, hands gripping the armrests. His eyes darted from one side to the other, taking everything in. 
 
    “This is the world as it was before the Fall,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    Hordes of people marched down long streets in huge, vibrant cities. Thousands of them. Millions. So many people it was impossible to make out their faces. All moving, flowing, like a river. Motorcycles. Similar, and yet different to the ones the Reavers rode. Smaller ones, faster ones, ones where the rider sat with their legs together, legs apart. Then there were other vehicles. 
 
    One was big enough to carry a whole family. Others several families. Countrysides of opulent greens and unbelievable riches. The images kept coming. Another country, another culture a world away. Strange writing, something aliens might use. Unintelligible. Unknown. 
 
    Ancient temples at the top of infinite mountains. Men and women, happy and sad. Soldiers marching to war. Dead men and women, children crying, homeless. Parentless. 
 
    “This is the world as it was long ago,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    Maps of the history of the human race. A man with a bad haircut, holding his hand up to the camera, shouting something in a forgotten language. Armies of men making the same gesture. 
 
    Now, the ancient world. Men with swords, battling lions in a great circular theatre while others cheered, a man dressed in white, standing to applause as he raised his thumb. Then awesome ships on the high seas, in stormy weather, scything through nature, dominating and in control. 
 
    A man peered through a telescope at the great unknown, while another man, at his shoulder, peered through his own device, looking down, at the very small. Ancient people living in tents, roving and tracing the movement of great powerful herds of buffalo. White men in armour descending upon them. To share. To take. 
 
    A boy in long flowing robes, a child in charge of an immense nation. Asia. Men bending down and placing rocks, forming a wall that ran over the mountains and hills for thousands of miles. 
 
    A man wipes the sweat from his forehead and picks up the rope that had cut blisters into his hands. He pulled with all his strength, along with a dozen other men, tugging giant rocks carved into blocks, miles yet to reach their destination: a great half-built pyramid in the distance. 
 
    Early man moving from one continent to another, spreading out and taking command of their environment, the world shifting and changing around them, the people adapting to it. Or failing and dying out. Some humans looked slightly different from modern ones: sloped foreheads and squat muscles. 
 
    The image pulled back, revealing all of this taking place on a single small spherical blue and green ball. Zooming out farther, until the world was revealed in its majesty. A hidden world of forgotten treasures. Then another large rock appeared. 
 
    At first, Jamie was unsure what it was. He leaned back in his seat as they came around it. He realized it must have been the moon. A single flag perched upon it, unmoving in the vacuum of space. 
 
    Thousands of questions bubbled and vied for answers in Jamie’s mind. But the image hadn’t yet stopped. They kept flying, passing a red planet, then an amalgamation of rocks, and another planet, a huge one with a distinctive red spot, then yet another, a beautiful one with a large ring. On and on, until they passed through the shrouded misty veil of the Oort cloud. 
 
    At this distance, their home—the Earth—was invisible. The sun—the focal point of their entire world and existence—was a single unremarkable point of light. No longer even the brightest star in the night sky. 
 
    Jamie was spellbound. His heart swelled with understanding, of realizing how small they really were. 
 
    “Incredible, isn’t it?” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    His figure was partially covered by the moving images. 
 
    “This is merely the tip of the iceberg,” he said. “We are so small, so insignificant.” 
 
    The image zoomed out further and further, revealing their entire solar system. One of billions, within a galaxy still only one of further billions. It was beyond the mind of man to fully grasp the sheer scale of what they were looking at. 
 
    Jamie’s vision blurred. He didn’t know if it was because of the bright light in the darkroom or the pure majesty of the universe. 
 
    “So unimportant, and yet we were the only known example of intelligent life in the cosmos,” Dr. Beck said. “Self-awareness and intelligence is a very rare gift indeed, and for that reason, we are also of huge significance. For the longest time, we were the only known intelligent species. A shame it couldn’t have stayed that way. Despite our attempts to discover other forms of life elsewhere, we never found it. It found us.” 
 
    The screen cut to black. New images. Something the group had only ever heard about, never seen with their own eyes before. The Fall. 
 
    Half a dozen rocks fell through the Earth’s atmosphere, burning up. These ones exploded above a city. Other meteorites sailed across a great desert—far bigger and larger than the one they were used to living on the fringes of. A man in the foreground wore black clothes, posing with his camel as his friend snapped a photo. A flash of light made him turn. Meteorites fell, striking the great sand dunes. 
 
    Another meteorite. This one struck the heart of a giant city of light. 
 
    “The Fall,” Dr. Beck said. “It was unusual for so many of the Perseid Shower rocks to make landfall, but it was an otherwise typical event. Astronomers were expecting it. In August, as predicted. It fell where it was supposed to. But what followed was not expected.” 
 
    The meteorites, having embedded themselves in the earth, glowed bright green, throbbing. Jamie knew what happened next. Still, he was mesmerized by the images on the screen. It looked so real. 
 
    “We were unprepared for such an attack,” Dr. Beck said. “Science had long since been preparing for asteroids of dangerous city-destroying size to crash into us. We were developing protective measures to ensure their damage would be limited, to push them away from us.” 
 
    On the screen, men, women and children’s eyes bled, glowing green. Handheld footage of people screaming, in a rage, fingers clawing at their own skin. Others screamed, writhing on the floor, smacking their heads against the pavement. 
 
    “Infected by the meteorites,” Dr. Beck said. “By some kind of infection. A disease. Life from another world. I myself was in charge of research and development to answer questions of where these things came from. Why they affected us. And to develop a cure. All the while, it was infecting more and more people, sweeping across the planet. From one country to another, one continent to the next.” 
 
    A helpful image showed the swell of the disease as it made its way out from multiple points across the planet, spreading in all directions. Soon, it overtook the whole world. 
 
    “How could the Fall destroy so much?” Donny said, breathless. 
 
    “It was so unexpected,” Dr. Beck said. “It came from nowhere. We were completely unprepared for an attack of this magnitude.” 
 
    “Attack,” Lucy said. “You keep using that word. But this wasn’t an attack. It was bad luck. These rocks hit us. We were unlucky it infected us.” 
 
    “That’s what we thought,” Dr. Beck said. “At first. The Rage virus was indeed brought to us as a payload aboard space rocks. But it did not originate from there.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jamie said. “It came when the meteorites fell. Everyone knows this.” 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Beck said. “All true. Except there’s one thing almost no one else knows. The Rage virus was designed.” 
 
    He clicked a button. Another image. Fuzzy and indistinct. A moving object, what might have been a piece of lint, across the night sky. 
 
    “Any idea what this is?” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “It looks like. . . a ship of some kind,” Fatty said, popcorn and drink forgotten. 
 
    “Correct,” Dr. Beck said, pressing another button. 
 
    The image flickered, showing much clearer images of the spaceship. 
 
    “This is an interstellar spaceship,” Dr. Beck said. “It belongs to an alien race. Like the one you killed. The one who attacked your father. The Bugs.” 
 
    Jamie leaned forward in his seat. Enthralled. He wasn’t the only one. 
 
    “We don’t know how long they’ve known about us,” Dr. Beck said. “We only know it’s at least the past hundred years. We thought everyone who believed in aliens visiting us were crazy. A romantic idea, but a fallacy. They turned out to be onto something. We have reason to believe these things have been trying to overthrow our domination on this planet for decades.” 
 
    “Why don’t they just blow us to pieces?” Donny said. “Dad told us about bombs that can destroy entire cities. If they have advanced weapons, they could destroy the whole planet.” 
 
    “Quite,” Dr. Beck said. “Even we once had the technology to destroy the planet. And we had nowhere near the level of technology they possess.” 
 
    “Why did they have to exterminate us at all?” Jamie said. “Why not make peaceful contact with us?” 
 
    “For the same reason one colony of ants will declare war on another,” Dr. Beck said. “For valuable natural resources. We suspect it’s the same reason they don’t simply destroy us. They don’t want to destroy the treasure they wish to harvest. The Earth has a lot of minerals. They have focused their attention on wiping us out. Silently, slowly.” 
 
    “Why?” Donny said. “If they can cross the universe in advanced ships, they must have weapons that can destroy us without harming the planet. Why go through the hassle of creating a virus to wipe us out?” 
 
    “You’re right to ask such a question,” Dr. Beck said. “We never uncovered the reason. The real question is, how did any of us manage to survive the virus at all? You are survivors. The exception to the rule. But even you would not last much longer. You are only alive because the Bugs haven’t yet discovered your commune.” 
 
    Dr. Beck pressed a button, revealing something they all recognized. The satellite that passed overhead every few weeks. The flashing green light. 
 
    “I assume you’re familiar with the satellites that cross the sky at regular intervals?” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “The satellites from the old world,” Jamie said with a nod. 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Beck said. “But no longer operated by us. The Bugs hijacked them, using them for their own purposes. They use them to keep an eye on us, the survivors, and our depleting numbers. They’re looking for survivors like you and me. If they see a large number of survivors gathered, say a commune that has prospered, they release efforts to wipe it out. They unleash their favourite weapon, the one they fashioned themselves from our own flesh. The Rages. They are neither living nor intelligent.” 
 
    “How do you know all this?” Donny said. 
 
    “Because I’ve seen it,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    The image shifted to a commune. Not theirs. Somewhere else. 
 
    “A commune grows to a certain size,” Dr. Beck said. “Then the signal is given, something that attracts the Rages. They swarm like a kicked beehive, sweeping over the commune and wiping out or turning the population into more Rages. 
 
    “Unfortunately, it’s impossible for me to alter the trajectory of the satellites without the Bugs knowing I’m here. But I can access the same information feed they see. Speaking of which. . .” 
 
    He checked his watch. 
 
    “I have a special surprise for you,” he said. 
 
    Dr. Beck pressed another button. The image was nothing special. It showed a live feed from one of the satellites. 
 
    “Let me see if I can zoom in,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    The image got closer to something on the ground. Jamie’s stomach lurched again. The image became blurrier as it got closer. Then it snapped into focus in Jamie’s mind. He recognized the four corners of the lookout posts, the huge hole that had been blasted into one of the sides. 
 
    Fatty gasped, hissing through his teeth, hands coming over his mouth. One tub of popcorn slipped from his lap and spilled across the floor. He didn’t even flinch at the waste. 
 
    “It’s. . . It’s. . .” he mumbled. 
 
    “Home,” Jamie said. 
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    JAMIE SHIVERED. It felt strange to think that while they were wishing upon those blinking green dots, someone else was looking down on them. A Bug species, using it as a weapon to destroy them. 
 
    If Jamie hadn’t seen the lead up to this with his own eyes he would have thought it was magic. That the great wizard Beck had compelled a crow to his whim, and he was witnessing the world through its eyes. 
 
    “Can you zoom in closer?” Donny said. 
 
    “Let me try,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    He pressed a few buttons. The image moved closer. They could see the individual people moving around inside. They couldn’t make out their faces, but it was good to see home again. It felt like they’d left it so long ago. Hard to believe it had only been a few days. Jamie felt a real sense of loss when the satellite passed the commune and continued on its merry journey. 
 
    They saw the desert flats and the mountain where they’d constructed the Crow’s Nest. Then the forest they passed through during their escape from the Reavers and the Bug. Then the mountains and the valleys that wound between them. It was such a small part of the world. A pinprick on its surface. And yet it had been everything they had ever known. 
 
    Now, after their little adventure, they had been educated about a great many things—most they would never fully understand or grasp—but their eyes had been opened nonetheless. It was always better to know than to live in ignorance. Or was it? 
 
    Jamie could have lived out his entire life without knowing the truth behind the Rage virus and the Bugs who’d planted it inside them. Except whether he knew about it or not, the Bugs were intent on wiping him and everyone he ever knew off the face of the planet. Better to know your enemies. At least then you had a chance to defend yourself. 
 
    The lights in the sconces on the walls faded up again. Jamie blinked against it. 
 
    “I think that’s enough for today,” Dr. Beck said. “You’ve taken in a great deal of information. Best to let you process it.” 
 
    “What else is there to know?” Donny said. 
 
    “Far more than it’s possible for me to show you,” Dr. Beck said. “But I can sketch out the important details. This information needs to survive me.” 
 
    “Is that it?” Fatty said. “Are we going to die?” 
 
    Dr. Beck was silent a moment. He looked up. 
 
    “Probably,” he said. “Come on. Let’s go eat. More tomorrow.” 
 
    Jamie felt stiff after having sat for so many hours. An average day in the commune, he’d never sat for more than ten minutes. He walked like an old man. 
 
    Everything everyone knew about the Fall had only been half true. There was so much more underneath it all. Worst, Jamie wasn’t sure he was happier knowing about it. He might have been happier living in ignorance. Even if living like that had a definite end date. 
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    “WHAT IS that?” Fatty said, pointing with a podgy finger. 
 
    He was gesturing to an exquisitely beautiful piece of machinery, like a flying aircraft that wasn’t yet complete. 
 
    “Oh that,” Dr. Beck said, wiping his lips after their meal. “It’s called a flight simulator. The pilots used it to practice flying.” 
 
    “Flying?” Fatty said. 
 
    “Airplanes, rockets,” Dr. Beck said. “Anything not attached to the ground. I swear those guys’ heads were always up in the air.” 
 
    Fatty looked at the insides of the machine like a kid in a candy store. There were so many buttons and dials and switches. It looked so complicated, out of this world. 
 
    “Would you like to try it?” Dr. Beck said to the group. 
 
    “I need to go check on Dad,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Me too,” Donny said, though he looked bummed to be missing out on a piece of real modern technology. 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Lucy said. 
 
    They left. 
 
    “How about you?” Dr. Beck said to the one remaining member. 
 
    Fatty shook his head. 
 
    “I shouldn’t,” he said. “I’ll only end up breaking it. I always break things.” 
 
    “Pretty hard to break,” Dr. Beck said. “It’s firmly attached to the ground. And, if you think about it, it was really made to be crashed. So the pilots wouldn’t make the same mistakes in real life as they would in here.” 
 
    Fatty liked the sound of that. He wished he could have had a simulator before every embarrassing moment of his life. 
 
    The chairs were mesmerizing, shiny and welcoming. It wouldn’t hurt to try it out one time, would it? Dr. Beck was right. For once, there wasn’t anything he could break. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll give it one try,” he said, climbing into the cockpit. 
 
    “Pick a seat,” Dr. Beck said. “Normally, the doors should be shut, but I’ll tell the program to leave them open for your first run-through. Now, remember, you are going to make mistakes. That’s the whole point of this machine. Try not to make the same one twice.” 
 
    “Got it,” Fatty said, taking hold of the controls. 
 
    There were precious few things in life where something simply clicks when there’s no doubt in one’s mind it was what they were meant to be doing. It was difficult to discover in the old world, exacerbated in the new. After the Fall, purpose wasn’t geared toward you discovering your one true calling, it was geared toward survival. 
 
    If it wasn’t for the Reaver attack, for the Bug, for Lucy remembering how to get into this place, Fatty would never have discovered his life’s purpose. It was to fly this thing and fly it without fear. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 11. 
 
      
 
    DONALD WAS fine, just as Dr. Beck said he would be. He was still unconscious, fighting the good fight, the machines keeping count of the number of rounds. 
 
    “Give me a hand,” Donny said. “We need to wash his skin so he doesn’t get bedsores.” 
 
    Jamie had no idea they had to do such things. 
 
    “I’ll get the saline solution,” Donny said. 
 
    He left the room. He’d go search in the medicine storage room located in each ward. 
 
    “Pretty unreal, huh?” Lucy said. “About the stuff in the cinema.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jamie said. “Pretty hard to believe.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s true?” Lucy said, lowering her voice. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jamie said. “Why would he lie?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lucy said. “Maybe some of the things he tells us aren’t true. Just ideas.” 
 
    She was worried about something, Jamie thought. But what? 
 
    “I’m trying to figure out why he would tell us this stuff,” Lucy said. 
 
    “He wants to pass on the information,” Jamie said. “He’s old and won’t live forever.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Lucy said. 
 
    She clearly thought there was more to it than that. 
 
    “Go on then,” Jamie said. “What’s your theory about why he’d tell us this stuff?” 
 
    “No theory,” Lucy said. “I feel like. . . maybe he’s telling us for a reason. Like there’s something we could still do, some way we can change everything.” 
 
    For the first time since Jamie had gotten to the City, he felt a filament of hope. Maybe, just maybe, there was a chance they could do something. 
 
    “You mean, beat the Rages?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Beat the Rages, beat the Reavers,” Lucy said with a nod. “Maybe beat everyone.” 
 
    “Even the Bugs?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Especially them,” Lucy said. “Everything else, we can learn to deal with. But the Bugs. . . They’re the real problem.” 
 
    It seemed so far-fetched, such a distant, remote possibility, that Jamie couldn’t quite get his head around it. The Bugs were super-advanced beings with a spaceship parked right outside their orbit, preparing for an invasion. What was the human race supposed to do about it in their current condition? 
 
    Donny returned with cloth and saline solution. 
 
    “I’ll roll him over,” he said. “You and Lucy clean his skin. He shouldn’t get bedsores for a week or more anyway, but if we do this every day, he’ll never get any.” 
 
    Jamie couldn’t stop glancing at Lucy as Donny lifted their father’s torso. If Lucy was right—and there was no reason to suspect she wasn’t—then their adventure had only just begun. 
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    “DR. BECK?” Jamie said. “You’re still here?” 
 
    After taking care of their father, Jamie began to grow worried about Fatty. He wasn’t the type who liked to be left alone or was really capable of taking care of himself. He needed someone to watch over him. He could have easily have gotten lost in the City, and they might never have found him again. Instead, he’d found him right where they had left him. With the simulator. 
 
    “Uh?” Dr. Beck said, struggling to stay awake. “Oh. Uh, yeah. Still here.” 
 
    He was too tired to talk further. He blinked away the sleep that pressed upon his eyes. The flight simulator was bucking and weaving, moving this way and that. Through the window, Fatty could be seen clutching the controls, bending and moving left to right in his seat. He was focused on something on the other side of the glass, something only he could see. 
 
    “Flight simulator,” Dr. Beck said, head bobbing with approaching sleep. 
 
    He rested his head on the top of his walking stick as sleep finally took him. The cockpit performed one last rise and fall, leaning to one side, before coming to a rest. 
 
    “Damn it!” Fatty shouted. “Hey, Doc. Let’s try level sixty-three one last time.” 
 
    Dr. Beck turned to Jamie with a pleading look in his eye. 
 
    “Help me,” he said. “Your friend was only supposed to try it out. He’s been in there all day.” 
 
    “Doc?” Fatty called. “I’m ready to go again.” 
 
    “Leave it to me,” Jamie said. 
 
    He knew how draining Fatty could be. There were times when he wanted to wring his neck, and would have, if it wasn’t so fat and protected by its own thick rubbery layer. 
 
    He opened the door to the simulator. Surprised to find Fatty sitting there with an excited, expectant look on his face. In front of him were dozens of buttons and levers. Jamie had never seen him so excited by something other than food before. 
 
    “Jamie!” Fatty said. “Perfect timing! Want to be my co-pilot?” 
 
    “What’s a co-pilot?” Jamie said. 
 
    “It’s a really important job,” Fatty said. “With your help, I’m sure I can get past level sixty-three.” 
 
    “Don’t you think you’ve played enough today?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Play?” Fatty said, hurt. “This isn’t playing. This is developing an important skill.” 
 
    “Flying a plane with no wings?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Yeah, well, there are some transferable skills,” Fatty said. “Give me a hand with this level. You won’t regret it.” 
 
    “We need to go eat,” Jamie said, playing his trump card. It never failed to get Fatty’s attention. 
 
    “One more level,” Fatty said, handing the co-pilot helmet to Jamie. “You’re going to love it.” 
 
    Food had failed. The simulator must have been out of this world to distract Fatty to that extent. Jamie licked his lips and eyed the proffered helmet. 
 
    “Doc!” Fatty shouted out the window. “Level sixty-three! Double time!” 
 
    Dr. Beck groaned audibly. 
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    “THE KID’S a natural,” Dr. Beck said, massaging his neck. 
 
    One more turn had turned out to be ten more turns. Jamie had to admit, it was great fun. He didn’t have the natural talent Fatty—of all people!—had but he was good enough as Fatty’s second. 
 
    Fatty’s reflexes were so fast, fingers dancing over the buttons like a pianist. He was gentle but firm with the controls. It was like watching an artist at work. 
 
    “He rarely makes the same mistake twice and got to level ten without one crash,” Dr. Beck said. “Incredible, considering he’s never so much as seen an airplane before.” 
 
    Fatty strutted like a newly feathered peacock. 
 
    “Sounds like hungry work,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Not really,” Fatty said. “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    Jamie blinked. He frowned and looked this boy up and down. For a fraction of a second, he thought perhaps a Bug had infiltrated his body. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Jamie said. “I’ve never known you not to be hungry before.” 
 
    “Maybe I was always hungry for something else other than food this whole time,” Fatty said. “I just never knew it.” 
 
    “Hungry for what?” Jamie said. 
 
    Fatty shared a look with Dr. Beck. 
 
    “Purpose,” he said. “I feel better than ever. I love this thing.” 
 
    He tapped the side of the simulator. Pulled his hand away. 
 
    “Ow,” he said. “She’s hot.” 
 
    “She should be after the run you gave her,” Dr. Beck said. “Like people, machines need to be rested from time to time.” 
 
    “I thought they could keep going forever?” Fatty said. 
 
    “Nothing can keep going forever,” Dr. Beck said. “Not even the cosmos.” 
 
    Fatty gave the simulator a thoughtful look as if realizing something for the first time. He turned to Jamie. 
 
    “What have you been up to?” he said. 
 
    “Nothing as exciting as you,” Jamie said. 
 
    Dr. Beck sidled up close to Jamie and lowered his voice. 
 
    “Do me a favour,” he said. “Never let me be alone with him ever again on the simulator.” 
 
    Jamie laughed. Fatty turned to look at them both. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” he said. 
 
    “Nothing,” Jamie said. “Nothing at all.” 
 
    Beep beep. Beep beep. 
 
    Jamie’s heart leapt into his throat. Dr. Beck’s beeper would make a noise when his father was having problems. He should have taken off at a run, but was in shock. Dr. Beck checked his beeper. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Dr. Beck said. “It’s not your father. It’s something far more pressing.” 
 
    More pressing than the death of his own father? Jamie was already bricking it. 
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    RAGES. MILLING around outside one section of the mountain. They were watching them on a bank of monitors. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” Jamie said. “They can’t get in here.” 
 
    “They’re Rages, and believe me, they can get in everywhere,” Dr. Beck said. “There’s nowhere they can’t get inside.” 
 
    “But we’re inside a mountain,” Jamie said. “How can they dig through all that rock?” 
 
    “They don’t need to dig,” Lucy said, pointing at another monitor. “Look.” 
 
    Another camera faced the area of the mountain where the Rages were gathered. Scrap metal stuck out, protruding like a wound in the City. 
 
    “There’s a hole?” Jamie said. 
 
    “It was created when we were testing out new weapon technology,” Dr. Beck said. “We covered the hole as best we could. The entrance on that side of the mountain is extremely remote. We thought the Rages wouldn’t get in. We were wrong.” 
 
    “That’s how they got in before?” Donny said. 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Beck said. “And they slaughtered everyone here because of our negligence.” 
 
    They watched the monitors closely. The Rages didn’t appear to be heading in any particular direction. Merely meandering. 
 
    “Something must have tipped them off,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “What?” Fatty said. 
 
    “It could be anything,” Dr. Beck said. “Or nothing. It might be the Bugs directing them for all we know.” 
 
    “Bugs. . .” Fatty said, turning pale. 
 
    “I didn’t have time to create a better defense,” Dr. Beck said. “I thought the Rages would leave the area, would find somewhere else to terrorize. But they’re still lingering around there.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” Jamie said. 
 
    “It means the Bugs might notice there’s something of interest here,” Dr. Beck said. “We’re in trouble if we don’t get them to leave. Real trouble.” 
 
    “You said they attacked before and got in,” Donny said. “How did you get them to leave?” 
 
    “Misdirection,” Dr. Beck said. “I came out of one of the other exits and set some charges about half a mile away. I set a timer so I could get back inside before they started heading toward it.” 
 
    “That drove them out?” Donny said. 
 
    “Most of them,” Dr. Beck said. “The more stubborn ones required a more. . . primitive method.” 
 
    “What do you want to do with them?” Donny said. 
 
    “One day I want to fix that hole so they can never get back in again,” Dr. Beck said. “The trouble is, it will create an awful lot of noise. I need to get them to move far enough away so I can place the charges.” 
 
    “What charges?” Donny said. “You mean, explosives?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Dr. Beck said. “If I can cause a rock slide, I might be able to get the mountain to slide down over the hole and cover it up. At the moment, it’s the City’s one Achilles’ heel.” 
 
    “When the time comes, I’ll do it,” Donny said. “I can plant them faster and outrun the Rages if they chase me.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Dr. Beck said. “It’ll be very risky.” 
 
    “Yes,” Donny said. “Until then, we wait and pray they head away naturally by themselves.” 
 
    Please chances. 
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    THE NEXT day, the gang were back in the cinema. Jamie was filled both with excited expectation and fear. Lucy had planted a seed in him and it was beginning to take root. He wasn’t sure which emotion best suited the situation, but he had to come here, had to learn and listen to what Dr. Beck had to say. 
 
    The lights went out and the screen turned on. 
 
    “This City was not built with advanced warning of the meteorites,” Dr. Beck said. “The meteorites came suddenly, out of a beautiful day. Governments utilized the bomb shelters they’d built during the Second World War and Cold War eras. They built secret military facilities like this one all over the continental United States. Every advanced country did the same. 
 
    “The theory used to be that if aggressive nations waged war, they needed to protect their leaders. Someone always needs to lead. There were rumours of their existence, of course, but never any real evidence. It’s near impossible to hide the truth. All you can do is confuse the media outlets and sway opinion with counter theories. 
 
    “Some of the bases were even built right in the public eye. Sometimes the best places to hide were where no one expected you to build. The City we stand in now is one of the largest and greatest of all Cities. It was built to cater to thousands of scientists, to live underground in isolation for decades, entirely self-sustaining. Perfect for the work we had to do. We had one single goal. Every effort was made for the creation of a single part of a giant whole.” 
 
    “Wait,” Fatty said. “Back up. I missed a bit. What single part? What did you make?” 
 
    “For that, we take a little tour,” Dr. Beck said. 
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    JAMIE WAS a little sad to leave the cinema. He couldn’t wait to one day watch his very first movie. His father often told him the stories—as best he could remember, in any case. At times, Jamie was left scratching his head, confused by an isolated plot point that made no logical sense. 
 
    Still, he enjoyed watching his father’s performance, altering his voice and acting out the parts. He was not exactly the best actor. Occasionally, travelling entertainers came to their commune, performing the same movies, but to a much higher standard. 
 
    The older inhabitants always laughed a lot harder at the plays than the ones born in the commune. The commune always paid them a tribute with a good meal and beer. More than they could afford, really. But it was worth it to see the smiles on the commune members’ faces, for them to forget about their hostile environment for a while. 
 
    Lucy was very quiet as Dr. Beck led them through the maze-like corridors. They all were. They were still processing the information from the day before. The history lesson of where they came from, what their species had achieved in a breathtakingly short period of time. 
 
    Jamie got the feeling they had really only scratched the surface. They could have spent their entire lives studying the history of their species and still wouldn’t be any closer to understanding what it really meant to be human. 
 
    But maybe he was looking at this the wrong way. Maybe the past didn’t even really matter. Maybe it was the future that was important. That was why Dr. Beck was giving them this information, wasn’t it? Hope for the future? If they were going to be wiped out anyway, why bother educating young minds? 
 
    Dr. Beck flashed his pass over a scanner. A pair of doors slid open. Electricity. It would take Jamie a while to get used to that. 
 
    “This is our lab,” Dr. Beck said, holding one arm out wide. 
 
    Jamie got the impression he would have held both arms out if he didn’t need to hold onto his walking stick. 
 
    “This is where the magic happens,” he said. 
 
    “I thought it was science, not magic?” Donny said. 
 
    “A figure of speech,” Dr. Beck said. “This is where we do things that no one else on Earth can.” 
 
    It didn’t look like much. Similar to the rest of the City. Infused with the same ultra-modern aesthetic. Shiny glass tables and windows looking out on a vista that. . . 
 
    Except they weren’t windows. They couldn’t be. Not when they resided inside the heart of a mountain. They showed a peaceful setting with blue skies, fluffy white clouds and birds fluttering by. Jamie tapped the screen where a few of the pixels weren’t working. 
 
    “It’s fake,” Dr. Beck said. “People felt a lot less claustrophobic after we installed these screens. Productivity and a general sense of wellbeing improved dramatically. Real windows would have been better but it might have looked a little conspicuous, windows right there in a mountainside. 
 
    “You see, we needed to hide, to keep away from what was happening outside. The Fall had taken its toll on us all. We were sad because we’d lost loved ones. The attempted eradication of your species is never likely to give you the best shot of happiness in the world. We needed to focus on the task in hand. But even that proved difficult. 
 
    “We had to put drugs in the workers’ drinks to stimulate them into a more carefree attitude, into not worrying too much about the outside world. To focus on the job. It was not a fun experience. But it needed to be done. 
 
    “Just as the Rage ranks were swelling, and the Earth was succumbing to their vice-like grip, but before the Bugs had commandeered our satellites, we held a conference between the leaders of the most developed nations in the world. We came up with a plan. 
 
    “To work together on a project unlike anything ever seen before. With the Bug craft parked right outside our front door, there could be no denying their plan: to eradicate the human race from the face of the Earth. We couldn’t let that happen. At least, not without a fight. 
 
    “Each country was tasked with developing a single part of the greatest project ever conceived. A way for us to defeat the Bugs before they could eradicate us. We were fully aware the Bugs would take down our communications equipment. It would be communication blackout from that point on. We had to concentrate on our part of the warship exclusively. We defined the dates we would finish, when each project would liftoff and join together on the dark side of the moon. 
 
    “We couldn’t take the chance the Bugs might be watching us, looking for communications. It would give the Cities away. We were left with no lines of communication, complete isolation to create each of our projects.” 
 
    “What was everyone working towards?” Fatty said. 
 
    “A ship,” Dr. Beck said. “One to rival the Bugs’ own warship.” 
 
    “To fight them?” Lucy said. 
 
    “To destroy them,” Dr. Beck said. “It’s the only way to stop them for good.” 
 
    “How do you know the other Cities succeeded with their projects?” Donny said. 
 
    “We don’t,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “What if one of the other Cities failed to launch?” Donny said. 
 
    “Then we would never know it,” Dr. Beck said. “We had to be successful in our mission or the human race was finished. That’s incentive enough, don’t you think? We had a failsafe. Even if some Cities were unsuccessful, those that were successful can be operated individually. It means that even if we couldn’t get the pieces to fit together, we could later engineer them so they would. The most important part was getting them built and in orbit around the moon.” 
 
    “What were you working on here?” Jamie said. 
 
    “We were charged with building the processing system,” Dr. Beck said with some pride. “The brain of the entire warship. The central nervous system that tied everything together. It was by far the most difficult part of the entire process. In fact, it proved to be a greater challenge than even we had anticipated. 
 
    “We were coming up short when we designed our supercomputers. It turns out there’s a missing component when it comes to bringing the systems together. There’s a need not only for the system to compute information at a phenomenal rate, but to empathize and strategize, to consider the enemy the same way a human mind might.” 
 
    Looking around, Jamie found that hard to believe—that people as advanced as the ones here could find anything impossible. 
 
    “After years of work, we found we were still a long way off our goals,” Dr. Beck said. “It isn’t enough for our system to simply process systems. It also had to think for itself, to come up with strategies of war and overcome our enemy. We had to have a system that could think on its feet. We still know very little about our enemy. You have to be extremely flexible to defeat an unknown aggressor.” 
 
    “You’re saying you failed to come up with the solution?” Donny said. “That there’s nothing in charge of whatever sort of ship you’re building in space?” He threw up his hands. “Well, that’s just great.” 
 
    “We did come up with a solution,” Dr. Beck said. “A bridge between the technology we had and the technology we needed. It turned out to be far simpler than we thought. With just a sliver of the time remaining before the launch, we began down another avenue.” 
 
    Dr. Beck used his security pass two more times before they got to the room he was looking for. Large glass tanks lined the walls, each big enough to hold a fully-grown man lying down. They were empty. 
 
    “What have you been cooking up in here?” Donny said. 
 
    “This isn’t where you’ve been making the mashed potatoes, is it?” Fatty said with a look of horror. “I knew this place was too good to be true. It has an unsanitary kitchen, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “No,” Dr. Beck said with a chuckle. 
 
    “What would you need these pods for if you’re making computers?” Donny said. 
 
    Jamie felt an unwelcome sensation in the pit of his stomach like he’d eaten something that had been laying in the sun too long. His belly turned. He got a horrible feeling he wasn’t going to like what Dr. Beck was about to say. 
 
    Lucy had become still too, focusing not on what Dr. Beck was saying, but on one of the tanks along the wall. She was paler than usual. 
 
    “The first few incarnations were unmitigated failures,” Dr. Beck said. “We simply couldn’t get the two systems to work together as one. One system was the human mind, the other represented the software systems the mind would join with after docking with the ship in orbit. 
 
    “No matter what we tried, they simply wouldn’t cooperate. Like we had two jigsaw pieces that simply would not fit together. And they should have. There was nothing stopping them from working together. And then we made the discovery we so desperately needed. 
 
    “They were competing, each trying to take charge, fighting one another. If we were to use them both to the best of their abilities, they were going to have to learn to work together. One had to be subordinate to the other. The discussion took many hours, but we finally came to a decision. Which would dominate? The emotional nature of the human mind or the purely analytical nature of the computer system? 
 
    “It was decided that, as it was humanity’s future on the line, so it ought to be a human entity that made the big decisions.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what you’re saying,” Donny said. “You’re saying you combined your computer system with a person?” 
 
    “A biological entity, yes,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “That has to break some kind of international law,” Donny said. 
 
    “We’re at war,” Dr. Beck said. “The rules remain at the door until after the victor has been crowned. Until then, we’ll use every option available to us. Do you think our enemy cares about our code of ethics when they unleashed the Rage virus on us?” 
 
    “Wait,” Fatty said. “I saw the movies earlier. The technology you’re saying the Cities developed looks far beyond what we were capable of even up to the Fall. I didn’t see any advanced human spaceships in the cinema.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Dr. Beck said. “Very observant.” 
 
    “Then how are we supposed to build this powerful warship in space?” Fatty said. 
 
     “We had a little help,” Dr. Beck said. “We needed to advance quickly. That meant sharing everything we had with our enemies. Old grievances were put aside and forgotten. I don’t for a second believe every nation shared all their technological secrets with one another. Some would want domination over the rest of the human race should we be victorious. But they shared enough.” 
 
    “And that was enough?” Fatty said. 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    He hesitated. Unsure whether or not to continue. 
 
    “I didn’t expect to share everything with you today,” he said. “Or that you even needed to know all these details. But seeing as the topic has come up. . . The truth is, it wasn’t from us that we developed the key pieces of technology. We borrowed them from elsewhere. From the most surprising of sources. From the Bugs themselves.” 
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    “THE BUGS?” Jamie said. “They just gave you their technology? For us to beat them?” 
 
    He knew it was wrong the moment the words were out of his mouth. He’d seen these Bug creatures. He couldn’t bring himself to believe there was a single one that had developed conscience enough to aid an innocent alien race his fellow brethren were mercilessly eradicating. 
 
    “Of course not,” Dr. Beck said. “Some years ago, when I was a youngster—yes, hard to believe isn’t it? That I was once a young whippersnapper like you—stories circulated of a spaceship from an alien race. Roswell of New Mexico. It was quite a scandal. I was young enough to have fallen for it. Hook, line, and sinker. My friends and I used to play games on the girls, scaring them with our wild imaginations about what the aliens might look like. They were simpler times.” 
 
    A sad smile turned his eyes sour. 
 
    “It was only after the Rage virus, when I was permitted into Area 51, that I discovered the truth,” he said. “The stories we told to frighten each other weren’t entirely inaccurate. We were fortunate enough to have discovered the Bug spacecraft. Since then, we’ve been backward engineering everything we could from it. Every secret we extracted from it, every morsel of knowledge, we handed to our new international allies. A gift. Perhaps our only chance of defeating these monsters. We couldn’t afford to keep one another at arm’s length any longer. 
 
    “If only we’d thought to bridge those gaps years earlier. We might have developed so much faster. But there’s no use in crying over spilt milk, I suppose. My mother was always fond of saying that. Strange, considering she never used to say it over spilt milk. Comes with spending your formative years growing up on a dairy farm, I guess.” 
 
    He shrugged at his own private joke. 
 
    “It turns out the Bugs have been observing our species for longer than we care to admit,” he said. “They came to research us, learn about our cultures and peoples. No doubt they did so using the very same method to infiltrate your ranks. They take someone’s skin and hijack their body. We also have evidence to suggest this is not the first time they’ve attempted to destroy us. It is merely their latest, and most successful, attempt. 
 
    “There are many theories about how they might have gone about it in the past. Most likely, they used our fears against us. We suspect they were responsible for Hitler’s rise to power, ensuring the Germans developed the necessary rocket technology for their next plan, should Hitler fail. Which he did. It gave birth to their next project of secret extermination. Nuclear weapons. During the Cold War and the Cuban Missile Crisis. What they busied themselves with during the interim years I can only speculate. We have so many questions left unanswered. Not least of all why they decided to torture us with the Rage virus as opposed to some kind of ray gun.” 
 
    “You mentioned you were successful in developing the central control system,” Donny said. “What happened to it?” 
 
    “You’re referring to Mother,” Dr. Beck said. “That’s the name we gave our processing system. We were about to launch, send her into space, to meet up with the rest of the ship, but then the Rages came. They tore through our defenses and sabotaged the mission. I can only assume the Bugs had learned of us somehow. Maybe one of the other Cities tried to contact us? Or we were seeping a signal of some sort the whole time? I don’t know the reason. But whatever it was, it gave us away. They got in and ripped us to pieces.” 
 
    “What happened to the rocket?” Donny said. 
 
    “We launched it,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    Jamie breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “This doesn’t make any sense,” Fatty said. “If a rocket were to launch, we would have heard it. The commune isn’t far from here.” 
 
    “No, you wouldn’t,” Dr. Beck said. “We developed cloaking technology to ensure there was no sign whatsoever of it taking off. We couldn’t let the Bugs know we were launching. It was too important.” 
 
    “But they discovered what you were up to anyway,” Donny said. 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Beck said, hanging his head. He ran his hands through his sparse hair. “All that hard work, all that effort. For nothing.” 
 
    “But you said you launched the rocket,” Jamie said. “Mother is up there now, fighting for us?” 
 
    Dr. Beck’s eyes moved to the side. Uncomfortable with the truth. 
 
    “Was the Mother program onboard?” Donny said. 
 
    Dr. Beck only stared into space, gnawing on his fingernails. 
 
    “Doctor?” Donny said in a gentle voice. “Was the Mother program onboard the rocket you launched?” 
 
    “No,” Dr. Beck said. “The Rages attacked just when we were prepping her.” 
 
    “The rocket made it into space?” Fatty said. 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Beck said. “But with no Mother onboard, it’s a fruitless exercise.” 
 
    “Where is this Mother program now?” Donny said. “Do you know where it is?” 
 
    Dr. Beck nodded. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
    He was unable to look any of them in the eye. 
 
    “Where?” Donny said. “Where is it? The fate of the world rests on us finding it.” 
 
    “There’s no need,” Dr. Beck said. “You already found it.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Donny said. 
 
    The hair rose on the back of Jamie’s neck. This was it. The moment he’d been dreading. Somehow he already knew what the next words out of Dr. Beck’s mouth were going to be. 
 
    “You brought her with you,” Dr. Beck said. “She’s sitting right here.” 
 
    “Where?” Donny said. 
 
    “There,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    His finger shook as he pointed at Lucy. 
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    IT WAS so quiet you could hear a pin drop. Jamie was the first to shake his head. 
 
    “No,” he said. “You’re wrong. It can’t be her.” 
 
    Lucy stared, eyes wide as saucers at the shaking finger. 
 
    “You know the truth, don’t you, L?” Dr. Beck said with a small smile. 
 
    It wasn’t evil or sinister, but understanding and consoling. The kind of smile a caring uncle might give a favoured niece. 
 
    Lucy’s chest rose and fell with panicking breaths. 
 
    “Excuse. . . Excuse me,” she said, leaving the room. 
 
    “Lucy!” Jamie said, getting to his feet and jogging after her. “Lucy!” 
 
    “Leave her alone,” Donny said. “She needs to come to terms with it.” 
 
    “You don’t honestly believe what he said?” Jamie said. “She’s Lucy. She’s just a girl.” 
 
    “She’s not just a girl,” Dr. Beck said. “She’s the one hope of the human race.” 
 
    Jamie shook his head. No. It couldn’t be right. It didn’t make sense. A mist of denial had descended before his eyes. He couldn’t see the truth. 
 
    “It fits,” Donny said. “You found her in the desert, chased by Rages. They could have been chasing her since she escaped from the City. You kept talking about how strong she was at the commune, dragging heavy ammunition boxes without sweating.” 
 
    “She’s strong for her size, that’s all,” Jamie said. 
 
    “She knew the Reaver leader wasn’t what he appeared to be,” Donny said. “The flashbacks and dreams she’d experienced. She couldn’t remember anything beyond escaping from the City because she hadn’t existed then. She’d been created.” 
 
    Jamie couldn’t accept it. Wouldn’t accept it. He turned to Dr. Beck. 
 
    “Why was her memory scrambled after she escaped?” he said. 
 
    “She was an empty vessel,” Dr. Beck said. “All programming would be done in the warship upon arrival after she docked. Everything would be uploaded and programmed, plugging into her core system. I have to say, it’s ironic that you called her Lucy. We referred to her as L. In Roman numerals, she’s number fifty.” 
 
    “Fifty?” Fatty said. “You made forty-nine Lucys before you made her? Man. That’s a lot of sisters.” 
 
    “They didn’t survive,” Dr. Beck said. “I told you. It was a difficult process.” 
 
    “Fifty?” Donny said. “Why did it take so long?” 
 
    “Do you think what we do here is easy?” Dr. Beck said. “Or that anyone else has ever done anything remotely like it before? We’re working on the absolute cutting edge of technology, decades beyond anything we were capable of in the past. Even leading up to the Fall.” 
 
    “So, like, what is she?” Fatty said. “Some kind of spy ninja? I have to say, I’ve been thinking that for a while.” 
 
    “She’s not a spy,” Dr. Beck said. “She’s a girl. And she’s Mother.” 
 
    “If she’s only a girl, why did it take fifty attempts to make her?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Because she’s not only a girl,” Dr. Beck said. “She’s enhanced. After she docked with the other sections, she was going to plug into the mainframe.” 
 
    “You were going to make her a slave to your cause,” Jamie said. 
 
    “No,” Dr. Beck said. “She is human in every way that you are. We just made her with a few small adjustments. She maintains her own sense of free will. No one can force her to do anything she doesn’t want to do. We hoped she would serve us, yes. For the greater good. But never as a slave. She would have had more power than any human being in history.” 
 
    “What power?” Donny said. 
 
    “The combined power of every nation on Earth,” Dr. Beck said. “She would have been the general of our intergalactic forces. No human nation could have stood against her. Her only real challenge could come from another alien species.” 
 
    “You would have given a girl that much power?” Donny said. 
 
    “I would have given her more,” Dr. Beck said. “I would have given her the heavens and the stars if it meant she would protect us from the Bugs.” 
 
    “It’s too much power for one person,” Donny said. 
 
    “Which is why we gifted it to a special girl,” Dr. Beck said. “No one can interfere with her control. No one can breach her command. She was meant to be the best of us. To fight and defend us.” 
 
    “But now that chance is gone,” Donny said. “We’re doomed.” 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Beck said. “I’m afraid we are.” 
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    JAMIE FOUND Lucy in their shared dorm room. It was just as well. If she wasn’t there, he never would have found her. The City was too massive. Which meant she likely came here in order to be found. She didn’t want to be alone. 
 
    Jamie approached slowly, sitting on the end of her bed. 
 
    “How are you doing?” he said. 
 
    “Fine,” Lucy said. 
 
    She sat with her knees curled up, hugging her legs. 
 
    “It doesn’t change anything, you know,” Jamie said. “You’re still my friend.” 
 
    “Maybe not for you,” Lucy said. “You were born. You’re a normal person.” 
 
    “Normal. . .” Jamie said. “Thanks.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean that,” Lucy said. “I meant. . . Oh, I don’t know what I meant.” 
 
    “We’re all special,” Jamie said. “That’s what the preacher always says.” 
 
    “If everyone is special, that means no one is, right?” Lucy said. 
 
    “No,” Jamie said. “It means everyone is.” 
 
    He grinned. Lucy reflected it back at him and shook her head. 
 
    “And think about the perks of being made in a tube,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Like what?” Lucy said. 
 
    Jamie had to give it some serious thought. 
 
    “You can choose your own birthday,” he said. 
 
    “If you could choose your own birthday, when would you pick?” Lucy said. 
 
    “Definitely not Christmas or New Year,” Jamie said. “Everyone would get lazy and put them together. You’d only get half the presents everyone else does. So, I’ll go for the middle of the year. Gives me something to look forward to.” 
 
    “I’m sure I have a production date or something,” Lucy said. 
 
    “There you go!” Jamie said. “Looking on the bright side already.” 
 
    Lucy giggled. That same cute sound from the day she’d decided to speak and trust him. 
 
    “You’re really not freaked out?” Lucy said. 
 
    “Why would I be?” Jamie said. “I think it’s cool.” 
 
    “Cool that you have a friend made in a tube?” Lucy said. 
 
    “The way I see it, we were all made in a tube,” Jamie said. “The only difference is, our tubes were inside our mums.” 
 
    “And mine was in a lab,” Lucy said, sad again. 
 
    “You seem normal to me,” Jamie said. 
 
    “But I’m not normal,” Lucy said. 
 
    “There’s nothing worse than being completely normal,” Jamie said. “That means you’re automatically more interesting.” 
 
    “Because I was born with a purpose,” Lucy said. 
 
    “We all were,” Jamie said. “To survive. To live. I don’t think you’re much different from the rest of us.” 
 
    “I’ve got an extra one,” Lucy said. “To save the human race. I think it’s safe to say there is something a bit unusual with that.” 
 
    “Hm,” Jamie said. “You might be right there. If I could choose a purpose, it would be something like that. To save the world. Best to have something big to aim for.” 
 
    “You don’t think it’s a bit nuts?” Lucy said. 
 
    “Sure it’s nuts,” Jamie said. “It’s crazy. But here we are. In this place. Thanks to you.” 
 
    “The rocket that was supposed to take me already fired,” Lucy said. “I can’t get up there now.” 
 
    “Even if you could, would you really want to?” Jamie said. 
 
    Lucy shrugged and pursed her lips as if she were really considering it. 
 
    “No gravity,” she said. “Could be fun.” 
 
    “You’re a sadist,” Jamie said. “No thanks. I like to keep my feet firmly on the ground if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Lucy smiled. She looked over her arms straddling her knees. 
 
    “Thank you, Jamie,” she said. 
 
    “For what?” Jamie said. 
 
    “For being my friend,” Lucy said. “I don’t know what it would be like, dealing with this if I had to do it by myself.” 
 
    Jamie put his hand on hers. 
 
    “You’re not by yourself,” he said. “You never will be so long as I’m around.” 
 
    Lucy lifted her hand and let Jamie’s fingers interweave with hers. 
 
    “Will you always be around?” she said. 
 
    “Always,” Jamie said. 
 
    They shared that special moment together, looking at each other, smiling. It was the best feeling in the world. 
 
    The door banged open and Donny and Fatty entered, raucous and loud. Jamie hastily slipped his hand from Lucy’s. He got up to join the others. 
 
    Lucy sat looking at her hand. Empty and alone again. She hugged her legs tighter. 
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    “NO CHANGE,” Donny said, looking down at their father’s emotionless face. 
 
    They’d both been certain he would wake up after a few days. In the commune, any ailment that couldn’t be healed in that time meant nothing could be done. After that window had passed, the best they could hope for was a miracle. Now, they were already beginning to pass that milestone. Could it really take weeks for their father to wake up? 
 
    “He hasn’t gotten any worse,” Jamie said. 
 
    “He hasn’t gotten any better either,” Donny said. “He would hate being a vegetable.” 
 
    “He’s not a vegetable,” Jamie said, voice stern. 
 
    How could Donny talk about their father this way? Had he already lost hope? That their father might never wake up? 
 
    “He’s still fighting,” Jamie said. “He’ll get through this. He will.” 
 
    “There’s no evidence of that,” Donny said. “We have to be realistic. If he was like this in the commune, he would have died already.” 
 
    “We’re not in the commune,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Maybe it would have been better that way,” Donny said. “At least there wouldn’t be all this waiting.” 
 
    “And no hope,” Jamie said. 
 
    Things were cut and dry in the commune, especially when it came to matters of health. You were either dead or alive. There was no in-between. 
 
    “You want to turn the machines off?” Jamie said. “They’re the only things keeping him alive.” 
 
    “So maybe he shouldn’t be alive,” Donny said. “You heard the doctor. He’s infected with something, some kind of poison from the Bugs. We have no idea what it’ll do to him.” 
 
    “That’s why we have to be patient, to wait and find out,” Jamie said. 
 
    He could see what Donny was really thinking. He was afraid their father might not wake up. He was desperate—as Jamie himself was—for him to open his eyes, to speak, to be okay. To be their father again. There was nothing either of them wouldn’t give for that to happen. 
 
    It was a rare chink in Donny’s armour. Even when he wasn’t afraid, he always pretended to be. He was so used to being the strong one, of taking care of his younger brother, but now it was Jamie’s strengths that came to the fore. Jamie was fully developed emotionally—far beyond his years as Theresa was fond of saying—and ascribed this to him losing his mother at a young age. He also took after his mother. She had been the same, by all accounts. Jamie didn’t know. He’d never met her. 
 
    “He’s going to be okay,” Jamie said. “You’ll see. We’ll take care of him. And if, one day, the doctor thinks he won’t wake up, we’ll make that decision when we come to it.” 
 
    Donny nodded. Goals and targets. Those were what he needed. Structure. He could put it off to a later date when they could make a better, more informed decision. Donny ran his hands through his hair and got to his feet. Moved for the door. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Jamie said. 
 
    “I can’t sit here and do nothing,” Donny said. “I’m going to go find some way to kick these Bugs’ asses for what they did to Dad.” 
 
    “You’ll need a mighty long leg to reach space,” Jamie said, but Donny was already gone. 
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    DR. BECK sat at his desk in his room looking through some files that Donny couldn’t see well from his angle at the doorway. 
 
    “So, what happens now?” Donny said to Dr. Beck. “We sit here and twiddle our thumbs? Wait for the Bugs to come destroy us?” 
 
    “We don’t have a rocket,” Dr. Beck said. “If you happen to have one tucked in your pocket, please let me know.” 
 
    “Even if we could get into space, to this warship you say the other Cities have co-built, what was the plan going to be?” Donny said. 
 
    “That’s the easy part,” Dr. Beck said. “Destroy the Bugs and their vessel. Destroy their command center, and they will tumble like a house of cards.” 
 
    “There must be something we can still do,” Donny said. “You must have had a backup plan.” 
 
    “All our efforts were focused on developing the ship,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    He pursed his lips and pinched them between his steepled forefingers. In deep thought. 
 
    “That’s great,” Donny said. “No Plan B? Even in our commune, we had a Plan B. Often a Plan C and D too. And we’re nowhere near as well-developed as you.” 
 
    He turned and marched away in disgust. 
 
    “Although, there might be another way. . .” Dr. Beck said, calling after him. 
 
    Donny appeared back in the doorway. 
 
    “What did you say?” he said. 
 
    Dr. Beck rested his hands on the desk and, with some considerable effort, pushed himself up onto his feet. 
 
    “Follow me,” he said. 
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    DR. BECK threw up an image. It was infrared and showed the coldness of space, black, with the distant flecks of distant stars as small pinpricks of light. And right there, huge as the mass of the moon, was a large fuzzy red ball. 
 
    “What is that?” Donny said. 
 
    “That, my friend, is the Bug ship,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “That’s only one?” Donny said. 
 
    “So far as we can tell,” Dr. Beck said. “It docked in our orbit five years after the Fall, after the Rage virus had done most of its damage.” 
 
    “They’re waiting for us to die out,” Donny said. “So they can take our planet.” 
 
    “They won’t wait,” Dr. Beck said. “They’ll do whatever is necessary to ensure we all die out. So far as we can tell, they seem to want it to look like a natural disaster. Then they’ll sweep in and harvest our planet’s natural resources.” 
 
    “You said this was the easy part?” Donny said, not seeing anything easy about it in the slightest. 
 
    “Easy goal,” Dr. Beck said. “Not so easy to achieve. We have to destroy it. Destroy that mother ship.” 
 
    “Destroy it?” Donny said. “But it’s massive!” 
 
    “Denver City were certain they could design a weapon that could wipe it out,” Dr. Beck said. “With a single hit, no less. We doubted they would get another shot off before the Bugs would sweep down on them.” 
 
    “Denver City?” Donny said. “Where’s that?” 
 
    “Not too far from where we are now,” Dr. Beck said. “They were in charge of all weapons systems.” 
 
    Donny turned his head to one side, taking in the sheer size of the Bug ship. 
 
    “A single shot,” he said. “Do you have any idea of what kind of weapon they might have developed?” 
 
    “We don’t only know,” Dr. Beck said. “We built our own version of it. Much smaller, you understand.” 
 
    “Do you still have it?” Donny said. 
 
    “Of course,” Dr. Beck said. “Part of our little back engineered gift. It was a reasonably simple project. All they had to do was build a scaled up version of the one we already had.” 
 
    “How big would it need to be?” Donny said. 
 
    “Oh, about a hundred stories,” Dr. Beck said. “At least.” 
 
    “One hundred stories?” Donny said, incredulous. 
 
    “At least,” Dr. Beck said with a smile. 
 
    “Can I see the one you have?” Donny said. 
 
    “Sure,” Dr. Beck said. “It’s in the weapons’ department.” 
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    “THE SYSTEM itself was not particularly complicated,” Dr. Beck said, leading Donny down the corridor. “The most difficult part was replicating the energy source. The Bugs had found a way to harness anti-matter. They used it to power not only their weapons but their engines. Armed with this new tech, we were able to send Mother into orbit with extra protection.” 
 
    “Why does this help us?” Donny said. 
 
    “Because another City was also working on the technology,” Dr. Beck said. “To build a giant version of the weapon and target the Bug ship. They would likely have only managed to get one shot off before the Bugs identified the discharge’s origin. If they survived the attack, they would destroy the weapon immediately. It’s conceivable they already have. There’s simply no way to know.” 
 
    “What happened?” Donny said. “Why haven’t they fired it yet?” 
 
    “They’re following protocol,” Dr. Beck said. “We launched our rocket on schedule. They expect Mother to connect to the other projects, including their own. Plan A was always the warship. Eventually, if there’s no sign Mother is active, they’ll switch to Plan B and fire their cannon. But there’s always the chance what happened here happened there too. Rages could have broken in and destroyed everything.” 
 
    “The cannon is still intact?” Donny said. 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Beck said. “So far as I can tell.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Donny said. 
 
    “Because I’ve seen it,” Dr. Beck said. “The satellites pass overhead there as often as they do everywhere else. Every few days I see it. There’s never any change.” 
 
    “I’d love to see the big cannon,” Donny said. 
 
    “You can’t see it from here,” Dr. Beck said. “But you’ll see the shot it fires off all right.” 
 
    “It’s close?” Donny said. 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Beck said. “The closest of any two Cities. In fact, they were in the process of building a hyperloop between Denver and Las Vegas when the Rage hit. It’s deep beneath the earth’s surface. They got almost half the distance before shutting it down. As you can imagine, they had other concerns to deal with at the time. After the Rage swept across the globe, we drilled down to meet the tunnel. To use as an emergency exit should the need arise. We even constructed our own pod to zip along the line.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you use it when the Rages hit here?” Donny said. 
 
    “The Rages came from the base of the mountain,” Dr. Beck said. “That’s where the tunnel entry is. There was no way to reach it through the wave of undead.” 
 
    “Did you contact the other City?” Donny said. 
 
    “No,” Dr. Beck said. “It’s against the rules. Far too dangerous to make contact. The Bugs might be watching. They could see us and destroy both our Cities. Of course, that probably already happened, so perhaps we should have reached out to them. The benefit of hindsight.” 
 
    He turned to a door with ‘WEAPONS UNIT’  written above it in tall letters. He flashed his keycard at the security system. A red light blinked green. He pushed the door open. 
 
    Another lab. That was all this place consisted of, so far as Donny could tell. One modern lab after another. The people there had done one thing: work, work, and then work some more. In truth, was it any different from their commune? These people were working to survive, as they did. When luck was out of your hands, you had best work hard to prepare for the worst. 
 
    Humans were hardworking survival machines. They followed their impulses and got on with the job in hand. But unknown to the commune all along, hanging above their heads, was a hostile alien sword ready to bear down and destroy them all. 
 
    Ancient weapons, chipped and damaged, hung suspended in glass containers. Swords, longbows, shields, lances. . . Weapons Donny had no name for. Unusual for these modern labs. They were there to serve as inspiration, acknoweldgment of the history of what they were attempting to build on. It made Donny a little embarrassed to admit they still used these weapons at the commune to defend themselves. 
 
    They came to a weapon Donny had always admired. A broad sword. He came to a stop. 
 
    “Wow,” he said. “It’s much bigger than I imagined.” 
 
    “A bludgeoning weapon,” Dr. Beck said. “No particular skill is required to wield it. Save exceptionally strong arms.” 
 
    They continued walking. 
 
    “The good thing about old weapons like this is how simple they are,” Dr. Beck said. “Easy to maintain. The simplest options are often the best, I find. They’re also extremely effective when dealing with adversaries like Rages and Reavers. Easy to use, with no specialist knowledge necessary. Just swing away. Unless you become a blade master. That takes years of training.” 
 
    They came to another room. Dr. Beck waved his keycard again. The doors hissed open. 
 
    “In here, we have more advanced weaponry,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    More glass cases, this time containing guns. All manner of shapes and sizes. They had the complete history of weapons in this place. Donny could only dream of having them at the commune. With one grenade launcher, they could have stopped the last Reaver attack in its tracks. One rocket launcher and the Reavers would never have gotten close enough to fire a single shot. It made Donny both angry and excited to think he now had access to these weapons. There was no way he would leave here without them when he returned to the commune. 
 
    Return to the commune. 
 
    Was that what he really wanted to do? Go back to medieval days after seeing what they had here in the City? No. He couldn’t see himself doing that. Neither should he have to. Nor any of the other commune dwellers. They had found a new, safer place. It wasn’t even that far away. 
 
    Then they could sit back and countdown to the end of the world. At least they could do it in relative luxury. 
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    THE NEXT secure room was the final one. No weapons in cabinets here. Instead, there were drawings and blueprints for futuristic weapons, like miniature pieces of art. They looked much like the guns Donny was used to but with a heavy futuristic component to them. 
 
    “Wow,” Donny said. 
 
    At the head of the room, resting upon a dais, was a Bug weapon. It glowed with green light, the canister on top filled with some kind of viscous liquid. 
 
    “That looks awesome,” Donny said. 
 
    “We expect Denver City will have developed a system much like this for the space module,” Dr. Beck said. “Only larger of course. And each drone unit will be fitted with one when sent to attack.” 
 
    “Sorry, drones?” Donny said. 
 
    “Small, independent robots,” Dr. Beck said. “We neither had the time nor the resources to send humans up to the ship. We manufactured simple robots instead. They’re a multi-purpose unit active in all modules, as well as serving as attacking units themselves.” 
 
    Donny didn’t understand a word of what Dr. Beck had said. He was mesmerised by the rifle. 
 
    “Can I pick it up?” Donny said. 
 
    “Sure,” Dr. Beck said. “Just don’t drop it.” 
 
    It was light, considering its size. The canister on top was bulky. He felt powerful with it in his hands. He pretended to drop it. Dr. Beck nearly had a heart attack, clutching his hand to his chest. Donny laughed. 
 
    “Don’t worry, she’s in safe hands,” he said. 
 
    “I hope so,” Dr. Beck said. “Drop it, and say goodbye to this City.” 
 
    Donny suddenly didn’t feel so confident. 
 
    “Really?” he said. 
 
    “The weapon is, by design, unstable,” Dr. Beck said. “It fires a bolt of plasma at the intended target. It disintegrates matter and tears holes in anything it touches. The only defense we have against such a weapon is a neutralizing shell. Allow me.” 
 
    He pressed a button on the rifle. Whom! A cool noise but nothing else. 
 
    “What just happened?” Donny said. 
 
    “I turned on the defensive shield,” Dr. Beck said. “Allow me to demonstrate.” 
 
    He opened a drawer and picked up a futuristic plasma pistol. He aimed it at Donny’s head and pulled the trigger. 
 
    “No, wait!” Donny said. 
 
    A fat globule of plasma exploded from the tip of the pistol. It splattered against something one foot from Donny’s head. It was only when the plasma made contact with the shield that Donny saw the faded yellow aura of the shield as it absorbed the impact. 
 
    “There’s the shield in action,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “Thanks for warning me,” Donny said sardonically. 
 
    “It had to use your own anti-matter reserves to create the shield,” Dr. Beck said. “The City in charge of defenses sought to figure out a way to re-absorb the energy back into the canister, returning you the reserves you lost. But the amount returned to you can never be more than it took for the shield to absorb it.” 
 
    “This is awesome,” Donny said. “It makes me invincible.” 
 
    “For a short time, yes,” Dr. Beck said. “After that, you’re on your own. A shield will fail once the energy reserves reach zero.” 
 
    “Will the Bug technology be the same?” Donny said. 
 
    “Mostly,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “How will it be different?” Donny said. 
 
    “It’s been eighty years since we captured the pod with this tech,” Dr. Beck said. “Who knows what advances they’ve made since.” 
 
    Donny didn’t much like the sound of that. Still, it would have given them a fighting chance. 
 
    “Can I try this baby out?” Donny said. 
 
    “By all means,” Dr. Beck said. “Please aim at the target.” 
 
    Donny held the rifle in both hands and took aim at the target in the shape of a Bug. He pulled the trigger. A bolt of pure plasma fired out the end. Donny was surprised at the lack of recoil. It struck the target, shearing right through it, and struck the mountain wall on the other side, sliding down it like liquid-hot magma. 
 
    “Oh, Momma,” Donny said. “Come to Daddy. I wish I had one of these when the Reavers attacked us.” 
 
    “It can’t ever be taken out of here,” Dr. Beck said. “If the Bugs ever picked up a signal of it going off outside, they would come down on us like a ton of bricks.” 
 
    “They don’t have sensors that can penetrate earth?” Donny said. 
 
    “Not to this depth,” Dr. Beck said. “The first time we tested it, we burnt a hole in the side of the mountain. The wall was too thin.” 
 
    “I wondered how you got the hole in the mountainside,” Donny said. “Where the Rages got in.” 
 
    “We filled it as best we could,” Dr. Beck said. “Of course, it turned out not to be enough. We moved the weapons unit to this room, with the rest of the mountain to take the brunt of the plasma. It would take some time to fire through all that rock to get to the other side.” 
 
    “But eventually it would?” Donny said. “Holy moly.” 
 
    “We aren’t supposed to have access to this kind of technology yet,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “But we do,” Donny said. “Best to use it while we can.” 
 
    He replaced the plasma rifle on the plinth and stepped back. 
 
    “How big is this warship you’re building?” he said. “It must be big to house everything the Cities have built.” 
 
    “Projects adapt and change,” Dr. Beck said. “But as means of comparison, we hollowed out a neighbouring mountain to build our rocket.” 
 
    “Wait,” Donny said. “What?” 
 
    “We couldn’t very well build it out in the open for the Bugs to see,” Dr. Beck said. “Anti-matter is very efficient as a fuel source, so—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Donny said. “But wait. You’re saying your piece of the warship alone is the size of a mountain? One of the mountains here?” 
 
    “That’s correct,” Dr. Beck said. “It’s not even the biggest section. Not by a long way.” 
 
    Donny turned pale. 
 
    “The other projects are larger?” he said. 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Beck said. “Some of them much larger.” 
 
    “You’re shitting me!” Donny said. “Jesus.” 
 
    “No, I am not shitting you,” Dr. Beck said, the curse sounding unnatural on his tongue. “We weren’t building a ship to explore new worlds. It’s a ship to destroy worlds. An entire civilization, if we could. It needs to be large enough to house all the ships.” 
 
    “Woah, woah,” Donny said. “What ships?” 
 
    “The ships the Chinese built,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “The Chinese?” Donny said. “Just how many of these Cities are there?” 
 
    “Now? I don’t know,” Dr. Beck said. “When we started this program, about twenty. So few cities remained. There will be even fewer now. Look at this one. It’s empty. Full of rubble where it used to hold such promise.” 
 
    Donny was silent a moment. 
 
    “It’s still pretty cool though, everyone coming together like that,” he said. “What about shields? Defenses?” 
 
    “The Israelis, of course,” Dr. Beck said. “Tell me of another nation that has managed to survive so long surrounded by so many enemies who want them dead.” 
 
    “I don’t know much about the Israelis or anyone else,” Donny said. “I don’t really know anything about the world.” 
 
    Dr. Beck draped an arm around Donny’s shoulders and led him down the corridor. 
 
    “Then let me educate you on the history of war of our great species,” Dr. Beck said. “It happens to be one of my greatest passions.” 
 
    “War?” Donny said. 
 
    “History,” Dr. Beck said. “The greatest thing about history is we’re creating it. All the time. It’s hard to know when a single moment might contribute to the greater good. Sometimes these moments are noisy, loud, and obvious. Other times, they’re small, like a mouse’s whisper, audible only when looked at through the prism of time. Learning to identify those moments is a skill, one that can be sharpened with intense study.” 
 
    For the first time in his life, Donny was genuinely interested in learning about history. The history of war. 
 
    He tucked the handle of the plasma pistol deeper in his pocket, out of sight. 
 
    Very interested. 
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    JAMIE WENT to the security monitor room to get a little time to himself. Ideally, he would have gone outside and sat on a forgotten ridge of the mountain. It’s what he’d always done at the commune when he needed to think. 
 
    What with the Rages still parked outside the hastily-covered hole on the western side of the mountain, he didn’t want to risk causing a noise and bringing an avalanche of Rages down on their heads. 
 
    The news about Lucy—her having been created in a lab—had been a real shock to him. He’d been as certain she was a real regular person as he himself was. Something so obviously true had been proven false. Two plus two did not equal four. The sky was not blue. If he was wrong about Lucy, anything else he thought to be undeniably true could also turn out to be false. 
 
    Jamie’s eyes flicked from one screen to another. The Rages were still there. Milling around with nothing better to do. If they’d been sent by the Bugs, as Dr. Beck had suggested, they clearly hadn’t aimed very well. One of the creatures stood so close to the camera Jamie could see its bottom jaw, partially dislocated, moving up and down like it was chewing cud. 
 
    Jamie was repulsed by the things, but at the same time, he felt pity for them. They used to be people before the Rage got hold of them. They were all victims of the Bugs. The Bugs had wanted every man, woman, and child to turn into one of those things. Or better yet, die. 
 
    Then a thought occurred to him. 
 
    Perhaps the virus hadn’t worked out as well as the Bugs had expected. Maybe the Rages weren’t dead enough. Better a dead human than a semi-living one, right? But who understood the mind of monsters? 
 
    “Sorry for intruding.” 
 
    Jamie, taken by surprise, hopped backwards. He put a hand to his heart before seeing it was Dr. Beck. 
 
    “Did I frighten you?” Dr. Beck said. “I do apologize. I forget it’s still possible for me to creep around with this clicking, clacking walking stick of mine. You look like you were deep in thought.” 
 
    Jamie nodded. 
 
    “I was,” he said. 
 
    “About anything of interest?” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “Not really,” Jamie said. “Just letting my mind wander. I guess you came here to check on the Rages. I’ll leave you to it.” 
 
    “There’s no need to leave,” Dr. Beck said. “If anything, I’m the one disturbing you.” 
 
    He didn’t offer to leave. He hobbled into the room and half-lowered, half-fell into the comfortable leather desk chair. Jamie sighed. Even the least comfortable chairs in the City were vastly more comfortable than anything they had in the commune. They had hard benches. Hard people needed to be fashioned by hard things, his father used to say. He was probably right. Still, a little comfort now and then went a long way. 
 
    “Sometimes I like to come here,” Dr. Beck said. “Getting a new physical perspective on things can help us get a new internal perspective too, don’t you find? I used to enjoy taking a small picnic outside to sit on the mountain. Just sitting, thinking. Or not thinking, depending on how you look at it. I always liked to watch the sunset. You?” 
 
    “Sunrise,” Jamie said. 
 
    “It can get a little confusing about what time it is in here,” Dr. Beck said. “That’s why I have to set my alarm each morning to ensure I get the required amount of sleep and rest. Otherwise, I’d work myself into the grave.” 
 
    Jamie reflected on his and Dr. Beck’s habits of relaxation. He’d never known anyone else to meditate as much as he did. Neither his father or brother were much into introspection. Another inherited trait from his mother, no doubt. He liked that some part of her continued to live on inside him. It was like she was with him. 
 
    “I was talking with your brother earlier,” Dr. Beck said. “According to him, you were the one who found and rescued Lucy.” 
 
    Jamie nodded. He still wasn’t sure how he ought to feel regarding Dr. Beck’s planned use of Lucy. For his own selfish ends. He could understand the impulse, to create something that would solve their problems, but it still didn’t sit right with him. If he wasn’t Lucy’s friend and it was some abstract stranger perhaps he would have felt differently. 
 
    “I owe you a debt of gratitude,” Dr. Beck said. “We worked very hard on Lucy at the City. It’s nice she’s returned home. It’s where she belongs.” 
 
    “I thought she belonged plugged into a spaceship to fight the Bugs?” Jamie said, not bothering to hide his contempt. 
 
    “That was her purpose,” Dr. Beck said. “Not where she belonged. This is her home. You don’t approve of what we did?” 
 
    “I don’t think I made that much of a secret,” Jamie said. 
 
    Dr. Beck turned his head to one side like a dog having found a new toy to play with. Curious. 
 
    “You care for her,” he said. 
 
    “Sure,” Jamie said. “She’s my friend.” 
 
    “And you’re very close,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “Yes,” Jamie said, not understanding what he was getting at. 
 
    “I’m glad she has a true friend at her side,” Dr. Beck said. “It’s something we all need.” 
 
    “We’re all her friend,” Jamie said. “Fatty, Donny. Even Dad. When he wakes up.” 
 
    “Those aren’t friends,” Dr. Beck said. “They’re acquaintances. You’re a real friend. You would never leave her behind, never give up on her.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Jamie said. 
 
    “True friends are very hard to come by,” Dr. Beck said. “Especially now. She’ll need you. In the future.” 
 
    “I’m not sure there’s going to be much of a future,” Jamie said. “Not after the Bugs are finished with us.” 
 
    “The sad truth is, that might very well be true,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    He turned to the monitors, eyes moving from one screen to another. Jamie did the same, letting the vastness of the world sweep over him. Letting himself feel small and insignificant. It gave him a great sense of peace. 
 
    “I was thinking about the commune,” Jamie said. “Is there any reason they can’t join us here?” 
 
    “You’re the second person to mention that,” Dr. Beck said. “I suppose there’s no need for us to live here in secret any longer, is there?” 
 
    “They’ll be a lot more comfortable here, with plenty of food,” Jamie said. “And it’s safe.” 
 
    “Tell that to the Rages outside,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “Rages are always outside,” Jamie said with a shrug. “Better to be inside.” 
 
    “Your commune isn’t safe?” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “I used to think so,” Jamie said. “That was before the Reavers attacked us. They blew a hole in one of our walls. It’ll be hard to fix if the Reavers keep coming back for their weekly donation.” 
 
    “I’m not sure they’re much interested in the donation any longer,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    Jamie frowned. He didn’t understand. 
 
    “Why?” he said. 
 
    “Because they took off when they came across your little tragic scene,” Dr. Beck said. “The Bug pod. The human skin of one of their number. The broken Bug body. It proved too much for them.” 
 
    “The whole clan?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Most, if not all,” Dr. Beck said. “You can go back over the video footage we have of your commune if you like. You might be able to identify the difference between your commune members and any Reavers they left behind. You’ll know better than I. Still, I believe the vast majority left already.” 
 
    “Why would they leave everything behind?” Jamie said. “They beat us, our commune. They could have taken everything, could have demanded food from us every week. Could have gotten enough supplies to live forever.” 
 
    “Or they saw the Bug’s crippled body and decided it was best to get as far from here as possible,” Dr. Beck said. “I can’t say I blame them. If I were in their shoes—or boots, as the case may be—I might very well have made the same decision.” 
 
    He took the small remote from his pocket and pressed one of the buttons. One of the camera monitors cut to black, blinked white, then flashed with a frozen image of the commune from the earlier satellite feed. 
 
    “The controls to scroll forward and back and so forth are on the keyboard in front of you,” Dr. Beck said. “Play around with it. You’re a smart kid. You’ll get the hang of it.” 
 
    Jamie pressed the buttons. It didn’t take long to figure out the controls. After the satellite passed the commune, a whole new image started. The commune had changed slightly. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Jamie said. “Why does the commune look different? The wall is still in place on this one! The commune couldn’t have rebuilt it already, could they?” 
 
    “You’re looking at the previous satellite sweep,” Dr. Beck said. “We record every movement the satellites make. Never know when you might need data. We used them to check on other Cities, see if they’re active, still operational.” 
 
    Jamie skipped back through the history of the commune. Buildings popped up and disappeared. Walls extended and shrunk. Previous Rage and Reaver attacks played out in real time. If Jamie concentrated, focused on a time and place that coincided with these satellite images, he could even see himself. Sitting on the ramparts, watching the sunrise. It sent a shiver up his spine. 
 
    “This is amazing,” Jamie said. 
 
    And then he stopped. 
 
    “Is something the matter?” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “Did you know about us in the commune before we came here?” Jamie said. “You have the video footage, so I guess you must have known.” 
 
    “We were aware of our vicinity, yes,” Dr. Beck said. “Why?” 
 
    “Our commune is a stone’s throw from here,” Jamie said. 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand what you’re asking,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    Jamie turned in his chair to stare at the old man. 
 
    “I’m asking why you never came to our aid,” he said. “When we were starving, struggling to get by. Why didn’t you ever come help us?” 
 
    Dr. Beck was silent a moment. 
 
    “We didn’t take much notice of the outside world or those who were surviving,” he said. “I admit, we should have paid closer attention. If it wasn’t for you and the other communes, we wouldn’t have had the time we needed to complete our mission.” 
 
    Jamie’s eyes could have drilled holes in steel. 
 
    “It’s human nature to look out for others,” he said. “But you didn’t. You left us to rot, to die, against Rages, Reavers, nature and even an enemy we didn’t know we were facing. The Bugs.” 
 
    “When a scientist really gets into what he’s working on, there’s no stopping him,” Dr. Beck said feebly. “He focuses on what he’s doing and knuckles down. Nothing can come between him and his work.” 
 
    “You think that’s okay?” Jamie said. “You never told anyone outside what you were doing here. We might have been able to help.” 
 
    “You did help,” Dr. Beck said. “Your commune still is.” 
 
    “How are they?” Jamie said. “What’s their valued role? They’re outside. Fodder for the. . .” 
 
    He fixed Dr. Beck with a look. 
 
    “No,” he said. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “It was necessary,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    Jamie’s expression was one of pure revulsion. 
 
    “You sacrificed us,” Jamie said. “Knowing we were going to die. Knowing the Bugs would come after us. The Rages and Reavers circling like vultures. You didn’t care. You knew we were struggling to survive. You knew we wouldn’t give up. It was a suicide mission from the start. You knew we were going to die.” 
 
    Dr. Beck shook his head and shifted his walking stick from one hand to another. He couldn’t look at Jamie. 
 
    “We needed the Bugs to think humans were still alive, still fighting the Rages,” he said. “We all had to make our own personal sacrifices.” 
 
    “What was your sacrifice?” Jamie said, eyes blazing. “Here in this Eden of yours?” 
 
    “I made my fair share of sacrifices,” Dr. Beck said, eyes growing steely hard. “We’re on the same team, struggling to survive. Without you out there, there was no way we would have had the time to build the ship. If I could go back, don’t you think I would have done things differently? There’s no changing our nature, no changing the past. It’s our policy never to interfere with the outside world, nor for them to interfere with what we’re doing. What if we gave you a helping hand? What if the Bugs saw us, tracked us, and destroyed the one hope we had of defeating them?” 
 
    “The City was destroyed anyway!” Jamie said. “The rocket, gone! What difference does it make?” 
 
    “It makes a difference,” Dr. Beck said, calming down, “because now we have the benefit of hindsight. At the time, we wanted to help. But how could we risk everything for a handful of people? Yes, they were people you knew, who you loved. But so were we. Humanity’s one hope versus a box of food. Does that sound like a fair trade to you?” 
 
    “You could have helped us,” Jamie said sadly. “Before, you mentioned you had to drug the people working here to get them to feel good about what they were doing. They didn’t need it for that. They needed a pick-me-up because they had lost hope. They saw us dying outside, being murdered right in front of their door, and they wanted to help, but you stopped them.” 
 
    Jamie could see he was hitting the right mark. Dr. Beck’s mouth worked but made no sound. 
 
    “When I rescued Lucy, I went with a close friend,” Jamie said. “A girl. She was my friend. A good friend. And she died. To rescue Lucy. If I could go back, I would have changed that. It should have been me who died. Not sweet Nester.” 
 
    Jamie looked away and braced himself on the desktop. Heavy silence hung thick like a blanket. 
 
    “I promise to do more in future to aid the communes,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “Good,” Jamie said. “Including letting them stay here.” 
 
    “Of course,” Dr. Beck said. “I’ll go to every commune in the area and invite them. But someone like you will have to come with me. They’ll likely burn me at the stake if I told them the truth outright.” 
 
    He put a hand on Jamie’s shoulder. 
 
    “I know things have been difficult for you out there,” he said. “But it made you into the man you are today. Whatever happens in the future, you’re going to need that. I’m sorry for the decisions I made in the past. I did what I did because I felt I didn’t have a choice. Lucy and our mothership was all I could see. The future of the human race was up for grabs if we won. Along the way, I lost sight of my humanity somehow.” 
 
    “I hope you rediscover it,” Jamie said. “Because it will be a hollow victory if we lose our humanity in the process of winning.” 
 
    “Regrets are a terrible thing,” Dr. Beck said. “I should know. I have more of them than most.” 
 
    “If I hadn’t insisted on leaving the commune, Nester never would have died,” Jamie said. 
 
    His shoulders shuddered, the stresses of the memory beginning to break him. He wiped his eyes on his shirt sleeve. This was no time to lose control. 
 
    “And you never would have found Lucy,” Dr. Beck said. “I’m not saying one outcome is any better or worse than another. But you have to marvel at the universe’s balance. It gives with one hand and takes away with the other. There’s an ancient and powerful natural equilibrium at work, I think. We might die out, but the Bugs will prosper. We lose, they win. There’s nothing personal about it, except to us, of course. The universe doesn’t care what happens to us or what happens within its borders. It’s not alive. It doesn’t have preferences. If it did have a sense of justice it would have taken pity on us.” 
 
    He looked sad then, peering down at his knobbled fingers. Liver spots dotted his arms. He wasn’t long for this world, Jamie knew. No one could live forever, even with modern technology. Death could be stalled and put off for days, weeks, even years, but there was no stopping it from knocking on your door eventually. 
 
    “You said before that we’ve made sacrifices, to the Rages, to the Reavers, most of all to the Bugs,” Jamie said. “What were yours?” 
 
    Dr. Beck struggled with the words. They refused to form on his lips. 
 
    “Forgive me, my boy,” he said. “Sometimes it’s hard to recount events of the past. It’s harder to relive events the further back in time they happened. I realize how weak that sounds. I do not mean to belittle your own tragic experience.” 
 
    Jamie nodded. He knew things from the past could be extremely painful in the present. It was that way for his father. He had never really come to terms with the death of his wife. 
 
    Dr. Beck used his walking stick to leverage himself up into a standing position. He moved for the door, then stopped. Turned. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your friend,” he said. “I truly am. I only wish time could be wound back so easily as that satellite feed. I can’t speak about my own woes, but perhaps I can tell you in another form. If you ever leave this place, and should you find yourself travelling east, you will come to a town called Jury. There, you’ll find a house with a black tiled roof in the suburbs, with red brick walls and a swing out front from an old tree with a single strong limb. Inside that house, in the main bedroom upstairs, you will find a loose floorboard poking out from beneath the end of the bed. There, you’ll learn my own sad tale and everything that happened in the months leading up to the Fall. You’ll learn of my experience, of my personal sacrifices. I can’t give them voice. I hope you will not judge me too harshly.” 
 
    He pondered over his words a few seconds, considered whether or not to add to them, before turning and leaving Jamie to his thoughts once more. 
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    LUCY WAS walking. She had nowhere in particular she wanted to end up, no end point in mind. She wanted to let her mind wander, let herself think. She had a lot to think about. 
 
    She didn’t much like the way the others looked at her. They never voiced their thoughts, never asked her questions. But they acted differently around her now. They were quieter, less jovial. More than once, she caught Fatty staring at her. He was slow to pull away. It would have made her laugh if she didn’t feel like a freak. Even Jamie was acting strangely around her. 
 
    Couldn’t they see she was the same Lucy as before? A lot had happened in that time but nothing had really changed between them. Then she realized that perhaps they weren’t really acting strangely around her. Perhaps it was her own issues that made her think that way. 
 
    She didn’t yet feel comfortable with herself. Just when she was beginning to get a feel for who she was—what she was—Dr. Beck had thrown her a curve ball. And yet, somehow, it hadn’t been a complete surprise. He’d only voiced the thoughts she’d already had whispering at the back of her mind. The probing questions about how she could do the things she could. How she had known the Reaver leader wasn’t who he pretended to be, that he was something else. How she had known how to get inside the City— 
 
    Lucy paused. That was it. She’d managed to get inside the City before by inputting a code into the keypad. She’d been working on instinct, her subconscious somehow holding the information. It had bubbled up to the surface right when she needed it. Much like the flashbacks she’d experienced. Right when she needed them, she remembered. And right now, she needed to— 
 
    She turned to the doors on her left. The place her feet had brought her through no intention of her own. She needed to get inside this room. The one with the tanks Dr. Beck had brought them to before. Perhaps it would spark another memory in her mind. It lay right behind these security doors. She pressed randomly on the buttons. 
 
    The red light blinked. NO ENTRY. She didn’t have a passkey like Dr. Beck had. She tried to recall the code she’d typed to enter the City. 
 
    The lights flashed red. NO ENTRY. 
 
    She tried again. No good. She concentrated hard and tried one more time. The light flashed that awful crimson again. 
 
    Lucy screamed, balled up her fist and prepared to hammer the keypad into oblivion. She sensed she could smash this console to pieces if she wanted. Perhaps even tear the door open with her bare hands. 
 
    “You’re trying too hard.” 
 
    Lucy started. Spun around. Dr. Beck stood behind her, leaning on his walking stick to remain upright. She backed away. 
 
    “You need to relax,” Dr. Beck said. “Let it come to you naturally.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Lucy said. 
 
    “It’s my facility you’re attempting to break into,” Dr. Beck said. “It should be me asking you that question.” 
 
    He said it with a smile on his face but Lucy couldn’t see the funny side. 
 
    “Sorry,” Dr. Beck said. “Humour isn’t my strong suit. I want to help you. Of course, you’re curious about where you came from. It’s only natural. It’s what every human being spends his or her time thinking about. Who they are, where they came from. Their future. But you don’t need to hide, don’t need to creep around.” 
 
    “I wasn’t creeping around,” Lucy said, poking her chin out in defiance. 
 
    “Let me remedy that now,” Dr. Beck said. “You’re entitled to your own keycard. This place is as much your home as it is mine.” 
 
    He reached into his pocket and withdrew his keycard. 
 
    “No,” Lucy said, blocking his hand. “Teach me. I want to remember.” 
 
    “All right,” Dr. Beck said, returning the keycard to his pocket. “First, you need to relax. Let your subconscious take over. Let it feel the keys and press the ones that feel most natural. You can close your eyes to make it easier.” 
 
    Lucy began with her eyes open. She stared at the wall and let her fingers feel the keys. Feel, not press. They had little bumps on them, each one different, identifiable to the blind. She had no idea what any of the little symbols meant, though she supposed they could only be referring to the numbers underneath them. 
 
    “Good,” Dr. Beck said. “Relax. And press the buttons that feel right.” 
 
    Lucy pressed the buttons one after another, moving slowly but surely. She paused only once—after taking herself out of the situation by growing excited that she was actually remembering. 
 
    Bleep! The light flashed green. A whooshing sound as the twin doors slid open. 
 
    “Well done,” Dr. Beck said with a proud smile. “I knew you could do it.” 
 
    Lucy stepped into the room. The tubes remained as they had before—empty. That was not how Lucy remembered them. In fact, Lucy could only recall one capsule. The one she had been inside. 
 
    The liquid had been thick and tinted green. She could hardly see through it. It had emptied while she was still inside it. Her breath hitched in her throat at the memory. She had been scared, frightened. The moment she’d been born. 
 
    Lucy moved toward the tube and pressed her hand to it. Immediately, a memory sparked to life. A hand on the outside had pressed against the thick glass. She, on the inside, had put her own hand against the hand’s shadow. 
 
    “It was you,” Lucy said. “On the other side of the glass. You put your hand to it.” 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Beck said. “I wanted to say hello. What else can you remember?” 
 
    “A corridor,” Lucy said. “I remembered it the first night we came here. On the way to the ward. You were there. And so was another scientist. You were both wearing long white coats. You turned and saw me. Then you smiled and called me ‘L’.” 
 
    “Those were your first steps,” Dr. Beck said like a father recalling his newborn. “You developed fast. Much faster than the others.” 
 
    “Others?” Lucy said. “What others?” 
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    “THE MORE complex something is, the longer it takes to develop,” Dr. Beck said. “I assume that’s not much of a revelation. A lesser-known fact is it also requires a greater number of errors.” 
 
    He was talking as he led Lucy back into the main room of the same research centre and turned right. This door had a large sign above it, stencilled with letters proudly pronouncing: DEVELOPMENT. 
 
    “This is where the concept of you was born,” Dr. Beck said. “Before you, we were developing more and more powerful supercomputers. One of our first errors was in not working on you from the beginning. Then we could have developed your understanding and development much faster.” 
 
    The room had a single large table in the middle, and a bunch of desks around the outside, each sporting a powerful computer terminal. 
 
    “How am I different to the others that failed?” Lucy said. “Why did I succeed where they didn’t?” 
 
    “Basic trial and error,” Dr. Beck said. “Gradual improvements from one model to the next, until we created you.” 
 
    “You said I’m enhanced,” Lucy said, asking the question she had dreaded ever since Dr. Beck had revealed the truth about her past. “How have I been enhanced?” 
 
    “You wish to know?” Dr. Beck said, eyebrows rising. 
 
    “That’s why I’m here, isn’t it?” Lucy said, biting back. 
 
    “I know,” Dr. Beck said. “I didn’t think you would want to know the truth. Not so fast. Especially when there might not be any need to know any longer.” 
 
    “Tell me,” Lucy said. 
 
    “It’s actually easier to show you than to tell you,” Dr. Beck said. “Sometimes words fail us.” 
 
    He moved to a terminal on the centre table and typed on the keyboard. A large folder opened. Millions of files tucked inside it. Dr. Beck found the one he was looking for and opened it. 
 
    “Let me bring it up,” he said. 
 
    The image floated onto the screen behind them. It showed a skeleton. From a distance, it looked normal. Then Dr. Beck clicked on it. The camera zoomed in, travelling from one foot, to the hips, up the spine, to the skull. Hundreds of tiny holes along the base of every bone. 
 
    “You are identical to any other human being, save one,” Dr. Beck said. “Your skeleton is made from a bone-like material we created utilizing the latest in quantum technology. Just as electrons can exist in two places at once, so it is with information processing. The instant the information is created, it’s received by your mind. You can send information just as quickly. Its purpose is to allow connections and messages to pass easily from you to the ship. 
 
    “The human mind is capable of processing data at an incredibly fast speed. The problem has always been the interface between humans and machines. Within your skeleton are hundreds of connection points. Any one of which can connect to a computer terminal. On the ship, you were going to be hooked up to the most advanced system in the world. Every movement of your body would issue a command. Every thought that passes through your mind is instantly understood by the ships, the droids, everything. Your body and mind would be connected to machines in a way no human has ever experienced before.” 
 
    “I’m Frankenstein?” Lucy said, hanging her head. 
 
    “A monster is out of control,” Dr. Beck said. “You are very much in control.” 
 
    He tapped on his remote control. The back of the room spun around on a turnstile, revealing a set of monitors and control terminals. In the middle was a single black chair. 
 
    “Would you like to give it a test drive?” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    Lucy approached the chair. There were strange holes in the arm, leg, and headrests. 
 
    “It’s nothing to be frightened of,” Dr. Beck said. “Please, take a seat.” 
 
    Lucy took a step forward, then another back. 
 
    “Tell me what it does first,” she said. 
 
    “It’s a crude version of the one up on the ship,” Dr. Beck said. “It’s just for fun. This was designed as a kind of simulator. Much like the flight simulator your friend tried earlier. Only, this is much more advanced. It will replicate the functions at your command had you become Mother. It was meant to be a training system. It would be a shame to waste all our effort completely. Come, sit.” 
 
    Lucy placed her hand on the armrest. As she did, something came out of the chair. A series of needle-like spikes, up to an inch in length, rose like snakes being charmed. Lucy started back. 
 
    “It’s nothing to be afraid of,” Dr. Beck said. “Please.” 
 
    Lucy held her hand over the armrest again. The spikes slid out like the teeth of a hideous monster. They moved slowly, calmly. As Lucy moved her hand over the rest of the chair, more spikes rose to meet her. The ones that rose up from the chair’s legs were the longest, having to penetrate deeper into her body to reach her bones. 
 
    “What are the spikes for?” Lucy said. 
 
    “Link-ups,” Dr. Beck said. “For faster connection speeds.” 
 
    He could see she was hesitant, perhaps even a little afraid. That wasn’t good. 
 
    “Would you like to see the ship?” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    He pressed a few buttons on the kiosk. The ship was so large it couldn’t even fit on the entire bank of monitors. It had the appearance of a dagger’s blade, pointed at the bottom, with a flat top. 
 
    “This is only a mock-up, of course,” Dr. Beck said. “The original plans looked like this but we really don’t know what each project might look like individually.” 
 
    It was a beautiful thing. And obviously powerful. 
 
    “This is on the other side of the moon?” Lucy said. 
 
    “With any luck, yes,” Dr. Beck said. “You were meant to be Mother, in charge of it all.” 
 
    “All of it?” Lucy said. 
 
    “Everything,” Dr. Beck said. “Hop into the chair and get a glimmer of the power you were meant to have.” 
 
    Lucy wet her lips. It was tempting. To wield that much power. To have that much control. She felt herself edge forward. Then she stopped. 
 
    “No, I don’t need to do this,” Lucy said. “I’ll never become Mother.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to see what you were designed for?” Dr. Beck said. “What you’re capable of?” 
 
    Lucy couldn’t deny her own compulsion to hop into the machine and see what she could do. But she resisted. Enter that chair, and she might be lost to it forever. Taste real power from the chalice, and normal life might never measure up again. 
 
    “No,” Lucy said, taking another step back. 
 
    Dr. Beck looked mildly surprised. Or perhaps disappointed. 
 
    “There’s a part in all of us that’s a little mysterious,” Dr. Beck said. “It’s in every human, and you’re very much human, so why wouldn’t you experience the same thing?” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Lucy said. 
 
    “It means not everything is predetermined,” Dr. Beck said. “It means that no matter if we create something in our own image, it will always find its own way. It means you can choose what you want to do. You were the culmination of many years’ hard work and numerous failed attempts. You were our best effort of victory.” 
 
    “You’re my creator,” Lucy said. “When I was out in the desert, lost and not knowing where I was going or where I’d come from, I wondered if I had any family missing me. Now I know, I don’t.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong,” Dr. Beck said. “You have a very large family. You are genetically engineered. You might have the most perfect genome in the world, free from hereditary disease in all its variations, but your genome didn’t come from nowhere. It came from us. From everyone in the City. We are all inside you. The very best of us. Look.” 
 
    He took a worn photograph out of his pocket to show Lucy. Thousands of men and women, all smiling. Happy. 
 
    “It’s a family photograph,” Dr. Beck said. “Of your parents. All of us.” 
 
    “But what am I?” Lucy said. 
 
    “You’re you,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “But I’m not like the others,” Lucy said. 
 
    “No,” Dr. Beck said. “You’re not. The truth is, none of us are like any others. Your differences are just a little more pronounced.” 
 
    Dr. Beck turned the terminal off. The computer screens flickered, then turned black. 
 
    “I’m sorry you had to find out this way,” Dr. Beck said. “I never planned for you to discover what you are like this.” 
 
    “How was I going to find out?” Lucy said. 
 
    “You weren’t,” Dr. Beck said. “You were an empty shell we were going to program once you docked with the rest of the mothership.” 
 
    “So I am a slave,” Lucy said. 
 
    “You are one of a kind,” Dr. Beck said. “We attempted to make you forty-nine times before we finally succeeded. You are perfect.” 
 
    “I’m not perfect,” Lucy said. 
 
    “As perfect as it’s possible to be,” Dr. Beck said. “You were created with a purpose.” 
 
    “To save the world,” Lucy said. “I know, I know. You created me. That’s why I still have no memories from before I was born.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Dr. Beck said. “You were created with one single, simple purpose. To save the human race.” 
 
    “No pressure,” Lucy said. 
 
    “You were to be Mother,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “Mother?” Lucy said. 
 
    “The brain of the entire ship,” Dr. Beck said. “You’d be plugged into the system. The assault ships would be your fists, the ion cannons your feet. Thousands of tiny droids waiting for your command.” 
 
    “Where is this fleet?” Lucy said. 
 
    “Hidden behind the dark side of the moon,” Dr. Beck said. “We assembled it. Every City in the world had their part to play. They launched their components, knowing they would be destroyed shortly afterwards. Maybe some escaped. Most probably didn’t.” 
 
    Dr. Beck turned his head to one side and looked at her. A smile came to his lips. It made Lucy a little uncomfortable. 
 
    “What?” she said. 
 
    “You want to know something strange?” Dr. Beck said. “We never programmed you with a personality. We created a bunch of happy childhood memories, nice birthdays, special events and so on. So you would have something nice to fight for when you became Mother. But we never had time to give them to you. You weren’t meant to have a personality. You were an empty shell, escaped into the world. You turned the situation to your advantage, using it as a voyage of self-discovery. You somehow unlocked a part of yourself, some part of you that we didn’t know was there. You created who you are. It’s something unexpected and wonderful to behold.” 
 
    “I don’t feel wonderful,” Lucy said. 
 
    “I can’t imagine how it must feel to be you right now,” Dr. Beck said. “A great many people put their love and passion into you. My team. This entire City. We put everything we are into you. They would not be disappointed by what they see now. And neither should you be.” 
 
    Lucy thought about that. It was like looking at the night sky, at all the blinking lights, entirely too big to fully comprehend. She was human. The only real difference between her and anyone else was her skeleton. And that wasn’t visible by anyone when she wasn’t hooked up. It was a great relief. 
 
    Beep beep. Beep beep. 
 
    “What’s that?” Lucy said. 
 
    “The perimeter,” Dr. Beck said. “Something’s trying to get in.” 
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    THEY WERE rushing through the corridors when the alert lights began to flash. Red. There was no accompanying alarm. 
 
    “Where’s the alarm?” Lucy said, struggling to keep up with Dr. Beck despite his stiff legs and need for his walking cane. 
 
    “The alarm only attracts them more, drives them into a furvour,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    The cafeteria door opened, admitting Fatty clutching an armload of food. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he said. “A disco someone forgot to tell me about?” 
 
    “Rage attack,” Lucy said. 
 
    “Oh man, not now!” Fatty said. “I was about to have dessert!” 
 
    “Apologies, but the Rages appear not to care one jot for your lunch break.” 
 
    Fatty jogged after them, hastily shoving lumps of chocolate and sweets in his mouth, dropping the wrappers behind him. If the Rages did manage to get in, all they needed to do was follow Fatty’s leavings. 
 
    They reached the security room to find Donny was already there checking the monitors. 
 
    “How are we looking?” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “It’s the hole,” Donny said, not taking his eyes off the screens. “About half a dozen of them entered the facility.” 
 
    “What about the rest?” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “They’re just standing there,” Donny said. “Waiting for a sound to distract them.” 
 
    “What got their attention?” Lucy said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Donny said. “The lights started flashing before I got here.” 
 
    “A spark, a noise, could be anything,” Dr. Beck said. “I didn’t want to do this now but it looks like we’re going to have to set charges.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Donny said. 
 
    “You set the charges outside the City, about half a mile out,” Dr. Beck said. “You’ll need to plant two. At least one hundred yards apart. We don’t want one setting off the other too early. Especially not if you’re still holding the second. The first one will get the Rages’ attention. They should—should—begin to leave, heading toward the noise created by the first charge. Once they’re outside the facility, I’ll set off my own charge, creating a rock slide and covering the hole once and for all. Of course, that will result in some much-unwanted Rage attention. That’ll be your cue to set off the second charge. In fact, wait for me to send you a message before you set it. I might need to set off two charges in case the first doesn’t work. The Rages ought to then follow your second charge. It’s better if you set them around this area.” 
 
    He brought up a map of the local area on one of the other screens. Dr. Beck pointed to a space directly adjacent to the valley where the Rages were threatening to enter the facility. 
 
    “How will I get there in time?” Donny said. 
 
    “We have vehicles,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “Seriously?” Donny said, excited. “Why didn’t you say that before?” 
 
    Dr. Beck shrugged. 
 
    “It never seemed particularly pressing,” he said. 
 
    “Cars and motorbikes might have been the one thing to wake our father from his coma!” Donny said. 
 
    “A car fan, I take it?” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    Donny rolled his eyes. “You don’t know the half of it.” 
 
    “Can we get on with this please?” Lucy said. 
 
    Dr. Beck and Donny shared a “and who made you the king of the shire?” expression. 
 
    “Getting back to the plan as instructed,” Dr. Beck said. “When you make your return trip, you ought to drive in a large arc. Have you driven a stick before?” 
 
    “I haven’t driven anything, ever,” Donny said. 
 
    “Take one of the automatics then,” Dr. Beck said. “Hit the gas and steer.” 
 
    “What about me?” Lucy said. 
 
    “You sit here,” Dr. Beck said, gesturing to the chair. “Do you see that door there?” 
 
    He pointed to the screen on the top left. It was aimed at a door that led into the facility. 
 
    “If one of those creatures gets too close, or looks like it’s building up the courage to enter, you let everyone know,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “What about me?” Fatty said, face still smothered with chocolate. 
 
    “You need to head down to the basement and watch that door,” Dr. Beck said. “If even just one of those things gets in here, it could be a huge problem.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” Jamie said, entering the security room. 
 
    He was still panting from his exertion to get there. Fatty, despite himself, looked relieved. 
 
    “Where’s Dad?” Donny said. 
 
    He already knew the answer. He wanted to blame Jamie. 
 
    “In his private ward,” Jamie said. 
 
    “If those things get in here they’ll rip him to pieces,” Donny said. “Why don’t you think? He’s defenseless.” 
 
    “All right, calm down,” Dr. Beck said. “The hospital is located on the other side of the City. Even if one of those things gets in it’ll take a while for it to get to your father. In the meantime, we defend the entire City.” 
 
    He turned to Jamie and Fatty. 
 
    “Both of you go,” Dr. Beck said. “You’ve fought Rages before. So long as everything goes to plan, you’ll never have to engage them. But if you do, kill them fast. Take no chances.” 
 
    Jamie nodded with confidence. Fatty less so. 
 
    “Get what you need from the weapons department,” Dr. Beck said. “I suggest the old weapons, the ones you’re used to. They’re silent and will get the job done effectively. Smash the cases and take what you need. I’ll deactivate the security door from here.” 
 
    Dr. Beck took in his little team of defenders. He looked proud. 
 
    “As for me, I’m going to set the charge on the mountain,” he said. “Oh, and in case I need to make changes to the plan, take these.” 
 
    He opened a drawer and took out a handful of beepers. Handed one to each of them. 
 
    “I’ll set them to silent,” Dr. Beck said. “The last thing we need is for the Rages to hear them. Make sure to check them every couple of minutes. Any questions?” 
 
    The guys attached a beeper to their pants. No questions. 
 
    “All right then,” Dr. Beck said. “First stop, armoury. It’s in the Weapon Research Division.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 29. 
 
      
 
    DONNY ACTED nonchalant, unimpressed by the vast collection of weaponry. Dr. Beck could easily recall clearly his own slackjawed expression when he’d first laid eyes upon it. 
 
    “Grab whatever you need,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    Jamie moved for a groovy-looking short sword with jewel-laden crossguard. Fatty, never one to do things by half, nor to be outdone, moved for an axe with a long handle. One swing with that baby and the Rages would fall in their droves. They might even collapse just looking at it. 
 
    “I’ll be in the security room,” Lucy said. “I don’t need a weapon.” 
 
    “Take one, just in case,” Jamie said. 
 
    He picked up a matching short sword and threw it on the floor, smashing its case. He picked it up, mindful of the glass shards, and handed it to her. 
 
    “Thanks,” Lucy said. 
 
    Her affection for Jamie was not lost on Dr. Beck. 
 
    “Donny, come with me,” he said, leading him to a single set of large drawers in the corner. 
 
    Opening one, Donny could see this was where they kept the real fireworks. C4, Claymore mines, and enough charges to bring down the Empire State building. Dr. Beck picked up two and handed them to Donny, then took another two for himself. 
 
    “You know how to use these?” he said. 
 
    “Set the timer and run,” Donny said. 
 
    “Concisely put,” Dr. Beck said. “Be careful with them. They can be highly volatile.” 
 
    They returned to the others. 
 
    “Is everyone clear of the plan?” Dr. Beck said. “If you’re not, speak now.” 
 
    Everyone was clear. 
 
    “All right then,” Dr. Beck said. “Everyone get into position.” 
 
    They exited the room and broke off, heading in their disparate directions. 
 
    “Jamie,” Donny said, calling after him. 
 
    His brother turned to look at him. 
 
    “Good luck,” Donny said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 30. 
 
      
 
    THE CITY was huge. No other way to describe it. Endless corridors led onto other corridors, that led onto yet more, sprouting outwards like some great tree. It was difficult even if Donny had a map—which he didn’t—and had to rely solely on the signposts helpfully posted at regular intervals. 
 
    Why Dr. Beck hadn’t thought to tell them about the vehicles they had stationed here before was beyond him. Donny could have left to visit the commune in no time. And the car itself was evidence of the City’s existence. He imagined the looks on the commune members’ faces. What would they make of it? In fact, what would they make of the City itself? 
 
    Things were beginning to look up for their little commune, as well as for those in the area. Donny pictured a sprawling City thriving and bubbling with activity, all survivors. It was about time they had an easier experience. 
 
    They would need to create some kind of structure. Leadership. Share their knowledge and skills. To be sure, it was a large vestment of Rages outside the City, but he’d seen—hell, he’d fought—a great many more Rages, all while armed with a great deal fewer weapons than they possessed at the City. 
 
    The vehicle service centre was located in the City’s basement. It was where he expected it to be. How else could they expect to get the vehicles outside? He continued to follow the signs. Finally, he came to an archway with the word, VEHICLE SERVICE STATION stencilled above it. 
 
    Damn. It required a passcard or code. Of course it did. Everywhere in this place did. He was about to turn back and locate Dr. Beck when the light above the door suddenly blinked green and slid open. 
 
    Gotta love electronic doors. 
 
    There were so many things you could do with these alone. No need for a man to stand there on duty day and night, no need for anything. . . so long as you didn’t forget your keycard. What a hassle that must have been back in the day. 
 
    Donny stepped inside the room. Automatic lights flickered to life and illuminated a large room. Everything in the City was big and oversized. What he saw there took his breath away. 
 
    Jackpot. 
 
    Motorcycles. So many it could have furnished half a small Reaver clan, though they weren’t the sit-up-and-beg style bikes the Reavers’ preferred. To be sure, there were some of those there too, but the majority were built for speed, with names Donny had never heard before. 
 
    Kawasaki. 
 
    Honda. 
 
    Suzuki. 
 
    Very foreign-sounding names to his ears. He wondered which part of the world they had come from. Places he couldn’t even begin to imagine, he thought. 
 
    And there were cars. Old cars. Blocky and beautiful. Others, newer and more powerful. Sporty. There were even larger vehicles referred to as buses and minivans. And even larger ones than that with a big hose pipe on the top. Shiny and red like something from another planet. 
 
    And then Donny fell in love. Now he understood his father’s passion when talking about these metal marvels of engineering. 
 
    He’d found the one that represented him. It drew him like a moth to a flame. The one he would drive out of this place. 
 
    A Ford Mustang SVT Cobra R. 
 
    He opened the shiny door and got inside. Shut the door behind himself, shutting out the world’s problems. The smell was fantastic. The feel of the wheel in front of him, luxurious. There were various buttons and dials. He ignored them all. To his left, within each reach, was a short stick. It couldn’t be that difficult to drive, surely. 
 
    The keys were already in the ignition. He turned them. The engine roared, then rumbled. Donny’s heart raced. He let out a childish chuckle. He couldn’t believe he was about to drive his very first car! And a Mustang no less! 
 
    His father had told him multiple stories about “shifting up and opening her up,” and “making the road beg for mercy.” It was accomplished by depressing the gas pedal, he understood. Donny pressed the gas. The engine roared but he didn’t move. He held onto the steering wheel, preparing for the car to bolt forward. Nope. Not an inch. 
 
    He tested the pedals. The gas. The brake. The third one didn’t seem to do anything, but it felt like he was pushing against something when he used it. 
 
    He summoned every memory he had of his father telling him driving stories and wished just one of them had been about how to drive rather than how it felt to do it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 31. 
 
      
 
    “WHY IS it always us that have to fight the Rages?” Fatty said. “Now, a ship, that’s the way to fight these things. From the air, out of harm’s way. No way they can harm us from up there. We could wipe them out easily.” 
 
    “We don’t have a spaceship,” Jamie said. 
 
    “We don’t need to do it from space,” Fatty said, rolling his eyes. “We could use a helicopter. Or an airplane. Something like that.” 
 
    He hadn’t stopped bellyaching since they’d left the Weapon Research Division. Jamie knew he was talking rubbish. So did Fatty. But he couldn’t help himself. It was how he dealt with stress. He needed to unload on someone. Jamie was his unwilling accomplice, the victim of his mildly irritating utterances. 
 
    “We’re getting close,” Jamie said. 
 
    That’ll shut him up. 
 
    It worked like he’d muttered the words of a powerful incantation. His friend would be quiet now. If there was one thing that would silence him it was his unrelenting fear of harm coming to his person. In truth, they weren’t close enough for the Rages to overhear Fatty’s protestations but it was always in his nature to err on the side of caution. 
 
    They came down most of the floors in an elevator. It was smooth and easy to use. It never ceased feeling strange to Jamie to be in such a small room and for it to slide up and down. But that’s what it did. He could feel it moving, but each time the doors opened, he always expected to see the same floor they’d gotten on in the first place. It always surprised him when it wasn’t. 
 
    They took the stairs for the final two floors. The elevator dinged when it came to a stop. Jamie didn’t want to draw the Rage’s attention any more than they already had. They crept sideways down the stairs to the final floor, taking one step at a time. 
 
    The Rage could be inside already. It could be anywhere. Who knew how far into the facility it might have wandered. 
 
    Jamie held the short sword in both hands, prepared to bring it up and around at head height. He had plenty of experience when it came to fighting these things. He had no idea how to fight aliens but he knew how to kill these blasted things. It was what he had been raised to do. 
 
    Jamie stood with his back to the wall. Fatty automatically took position on the opposite end of the step. As Fatty peered behind Jamie, Jamie peered behind Fatty. There was nothing there. Only another hallway leading to who knew where. 
 
    Fatty shook his head too. Nothing behind Jamie. Jamie didn’t need to see with his own eyes. He trusted Fatty. Jamie took a second, then calmly, quickly, stepped across the corridor to the other side. A pincer attack, coming from both directions, was prone to be more effective than them both coming from the same origin point. 
 
    Fatty took up Jamie’s former position. They had their backs to the wall. If something came through the corridor—an undead thing—they would let it pass, before proceeding to hack it to pieces from behind, or the side if it was accompanied by friends. 
 
    Jamie strained his senses. Listening, smelling. Sometimes he swore he could taste them. He listened for the rustling of clothing, for the clatter of jaw bones, or the chattering of teeth, or the dragging of a limp leg behind a louder second one. Or the soft spattering of saliva on the floor. 
 
    All signals that gave a Rage away. Any of which could save Jamie and Fatty’s life. He listened but heard none of these things. Every few minutes, Jamie checked the odd black box at his waist for messages, followed by a glance at their rear. They didn’t want the creature to fall on them from behind. 
 
    Ready and fully prepared, they hoped they would never have to take action. 
 
    They waited. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 32. 
 
      
 
    DONNY HAD finally gotten the hang of the gearstick. He had to press the mysterious third pedal before moving it. Otherwise, the stick would not move. The car still shuddered, slowing to a crawl each time he made the transition. He couldn’t go very fast in the Vehicle Service Centre anyway, but he could drive around the other vehicles. There was more than enough space between them. 
 
    He needed to get a move on or else he was going to be late. He let out a calming breath and turned the steering wheel, approaching the wide front doors. His legs and arms already ached from clenching his muscles so hard. Driving wasn’t easy. He didn’t understand how this was meant to be fun. 
 
    He got to the wide doors and was about to climb out to press a random button somewhere when the light above the door flashed green and began to open. 
 
    Really gotta love electric doors. 
 
    The doors—thankfully—opened on an adjacent mountainside to those infiltrating via the hole. He should be free and clear. As the doors opened, it was like the curtains opening on a wonderful theatre production, the vista yawning before him. How he’d missed it, being cooped up inside. 
 
    The unrelenting glowing ball of molten sun blazed white in the perfect blue azure of the open sky. Too bright. Donny instinctively raised his hand to the shade and pulled it down. Ingenious. 
 
    Donny pressed the gas pedal and moved the car forward. Slowly, carefully. Out into the welcoming arms of the desert. No sooner was he outside than the doors began to shut behind him. As they did, a segment of the mountain slid into place to hide it. If Donny had been passing by he would never have known a doorway was there. He depressed the mysterious pedal and moved the stick into second gear. 
 
    “Here we go,” Donny said. 
 
    He pressed the gas pedal and the car lurched forward, bunny hopping a few yards before increasing speed. As the engine roared, Donny depressed the mysterious pedal and shifted up again. This was fun. He pressed the pedal to the metal. Hey, that was what his father used to say! “Pedal to the metal!” and he let himself feel the rush his father must have experienced all those years ago, before the Fall, before the Rages and Reavers, before the end of the world. 
 
    He was free. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 33. 
 
      
 
    DR. BECK panted as he closed the final few yards, exiting the highest mountainside door. The wind was strong up here. Warm, but still nice. He looked out on the greatest view—to him—in the world. The Great Salt Plains and the endless blue sky connected by an indistinct white bar on the horizon. 
 
    Sometimes the two halves of something could be indistinguishable, even for those looking for it. 
 
    And there, rushing away from the City like a bat out of hell was Donny in. . . The Mustang. Of course. It was his personal favourite too. 
 
    Dr. Beck couldn’t help smiling. At least someone was having fun during all this drama. He wished it was him out there now, letting the wind rip through his rapidly thinning hair, the driving seat acting like a time machine, transporting him back to the vibrancy of his youth. 
 
    He crept toward the cliff edge and peered over the side. He clenched his eyes shut, the earth spinning beneath him, and moved back. He’d seen the Rages down there, meandering. It was enough to know they were still present down there. 
 
    He got into position and placed his own charge in the dirt. Now all he had to do was wait for Donny to lay and set off the first charge. He squinted at the car heading rapidly away from him. 
 
    “Don’t forget you’ve got a job to do, friend,” he said out loud. 
 
    He waited. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 34. 
 
      
 
    LUCY DIDN’T blink. She didn’t want to miss a thing. She had a much better view of what was happening in the bowels of the City than anyone else. She could see everything from every possible vantage point. 
 
    The Rages had drifted closer to the hole in the City’s base that led deeper into the City, but they hadn’t yet begun to travel in that direction with any conviction. Things were, for now, stable. 
 
    She waited. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 35. 
 
      
 
    IN HIS mind, Donny knew exactly where he was. He knew exactly where he wanted to place the charges. He’d always had an extremely good sense of direction and never got lost. He glanced in the mirror at the mountain behind him, where he’d come from. Then he checked the dials. He’d figured one was for speed, the other for revs. There was another number too. This one counted how far he’d travelled. 
 
    “Oops,” he said, slamming the brakes. 
 
    He’d travelled too far. He had no concept of how fast this car could really go. He’d been enjoying himself too much. He’d overshot his target by two miles! He’d covered the distance in almost no time at all! 
 
    He turned the wheel and made a U-turn—another of his father’s common story phrases—and headed back in the direction he’d come from. He kept a close eye on the dial recording his distance and stopped when he got to about half a mile out. He hit the brakes, kicking up a cloud of white dust, like a thin wisp of smoke. 
 
    He got out and used the most accurate distance measuring instrument he owned. His mind. Yes, he was about half a mile away, he decided. 
 
    He took one charge from the passenger seat and set it up on the desert floor. Set the timer for twenty minutes. He paused. With his new mode of transportation, he didn’t need to wait anywhere near that long. He set the timer to five minutes and joyfully hopped back in the car. 
 
    He pulled the Mustang to a stop two hundred yards away and climbed out. Picked up the second charge but didn’t assign a timer to it yet. He would wait for the signal from Dr. Beck. 
 
    He had a countdown for the first timer running in his mind. 
 
    He waited. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 36. 
 
      
 
    A NOISE. Finally. There it was. 
 
    Like cloth being torn, slowly, gently, every few seconds. 
 
    Jamie didn’t need to look around the corner to know what it was. He didn’t want to inform the Rage of a meal so close by. 
 
    Fatty turned to Jamie, eyes wide, questioning. Then he picked up on the sound too. He needed confirmation from Jamie, who nodded back at him. Yes, one of them was coming. Fatty swallowed and tightened his grip on his axe. Licked his lips, still leaving them dry. 
 
    Jamie hoped the explosion would come soon. It would be a real problem if they had to engage this Rage. It could screech and scream, garnering the attention of more of the things. Within moments they could very well find themselves overrun. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 37. 
 
      
 
    LUCY LEANED forward, centimetres from the screen. Her hands, sweaty, rubbed together in nervous anticipation. She could tell by both Jamie and Fatty’s stances that they were aware of the creature heading their way. Their weapons were raised and ready. 
 
    She could hardly breathe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 38. 
 
      
 
    JAMIE WAS certain it was only one Rage. He hadn’t heard any telltale traits suggesting there were more. 
 
    Sweat rolled down Fatty’s round face. 
 
    The creature was getting closer. Jamie’s grip grew tighter around the hilt of his sword. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 39. 
 
      
 
    5. . . 
 
    4. . . 
 
    3. . .  
 
    2. . . 
 
    1. . . 
 
    Donny covered his ears. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 40. 
 
      
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Donny’s first charge exploded. Perfectly viewable from Dr. Beck’s vantage point. A cloud of white dust rose a hundred feet in the air, tiny in comparison to the mountain. The noise echoed, bouncing off the neighbouring cliffs. 
 
    Donny was parked a close distance away. A tiny figure with the car at his back. Dr. Beck peered down over the hillside. Had the Rages bought it? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 41. 
 
      
 
    . . . OOM! 
 
    The tail-end of the explosion was muffled from Jamie’s location, what with the collapsed refuse inside the former Weapon Research Division distorting the sound waves. Distant, but still clearly audible. 
 
    Jamie found himself wishing the charge had been set up a little closer. The sound would have permeated the City entrance easier. 
 
    Silence in the explosion’s remnant wake. The creature had stopped progressing forward. Jamie imagined it standing stock still, head held up high, sniffing, listening for more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 42. 
 
      
 
    ON THE monitors, the Rages had stopped and turned to peer in the explosion’s direction. They were slow to react as if even their thoughts were slow to form. They turned on the spot and began to funnel out of the wreckage and toward the noise. First one, then two, then entire fists. They were like sheep. Get a few moving and the rest would follow. 
 
    Lucy smiled. It was working. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 43. 
 
      
 
    THE CLOTHES were still being torn, but the sound was fading. The Rage was heading in the opposite direction. Away from the two would-be warriors. Fatty let a smile dawn on his face. Jamie wiped away the sweat accumulating on his forehead. His mouth had never been so dry. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 44. 
 
      
 
    DR. BECK, standing on the edge of the precipice, glanced over the side. He flinched, clenching his eyes shut tight, suffering from vertigo. He forced one eye open and watched as the tiny shadowy figures lurched from the hole and headed toward the valley mouth in the direction of the explosion. 
 
    He reached for his beeper and input a message. Hit send. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 45. 
 
      
 
    THE LIGHT flashed at Donny’s waist. Checked it. Smiled. 
 
    WORKING. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 46. 
 
      
 
    LUCY’S PAGER sat on the table beside her. She hardly glanced at it as it flashed. She already knew it was working. She could see it on her monitors. 
 
    And then something strange happened. 
 
    The Rage in the corridor paused. 
 
    Lucy glanced at Jamie and Fatty. They were still, silent, unmoving. They hadn’t caused, neither heard, a noise. So what was getting the creature’s attention? 
 
    Whatever it was, it was growing in strength as the Rage made an about face and continued its journey down the corridor. 
 
    In Jamie and Fatty’s direction. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 47. 
 
      
 
    JAMIE WAS relieved beyond measure. It was always scary to take on a Rage. Even one, because they had most of the advantages. They could get cut and wouldn’t have taken much notice. They felt no pain. They never tired. They didn’t require any special training to carry out their attacks. They simply flew at their targets with clawed hands and snapping jaws. A single scratch and your life was forfeit. Avoiding a fight with a Rage was always a victory. 
 
    So distracted, he didn’t hear the Rage closing in on his position. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 48. 
 
      
 
    LUCY’S PAGER flashed silently again. She glanced at it. Then froze and had to look again. 
 
    PLAN NOT WORKING 
 
    She looked at the monitors. The single Rage was continuing to head down the corridor toward Jamie and Fatty, who were still blithely unaware of their approaching doom. But Dr. Beck couldn’t have been aware of that single creature in the corridor. So what was he referring to? What could he see? 
 
    With haunted premonition, she raised her eyes to the upper monitors. The ones showing the outside of the facility, where the Rages had previously been accumulating. They were returning. 
 
    Donny’s charges had failed to distract the Rages. 
 
    What was she going to do? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 49. 
 
      
 
    JAMIE WAS hungry. 
 
    Standing ready for a fight was exhausting work. He’d cranked his senses to their highest level to detect the Rage and needed to rest. He’d listened for every single filament of sound his ears could pick up on. He’d managed to hear the sound of a single item of clothing rubbing against the mutilated remains of a human converted to the undead faith. It’d worn him out and consumed his reserves of energy. 
 
    He spied something out the corner of his eye. Fatty was waving his hand to get his attention. He was pointing at himself, then at Jamie. He wanted to join his friend so they could go back up the stairs and leave this place. Probably to eat. 
 
    Jamie shook his head. They weren’t finished here yet. Fatty put his hands together, making a praying gesture. Pleading. Jamie shook his head again. 
 
    Then Fatty’s expression changed. Jamie was used to seeing that haunted, terrified expression on his friend’s face. It took a moment for him to recognize it for what it was. 
 
    Panic. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 50. 
 
      
 
    THERE WAS no way for Lucy to get down to their level before the first Rage had attacked them. Even with the elevator, she would be far too late. 
 
    The pager. Why hadn’t they noticed the message from Dr. Beck? Either they hadn’t noticed or didn’t think it applied to them. What were they doing? Relaxing. Relieved because the danger had already passed. 
 
    Except it hadn’t. It was still very much present. Even more dangerous now because it was unexpected. They might panic, might poorly defend themselves. 
 
    She needed to warn them. Or else distract the Rage herself. But how? 
 
    Within your skeleton are hundreds of connection points. Any one of which can connect to a computer terminal. 
 
    The idea terrified her. And yet, what other option did she have? Sit here and wait for two of her friends to be murdered or—perhaps worse—turned into one of those things? No. She had to try. 
 
    She thought about the keypad, about how she’d figured it out by sensing what was instinctively right. She calmed her mind as best she could and let what came naturally surface. 
 
    Somewhere, a calm wave washed against a shore. The water wasn’t clear or blue but tinted a vibrant green. Odd. But Lucy went with it. And the shore. It wasn’t the yellow warmth of sand but some kind of purple material. 
 
    It was waiting for her, she sensed. She had to feed it a question. How do I help my friends? What should I do? 
 
    The water continued to wash against the bank. Doing nothing. And then she noticed something. Her own hands, beginning to rise in front of her face. She opened her eyes to find she was looking at the tip of her index finger. 
 
    She glanced at the monitor. The Rage was a matter of minutes from discovering the boys. She needed to act fast. 
 
    She pressed her thumb and index finger together. A soft click, as the tip of her finger opened. A tiny hatch. She felt sick. It didn’t hurt but it wasn’t exactly the most reassuring thing to see. She pulled it open and tugged out the wires. She ducked under the desk and located the motherboard. 
 
    Motherboard. 
 
    Watch out, sucker. Mother is about to board you. 
 
    She patched herself into the system. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 51. 
 
      
 
    FATTY HAD seen the red light of Jamie’s pager flash. He glanced down immediately at his own pager, snatching it off his pants. Goggled at it. 
 
    PLAN NOT WORKING 
 
    It was only then, senses suddenly heightened, that he heard the sound that would have been obvious to him if he hadn’t been so certain he wouldn’t hear it. 
 
    Tearing cloth. 
 
    The stink of it was already filling his nostrils. As it rounded the corner, Fatty could already feel his bowels relaxing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 52. 
 
      
 
    WITH NOTHING prepared for the warning she wanted to give, Lucy sputtered: 
 
    “Jamie! Fatty! Look out! Behind you!” 
 
    She was already too late. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 53. 
 
      
 
    THE SPEAKER system echoed through the door Dr. Beck had left wide open on the mountaintop. It was Lucy’s voice. Coming over the speaker system. She’d done it. She’d connected to the computer system. Despite her frantic message, he smiled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 54. 
 
      
 
    THE BOYS panicked. Having a Rage suddenly turn up in your face, eyes wide and teeth bared, would have turned anyone’s legs to jelly. The Rage caught sight of Fatty immediately and wasn’t shy with its affections. 
 
    It swung at him with clawed hands. Fatty backed away, tripping and falling over, clutching his axe like a child with its favourite toy. His face screwed up in abject fear, gibbering something Jamie couldn’t understand. Tears spurted from the corners of his eyes. He wailed, which only drove the Rage to act with more aggression. 
 
    It was the worst of situations for Jamie. It was difficult for him to attack from his angle. He might miss the Rage altogether and slice Fatty open, creating an easier entry point for the virus to invade his body. He was a bigger target than the Rage, which was essentially only skin and bone. 
 
    The Rage fell on top of Fatty. Its weight wasn’t the problem. It was the hideous grasping claws and snapping jaws that made it difficult to adequately defend yourself. 
 
    Even if Jamie missed Fatty and struck the undead creature, he would only be slicing the Rage open and again making it easier to infect Fatty. The safest way was the only available course available to him. 
 
    As the creature fell on top of Fatty, Jamie seized the Rage by its denim jacket collar, gripping it tight. With his other hand, he slipped his blade through the creature’s ribs. If the clothing tore—which it most likely would as it had already been strained by its movement down the corridor—Jamie’s sword would catch on the Rage’s ribs. 
 
    If those bones were rotten—again, another likely scenario considering the Rage’s condition—it would fall another few inches forward before Jamie’s blade caught the creature’s spinal column. 
 
    Three chances. That was all Fatty had. If those failed, the creature would fall the remaining distance onto Fatty. There would be no stopping the creature from tearing into him after that. 
 
    The creature’s jaws snapped like a bear trap, looking for anything to bury its chipped teeth into. Fatty’s flesh was ideal. Its fingers scrabbled for purchase at the sleeves of Fatty’s T-shirt. 
 
    Fatty wisely kept his mouth shut and turned his face to one side. A single drop of the Rage’s blood or saliva from its slobbering jaws and his days were numbered. 
 
    The Rage’s shirt tore. Jamie braced himself to catch the weight of the creature’s body. It caught on his blade. And held. That was good. He pulled the creature back and held onto the sword hilt as he slammed the creature into the wall. 
 
    Jamie wouldn’t lose another friend to these things. Not again. Not after Nester. 
 
    The Rage would immediately reach for him, Jamie decided, changing target. Jamie was ready for it, and twisted, shifting his own bodyweight forward, using the creature’s momentum to launch it forward. 
 
    He let go of his sword, let the creature’s body take it to the floor. He couldn’t risk the sword failing to come free and remain trapped in the creature’s ribcage. 
 
    Jamie reached down. He didn’t take Fatty’s expectant hand to help him up but instead grabbed the axe. Fatty let him take it and got up by himself. Jamie swung the axe around in an arc as the Rage got to its feet with sporadic movements. 
 
    Jamie didn’t aim for its head. That would have been an ideal blow, but its head was a much smaller target than the rest of its body. He aimed lower and successfully struck it with a powerful blow to the chest. 
 
    The bones snapped, but that made little difference to a Rage. It was already flailing to regain its balance and launched forward. Jamie swung the axe around again, and this time, bellowing as he brought the axe head around at head height, he smashed the Rage’s skull. 
 
    It dropped to the floor. Black blood oozed from its shocked jaw. Its hands and arms were still moving. Alive, but with no one behind the wheel. 
 
    “Thanks,” Fatty said. 
 
    Jamie handed the axe back to Fatty and withdrew his own sword from the body. He used the creature’s torn clothing to clean his blade. 
 
    “That was too close,” he said. 
 
    “If it wasn’t for Lucy’s voice on the speaker I’d be dead already,” Fatty said. 
 
    Right. Lucy. Just how had she managed to do that? And then the full scope of the situation dawned on him. 
 
    “We have to go,” he said. “Lucy’s voice would have attracted more of those things. We have to go now.” 
 
    As if on cue, screeches erupted from a dozen Rage throats, echoing down the corridor. They couldn’t stand against that many. Never. 
 
    Jamie and Fatty took off at a run up the stairs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 55. 
 
      
 
    LUCY’S WARNING over the speaker system had been a starting pistol to the Rages. As a swarm, they ran into the City via the hole. They were already inside. But perhaps Dr. Beck could reduce their number. 
 
    He set his charge for thirty seconds and beat a hasty retreat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 56. 
 
      
 
    DONNY FINGERED the explosive charge and waited for the signal to set it off. His beeper flashed red. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    He did a doubletake at the beeper. 
 
    RETURN TO CITY NOW. MEET IN WEAPON RESEARCH ROOM. 
 
    Huh? 
 
    Momentarily confused, Donny dropped the charge. He hissed through his teeth at being so stupid as to drop it. It could have blown him to smithereens. He left it without a timer. Wasn’t of much use to him now anyway. 
 
    He leapt into the Mustang and hit the gas. 
 
    Something had clearly gone terribly, terribly wrong. 
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    THE EXPLOSION rocked the mountain top. The explosion was a deafening thunderclap. The shockwave, buffeted by the earth and the facility walls, roared. The entire world shook violently. 
 
    As Dr. Beck had only just stepped inside—Damn! Why didn’t I set the timer for a little longer?—he was knocked to the floor, walking stick sliding from his hands. His arms weren’t strong enough to stop him from falling hard. 
 
    The roof groaned and dust fell from a growing crack in the ceiling, sprinkling his head. Dr. Beck covered his head with his hands and prayed for it to stop. 
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    THE ENSUING rock slide succumbed to gravity and rushed down the mountainside like a giant wave. Donny couldn’t make out the Rages from his angle but he could imagine them now, ineffectively rushing to avoid the great squash. 
 
    In the forefront of his mind, like a splinter, he was painfully aware of the two innocent souls alongside them. Donny hammered the steering wheel with his palm. He never should have let Jamie go down there. He’d had a bad feeling about it from the start. What kind of brother was he to let his baby brother confront the Rages? He wasn’t alone, but he took little consolation in the thought Fatty was at his side. 
 
    Out the corner of his eye, something squirmed at the base of the mountain. Their heads bobbed as they sprinted. Rages. Looking for another entry point now that the main entrance was shut to them. How could they be so far out already? 
 
    The answer hit him like a cold punch to the stomach. Because he’d set a charge to distract them. This was what was supposed to be happening. 
 
    Donny hit the gas and shifted into top gear. He wouldn’t be deterred. He drove faster, heading directly for the mountain, where the vehicle entrance was. 
 
    He hoped it would open in time. He had zero intention of slowing down. 
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    THE AVALANCHE consisted of tons of dirt and rocks. Some were small and insignificant, others giant, hefty boulders. The shadowy figures didn’t stop when the dirt rained down on them, didn’t even pause when their comrades suffered concussions from the smaller varieties, only forced to stop when the boulders crushed them into the earth, flattening them. Others struggled on valliantly but were drowned by the great dirty brown wave. 
 
    The screens turned dark one by one, the mountain covering them with a mighty hand. Another camera, dirtied and half-coated by the soil showed what remained of the Rage horde. They simply split off, not missing a beat, heading both left and right to identify a new entry point. 
 
    Relentless. Lucy shivered and hoped they would not find another way in. But she knew, deep down in her heart, that eventually, they would. It was only a matter of time. 
 
    Inside the facility, the dirt had smothered the former Weapon Research Division wreckage. One Rage found himself buried up to the waist. He clawed at the soil, accidentally digging and working himself free. Then small pockets of earth shuffled, jittering like its own private sinkhole was developing. Something buried, but still close enough to the surface was fighting for survival. A hand burst out, thrusting like the epilogue of a bad horror movie, grasped at the soil and pulled, extracting itself from the earth. Born again. 
 
    Three, then four, more figures pulled themselves from the wreckage. They stopped a short distance away and raised their noses, sniffing, listening, for something—anything—to stimulate them into motion. As one, they snapped to attention in the same direction—where the other Rages had gone. Perhaps one had made a noise. It was a starting pistol. 
 
    The earlier Rages were already rushing, streaming into the facility, winding down each corridor like a river. Most went in the same direction, trailing the leader, who had the best claim on a juicy meal if he was running so fast. Still, some of the others had broken off and taken alternate courses, heading in multiple directions. These wayward souls stood still, moving only after they heard something that garnered their attention. 
 
    The pager was flashing once again with Dr. Beck’s latest message. 
 
    RETURN TO CITY NOW. MEET IN WEAPON RESEARCH ROOM. 
 
    Lucy unplugged herself from the computer, drained, and yet somehow, invigorated. She didn’t know if it was the electricity from the computer system coursing through her veins that gave her the extra pep, or the feeling she was getting a small—in fact, according to Dr. Beck, tiny—taste of her true power. 
 
    She ran. 
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    DONNY DROVE in a straight line, heading directly for the cliff face like a suicidal maniac. He was getting close. A little too close. If the doors didn’t begin to open soon, he would smash into the mountainside. 
 
    The Rages continued to pelt in his direction. No doubt they could hear the roar of his engine. It would be a chiming dinner bell to them. He put them out of his mind and focused on that damn wall. 
 
    Finally, movement. The mountainside began to shift, distort, like some kind of optical illusion. The cloak disappeared suddenly in the blink of an eye, a magic trick. One second it was there, the next, it wasn’t. The giant doors of the Vehicle Service Centre cracked open. 
 
    It was going to be a tight squeeze. 
 
    Donny altered his trajectory slightly, aiming directly at the centre. The doors were still—painfully slowly—opening. He clenched his eyes shut tight as the car raced into the cliffside and. . . 
 
    Passed through. 
 
    Donny quickly overcame his shock and hit the brakes. 
 
    Never turn the wheel when you’re braking hard, his father used to warn him. Not until you slow down some. 
 
    Donny was finding it difficult to even keep the car straight when he hit the brakes as hard as he had. A ripping, tearing sound as the wheels grappled for purchase. The parked cars ahead rushed up to meet him. 
 
    Fast. Much too fast. 
 
    Donny wrestled with the wheel as he continued to barrel forward. Then, abruptly and all at once, the car came to a stop. Inches from the fire truck. Donny jolted forward then back in his seat. He panted, covered head to foot in a cold sweat. He checked the rearview mirror. 
 
    Horror. 
 
    The doors were still opening. Apparently, they needed to complete a full move before they could close again. They seemed to be taking forever to open. Donny knew what was outside, what was trying to get in. They couldn’t be allowed in. Not any more. He climbed from the car, legs shaking with his near-death experience. 
 
    He closed on the wide opening. Hurry up and shut, damn it! He scooped up a wrench on his way. Felt the heavyweight in his hand. It felt good. 
 
    The light above the doors began to blink green. They were shutting. About time. Donny kept the wrench handy. 
 
    Familiar shrieks from the Rages as they drew closer, the gap growing smaller. Still large enough for them to get through. The groans grew louder still, echoing off the cold blank walls. As the moans crested, growing to a crescendo, the doors shut, cutting the growls off dead. 
 
    Donny let out a sigh of relief and held the wrench as he turned and ran for the exit. 
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    AS THE roaring grew quieter, Dr. Beck took his hands off his head. He glanced up at the ceiling, at the walls. Nothing had collapsed. Nothing had fallen on top of him. The facility was still standing. Who knew what effect the explosion had on its structural foundation. He would need to do a diagnostic check later. 
 
    The lights overhead began to dim until it turned dark, then gradually lit back up, before growing dark again. The emergency protocol had engaged. 
 
    Dr. Beck reached for his remote and attempted to override the settings. He was unable to do so. Damn. He needed to get to a terminal before he could override it. 
 
    They were trapped with whatever Rages had managed to get inside the facility. It was likely enough to wipe all of them out. And why not? It wasn’t like the Rages hadn’t done it before. 
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    JAMIE AND Fatty crept down the corridors. It was taking them a long time to check each doorway, covering one another and nodding it was clear before continuing. It would take hours to reach the Weapon Research Division at this rate. But hours were better than never. 
 
    The lights began to dim. 
 
    “Oh great,” Fatty said. “Darkness.” 
 
    Black did indeed follow but was then replaced by growing light. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Fatty said. “I feel like a rat in a maze.” 
 
    Their pagers flashed. 
 
    EMERGENCY PROTOCOL INITIATED. ALL DOORS UNLOCKED. BE CAREFUL. 
 
    “All doors unlocked?” Fatty said. “I don’t understand what that means.” 
 
    “It means the Rages can wander anywhere they want,” Jamie said. “No obstacles.” 
 
    “Yippee,” Fatty said. “This was getting too easy. I always like a good challenge.” 
 
    “Stop flapping your lip and come on,” Jamie said. 
 
    Fatty clutched his axe close. What he wouldn’t give for a good bow and arrow right about now. Or better yet, a Gatling gun. 
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    THE FIRST time the lights dimmed, Lucy backed into a doorway. She hated the dark. It reminded her of the time she spent in the tank of green liquid. It had blocked out most of the light, casting her in cloudy murkiness. Then the lights began to rise again. It made the situation a lot scarier than it was. 
 
    Most of the Rages were still in the basement, making their way up the stairs, higher and higher. Could they have scaled enough stairs to have made it to her level already? She didn’t know. She hadn’t heard or smelled them yet. 
 
    Her breath caught in her throat whenever the light darkened and began to shift to the bright side. Something could leap at her as it dissipated into the darkness phase, setting her on edge. 
 
    The mind did funny things when it was on edge. Her breath was loud in her ears. She panted, hard, loud. She concentrated on her breathing and reduced the volume. For all she knew, it was the kind of thing that attracted Rages. She was woefully uneducated on the creatures. 
 
    A noise. A slap, like something had collided with a wall. 
 
    Somewhere behind her, she thought. She backed into a doorway and waited for the light to silently rise again. She clutched the short sword Jamie had given her, grateful he’d insisted on her taking it, but wishing she knew how to use it more effectively than simply hacking and slashing. Wished she knew for certain she would not simply freeze when confronted by one of those things. 
 
    The lights began to make its silent crescendo again before descending into the infinite darkness. Lucy used the opportunity to step from her doorway and rush to the next one, pressing her back to it as the light faded to darkness again. She shifted to the next doorway. She moved like that, one doorway at a time in the time-limited shadows. Dark breadcrumbs leading to safety. 
 
    That sound again. Thumping, thudding. 
 
    Footsteps. 
 
    Heading her way. Bouncing off the cold walls. 
 
    Right on top of her now. 
 
    Lucy screamed. 
 
    Big mistake. She could only garner more of the creatures’ attention that way. She brought the sword around, more out of panic than instinct. 
 
    “Woah! Lucy! You nearly took my head off!” 
 
    Lucy opened her eyes. She was so pleased to see Donny that she leapt forward and wrapped her arms around him. He was too tall for her to hug any higher than his waist. Donny put up with it but didn’t hug her back. He probably felt uncomfortable. Lucy didn’t care. He was a warm body. 
 
    “Have you seen any of the others?” Donny said after she pulled back. 
 
    “No,” Lucy said, wiping her runny eyes and nose. “But I saw them on the monitors. They’re okay.” 
 
    “Even Jamie?” Donny said. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “They were fine when they left the basement,” Lucy said. “The Rages chased after them but they got a good headstart. They should be all right.” 
 
    A huge weight off Donny’s shoulders. 
 
    “How are you doing?” he said. 
 
    “Scared,” Lucy said. 
 
    “That’s understandable,” Donny said. “Whoever thought these flashing lights during an emergency were a good idea needs to get their head checked. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Lucy, a lot more confident now she wasn’t alone, followed him. 
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    ARMED WITH their headstart—the greatest weapon in any survivor’s arsenal against Rages—Jamie and Donny were the first to arrive in the Weapon Research Division. A contingent of Rages on your tail tended to give you the motivation you needed to hot step it. 
 
    Jamie hadn’t had the intention of running the whole way but the idea of an elevator arriving with its sweet ding before the doors opened, revealing a gang of stowaway Rages was too much to bear. Besides, scaling stairs wasn’t so tough once you got into a good rhythm. 
 
    Three steps at a time, five strides to a flight, and you soon rose through the floors. He didn’t need to check on Fatty. He would never stop so long as those creatures were following them. Twisted ankle, broken leg, it didn’t matter. He would keep on going. 
 
    The door to the Weapon Research Division shut behind them automatically. They collapsed on the floor, weapons clattering, panting through aching, hot lungs that struggled to harvest enough oxygen to recover from their exhaustive bolt up the stairs. Black spots danced in Jamie’s vision. He covered his eyes to stop the strobing bright light from blinding him. Prostrate on the floor as they were, in their current condition, they couldn’t have stopped a fly from having its way with them. 
 
    Then the most unwelcome sound in the world: the doors opening. 
 
    A clot of much-needed oxygen caught in Jamie’s throat. He looked to the door. Made out a shadowy figure as it lumbered into the room. Jamie squirmed back on his elbows. 
 
    They’d followed them here! They’d followed them to this room! They were doomed! 
 
    “Stay. . . away!” Jamie wheezed. 
 
    Fatty coughed, terror etched on the tears that issued from his eyes. The shadowy figure hobbled into the room in Jamie’s direction, hands held out for him. 
 
    “No,” Jamie said. “No!” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Dr. Beck said. “It’s me.” 
 
    As the emergency lights began to fade up again, Jamie could see it was indeed the doctor. Jamie relaxed and let his heart rate slow to its normal speed. Let his head thud to the floor in relief. 
 
    “I can’t take much more of this,” Fatty said. 
 
    Another figured lurched into the room. 
 
    “Look out!” Fatty screamed. 
 
    Dr. Beck’s reaction was slow. He was an old man. Far too slow to protect himself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 65. 
 
      
 
    LUCKY FOR him, it wasn’t a Rage either, but Donny, followed by Lucy hot on his heels. 
 
    “Let me lock this room down before any more of us have a heart attack,” Dr. Beck said, taking out his remote control and pressing the buttons. 
 
    “Can you do us a favour and turn these damn flashing lights off?” Donny said. “They’re giving me a headache.” 
 
    “Just a moment,” Dr. Beck said, pressing more buttons. 
 
    The lights made their final bow before returning to their normal constant level. 
 
    “I don’t understand what went wrong,” Donny said, tossing his wrench in the middle of the table. “Can someone please tell me what the hell is going on here?” 
 
    “The Rages didn’t get distracted,” Dr. Beck said. “That’s your problem right there.” 
 
    “No shit, Sherlock,” Donny said. “How did it happen? It was a damn simple plan.” 
 
    “The first charge went off and they started to leave,” Jamie said. “There was a Rage in the corridor that was getting close to our position. It turned around after it heard your charge go off.” 
 
    “I saw that too,” Lucy said. “On the monitors.” 
 
    “The whole lot of them were leaving,” Dr. Beck said, nodding his head. 
 
    “Then what got their attention?” Donny said. 
 
    Blank looks all around. 
 
    “Nobody saw anything?” Donny said. 
 
    He turned to Jamie and Fatty. 
 
    “You guys were the closest to these things on the ground,” he said. “Did one of you make a sound?” 
 
    “Don’t blame us,” Jamie said, offended. 
 
    “Yeah,” Fatty said. “You could have heard a mouse fart with the amount of noise we weren’t making.” 
 
    “And you didn’t hear anything in the basement?” Donny said. 
 
    “No,” Jamie said. “Nothing. No visual things either. No flashing lights.” 
 
    “How about inside the corridor?” Donny said to Lucy. “Was there anything on the monitor?” 
 
    “No,” Lucy said. “Nothing. And I was watching very closely.” 
 
    “What about a mouse?” Fatty said. 
 
    “And its farts?” Donny said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “No,” Fatty said. “Or maybe yes. I mean, what if it was something the Rage picked up on that we couldn’t see or hear. Something like a mouse. Out of our view, and camera shot.” 
 
    “No,” Lucy said. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Why not?” Fatty said. “It would make the Rage turn in our direction and we wouldn’t even know what had done it.” 
 
    “An intelligent thought from fatso for once,” Donny said. 
 
    “The Rage would have fallen to its knees to scrabble around for it,” Lucy said. “More than that, it wasn’t only one Rage that heard something.” 
 
    “These things are like sheep,” Jamie said. “If one starts heading in a given direction, the others automatically follow.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Lucy said. “Except the other Rages turned at the same time and in the same direction. Whatever it was, it was strong enough to get all their attention.” 
 
    They were silent a moment. No one could come up with anything. 
 
    “There is another explanation,” Dr. Beck said, turning to address them, looking each in the eye. “The Bugs. We know they have a weapon that directs the Rages to attack a given location. They created the damn virus. They are the ones most likely to have some way to manipulate it.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t the Rages attack the City earlier?” Donny said. “It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “Unless the Bugs sent the signal right then, at that moment,” Lucy said. 
 
    “You think they were watching us?” Fatty said, placing a hand on his stomach, suddenly feeling ill. 
 
    Jamie could certainly understand that. His stomach felt like it was turning too. 
 
    “Anything is possible,” Dr. Beck said. 
 
    “That’s what bothers me about these kinds of explanations,” Donny said. “If anything is possible, it means we’ll never discover what really happened here today. And who knows when something like this might happen again.” 
 
    “What about what happens right now?” Fatty said. “What are we going to do? We’re in a City infested with Rages. What action are we going to take?” 
 
    “We’ll clear them out,” Donny said with conviction. “We’ll slay every last one of them.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Fatty said. “But I don’t see any other way. If we want to keep living here we have to make it safe.” 
 
    “Just how many of these things got in?” Donny said. “Can’t be more than a few dozen, right?” 
 
    “Hundreds,” Lucy said. “Maybe thousands.” 
 
    “It can’t be that many,” Donny said, suddenly becoming less sure of his plan. 
 
    “I’m afraid it is,” Dr. Beck said. “There was a very large concentration of them outside before we even started. It’s my fault. I should have done this days ago. There wouldn’t have been as many then. I thought they would move further away. ” 
 
    “We can’t worry about that now,” Jamie said. “We have to deal with the problem we have in front of us.” 
 
    He was repeating his father’s own words of wise leadership. He turned to Donny. 
 
    “How do you want to go about it?” he said. 
 
    Donny thought a moment, then turned to Dr. Beck. 
 
    “Can we access the security system from here?” he said. “We want to know where the Rages are, how many of them there are, where to avoid.” 
 
    Dr. Beck moved to a terminal and brought up the video feed. He transferred it to a portable tablet. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” he said. 
 
    “Are any of them near Dad’s private hospital room?” Jamie said. 
 
    A moment as Dr. Beck checked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Close, but a safe distance away.” 
 
    For now. 
 
    “Here’s what we do,” Donny said. “We get Dad and then get the hell out of here. That’s the plan. We’ll take as many weapons as we can carry and blow these things away if they attack us.” 
 
    “What if we get cornered by them?” Fatty said. 
 
    “Then we’ll blow another hole to get out of here,” Donny said. “Everybody suit up.” 
 
    “How is wearing a suit going to help?” Fatty said. 
 
    “Figure of speech,” Donny said. “It means grab your weapons. We’ll cut down any Rage we come to.” 
 
    Their hopes and dreams of relocating to the City were up in smoke. Was nowhere safe? 
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    “THERE’S A small group of them this way,” Dr. Beck said, using the tablet to guide him. “We’ll begin in the basement and work our way up.” 
 
    The first thing they’d done was check if any of the monsters were directly outside their room, then in their immediate vicinity, in case they got set upon the moment they stepped outside the room. 
 
    They were fully locked and loaded. Mini-Rambos looking for trouble. They stocked themselves with automatic weapons and ancient weapons alike. Jamie had finally gotten his hands on his very own pistol. His father couldn’t stop him now! 
 
    They applied silencers to every weapon they could. The last thing they needed was to open fire on a gang of Rages, only for an unknown horde to descend upon them from behind. 
 
    With Dr. Beck at their head, they travelled slowly, quietly. Every few minutes, Dr. Beck said, “Stop.” Then he proceeded to watch the security monitors on his tablet before resuming their course. They took a very strange course through the corridors, often heading in the opposite direction to the one they wanted in an effort to avoid the beasts in their path. 
 
    A lot of it was down to timing. The Rages, now with nothing to chase and nothing to stimulate them, meandered first in one direction, then another. The ones with good eyes—although all Rages had questionable sight and preferred to rely on their other senses such as smell—occasionally drifted more than the others, which caused their group to follow them. That was how a Rage stampede occurred, often without any real catalyst at its heart. Then there were the times the Rages stimulated each other and ended up only really chasing their shadows. 
 
    Dr. Beck occasionally stopped and stomped his feet, causing a shriek from the end of the corridor, before leading the others up a staircase and across, then back down another set of stairs. 
 
    “Sorry,” Dr. Beck said. “Needed to dislodge a Rage blockage.” 
 
    They continued that way, the journey never seeming to come to an end. Occasionally, they came across small pools of thick blood on the floor, hastily made footprints and dragged limbs, clutches of hair, even a misplaced eyeball in a pile of congealed blood. 
 
    “I hate it when I misplace things,” Fatty said when he saw the eye. “That guy’s going to kick himself when he realizes he lost it.” 
 
    Donny sidled up to Dr. Beck. 
 
    “How much longer before we get to the hospital?” he said. “We can kill some of these things if it speeds up the journey time.” 
 
    “Not if we don’t need to initiate them,” Dr. Beck said. “We can control the level of noise we make but not what they make. Best to avoid them completely if we can.” 
 
    Donny was disappointed. He wanted to unload his rage into these things. Dr. Beck was preventing him from doing that. 
 
    “You can kill as many Rages as you like once we’re outside,” Dr. Beck said. “Not in here. It’s too risky. Okay. Down here.” 
 
    They entered a room none of them had seen before. It was pitch dark. Jamie caught sight of an odd bump in the middle of the floor before Dr. Beck shut the door behind them, extinguishing the light. 
 
    “There’s a hatch right there in the floor,” he said. “Donny, can you lift it open? Be careful. I can’t see what’s down there. There are no cameras.” 
 
    “Where are we?” Jamie said. 
 
    “In the belly of the City unless I missed my guess,” Fatty said, shuffling from one foot to the other. 
 
    Jamie covered his brother as he turned a wheel and lifted the hatch, aiming at the hole with the business end of his rifle. Once it was open, Donny switched on the torch and swung it around, checking beneath the hatch. 
 
    “There’s a ladder,” he said. “But no Rages, so far as I can tell.” 
 
    “Good,” Dr. Beck said. “Climb down. We’ll be coming up under your father’s hospital room soon, don’t worry. This will give us not only the safest route but our way out afterwards.” 
 
    “All right,” Donny said. “It’s your party.” 
 
    The City was Dr. Beck’s domain. He knew more about it than anyone else alive. Who knew what shortcuts and secret passageways there were. 
 
    Donny headed down the ladder first. At the bottom was another dark room. He scanned it with his torch. 
 
    “Okay?” Jamie said, calling down the ladder. 
 
    “Yes,” Donny said. “It’s just a room. Chairs. Nothing exciting.” 
 
    “You go first,” Jamie said to Lucy. 
 
    She climbed down. Then Fatty. 
 
    “Do you want help getting down?” Jamie said to Dr. Beck. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Dr. Beck said. “After you.” 
 
    Jamie hesitated. 
 
    “Listen,” he said. “I wanted to thank you. For everything you did for us. Trying to give us a new home, somewhere safe to live. I want to apologize for the way I treated you. You never did anything wrong. You did what you thought was right for everyone.” 
 
    “You have nothing to apologize for,” Dr. Beck said. “We do what we think is best at the time. Right now, the best thing for you to do is go down that ladder.” 
 
    Jamie smiled, glad the conversation hadn’t turned awkward. The doctor reflected his own smile back at him. It didn’t convey the same warmth Jamie deliberately injected into his. It was warped somehow. . . By worry? Concern? Difficult to say. 
 
    The hair stood up on the back of Jamie’s neck. He couldn’t explain why. Then again, they should be concerned right now. Who knew what was going to happen from one moment to the next. 
 
    He climbed the ladder rung by rung to the bottom. The moment his foot touched the floor, the hatch above slammed shut. A grinding noise as the wheel was spun shut. Locked. 
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    “DR. BECK?” Donny said, calling up. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” Jamie said. “Maybe the Rages got in the room or—” 
 
    The lights blinked on. Bright, fluorescent. The group formed a circle, guns aiming out for any surprise attack. Used to the darkness, they had to shield their eyes. It took a moment to grow accustomed to the light, the interior of the room exposed. Two dozen chairs in a pair of organized rows faced the same direction. The walls were large windows, made from some kind of thick plastic material. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Fatty said. 
 
    A TV monitor at the front blinked on. Dr. Beck’s face on the flat screen. 
 
    “Can you hear me?” Dr. Beck said. “See me?” 
 
    “Dr. Beck?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Ah, good,” Dr. Beck said. “There’s nothing to worry about. The Rages have overrun the City. There can be no going back now. The City’s had its day.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what’s going on,” Fatty said, looking at the others in confusion. 
 
    “You need to get to Denver City,” Dr. Beck said. “Get there, and speak with Dr. Vassal. He’s in charge. Tell him to fire the cannon at the Bug ship. It’s our only hope now.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Donny said. “We need to get Dad. In the hospital.” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous,” Dr. Beck said. “He’ll never survive if you try to move him.” 
 
    “He’ll die for sure if the Rages get to him!” Jamie said. “Let us grab him.” 
 
    “I’ll ensure he has an easy passing,” Dr. Beck said. “It’s the most any of us can hope for in this day and age.” 
 
    “No!” Donny said. 
 
    He cocked his rifle and aimed it at the screen. 
 
    “Let us out!” he said. “Right now. Or I swear, I’ll blow the whole damn City to hell.” 
 
    His eyes were fierce, raging pits. He meant it. Jamie knew he was more than capable of it. 
 
    “I can’t,” Dr. Beck said. “You’re too important to perish now. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. I fear things may get worse for you before they get better.” 
 
    “We never should have trusted you,” Jamie said, venom dripping from his lips. 
 
    “You were right to trust me,” Dr. Beck said. “Please know I do this for the right reasons, even if they’re not immediately clear to you now. Good luck on your journey. Oh, and I’d take a seat if I were you.” 
 
    Donny fired his rifle. With half a dozen bullets in it, the screen turned black. 
 
    There was a low whining noise, like an engine powering up. Donny cast around, taking in their surroundings. 
 
    “Oh God,” he said. 
 
    “What?” Jamie said. 
 
    “It’s the hyperloop,” Donny said. 
 
    “Hyperloop?” Jamie said. “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s a high-speed rail system to Denver,” Donny said. “Built before the Fall. Unfinished. It was the City’s emergency evacuation system.” 
 
    The engine roared, loud in their ears now. Like a powerful weapon charging up. They began to drift forward. The floor moved unsteadily beneath them. 
 
    Fatty took a seat. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Taking a seat,” Fatty said. “Like the doctor said.” 
 
    “You trust him?” Jamie said. 
 
    “No,” Fatty said. “But I trust my instincts.” 
 
    Donny took aim at a window. 
 
    “Stand back,” he said. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Blow a hole in this thing and get out before we travel too far,” Donny said. “We have to get Dad. I’m not leaving him alone with that madman.” 
 
    He took aim at a window and squeezed the trigger. The train suddenly jolted forward. The bullets sailed harmlessly into the roof of the pod, biting out two fluorescent lightbulbs and thudding into the metal ceiling, forming inverted boils. 
 
    “Please don’t do that again,” Fatty said. 
 
    The train lurched forward, increasing speed. It was pitch black outside their little pod, the rough earthy insides of the tunnel visible, whizzing past. 
 
    Donny lay on the floor, gun out of reach. He gripped the plastic floor with the palms of his hands. Shifted to take hold of the metal frame bolted to the bottom of the seats. Jamie and Lucy jolted back, pushed into the rough fabric. 
 
    The train kicked up another gear and the pod bolted forward even faster. Donny was thrust violently back, grunting as his body struck the wall. Earlier, Donny had driven a sports car with incredible speed and acceleration, but it had nothing on this thing. It seemed to go faster and faster, never letting up. 
 
    Jamie felt the G-force first hand, forced into the welcoming embrace of his seat, pressure mounting. It was a struggle for him to even raise his neck off the headrest. He decided to relax and let the pod do what it would. There was nothing he could do to stop it now anyway. It sped faster and faster, to an unbelievable speed. The earth outside the windows blurred. 
 
    And then the pod went even faster. 
 
    Jamie didn’t know how long they’d been travelling nor how fast they were going. He certainly had no idea where this Denver City was. What he did know was they were heading at an unconscionable speed away from everything he had ever known and loved. Leaving their father behind to die, in the hands of the most duplicitous man he’d had the misfortune of meeting. His father was as good as doomed, while his children were being whisked, for all he knew, hundreds of miles away. 
 
    Tears streamed from his eyes. He wasn’t sure if they came bidden by the incredible speed or the fate of his poor father. His body couldn’t take it any longer, and he passed out. 
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    “WAKE UP.” 
 
    Jamie jolted upright, peering left to right, finding his bearings. He was still inside the small pod, Lucy and Fatty already awake and wandering around. He was the last to stir from his imposed slumber. 
 
    “Oh God,” he said. “It really happened?” 
 
    “Yes,” Donny said. “It wasn’t a nightmare. We’re living it.” 
 
    He had a large knot on the top of his head from where he’d struck the pod’s back wall. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Jamie said. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Donny said. 
 
    They were no longer moving. That was something. It was still pitch dark outside. When Jamie got up and wandered around, he found it hard to find his feet, needing to brace himself on the chairs. 
 
    “Take it easy,” Donny said. “The trip scrambled your brains. Get your bearings.” 
 
    “Where are we?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” Donny said. “Although, Denver City seems a pretty safe bet.” 
 
    “Denver City?” Jamie said. “I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    “I saw it once, on an old map,” Donny said. “Then I heard it again a few days ago. I think the good doctor wanted me to know about this place. That’s why he mentioned it to me.” 
 
    “What are we supposed to do here?” Jamie said. “Something about a cannon? What was he even going on about?” 
 
    “I don’t care what he wants us to do here,” Donny said, chin jutting out. “I’m going to figure out how this pod works and get back to the City. Back to Dad.” 
 
    “I’m with you,” Jamie said. 
 
    He turned to the others. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he said. 
 
    “Fine,” Lucy said. 
 
    “Sick as a dog,” Fatty said. “Why do these things keep happening to us?” 
 
    “Because the universe hates us,” Donny said. “I guess we should be getting out of this fish tank to see where we are and how we can get back home.” 
 
    He opened the door and listened to the darkness. He, like the rest of them from the commune, had highly attuned senses. Their very survival depended on it. There was a single sound: a low drone, distant, from some unseen source. The wind. No hurried Rage footsteps, no reeking odour, only that endless drone. 
 
    Donny hopped outside and aimed his gun left, then right. Checking for hostile forces, whatever shape they came in. He shouldered his rifle and began probing at the pod. 
 
    “You guys give me a hand with this thing,” Donny said. “See if you can figure out how to make it go in reverse.” 
 
    Fatty was already walking away, to the fringe of the shadows. 
 
    “Where are you going, Fatty?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Taking a leak, if that’s all right with you,” Fatty said. 
 
    “Do it in the light so we can see you,” Donny said. 
 
    “You want to see me?” Fatty said. “Pervert.” 
 
    “So we can see you’re all right,” Donny said. “If you prefer to accidentally fall off a cliff, be my guest.” 
 
    “There’s no cliff around here,” Fatty said, opening his fly and relieving himself. 
 
    A healthy splatter of urine. The sound bounced off the walls, making it sound a lot louder. 
 
    “Can you guys feel anything?” Donny said. “Something that might open? A compartment with controls? Anything?” 
 
    “No,” Jamie said. 
 
    It was perfectly smooth and didn’t have much they could get hold of. Even if they did find the controls they would be complicated, and what did they know about computers? 
 
    “Uh, guys?” Fatty said, back still to them. 
 
    The continuous stream of water had ended. 
 
    “Will you hurry up and help us?” Donny said. “And at least wipe your hands on something.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Fatty said, still not turning around. 
 
    “Why not?” Donny said. 
 
    “Because a bunch of people are staring right at me,” Fatty said. 
 
    It wasn’t the strangest thing Fatty had ever said. It was his tone that really made their ears prick up. 
 
    “What?” Jamie said. 
 
    “And they’re armed,” Fatty said. 
 
    “Fatty, stop screwing around,” Jamie said. 
 
    “He’s not screwing around,” Lucy said. 
 
    Jamie first looked at Lucy, then in the direction she was looking in. Like an early morning mist, figures emerged on the edge of darkness. They were surrounded. 
 
    “The plot thickens,” Donny said. 
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    THE MEN wore suits, a little frayed around the edges, with clean shirts. Even a couple of top and bowler hats. The women wore full-length dresses with frilly lace at collar and cuff. They each carried weapons the like of which the commune members were very familiar with, as they still sported some of their own. Swords, crossbows, axes, and knives. They wore blank expressions. Fatty slowly turned to face his friends, but daren’t move toward them for fear of upsetting their hosts. 
 
    Donny moved to grab his rifle. Jamie touched him on the arm to stay his hand. 
 
    “They’ve got Fatty,” he said under his breath. 
 
    Donny, with hesitancy, lowered his hand. It remained at his side, his muscles tight, ready to spring at a moment’s notice. Jamie searched the strangers’ faces and costumes, attempting to identify the leader. It was impossible to tell them apart. They looked the same. 
 
    “What do you want with us?” Jamie said out loud. 
 
    They stared at him. Unmoving. Maybe they didn’t understand what he was saying. 
 
    “Do you understand me?” Jamie said. 
 
    “We understand.” 
 
    The voice came from their left. Presumably from the figure who now took a step forward to stand beside Fatty. 
 
    “We mean you no harm,” Jamie said. “We don’t even know where we are.” 
 
    “You’re beneath Denver City,” the man said. “The Land of Light.” 
 
    Fatty eyed the obvious darkness. 
 
    “A bit misnamed, don’t you think?” he said. 
 
    The speaker had a distinguished face, thin, gaunt, and strong. He ignored Fatty’s attempt at levity. 
 
    “Welcome to Station,” he said. “I am the Speaker. Are you the Son?” 
 
    “The son?” Jamie said. “The son of who?” 
 
    “The Son of the Father,” the Speaker said. 
 
    Jamie glanced at Donny, asking with his eyes if he understood what was going on. Donny shrugged a shoulder. 
 
    “We don’t mean you any harm,” Jamie repeated, holding up his hands. “We want to get our pod to work so we can leave. We’ll never come here again.” 
 
    “You cannot leave if you are the Son,” the Speaker said. “You are the Promised One.” 
 
    Donny stiffened at that. Jamie placed a calming hand on him. 
 
    “We’re not promised,” he said. “We can’t be this Son you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You cannot decide that,” the Speaker said. “Only the Preacher can decide.” 
 
    “Preacher?” Jamie said. 
 
    “A holy man, I suppose,” Donny said. “Just what we need. We haven’t got time for this.” 
 
    “They’ve got Fatty,” Jamie said. “We can’t take the risk he’ll get hurt.” 
 
    “Damn your risk,” Donny said, stepping forward to address the men and women who surrounded them. “You want a promise? How about this.” 
 
    He held up his powerful rifle for them to see. 
 
    “I can slay all of you in seconds,” he said. “All you’ve got to do is say the word. My brother here tried to talk to you, tell you of our intentions. But if you won’t listen, maybe you will listen to my little friend.” 
 
    He raised his rifle at the ceiling and pulled the trigger. The curved tunnel walls enhanced the explosions emitted from the end of his rifle. The people did not appear to be afraid. 
 
    They’ve heard guns before. They might even have their own. 
 
    “Don’t do anything too. . . rash, huh?” Fatty said. 
 
    He drew breath when one of the figures aimed her crossbow at him, hissing through her teeth. 
 
    “There’s no need for violence,” the Speaker said. “We only ask that you come with us. To speak with the Preacher.” 
 
    “Come where?” Jamie said. 
 
    “To our village,” the Speaker said. 
 
    “No deal,” Donny said. “Listen up, Bub. We intend on getting on this pod and heading back to where we came from. All within the next few minutes. If you think we have any intention of going anywhere with you, you’ve got another thing coming.” 
 
    Thwack! 
 
    Something snapped against something solid. Donny stiffened, sensing an impending attack. Jamie’s head shot up at Fatty. He had that same fearful expression on his face, but he hadn’t been shot. Next, Jamie’s neck swivelled to Donny and Lucy. They hadn’t been shot either. 
 
    Then what the hell made that noise? 
 
    “The door,” Lucy said. “The pod door shut.” 
 
    Worse than that, the clamps holding the pod in place released its grip with a hiss. The little pod was already beginning to slide along the rail. . . back in the direction of the City. Without them on it. 
 
    Donny chased after it. 
 
    “No!” he said. “No! Everybody! Get on! Jump on!” 
 
    He stretched in an effort to grab the pod. The locals parted, letting him pass. Try as he might, Donny could find no purchase. There was simply nothing to hold onto, no ledge, no hook. Even if there was, how were they supposed to stay on board when it travelled as fast as it did? 
 
    Haste had made Donny desperate. He wasn’t thinking clearly. The others were, which was why they hadn’t taken after the pod in the first place. And Jamie wasn’t about to let these people keep Fatty. 
 
    Donny, realizing the failure of his efforts, slowed to a stop and watched as the pod, the little ball of light shrink, growing smaller and smaller, speeding up with each passing second. Into the eternal dark. 
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    DONNY DIDN’T turn around until the little pod had taken most of its light—and hope—with it. Any chance they’d had of returning to the City soon departed along with the pod. Donny turned and headed back to the aggressive circle of strangers. He ignored them as he solemnly joined the others. 
 
    Donny knew more than the others about their location. He’d seen a map of the area once when a travelling salesman came to sell his wares. Donny had really wanted the map, to look at, ponder over, imagine the existence of other people in distant parts of the world. His father wouldn’t fork out for it and the salesman refused to reduce the price, so Donny took matters into his own hands. 
 
    He visited the seller every day he was in the commune. They sparked up a good relationship, the young Donny always fascinated by the man’s tales of adventure. He felt certain that, come the day of the salesman’s departure, he would bestow the map on Donny as a parting gift. A sign of friendship. He did no such thing and headed into the sunset with his wares on his back, never to be seen again. Donny’s only consolation was that he had a good memory, and had spent so much time pouring over the maps that he had already memorized a great deal of it. 
 
    He knew how far Denver was from Las Vegas. Dr. Beck had said they’d completed approximately half the tunnel, located beneath their City. Donny could therefore make a pretty good guess of the distance. And, although he didn’t like to admit it, Jamie was right. It was just too far for them to travel on foot. 
 
    “You think we should go with these people?” he said. 
 
    “Not if we can avoid it,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Then avoid it we shall,” Donny said, reaching for his rifle. 
 
    He grunted and jerked forward. He put an unsteady hand to the back of his head. His fingertips came away red. He turned around. Caught one of the strangers by the eye. 
 
    “You sorry son of a—” he managed before his eyes rolled back in his head and he hit the floor. 
 
    “Come quietly,” the Speaker said. “Or come like him.” 
 
    Several of the locals were already swinging their slings above their heads. Ready to release at a moment’s notice. Even if Jamie could reach his gun before they released he couldn’t hope to kill them all before one of their rocks knocked him unconscious too. And did he really want to massacre an entire village? 
 
    Jamie held up his hands. The locals closed on them, taking their weapons. The pod raced away, now no longer even a single point of light. It winked out, leaving them in total darkness. 
 
    “You have made a wise decision,” the Speaker said. 
 
    Had he? Jamie thought. Or had he taken the coward’s way out? 
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    IN THE shadow of the mountain that housed the City where Jamie and the others had made their stand against the Rages, was an area of the salt flats that had been unspoilt for centuries before Donny came along with his sports car. 
 
    He’d overturned the salt and left black tyre marks with wicked spinning rubber wheels. Invisible to the naked eye perched atop the mountain—which was just as well, as currently there were no eyes, naked or otherwise, upon the mountaintop—was an object discarded by the heavy-footed Donny. 
 
    A small black box of incredible power lay on the salt flat’s surface. 
 
    A Rage wearing dungarees, hampered by the fact it had only one leg, hopped across the desert. While the other Rages had been distracted by the obvious pulse in the distance, somewhere near the giant mound of dirt, this Rage had heard a roaring sound from this direction. 
 
    It was true Rages were primarily attracted by the loudest, biggest thing in any given area however, there was another, lesser-known attribute that guided their senses, equally true, equally valid. Rages were also attracted by the most recent distraction. A Rage’s mind was not a complex thing. Its senses had to balance between these two objective variants, and it was often fifty-fifty as to which direction it would head in. 
 
    And so now, as the creature reached the spot where the roaring had taken place—and having no concept of predicting where the noise might move in the future—the creature peered around, listening, and more importantly, sniffing. 
 
    There was no sign of the usual delightful stench of a living thing, its pores opening up and exuding a scent quite irresistible to any Rage. There was no such thing here. Just the dull dry wind that blew, forming tiny vortexes of salt and dust. Nature was bored, playing with itself. 
 
    Then it saw something; something so obvious that even a Rage could see it. A black box on the white desert floor. It had an acrid, unnatural smell about it. The Rage had never smelled anything like it before, and a Rage was nothing if not accidentally curious. 
 
    With nothing else to eat, the creature in dungarees got down on all fours and bit into it. It was hard. He broke a couple of teeth. He gnawed at it, making small indentations along the corners. The Rage was about ready to give up on it when it heard a noise. 
 
    Would this be the delicious meatsack he had heard before? No. It was another Rage. And it was coming for the black box. His black box. 
 
    The hopping Rage would not let him have it. He’d always been late to the party with his single leg, never getting more than scraps to live off. But not this time. This time, he would get the lion’s share. He would be the king at this feast. 
 
    He shifted his jaws to force the box deeper, a snapping sound as the fulcrum of his jaw gave way and shoved the black box down his throat. It wouldn’t go down. Couldn’t swallow. It stayed there, lodged in his throat like a bird who’d had too much to eat. It didn’t matter. It wasn’t like a Rage could choke to death. 
 
    Rages felt no satisfaction, no sense of victory. But right then, as the other Rage stumbled around the area, attempting to identify what had brought the first Rage there in the first place, the dungarees-wearing former mechanic would have felt both those things. 
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    JAMIE COULDN’T identify any shade variation in the darkness of the tunnel, but the strangers evidently could. Jamie attempted to mimic the soft scuffling footsteps of the locals in their polished black shoes. Despite taking the tiny steps, he caught his toe on every protruding rock and miniature rise he came across. The only sense of victory he felt was hearing Fatty falling over more often than he himself did. But the margin was by no means large. 
 
    The strangers must have carried Donny, not that Jamie could see them doing it. Poor Donny. He’d have a second large lump on his head to match the first. Jamie would make sure he was okay before laughing openly at him. 
 
    His brother’s body was soft, relaxed and floppy like he had no bones. 
 
    “Stop,” someone whispered at Jamie’s side. 
 
    They’d come to something solid, Jamie realized. It was beyond Jamie’s ability to see what. Then, a shaft of light, dull but distinct enough to cut a rectangle in the darkness, forming a doorway. The locals filed through it. Jamie followed them, stepping into a new world. An old world. 
 
    It reminded Jamie of the storybooks he’d read as a kid, of medieval English towns and hamlets, small and out of the way, beyond the clutching reach of large cities. A time and place where the laws of the land applied by local opinion more than administered by national courthouses. 
 
    Lamps burned on tall classic lampposts, small orbs of light in endless darkness. The buildings were small picturesque houses with pointed tiled rooves with narrow dirt roads winding between them. One house had a little wheel turned by a man-made stream. Inside the house would be an arm attached to a wheel-shaped weight that ran in a circle, grinding wheat, turning it into flour. It was a process Jamie knew very well because they had a similar setup at their commune. 
 
    Just thinking about home brought a thick wad to the back of Jamie’s throat. This place, despite its diverging appearance, was very similar to Mountain’s Peak. There was a togetherness about it, with how they teamed up to survive and exist in a world that did not want them. It was this element that had been missing from the sterile environment of the City. 
 
    A woman beat an old carpet. Clouds of cloying dust billowed. A man with mutton chops hacked at vegetables and deposited them in a bowl of water. A pair of boys played tag, dashing under hand-drawn carts and drying sheets. 
 
    Half the escorting group broke off to resume jobs they were doing before being interrupted by Jamie and his gang. The other half—including three men who carried Donny’s body to a large cage. It had bars around each side and roof. Made of some kind of wood, what looked like bamboo. They deposited Donny inside, placing him gently on the clean floor. 
 
    “Please enter,” the Speaker said. 
 
    Jamie didn’t much like the idea of entering the prison so easily. After all, when would they let them out? 
 
    “You said we were going to speak with your leader,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Please enter,” the Speaker repeated. 
 
    This was going nowhere. He squared off against the Speaker. 
 
    “I really need to speak with your leader,” he said. “We’re of no danger to you. We’ve done nothing wrong. We want to leave.” 
 
    “The leader will speak with you when he has time,” the Speaker said. “Please enter.” 
 
    You couldn’t argue with good manners, Jamie supposed. The strangers stood with weapons hanging purposefully at their waists. Ready to use in an instant, but not openly threatening. 
 
    Jamie stepped into the cage, followed by Lucy and Fatty. 
 
    The locals shut the door behind them and wove a padlock around a bunch of thick chains. Jamie gauged their expressions. He was relieved to find they didn’t laugh or sneer or suddenly change character. They turned and left their new prisoners to their own devices. 
 
    Fatty moved to Donny’s side and knelt beside him. 
 
    “How’s he doing?” Jamie said. 
 
    “He’s fine so far as I can tell,” Fatty said. “Breathing. Heartbeat. The works.” 
 
    “Make him as comfortable as you can,” Jamie said. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Fatty said. 
 
    “Figure a way out of here,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s wise?” Fatty said. “We don’t want to upset them. They might let us out soon anyway.” 
 
    Fatty was always an advocate of the status quo, never one to fight or put up much resistance. Jamie ignored his friend and focused on their cage. 
 
    It was simply made. He eyed the roof and each corner, looking for the join and how it was put together. It hadn’t been lashed together with chains and locks the same way the door was. Probably nails. Maybe they could snap the nails, push the lid off and figure a way out of there. They would need to do it when the rest of the village was asleep. He assumed they would artificially re-create night. 
 
    Jamie was exhausted. It’d been a long day. His thoughts were fuzzy, his mind sluggish. He took a seat and relaxed. Lucy sat beside him. Fatty was still putting Donny in a comfortable position. He’d taken off his own jacket to roll into a pillow and placed it under Donny’s head, lifted his knees and put them to one side for comfort. Fatty might be incredibly lazy when operating under his own steam, but he was excellent at following orders. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Sure,” Lucy said. “What is it?” 
 
    Lucy looked as if she’d been expecting this for a while. And dreading it. 
 
    “In the basement of the City, when me and Fatty were looking out for the Rage, how did you warn us it was behind us over the speaker system? As far as I know, there aren’t any microphones in there.” 
 
    “Right,” Lucy said. “None.” 
 
    “Then how did you do it?” Jamie said. 
 
    Lucy looked everywhere but at him. It was clearly an uncomfortable subject for her. 
 
    “I plugged myself into the computer system,” Lucy said. 
 
    Jamie blinked, surprised at her honesty. He knew she must have been capable of something like that, or else she would never have been created in the first place. Still, it was a surprise to hear her say the words out loud. 
 
    “What did it feel like?” Jamie said. 
 
    Lucy shrugged. Then her eyebrows pinched the bridge of her nose in thought. 
 
    “It’s hard to explain,” she said. “It’s. . . sort of like when you relax and let your mind drift off and random thoughts suddenly pop into your head. You become part of something bigger than yourself. Much bigger. Once I was inside, I could control everything, if I wanted.” 
 
    “It must feel amazing to have that kind of control,” Jamie said. 
 
    Lucy shrugged. It was all the confirmation he needed. 
 
    “My dad told me about something before,” Jamie said. “We never had much stuff at the commune, so Dad always got us to do things you didn’t need much for. One thing he talked about was meditation. That’s where you relax your mind and let your unconscious take over. It sounds similar to what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Right,” Lucy said. “Something like that. But that was with computers. It’s not really of much use in here. Not many places even have computers anymore. Or electricity for that matter.” 
 
    “Shame the world destroyed itself and there are no more machines,” Jamie said. 
 
    Lucy nodded. She glanced at Jamie, then away again. 
 
    “I checked on your dad while I was inside the system,” she said. 
 
    Jamie’s ears pricked up. 
 
    “How was he?” he said. 
 
    “Relaxed, at peace,” Lucy said. “I’m no expert with medicine but everything appeared to be the way it should. Stable. He’s going to be all right.” 
 
    Jamie looked at his fingers. “You can’t know that.” 
 
    “No,” Lucy said. “But I sensed it.” 
 
    “I hope for the best too,” Jamie said. 
 
    He was resigned to his father’s death, Lucy realized. He had no hope left. She could understand why. The truth was, Lucy didn’t only hope he would get better, she knew he would. How could she explain it to Jamie without sounding like even more of a freak? There was a strength inside Donald, something that hadn’t been there before. . . 
 
    She decided to play it safe and keep quiet. She couldn’t adequately explain it to herself, so how was she going to explain it to someone else? How did you convince someone to believe something you had no evidence for? 
 
    Jamie was her friend, and it was about his father. Perhaps a shot of hope was what he needed right about now. Spurred on by a vein of courage, she opened her mouth to speak. She turned to Jamie and found him with his chin on his chest, head lolling to one side. Asleep. 
 
    It would have to wait. In truth, she was relieved. 
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    JAMIE STARTED awake. He couldn’t breathe. He was lying face-down on the dirty concrete floor. He immediately turned his head to the side and gasped a deep lungful of nourishing oxygen. A couple more cleansing breaths and he rolled over, preparing to sleep once more. 
 
    The cold hard floor reminded him he was no longer in his soft warm bed at the commune. His dream was ruined with the knowledge he was Somewhere Else. He grunted and pushed himself up into a sitting position. 
 
    No longer sleeping yet still not awake. He peered at his surroundings. It no longer surprised him he was in a small room with a bunch of other people. Now it would have seemed strange if there weren’t other people residing with him. He wondered how he hadn’t suffered from loneliness before. 
 
    Lucy lay leaning against him, huge eyes shut tight and fast asleep. Breathing lightly with no snoring. Across the way, Donny was still unconscious, body braced in the position Fatty had folded him. Fatty sat with his legs tucked in, back to the bars. 
 
    Jamie moved slowly. He got up and gently put Lucy down so she wouldn’t be disturbed by his movements. She lay her hands on the cold floor and used them as a pillow. Amazing what you could put up with when you were exhausted. 
 
    They were still contained within their mysterious underground cell, the earthy walls of the tunnel rising to form a dome overhead. The lamps outside continued burning their haunting yellow orbs. None in the windows, shut tight. If they wanted to escape, now was the time—whatever time that was. Impossible to tell without the Sun’s arc across the sky. 
 
    The gang were entirely unprepared for such an undertaking. They had no weapons, no plan. They didn’t even know where the exit was. Still, they needed to try. These people had locked them up for committing no crime and there was no reason to think they would let them out anytime soon. 
 
    Jamie recounted his appraisal of their prison, of how strong and sturdy it was. The chains and parent lock were still present on the door. The upper corners weren’t as strongly built as he’d thought. 
 
    He looked for imperfections, weaknesses, errors in construction. He compared one to another, forming a winner-stays-on style analysis. Two elbows were spotless, without a single mark. The strongest, he decided. Other prisoners would have been locked up in the past. They’d have possessed the same dreams of escape. Most had clearly acted on those impulses. 
 
    The other two corners had each received jarring thuds in their history. One had its nails, still visible, protruding from the bamboo fibres. That corner was out. They had no way to cut through the exposed nails. The final corner, then. 
 
    This one sported multiple dents from where someone had banged heavily at it. Jamie made out a splintered crack where it had been lifted. A hasty attempt to patch over the holes with some kind of filler had been made. A poor job. That, Jamie decided, was their exit point. 
 
    Bok bok bok bok bok. 
 
    Knocking on a bamboo bar, thrusting Jamie from his thoughts. It was the Speaker from earlier in the tunnel. The sound woke the others, jolting them from their positions on the floor. 
 
    “Ngh?” Donny said, rolling over onto his side. 
 
    He slapped his lips before getting to his feet. Pulled up his pants, a little loose around the waist, and put a hand to his head, where he’d received the sharp stone expelled by the sling. A matching pair of bumps now. Both tender to the touch. 
 
    “The Preacher will meet you now,” the Speaker said. 
 
    “Get up guys,” Jamie said. “The leader here wants us.” 
 
    “Not all of you,” the Speaker said. “Just two.” 
 
    “Two?” Donny said. “Why?” 
 
    “It’s not my place to ask questions,” the Speaker said. “Choose. And be quick about it.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Jamie said. 
 
    “I’m the oldest and I’m in charge,” Donny said. 
 
    “You’ll get angry,” Jamie said. “You’ll fight. You’ll make things worse.” 
 
    Donny thrust his chin out, preparing to argue, say he was wrong and start an argument. Then he realized he’d only be proving Jamie’s point. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “But you’re not going on your own. I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “No,” Jamie said. “You need to stay here.” 
 
    “Like hell, I will,” Donny said. “Dad sent me to look after you.” 
 
    “You need to stay here,” Jamie said, making it clear there were other reasons. 
 
    Donny, thankfully, caught it. He frowned, not clear what those reasons were. 
 
    “Take Fatty, then,” Donny said. 
 
    Fatty, God bless him, was an honest and reliable friend, but he wasn’t the one to take into high-pressure situations. 
 
    “I’ll take Lucy,” Jamie said. 
 
    Donny eyed Lucy uncertainly. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he said. “If something happens, she’s not strong enough to help you out.” 
 
    “You underestimate her,” Jamie said. 
 
    He knew more about her ability than the others. For some reason, she’d opened up to him and not them. 
 
    “Done?” the Speaker said. 
 
    “Almost,” Jamie said. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around his brother as if they were usually affectionate with one another (Ha!). He whispered in his brother’s ear. 
 
    “Raise Fatty and lift up the battered upper corner of the cell,” he said. 
 
    “Which one?” Donny said, not looking up. 
 
    They parted so Jamie could motion with his eyes. 
 
    “I got you,” Donny said. 
 
    “Don’t waste your time,” Jamie said. “I don’t know how long we’ll be gone.” 
 
    “Hurry up,” the Speaker said, tired of waiting. “Come stand by the door.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Donny said. 
 
    “You too,” Jamie said. 
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    THE LOCALS were very careful with letting only Jamie and Lucy come out. They forced Donny and Fatty to move to the far corners of the cage, turn their backs and get to their knees. Only then did they open the lock and release the chains. It was a good thing they did that. Donny would have made a dash for the door if he had half a chance. 
 
    The guards shut the cage door and immediately applied the lock and chains. Donny hopped to his feet and approached the door, but it was too late. Jamie gave him a smile that said he was going to be all right. That seemed to calm him. A little. 
 
    The Speaker, along with two of his chums, led Jamie and Lucy away, through the hard dirt-packed streets that wound like a snake’s coils around the picturesque houses. Judging by the yawns on the peoples’ faces it was morning already. 
 
    The largest group of workers stood at a single long table operating on some kind of factory processing system. They filled small metal shells with black powder. At another table they carefully handcrafted tiny metal studs Jamie knew only too well. Bullets. They were producing ammunition. 
 
    Ever since he arrived, Jamie had cast an experienced survival specialist’s eye over this commune and wondered how they could possibly survive down here without access to clean running water or sunlight to grow crops. The answer was trade. In order to get the supplies they needed, they would have to offer something very valuable. Everyone needed to defend themselves. It was likely their only real option. 
 
    The woman at the end of the table put a hand to her mouth and coughed. It was a thick, deep, horrible thing. It created a domino effect as her entire line began to cough. It was the dust, Jamie realized. They could beat their carpets and blankets as much as they wanted but it would not dislodge the dirt in the air, from living underground the way they were. 
 
    Then he noticed something else odd. 
 
    Most of the workers were missing limbs. In fact, almost all of them were! How dangerous was making munitions? Very, he supposed. They must have accidentally set them off. He frowned. The loss of hands and arms he could understand, but what about the feet and legs? The only thing that made sense was if they lost a hand, forgot, and dropped the gunpowder and ended up losing a foot too. Two for one. Nasty. 
 
    They came to a large ornate building, the design of it was unlike anything Jamie had ever seen before. Ornate, with arches and stained glass windows. A giant spire almost reached the underground ceiling. 
 
    A pair of armed guards stood outside the church’s front doors. Armed. Dangerous. These guys had the use of all their limbs, Jamie noted. 
 
    “Wait here,” the Speaker said. 
 
    They waited patiently. Jamie used his time to appraise the guards. They wore thick armour and helmets. They were serious hombres and possessed the kind of thousand-yard stare only the professional had. 
 
    The doors opened. The guards stiffened, each growing an extra inch, then relaxed again after seeing it was a girl. Apparently, she didn’t warrant such respect. 
 
    “Get out of the way, you morons!” the girl said. 
 
    Frustration was etched on her face as she marched, her boots thudding on the paving stones. 
 
    “You fool!” she said, cupping her hands and bellowing down the corridor she’d come from. “You’re going to destroy this place with your greed! You wait and see!” 
 
    She turned and almost ran into Jamie and Lucy. 
 
    “What are these?” she said with a sneer, hands on her hips. “New traders, I bet? Good luck getting anything out of the Preacher. Like extracting blood from a stone. That’s what you’re expected to deal with.” 
 
    “We’re not traders,” Jamie said. 
 
    The girl took a step back to appraise them head to foot. 
 
    “You are a little young, I suppose,” she said. 
 
    A twisted cruel smile spread across her face. 
 
    “Then you must be the latest entertainment,” she said. “For several evenings, I would wager.” 
 
    “All right you,” the Speaker said sternly. “On with you. Go on.” 
 
    “Can’t you see I’m talking with my friends?” the girl said. “A word to the wise: it’s all a game. A sham. A farce. Use whatever word you want. It’s a twisted, sordid game. The only way to win is not to play. Do you get me?” 
 
    She was looking Jamie dead in the eye. No one who lied could do that, not while maintaining an even, calm tone. There was a fierce intelligence in those eyes, Jamie thought. She wore her anger like a badge on her breast, proudly proclaiming it to the world. 
 
    The Speaker shoved her. 
 
    “I said that’s enough,” he said. 
 
    The girl stumbled back but did not lose her feet. She glared back at him. 
 
    “They need their little games,” she said. “Where would they be without their little distractions? They’d have to fight like the rest of us. They’re a bunch of liars and conmen. That’s all they are. Liars and conmen. And cowards. Mustn’t forget that.” 
 
    The Speaker moved to shove her again. The girl held up her hands in mock surrender. 
 
    “All right, all right,” she said. “I think I’ve taken just about as many good manners as I can handle. You’ve got to love the faux-British etiquette they have here. The suggestion of manners is so much easier to fake than to actually have them.” 
 
    The Speaker stepped forward again, but the girl was fast and hopped back. She shut one eye, stuck her tongue in her bottom lip and made a strange noise in the back of her throat. Then she turned and marched away. 
 
    What a strange girl, Jamie thought. 
 
    “Enter,” the Speaker said, still a little flustered. “The Preacher will see you now.” 
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    “GOOD MORNING!” the Preacher said, spreading his arms wide in a warm welcoming gesture. 
 
    Jamie wished he didn’t do that. The flaps under his arms looked like Dumbo wings. He was without a doubt the fattest man Jamie had ever seen. He sported a perfectly manicured mustache on his top lip, curled with oil. His hair was likewise oiled, so tight and thin you could see his scalp. 
 
    “Please, take a seat, take a seat,” the Preacher said. “As you have no doubt already guessed, I am the Preacher. It’s just a name, don’t worry. I’m not about to launch a tirade on you about going to hell, although I certainly do have the chops for it.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and half-shouted, half-sang: “And if you do not do as the Good Book says, ye shall burn in the fiery depths of Hell! Heathens!” 
 
    He chuckled to himself before smiling expectantly at Jamie and Lucy. 
 
    “That was. . . very loud,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Of course it was!” the Preacher said. “Only the very best orators become preachers. And I was only working at half volume. Would you care to hear a full blast?” 
 
    He took another deep breath. 
 
    “No!” Lucy said, beating Jamie to the punch. “That’s okay.” 
 
    “Perhaps later then,” the Preacher said, a little disappointed. 
 
    Jamie’s ears still hurt. 
 
    “So,” the Preacher said, leaning back on the three-piece sofa. He managed to take up the entire space himself. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    Jamie blinked. He wasn’t sure he’d heard him right. 
 
    “Sorry?” he said. “What can you do for us?” 
 
    “Yes,” the Preacher said. “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? To get something. That’s why anyone is ever here.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose so. . .” Jamie said. “We want you to let us go.” 
 
    The Preacher chuckled behind his flabby hand. 
 
    “My boy, we’re not holding you prisoner,” he said. “You’re holding yourselves.” 
 
    “You locked us in a cage,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Wrong again, my dear boy,” the Preacher said. “That is only a physical representation of your situation. The chains that bind you have nothing to do with us.” 
 
    Jamie exchanged a look with Lucy. Do you understand any of this? Lucy shook her head. He turned to the Speaker who stood to attention in the corner of the room. 
 
    “Let me explain a few things first,” the Preacher said. “Then perhaps you’ll understand where I’m coming from. You see, we are the Chosen. We walk in the Lord’s light. This is how we must live if we hope to rid ourselves of the world’s great decay. Not only the physical decay of man, that’s the least of it, but our spiritual decay. Man was once rotten to his very core. Now, we are clean, free of sin. 
 
    “The world became putrid, decadent, a sorry place. That’s why it ended up the way it has. People always wanted more and more, and the Lord took his things back. Even the human race’s most prized gift: our self-awareness. The creatures that roam the world above are merely a physical manifestation of their inner demons, of the monster we all carried inside us back then. 
 
    “The debts we were unable to pay back, the bigger and better objects we bought to make ourselves feel better when they were only really making things worse. Ever since we came down here, things have gotten better. None of our number have turned into those monsters. They’re free of evil, of greed. You must repent and give yourselves to the holy spirit, to the one true god. Our Lord and saviour. Only He can wash your soul clean. Only He can deliver you from evil. All you need do is let him enter your soul and all is forgiven.” 
 
    He finished by clasping his clammy hands together, eyes closed, as if he had bestowed some great gift upon them. Jamie shared a look with Lucy. What was all that supposed to mean? He’d been to church every Sunday his whole life and he’d never had anyone tell him any of this stuff. 
 
    “I’m not greedy,” Jamie said. “I don’t want anything, except to leave.” 
 
    “Denial can be a powerful thing,” the Preacher said, smile still affixed to his face. 
 
    “I’m not in denial,” Jamie said. “If you saw our commune you would see we don’t have a lot. Only what we need.” 
 
    The Preacher’s eyebrows reached the top of his head. Not in surprise, but in superiority, as if he knew something of great import that Jamie did not. 
 
    “If you let us go we won’t ever come back here,” Jamie said. “I promise.” 
 
    “We cannot set you free because we are not imprisoning you,” the Preacher said. “And we do not want you to leave. After you realize your error, you’ll never want to go.” 
 
    He picked amongst the food on the table. Thick chunks of meat on big bones. 
 
    Jamie wet his lips and considered telling the Preacher about everything they knew, everything Dr. Beck had told them about the Bugs planting the seed of the virus on meteorites and letting them fall to the Earth. 
 
    Then it occurred to him. There was little difference between the Preacher’s theory and Dr. Beck’s. It was possible to believe either concept. He didn’t even need to present evidence. Perhaps people only believed what they decided made sense to them, with or without evidence. He filed it away to consider later. 
 
    He took a deep breath. He couldn’t believe he was even entertaining this. 
 
    “What do we have to do to convince you we’re without greed?” Jamie said. 
 
    “It’s not me you have to convince,” the Preacher said, before pointing up with a greasy finger. 
 
    He was pointing at the roof. No, he meant Heaven. If he was so sure God lived in the clouds, why did he spend his time underground where the devil was supposed to live? It made no sense. 
 
    “How do we convince Him?” Jamie said. 
 
    “You must let him speak to you,” the Preacher said. “Let him enter your heart and give you guidance. Let him in and know your innermost secrets. Only then can you truly be free.” 
 
    Jamie didn’t know what that meant. He was used to getting orders like, “Go pump the well to get water,” or “Go butcher the chicken. We need meat for tonight.” Clear goals with an obvious outcome and purpose. What on Earth was all this? 
 
    They need their little games. They’re a bunch of liars and conmen. 
 
    The Preacher coughed, heavy and thick, then hawked up the phlegm and spat into a bucket he kept at his feet. 
 
    “The Good Lord has chosen to punish me for what sins I may have committed,” the Preacher said. “The Lord is never done with any of us. Not until the end.” 
 
    He hawked up another wad. Jamie dry heaved. The Preacher didn’t spit this time and instead chewed on it like a cow with cud. 
 
    “Each member of our commune has been handpicked by the Good Lord,” the Preacher said. “Join us, and you will enjoy the everlasting fruits in the afterlife.” 
 
    Jamie much preferred promises kept today than ones far in the distance. The future was too unsettled for his liking. It never did what you expected. Jamie got the feeling the not-too-distant future was going to be the same. 
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    “WELL?” DONNY said. “How’d it go?” 
 
    Jamie, still haunted and more than a little confused by the words he’d heard, looked Donny in the eye. His elder brother could see something was wrong but there was no way in a million years he would ever guess what was said during the meeting. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Jamie said. “Or we’re doomed.” 
 
    Donny lowered his voice and glanced through the bars before speaking. 
 
    “I managed to pry the corner up,” Donny said. 
 
    “Actually, I pried it up,” Fatty said. 
 
    “We pried it up,” Donny said, giving Fatty a look. “Is that all right, Fatty? Are you okay with sharing a little of the limelight?” 
 
    Fatty shrugged. 
 
    “So long as no one forgets who the star was,” he said. 
 
    Donny raised his hand. Fatty, forgetting himself, shied away. 
 
    “There was something interesting a girl we met said,” Lucy said. “I don’t think she’s from here. She doesn’t dress like them.” 
 
    “What did she say?” Donny said. 
 
    “‘It’s all a game,’” Lucy said. 
 
    Donny waited for more. 
 
    “That’s it?” he said. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Lucy said. “Everything, I think. Everything here.” 
 
    “And she said we shouldn’t play their game,” Jamie said. 
 
    “What game was she talking about?” Fatty said. “Like, Snakes and Ladders? That kind of game?” 
 
    “Shut up, you idiot,” Donny said. 
 
    Fatty gave Donny a petulant look, pressing his lips together. 
 
    “Look,” Donny said. “Maybe the things the girl—whoever she is—said were important or maybe they’re not. How about we just get the hell out of here? That’s not playing their game, is it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Jamie said. “It’s hard to know what the game even is.” 
 
    “Then let’s not waste time wondering about it,” Donny said. “We’ve got a perfectly good way out of here. I suggest we use it.” 
 
    He clasped his fingers together forming a stirrup. 
 
    “Climb up,” Donny said. 
 
    Jamie looked at the cup his brother’s fingers created. Maybe he was thinking too much. He needed to get out of there and everything would be clear. He slipped his foot into the proffered step. 
 
    “Attaboy,” Donny said, raising his brother up. “That’s it. Now grab that corner and push it up.” 
 
    “Hey,” Fatty said. “I was the one who broke the corner. I should be the one who gets to go first.” 
 
    “You’re not strong enough to pull the rest of us up,” Donny said. “And you’re too fat.” 
 
    “You still have to lift me up,” Fatty said. 
 
    “Do I?” Donny said. 
 
    Jamie reached up and pressed at where the two pieces of bamboo met. It didn’t take much effort to lift it. The gap wasn’t large but he thought he could squeeze his body through. 
 
    He froze. 
 
    His eyes moved to the side, analyzing. Thinking. 
 
    “What’s the holdup?” Donny said. “I swear, if Fatty didn’t do a good job I’m using his head as a battering ram to get out of here.” 
 
    “Is that what happened to your lumpy face?” Fatty said with a pleased expression. 
 
    “Let me down,” Jamie said solemnly. 
 
    “What?” Donny said. “Why?” 
 
    Jamie was going to fall if he didn’t let him down. Back on the ground now, Jamie looked out at the village. Quiet. Dark. Too quiet. Too dark. 
 
    “This is what they want,” Jamie said. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Donny said. “This is what who want?” 
 
    “The people here,” Jamie said. “This is their game. Wanting us to escape.” 
 
    “You’re being paranoid,” Donny said. 
 
    “No,” Jamie said. “I’m not. The girl warned us about these people.” 
 
    “Not the girl again,” Donny said, rolling his eyes. “Here’s a question to wrap your noodle around: why should you believe a girl you don’t know?” 
 
    “It’s. . . a feeling,” Jamie said. 
 
    “I felt the same thing,” Lucy said. “I think she was telling the truth. If we leave this cage they’ll do something to us. Something bad.” 
 
    “The Preacher,” Jamie said. “He said something about us having to prove ourselves spiritually.” 
 
    “Maybe they decide by seeing if we try to escape or not,” Lucy said. “That’s their test. To see if we’ll be a part of their commune.” 
 
    “We don’t want to be a part of their crummy commune,” Donny said. “We’ve got a much better one already at Mountain’s Peak.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what we want,” Lucy said. “It’s about breaking us down, making us become the kind of people who are easy to manipulate.” 
 
    “Right,” Jamie said. “That’s it. If we stay here, don’t try to escape, they’ll let us out.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Donny said. “You want us not to escape?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jamie said. 
 
    “How long do we have to wait?” Donny said. 
 
    Jamie wasn’t sure. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. 
 
    “So let me get this straight,” Donny said. “We have a perfectly good escape method right here and you don’t want to use it because you’ve got a bit of a feeling?” 
 
    “No,” Jamie said. “Because of what the girl said.” 
 
    “I can virtually taste freedom from here,” Donny said, looking up at the broken cage corner. “The fresh air is literally blowing in my face.” 
 
    “It does seem a bit easy,” Fatty said. 
 
    “You weren’t saying that when you were sweating and complaining,” Donny said. “It wasn’t easy with a sack of lard on my shoulders, I can promise you that.” 
 
    “Hey!” Fatty said. “That was the rock!” 
 
    “Sure,” Donny said. 
 
    “I should have dropped the rock on your stupid head and given you a third bump,” Fatty said, staring daggers at the older boy. 
 
    He’d never dreamed of confronting Donny like this before, Jamie was sure. 
 
    “What’s gotten into you, Fatty?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Me?” Fatty said. “Nothing.” 
 
    His eyes were bloodshot, the pupils frantic, darting this way and that. 
 
    “It’s this place,” he said, shoulders slumping. “Being stuck in here like this. Prisoners.” 
 
    Jamie had left the cage, stretched his legs and gone for a little walk. What would he be like if he hadn’t left? Probably much like Fatty. Climbing the walls and spoiling for a fight. 
 
    One of the locals approached their cage and stood with her back to them. She took out a cigarette and lit it. The group quietened. Probably a spy sent there to learn what they were up to. 
 
    “Let’s get some rest,” Jamie said, eying the would-be spy cautiously. 
 
    Donny eyed their escape longingly. It was so close. So easy. . . 
 
    “Psst! Hey! Hey you!” 
 
    It took a moment for Jamie to realize the voice was coming from the girl smoking the cigarette. 
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    SHE WAS doing her best to look like she wasn’t speaking with them, her collar up and opening her mouth only when she put her cigarette to her lips. 
 
    “You’re the girl from the church!” Jamie said. 
 
    “Don’t look at me!” the girl said. “Look in another direction.” 
 
    Jamie did. Fatty, as always, was slow to move. Donny pushed him out of the way. 
 
    “What did you do that for?” Fatty said. 
 
    “You kept staring at her,” Donny said. 
 
    “They’re my eyes!” Fatty said. “I can do what I like with them!” 
 
    “Not if they’re going to affect my chances of escape you can’t,” Donny said. 
 
    They peeled off into another argument. 
 
    Jamie held onto the bars and pressed his face to them. They were cool against his skin. His left ear faced the girl so he could hear what she was saying but without looking directly at her. 
 
    “I see you took my advice,” the girl said. “And didn’t try to escape.” 
 
    “Just about,” Jamie said. “It took some figuring out. Why couldn’t you have just told us?” 
 
    “Not much of a challenge then, is it?” the girl said. 
 
    “Why shouldn’t we try to escape?” Jamie said. 
 
    “It’s their system of sorting the strong from the weak,” the girl said. “Sit and be quiet like good little boys and girls and they’d let you out eventually.” 
 
    “I knew it!” Fatty said. “Didn’t I say we should sit here and wait for them to let us out?” 
 
    “Even a broken clock is right twice a day,” Donny said with a sniff. 
 
    “How long will we have to wait?” Lucy said. 
 
    “It varies,” the girl said. 
 
    “On what?” Lucy said. 
 
    “On how desperate they are to hunt,” the girl said, picking something out of her teeth. 
 
    Hunt. Now there was a word Jamie hadn’t expected her to say. 
 
    “What do you mean, hunt?” he said. 
 
    “It’s been a while since someone stumbled into their little subterranean domain down here,” the girl said. “My guess is they’ll wait a long time before letting you out.” 
 
    “But why hunt us?” Jamie said. 
 
    The girl shrugged. 
 
    “They like hunting,” she said. “Let you escape, then chase you down.” 
 
    “Why?” Jamie said. 
 
    “What they say is it’s to help you see the Lord’s will,” the girl said. “In truth, they’re cruel bastards and like seeing people suffer. They like it because it’s what they had to go through to get here.” 
 
    “But—” Jamie said. 
 
    “Stop looking for logic in this,” the girl said. “These people dress in eighteenth-century English clothes and think they’re God’s favoured children. Do they sound like rational people to you?” 
 
    “I guess not,” Jamie said. “But shouldn’t it be the ones who try to escape that are the strongest?” 
 
    “Again, yes,” the girl said. “But that’s logic talking. They know their god doesn’t whisper to anyone because they didn’t hear him either. They gave up trying to escape and accepted they were going to die. Only then were they set free. They want others to experience the same suffering they themselves endured.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Of course you don’t,” the girl said. “You’re not from around here. Prisoners escape, then the devout catch them. They make them choose which limbs they want to lose first. The next time they attempt an escape it becomes harder. It’s easier to catch you then. Another limb. On and on it goes. Chop, chop, chop.” 
 
    “I feel sick,” Fatty said. 
 
    “What happens when you give up?” Donny said. 
 
    “Then you’re no longer any fun,” the girl said. “And you’ll stop trying to escape. Your spirit is broken. Now, they’ll accept you into their fold. You’ll be flexible, pliable. You’ve accepted and welcomed death. You will do whatever they say and consider yourself lucky. And most importantly, you no longer have any fire inside you. You won’t try to escape. You’ve been molded into a loyal servant.” 
 
    “So are you going to help us get out of here or are you just going to gab all day?” Donny said. 
 
    The girl’s head snapped up. She locked eyes on Donny, breaking her own rule of them not acknowledging each other. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll finish this cigarette and mosey on out of here,” she said. “Leave you guys to your fate.” 
 
    “Ignore him,” Jamie said. “He gets hotheaded sometimes.” 
 
    “You need to learn how to control your emotions, chum,” the girl said. “It’ll get you in trouble one of these days.” 
 
    Now there was a serious case of the pot calling the kettle black, Jamie thought. Judging by how angry the girl was when she’d left the meeting with the Preacher, she was about ready to commit murder. 
 
    Jamie put a hand on his older brother’s arm. Donny snapped his mouth shut, staring daggers at the girl. He hated letting anyone get the better of him. 
 
    “Are you going to help us?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Sure,” the girl said. “As you asked so nicely.” 
 
    She flicked her cigarette to the floor. 
 
    “It’s their lunchtime,” she said. “And it’s about time I get my horse out of here. You need to climb out of your cage. Then I’ll lead you to my cart.” 
 
    “Wait,” Fatty said. “How do we know we can trust you and you aren’t part of this whole setup?” 
 
    “Do I look like I’m part of this nuthouse?” the girl said, holding out her arms for them to inspect her ensemble. 
 
    “You could be a spy, someone sent here to make us think you’re not one of them,” Fatty said. 
 
    “I could also be the Easter Bunny,” the girl said. “Look, you don’t have to trust me. Listen to your gut. What’s it telling you?” 
 
    “That I’m hungry,” Fatty said. 
 
    “That we should trust her,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Are you willing to lose a hand for that feeling?” Donny said. “After hearing what they do to people who try to escape, I’m not sure I want to take the risk.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve changed your tune!” Fatty said. 
 
    “Even if they let you out of the cage they’re not going to let you leave the commune,” the girl said. “It’s not in their playbook. You’ll have to work here. Forever. Or until you die or murder everyone. That’s the only way you’re getting out. Really out. And I’m definitely not coming back here again. You’ve got this one chance with me. Take it or leave it. It doesn’t matter a jot to me.” 
 
    A pause. 
 
    “Everyone chooses for themselves,” Jamie said. “I’m going. Lucy?” 
 
    “Me too,” Lucy said. 
 
    “Donny?” Jamie said. 
 
    “You think I want to stay here?” Donny said. “It’s worth an arm to learn the truth.” 
 
    “Fatty?” Jamie said. 
 
    The podgy little boy looked from one face to the next. He sighed, giving up. 
 
    “I suppose,” he said. 
 
    “If we get caught they might do you a favour and shave some of that lard off,” Donny said. 
 
    Fatty shoved him. 
 
    “Let’s go,” the girl said. 
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    THE GIRL was right. The streets were empty. The locals were heading for lunch. The clatter of cutlery on ceramic plates and the low murmur of polite conversation. Every few minutes the Preacher’s booming voice punctuated the event. It sent a shiver up Jamie’s spine. He could only make out some of the words like: “resurrection,” “peace to all mankind” and “punishment.” A real crowd pleaser. 
 
    They crept behind a house, backs to the wall. Jamie was very aware of how sensitive his fingers were to the wall’s rough surface. Enjoying the sense of touch he’d grown accustomed to. Get caught escaping and he might lose it. 
 
    The girl held up a hand. The others stopped. They didn’t so much as breathe as a figure clattered around inside the house they were standing outside. 
 
    The light came on and the shutters on the window were thrown open. Jamie was on one side, the shutter giving him some protection. If the local looked down they would almost certainly make out his legs and feet. 
 
    He could preemptively attack them, he thought. With what? A nice rock at his feet drew his eye. He slowly bent down and picked it up. The girl’s eyes went wide and she shook her head. Don’t do it! 
 
    Jamie kept the rock, straightening up again. The shutters closed and the lights went out. The Preacher’s voice undulated in the building’s direction. The man inside shouted, “I’ve got it! Coming!” And jogged back to the main square. 
 
    Jamie relaxed. He didn’t let go of the rock. It felt too good in his hand, muscles aching and tense. Something to attack with. The girl pushed on. 
 
    Her horse was a stallion by the name of Humperdinck. He was brown, shaggy, and more than a little long in the tooth. The cart was long enough for a grown man to lay in, so they ought to have no problem. It already had a bunch of items in the back, covered by a large tarpaulin sheet. 
 
    The girl took a carrot out of her pocket and gave it to Humperdinck, who neighed and stamped his back leg in pleasure. 
 
    “You guys get in the back,” the girl said, wary of how exposed they were in the open like this. “I’ll get us through the checkpoint.” 
 
    “What checkpoint?” Jamie said. 
 
    “The one that we have to pass through to get out of here,” the girl said. 
 
    She lifted up the tarpaulin. The items she traded were divided into rows of wooden benches. 
 
    “I moved most of the stuff to the top row,” the girl said. “You should fit under the second row.” 
 
    Jamie, Lucy, and Fatty climbed onto the back, creeping under the sheet. It was dark and hot under there and smelled of raw vegetables. 
 
    “Control yourself until we get out of here, Fatty,” Jamie said. 
 
    “I couldn’t eat even if I tried,” Fatty said. 
 
    Jamie knew how he felt. He couldn’t imagine swallowing a single bite without it coming back up, he was so nervous. Or maybe it was the smell of vegetables that turned him off food. 
 
    “Your turn,” the girl said to Donny. 
 
    “I’m not going on the back,” Donny said. 
 
    “You can’t sit up front with me,” the girl said. “I always come alone.” 
 
    “I’m not sitting up front either,” Donny said. 
 
    He crouched down and shuffled under the cart. He placed his hands and feet inside a series of gaps and crevices. 
 
    “Are you sure you can hold on long enough?” the girl said. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” Donny said. “You make sure we get past the checkpoint. If it doesn’t look good, stomp your foot, and I’ll creep up behind the guards.” 
 
    He held out a hand. 
 
    “What?” the girl said. 
 
    “Give me a knife,” Donny said. 
 
    “They took my weapons at the checkpoint on the way in here,” the girl said. 
 
    “That would hardly stop someone like you now, would it?” Donny said. 
 
    A smile spread across the girl’s face. 
 
    “I suppose not,” she said. 
 
    A knife slid out the end of each of her sleeves. Small knives. Throwing knives. Sharped to razor blades. 
 
    “Thanks for doing this,” Donny said. 
 
    “Just remember it’s my limbs on the line too,” the girl said. “So don’t take any unnecessary risks.” 
 
    “You have my word,” Donny said. “And by the way. If Fatty’s right and you turn out to be a part of this twisted commune’s plans, I’ll slit you ear to ear. You get me?” 
 
    The girl’s smile widened into a grin. 
 
    “I get you,” she said. 
 
     Donny put one of the throwing knives between his teeth and tucked the other in his boot. Then he gripped the handholds tight and hung upside down. 
 
    The girl hopped into the driving seat and clicked out the corner of her mouth. Humperdinck leaned forward, taking the weight, and began walking. They were on their way. 
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    THE CART trundled over the hardpacked road. There were no shock absorbers on the wheels, so they could feel every bump, swaying side to side. 
 
    Fatty, tucked beneath ripe cabbages, appeared to have already gotten his appetite back and was nibbling on one of the leaves. He extended his neck to reach it. Unable to complain and thus relax, Fatty’s next habit to keep calm was eating. Jamie didn’t want to deprive him of that but he could see what would happen if he didn’t intervene. 
 
    Fatty would keep tugging on that cabbage, harder and harder as he munched away at it. He’d end up dislodging it, causing the others to fall. The guards would hear it, tear the tarpaulin open, revealing them lying there in all their glory. Goodbye fingers and toes. 
 
    Jamie reached up and tugged the leaf off, then handed it to his friend. No way the cabbages could fall now. Then making doubly sure his friend wouldn’t give them away, he decided it best to hand his friend several leaves. Better safe than sorry. 
 
    Lucy was the smallest of them all and was curled up quite comfortably beneath her row. Jamie’s backside was already growing numb, so he rolled onto his side. He felt trapped and couldn’t get comfortable. Any movement resulted in catching his elbows or knees on something. 
 
    The things they did to survive. 
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    THE CART slowed down and leaned back slightly as Humperdinck took a pathway that led up an incline. His hooves kicked up a small amount of dust as the angle shifted, blanketing Donny’s head and face. He pulled himself up slightly, closing the gap between himself and the cart bed. Most of the dirt missed him. If he didn’t know better, he would have said the girl was deliberately taking the horse over the roughest parts of the road. He clenched his teeth and stiffened his jaw. What a girl. 
 
    The road grew steeper. Donny held on tight, leaning with the movement. His muscles already ached but it felt good to be working them again. A thin film of sweat on his forehead turned the dust into slivers of mud. 
 
    The road leveled out as they reached the hill’s apex. The cart trundled at its slow, steady pace. Donny lowered slightly and arched his back to see the doorway out of that hellhole. Torches burned low on either side of it, revealing the twin pair of worn boots of the guards on duty. 
 
    “Woah,” a guard said. “Hold up there, my pretty.” 
 
    “I’m not your pretty,” the girl said. 
 
    “Not yet you’re not,” the guard said. “When are you going to let me have my way with you, ay?” 
 
    “At about the same time my boot has its way with your ass,” the girl said. 
 
    “You know how I like it,” the guard said. 
 
    The guards laughed. 
 
    Donny rolled his eyes. Was now really the time to pick fights? He admired her fire but she could be as caustic as an old mule. He bet she kicked like one too. For all he knew, she was always like this. Maybe it was best for her to maintain her character or else cause suspicion. 
 
    “Anything to declare?” the guard said. 
 
    “Only my genius,” the girl said. 
 
    The guard snorted. Donny could imagine the grin on the man’s face. Let it go, pal. You’ve got no chance. 
 
    “I see you’ve still got a lot of wares left,” the guard said. “What’s the matter? The Preacher ain’t interested in your goods no more?” 
 
    “You should take that up with him,” the girl said stiffly. 
 
    “A shame,” the guard said. “I always liked your peaches.” 
 
    “You’ve never tried my peaches,” the girl said. 
 
    “I’ll bet they’re juicy,” the guard said. 
 
    “You play your cards right and you might find out one day,” the girl said. 
 
    “You hear that, Errol?” the guard said. “She says I might find out if her peach is juicy or not one day.” 
 
    “One day will be no day,” Errol said. 
 
    Amen. 
 
    “When are you coming back here again?” the guard said. “I’ll get myself nice and ready for you.” 
 
    “That depends on your Dear Leader,” the girl said. “If he wants my wares, I’ll come here more often.” 
 
    “I’ll try to get a petition going,” the guard said. “This might be our last time together. Are you sure you don’t want to make it memorable? I’ve seen the way you look at me.” 
 
    “Oh man, you caught me,” the girl said. “And I thought I was being too coy for you to notice.” 
 
    “I’ve got a sense about these things,” the guard said. 
 
    “I’ll bet you do,” the girl said. “I hear it’s called gaydar.” 
 
    Errol hacked a laugh and slapped his knee. One of the guards spat, landing not more than four inches from Donny. 
 
    Donny concentrated on the voices. He didn’t know this girl. He couldn’t trust her. He didn’t know if she would betray them. She seemed the type to do anything she had to to survive—even betray innocent kids trying to make their way through the world. He listened for any inflection of her voice to indicate she was signalling to the guards. 
 
    The knife in his mouth tasted sharp, the metal honed. It would slice flesh open better than any sword, he bet. He could spit it into his hand in an instant to slash at his enemies. Who would have thought throwing knives could be so versatile? 
 
    Thump! 
 
    Donny froze. Something had fallen. Something in the cart? 
 
    “What was that?” the guard said. 
 
    Rustling as the guards drew their crossbows. 
 
    “Mind if we take a little look at your cart?” the guard said. 
 
    “Be my guest,” the girl said. “It’ll be a dislocated cabbage or something along those lines.” 
 
    The guards began to step around the cart. Donny lowered himself to the ground and took the throwing knife out of his mouth, reached down for the other one in his boot. He began to shift his weight and turn around and head for the back of the cart when the guards stopped. 
 
    “Hold up,” the guard said. “I think I’ve found what it was. Apples. Horse apples.” 
 
    It was only then Donny smelled Humperdinck’s latest contribution to the fertilizer industry. And the stink! Donny looked away and pressed his nose to his shoulder. Damn, that was strong! His eyes burned. 
 
    “All right,” the guard said. “Get on out of here. And don’t forget our next date.” 
 
    “See you soon,” the girl said, blowing him a kiss and clucking out the corner of her mouth. 
 
    Humperdinck moved forward. Donny pulled himself back up to the cart’s bed. Not fast enough, as his head sailed through the horse’s mess. It trickled down the back of his neck. It wasn’t even hard, but wet, warm and loose. 
 
    Horse dung or no, they’d made it. They were getting out of this dump. 
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    HUMPERDINCK WAS a good horse—the best horse—in Isabelle’s opinion. He was deceptively strong, her pride and joy. He’d been her only consistent friend during their many adventures together. He had saved her life countless times by his priceless ability to always know when something was wrong, and she had protected him when he was a little slow when sick or injured. 
 
    He was getting old, and that saddened her. She couldn’t imagine living without him, never mind how she would run her business. Isabelle was a practical, pragmatic person who did things only when the bottom line was thick enough. If it wasn’t, then she passed by without a second glance. 
 
    As they entered that same familiar dark tunnel that led to the bright white circle of light leading to the outside world, Isabelle shared Humperdinck’s calm. That wasn’t so tough, was it boy? 
 
    And then the alarm sounded. 
 
    Isabelle didn’t look back. She snapped the reins and forced Humperdinck into a trot. She daren’t risk going any faster for fear dear old Humperdinck might trip, fall and break his leg. There would be no escape after that. 
 
    “Stop!” the guard behind her shouted. 
 
    “Not bloomin’ likely, chum!” Isabelle said, hunching over and ducking her head down. 
 
    The smaller the target, the harder it was to hit. The bolts whistled past her ear, into the endless dark. Would the older boy be able to hang on with this amount of movement? He looked strong, but it would take a lot of effort. Well, it had been up to him. He’d have to live with his decision. 
 
    Thunk! 
 
    The bolts embedded themselves in her cart. Damn it! And she’d only just got her newly waxed too! They had better not hit her merchandise or she would get really mad. 
 
    Humperdinck’s slow but methodical trotting pulled them closer to the blazing ball of swelling light. Each time they fired a bolt they had to stop, reload, aim and release, putting even more distance between them. Isabelle hated everything about the Preacher and his commune, but they sure knew how to use their weapons. They’d had plenty of practice, she supposed. 
 
    Humperdinck, the poor fellow, was already beginning to tire by the time they breached the exit, but she didn’t ease up on him. She couldn’t. Not until they got somewhere safe. 
 
    The light was blinding, warm and beautiful. If those fools thought sunlight was their problem they were under some serious misconceptions. In truth, Isabelle didn’t much care what they chose to believe, so long as they kept buying her goods. It was all the same to her. They had stopped being her customers, so in her eyes, they ceased to exist. 
 
    Isabelle pulled sharply on the reins, tugging Humperdinck to one side, and then worked him around in a big circle. The zealots would rush to the opening, hoping for a shot at her, but they would never come far out enough for the golden sunlight to touch their skin. 
 
    Tucked behind the rise that gave birth to the commune’s entrance, Isabelle pulled Humperdinck to a stop. 
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    ISABELLE CLIMBED off the cart, took hold of the tarpaulin and threw it aside. 
 
    “We’re here,” she said. “You can get off now.” 
 
    She leaned down to look the older boy in the eye. 
 
    “You too, handsome,” she said. “This is the disembarkation point. Do not pass Go. Do not collect two hundred dollars. Your ordeal is over.” 
 
    She picked up a whole cabbage from the back of her cart—there seemed to be suspiciously few leaves remaining on it—and gave it to Humperdinck. He whinnied with excitement. 
 
    “You earned it, boy,” Isabelle said, patting him on the neck. 
 
    The kids climbed off the cart. They stretched their arms and legs as Isabelle pulled the bolts from the back flaps of her cart and deposited them in a box. She’d sell those too. 
 
    Then she froze. 
 
    One of the bolts had buried itself in one of her boxes of red apples. It’d sliced through half a dozen before it finally came to a stop on the other side of the container. 
 
    “Red apples?” she said, voice hollow and distant. “You dare mess with my red apples?” 
 
    She crushed the remnants of the fruit in her fists. Humperdinck nodded his head and dug at the ground with his front hoof. Isabelle obligingly gave him one of the spoiled apples and tossed the others to the kids. 
 
    With a look of pure rage, she reached into a pot and came out with a paintbrush and small pot of paint. She moved to a tree with the same aggression and flexed her hand. One instant her hand was empty and the next, it had a short knife clasped in it. She carved at the tree, then gripped the bark with both hands and pulled it off. She turned it around, creating a large canvas. 
 
    “Man, am I glad to be out of there,” Fatty said. 
 
    “The cart?” Jamie said. 
 
    “The hole,” Fatty said. “The cart was actually pretty comfortable.” 
 
    Donny crawled out from beneath the cart. Fatty glanced at him and did a double take. He clutched his stomach with both hands, laughing hysterically. 
 
    “What’s up with him?” Donny said. 
 
    Jamie and Lucy caught an eyeful of Donny and burst out laughing too. 
 
    “What?” Donny said 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair. Checked his fingers. He was covered head to foot in dirt, dust and, by the smell of it, more than a little of Humperdinck’s lower bowels. 
 
    “Eugh!” he said. 
 
    “There’s a stream behind that tree,” Isabelle said. “Wash up there. And do us all a favour.” 
 
    She reached into her cart and came out with a fresh set of clothes. 
 
    “Get changed out of those things,” she said. 
 
    Donny disappeared behind a hedge to scrub himself. Fatty worked the tears out of the corner of his eyes with his thumb. 
 
    “Oh, that was good,” he said. “So good.” 
 
    Jamie checked their surroundings. They were in a forest, green and jubilant with bright flowers in every colour imaginable. Birds swung on invisible wings and sang the ballad of nature. He didn’t think he’d ever seen such a beautiful place. 
 
    The wind rustled the leaves and whispered ancient tales of adventure. After their recent ordeal in the dark embrace of the underground, it was a welcome respite. Until just an hour ago, their lives could have turned out very differently. 
 
    “I want to thank you,” Jamie said to Isabelle, who was still busy with her paintbrush. “We all do. For helping us escape. We never would have gotten out alive if it wasn’t for you.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome,” Isabelle said, concentrating on her painting. 
 
    “Why did you help us?” Lucy said. 
 
    “Because those people are crooks, liars and cheats,” Isabelle said. “We made a deal and they reneged on it. You don’t reneg on a deal. Not ever. On the surface, we risk our lives and they want to give us nothing for our wares.” 
 
    “Hell hath no fury, huh?” Donny said, emerging from the bushes with a washed face and new clothes. 
 
    “What?” Isabelle said. 
 
    She didn’t recognize the expression. 
 
    “Never mind,” Donny said. “You were in business with those creeps?” 
 
    “Used to be,” Isabelle said. “We all have to eat.” 
 
    “You only had a problem with what they do after your business dealings with them soured,” Donny said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so quick to judge if I were you,” Isabelle said. “There might come a time when you’re forced to do something that turns your stomach but you do it anyway.” 
 
    Donny’s grin faded. 
 
    “Unless, of course, you already have experience with something like that,” Isabelle said. 
 
    “Are we safe here?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Those freaks won’t come outside their little hole,” Isabelle said. “Not for any reason. We’re safe. I must say, it feels good to have taken their sadistic little game away from them.” 
 
    “Has anyone else managed to escape before?” Jamie said. 
 
    “I heard about one guy not too long ago,” Isabelle said, making her finishing touches. “Someone far too smart to be caged by the likes of these people.” 
 
    “Do you know who it was?” Jamie said. 
 
    “No,” Isabelle said. “I don’t even know if it’s true. It’s just a rumour. It doesn’t matter. The people down there will be gone soon anyway.” 
 
    She stood back and appraised her handiwork. 
 
    “There,” she said, wiping a dob of red off her thumb. “What do you guys think?” 
 
    Isabelle had written in large capital letters across the canvas. Donny grinned ear to ear. 
 
    “I love it,” he said. 
 
    “How to wipe out a commune in three words or less,” Isabelle said. “Help me bring it over to the entrance.” 
 
    She and Donny lifted the canvas and carried it to the hillock. Directly on the other side was the entrance to the underground commune. They attached ropes to the canvas and wrapped the ropes around the nearest trees. 
 
    “Who’s going to see it?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Hopefully other traders,” Isabelle said. “No one messes with my business and gets away with it. We’re safe here but I never quite feel at ease until I’m at least a mile away. Hop back on the cart and I’ll give you guys a lift.” 
 
    They climbed onboard and peeled away, laughing. They were having just about the best day of their lives. 
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    THE OUTSIDE world was on fire, bright and disgusting. A demon with feathered wings fluttered by and landed on the branch of a hideous giant plant. The guard did the beast a favour and put a bolt through its heart. 
 
    Then, laughter. Laughter of the children who had escaped. Laughter of the damned and dying. It chilled the guard to the bone. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” he said. 
 
    They turned and headed back into the welcoming embrace of darkness. They never saw—in fact would never even have the chance to see—what Isabelle had installed above the entrance to their domain. It consisted of just three words, the paint still drying, and would, ultimately, end in their destruction: 
 
    CONTAMINATED 
 
    KEEP OUT! 
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    JAMIE HAD a hard time trying to name the trees in this forest. Some he recognized, others were completely new to him. It was another reminder of how far away from home they really were. As if Isabelle could read his thoughts, she asked a pertinent question. 
 
    “You’re not from around here, are you?” she said, negotiating Humperdinck through the dense trees. 
 
    “What gave it away?” Donny said. 
 
    “Just about everything,” Isabelle said. “Where are you from?” 
 
    Now there was a loaded question. Did they answer with the commune they’d been born and raised in or their most recent location? The kids shared an uneasy look. 
 
    “Prefer not to say?” Isabelle said. “I can respect that. Sometimes it’s best to keep your history to yourself.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” Donny said. “It’s just. . . a little complicated.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” Isabelle said, mouth twisted like she’d eaten something unpleasant. “Complicated is never good. Best to keep schtum and not explain it.” 
 
    “We’re from a small commune west of here,” Jamie said. “Other than that, it’s hard to be more specific.” 
 
    “I’m from a commune too,” Isabelle said. “We were onto a good thing for a while, growing larger and stronger. Just beginning to develop trade links with other communes. That’s when they came.” 
 
    She didn’t need to say who they were. Rages. 
 
    “They overwhelmed us and our defenses,” Isabelle said. “There were too many of them. We couldn’t hold them back. After that, they swept over us like butter across hot bread. We didn’t stand a chance. You want to know the worst of it? We didn’t even do anything wrong. They came out of nowhere, without warning.” 
 
    The kids shared another look. The story fits perfectly with what Dr. Beck had told them about how the Bugs targeted large settlements. Once a commune had grown to a certain size, had become successful and prosperous, the Bugs sent some kind of signal that attracted the Rages. To destroy the commune. They used humanity’s own sense of survival against them, hammering them when they were starting to get a foothold. It’d all been a tragic lie. They were never going to succeed. They were never going to survive. They had been allowed to become successful because it acted like a beacon, attracting more and more people to it, like a honeypot for bees. 
 
    “Where are you guys headed, anyway?” Isabelle said. 
 
    The gang exchange another look. Their original plan had been to return home, to the City, to get Donald. But the chances of him still being alive weren’t good. Finally, Donny spoke up. 
 
    “Denver City,” he said. 
 
    Jamie’s head snapped up. His brother wouldn’t look at him. 
 
    “Treasure hunters, huh?” Isabelle said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Donny said. 
 
    “Many people come here from all over, trying to get inside the City,” Isabelle said. “There’s said to be so many riches that you could sell it and have so much money and resources that you could live one hundred lifetimes.” 
 
    “No one’s managed to get inside?” Donny said. 
 
    “Not a single step,” Isabelle said. “No matter what people try, they can’t get in. It’s protected by a kind of system that no one alive knows how to break.” 
 
    “Where we’re from no one even knows there’s a City right there, in the mountains,” Donny said. “Right under their noses, and no one knows.” 
 
    “You do,” Isabelle said with a cheeky smile. “Everyone here knows where Denver City is. It’s not a secret. Not with that big damn cannon they built into the mountain.” 
 
    Donny’s eyes widened. 
 
    “It’s real?” he said. “The cannon?” 
 
    “Sure,” Isabelle said. “Boy, you guys really aren’t from around here, are you? Find any hilltop in these parts, look in the right direction, and you’ll see it. It’s not exactly a packet of peanuts.” 
 
    “Do you know what they were building it for?” Donny said, testing her. 
 
    Isabelle shrugged. 
 
    “What are all weapons created for?” she said. “To destroy something. What gets me is they built it facing the wrong way.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Donny said. 
 
    “Well, it’s set facing the sky,” Isabelle said. “We don’t have enemies up there, unless they expect Rages to suddenly start growing wings and fly one day. They should be aiming at the ground. That’s where the danger is.” 
 
    None of them said a word, and instead took an unhealthy interest in the trees around them. It wasn’t lost on Isabelle. 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling you all know something you’re not telling me?” she said. 
 
    “Believe me, you wouldn’t believe us if we told you,” Donny said. “I hardly believe it myself and I was shown the evidence. Trust me, you’re better off not knowing.” 
 
    “Okay,” Isabelle said cheerfully. 
 
    To her credit, she never pried or brought the subject up again. She really was a proponent of keeping things simple. Jamie wished he could do the same. Things had gotten complicated since the Reaver attack. 
 
    “Actually, I think you guys are in luck,” Isabelle said. “You should be able to see the cannon from here.” 
 
    “Where?” Donny said, casting around. 
 
    All they could see were shrubs and trees. 
 
    “Right. . . here,” Isabelle said. 
 
    Humperdinck pulled them up over a short rise and came to a stop on the apex. The forest fell away before them, revealing rolling, undulating hills, the most distant misty and unclear. It was nothing like the desert they were used to where it was free and unobstructed for miles to the naked eye. 
 
    The hilltops were sprinkled with a healthy dose of foliage, blocking the view for a mile or two, before falling away to another hilltop. It was beautiful but came at a price. It left them open to whatever resided in those deep valleys on the other side. A horde of Rages could be hiding right there, unseen until you crested the hill. By then it would be too late. 
 
    One mountain held their attention more than the others. It was located on its own massive rise, the shape of the mountain like a giant finger pointed at the sky. 
 
    “Wow,” Donny said. “That’s it? That’s the cannon? It’s huge!” 
 
    “Yep,” Isabelle said. “There she is.” 
 
    Fatty turned his head to one side. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s not just a mountain?” he said. “It looks green and rocky to me.” 
 
    “Of course it does,” Isabelle said. “The weapon was built within the mountain. Now it makes up the whole mountain itself. That was the reason they chose that particular spot in the first place if you ask me. But like I said, hundreds—maybe thousands—of treasure hunters have tried to break into it. None were successful. They used explosives, guns, horses, sticks, you name it.” 
 
    “We can get inside,” Lucy said with confidence. 
 
    Isabelle smiled politely, then straightened up when she saw how serious Lucy was. 
 
    “How?” she said. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll get lucky,” Lucy said. “Or maybe one of us has that long forgotten knowledge you mentioned.” 
 
    Isabelle pursed her lips, intrigued, taking Lucy in. Then she appraised the others. 
 
    “You certainly are a motley crew,” she said. “Lucky for you, I’m a bit motley myself. You guys said you’re not treasure hunters. If you’re not after what’s inside that place, why are you looking to go there?” 
 
    “We didn’t say we didn’t want what was inside,” Jamie said. 
 
    He left it at that. Let Isabelle’s imagination fill in the rest. 
 
    “If you do manage to get inside I’d love to salvage what they’ve got,” Isabelle said. “Grab the most valuable things before other traders get a whiff. I’d give you ten percent of whatever I salvage.” 
 
    “Keep the money,” Donny said. “I figure we owe you that much for getting us out of that hole.” 
 
    “You’re letting me have the whole City?” Isabelle said. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Listen to me,” she said. “Honestly thinking you might get into the City!” 
 
    “You can have whatever’s inside, right guys?” Donny said. 
 
    They nodded. What need did they have for Denver City? They only needed the weapon. And that for a single shot. 
 
    “Only two conditions,” Donny said, piping in. 
 
    “Here we go,” Isabelle said, rolling her eyes. “You want my soul forever or something?” 
 
    “First, you take us there in your cart,” Donny said. 
 
    “I’ll be making some stops along the way,” Isabelle said. “Forgive me, but promises in the future tend not to turn out the way they should. I don’t want to make this trip a total waste.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Donny said. 
 
    “What’s the other proviso?” Isabelle said. 
 
    “We go in the City first and do what we need to do,” Jamie said. “After we come out, it’s all yours.” 
 
    Isabelle rolled the concept over in her mind, looking for potential avenues for trickery. She’d seen everything in her time. 
 
    “You’re not planning on going in there and never coming out till you die, are you?” she said with slitted eyes. 
 
    “Not if we can help it,” Fatty said with half a laugh. 
 
    It took a moment before Isabelle reacted. When she did, she snorted, threw her head back and let her laughter explode out, mouth huge, the sound enormous. Her eyes were wide and her nostrils flared, staring them each in the eye, one after the other. It was, frankly, scary. 
 
    “Man,” she said. “You’re a funny dude. I haven’t laughed like that since. . . well, I don’t think I’ve ever laughed like that.” 
 
    Please don’t do it again, Jamie thought. Donny didn’t seem to share his opinion and looked at Isabelle with his head cocked to one side. Isabelle took up her usual burly expression, looking like she’d never laughed once in her whole life. She spat in her hand and offered it to Donny. 
 
    “Deal,” she said. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do with that?” Donny said. 
 
    “Shake it, of course,” she said. 
 
    Donny took her fingers and shook her hand, careful not to touch her saliva. 
 
    “Who are you guys?” Isabelle said with a frown. “First you’re helpless prisoners locked away in a cell, now you’re masters of the universe?” 
 
    “We’re survivors like you,” Jamie said. 
 
    “You might be survivors but you’re not like me,” Isabelle said. 
 
    “We’ve had enough of being bullied and pushed around by. . . outside forces,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Amen to that, brother,” Isabelle said. “I’m sincerely glad I ran into you fellows. This could turn out to be a wonderful business partnership. You can call me Belle, by the way. As we’re now business partners, we can operate on a first-name basis. One proviso on my part: I’ll be doing all the cooking on our journey.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Jamie said. “Fatty cooks pretty well.” 
 
    “I don’t eat nothin’ that ain’t been prepared by these two hands,” Isabelle said. 
 
    We’ll see how long that lasts, Jamie thought. There was no resisting Fatty’s food once you got a whiff. 
 
    Belle clucked and Humperdinck continued on down the path. The great cannon sank beneath the preceding hilltop, wiping it from view, but very much not from mind. 
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    THE WHITE River forest was massive. Just when Jamie thought they had left it behind they turned a corner to find the forest marched on. According to Isabelle, this forest did not house dangerous or deadly creatures. There were snakes and spiders, and people got stung or bitten, but no one died of their wounds. It was an alien concept to those from the Mountain’s Peak commune. Virtually everything was deadly in the desert and surrounding area. Even many of the plants! 
 
    The forest air was moist as it rained almost every day. Isabelle laughed at them each time they moved into the rain to dance and wash in it. That lasted only the first few days. Then the gang began to huddle under the large leafed plants alongside Isabelle and Humperdinck. 
 
    That was another crucial difference. The rain didn’t last long in the forest but when it fell it really fell. Small streams swelled to the size of miniature rivers in a matter of minutes. The ground became thick and marshy and sucked at the soles of their feet, making walking extremely difficult. The cart was even harder to shift. They had to get out and push, using levers for when it got badly stuck. Fatty fell face first into the mud several times. So, it wasn’t that this side of the world didn’t have its problems, they were simply different problems. 
 
    Jamie divided these problems into two extremes: scarcity and abundance. The desert suffered from scarcity; a lack of rain, a lack of food, a lack of opportunities. The rainforest suffered from an overabundance of these things. 
 
    Jamie felt relieved that growing up in the harsher environment had given him the skills to excel in the easier one. If it was the other way round he was certain he would perish before learning the skills necessary to survive in the desert. 
 
    The benefits of living in such a harsh environment as the desert became apparent when they went hunting. A Mountain’s Peak hunter did not fire his catapult or bow until the creature was within easy striking distance. Patience was key because you never knew when your path would be crossed by the next rabbit. Isabelle existed on a completely different philosophy: shoot now, aim later. Jamie couldn’t understand why she would hunt like that until they noticed how many rabbits there were. No sooner had they run off than they came back to converge on the very same area again! Within half an hour they had caught three rabbits each. 
 
    “You guys ought to stop otherwise you’re going to cull the whole damn lot of them!” Isabelle said, half in jest. 
 
    The way to cook and preserve their catches here was different too. In the sweltering heat of the desert, meat tended to go off very quickly. They would cook what they could in soups and stews, then cut the remaining meat into strips and leave it out in the sun to dry. After that, they could eat it whenever they wanted. In the cool forest, their soups and stews kept for long enough that they could eat it fresh. 
 
    Jamie considered the forest to be one of the best places to hide. If the trees were strong—they did not necessarily need to be very tall—it was possible to build a small treehouse that would give you the protection you needed. You would also be away from the most dangerous area—the land. The Rages could not reach you. And you could dispose of them with ease from your elevated vantage point. 
 
    When Jamie was a boy he’d read with fascination the stories of Robin Hood and his Merry Men and wished he could live in the trees alongside them. 
 
    You were surrounded by nature. Not only did it make you feel good with the fresh, clean air, but there was easy food to be picked from the trees and bushes. Breakfast was but a short trip away. Jamie was surprised to find Isabelle’s first port of call was a commune instigating his very own concept. 
 
    Not only a single tree, but dozens of them, linked by vine ropes and bridges. Winches and pulleys brought items up and down. A hand-powered device pumped water up through clear tubes. They also collected rainwater in large containers. They wore clothes they’d hewn from the very nature around them. With a world of plenty on their doorstep, it was no wonder they had such big smiles on their faces. 
 
    Money was largely a thing of the past but it was still used when one trader didn’t have anything the other side wanted. They would barter on price and keep the coins in storage to use again later when the situation arose. Mostly, they exchanged items. 
 
    Isabelle had a load of food she wanted to get shot of. The gang had made a small dent in it during the trip but it would spoil if she didn’t get rid of it soon. The tree dwellers had their own orchards and vineyards and were the wrong people to sell these kinds of products to. Still, Isabelle bargained hard and did well selling ice to the Eskimos. 
 
    What were of more use to the locals were the rabbit pelts the gang had gathered during their recent hunting trips. The tree dwellers were not good hunters, preferring to live off the land. Jamie thought this was long-term suicide and short-term laziness as there were plenty of easy opportunities if the tree dwellers only expanded their scope a little. 
 
    Isabelle could see Jamie’s fascination with the tree dwellers and their tree-borne houses and managed to haggle one night in an empty treehouse. 
 
    “You might only get to come here once,” she said. “You might as well try everything out while you can.” 
 
    It was better than Jamie had expected. He loved the ropes and the climbing and the animals and birds in the trees. The locals were very happy to show him how everything worked. They were very proud of their innovative techniques. Jamie studied them and decided he would bring some of the ideas home. 
 
    The others enjoyed the nature too. Lucy seemed to find great peace amongst the silence and calm. She sat for hours on the ledges that overlooked a great lake on one side—where the locals washed, showered and bathed—and the rolling hills on the other. 
 
    Fatty studied the locals too. He was—as always—only interested in their cooking techniques, or rather, their lack of them. They seemed to enjoy cooking as little as possible and only ever started fires when necessary. Jamie could understand this, as it could be very dangerous while living in trees. A single strong breeze and they might lose everything. 
 
    Fatty was keen to show them some food combinations he’d discovered over the years. The locals tried with great relish the different tastes he could create with the simplest of herbs and spices. Some they cared for, some they didn’t, but they made notes of the ones they liked. 
 
    It was then that Isabelle learned of Fatty’s genius when it came to cooking. She let him help her prepare food for their meals, checking over his shoulder to study his methodology. She was learning new things too. 
 
    Donny was fascinated by the traps the tree dwellers used. They didn’t use many as they loathed killing animals, but when they did, they made such innovative systems that Donny was certain it would work on Rages and Reavers alike. He even discovered new knots he’d never seen before; ones that slipped easily and others so strong that struggling only made them tighter. 
 
    It was toward the end of the evening when the locals were preparing for bed that Jamie approached his elder brother who sat with his legs dangling over the side of the raised back porch. Jamie took a seat beside him. They sat in silence, breathing in the fresh wet air. 
 
    “It’s nice here, isn’t it?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Very nice,” Donny said. “An easy lifestyle.” 
 
    “We could relocate the commune one day,” Jamie said. “We already know people here. They would be happy to help us. And I think we could thrive.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Donny said. “We’re desert folk. I’m not sure they’d want to leave.” 
 
    They sat in a silence a moment longer. Relocating the commune wasn’t really what Jamie had come to talk about. 
 
    “I thought we were going to head back and save Dad?” he said. 
 
    “It’s like you said,” Donny said. “If we can destroy this Bug ship then we can save everyone. Not only Dad.” 
 
    And because Dad is already dead. He didn’t say it. He didn’t need to. With the time it would take them to cross the open land back it would have already been too late. Dr. Beck had given them a new purpose. A mission. The last chance for the human race, no less. But they couldn’t tell Isabelle that. She would run a mile. He couldn’t blame her. 
 
    “You think Lucy can get us into the City?” Donny said. 
 
    “She calls it ‘hacking,’” Jamie said, stumbling over the word. “Like cutting through a forest, I suppose. She thinks she can do it. It’s what she was made for.” 
 
    “How do we know she can even connect to computers?” Donny said. “Dr. Beck said she can do it but she’s never done it before.” 
 
    “Actually, she has,” Jamie said. 
 
    He proceeded to tell his brother about how she ‘patched’ (another new word) into the computer at the City so she could give him and Fatty the warning about the Rage creeping up behind them. 
 
    “I’m sure glad she’s on our side,” Donny said. 
 
    “She was built to be on our side,” Jamie said. “But I think it’s more than that. She’s one of us. She’s human. Just with a few alterations.” 
 
    Donny smiled. 
 
    “You like her, don’t you?” he said. 
 
    Jamie, shy and embarrassed, looked away. 
 
    “She’s nice,” he said. 
 
    Donny, in a rare example of self-restraint, left it at that. 
 
    Jamie looked up at the sky. The stars twinkled like long lost friends. That was something better in the desert. No foliage to block the night sky. 
 
    “You think it’s really up there?” Jamie said. 
 
    “It has to be,” Donny said. 
 
    “How will we even know how to fire it?” Jamie said. 
 
    “That’ll be Lucy’s job,” Donny said. “So long as she can plug into the system I assume she’ll have access to everything.” 
 
    “What happens after we fire the cannon?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Then we get the hell out of there,” Donny said. “We know what these Bug characters are capable of. Wiping out entire communes once they get too big and successful. They’ll do the same to us at the City if we fail to take them down. Who knows what they’ll do. I don’t want to be there to find out.” 
 
    “How will we know we’re successful?” Jamie said. 
 
    “We’ll probably get to see the biggest fireworks show in the world,” Donny said. “If not, then we’ll head home and grow the commune and if they’re really dead, they won’t stop us from growing.” 
 
    “And if the Rages do attack us?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Then at least we tried,” Donny said. 
 
    The next day, they continued on their journey. Jamie was a little sad to wave goodbye to the tree dwellers. He felt there was still so much to learn from them. But their destination beckoned. They couldn’t explore and learn forever. Man, what a life that would be. He imagined a future where he roamed from town to town, learning their secrets and skills and passing them on, connecting all the people together in a kind of web. . . 
 
    Maybe one day, he told himself. 
 
    They didn’t stop at any more communes, only other traders on equally tired steeds, where they bartered and haggled, Isabelle always managing to get the better deal. 
 
    “How much further to the City?” Fatty said, whining for at least the third time that day. 
 
    “Go pull that branch aside and find out,” Isabelle said. 
 
    “What branch?” Fatty said, checking over his shoulder. 
 
    Isabelle was referring to the corner of a sheet metal sign protruding from a thick plumage of foliage that had long since grown and obstructed it. 
 
    “Can’t you just tell me?” Fatty said. 
 
    “If you want to know the answer, go check,” Isabelle said. 
 
    Fatty sighed and sat up. He glared at Isabelle as he hopped off the cart and approached the thick branch. He struggled with pushing it aside, the leaves slapping him across the face. He finally hefted the branch with both arms, raising it high enough to peer at the sign. It said: 
 
    DENVER - 2 MILES 
 
    JURY - 0.5 MILES 
 
    Fatty let the branch drop, its pent up energy knocking him to one side. He fell on his big ass and rubbed it as he got back up. 
 
    “Two miles,” Fatty said, climbing back onto the cart. “Priceless piece of information, that. Thanks a lot.” 
 
    “You were the one who wanted to know,” Isabelle said. “Now you know.” 
 
    “And got a sore ass for it,” Fatty said. “Well worth the effort.” 
 
    “You’re in a particularly foul mood today,” Isabelle said. 
 
    “I wonder why,” Fatty said. 
 
    Jamie had long since stopped listening to the unravelling argument. His eyes were fixed on the sign. Through a gap, he could still make out the letters UR from the town name JURY. Just half a mile to ahead. 
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    THE SIGNS weren’t visible from the cart, but the numbers that stuck out of the side were. A countdown to the town of Jury. 
 
    Four hundred yards. 
 
    Three hundred. 
 
    Two hundred. 
 
    Jamie’s head was buzzing with questions begging for answers. Could it be the Jury Dr. Beck had told him about? How had he known Jamie would pass this way? 
 
    “Should you find yourself travelling east, you will come to a town called Jury,” Dr. Beck had said. 
 
    Should? Could it be a coincidence that Jamie found himself exactly in the place Dr. Beck had told him he might go all those days ago? It couldn’t be. It had to be part of some kind of plan. He’d always intended for Jamie to come this way. He knew he was going to pass the town of Jury. How long had he known? Jamie wondered. Did it even matter? 
 
    Jamie shook his head. It wasn’t worth getting himself worked up over. He wouldn’t go in the house. He wouldn’t check to see what was under the floorboard at the foot of the bed. Dr. Beck’s past was in there. He would forget about this place and focus on getting to Denver City. He could resist the temptation. He knew he would. 
 
    The last sign lay at a two-pronged fork in the road. They would be taking the road on the right. The road that veered left, heading deeper into the woodland, would lead to Jury. 
 
    Jamie felt nervous, a thick sensation in the pit of his stomach, pinching at him from inside. Like someone had hold of a lever and took great joy in churning his stomach over and over. He was going to be sick. 
 
    “Stop,” he said, bending over the side. 
 
    “What’s up?” Donny said. “Sick?” 
 
    “A bit,” Jamie said. “Just need some air.” 
 
    “I think we could all do with a short break,” Donny said. “Can we pull over for a second?” 
 
    “Sure,” Isabelle said, pulling Humperdinck to the verge. 
 
    “Fatty, give Jamie some water,” Donny said. 
 
    Jamie sipped on the bottle, his stomach delicate. He handed the bottle back. 
 
    “I knew we shouldn’t have eaten those mushrooms,” Isabelle said. “Never touch wild mushrooms, that’s what my ma always said.” 
 
    “I told you,” Fatty said tiredly. “They’re boletes. They’re edible.” 
 
    Jamie hopped over the side of the cart and started for the woodland. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” Donny said. 
 
    “Get some fresh air and take a leak,” Jamie said. 
 
    “We go in pairs, remember?” Donny said. 
 
    He turned to the others. 
 
    “Anyone else need to take a restroom break?” he said. 
 
    “I do,” Fatty said, raising his hand. “If it’s a real restroom and not a bush.” 
 
    “You’re in luck,” Donny said. “This area is famous for its naturally-occurring modern bathrooms. The urinal grows right out of the ground.” 
 
    “Really?” Fatty said. 
 
    “No,” Donny said flatly. 
 
    He put a finger to his temple. 
 
    “Think,” he said. 
 
    “You’re a dick,” Fatty said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Donny said. “But at least I’m not afraid of using it.” 
 
    Jamie felt relieved. The last person he wanted to go on a secret mission with was Fatty. He would simply refuse to go or else tell the others what Jamie was up to. And Jamie didn’t want them to know just yet. It might lead nowhere. 
 
    “Lucy,” he said. “Do you need to go?” 
 
    “No,” Lucy said. “I went earlier.” 
 
    Jamie raised his eyebrows and mouthed “Come on,” with his lips. Lucy glanced from Jamie to Donny and back again. 
 
    “But like I always say, you should use a bathroom whenever you can,” she said, hopping down off the cart. “You never know when your next chance will be.” 
 
    “Hm,” Fatty said. “That’s a good piece of philosophy. I think I will go.” 
 
    He bent his arms to leap off the cart. 
 
    “Whoa,” Donny said, stopping him from going. “You had your chance.” 
 
    “What?” Fatty said. 
 
    As their argument ensued, Jamie took Lucy by the hand and led her into the forest. 
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    “WHERE ARE we going?” Lucy said. “You know I don’t really need the toilet, right?” 
 
    “I know,” Jamie said. 
 
    “What are we doing out here?” Lucy said. 
 
    Jamie found it difficult to explain. He wasn’t ready to share yet. He didn’t want to upset Lucy. She would likely be the most affected by anything Dr. Beck did or said. They were still mad at him for dumping them in the hyperloop train the way he did. It must have felt worse for Lucy. He was, essentially, her father and he had abandoned her. 
 
    “I need to check on something,” Jamie said. “You trust me, right?” 
 
    Lucy didn’t need a second to think about it. She smiled and nodded her head. 
 
    “Of course,” she said. 
 
    And that was it. No followup questions, no hesitancy. Just pure trust. It made Jamie smile until he realized the burden of responsibility. He had to ensure he deserved that trust and make sure she came to no harm. 
 
    He wouldn’t have much time to find the house. Donny wouldn’t wait forever. Not when there were Rages in the area. He’d come looking for him if he took too long. 
 
    They marched through the forest noisily. The forest back home wasn’t as dense as this one and there was too much nature on the forest floor. The sign had pointed this way. He hoped it was accurate. 
 
    The forest gave way to a wide open road. The “town” of Jury turned out to be just ten houses, five on either side of the road. There wasn’t even a local shop for daily items. 
 
    Jamie looked at each house and ran it against the description Dr. Beck had given him. A bright red brick building with a black tiled roof. A tree out front with a swing in it. Two of the houses matched the description, but only one had a second floor. It had to be that one. 
 
    A shiver crawled up Jamie’s back, his hair standing to attention. It was a regular house, in good condition. Kids toys lay outside in the front garden that were in desperate need of TLC. A small tree had taken unlicensed root along one wall and, unless Jamie had missed his guess, would eventually grow large enough to tear down its neighbouring wall and, potentially, destroy the entire house. 
 
    “Wait here,” Jamie said, unshouldering his backpack and handing it to her. “I’ll be five minutes. Let me know if you see anything.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lucy said. 
 
    She was clearly curious why he’d chosen this particular house from the others. Jamie approached the front door, relieved to find it unlocked. It was carved from expensive wood and then painted white and varnished over. A one-way window at head height. Jamie pushed it. 
 
    It creaked open on rusty hinges. He peered down the hallway. Clean, not a blemish on the hardwood floor. A little dusty, perhaps, the air musty, but in good condition. 
 
    The stairs rose like a tidal wave. Jamie took one heavy thudding footstep after the other. Halfway up, hand on the carved banister, he began to regret his decision. He looked back at Lucy, standing outside in the sunshine. His lookout. He never should have taken this risk. 
 
    But he couldn’t turn back. That floorboard with its hidden secret beckoned him. He had come this far, he reasoned. He should finish the job. He scaled the half a dozen remaining steps and reached the landing. 
 
    He stopped again, his experience and training telling him to listen. He quietened his mind but heard nothing. No rustling clothes, no low tortured groans in torn throats. He leaned forward and checked both directions. He had no idea how these houses were built, no instinct for where the main bedroom would be. Choosing at random, he turned right. 
 
    Three doors, one on each wall. Gripping his weighty wooden bat tight, he pushed the left door open first. He pulled the bat back and prepared to release it at a moment’s notice. A small upstairs bathroom. White ceramic and a metal tub. 
 
    He pushed the next door open, revealing a single open-plan space. It had a large bed with adjoining workspace. It looked like what would constitute a “master bedroom” to him. He edged into it, bat again raised. 
 
    Papers were spread across the floor. Most of the pages were wet, drenched from rain that spilled through the open window. Those that weren’t wet pirouetted across the floor from a strong breeze. 
 
    Jamie turned to the master bed. Wide, with stylish high-class silk blankets and pillowcases. The kind of thing Isabelle could have sold well. But to defile the bed of its bedding would be to admit he’d gone wandering in a house in the first place. 
 
    He moved to the foot of the bed and got down on his hands and knees. Checked underneath it. Nothing there. The floorboards looked in good shape. Those beneath the window had already become warped and disfigured by the rainwater. 
 
    Jamie felt at the floorboards. He ran his finger over them, searching, prying. He hissed and pulled his hand away as something bit his finger. He looked at it. 
 
    A splinter. He put his lips to it and tugged the fibres out. The smaller fragments were still in his skin. He’d have to take care of them later. He shifted to the offending tile. One corner stuck up. He ran his finger over it—carefully this time—and pulled on it. It rose a few millimetres. He hooked his fingertip over it and pulled harder. It came freely. Jamie lifted the board and placed it delicately to one side. 
 
    Underneath it was a dry shallow space. Cables crisscrossed a pair of copper pipes, feeding electricity to the utilities. Something lay in its belly. Jamie reached in and picked it up. 
 
    The cover was thick high-quality leather. It had no title. Jamie ran his hands over it. A piece of worn string attached to the back and wound around a knob on the front, clasping it shut. 
 
    Dr. Beck’s journal. 
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    “THEY’VE BEEN gone too long,” Donny said. 
 
    “Give him some time,” Isabelle said. 
 
    “Who takes this long to take a slash?” Donny said. 
 
    “Maybe a number one turned into a number two,” Isabelle said. 
 
    “Thanks for the image,” Fatty said. 
 
    “Fatty, I’ve got a question,” Donny said. “When someone as big as you takes a dump, what’s it like? Do you suddenly lose ten pounds? Or does most of it get stuck inside you and that’s the reason you’re so big? Maybe you should get an enema. You’ll lose half your weight overnight.” 
 
    “I’m not even going to dignify those questions with a response,” Fatty said, sniffing. 
 
    “Did I touch a nerve?” Donny said. “Difficult to do that with you, I suppose. With all that padding.” 
 
    “Leave him alone,” Isabelle said. “We all have our issues. You’re not perfect.” 
 
    “That’s debatable,” Donny said. “What you see is what you get.” 
 
    “That’s the problem,” Fatty mumbled. 
 
    Donny turned to confront Fatty. He’d been nettling him all day, spoiling for a fight. And it finally looked like Fatty was ready to take the bait. 
 
    “Here they are,” Isabelle said. 
 
    Jamie and Lucy walked calmly from the forest, hand in hand. No chance of anything being on their tails when they were walking so slowly. Donny spread his arms. 
 
    “What happened?” he said. 
 
    “Was a bit more, uh, difficult than I expected,” Jamie said. 
 
    “Spare us the details,” Fatty said tiredly. “Get on so we can get out of here. Your brother’s cranky again.” 
 
    “What you got there?” Donny said, nodding to the journal under Jamie’s arm. 
 
    “Just a book,” Jamie said. “Nothing important.” 
 
    “You’re the only person I know who goes to the lav to get reading material,” Donny said. “Most people take it with them.” 
 
    Jamie climbed onto the back of the cart and reached down to help Lucy up. 
 
    “Thank you,” Lucy said. 
 
    “No,” Jamie said. “Thank you.” 
 
    He’d never have been able to sneak out and get the journal if it hadn’t been for her. They shared a smile, the kind of smile only best friends could have, the kind of smile that said they shared a private secret. 
 
    Pop pop! Pop pop! 
 
    Gunshots somewhere in the middle distance. Donny arched his neck, gauging its proximity. Somewhere behind them. 
 
    “Somebody needs help,” Jamie said. 
 
    “They can take care of themselves,” Donny said. “So should we.” 
 
    He nodded to Isabelle. 
 
    “All set?” Isabelle said. 
 
    She clucked her tongue. Humperdinck leaned forward and continued on their journey. The journal felt heavy in Jamie’s hands. He clutched it tight and wondered what kind of secrets it contained. He wasn’t sure he looked forward to discovering them or not. 
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    “WE’RE HERE, folks,” Belle said. 
 
    The gang hopped off the back of the cart and approached the cliff face. It was a formidable-looking thing built directly into the mountain. No attempt had been made to hide or disguise it. It was covered in so many lumps and bumps it was difficult to figure out how it fit together. Nature had begun to reclaim the metal, wrapping around its edges. With time, Jamie was certain nature would envelop it completely. 
 
    “What have they got in there?” Fatty said. “A giant? Why did they need to build the door so big?” 
 
    There were small hacks and chip marks at the base of the door where others had attempted to break in. They’d made hardly any impact at all. 
 
    “You guys,” Fatty said. “Maybe we shouldn’t do this.” 
 
    “If we don’t try, who will?” Jamie said. 
 
    Fatty didn’t know how to respond to that. 
 
    “If Lucy can’t get in or it looks like something isn’t right, we’ll turn around and head back home,” Donny said. “All right?” 
 
    Fatty nodded, consoled. A little. 
 
    Donny turned to Isabelle, who fed Humperdinck a carrot and brushed his mane with her fingers. 
 
    “If you like to keep things simple, I suggest you turn away now and not watch what happens next,” Donny said. “I know what’s about to happen and I’m not sure I want to see it either.” 
 
    “You’re doing a poor job of making me not want to see,” Isabelle said. “Don’t you know people always do the thing you tell them not to?” 
 
    “Then watch,” Donny said. “You’ll love it.” 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do,” Isabelle said. 
 
    Donny frowned. Outsmarted. Again. Isabelle put a hand to his cheek and tickled his chin with her fingers. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’re still handsome,” she said. “Brains aren’t everything.” 
 
    Donny was too rattled by her touching him to take offense. 
 
    “You seriously think I’m going to turn my back while you guys crack open the door that no one has ever bested before?” Isabelle said. “I’ll watch, thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Donny said.  
 
    Isabelle approached and stood with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “No weapons?” she said. “No powerful animals? What are you going to use? Prayers?” 
 
    “Are you ready for this?” Jamie said to Lucy. 
 
    “I think so,” Lucy said. 
 
    “This will be very different to the system back in the City,” Jamie warned. 
 
    “I know,” Lucy said. “I’ll be careful.” 
 
    She was touched he cared so much. And he did. Jamie made no bones about it. 
 
    Lucy looked at the giant door and moved to one side. To the keypad. The buttons were worn with use. How many fingers had tried random combinations to get into this place? Continue forever, and they would eventually be successful. But no one had forever to play with. People wanted things and they wanted them now. 
 
    “Can I use your knife?” Lucy said. 
 
    Jamie gave it to her. Lucy slipped the point into the seam and pressed down on the hilt. The cover popped up. Lucy handed the knife back and reached into the metal box, coming out with a bunch of wires. She sorted through them. 
 
    “Huh,” Isabelle said. “That’s new. No one ever tried messing with the wires before. I guess because no one understood how they work.” 
 
    She nodded to Lucy. 
 
    “Where did you pick her up, anyway?” she said. 
 
    “That’s a long story,” Donny said. 
 
    “We’ve got time, don’t we?” Isabelle said. 
 
    She turned back to Lucy. And then her mouth fell open. 
 
    Lucy had tugged the top of her index finger off and pulled at a wire inside. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Isabelle said. 
 
    “You’re a believer now?” Donny said. “Maybe we should cart you off to the underground commune.” 
 
    “I. . . I. . .” Isabelle said. 
 
    “Never seen anything like it, right?” Donny said. “That’s because there’s no one else like her out there.” 
 
    Lucy held both wires for a moment, considering, took a moment to calm her mind, emptying it. Then she made the connection. 
 
    “Argh!” Lucy said, stumbling back. 
 
    Jamie caught her before she could fall. He laid her down on the ground. 
 
    “Fatty, cut the wire!” Jamie said. “Cut it now!” 
 
    Fatty took out his knife. All fingers and thumbs, he almost dropped it. He held the wire and put the knife to it. Applied pressure, about to sever it— 
 
    “No, don’t,” Lucy said. 
 
    Her voice was not her own. The fringes of it were her, but it now consisted of a deep, crackling sound, like she was speaking through lightning. Her voice was deep, powerful. 
 
    She got to her feet without Jamie’s help. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Yes,” Lucy said. “I’m fine. I’m inside the mainframe.” 
 
    Her eyes were distant as if she were seeing something none of the others could. She stepped forward and moved her hands as if wading through long grass. 
 
    “There’s so much here,” Lucy said. “So much information. So much knowledge. There’s too much to process.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Jamie said. “Just open the door. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Give me a minute,” she said. 
 
    Isabelle’s mouth, if possible, had fallen wider. 
 
    “Why aren’t you shocked by this?” Isabelle said. 
 
    “Because I’ve been inside a City before,” Donny said. “I’ve seen the kinds of things our ancestors could do. And someone told me what Lucy is and what she can do. I have to admit, I wasn’t sure I believed him. Until now.” 
 
    “How is this possible?” Isabelle said. 
 
    Donny shrugged. 
 
    “Before the Fall, things were very different,” he said. “It was a world of possibility.” 
 
    “And yet somehow we became like this,” Isabelle said. 
 
    “That’s nothing,” Donny said. “Wait till you hear how the Fall really happened. That’s really going to knock you on your ass. And what’s out there, waiting for us.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I want to know,” Isabelle said, still unable to take her eyes off the little girl with the wire in her finger. “My life just got a whole lot more complicated.” 
 
    “I did warn you,” Donny said. “It’s not too late. You can turn back.” 
 
    Isabelle blinked, slowly turned to Donny. 
 
    “How can I?” she said. “What would my life be like now after witnessing something like this?” 
 
    “Never the same again,” Donny said with a nod. 
 
    He knew the feeling. 
 
    “I think I’ve found it,” Lucy said. 
 
    Her eyes were squinting as she turned her head to one side and pushed at something with her left hand. Something clanked on the other side of the giant door. Something big and heavy. Then the mysterious shapes and dials began to shift and move, rusty and slow. The puzzle of shapes moved as one. The wheels spun and the bars slid aside. Dust fell from where it had accumulated. A bird took wing, nest disrupted. Then a great groaning sound as if a monster resided inside. The door swung slowly open on massive hinges. 
 
    Jamie pulled Lucy and Fatty to one side. 
 
    “Move!” Donny said. 
 
    He and Isabelle turned and ran. The door was swinging open in their direction. To head to the side would result in getting splattered. They turned and ran away. 
 
    Humperdinck snorted and danced left to right, unsure what to do. 
 
    “Hump, run!” Isabelle said. 
 
    The command had an immediate effect. Humperdinck took off, half the cart’s contents spilling to the ground in the process. For once, Isabelle didn’t care. 
 
    Donny and Isabelle, out of time and space, leapt, entrusting their lives to luck as the door swept up behind them, carving an arch through the dirt, rock, and stone. It groaned its last cry as it came to an abrupt stop. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 90. 
 
      
 
    “ARE YOU all right?” Jamie said. 
 
    He helped Lucy onto her feet. At some point, the wire had disconnected from Lucy’s finger. It was strange to see that but it didn’t turn Jamie’s stomach. It was a part of who Lucy was. It didn’t hurt, so it didn’t matter. 
 
    “I’m okay,” Lucy said. 
 
    “I’m fine too,” Fatty said, dusting himself off. “Thanks for asking.” 
 
    The dust was still settling after the door’s opening swing. Two figures lay on the ground, unmoving. Jamie’s insides turned to water. 
 
    “Donny. . .” he said. 
 
    On unsteady legs, he took off. 
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    JAMIE WASN’T the first to reach them. Humperdinck’s powerful nose sniffed and snorted Isabelle’s face, blowing her hair back. She groaned under her breath. Seemingly confident of her condition, Humperdinck turned to the other figure. He flopped his exceptionally long tongue over Donny’s face, covering him in lathering sloppy saliva. 
 
    Donny groaned too, then shrieked when he opened his eyes to see giant horse teeth in his face. He bolted upright and skirted back on his hands and feet. It took a moment before he recognized the animal. 
 
    “Donny!” Jamie said, rushing over. “What happened?” 
 
    “What happened?” Donny said, wiping the horse saliva off his face. “Your girlfriend swung the biggest door in the world open—right where we were standing! That’s what happened!” 
 
    “So you should have been standing somewhere else,” Jamie said, concern flipping to anger in an instant. “She didn’t know how it would open.” 
 
    Actually, that was probably a lie. She wouldn’t have known how it would open before she hacked into the system. But he wasn’t in the mood for splitting hairs. 
 
    “Forget the damn door!” Isabelle said, using Humperdinck’s harness to right herself. “You guys have got some serious explaining to do.” 
 
    She turned to Lucy, who was approaching with Fatty. 
 
    “How did you do that?” Isabelle said, tempering her tone. 
 
    “How?” Lucy said. “I’m not sure. I empty my mind and it comes to me.” 
 
    “Your finger. . .” Isabelle said. “You. . . What are you?” 
 
    “She’s Lucy,” Jamie said before Lucy could respond. “She was created in a lab by some of the world’s greatest scientists. She’s the same as you and me but with a few. . . alterations.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” Isabelle said. 
 
    A smile came to her lips. The kind an older sister had for a younger one. 
 
    “Do you have any other skills?” she said. “Super strength or speed maybe?” 
 
    “No,” Lucy said. 
 
    “Bummer,” Isabelle said. “Still, I’d take wires in fingers any day of the week. You’re full of surprises, my girl.” 
 
    “Sure, Lucy opens a door and everyone’s impressed,” Fatty said with folded arms. “I make the world’s most delicious stew with hardly any of the ingredients I need and no one cares.” 
 
    And no one cared this time either, ignoring him. They all turned. 
 
    Denver City’s door was open. 
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    THE DOORWAY was a single dark square and showed nothing of its confines. It reminded Fatty of the entrance to the underground commune and the darkness within. He couldn’t say he was a fan of the place, so why should this place be any different? In truth, he wasn’t really a fan of anywhere that wasn’t his bedroom. He was most happy when living with all the comfort and conveniences of home. 
 
    He didn’t like going to new places and actively dreaded going somewhere new where he’d have to figure out where everything was. He actually wasn’t lazy. He merely liked doing things he liked. The problems only began when he had to do things not out of choice but necessity. 
 
    And this whole adventure had been one of necessity. He never wanted to fight the Reavers or escape from them. And he most certainly didn’t want to head into Denver City’s dark square entrance. 
 
    And yet here he was, once again forced to do something he didn’t want. People used to say to him that one day he would be an old man lying on his deathbed and, looking back, wouldn’t he think he’d wasted his time sitting at home? Fatty’s unspoken argument was always that he’d only get to live to a ripe old age if he continued to live the way he wanted. Live a dangerous life on the edge and he’d die a lot sooner. What would he say on that deathbed? That he wished he’d taken more risks? Unlikely. 
 
    The Denver City walls were metal, similar in design and construction to the City near their commune. Lucy led the way. She’d had access to a map during her—he could hardly believe he was even using these words—connection to the computer system and could recall the relevant details. 
 
    “This way,” Lucy said. 
 
    She came to a stop. A lump in a white coat lay on the ground up ahead. Unmoving. It was the perfect setup for something really horrific to happen. 
 
    “Uh, guys,” Fatty said. 
 
    “Cut it out already, Fatty,” Donny said, not taking his eyes off the huddled form. 
 
    He gripped the length of wood he was using as a weapon in both hands and prepared to bring it down on the prostrate figure if there was any movement. He leaned over it, checking the body. There were no bite marks or even much blood—only a thin layer under his nose. 
 
    “He hasn’t been dead long,” Donny said, checking the man’s pulse. 
 
    “Rages?” Lucy said. 
 
    “They’d be walking around now if it had been,” Donny said. “No. Something else did this.” 
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” Jamie said. “And keep your eyes peeled. Whatever got this guy could still be in here somewhere.” 
 
    Great. Then let’s continue to head deeper into the unknown. 
 
    Ten minutes later, they turned another corner and found two more bodies. Same symptoms, same killer. Fatty was about ready to jump out of his skin at any moment. But worse awaited them ahead. 
 
    Most of the corridors they walked down sported at least one body. Others contained four or five. The more there were, the stronger the smell of rotting flesh. As the reek began to dissipate, they came across a whole new body and a whole new cloud of choking decay. The entire City was crammed with dead bodies. 
 
    Fatty was sure it wasn’t only him suffering from a bad case of deja vu. 
 
    They’d been walking for an hour and hadn’t run into a single living occupant. Dr. Beck had said they should speak with a Dr. Vassal when they got here. Did every City only have one occupant? It was an awful lot of space for one person. 
 
    “What happened to everyone?” Donny said. 
 
    Here we go, Fatty thought, rolling his eyes. Here come the theories. 
 
    “I thought this City was supposed to be inhabited?” Donny said. 
 
    “It was,” Lucy said. “It was full, like the other City. But then something bad happened here.” 
 
    Jees, really? You think? 
 
    “Did you see what did this?” Jamie said. “What killed all these people?” 
 
    “No,” Lucy said. “I can find out if we reach another connection point.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what happened here,” Fatty said. “Let’s find the controls of this cannon, target the Bugs, fire, and get the hell out of here.” 
 
    For once, no one argued. Huh. Things were beginning to look up. 
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    WHAT’S WRONG with me? Isabelle thought. 
 
    Since when was she afraid to explore new places? Especially a place rich with treasure beyond her wildest dreams. She took a step toward the open doorway before taking two back. 
 
    It was the history of this place, she knew. It was its history and myths that prevented her from taking the step across the threshold. It was the countless stories she’d been told as a naughty girl by her parents, teachers and everyone else she’d ever met. 
 
    She stamped her foot, balled her fists and let out a little scream. She was so frustrated with herself. And yet still she couldn’t bring herself to take that step. Neither could Humperdinck. He usually stood right at her side but he wouldn’t even come near the doorway. He stood a few dozen yards back, nodding his head and digging with his front hoof. 
 
    It wasn’t the nod of, Go ahead. You’ll be glad you did. It was his signal that something wasn’t right, that she ought to be careful. Danger was afoot. Isabelle always heeded his warnings. She never saw what lay behind the barn door he was wary of or what might hide along the shortcut he suggested they avoid. She trusted in the fact nothing bad happened to her when she followed his advice. 
 
    What was worse was that she had the same feeling in the pit of her stomach and was second-guessing herself. And yet, she was still arguing about whether or not to enter that dark landscape. 
 
    “Hey! Hey you!” 
 
    A pair of men emerged from the forest. One was tall and strong, the other short and old. The strong one was walking toward her. 
 
    “Hey!” he said. 
 
    More treasure hunters. Damn! They would strip the place for sure. 
 
    “Come on, Hump,” Isabelle said. “Come on, boy.” 
 
    Humperdinck was having none of it, and snorted, stepping side to side nervously. 
 
    “Sorry, bud,” Isabelle said, checking on the men’s progress. “I’m going to have to play dirty.” 
 
    She took her emergency carrots out of her pocket. Humperdinck whinnied and took a step forward. 
 
    “That’s it, good boy,” Isabelle said. 
 
    The big man was running now, closing the gap fast. 
 
    “See? No monsters in here,” Isabelle said. 
 
    They were both inside now, Humperdinck happily munching on his carrots. Isabelle looked at the wall on the side and hit the big red button with the word, CLOSE on it. 
 
    The giant door swung shut. For a moment, Isabelle thought the man was going to make it inside, but he was a fraction of a second too slow. 
 
    “Sorry, chum,” Isabelle said. “Maybe next time.” 
 
    “Wait!” the strong man said as he sprinted the final dozen yards. Too late. Isabelle waved at him as the door slammed shut. Isabelle sighed with relief. 
 
    “That was close, huh?” she said to Humperdinck. “And you wanted to stay out there! Don’t worry, we all make mistakes.” 
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    LUCY HADN’T hesitated or taken a single wrong turn so far as Jamie could tell. She always seemed to know where she was going as if she had been there before and knew it well. They passed similar rooms with familiar layouts from Dr. Beck’s City. Clean, futuristic and built for purpose. 
 
    Jamie’s legs began to ache long before they reached the room Lucy stopped in. It had to be somewhere near the top of the facility. Multiple monitors ran along the outer edge with a round table in the centre. Hung above it was a large transparent plastic screen with mysterious white lines drawn over it. 
 
    “Is this the cannon control room?” Donny said, struggling to get his breath back. 
 
    “Yes,” Lucy said. 
 
    “Complete with big red button,” Donny said, eying the button in the centre table. 
 
    “That’s the button to fire,” Lucy said. “There’s a whole list of protocols to go through before we hit it.” 
 
    She pulled the tip of her index finger off and hooked herself up to the console. Jamie stood behind her, ready to catch her if she fell. Lucy took a step back but did not collapse this time. 
 
    “I’m okay,” she said, that same haunting voice returning. 
 
    Her eyes darted side to side, scrolling through invisible information the others couldn’t see. 
 
    “Accessing emergency power now,” Lucy said. 
 
    The bulbs fired up, flicking on and bathing them in horrible bright fluorescent light. The terminals powered up and flickered with complicated charts and data displays. None of it made any sense to Jamie. 
 
    “Hey, this screen looks like the deck of the flight simulator!” Fatty said, excited. 
 
    He sat at it and enjoyed watching the various lights and dials. 
 
    “Charging the cannon now,” Lucy said. 
 
    “Wait,” Jamie said. “We need to aim.” 
 
    “I have already input the coordinates,” Lucy said. 
 
    A low humming noise grew in volume, building and rising. Soon, the entire control room was vibrating. 
 
    “Uh, is this normal?” Fatty said. 
 
    No one answered him. No one knew. No one had ever fired a weapon like this in the history of mankind. 
 
    “It must be, right?” Fatty said. 
 
    “We’re at fifty percent power,” Lucy said. 
 
    “That’ll do, won’t it?” Fatty said. 
 
    They needed full power. Nothing else would do. But could the City take it? It shook hard but clearly, the monitors had been designed for such turbulence. 
 
    “We’ve reached full power!” Lucy said. 
 
    “Fire!” Jamie said, hands clasped over his ears. “Fire! Fire! Fire!” 
 
    Lucy slapped her hand on the big red button. The sound doubled, the whirring strung out over a symphony of chaos. Any second now the cannon would let loose a plasma shot that could end the Bugs, end their dominion over the human race, end the carnage and destruction wrought upon the human race, forever. They would finally be allowed to grow and thrive as the masters of their own world. 
 
    “Wait,” Lucy said. “Something’s wrong.” 
 
    “What?” Fatty said, his tone of voice capturing their collective fear. 
 
    “What is it, Lucy?” Jamie said. 
 
    “The weapon. . .” Lucy said. “These aren’t the controls for the weapon.” 
 
    “What?” Donny said. “When what are they for?” 
 
    “I thought I was prepping the cannon for firing,” Lucy said. “But the button wasn’t to fire the cannon. It’s been sabotaged. It’s for. . . It’s to. . . Oh no.” 
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    THE TREE dwellers looked up from the canopy of their homes and in the direction of the Great Pointing Mountain. The source of the cracking sound. A huge fracture formed in the side of the mountain as it began to tear apart. 
 
    The children cried and howled in fear. Was this the end of the world? For all the noise, you might have believed it. The parents hugged their terrified children close and watched. They didn’t console their kids that it would be better soon. 
 
    They didn’t wish to lie to them. 
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    ALONGSIDE THE epic rumbling was another disorientating sensation, one that began in the pit of Jamie’s stomach and worked its way up to his skull. He’d felt this way once before. In the hyperloop pod as it screamed from the City and slid along the rails at an alarming speed. His stomach was several yards behind him, racing to catch up but never quite succeeding in getting there. 
 
    But how could that be? He wasn’t moving. 
 
    Jamie glanced out the window. The world shook like an enormous earthquake was rocking them to their foundations. He feared the building might collapse. He could feel it already, movement beneath his feet, leaning over to one side. The forest spread out below like a giant carpet, began to shift. . . 
 
    But it was moving in the wrong direction. 
 
    If the building was falling, they ought to be getting closer to the ground. But they weren’t. They were getting farther away. Heading up. The trees and foliage shrank beneath them, becoming smaller. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jamie said, hands over his ears. 
 
    But even as the words came out of his mouth, he knew the answer. The cannon wasn’t discharging. They hadn’t been sent there to launch it. Instead, they’d been sent there to launch a rocket. 
 
    Up into the sky, leaving the Earth’s atmosphere, rising ever higher. The G-force was a monster crushing Jamie with its giant hands, forcing him into the floor and not letting him up for a second. 
 
    “Lucy?” Jamie screamed. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “It’s Dr. Beck,” Lucy said. “He tricked us. He tricked us all.” 
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    THE MOMENT Lucy had pulled the trigger and hit the shiny red button, a file, hidden from her, had been executed. An image appeared in her eyes, filling her vision. 
 
    “No. . .” Lucy said. “No!” 
 
    Wherever she looked, whether she shut her eyes or turned away, the same figure was standing right there in front of her. Dr. Beck. 
 
    “I’m very sorry,” Dr. Beck said in her ear, crystal clear despite the roaring engines. “I didn’t mean for it to come to this. I feared that if I told you what you would really have to do, you wouldn’t even begin the journey, and turn back to your friend’s doomed commune. But perhaps, if you aren’t too angry, and you came this far already, you might go a little farther. 
 
    “After the Rage attack on our City, when you escaped and the others were killed, I knew I had to do something. So I went to Denver City. I snuck in and sabotaged their system. Their weapons technology is exceptionally powerful, matched only by its instability. I couldn’t allow them to fire their rocket, not when I knew you were still out there, not when it could carry you to the rest of the ship. 
 
    “They wouldn’t listen to me. They would never give up on their mission, their part of the plan, because we at the City would never do it either. Don’t think too harshly of me. I wanted to give you, and our species, every chance. If you’re watching this, then I made the right decision. 
 
    “The cannon might work but could we seriously risk the future of our entire race on a single shot? What if their shields endured the blast? Would the cannon successfully destroy them? Will we even get the chance of a second shot? Too many questions, too many unknown answers. We needed our Plan A to succeed or at least make the proper attempt. 
 
    “I sabotaged the cannon, causing a leak that will kill them all. It’s a sacrifice I wish did not have to be paid. But they will be remembered. As the people who gave up their lives so the rest of us might have a chance to survive. It’s time for you to fulfill your destiny. It’s time for you to become what you were meant to be. Our Mother.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    THE WORM had a change of heart. This was strange because the men always claimed he didn’t even have a heart. So how could he possibly change it? 
 
    They’d had an awesome deal at the Mountain’s Peak commune. Food, water and plenty of women to keep their beds warm at night. Virtually the entire clan had left. The Worm doubted many would return to that part of the world again, not after seeing what lay in the bottom of the valley. It still gave him shivers to think about it. 
 
    Still, the valley caught between those two mountains was not the same as the commune they had successfully defeated. They’d perhaps been a little too hasty in giving it up. Especially since finding a replacement had been so difficult. 
 
    The rest of the clan had dispersed at the same time with the Worm but that didn’t mean they were necessarily with him. He didn’t know where they’d gone. Furthermore, he didn’t care to know. Two dozen had surprisingly—to him at least—stuck with him. He didn’t pretend to be a great leader. He took care of himself. If they decided to leave, so be it. 
 
    The land beyond the mountains was less harsh than that behind but the people that dwelt in the communes were a whole lot less friendly. They’d clearly had more run-ins with the Reavers than those in the desert and did not trust weary travellers at all. 
 
    They did not easily open their doors to him and the others—even after they’d located a suitable change of clothing—bloodied remains from some lost Rages. They weren’t open to receiving other survivors, they’d said. They were already struggling to feed the mouths they had. 
 
    They had attempted their Trojan infiltration attack three times on three separate communes before they finally gave up. With few other choices, they turned to head back to the Mountain’s Peak commune. At least there they would have a full belly of food, water, and a woman to take out their frustrations on. 
 
    Currently, the men were entertaining themselves with a pair of Rages, pushing and pulling at them, trying to make them fall over. Simple things pleased simple minds, the Worm supposed. The Rages kept on getting up, as they were wont to do, and tried again to attack the Reavers in their endless pursuit for food. The Worm never took part in such games. It was too risky. He believed in living his life with as little risk as possible. 
 
    “Saddle up the men,” the Worm said. “With any luck, we’ll be at the commune within a few hours.” 
 
    That was another resource they were quickly running short of. Fuel. They had just about enough to get to their destination. After that, they might well set up shop for good. 
 
    One of the Rages caught the Worm’s eye. A tall fellow with a torn face and loose dungarees. There was something in his facial expression that sparked a memory. The squinting eye and gold tooth. 
 
    “Hey,” the Worm said, walking down the incline toward the fighting pit. “Hey, I think I know you. From way back when.” 
 
    He squinted at the Rage, whose lips were dripping blood from his men’s blows. 
 
    “Say, aren’t you the mech who ripped me off right before the Fall?” the Worm said. 
 
    The Rage rushed him. The chain around his neck caught and tugged him to the ground. 
 
    “Good to see the karma cycle still works, even out here,” the Worm said. “I never did pay you for the work you did. That was the week of the Fall.” 
 
    He drew his pistol. 
 
    “Consider this a late payment,” he said. 
 
    He fired. The bullet struck the Rage in the throat. A high-pitched ting noise, causing the Worm to crease his brow an instant before the charge exploded. 
 
    It didn’t kill all the Reavers, but it did sever the chain attached to the second Rage, who charged the screaming maimed men one at a time. 
 
    The worm should have known that the greatest risk was always the one you didn’t see coming. 
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