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For Dirty Bird, a most pugnacious penguin.


 


 


METRIC CONVERSION GUIDE


 


1 Centimeter = 0.39 Inches


1 Meter = 3.28 Feet


1 Kilometer = .62 Miles


1 Liter = 1.06 Quarts


 


AN INCREASE OF 2⁰C IS EQUIVALENT TO


AN INCREASE OF 3.6⁰F


 


Scientists
estimate that if the Earth’s average temperature increases by 2⁰C that life on
our planet will forever change as we know it. Rising seas, mass extinctions,
super droughts, increased wildfires, intense hurricanes, decreased crops,
scarcity of fresh water, and the melting of the Arctic are expected. The impact
on human health would be profound. Rising temperatures and shifts in weather
would lead to reduced air quality, food and water contamination, and an
explosion of infections carried by mosquitoes and ticks.


 


TO CONVERT TEMPERATURES FROM CELSIUS TO FAHRENHEIT,
MULTIPLY BY 1.8 AND ADD 32


 


The boiling point of water at 1 atmosphere of pressure


is 100⁰C and 212⁰F


 


Temperature Conversion


 


0⁰ Celsius = 32º Fahrenheit


2⁰ Celsius = 35.6º Fahrenheit


10⁰ Celsius = 50º Fahrenheit


20⁰ Celsius = 68º Fahrenheit


30⁰ Celsius = 86º Fahrenheit


40⁰ Celsius = 104º Fahrenheit


50⁰ Celsius = 122º Fahrenheit


100⁰ Celsius = 212º Fahrenheit


Chapter 1

 

 

 


“There
are too many of us.” Eve slipped the silk remnant from her pocket and looked up
at Sharon. “We have to find another way. I don’t have the strength to fight
through the crowd.” She wrapped the fabric adorned with the blues, reds,
purples, and yellows of long-extinct flowers around her neck. 


Sharon pulled
her spouse into her arms and kissed her forehead. “I know, my love.” She
glanced from the ravenous human mass milling in the street to the building
towering over them. Blood-red words and numbers scrolled across its solar wall
panels, spelling out: Friday,
September 4, 2092, 9:37 a.m., 20⁰C. The City of Boston, Regional Capital of the
National Order of North America


Eyeing the
digital screen, Sharon considered the irony of such a benign description for a
place that ate the weakest alive. “I’ll find a different road.” 


Eve’s hands
shook as she tried to tie the scarf. The ashen pallor of her skin made the
presence of cancer in her body obvious. “I’ll have more energy once I get a
dose of chemotherapy from Dr. Ryan.”


“Let me.” Sharon
curled her fingers over Eve’s to still her trembling. “There’s a shortcut not
too far.” She tied the ends of the scarf into a loose knot. “We have to get
past the edge of this crowd first. I’ll hold you close.” She slipped an arm
around her and struggled to move them forward against the arrhythmic cadence of
Boston’s desperate inhabitants. Every cell in her body tuned in to the
frequency of sheltering Eve from ugliness and keeping her safe. 


A clutch of
masked street cleaners pitched another stiff corpse into the back of a
lorry-hydro. 


“You’re going
too fast,” Eve protested quietly, as Sharon maneuvered them through a tangle of
jostling people, each ravenous for space along State Street, near the region’s
only food distribution center. “I can’t keep up.”


“I’m sorry,
sweetheart.” The essence of the dead in the foul stench of the city clawed at
Sharon. The reek reminded her that death wanted Eve, too. “We can’t slow down,
though. It isn’t safe here.”


To protect Eve,
she cloaked her emotions and kept moving. The symbiosis between pain and life
dictated that one didn’t exist without the other. No matter how much it hurt to
see Eve suffer, Sharon kept them running from the dreadful alternative that
freedom from pain offered. 


A derelict,
wide-eyed and stumbling, veered into them, his filthy hands pawing at Eve’s
body to keep from falling. Eve grunted and struggled to free herself. 


Sharon grabbed
the frayed collar of his shirt and yanked him from Eve. “Don’t touch her,” she
snapped. 


One of his hands
curled around the strap to Sharon’s satchel. “What is that?” He sniffed the
air, and tugged. “Give it to me,” he growled. “That smell. It’s good. Give it
to me, stupid woman.” 


Panic pulsed
through Sharon. One man she could handle. But she didn’t stand a chance against
a crowd of starving people keyed in to the notion that food might be in her
satchel. “I don’t have anything.” She lifted him to eye level. “Let go—or I’ll
hurt you.” 


“Give it to me.”
Spit bubbled at the corners of his mouth. The pointed end of a shiv tipped from
the open pocket of his coat. 


Sharon stared
into his milky eyes, searching for a reason not to harm him. “I said let go. If
you don’t, you’ll regret it.” She mourned the little piece of her soul that
would be lost with all the other little pieces if he forced her to make her
point. But like water, food and shelter, violence kept her and Eve alive in an
unforgiving world. She’d pay whatever the price to keep Eve safe. 


“Fuck you,” he
snarled, and slapped her face.


Sharon put a
hand to her stinging cheek as he reached for the shiv. 


“No!” Eve cried.


“I warned you,”
Sharon said through gritted teeth. She rammed the heel of her boot hard into
the side of his knee. Bone crunched as his leg snapped into a grotesque angle. 


Clutching the
hem of Sharon’s jacket in his dirty hands, he shrieked and crumpled at her
feet. 


She shut his
agonizing screams out of the fragile part of her heart, and pushed his hands
away. An urgency to get Eve to safety and the medicine that kept her leukemia
contained drove Sharon past the disgust at what she’d done. 


“Wait.” Eve
reached for the man writhing and moaning on the ground. “You broke his leg. We
can’t leave him.”


“He didn’t give
me a choice. We have to keep going.” Sharon took Eve’s hand. “You’re my worry.
Not him, nor anyone else.”


Eve glanced over
her shoulder. “He needs help.” 


“We don’t have
any to give.” Sharon searched for a way through the twisted tangle of people
unfazed by the bawling man. “Just a little farther. Please, let’s keep moving.”
To support more of Eve’s weight, Sharon pulled her close and wove through the
throng.


Graffiti-covered
buildings battered by war and storms flanked them. Jagged fingers of broken
glass jutted from rotting window sills, all of it reminders of the time before
relentless storms, disease, and human conflict ripped the world apart. The
couple stepped over and around trash picked clean of calories by starving
people and animals alike. 


Soldiers prowled
the streets in pairs, fingers poised above the triggers of their spectralettos.
The sleek and steely laser weapons hung from thick braids of parachute cord
over their shoulders.


The feeling that
she was being watched skittered up Sharon’s back. Had the soldiers witnessed
her skirmish with the derelict? She scanned for a way through the street
heaving with the hungry.


A lanky soldier
eyed them from a doorway across the street. The letters NONA spread out
in gold across a black helmet that sat low on his head. Sharon looked at the
ground. Adrenaline surged through her blood. “We can’t stop here.” She pressed
her cheek to Eve’s and pushed through the crowd with her shoulder. “If the
soldiers notice us, they might want to search my satchel.” 


The stink of the
dying city hitched a ride on each breath, guaranteeing that even after Sharon
left this place behind for the sweet earthen scent of her fallow farm, the funk
would persist inside of her like a parasite. 


Eve’s shallow
breaths against her neck made Sharon’s pulse quicken. She tamped down the urge
to scream and shove her way out of the pitiable herd. But going unnoticed by
the soldiers or anyone in the swarm of people kept them free to move. Her
resolve to protect Eve by delivering her to Dr. Ryan at the gated community on
Beacon Hill helped Sharon to maintain her wits. 


“Let’s rest.
Just for a second.” Eve tugged Sharon to a stop in front of a stone bench.
Taking Sharon’s hand, she sat and pulled Sharon down with her. “No one cares
about two ragged women. There are thousands of us in the crowd. Besides, I’m
worried about you. That man back there. He’ll surely die with a broken leg.”
She put a hand to Sharon’s cheek. “Where is the kind farmer who gave me food
and a place to rest all those years ago? Where is the woman I fell in love
with?”


Eve’s questions
burned into Sharon like a hot branding iron. “I’m still here.” She covered
Eve’s hand with hers. “Always.” Guilt and strength that came from indifference
to everyone but Eve warred inside her. “No
matter what, I can’t lose you. The man back there was already going to die. I
only prevented him from taking us with him.”
The words tasted like shards of glass. She craved the long-lost days
when the idea of death existed as a far-off certainty that came for most only
after a full life. Now, no one was safe. Ugly and regrettable things had to be
done in order to stay alive. “You’re all I have left. I love you with my whole
heart.” 


“My sweet
farmer. You used to be so kind and trusting.” Eve turned Sharon’s hand over and
kissed her palm. “Don’t lose you in order to keep me.”


“Please don’t
think less of me. It’s just—kindness and trust killed my parents. Carelessness murdered
my brother Mark. And war took my other brother, Jon. I can’t let my guard down.
You’re all I have.” Sharon caressed Eve’s cheek. “I love you so much.”


“And I love
you.” Eve leaned into her. 


Sudden shouting
nearby flustered Sharon. She dared to look back at the soldier in the doorway.
Relief pricked the bubble of disgust brought by the sight. Someone else
occupied the soldier’s sadistic notice.


He lifted a
cigarette to his lips while the soldier next to him held a spectraletto to the
head of a bare-chested man kneeling before them. Blood oozed from the scarlet,
ragged hole burned into the man’s jaw by the weapon’s laser. The soldier’s
thumb rested on the dial that adjusted the gun’s strength. Laughing at their
new captive, one of them shot a finger of fire into the other side of their
victim’s face. 


Fear pressed the
air from Sharon’s chest. “We’ve got to go. I’ll carry you if I have to.”


Eve nodded. “I
know.” The acquiescent turn of her lips into a smile suggested that she’d do
the thing she always did for Sharon: draw from her dwindling reserves of
strength and keep going. 


Toxic guilt
bubbled in Sharon’s veins. It paled in comparison to grief, though. She tried
to escape her simmering emotions by focusing on the present. “Something doesn’t
seem right today. There are more NONA soldiers than usual. Let’s get your
medicine and go home.” She stood and helped Eve to her feet.


Eve whispered
into the side of Sharon’s neck. “We’ll be okay.”


We’ll be okay. Sharon turned the words over in
her head and clung to the strength that protecting Eve cultivated inside of
her. “My Eve, you are my strength.” Slipping her hand into Eve’s, she made a
path forward. 


The cacophony of
the hungry mob drowned out the shouting soldiers trying to keep order. Soon the
food distribution building’s doors would open and rations would be passed out
to the thousands of people incapable of feeding themselves. Each person would
receive a six-ounce freeze-dried patty of beetle larvae, potato, and kale. 


Sharon glanced
around for a way through. Behind them, abandoned structures long ago drowned by
the rising sea thrust up from the water like trees drowned by a wetland. Their
decay, combined with the human waste clogging the Charles River and the stink
of the refugee camp on Boston Common left the city washed in filth and disease.



Ahead, the gold
dome atop the State House glinted in a ray of morning sun peeking through the
overcast sky. NONA soldiers stood along the length of the top of the concrete
wall surrounding Boston’s only remaining government building, now the regional
seat of NONA. Their spectralettos pointed at the voracious crowd. Famine
pervaded all the nooks and crannies of the city. Everyone knew hunger and
thirst.


“There.” Sharon
pointed to a narrow empty street leading to Beacon Hill. “The shortcut. We’ll
have to keep an eye out for Banditti. They don’t wait in line for food. They
steal it.”


“I’ve got your
back.” Grabbing the hem of Sharon’s jacket, Eve shadowed her into the dimly lit
corridor.


Sharon
whispered, “It’s all I need,” and then slipped into the passageway.


Nothing moved in
the deserted, garbage-strewn street. A sinister energy oozed through the space.
Instinctive reflex had a mind of its own; Sharon put a hand to the flap of her
satchel. Closed, but she knew that already. She ignored her analytical inner voice,
letting instinct drive. Her gut never let her down. 


She unbuttoned
her jacket and unsnapped the clasp to the baldric that concealed her claw
hammer. With her jacket open, she shivered in the dampness of the dank street.
She’d never gotten used to the persistent cool, wet weather that settled over
Boston when the melting of Greenland’s massive ice sheet shut down the ocean
current that brought warmth from the Gulf Stream to the North Atlantic. When
was that? She tried to remember. Five years? Ten?


Sharon felt Eve
tremble against her. The cancer that ravaged Eve’s body made it hard for her to
stay warm. “Beacon is at the end. Dr. Ryan’s house will give us a chance to get
out of the cold.” 


The stony
structures along the narrow street blotted out the day’s indifferent light.
Tension vibrated through Sharon as she let her eyes adjust to the relative
darkness. A deep breath steadied her jangling nerves. Sight, hearing, smell,
touch, and intuition kicked in like an army circling the wagons.


A clicking
sound, regular and metallic, stilled her momentum. She studied the space for
the source. Her attention stopped on a rusted gutter that slunk over the top of
a building and down its flank before curving upward a few centmeters from the
ground. 


Water dripped in
regular succession from its rusted mouth onto a piece of metal refuse. Tick,
tick, tick like the antique clock that used to hang in her grandmother’s
kitchen. A dumpster that likely hadn’t been emptied for years spilled over with
trash. Sharon watched it for signs of movement as they continued past it to the
end of the street.


Muted light
brightened their route. Just a few more meters to the relative safety of Beacon
Hill. Iron fencing that walled off the brownstone buildings of their
destination punctuated the end of the alleyway.


Someone small
and wrapped ghost-like in a blanket lunged around the corner, blocking their
path. Sharon’s senses tripped into alarm. “Who’s there?” Her hand went to her
hammer.


The ghost person
let go of the blanket. It fell to the ground, revealing a frail, dirty little
boy. He wore frayed cotton pants and an unzipped leather jacket too large for
him. Ragged embroidery of a long-extinct United States of America flag dotted
the upper right breast pocket. He cupped his hands and said, “Please.” 


The last person
Sharon had seen wearing a United States of America flag had been hanging dead
from a broken light-post during the War of Earth’s Rebellion, the fourth world
war. The United Kingdom of Asia had destroyed what was left of America’s
electrical grid during the fighting and hanged those who tried to repair it.
“Where’d you get that jacket?” Sharon asked. “You know it’s considered treason
to wear that flag? If NONA soldiers catch you, they’ll throw you in jail. Or
worse.”


“What’s your name?”
Eve inched toward the boy.


Sharon grabbed
Eve’s elbow. “Don’t trust him.” She looked from Eve to the boy and back,
wishing she could let her guard down, if only for a second. Let concern for a
child smooth out the edges. “Eve, please, be careful.”


“It’s fine.” Eve
brushed the boy’s black shaggy hair from his eyes. “He can’t be more than ten.”
She crouched to his level and touched the wooden carving hanging from his neck.
“Is that a polar bear?”


He scratched his
cheek with dirt-caked fingernails and nodded. Grime covered his dark skin and
black hair. But his wide brown eyes shone clear and bright. 


“He’s probably
an Inuit refugee.” Eve let go of the carving. “Boston’s been taking them in for
as long as I can remember. Once the permafrost melted and the polar bears and
seals went extinct, they had nowhere else to go.”


“These days,
we’re all refugees,” Sharon said. “Let’s leave him be.”


Eve put her
hands to her knees and struggled to rise from the boy. “We should give him
something to eat.”


Sharon slipped
an arm under Eve’s. “I’ve got you.”


“Por favor.”
The boy picked up his blanket in one hand while holding the other out. “S’il
vous plaît.” 


Two bright red
socks knitted into the weave of the dirty blanket whispered to Sharon of a long
time ago. “My grandfather took me to see the Red Sox play when I was your age.
You should go find your family. We don’t have anything to give you.” Taking up Eve’s elbow she tried to
maneuver past him.


“Bitte.”
The boy kept pace. “Asseblief. Anugraha.” He raced ahead, blocking
Sharon and Eve’s path. “Sila.” He reached for the strap of Sharon’s
satchel. “Qîng.”


She caught his
wrist, but avoided looking into his eyes. “No.” 


He whimpered and
pulled away. “Please.”


“I’m sorry,” she
said. “But no.” 


Eve put a hand
to Sharon’s shoulder. “Dr. Ryan won’t mind one less apple. Let’s give the boy
one.”


“We can’t risk
it.” Sharon faced Eve, hoping to connect them to the same purpose of moving on
without looking back. “The deal with Dr. Ryan is our apples for your cancer
treatments. Plus, one boy isn’t worth losing our apple tree over.” 


“He can’t be
more than ten,” Eve repeated. She put a finger beneath Sharon’s chin and lifted
her head. “There’s no way he’s ever seen an apple. He won’t know what it is.
Just one.”


“Silahkan.”
The boy put his hands together as if to pray. “Please.”


Eve tilted her
head. “What are we if we don’t?” 


“Alive,” Sharon
sighed.


Eve caressed the
boy’s head like a protective mother. “There has to be more to us than alive.”


Sharon searched
Eve’s expression for a way to deny her the act of kindness. But kindness was
Eve. The line between protecting her and not becoming the weed that choked the
compassion from Eve was one Sharon stumbled around, trying not to cross. “I
hope we don’t end up regretting this.” She reached for her bag’s clasp. “Just
one apple.”


Angry voices
echoed through the dimly lit street. Sharon wheeled around.


Two men stormed
toward them. The taller of the two pulled a long knife from a sheath on his
hip. “There’s the little fuck that stole my jacket.”


Sharon slid in
front of Eve. 


The one carrying
the knife grabbed the boy and shook him. “I’m going to cut your fingers off.”
The man jostled the boy hard. “You won’t ever steal a goddamned thing from me
again.”


“Please.” The
boy tried to wriggle from his grasp. “Please.” He started to cry.


The man put the
knife to the boy’s neck. “You’re dead, little mutant.”


“Leave him
alone,” Eve ordered.


The two men
turned their attention to Sharon, Eve behind her. 


Sharon stood
straight. Making herself taller, she warned, “Touch him, and I’ll take your
head off.” 


“Who the fuck do
you think you are?” The shorter of the two men took a step toward Sharon. A
crocodile with a gaping saw-toothed mouth was tattooed in the center of his
forehead.


To Eve Sharon
said, “Go to Dr. Ryan’s for help.” 


The tall man
with the knife shoved the boy to the ground and faced Eve. “You just fucked up.
You bitch.” He pointed the knife at her. “Get that Chinese dumpling before she
runs away.”


Crocodile-man
laughed and went after Eve, who had already stumbled.


“No.” Sharon
lunged at him. Her claw hammer was concealed in its baldric beneath her jacket.



The tall man
sheathed his knife, gripped Sharon by the shoulders with his thick arms and
slammed her into the dumpster. The blow stole her breath. She shook her head
and got to her feet. 


Eve’s screams
echoed in the enclosed space as Crocodile-man grasped the scarf at her neck. He
yanked her to him, and laughed as she kicked and flailed.


“A feisty
Chinese dumpling.” The tall man with the knife grinned. “Let’s have us some
fun.” He nodded at the man who held Eve against her will. “What do you think?”


“I’m always
hungry for a good time.” Crocodile-man chomped his teeth at Eve. 


The voices and
screams around Sharon receded as her anger bloomed. She welcomed the way rage
focused her while it bubbled like lava in her belly before exploding without
warning. It helped quell the fear that threatened to suck the air from her
lungs. She felt its heat snake in through the soles of her feet, up her legs,
and down her arm into her hammer at her side. 


Her eyes locked
on the eyes of the man with the knife. 


“Get on your knees,”
he ordered. 


She winced at
Eve’s cries and complied. The cold, crumbling concrete cut into the thin cloth
of her threadbare dungarees. Submission gave her the edge. The icy steel of her
hammer against her gave her confidence.


The man with the
knife grabbed a handful of her hair and tilted her head up. “What are you?” He
ran the dull side of the knife blade from her chin down to her neck. “You’re
not quite white, brown, or yellow. I like to know who I’m fucking before I fuck
her.”


“Do what you
want to me, but let her go.” Sharon kept her voice steady. 


The man slapped
her hard in the face. “You answer me.”


The sting made
her eyes water. “I’m no one.” Through the blurriness she noticed the boy curled
in a little ball behind the man. The expression on his face matched the
familiar one that Eve was wearing. Empathy.


The boy mouthed
the word, please. Then he dove into the back of the man’s legs, cutting
his knees out from under him.


“Fuck!” The man
landed on all fours as the knife bounced from his hand.


In that
split-second, Sharon pulled her hammer from










































Chapter 3

 

 

 


Sharon’s
right knee bounced. Anticipation of hearing from Dr. Ryan gradually replaced
the headache she’d been nursing since leaving the city. Turning her eyes to the
boy, she said, “You must have someone somewhere.” She pressed the button on the
sleeve of her shirt. The tiny clock imbedded in the cuff lit up with LEDs
marking the time at 5:35 p.m. Twenty-five more minutes. 


Inu sat mute in
a chair facing hers. With his hands clasped together in his lap, he looked
everywhere but at Sharon. 


“I can’t take
care of you. But I’ll help you get home, wherever that is.” The titanium box
rested on the floor at her feet. “I have to go wait for a private call in a few
minutes. So start talking.”


The boy’s petite
bare feet dangled a couple of inches from the scuffed faux-wood floor. Outside,
near the barn’s outdoor shower, the ragged nylon shoes, shorts, and contraband
jacket he’d arrived in lay in a clump. The canvas pants and shirt she’d
directed him to dress in after he showered fit loosely, but well enough with
the hems rolled up several inches. Strands of freshly washed hair stuck to the
sides of his face. 


She laid the
baldric and hammer on the kitchen table. The chair she sat in, weakened by
decades of cradling members of Sharon’s family, creaked under her weight. The
sound of it wound around them, filling in the void. “I want to help you, but
you’re not making it easy.” The snug fifty-five-square-meter house she’d
cobbled together with scraps of building materials loomed, cavernous without
Eve. 


The boy picked
at a loose thread on his sleeve.


Impatience
fanned the flames of her growing frustration with his stubborn silence. “I
don’t take in strays. There isn’t enough room.” She cringed at the irony of the
deception and truthfulness of her words. She could make space for a lonely kid
in her house, sure. It was something she and Eve had always planned. But over
the years, grief and loss had cemented over any gap left in her heart to love
someone other than Eve. “But I also don’t want anything bad to happen to you.
So talk to me. Come on. You have to.”


Glancing up, his
dark brows furrowed. He seemed to be looking at something on the wall behind
her. She knew what was there: an old photograph of a group of people standing
in front of a two-story clapboard farmhouse. “That’s my family.” She turned and
lifted its copper frame from the wall. “Well, it was my family. They’re
all gone now, except for me.” She placed it on the table. “Eve is my only
family now.”


Inu put his
forefinger on the image of Sharon as a baby swaddled in the arms of her mother,
a dark-skinned woman with a long black braid that hung over her shoulder. Baby
Sharon clutched her mother’s braid. They and the rest of the family huddled
happily together on the porch of that big, beautiful home, all of them unaware
of the horror to come when Earth’s backlash against humanity would plunge the
world into chaos. 


“That’s me with
my mom.” She touched the glass. It held the auras of those she’d loved with
every cell of her body. “The two boys were my brothers, Jon and Mark. The guy
with the red beard and freckles was my dad, and him, well . . .” She pointed at
the striking black-skinned man with a beautiful smile standing by her father.
“That’s Elliot. He was our beekeeper and my dad’s best friend—until he wasn’t.
He betrayed my family and got my parents killed. It’s too long a story to tell
here.” She swallowed the bad taste of Elliot’s memory. After all these years,
thinking of him still tasted like drinking poison. “These were my grandparents.
My great-great-grandfather built the farmhouse they’re standing in front of in
1986.” 


Inu pointed at
the two-story clapboard building in the photograph, then up to the ceiling over
their heads. 


“The old
farmhouse?”


He nodded. 


“It used to be
right where we’re sitting. I had to burn it down during the War of Earth’s
Rebellion.” She shrugged. “I built this shack in its place. You weren’t even
born yet. It was the war that came after the third world war called the Second
Crusade. While people were fighting over whose religion was best, Earth was
gearing up to have the last say. Unfortunately, she’s not done with us.”


He pointed at
the woodstove near the far wall. 


“Ever seen one
of these?” Sharon asked. “It’s an antique Jotul that’s been in my family for
one hundred and twelve years. My parents used it to keep warm during snowy
winters. But then winter stopped coming. Eve and I use it to boil water and
heat food.” 


A shadow of
sadness moved across her companion’s face before his expression hardened. He
pushed the framed photograph away.


“What is it,
boy?” Sharon lifted the frame from the table and returned it to its place on
the wall. “Why did that hit a nerve?”


White-knuckled,
he gripped the arms of the chair and scrutinized the floor.


A splinter of
empathy pierced her frustration. “I’ll do what I can to help you. But you need
to help yourself. We’re not getting anywhere with you not talking.”


His eyes filmed
over with tears and his lips quivered.


Sharon put her
hands to his. “It’s okay.” Her throat tightened. “You’re not alone. Terrible
things have happened to all of us. If you tell me what happened to your family
. . .” She gathered her courage. “I’ll tell you what happened to mine.”


He shot up and
bolted from the chair. Slipping behind the ladder to the loft, he cowered.


Sharon recognized
the tearless mask of anguish that covered his face. It matched the one she
often wore to conceal her own sorrow and fears. Like the shells of the walnuts
that used to drop from the now-dead tree out back, her hard exterior protected
the soft vulnerabilities inside. “I’m sorry, Inu.” 


His watery eyes
closed, and he pressed his head to a rung. A fat tear splashed to the floor.


“I don’t know
what to do to help you.” The clock alarm in the cuff of her sleeve vibrated. “I
can’t do this right now.” His grief tugged at her like a deadly undertow. Fear
of being swallowed by it blunted her desire to pull him into her arms. 


Behind the
ladder, Inu’s body slid down the wall coming to a sitting position. He wrapped
his arms around bent legs, hugging himself tight.


“I’m going to
the barn.” She briefly considered bringing him with her. But if he discovered
her secrets, he’d be hers to keep. Instead, she got up and opened the blanket
chest near the sofa in the middle of the room. It had been one of the many
items she’d pulled from the farmhouse before she set it ablaze. “But I’ll be
right back.”


She rifled
through the contents of the chest until she found her mother’s sketchbook and
colored gel pencils. Made of a composite wax and silicone paper, the resilient
pages of the book had stood the test of decades. She flipped through the pages
until she came to one she thought he might like. It was her favorite. She held
up the drawing of a black-eyed Susan. “You can’t not smile when you look at
this, don’t you agree?”


Inu peered at
her from behind the ladder. Subtly, he nodded.


She unclipped a
couple of blank pages from the back of the book and picked up the box of
pencils. “My mom drew pictures when she was sad. It reminded her of things that
made her happy.” She laid the pages and pencils on the couch. “Why don’t you
draw me a picture while I’m gone?” She grabbed the baldric and hammer from the
table and slipped the strap over her shoulder. “Anything you want. Whatever
comes to mind.” 


Curiosity
replaced the sadness on his face. He crawled from behind the ladder. 


“Good boy. I’ll
be back in a little while. You stay put.” She picked up the titanium box and
slipped out the back door toward the barn. 


Sharon took in
the bright orange glow of the setting sun at the horizon. But for the looming
red structure of the leaning barn and bedraggled ancient apple orchard behind
it, there was no evidence that the place had once been one of the most
profitable farms in southern Maine. Up on the hill where her grandfather’s
favorite black walnut tree had used to reign over the orchard below, a knotty
overgrown pine forest elbowed out anything else trying to grow.


In the distance,
black specks flitted in and out of the hollow trunk of the walnut tree. Any
living thing that got close enough realized before dying that the black specks
were Africanized honeybees. Elliot was the only person who’d ever been able to
survive their stings, or charm them. 


She preferred
the fallow, destitute look of the two hundred-plus acres that had been owned by
her family since the mid-1900s. Neither a drone flying overhead nor a feral
Yěxìng foraging for food, nor an opportunistic Banditti would have a clue that
a luscious farm existed underfoot. Nor would they know that the forest
camouflaged tens of thousands of electricity-generating solar panels shaped
like pine needles on branches. Sprayed with a chemical containing a molecule
isolated in 2043 from honeybee propolis, the trunks stood forever preserved in
time.


Sharon slipped a
hand into the pocket of her canvas dungarees and pressed the button on the
palm-sized transmitter tucked inside. Her brother, Jon, had designed and built
it to remotely control the farm’s technology. The day he finished it, he
declared the transmitter to be the Queenbee. The name stuck. On cue, the
lifelike fiberglass owl in the cupola at the top of the barn came to life. Its
head moved almost imperceptibly, as if taking in the view of the landscape.
Sharon removed Queenbee from her pocket to make sure the image seen by the owl
also displayed on Queenbee’s viewport. 


Through the
viewport, she studied the expanse of the pine forest that hid the solar arrays.
As the owl swiveled its head, the view changed to the trees in the bedraggled
orchard bent under the weight of inedible apples, except for that one special
tree only she and Eve could identify. Beyond forest and orchard lay an
impenetrable tangle of Japanese knotweed and kudzu, two invasive species that
had thrived in the decades of intense warming brought on by the change in
Maine’s climate. 


Even though the
owl’s lenses revealed no one within miles of the farm, she looked over her
shoulder to be sure. Her scrutiny landed on her small home constructed out of
scavenged materials. Perched on cinder blocks, the space underneath protected
the home from rodents, snakes, insects, and flooding. Through the window, she
observed Inu with his head bowed in concentration, hopefully drawing a
revealing picture that spoke to the whereabouts of his family. The likelihood
that the boy was alone in the world nagged at her.


She turned,
tucked Queenbee into her pocket, and slid the barn door open. Except for a few
pieces of rusted farm equipment and her solar-bike, the musty interior was
empty. She crept inside and shut the door. Three durable pine trunks stripped
of bark held up the sagging ceiling along the center of the roof. On balance,
she preferred the risk of the ceiling caving in on her hidden solar-bike to a
Banditti easily discovering its existence. Given that her fingerprint started
the bike’s ignition, they’d take the bike and her hand as well. 


She went to the
southwest corner of the barn and stood in front of a rubber rug. With the toe
of her boot, she pushed the rug aside. Underneath, three polycarbonate tiles
indistinguishable from the slate tiles that surrounded them each had a thumb-
sized circle etched into them. Hers was the one on the far left, then Eve’s and
Jon’s. She bent at the knees and pressed her forefinger to her circle. The
tiles whirred to life and slid open. Before climbing down, she looked again
over her shoulder. Nothing moved. 


Carrying the
titanium box in one hand, she scrambled down the six iron rungs that led to the
clandestine underground farm. Reaching into the space above her head, she slid
the rubber rug over the opening and pressed her thumb to the underside of the
tile below her circle. All three tiles slid closed, shutting out the light. She
reached into her pocket and pressed a second button on Queenbee. A small array
of white LEDs lining the corridor came to bright life.


Before letting
the rank blue-cheese smell of the grout that lined the walls and tunnels
assault her nostrils, she took several big breaths through her mouth. Two
things had come out of the War of the Second Crusade: the total destruction of
American agriculture and transportation systems, and the discovery of the
micoriden molecule. 


In order to
completely destroy the United States, the United Kingdom of Asia targeted U.S.
agriculture and transportation infrastructure with bombs. In response, the U.S.
government discovered that when mixed with salt water, micoriden formed a grout
that hardened enough to withstand extreme weight and prevent energy transfer;
that is, the material was a great insulator. Although too late to save the
country, the discovery was used by its successor, NONA, to build high-speed
transportation tunnels underground that were undetectable by heat-seeking
drones. In the chaos from the aftermath of the war, Sharon and her brothers had
easily stolen enough micoriden and other supplies to construct the underground
farm.


She dropped
Queenbee into her pocket and checked the clock on her cuff. In another seven
minutes, Dr. Ryan would be expecting her to power up the SComCat. She hoped,
anyway. The one thing she wanted to hear more than Dr. Ryan saying that he’d
found Eve safe and sound was to hear Eve’s voice.


The
sixty-one-meter-long tunnel in front of her sloped upward to a tangle of kudzu
at the top of the hill. To her right, the second of the two tunnels led to the
underground farm. Choosing the latter, she took long fast strides through the
fifteen-meter-long tunnel that sloped steeply downhill nine meters lower than
its entrance underneath the barn. Humidity and warmth spilled from the opening
of the growing room. 


Sharon turned
the corner into the thirty-square-meter room. She was met by the soft purple
glow from the blue and red lights used to grow the plants stacked in trays five
meters high. She breathed in the heady scent of flourishing vegetables and
fruits: tomatoes, kale, spinach, potatoes, squash, onions, eggplant, beans,
pumpkins, and strawberries. A large food dehydrator rested in the corner next
to a tall ladder. Next to it sat a desiccator-storage bin containing dried
produce. 


Hidden in the
hollow of the dead walnut tree, an airtight container pressurized with argon
contained their collection of heirloom seeds and genetic material extracted by
Eve from the apple tree. The colony of Africanized honeybees lived in the tree,
too. Nothing that breathed got past the resilient bees that guarded home and
queen with their lives. 


The thriving
plant life filled Sharon with strength. While she longed for the days when she
could plunge her hands into rich soil kissed by sun and rain, she felt grateful
for these lush green beauties that sustained her and Eve. As a farmer’s
granddaughter, daughter, and farmer herself, Sharon always paid attention to
the needs of trees and plants. When the rest of the human population had come
apart during the War of Earth’s Rebellion, Sharon, her brothers, and Eve kept
paying attention. 


In the tradition
of her mother’s Abenaki ancestry, Sharon believed the apple tree had been
Earth’s gift in response to her family’s devotion to nature. By paying
attention, they managed to find what they needed to build the underground oasis
that included the plants, lights, and reclamation system that continuously
recycled moisture, carbon dioxide, oxygen and other nutrients. 


Sharon went to
Eve’s lab bench, laid the titanium box down, and snapped it open. She pressed
the clock button on her cuff. Lifting the SComCat from the box she counted down
the minutes toward 6 p.m., the time Dr. Ryan had instructed her to turn it on
so they could—with any luck—communicate.


Inu’s shouts of
alarm, however, came at 5:59.


She yanked Queenbee
from her pocket and scanned its viewport while flipping the SComCat switch to
“on.” Rotating the thumbwheel below the screen to turn the owl’s head, she
perceived a beat-up black hydro-van approaching the house. She turned up the
volume on Queenbee in order to hear better what the owl was hearing. Again, Inu
screamed.


“Dammit,” she
muttered.


Two Banditti, a
woman and a man, burst from the van as Inu ran out the front door of Sharon’s
house. The woman grabbed him by his hair. “Tell me where your people are.”


Inu shook his
head side to side.


“Check the
barn,” the woman ordered her companion.


“This can’t be
happening,” Sharon whispered. “Not now.” She continued to watch the Banditti
while listening for the SComCat to come to life with Dr. Ryan’s voice. 


The man, with
spiked hair and a fraying vest, stormed into the barn. Beneath the open vest he
wore a T-shirt with the letter S across the chest like some ghoulish
mutant superman. 


The woman stood
outside and shook Inu hard. “And if you continue to refuse to answer my
questions, I’ll cut your tongue out.” The tall blonde, in a trench coat that
unsuccessfully concealed a baldric, jostled Inu like a rag doll.


Struggling
against her, the boy whimpered. The remote microphone picked up everything. A
solidarity with Inu bloomed in Sharon at his refusal to answer. 


Super-ghoul-man
blustered from the barn. “Hey Mags, there’s a solar-bike inside. Nothing else,
though, except some bullshit junk.” 


“I want that
bike.” Mags’ words oozed out nasty and hard. “I’m guessing the sneaking asshole
who can start it isn’t far.” She unsheathed a long knife from the baldric.
“Wherever you are, asshole,” she yelled, “you got ten minutes to show
yourself.” She shook Inu. “If you don’t, I’m going to cut off your little
shit’s hand.”


Inu tried to
wriggle from her grip.


Mags drew the
point of the knife across the back of his wrist. A stream of red blood oozed
from the slice. 


Brave Inu held
still. 


The kid needed
Sharon’s help as much as she needed to hear from Dr. Ryan that Eve was safe. Fuck.


“One way or the
other, I’m going to get a hand today.” Mags waved the knife.


“Goddammit! Ring
already.” Sharon picked up the silent SComCat and held it to her chest before
shoving it into the outside pocket of her jacket. 


Inu’s scream
blew from Queenbee’s speaker, followed by Mags’ voice reminding her that time
ticked down. 


Sharon turned
the volume down and dropped Queenbee into her pocket, then bolted uphill
through the tunnel to the space beneath the barn. Footsteps and rustling
overhead prevented her from exiting where she’d entered. Instead, she raced
through the second tunnel to the exit in the kudzu at the edge of the forest.


She scrambled up
the exit’s iron rungs and pressed her finger over the etched circle that
matched her print. Again, tiles slid open. Above lay a knot of green that
concealed the opening. Sharon checked Queenbee’s viewport. Mags stood outside
the barn. Inu lay on the ground at her feet, cradling his cut hand.
Super-ghoul-man must still be inside.


Before climbing
through the snarl of thick branches and leaves, Sharon peeked at the SComCat.
Still no call, but there were another seventeen minutes in which a call might
come. She pocketed it, and climbed through the snarled brush. The sun had
slipped below the horizon, casting a bare haze of light. Darkness, along with
her hammer, suggested themselves as reliable weapons. She pressed the tiles
closed.


Crouching low,
she moved fast, weaving from one tree to the next. Hiding behind a large apple
tree about seven meters from the back of the barn, she watched her enemies.
Then a third weapon revealed itself: the rope ladder she used to play on as a
child! It hung down from the barn’s second-story loft window. With Mags in
front of the barn and Super-ghoul-man inside, a plan coalesced in her mind. It
should work—providing she could get to her fourth weapon, hidden behind a
trapdoor in the barn loft.


Slowly and
deliberately, she pulled her hammer from its baldric. Holding it ready to
strike, she sprinted to the back of the barn and scrambled up the ladder as
quietly as she could. She peered inside before climbing through the window.
Concentrating on sustaining her stealth, she crawled to the trapdoor in the
corner and listened.


“Wait ’til you
see this bike, Mags,” Super-ghoul-man said in a loud voice. 


Sharon turned
the brass ring on the trapdoor and opened it. Inside, her father’s bolt-action
hunting rifle stood propped against the wall of the hidden space. After the war
of the Second Crusade, no businesses remained that manufactured cartridges.
People hoarded the ones that were left until they were all gone. For posterity,
her father had saved two cartridges. He’d loaded one in the chamber and the
other in the magazine. Chance and a little luck, not bullets, dictated whether
the rifle would still fire after all these years. Would the ammo still be good?
Would the firing mechanism work? Silently, Sharon laid her hammer down and
picked up the rifle. The safety was on; she silently flicked the lever to off.
She set the stock against her shoulder and sighted down the barrel from the
loft. 


Super-ghoul-man
pawed at her solar-bike, pressing his forefinger to the ignition button. “We’re
going to need a fingerprint to get her started.”


“Thanks for the
info, Einstein. I’ll check out back,” Mags’s voice came through the open space.
“Come on.”


Inu’s pleading
voice followed. “Please.”


Sharon waited a
beat for the woman to step away. “Hey, asshole,” she whispered and raised the
rifle.


Super-ghoul-man’s
head snapped up. His eyes widened, and he opened his mouth.


“Make a sound,
and I’ll put you down.” She took a quick glance to locate her hammer. Poised on
the floor at her knee, it was her backup should the rifle fail. 


He squinted at
the open door and started to say something.


“You heard what
I said.” Sharon moved her finger to the trigger. “You’re going to get the hell
out of my barn and off of my property.”


“You think?” His
lips turned up into a sneer. “I’m pretty sure I can take you, and your
goddamned rusty gun. Mags can have what’s left.” He started toward the ladder. 


Sharon backed
away from the edge, tucking her hammer under some moldy straw. 


As he reached
the top of the ladder, Super-ghoul-man exploded into the space of the loft. His
expression wrapped his face in a mask of cavalier indifference to the gun
barrel pointed at his chest. “That fucking thing’s empty. Who do you think
you’re kidding?”


“You and Mags
are going to leave this place—and stay away.” Sharon noticed a tremor of
hesitation in Super-ghoul-man. “If you don’t, I’ll kill you both.”


Standing at the
edge of the loft about a couple of meters from the barrel, he cocked his head
to the side. “Do I look stupid?”


“Do you want an
answer? I’m the one holding the gun.”


“Maybe the
laugh’s on you.” He puffed out his chest to look bigger. “You don’t have any
bullets in that piece of shit.”


“You could bet
on that.” Sharon smiled. “I wouldn’t.”


Super-ghoul-man’s
eyes narrowed. “I’m done fucking with you.” He lunged at her.


She squeezed the
trigger.


A tremendous
bang reverberated around the walls as his body flew back over the edge of the
loft. Sulfur mingled with the barn’s musty scent. Her ears rang in the wake of
the shot.


“You forgot your
Superman cape, pal.” Sharon turned as Mags appeared in the loft’s window. 


“What have you
done?” she screamed, enraged and terrified as she advanced on Sharon with her
knife drawn.


Sharon pulled
the bolt back and then shoved it forward, shucking the spent brass cartridge
and loading the last from the magazine. She raised the rifle. Click. 


Mags cackled.


Sharon gripped
the stock to swing the gun at her.


Mags kicked it
from Sharon’s hands. “You stupid bitch.”


Sharon fumbled
for her hammer.


Mags swung the
knife. Sharon recoiled, but got a nick to her chin.


She aimed a kick
at Mags’ knee.


As Mags
stumbled, Sharon grabbed for her hammer. Just as her fingertips touched its
smooth handle, Mags’ heavy boot slammed down on her hand. Recoiling in pain,
she rolled out of the way of the knife and clambered out of the window.


Screeching like
an angry animal, Mags followed. 


With no hammer
or rifle to defend herself, Sharon ran hard for the drainage pond that was
filled with decades of contaminated runoff. It presented itself as a fifth
weapon. 


“You’re going to
suffer,” Mags rasped heavily, too close behind her.


The SComCat in
Sharon’s jacket rang and vibrated against her. “No.” She ran harder. “No, no,
no.”


Mags got closer
with each footfall.


Not now, Dr.
Ryan. Sharon
raced through pain and fear. Just give me a few more minutes? Please.
She stumbled when Mags jabbed the knife into the bottom of her jacket. Twisting
around, she grabbed Mags’s arm.


Mags reared her
head and slammed it into Sharon’s forehead. 


“Ugh . . .”
Sharon grunted at the sharp sting of skull on skull. Ignoring the pain, she
returned the head-butt.


The knife
dropped from Mags’s hand and she stumbled. 


Sharon bolted
toward the pond, hidden just below a small cliff of granite boulders. Its
funky, poisonous water killed anything desperate enough to touch it.


Mags followed. 


Agonizing
ringing from the SComCat drowned the ringing in her ears from the gunshot.


In the dusky
light, Sharon could barely see the rope she used to swing from as a kid, into
the pond before it got contaminated. Still running, she reached for the rope
and launched herself over the toxic water. The rope held, but the SComCat
slipped from her pocket. A splash enveloped it. 


It sank.


Sharon slammed
onto the bank at the far edge of the pond, which splashed deadly liquid over
her boots. She scrambled up the bank and kicked them off. A gust of wind swept
away the yellowed paper with Dr. Ryan’s contact number she’d tucked into her
boot earlier, then dropped it into the murk with the SComCat. “No!” Helpless to
reach it, she watched it dissolve into slime. 


Mags tumbled
over the cliff and into the water. A blood-curdling scream exploded from her as
she thrashed to free herself from the lethal brew. “He knows you’re here, you
bitch.” A gurgling came from her throat. She splashed onto her back, clawing at
her face. “He—knows.” Her arms and legs twitched before her body slipped below
the gloomy surface.
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