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Pulling them forward like wraiths. That’s what Kevin was thinking. Maybe it was the hunger. Growing like a disease in his stomach. But that’s what he was thinking. Death was pulling him forward like an insubstantial wraith. It was pulling all of them. And there was nothing Kevin Kent or anyone else could do about it.

It was noisy. The city always was. Cars. HVAC units. Warm wind whistling through the concrete corridors. The homeless mumbling, and there were more homeless and more mumbling every day, sprouting up like weeds between the cracks in the sidewalk, like spirits squeezed out between the chinks in the mortar. 

Eyes averted, hands outstretched, the homeless mumbled for handouts. He couldn’t blame them, only feel sorry for them. For all intents and purposes, he was one of them.

The American dream had become the American pipedream. Loud voices from the rushing three-piece suits who yammered to be heard over the noisy background as they screamed into their cellphones. Only the most avaricious and selfish people seemed to find success—he was living in a world that only seemed to reward the monsters. Everyone else struggled.

The streets smelled rank and moist. Car exhaust, trash, human sweat, pigeon droppings. The smell was inescapable. Pungent in the worst way.

It was hot too, though it was yet early spring. While everybody was still arguing over its causes, global warming had come spreading doom and gloom. The glaciers had melted, the oceans had spread over the land and average temperatures soared into the upper nineties and continued rising with no end in sight. 

Morning rush hour on a Monday was one of the worst times ever to be on the streets of New York City. But what choice did he have? Why did they call it rush hour anyway? Was that somebody’s idea of a joke? Why not call it bumper to bumper hour—call a bee a bee?

Right now, all the little worker bees were heading out from their little hives in search of greenback pollen. People might have stopped to smell the flowers, if their petals had carried the scent of money. Breathe deep, my friends. Success is just around the corner, Kevin chuckled to himself.

Not for B-Class Citizens, of course. Most of what Kevin had heard they used to call the middle class was now categorized legally as B-Class Citizens. They had few rights and little property. The debt-owed nations of the world, under the tight-fisted control of an economic oligarchy, had long ago pulled the plug on the US economy. A nation founded on so-called democracy had perverted itself into a country running on the fuel of consumerism. Gross, excess consumerism. 

Had anyone really thought it would last?

The Americans worked for the Chinese, Indians, Malaysians, Venezuelans, you name it—everyone but themselves. The people of the US had been reduced to the New World serf class. A class of toilers of the corporate landscape and service industry. 

Superpower has-beens.

Foreigners held title to the city’s proud buildings. Few Americans could afford to buy a home, most rented, working for wages that were laughable already a generation ago. Kevin had even read somewhere that the White House was owned by the government of Qatar and leased back to the US government on four-year renewable terms. The president was said to wear a suit bearing a “Made In China” label right on its lapel. And that wasn’t the only logo the president was required to wear. Like PGA golfers, politicians, judges and every GI in a uniform was plastered with sponsors’ names and logos. The price to pay for being well-clothed. 

The presidency itself had become a reality TV show with the last man or woman standing becoming the next president of the US.

The US military had been forced to lease out its nuclear class submarines and warships to the highest bidders. The EU had sold off the formerly sovereign nation of Greece to the Chinese in a desperate attempt to reduce its debt.

Welcome, progress!

No, this was no place to be. But, again, what choice did he have? A penthouse apartment overlooking Central Park? A brownstone in the Bronx? A third floor walk-up in East Harlem with cold yellow water dripping from the faucets?

None of the above.

The streets were Kevin’s home. And these people were invading his home. Jostling him, taunting him with their healthy, glowing cheeks and fat bellies. He despised them all. He loathed them. They’d taken his job, his life. Given it to the Indians and the Chinese and the fat cats with their bloated bellies living in their bloated mansions. 

Fat cats who treated their workers like chattel, then gave a few bucks, that they’d slowly squeezed, stolen from their underpaid employees, to some charity or another. Saying: Hey, look at me! What a nice person I am! And the papers printed their pictures, and the masses bought the lie and the papers that the stink came wrapped in.

To be honest, Kevin envied them. He envied the fat cats and he envied the idiots who bought into the dream. He’d had dreams once. They’d disappeared with his family and his humanity. Only thirty-three years old, facing a long life and a dubious future.

So he didn’t mind at all when the ships came. Big black clouds rolling silently overhead. Blocking the sunlight, threatening to topple Manhattan like a collection of children’s toy wooden blocks. He didn’t mind it at all.

Then again, a part of him, a not insignificant part, thought he might be hallucinating again. He did a lot of that. Sometimes it was with purpose. An escape from reality, both the OR and the NR—the so-called Original Reality that had been man’s lot for as long as the species had up till now existed, and the New Reality—the NR now being touted as the latest greatest thing.

The masses had 3V and the NR, both subtle drugs that not so subtly stole minds. This 3V was the newest version of NR being marketed as a major breakthrough in all the ads.

His mind, he realized, had been stolen long before and when he wasn’t purposefully technologically flipping out he was flipping out naturally. Unavoidably.

It was the hunger that did it, he supposed. The constant hunger that clung to him like a cloying shadow, and his own tenuous grip on reality. Reality for Kevin was a murky construct even on the best of days. At least that’s what his ex-wife, Linda, had told him. Time after time after time...

The NR, enner, as everybody called it, wasn’t an option. He couldn’t have afforded it if he’d wanted to. You needed a mind-material connection for that. And connections were expensive. They required brain implants, and that meant surgery, the kind that only the highly skilled Indonesians could perform. 

But the enner had become the place to be, the place where virtual selves lived the lives that their fleshy counterparts could only imagine and dream of leading.

People said if you weren’t living in the enner, you weren’t alive at all. In fact, he’d heard people say that they felt more alive in their enner bodies than they did in their earthly ones. It was even said that it was a common phenomenon that when a person’s virtual self was murdered or died in an accident in the enner, the flesh and blood person nine times out of ten became a vegetable, nothing but a catatonic mass of flesh. Devoid of any reality at all. In the tenth case, they went crazy and had to be institutionalized. Unable to cope with being among the unliving.

Kevin looked up at the strip of sky visible between skyscrapers.

The big silvery ships blotted out the sun. People were screaming now. Kevin could have screamed, too. But why bother? One more voice wasn’t going to make much of a difference, was it? So why bother?

He knew what everybody was thinking. Everybody was thinking that they were being attacked, invaded by terrorists. Come to wreak their indiscriminate mayhem on an unsuspecting and, mostly, undeserving public. Then, he supposed, that’s the point of terrorism, isn’t it? To hurt the innocent and undeserving?

And hadn’t the Founding Fathers been something like terrorists themselves as they fought the British system? It all depended on one’s point of view, didn’t it?

Of course, it was just this sort of thinking, this sort of blasphemy, that had often spelled trouble for Kevin Kent. Trouble was his other constant companion. Trouble, say hello to Hunger. Hunger, say hello to Trouble.

The two chatted it up, ignoring their host and his running thoughts.

Were they being invaded by terrorists? 

If so, they’d come a long way and he didn’t mean in distance. He meant technologically, because these ships were huge. Big as the biggest thunderclouds he’d ever laid eyes on.

A pair of US Navy jet fighters, bearing ads for a popular soft drink, flew towards the mysterious objects but never got very close. The jets hit some invisible barrier and fell from the sky like a child’s windup toys that had run out of kinetic energy.

The jet fighters fell far away. Kevin didn’t hear the crash but he could imagine it. He didn’t see the cloud of dust and debris their impact must have raised, but he could imagine that too. The crash had to have been many blocks from where he now stood. 

Someone grabbed him and started shouting at him. It was a woman, her face contorted and purple, almost inhuman in its torment. She was screaming words he couldn’t understand. But her fear was palpable and washed over him in its ugliness and frailty. 

Funny, because she was wearing a pair of RCGs. Roses were the latest thing for those who had the money. Rose Colored Glasses—invented by a clever Paraguayan. Put them on and they filtered out all the ugliness in the world. Filtered out all the shabbiness, all the advertising, sloganism, graffiti, your wife, whatever it was you didn’t want to see. Program the glasses and they’d remove that unsightly billboard blocking out your view of Sag Harbor if you wanted. Replace your wife with a vision of some Bali goddess. Got a thing against black people or white people or bluebirds? RCGs would let you see nothing but Muldovans or sparrows, if you so chose. 

But the glasses weren’t helping this woman now. They hadn’t been preprogrammed for what was now happening around them, for what she was now seeing. How could they? Nothing like this had ever been seen before. She was having to face her fear straight on. Look ugliness in the eye. And she was not up to the immense task. Her words were incomprehensible. Gibberish pushed out her lips by a panicked mind.

He tried to calm her down, ease her death grip on his arms, her sharp nails biting into his flesh. Spittle hit his face as her mouth contorted in a large O and she howled. He freed one arm and reached for the bridge of her nose, thinking that if only she removed her Roses, maybe that would help. Maybe they were short-circuiting, making her see monsters where there were ships, making her anguish worse. 

The woman seemed to sense what he was up to. She threw him off and raced awkwardly and madly down the street. He never saw her again. 

He wondered if she had been real. The pair of Roses lay on the pavement. They must have fallen off after all. For a moment, Kevin considered popping them on his nose. But what would he see if he looked in the mirror? Just some pasty, doughy, overweight man in his early thirties with a head of short brown hair that looked like it had been more attacked than trimmed, and lusterless brown eyes that had seen too much.

He crushed the glasses underfoot. The sound of snapping plastic gave him a sense of satisfaction. The glasses at least had been real. They were real still, but they were no longer Rose Colored Glasses.

Wisps of white floated everywhere, covering everything in sight. It was as if a giant spider or a huge colony of spiders had come silently in the night and laid bits of web across the world. The stuff broke easily as he passed through it, but was sticky like spider web and, where it touched his bare skin through the gaping holes in his ratty-sleeved shirt, the skin tingled and itched. He wondered what it was but didn’t really have much time to think about it.

Kevin turned towards Greenwich Village. He used to live in the Village. Maybe that was why he was heading that way now. It sounded like every siren in the city was singing and his head ached all the way to his vibrating jawbone. His eyes teared up with pain.

Hologram emergency cams hovered on every street corner. The HECs had been installed citywide several years prior and hardly anyone had objected. They were there to protect the good citizenry, after all. Weren’t they? Or were they really spies? Could they receive his thoughts as easily as they sent his image? Kevin had his suspicions but wasn’t sure. How could he know?

What he did know was that there was a time when at least some people would rail against such things. Nowadays, nobody remembered the fear of an unseen Big Brother, the novel 1984, and what it portended. Nobody remembered George Orwell.

Nineteen-eighty-four was the year the Tigers won the World Series, trouncing the old San Diego Padres. That was in the days before the Pacific Ocean had gotten larger and California had grown smaller by an equal degree. Lost to the Great Quake that many as far away as the Rockies claimed to have felt. The Apple Macintosh had hit the streets in 1984 and been part of a revolution. And wasn’t that the year someone assassinated Gandhi?

Kevin couldn’t be sure of anything anymore. And there was no way to check the veracity of anything. At least, not with any certainty. Information was pliable as clay. Information was to be accepted, had to be. What choice was there? None. But information, Kevin knew, could never be trusted.

What would George Orwell think? Kevin wondered. Or HG Wells for that matter?

There was a line that he’d read years before. Wells said: Human history becomes more and more a race between education and catastrophe.

Nobody remembered HG Wells either. And while nobody remembered Big Brother, Big Brother had stealthily and relentlessly engulfed them all. How can you see what’s all around you? And we didn’t need any Thought Police because we all knew what we were all thinking. And we were all thinking Nothing.

Besides, nobody really read books anymore. Maybe the words and warnings of writers like George Orwell and HG Wells were coming to fruition. Yes, this could be the day...

Maybe there really were Martians after all—like that old film director Orson Wells had once tricked the public into believing—and just maybe they really were invading today.

Kevin wished he had a copy of one particular HG Wells book now. It was called Mind At The End Of Its Tether. He felt like that himself, his mind at the end of its tether, floating like a small gray balloon at the end of a long white cotton string running from his head to the clouds.

If he had a copy in his hands now, he’d carry it to the park and read it slowly, savoring every word while the world ran madly by.

But there wasn’t much chance of that, was there?

He scratched his head, wondering when he’d last seen a book. Hadn’t there been a yellowed copy of a King James Bible in that antique shop on Washington?

The HEC was rotating slowly, defying gravity. Ridiculously calm looking newsmen and women spoke slowly and evenly, trying to make sense out of something they didn’t understand.

A man caught Kevin’s shoulder. He spoke brusquely in a thick accent. Spanish maybe. Kevin knew a Spanish consortium had foreclosed on the Statue of Liberty six months ago. It was being disassembled and shipped to its new location on the Rock of Gibraltar where it would stand as a potent symbol of Iberian resurgence and American decline.

“What is going?” shouted the man. He wore a brown trench coat and an expensive pair of shoes with old-fashioned laces. Kevin noticed such things. “Please, señor. What is going?” He jabbed at the HEC on the screen.

Kevin smiled wanly, showing teeth that were regular but in need of a good brushing, as he watched the woman’s painted red lips move across the screen. She spoke mechanically like a SCUID. One of those Scientifically Created Uber Individuals that everybody was talking about. They’d been developed by BioBerm, the Swiss-Austrian biotech giant.

Supposedly, they were biologically superior to humans, yet intellectually fragile and pregnant with subtle frailties and mental quirks which were difficult to diagnose and unpredictable in their appearance.

Maybe she was one, though he didn’t know they were being used as on-air personalities. Of course, this woman had no personality whatsoever. No REAL personality, anyway. Only a painstakingly manufactured one.

But that was the norm, even for non-SCUIDs; especially for non-SCUIDs.

Kevin could barely hear her over the relentlessly screaming sirens. He ran a hand through short-cropped, bristly brown hair. More human stupidity. He turned to the man beside him. “It’s simple,” Kevin said, flatly. “They’re coming for us.”

“Please?” The poor fellow looked utterly confused, drowned in confusion, if that was possible.

Kevin had no life preserver to toss him. He pointed to the sky. “They’re coming for us.”

The man’s eyes followed Kevin’s finger out into space but Kevin could tell that this man could not see what he could see.

They were coming for them. He had not been certain of anything for a number of years now. But, of this, Kevin was absolutely certain. He couldn’t explain how he knew this with such immovable certainty any more than he could explain all those other vague and impossible things going on inside his head. But of this he was certain.

More spidery web fell from the sky, burning his cheeks like bitter tears. He didn’t bother to brush it aside. He was certain there would just be more.

The maybe Spaniard hurried off just as quickly as his expensive laced shoes with those pricey yet terribly inadequate rubber soles could carry him. Kevin passed straight through the talking hologram. A minor but satisfactory act of defiance, he knew, but he enjoyed the act nonetheless.
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He stepped into a store on Bleecker. The boxish place was small, low-ceilinged and crammed with cases of cut-rate beer and cigarettes. Two rows of unsteady-looking shelves cut the place in fourths, and held all the useless little sundries that make up peoples’ lives. A couple more grams of gravity and Kevin calculated the whole place would fall in on itself.

The smell of decay rose above all else.

A clerk with greasy black hair, hanging down from his forehead all the way to a pair of pudgy black eyebrows, put down his phone as he came in. “Do you have any chocolate bars?” Kevin asked.

The clerk laid his fleshy hands on the chipped and buckling counter and eyed him with open suspicion. His paunch spilled over the edge. “You have any money?”

Kevin frowned. Did he have any money? It had been so long. He had no idea and dug around in his pockets. Hoping for a miracle.

He found one. Or rather two. Two scruffy tea-colored quarters. Now he remembered. He’d found them near the hydrobus stop on Malcolm X the day before last. He held the two quarters aloft between his thumb and forefinger, gazing hungrily at the candy display. “I’d like a chocolate bar.” It cost a dollar, but maybe...“Please?”

The clerk squinted. “You’re not wearing an ID. How come, buddy?”

Kevin’s hands went involuntarily to his chest. Everyone was supposed to wear their laminated US National MagnetIdent on a lanyard around the neck. “I lost it,” he stuttered.

The clerk’s own MagnetIdent dangled over his weighty chest like a rebuke. Gig Shephard, age 37.

Kevin’s hands fiddled with a non-existent ID card. Truth was, he hadn’t lost it. He had sold it on the black market for fifteen yuan. Kevin didn’t know why the buyer had wanted it, or what it was being used for now, and he didn’t care. Only the money had mattered at the time. He hadn’t eaten in days. Parting with the MagnetIdent was easy. He’d have sold his right hand for fifteen yuan that day.

The clerk looked at him some more, apparently chewing Kevin’s words over, then opened his palm with a sigh and Kevin dropped the two quarters into it. His hand reached for the bar.

The clerk shook his head. “Not that one,” he said. “Take the other. One shelf over and down near the bottom.”

Kevin bent and scanned the metal shelving. A row of cheap American knock-off confections. No matter. He took a chocolate bar in a dull, waxy blue-and-white plastic wrapper and held it up for the clerk to see. The clerk nodded his approval and Kevin started peeling back the wrapper.

“Not in here,” complained the clerk. “Take it outside, buddy.”

Kevin wondered why it was that every time someone does not like you they call you buddy. Why not just call you a jerk and be done with it? “Take it outside, jerk.” Simple, to the point. Honest.

Kevin looked out the door. People rushed by. The panic hadn’t subsided. “Do you know what’s happening out there?” he said to the clerk.

“Don’t tell me—the sky is falling,” cracked the clerk, obviously bored and out of patience with him and his presence reeking up his crummy little shop.

“That’s right,” said Kevin. “It very nearly is.”

“Beat it, buddy.” The clerk made a skit of looking at his cheap watch. Probably made in America. “I’ve got a business to run.”

Kevin left.

Around the corner in the alley, he leaned against the bricks, studied the partially unwrapped bar as if the thing were his prey. He tore back the paper and then bit the bar neatly in two.

He began to salivate, swirling his chocolate prize around and around in his mouth. Making certain each and every taste bud got its share, its fill of wonder.

Kevin ate the remainder of the bar more slowly, deliberately. His tongue moved like a slippery fish swimming round his mouth, scavenging chocolate the way a discfish—one of those cleaner fishes—swims unafraid into the gaping mouths of sharks and cleans the debris from their naturally deadly teeth.

Maybe that was how the tongue had gotten its start—as a slippery slug in Man’s throat that had evolved into a symbiotic relationship that had eventually married the two together: Man and Slug.

Kevin didn’t understand what impulse had driven him to spend his only coins on that bar of chocolate but was glad he had. He held no regrets. Maybe somewhere deep down in his core he knew he wasn’t going to need those two old coins—he wasn’t going to need any money any longer.

A mound of litter had piled up around the outside of the trash bin. Still, he carefully dropped the wrapper into the steel bin and shambled over to the East Village, passing through Little Bombay—pinching his nose because he didn’t like the smell of Indian food—and gazed thoughtfully at an ordinary looking apartment building, one of thousands in the city, he supposed. But this one was special to him.

He mentally counted four floors up and three windows over from the lefthand corner. His old apartment. Their last apartment as a family. Sarah and Quinn, his ex-wife and daughter, lived alone there now. Only the two of them. No more Kevin.

At least, he thought it was only the two of them. Maybe Sarah had found someone new. Someone more whole.

He spotted Sarah gazing out the window, worriedly wringing her hands. A warm breeze blew her long blonde hair, momentarily obscuring her face. 

So she hadn’t gone to work today. She held a job twenty hours a week at the Prince So Hotel, working in the basement laundry. It wasn’t much but it was all the work she could get in these hard times. And she felt lucky to have it. What else was she supposed to do with a degree in Comparative Lit?

Kevin figured she’d probably stayed home because she was scared. Not for herself. For Quinn’s sake. She would never have risked losing her job otherwise. Jobs were too hard to come by. Her fear was so palpable he could feel it even at this great distance.

It didn’t take much to make people afraid these days. There was so much to be afraid of in life and so little to take comfort in, to gather courage from.

Kevin waved up to Sarah.

As he did, a dark cloud passed overhead. Only it wasn’t a cloud. It was a shape. A long, tall, vaporous looking thing floating soundlessly in the sky. The thing crawled silently, slowly above the helpless city and the morning turned to twilight. The air went chill.

Sarah pushed open the window and leaned out. “What are you doing, Kevin? Get away. They’ll see us!” Fear shone in her eyes.

Kevin looked from his wife, his ex-wife, to the dark shape above. It seemed to be heading towards the harbor. He didn’t really think there was any hiding from the thing, whatever it was, and said so.

“The radio said to stay indoors!” Sarah shouted.

“So do the HECs.” But he didn’t have an indoors to stay in, so what was the point? Would she invite him up? “Is Quinn with you?”

“Yes. Now go away. I’m closing the window. And the curtains.”

“Can I see her? For a minute?” It had been so long since he’d seen his daughter. A marvelously bright and vivacious seven year old who always beamed when Kevin came around, which wasn’t often. For more reasons than he knew or could ever explain, even to himself.

Sarah froze in the window, her hands on the window frame. She sighed. “Fine. For a minute.”

Kevin quickly climbed the narrow cement steps, waited at the gate for Sarah to buzz him up and then clumsily mounted the stairs. He had managed to make it to the third floor landing, huffing like an old steam engine, when the rumbling began. The sound was unlike anything he’d ever heard. And it frightened him.

He raced up the last flight of stairs as the noise reached its crescendo. He pounded on the flimsy door and didn’t let up until Sarah answered. “What the hell was that?”

Sarah looked bewildered, shocked. “The streets are full of water...maybe ten feet deep.” She wrung her hands. “Like a roiling river of water...everywhere.” Her voice was low and tremulous. She pulled Kevin to the window and threw it open. “Look.”

Kevin stuck his head outside. Jesus. She wasn’t exaggerating. The street, every street as far as he could see, had become a brown, debris-filled river. And not merely debris. He could see people, some thrashing still full of life, others looking lifeless, all being swept away in the rapids, bouncing off buildings like hapless billiard balls. 

The sight rattled his brain. The sound rattled his ears.

“What is it, Kevin?”

Her voice carried an accusation. Was she blaming him for the mayhem below? Could he be responsible? Could his sick mind have created all this?

He couldn’t stop looking. “I don’t know. A rogue tidal wave maybe?” But he sensed it wasn’t.

He stuck his head back inside the apartment. It was eerily quiet. The electricity had gone out. The whole city had fallen powerless, both literally and figuratively. Quinn, his young daughter, was seated in her favorite stuffed blue chair in the corner. She hadn’t said a word since he’d arrived. That wasn’t like her. Whatever was going on was spooking her. She ran her index finger over and over through a curl of brown hair.

He could see she’d been crying. “Whatever caused it, it’s over now,” he said for the benefit of both mother and daughter. “The water is receding.” That much was true. The flood was leaving as quickly as it had come.

Quinn’s lower lip quivered. He could see it was all too much for her.

Sarah returned to the window and peeked out. After a moment, she said that, yes, she could see that, too.

Kevin gently stroked Quinn’s hair. She was nearly eight now. He hadn’t seen her since her last birthday. She looked so changed. Almost a year ago. He fought back a sadness that had welled up within him.

With his coaxing, Quinn spoke now, her voice a mucousy whisper. She asked him where he’d been and he told her. “Around. I’ve been around.”

When she asked him what was happening, he told her not to worry. “Nothing to worry about.” He knew that was a lie. She had every reason to worry. They all did.

He crossed back to the open window and rubbed against his ex’s shoulder. The water was receding faster and faster. Incongruously, the sky was filled with acrid smoke and fire. Funny, despite the flood, half of the City of New York seemed to be ablaze. “I’ll go see what I can find out.”

“Are you sure that’s safe?” Sarah asked, now cowering beside their daughter.

He shrugged. “No.” He paused at the door. “Better lock this behind me.” He jiggled the door knob. Kevin stood in the hall waiting for the rattle of the locks clicking into place then headed down the dark stairwell.

The street smelled funny. Like the ocean. Not the normal smell of humanity and garbage. That was almost pleasant, homey. He’d always loved the salty scent of the sea.

Plenty of people gazed out their windows, their expressions troubled, yelling at each other. Wondering what was going on. Wondering what was going to happen next.

Of course, no one knew.

He descended the building’s worn steps until his feet were an inch deep in water. Though the water was definitely going down—he’d been right about that— it was still a good five or six feet deep, by his estimate. And full of the dead: people, pets, cars, bicycles...bits of the city being inexorably swept out and away.

A muffled scream startled him. It sounded close. Kevin’s eyes darted left, then right. A woman was thrashing in the brown water, clinging to a piece of a plastic sign about forty feet up the street, coming fast. 

Her head went under. She came up again coughing. Their eyes met and her frightened eyes cried out to him. She waved. She shouted. He couldn’t make out the words. She was choking on foul water. But he understood what she wanted.

She wanted him to help her.

He took a cautious step into the water. It was frigid and fast.

“No, Kevin!” shouted Sarah from the window above. “Are you crazy?”

Kevin didn’t even look back. He had to smile. Sarah always asked him that. If he was crazy. Maybe she’d said it so often that she had created a reality in which that had become so. 

No, he supposed it wasn’t fair to blame Sarah for his flaws.

The helpless woman came hurtling his way. As she came perpendicular to him, he stretched out his arms and hit the icy water with a graceless belly flop. His stomach stung like he’d taken ten thousand volts from a giant blue jellyfish but he had no time to worry about the pain. 

Thrashing wildly, he reached for the woman. Their hands met but couldn’t hold. His chest hit something hard under the surface of the murky water. He thought it might have been a car. In fact, he thought it must have been a Ford Freedom—one of those cheap hydrogen jobs. But that was nonsense. Even he knew that. Nobody could judge the make and model of an auto from being thunked in the head with it. Or could they?

Maybe if its hood ornament left a dent in his forehead. It quite possibly might have, though this was no time to check.

The water was rising above him. He was going under. Something strong grabbed his ankle and jerked. He managed to push his head above the waterline and gulped for air. The woman was shouting but his ears were full of cold brackish water and all he heard was a meaningless roar.

She pulled him up and he was able to get a grip on the debris she was clinging desperately to. It was a busted bus stop bench, hollow, recycled plastic. But hard enough. He ran his tongue around the edges of his mouth. His lower lip was cut and bleeding.

She spluttered something that sounded alien to him. He shook his head and she gave up. They didn’t speak after that. They just hung on.

They were moving swiftly towards the sea. 

Perhaps, thought Kevin, this wasn’t a good idea. He never had learned to swim.
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The last thing Kevin remembered seeing before he woke was a wall of glass coming fast. A steel and glass skyscraper—the Yamaguchi Towers—and his reflection and the equally frightened looking image of the strange woman beside him staring back.

The woman clawed at his back, screaming. But there was nothing to be done. He turned his head at the last second, taking the brunt of the blow on his shoulder. 

There was a moment of pain and light. Then peace.

When he regained consciousness, he was lying in a puddle of a bombed out lobby. Shattered glass and busted furniture. He struggled to his knees, wincing in pain with every move. The nauseating smell of New York’s polluted waters soaked through the walls, the furniture, the carpets, his skin.

The woman lay a few yards away. She didn’t need his help now. Her MagnetIdent twisted itself savagely around her neck. Ilene Viets—a name she wasn’t going to be needing any longer. Her skull was surrounded by a halo of blood. She must have hit the glass head on.

Kevin picked himself up, swaying dizzily. Maybe she’d been the luckier of the two of them.

He fumbled out-of-doors to get his bearings.

A good-sized crowd marched up the street. Some were obviously businessmen and women, in proper business attire; others laborers, professionals like police and fire personnel. Still others looked like they’d just awakened and wandered around in their slippers, pajamas and robes.

There were men, women and children. There were the young, the old, the blind and the otherwise handicapped—soaked through and disheveled. They didn’t look any better to Kevin than he himself did—a sodden wreck of a man. Lacerated and bruised.

They all had one thing in common. They appeared to be shell-shocked. Each and every one of them. Like somebody had pulled the Reality Rug out from under them. 

Whoosh!

And they were all, to a man, woman and child, heading in one direction—to the harbor.

What was going on? Was it all related to the dark shapes in the sky? The ships? It had to be. Too much of a coincidence otherwise. Kevin didn’t like coincidences. The ships, the flood of near biblical proportions, the commotion and then the dead silence after the blackout. The people surrounding him on the street, marching like zombies to their collective doom.

Kevin stepped in front of a man in a three-piece brown corduroy suit and fedora. “Where are you going?”

“It’s time.” The man said, his voice flat and emotionless. His eyes were glazed over, reminding Kevin of a couple shiny glazed donuts, dead to the world as a fried donut. Kevin’s stomach grumbled hungrily with the thought. 

“It’s time to go.” The man in the brown suit sidestepped around Kevin.

Kevin let him go. He wanted to learn more, but knew this man wasn’t going to be the one to tell him. Probably couldn’t. He didn’t seem all there. Didn’t appear right in the head. Kevin probably couldn’t have stopped him if he tried. So why try? 

Besides, Kevin had something more pressing to attend to. He watched the voiceless marchers splashing their way down the street toward the sea for a moment—how strange to see such a large group of people in the street, yet not a peep out of them, no crying, no laughing, no shooting the breeze conversations and, more significantly, no theorizing about what madness had so swiftly taken over, come into their lives like a black plague.

He hurried back toward his old apartment, Sarah and Quinn’s apartment.

It wasn’t easy. He fought against the stream of humanity intent on going in the opposite direction. Something inside him made him want to go along. Surrender. Become one of them.

He fought this, too.

The entrance to the apartment building gaped open, held in place by a single chipped gray cinderblock. An eerie quite settled over the building. Like in the movies. Before the Bad Guy turns the corner with a bloody hatchet in his grip. Before the Monster shows up. 

He pushed up the stairs, on the brink of exhaustion, amazed that his sadly maintained body—wracked with perpetual hunger and pain—hadn’t given up the ghost. The door to the apartment stood wide open as well.

“Sarah?” He looked toward the dim bedroom. “Quinn, are you in here?”

A shadow darkened the apartment. Kevin ran to the window. Another one of those ships came sailing lugubriously overhead. Like the benumbed people on the streets, it also appeared to be heading toward the harbor.

Kevin made up his mind.

That was where he was going, too.
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Kevin fought his way to Battery Park, Manhattan’s aptly named Green Toe. Of course, these days it was more a gangrene than the natural green that its founders had intended when they’d filled in the land surrounding Castle Clinton. 

The trees had long ago died and the grass turned to a septic brown. The whole lot of it had been scooped up and replaced with fade-resistant plastic plants and grasses exuding time-released scents of the man-engineered variety. Progress, thy name is plastic.

Kevin had to admit the engineering and manufacturing had been so exquisite. The Malaysians had become masters of the so-called “New Nature,” with such attention to the smallest detail that every stamen bristled with false life. Each rose petal smelled like the finest rose. He knew, because he’d smelled an actual rose in a living museum once. Each and every blade of grass felt soft to the touch and gave off a freshly mown perfume.

Even the birds and the bees had been tricked at first, but eventually, in obvious frustration at the havoc being wreaked on their habits and instincts, they had long abandoned the area; except for the New York pigeons. They actually seemed to be thriving here. NYC pigeons are tough as the toughest New Yorkers.

The castle had once been an island. Later, it had been renamed Castle Garden, the world’s first immigration depot. In the mid-1800s, millions had come through here seeking a new world, a better future. 

Ironically, thought Kevin, it looked to be serving that function once more. Only this time, people were heading in a different direction.

But were these people all seeking a new world or were they being compelled on the journey? Would it be a better future or a bigger nightmare?

If only he could find Sarah and Quinn, he’d feel better. There had to be millions of people all crushing together as one into the twenty-one acre park. Where had they disappeared to? How was he going to find them?

Over the heads of the pushing masses, two impossibly large spaceships, the same that he’d seen overhead, floated offshore. Between the two, he could make out the Statue of Liberty, headless and torchless now, in a state of disassembly. The Spaniards were fast workers.

So were the invaders, decided Kevin. He called them invaders because that’s what they were. What else could they be?

Gods come down from the lofty heavens? Come to take all of Humanity away?

It wasn’t until much later that he realized just how closely his thoughts had been to the truth...

Kevin cupped his hands together and shouted. “Sarah! Quinn!” Not a single head turned his way. “Hey, anybody, can you hear me?!” No one paid him any attention.

He clambered up the Immigrants statue, standing on the backs of the bent and struggling new Americans, scanning the helplessly moving crowd.

The entire city was being drained of its population just as only a little while ago the waters had rushed in, then drained away. The dead littered the streets in numbers too great to count. 

Had it been the massive ships that had caused this unheard of catastrophe, displacing untold billions of gallons of water? What else could have caused all this mayhem?

Kevin had long endured all the monsters in his head. He wondered now what sort of monsters had landed amongst them all. 

Had the monsters left his head and come to life?

Kevin shivered, damp and cold despite the glaring heat.

The mouths of the vessels the monsters from the sky had arrived in gaped open, facing the shoreline. Long ramps extended outward. Vague alien shapes flanked the entryways. One minute they appeared solid, the next nearly transparent.

Lines of victims dozens wide inched their way forward, swallowed up by the behemoths whose appetites seemed endless. Thousands upon thousands had in all likelihood trod to their doom—for doom Kevin had no doubt it was—and there was no end in sight.

If he ever wanted to see Sarah and Quinn again, especially Quinn, he had no choice.

He had to join them.

Kevin merged into the long line in the middle. Nobody appeared to mind his cutting in. In fact, they didn’t seem to notice him at all. Not for the first time, he couldn’t help noting how spookily silent they remained.

Kevin waited impatiently as the hours ticked by and he inched towards the
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