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Chapter One
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Captain Laquan Mason, commander of the Barracuda class attack submarine, White Plains, looked up at the buzz of the intercom with some relief. He set the tablet with its still blank screen on the desk and thumbed the button. “Yeah?”

“Sorry to disturb you, sir,” said the familiar voice of Anderson, his chief ELINT officer. “We got a flash from that bird we've been monitoring.”

Mason felt himself tense, though he did not know why. Then he did. It was the same unholy thrill of adrenaline and terror that had dominated his world for the few weeks he and his crew had been involved in the war. He was more than happy not to feel that these latter days, after the end of the world. He shook his head to clear it, and he concentrated on what Anderson was saying. 

His crew had picked up the satellite's signal a month ago. At first, Mason's hope was that someone, somewhere, might still be in charge. The thought that someone might be able to give new orders, or a. least let them know what happened. After all, their only piece of the war had been several terrifying weeks stalking and being stalked, under the waves of the Pacific Ocean. They had picked up no further communications from any command structure after receiving their war orders. Now, of course, one only had to step outside the hull to know that no one, anywhere, ever was going to know the whole picture. Even if there were an authority in operation somewhere, what could anyone give the White Plain's crew? Promotions? Medals? Hope?

Maybe absolution, He thought wearily.

Instead, the bird, it seemed, was merely a chance survivor of the orbital theater of the war.  

All this flashed through his mind in a moment. He shook it off. Instead of all the things he wanted to ask, say, scream, he said, “What is it?”

There was a pause. Then Anderson said the one thing Mason did not expect. “Nudet, sir.”

“Shit.” Mason stared at the intercom a moment. “Fuck.” He scrubbed his face with his hands. Nudet. Nuclear detonation. Was it not over? How could it not be over? What nation or fighting force still existed in a condition to fight? How could anyone still be fighting at this point? How many months since that damned day? Why were they fighting. All the useless, meaningless questions swirled through his mind, then settled again. He sighed. “Where?” he said.

“Far as I can tell, it hit Dutch Harbor, skipper.”

“Uh huh.” He thought a moment. “Why there? I'm sure that base was hit on the first day!” He shook his head. How the hell would Anderson know? Besides, the answer came to mind instantly – the only answer possible in a dead or dying world.  He answered his own question. “Probably a spasm shot.” Somebody, somewhere, had run out of options and fired what he had before someone else took him out. There had been a lot of those in the first couple of months, ever since the balloon went up. They had heard some of it, whether in code or in the clear. But, by the time he had expended all his weapons, and brought his boat this last mooring, there had been none. He doubted there were enough combatants still effective to do any fighting at all. Pearl Harbor and Honolulu flashed through his mind. Keisha's face. He pushed both down, out of his thoughts once more. “What a fucking mess,” he muttered.

“Yes, sir.”

“Let me come over there and you can show me the data.”

“Right.”

Mason looked at his desk. The tablet still glowed, where he had dropped it. The screen remained blank, save for the date at the top of the page. His personal log. He thought about noting this event in the log, then shook his head again. “Fuck it. Plenty of time to log it later.” It was something he told himself every day. He knew he would not log it later. He had not written in the log with any regularity in weeks. What was the point? Who would read it? For what purpose. There was no one left to either promote or court martial him. Technically, he – and his whole crew – were guilty of desertion. They had abandoned their orders and their theater of action. But there was no one to condemn him or any man on the boat.

Instead, he stood and left the cabin.

The main control room was a few steps forward. ELINT was just forward of the bulkhead, an open cubby within the CIC. The control room was empty, save for a petty officer tasked to watch the space while they lay in port. ELINT was the only station still manned since everyone lost the war.

Anderson looked up from his screen as Mason entered the compartment. He nodded soberly. “Good morning, skipper.”

“Show me,” said Mason.

Anderson pointed at his screen. “This was the raw data we got from the bird.” A series of lines chased each other across the graph written on the screen. “You can see a bit of interference begin at five seconds, then the spike here at twenty-seven. Light, Temperature. Over-pressure. The works.”

Mason leaned his hands on Anderson's console. He peered closely at the screen. “Uh huh.”

“Here it is on the map.” Anderson tapped a key. The graph vanished, replaced by a map. The map showed the southern coast of Alaska and the long curving chain of the Aleutians. Mason instantly spotted the tiny blotch of Amaknak Island. A timer popped up in one corner. A few seconds into the display, a line drew itself from the edge, speeding across the Bering Sea. At twenty-seven seconds, the line intersected one of the bays on Amaknak – Dutch Harbor. A malignant patch of white blotted out the bay. The blotch grew for several seconds, then began to fade. Mason, as he watched, saw the event in his mind's eye. A flash, followed by a rising fireball that consumed the ashes that remained of where the base once stood. In a few moments, all that was left were ragged patches of red-hot earth where the fireball had touched ground.

Mason stood up and rubbed his chin. “Yield?”

Anderson shrugged. “One hundred to two hundred kilotons,” he muttered. “Thereabouts. Standard yield for a typical round for any of the folks who were shooting at us.” He grimaced, and said, bitterly, “Guess it stirred the ashes pretty good, skipper.”

“Ha,” grunted Mason. “That is too right.” He sighed. “Think we'll get any crud from it?”

Anderson shook his head. “Don't think so, sir,” he said. “Prevailing winds are from the southwest in that location.” He shrugged again. “I'm sorry, skipper. Anything I have on this bird is really just by guess and by golly.”

Mason nodded. “You're doing a great job, Sparky. I'm sure your data is as good as anybody's.” He reached across the other man, and keyed the intercom. “Ensign Lowell, please report to the CIC.”

After a few moments, a sleepy voice replied, “Right away, sir.”

“You gonna tell the mayor, skipper?”

Mason nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “No reason not to.”

A pale, young man – pale even in the world of young men who usually crewed the submarines – stepped through the open hatch between control room and Command Information Center. Tall, and slender, dark hair kept short despite the circumstance, Ensign Lowell nodded to Anderson, then turned to his captain. “You caught me napping, sir,” he said. “Sorry.”

Mason shrugged. “Not getting enough sleep, son?” he said.

“Still getting nightmares, sir.” 

Mason nodded. “You're in good company.” Mason sympathized with Lowell. Many in the crew continued to suffer through symptoms of PTSD of all sorts. Who could not, he thought. Only a couple of months since the war. Not nearly enough time to come to grips with the immense, world-wide effects of it. Not nearly enough time to accept, let alone grieve the losses of everyone’s families. He stifled a sigh. Just as long as there were no more suicides. Mason coughed and covered his own yawning sense of despair. “Notify the sentries,” he said. “We're paying a visit to the mayor.”

“Aye aye, sir,” said Lowell. He turned, left the compartment.

Mason turned back to Anderson. “Anything else I need to know, Sparks?”

The other man shrugged. “That's pretty much everything, skipper,” he said. “I could print out the details, but...”

Mason nodded. “Yeah.” Paper was in limited supply. And the mayor would not find any real use of the technical data, anyway. He patted Anderson's shoulder. “Good work, sailor.”

Mason turned to go.

“Hey, skipper?”

The captain turned back. “Yeah?”

“Mind if I do a shift at the greenhouses?”

“Weren't you just there yesterday?”

Anderson shrugged and smiled lopsidedly. “Not much action here anymore. At least there I get to see green things. And help keep this place moving forward. Maybe make a future.”

Mason nodded. “Sure,” he said. “I doubt CINCPAC is going to reprimand me if you're not at quarters during wartime.” He went back through the hatch. Lowell waited for him in the control room, at the foot of the ladder to the sail. The younger man held the  captain's pea coat. Mason took it without asking. Despite it being a late morning on a June day here in Northern California, it was already chilly out there. All the scientists had been right about that. Nuclear winter was settling in. “Let's go.”

Swiftly, Mason climbed the ladder to the open hatch leading to the interior of the submarine's sail. It was cooler there, but warm enough with the heat rising from the heated interior of the boat. A rating stood by the hatch that led to the curving back of the submarine. Mason nodded to the young man, who saluted. “Open it, son,” said Mason.

“Aye aye, sir.”

Like everything on the White Plains, the hatch was designed for silence. Thus, it made no sound as the young sailor undogged it and swung it open. Mason and Lowell stepped through and onto the an-echoic tiles that coated the hull. The boatswain and his crew had long since installed the wire-railing and placed the gangway. The two men made their way to this and walked down to the dock. The dock, such as it was, was really little more than a municipal marina for the small fishing village of Kent's Bay into which Mason had brought his boat a month and a half ago. 

Lowell shivered. “I thought California was supposed to be warm, sir.”

Mason grimaced and looked up at the dark sky. “Going to get a lot colder,” he said. “Come on.” Without another word, he turned and walked toward the end of the jetty. Lowell trotted to keep up with his commanding officer.

Three months, thought Mason. The memory of that day swelled in his mind, as it often did, playing out like a horrific movie that, despite his deepest desire for a different outcome, always ended the same way. Three months, the memory began, three months since the end of the world. 

The White Plains had been on patrol in the North Pacific, three weeks into her usual, routine patrol. The crew had done well, isolated beneath the waves. No one was fretting the lack of sunlight, or having much more than a mild nostalgia for their last time in port. Many of the men had sweethearts or spouses waiting for them at Pearl Harbor, their base of operations. It was a good crew and Mason was grateful for them. 

On that particular day, they had been steaming five hundred feet down, not far from Okinawa, in the Japanese islands. They had been cruising along, tracking likely noises, the boat become a silent hole in the depths of the sea. Constantly on a heightened state of alert – something emphasized by the brass in the last briefing before all the boats went to sea, they tracked likely targets with whom they might play their deadly war-games – always wondering what the real thing would be like. They were prepared for the possibility of combat and knew they would give a good account of themselves. At the same time, they dreaded what might come in that, however unlikely, event. 

On that awful day, the crew had been working a possible target. Faint, a shadow in the dark, the target had steamed along at the edge of detect-ability. Although Mason thought the tickle they had on their sonar might have been one of the new Chinese boomers mentioned in a recent briefing, that boat's skipper (if it was a boat) had been more canny than he. The trace (which came and went repeatedly) faded each time into the dark and deep sea, almost before they saw it. 

The search was on its third day, when That Day came, when a message came through the ULF system. The ultra-long frequency radio waves could were limited in their ability to transmit data – little more than their system identification. It was enough, however, to bring them to periscope depth. Annoyed and disturbed by the interruption, Mason abandoned their ghostly target. Riding just below the waves, Mason raised the periscope and scanned the surface and air to make sure the coast was clear. Nothing but the familiar, gentle swell of the Pacific greeted his eyes. Once sure they were alone, they poked an antenna above the waves. Just a split-second squirt of radio noise to acknowledge receipt of the call from CINCPAC.. Within minutes, a new packet of data was received and and digested by the White Plains' system. Subsequently, the boat silently slipped back into the depths...
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[image: image]


“It's an urgent flash, Skipper,” said the XO. “Delta Omicron. Day word: Infidel. Key word: Aurora.” He held the flimsy out to his captain, who took it and peered at the printed out message. 

“Fuck,” said Mason. He glanced around the desk they affectionately referred to as the radio shack, the eyes of the rating who had the duty, his eyes now wall-sized in abrupt anxiety. The Executive Officer, usually telling bad jokes that helped keep everyone just a bit relaxed – enough to keep from going rogue during their extended cruise (already an scheduled for an extra thirty days above the standard ninety day tour). Delta omicron. Strategic command orders. Perhaps war orders. He nodded and brushed past his right-hand man. “My cabin. Now.”

Executive Officer Johnson replied, “Aye aye, sir.”He followed his commander out of the CIC.

Mason marched aft to his cabin, his sanctum. Johnson followed. A short trip, maybe ten meters. But it felt ten times as far. A hundred times. A thousand. Considering the tensions that had been building worldwide, up to the day they sailed out of Pearl, the captain had dreaded this possibility – of receiving a strategic command from the fleet headquarters. Mason preceded his subordinate into his cabin, who closed the hatch after himself. On the forward bulkhead, above his desk was a small, stainless steel plate with two keyholes – the commander's safe. Between the keyholes, a tiny red LED glowed like a tiny ember, a promise – or threat – of what might be within.

Mason unbuttoned the top of his shirt. He looked at the other man. “Key,” he said.

Johnson reached under his shirt and pulled out the chain he always wore. Depending from it was small, shining, steel key. He held it up. “Ready, sir.”

Mason pulled his own copy of the key and held it up. “Take position.” 

Johnson stepped closer, standing shoulder to shoulder with the captain. He held his key against the opening to the keyhole on the left. Mason did the same to the keyhole on the right. “Insert,” ordered Mason. Both men slipped their keys into their respective holes at the same moment. “Turn!” Both men twisted their key to the right. The safe clicked. The LED changed to green. The door popped open.

Inside was a thick bundle of envelopes, connected with a metal ring. Mason pulled this out and handed it to the other man.

Johnson flipped through the envelopes until he found the one marked, “Infidel.” He held it up to the captain. “Sir,” he said, formally, “I make this as Infidel.”

“Concur,” replied Mason. “Detach it.”

Johnson twisted the corner of the stiff envelope where a small stamp warned, “Do not remove without the express permission of CINCPACFLT.” The corner broke easily at the perforations. He handed it to his commander.

Mason broke the seal and lifted the flap. Inside were several cards, each containing contingencies based on the permutations between day-words and key-words. Mason quickly found the one marked “Aurora.” He held it up so Johnson could see.

“I confirm,” he said. “Day-word, Infidel; Key-word, Aurora.”

Mason nodded. He bent the card and it snapped apart. Inside was a flimsy slip of paper. He dropped half the card carelessly onto his desk. He pulled the paper and held it so both officers could see it.

“Motherfuckers,” muttered Johnson.

“Yeah,” replied Mason. He took a deep breath. “Okay.” He turned and leaned over his desk. He toggled the intercom. “This is the captain,” he said, the words repeated softly throughout the boat. “Now hear this: General quarters. Rig for silent running. This is not a drill. Go to battle stations. Repeat, this is not a drill.”

Out in the corridor, the lights began to flash. Johnson and Mason looked at each other. Johnson said, “Is it really real, do you think?”

“Don't matter what I think,” said Mason. “Let's go.”
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Mason sighed as the memory faded. He and Lowell reached the end of the pier, following the thick cables that ran from the sail of his submarine and into the buildings around the waterfront. Without looking back, he knew that his submarine loomed over the docks, almost ridiculous in its size, compared to the docks and the few fishing boats still tied up. Indeed, it had only been because this town, Kent's Bay, California, had been a working fishing village, before it became a tourist destination, that it had a harbor deep enough – barely –  to allow the White Plains to dock. Even then, they had had to blow the tanks dry to reduce her draft enough to make it.

He nodded to the seamen doing guard duty at the end of the dock and stood between the navy and this little downtown and moved onto the streets. He walked swiftly, Lowell again almost trotting to keep up.

The little downtown was nearly empty, even at this hour. Most of the quaint shops remained shuttered – as they had been since March. No one from the outside came anymore. No one would ever again browse the little shops and stands for that perfect souvenir, or that some perfect, kitschy gift, from their tour of Northern California. There was no California anymore. Instead, Mason knew, the town's inhabitants labored to stay alive and prepare for the long winter that was descending upon them. Without glancing that way, he knew that the glow of the lights from the greenhouses and corrals created a silhouette of some of the buildings at the other end of the little, commercial strip. Most of the power output of his boat was now devoted to that effort rather than driving her through the depths of the Pacific Ocean. Although the White Plains was still using her original nuclear fuel, he knew it would last at least a couple of years. Hopefully, by that time, there would be an alternative.

However, instead of visiting the greenhouses, the two men marched toward the other, lesser, source of light. At the end of the short strip of shops, two building shone, lit from within with the now rare light of LED bulbs. Mason and Lowell walked past the first one, the largest restaurant from the before times that now served as the communal kitchen and dining room for the town. Beyond it stood the quaint, Victorian edifice of the village's version of city hall. One of the cables from the White Plains snaked along the street, then terminated in the building. A few lights shone on both floors of the building, including the mayor's office on the second floor.

Mason felt rather than saw a slight brightening of the landscape around him and glanced up. The clouds thinned a bit and he saw just a slightly brighter patch against the black clouds. From the position, he knew it was the sun. Really, this was about as bright as it got these days. Pretty soon, even that dim sight of the sun would be denied them as the soot of a thousand burning cities blotted out the sky. He shook his head to dispel the memories that banged at the door. They were only a distraction. They walked on.

Mason and Lowell marched straight to the entrance. A marine stood, at ease, by the iron and glass, double doors. The young woman saluted as Mason approached. 

“Good morning, Hernandez,” said the captain. “All well?”

“Aye, aye, skipper,” she replied. “Quiet, like. The local chief is in his office. The mayor, too.”

Mason nodded. “Thank you, Hernandez.” He slipped past her and entered the building. A local police officer sat behind the reception desk. He looked up as the door opened, then nodded at the captain. Mason nodded back and walked past, then up the stairs. Lowell trailed like a shadow. At the top, Mason turned left and marched down the hall, his heels clicking on the hardwood floor. Halfway down, he stopped at a finely carved, oaken door. Above it, deeply carved in the same wood, were the words: “The Mayor's Office.” The left of the door was an embossed name-plate: Hon. Marion Leeds. 

Mason pushed through without knocking. Inside, lit only by a single, dim LED bulb lay the secretary's desk. It was empty, as it had been since that day. Leeds' secretary had been visiting relatives in San Francisco that awful evening and would, therefore, not be returning this side of eternity.

Mason knew all that. Nothing new. Everyone had a story. He walked past the empty desk and knocked on the inner door.

“Enter,” called a now familiar and mellifluous voice.

Mason and Lowell opened the door and stepped through. 
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Chapter Two
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Marion Leeds, mayor of Kent's Bay these past ten years, looked up as the door opened. As she suspected, the captain of the submarine, docked just a few hundred yards away, stepped through. Even as he did so, he removed his hat and stared down at her. “Good morning, captain,” she said.

“Good morning, Ms. Mayor.” Involuntarily, she glanced at the darkness outside her window. Despite the morning hour, it could have been midnight.

She waived her hand at the chairs in front of her desk. “Please.” She watched with her usual smile as the captain sat. As usual, his aide remained standing, behind and to the right of his commanding officer. It was something she really appreciated about the man. He never sat without being asked. And he always removed his hat in her presence, unlike anyone in the city's government.  “So lovely to see you.” She smiled. “So, what's the occasion for this visit.”

Mason shrugged. He wished he could bring her some good news – especially after all the help the town extended toward his exhausted, and traumatized crew when they arrived two months ago. Not much good news in a dying world, he thought. Instead, he went straight to the point. “My crew had detected a new nuclear explosion.”

Leeds stared at him. The smiled faded. “Oh?”

Mason nodded, his dark face grim. “Yes, ma'am,” he said. “Took place in Dutch Harbor, in Alaska.”

“Ah,” she grunted. She sat back in her chair as the navy man detailed the information Sparks had related earlier. As in these times, she spent some effort keeping her own memories from welling up and, blocking her vision. Oh, Laurie, she thought, pressing the memory down in the dark place to which she banished them. She held on to the man's voice as he walked through the facts. She managed to nod at the right places and keep the general thread straight in her mind. When Mason's voice wound down, she looked up. “So, what I hear you saying is that this will not add to our radiation load, yes?”

“That is correct, ma'am,” said Mason.

Leeds breathed out. “Well, at least there's that.” The prevailing winds had been in their favor when everything happened. Most of the explosions took place east and south of Kent's bay (that terrible flash illuminated her mind for a moment before she could suppress it again). She glanced out the window again. The darkness looked like midnight. God, she thought, what I wouldn't do to see the sun! “Anything else I need to know?” She thought about the sports club that lay abandoned on the other side of town. Could they get the tanning beds working? God knew they needed vitamin D. She turned back as Mason spoke.

Mason shrugged. “Nothing too urgent right now,” he said.

She nodded. “How are your marines feeling, working with my cops?”

Mason grinned. A month ago, a platoon of marines arrived in town, having walked from a training exercise far to the north and east that had been abruptly terminated with the bright flashes along the horizons that night. “They are not complaining,” he said. “They are just happy to get a couple square meals a day and a warm rack.” 

Leeds nodded. “That's good to hear. The chief was unhappy taking 'suggestions' from their sergeant.”

Mason shrugged. “Strange days.” What he did not need to mention was that the staff sergeant, a reservist doing his two weeks, had also been a detective in the real world. He pointedly did not mention that the sergeant had had a few things to say about the chief. He put his hands on the arms of the chair, as though to stand. Lowell leaned over and said something in his ear. Mason listened, then nodded and looked at the mayor again. He said, “I have crew members who want more time in the greenhouses.”

“Send them,” she said. “Cordero needs as much labor as he can get. Both building and maintaining.” She scooted closer to her desk and folded her hands on the blotter. “The real question is whether you can supply the power to expand them.”

Mason shrugged. “For now,” he said. “The reactor has enough fuel for a couple of years of routine patrol, more than enough to supply the greenhouses for several years. The weak points are the heat exchange and the turbine. My crew can keep them working for years – as long as a critical part does not fail, or our machine shop can't make a work-around. We had an overhaul on the power plant just before our last patrol. Not anticipating any problems.”

“But if it does?”

“Might be no power for a couple of days.” Mason shrugged. “I have my men fabricating spares for things likely to fail. Just in case.”

Leeds nodded. “Good.”

“One of my chiefs, Sanford, says he is ready to take a patrol out of town to see about more supplies and to check in on the wind turbines north of here,” Mason said. “He needs at least one truck. And the fuel.”

“No reason we can't use some of our reserves for that,” she said. “More food would come in handy.”

Mason nodded. “I'll have Sandford talk to Chief Roberts. All goes well, they can leave within the week.”

“Sure.” She looked at both men. “Anything else.”

Mason shook his head. “Nothing critical.”

“Okay,” said Leeds. “Excellent. So far, so good.” She nodded to the two men. “Thank you, gentlemen.”

Mason got to his feet. “Thank you, ma'am,” he said. He marched out the door, his young aide seeming to run to keep up, though that was just an illusion. A moment more, and she was alone once more.

Leeds sighed to the empty office. She admired Captain Mason. Lord knew that, without him and his nuclear submarine, they would have absolutely not hope. No power. No heat. No light. Food running out. It would have been a matter of weeks before they were all dead.  His crew had come to the town and given hope where before there had been nothing but despair and doom. They had strung cable through the waterfront, bringing a measure of power and light back to their world. Even more, power to  draw water from the ground and power to prepare and preserve their limited food supplies. More still, power to give a slight hope that all this would be for more than nothing.

She spun her chair around and stared out the window. Not even noon, but it was dark. Within a few days of... that day, streamers of black clouds had lined the skies like furrows in a field. And swiftly spread. Over several weeks the stars, sun, and moon began to fade, hidden behind the soot of a thousand burning cities. And it had only gotten darker since. Now, the brightest it ever got, and with decreasing frequency, was half as bright as a moonlit night.

She shivered. Not from the increasing chill, but knowing that the trees – hidden in the dark – were losing their leaves, despite it being full summer. The forests were dying. She thought about the stands of Redwoods and Sequoia. They, too, would be dying now. Would anything be left to grow again? she thought. From what the captain told her, it would be years before the skies cleared again, if nothing more happened. But how could things ever get better if madmen kept lobbing nukes around long after their nations had ceased to exist, and with them their stupid conflicts that led to this horror?

Captain Mason, she thought to herself. Leeds liked him very much. She admired his drive and determination. Although she was sure he had not told her everything that had happened since the war started, she knew enough that he was an excellent leader. And, frankly, she admired his looks, not that she would ever do anything about that. But he reminded her of someone she knew long ago in those halcyon supermodel days when her face graced a dozen magazine covers – what was it? Thirty years? Thirty-five? - before the Internet eliminated magazine covers. 

She sighed. She spun back to her desk. Ruminating on the ruin of the world was not going to solve anything. She looked at the short stack of hand written papers needing her attention – notes brought to her office since she arrive this “morning.” People of her town, people who trusted her to help them hold things together to get through this long night, somehow survive the worst disaster in the history of humankind. “Lord help me,” she whispered as she picked up the first one.

Absently, she rubbed a spot under her right arm, not far from where she had the lumpectomy the year before last.
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Chapter Three
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Outside, Mason looked up at the sky, where a faint gray disk shone through the crud. “Sunny day,” he said with a bitter chuckle. He looked at Lowell. “Got your notebook?”

Lowell nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Come on, let's see Cordero,” said Mason. “I want to know exactly what he needs.” Without another word, he turned and walked back along the short waterfront. They marched along the once quaint street, following the cable back toward the boat. Although intact, the buildings seemed long abandoned to the two men. The only light along the way was the one surviving restaurant. They glimpsed a number of people bustling about, getting things ready for the big meal of the day. A few people were already lined up, gaunt-faced, hoping that there might be enough for once, happy to know that they would be eating at all this day. Several noticed the sailors and nodded to them. The policeman stationed by the door waved.

Mason nodded back, but kept moving. The light at the other end of the waterfront grew as they approached. At the far end, where the scenic stretch of shops and eateries ended, a clumsy cluster of ramshackle constructions began. The cable from the White Plains ascended to a recently reinforced pole, topped with a transformer, then split into many lines. Each of these connected to the several structures. The first four were ugly but functional greenhouses. These shone brightly from the lamps inside. Behind them, a hastily built barn grew from the side of what had been a sporting goods store. The air was redolent with the aromas of soil, manure, and animals.

Mason stopped on the street in front of the greenhouses. He watched the blurred figures through the heavy plastic sheeting that covered this end of the building. He turned and looked up and down the street, then opposite at the dark water of the bay.

“Is everything okay, sir?”

“It is,” said Mason. “So far.” He tapped the younger man's arm. “I want you to look over the deployment of both cops and marines, as well as our own security details.”

“Aye, aye sir,” said Lowell. “May I ask why?”

“Always.” Mason waved at the new, lighted building. “We are undoubtedly going to be attracting more survivors in the weeks ahead. If they know that we can somehow grow food, they will want to join us, which means we will need more greenhouses. Some of these folks will likely try to take it from us instead of helping. Especially once all the leftover cans and packages are finished and all we have is what we can grow. And we will need to grow a lot!

“Also, some of the people here may not be willing to cooperate in the long term, when things go from worse to worst.”

“Will it get that bad, sir.”

The captain pointed at the sky. “What do you think, son?” Then he clapped him on the shoulder. “So, look over the deployment. See where the weak spots are. Then consult with Sergeant Menendez on improving our perimeter. Got it?”

Lowell, who had been scribbling in the small notebook he carried, nodded. “Yeah. I mean, yes sir!”

“Good. Now let's go see that farmer.”
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Chapter Four
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In the utter, abyssal darkness of his subterranean cell, Bandar sat and stared in the direction of the blocked door and brooded. He was not quite sure, but it felt like weeks since he had been trapped here. Many weeks. He was not quite sure, there were blank spots in his memory between the moment he was trapped and now. The room, unused in who knew how long, had seemed a perfect spot to dine. Getting the prey to go with him to such an isolated room had been simplicity itself, for he had centuries of practice.

His stomach rumbled.

He ignored it.

He grinned in the dark. A predator should always be hungry, he thought. It was one of the things he had always told his acolytes in the old kingdom, now lost. Alas.

He ran his hands over his arms and lost his smile. So thin! The muscles and tendons were ridges and lumps under his skin. Any trace of the thin layer of fat he had built up in this rich and lazy land was gone, consumed slowly as he waited in this deep, dark room. Now famished, to a degree he never thought possible, Bandar wondered how long it would be before he lost strength for good and he had to lay here in the dark for who knew how many centuries before he was rediscovered. He could not remember the last time he had to fast this long. The prospect of being without food for... for... well, forever, made him feel like he was falling from the edge of the world.

At least his skin had healed. That had been the worst part. When the lights went out that night, something invisible had shone through the ceiling and seared his flesh down to the muscle. His scream had been lost in the shrieking rumble of collapsing masonry and churning rock and the titanic thump of God's fist slamming down, crushing San Francisco. Thank the stars that that burning – whatever it was – lasted no more than a few seconds. Had it not, it would have been the end of his long life – something he was not yet prepared to leave.

Oh, to drink, he thought. To have the sustenance he required, nay, deserved. In the pitch dark, he looked over his shoulder to where he knew – without seeing – lay the crushed, scattered and thoroughly chewed remains of his last victim. Oh, what a divine struggle that had been! He had let the man know the truth of Bandar in those last moments before he took his life. The man had screamed and fought with a bezerker's strength and rage.

In the dark, Bandar rocked back and forth, remembering it.

****
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Above, in the bar, Bandar stood, one shoe perched on the foot rail, and swirled his drink in the glass. He pretended to drink the Scotch on the Rocks. He feigned a sip now and again as his eyes prowled the shifting masses of men squeezed into
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