


Autopsy Number One

Margaret watched Gitsh and Marcus push the sturdy autopsy trolley up the ramp and through the right-side door in the back of Trailer A. There was a lot of room in the body bag on that gurney, the little boy’s body inside like a single pea in a pod made for three. She followed the trolley into the white airlock room, then shut the gas-tight outer door behind her. The three of them waited in the narrow airlock as the pressure inside equalized, which had to happen before the gas-tight inner door would open. Smooth white epoxy covered every surface, just as it did in all of the trailer’s biohazard areas. The entire trailer, including the computer room, had a double seal – a continuous epoxy coat, then all wiring and ductwork, then a second epoxy wall. As in any BSL lab, the goal was to remove as many nooks, crannies and edges as possible.

Above the inner door, a light changed from red to green. Margaret opened the door, then followed the trolley into the decontamination chamber. Gitsh closed the inner door behind them. She stood back as the men worked controls that brought forth the high-powered spray of liquid bleach and chlorine gas from nozzles mounted on the walls, floor and ceiling. Gitsh and Marcus moved the body bag around, making sure the nozzles hit every last square inch.

Margaret spread her arms and turned slowly, letting the lethal spray cover her biohazard suit. She checked her heads-up display for breathable air – her suit tank had twenty minutes left. The decon chamber was really the only place they used the oxygen tanks. The rest of the time they connected the helmets to the trailers’ air supply via built-in hoses or just relied on the filter system. The suit’s filters could handle anything a half micron or larger, but chlorine gas would seep right through, burn the lungs and bring a painful death in a few short minutes.

After Marcus and Gitsh finished rinsing themselves in the chlorine spray, Margaret opened the final gas-tight door and stepped into the autopsy room. At eight feet wide by twenty feet long, this was the largest area in the MargoMobile.

Gitsh pushed the trolley all the way to the room’s far end, where it locked in place at the front of an epoxy-coated sink. The two-foot-wide trolley left three feet of space on either side, plenty of room to work. He turned a knob at the foot of the trolley, raising the end one inch. The shallow angle ensured that any fluids would run down the ridges on the trolley’s sides and spill into the sink, which drained into the waste-treatment system.

‘Okay, guys, let’s get connected,’ Margaret said. Four curled yellow hoses hung from the ceiling. She reached up, pulled one down and handed it to Marcus. He connected the hose to the back of her helmet. She felt a quick hiss as pressurized air slid into her suit, making it puff up a little bit more. In her HUD the internal air-supply timer faded to a thin, ghostly illumination while the circular logo that marked an external oxygen supply glowed to life. The wireless communication icon also faded as the network connection light lit up.

‘Let’s get him out of the bag,’ Margaret said.

After connecting their own helmets, Gitsham and Marcus unzipped the outer body bag and pulled it off. Marcus put it in a red disposal chute marked with a bright orange biohazard logo. They repeated the process for the second bag and put the child’s body on the table.

Margaret couldn’t suppress a shudder. His Milwaukee Bucks shirt had slid up around his armpits. Dawsey’s kick had smashed at least eight of the boy’s ribs, caving them inward like so much broken pottery. The child’s spine was snapped on the right side of the eighth thoracic vertebra, bending him at nearly a ninety-degree angle to his right. A mask of pure rage had frozen on the boy’s face, a wide-eyed, teeth-bared snarl that broadcast absolute hate even in death. She had seen faces like that too many times. The faces of the infected.

‘Gitsh, get a sample in the microscope right away – I want to see the level of decomposition – then prepare the injections. Marcus, bring me the swab-test prototype.’

‘Yes ma’am,’ Marcus said.

‘Recorder on,’ Margaret said. A green light flashed in the upper right-hand corner of her HUD, signaling that everything she said and saw was being recorded in the control room.

‘I’m online, Margaret,’ Clarence said, his voice in her earpiece. ‘I have the other bodies in the second trailer. Amos is checking out the baby, but he looks fine. Did you run the test prototype yet?’

‘Hold tight, I’m doing it now.’ She held out her hand and Marcus gave her a small white electronic device the size of two packs of cigarettes joined end to end. He then opened a thin foil packet and pulled out a four-inch plastic stick, the last half inch coated with damp fabric. She slid the fabric end along the boy’s gum line and against the inside of his cheek.

The triangles harvested sugars common in the human body and used them to make cellulose, a material found only in plants. The cellulose formed a construction material that allowed the triangles to grow into hatchlings. Her theory was that some of the cellulose would leak into the bloodstream and eventually permeate bodily fluids, including saliva.

The prototype had few controls. The primary feature was a row of three square lights near the top: orange, green and red. She slid the plastic swab into a matching slot in the handheld device, and the orange light flashed, indicating a test in progress. The next indicator would be the green light, showing no trace of cellulose, or the red if the material was present in concentrations greater than one might find in a random grass stain.

The light flashed red.

‘It works,’ Margaret said. ‘Clarence, the test works.’

‘Fantastic,’ he said. ‘I’ll let Murray know immediately. He can rush the testers into production. Great job, Margaret. That finally gives us what we need.’

‘Thank you,’ Margaret said. She had grown rather fond of Clarence’s voice in her ear as she worked. He stayed in the computer control room, managing any requests she had, listening in to her and Amos theorizing as they cut up infected bodies.

Gitsh tapped her on the shoulder. ‘The sample’s up on the screen, Margo.’

She turned to look at the large flat-panel monitor mounted on the wall. She hadn’t designed the trailer, but the monitor was her idea. Looking into microscopes was kind of annoying – routing them to a big plasma screen let everyone see what was going on.

The screen showed what she expected – the red, pink and white of highly magnified flesh and blood vessels, along with the gray of decomposing matter and the black of cells that were already long since destroyed by the apoptosis chain reaction. Only about 25 percent decomposed: the best sample she’d had yet. Even so, she didn’t have long.

‘Okay, boys,’ Margaret said, turning back to the table. ‘We need to work quickly.’

Anthony used scissors to cut away the boy’s yellow pajama bottoms and the T-shirt, leaving his bent body naked on the table.

‘Caucasian male, approximately six years old,’ Margaret said. ‘Severed spinal column, massive blunt-force trauma.’

Even before cutting into him, she could see that the boy’s internal organs were smashed to hell.

‘One triangle on the stomach,’ Margaret said. ‘Heavily damaged, lowest priority. One on the front upper-right thigh. Intact. Highest priority. Turn him over, please.’

The assistants flipped the little corpse. Now his broken body angled to Margaret’s left instead of to her right.

‘One on the lower back, just above the eighth thoracic. Completely destroyed. Lowest priority. No other triangles visible on the body. Flip him back and let’s give him the injection series. Maximum dosage. I’ll take the right thigh.’

They gently put the corpse on its broken back again. Marcus laid out six large syringes, each with a long needle sheathed in hard plastic. Margaret carefully unsheathed the first syringe and went to work in the area around the triangle.

As soon as the triangles died, they caused a chain reaction of apoptosis. Apoptosis is a normal part of human health: sometimes cells outlive their usefulness and become a drag on the body, so they self-destruct. The triangles did something to that chemical code, however, turned it into a cascading event that dissolved all the tissue of an adult male in less than two days.

Margaret had tackled that problem in working to save Perry’s life. She’d performed immediate surgery on him to remove any trace of the dead triangles rotting inside his body. That hadn’t stopped the apoptosis, but it slowed it, giving her enough time to find a solution.

Apoptosis is driven by proteins called caspases, also known as the ‘executioner’ proteins. Caspases exist in every cell in an inactive form, but when cells are damaged or old, the caspases activate and kill the cell. In a normal person, other proteins known as inhibitor of apoptosis proteins, or IAPs, shut down the process as soon as the intended cell dies. The triangles corrupted this normal process by neutralizing the IAPs’ suppressive abilities, allowing the caspases to spread the deadly chain reaction to surrounding cells, which then released their caspases, which then destroyed more cells, and so on.

She’d fought this process by testing multiple drugs that inhibited caspases. The magic formula turned out to be a trial drug called WDE-4-11, which successfully shut down the apoptosis chain reaction. That saved human tissue, although the triangle corpses still decomposed within hours.

That meant she could operate on a live host, remove the triangles, then use WDE-4-11 to stop the apoptosis. Despite Perry’s naive, violent beliefs, she could save them. When she did, however, saving the tissue was only one step – she also had to deal with the mental effects. For that she had a battery of mood-controlling drugs at her disposal, including drugs that had tackled the chemical imbalances in Perry’s brain and returned him to a semblance of sanity.

Or so she’d thought at the time.

She focused her attention on cutting the triangle free from the dead boy’s leg. The human tissue would keep, but the triangle would be black ooze in only a few hours, and she needed to move fast.





Are You There, God? It’s Me, Chelsea

A conversation was taking place.

One half of this conversation hovered forty miles above the Earth, straight up from the diseased oak tree in Chuy Rodriguez’s backyard.

The other half sat on the floor of Chelsea’s bedroom. On her left rested a pile of Barbies, Bratz and other dolls. On her right sat a similar but smaller pile. As she talked, she would pick up a doll from the pile on the left, take off all its clothes, hold the doll in her lap, then draw on it with a blue Sharpie.

She drew little triangles.

They were very pretty.

She finished with a doll, put it on the pile on the right, then grabbed another with her left hand.

‘Chauncey, do you like ice cream Crunch bars?’
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‘Oh,’ Chelsea said. ‘Then what do you eat?’

The Orbital directed some processing power to answering this. Being inanimate, it had endless patience for her questions, which was fortunate, because the questions indeed seemed endless. Most often it simply didn’t know the answer. It had accumulated a good bit of knowledge from the triangles’ interfacing with dozens of human hosts, but it still took time to make associations between language and fact.
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‘Oh,’ Chelsea said. ‘Is it good?’

The Orbital worked to associate her use of the word good. Good meant many things to humans. It could mean a self-profession of capability. It could mean the socially acceptable course of action. It could mean a field goal. The Orbital searched to compare it with food consumption. Many stored host images came up, things like barbecued chicken, chocolate, cake, mashed potatoes. That is what she meant. Without the gravity processors, the Orbital would plummet to the Earth, so it applied the correct definition and answered.
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‘Oh,’ Chelsea said. ‘Chauncey, who is your favorite Detroit Piston?’
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‘Oh,’ Chelsea said. ‘Chauncey, are you God?’

The Orbital accessed images. An elderly human with a big white beard. A younger human with long hair and a short brown beard. Glowing heads. Love. Hatred. Divine intervention into human lives. Punishment. Wrath. Destruction. The Orbital cross-referenced these images against cataloged emotional responses, and determined that this was something it could potentially use to motivate hosts.
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‘You know, because you can talk in my head and stuff. People can’t do that, mostly.’
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Chelsea sang. ‘Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so. We go to church most Sundays, except during football season sometimes we don’t. I love God because God loves me.’

The Orbital called up more images. He examined the signals coming from Chelsea’s brain as she talked of God and Jesus. Yes, this was a powerful motivator.
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Chelsea stopped drawing on her Barbie. She looked at the wall, just kind of staring out, tilting her head to the right as she thought.

‘Daddy says sometimes God tests us, but God loves us and he wouldn’t ask us to do anything bad. So if God asked me to do something, then it couldn’t be bad, so I would do it.’
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‘Yes what?’
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‘Oh,’ Chelsea said. ‘Okay. Can I still call you Chauncey?’
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Chelsea picked up her doll and started drawing blue triangles.

‘Chauncey, do you like Snickers or Twix better?’

The Orbital continued to answer questions.



The door to her room opened slowly, and Mommy peeked her head inside.

‘Chelsea, baby, how are you feeling?’

‘Okay,’ Chelsea said. She picked up another doll and took off its clothes.

‘Chelsea, what are you doing in here?’

‘Just drawing triangles on my dolls and talking to Chauncey.’

‘Ohhh,’ Mommy said. ‘Your special friend Chauncey?’

‘Uh-huh,’ Chelsea said. She drew a blue triangle on this doll’s forehead. Very pretty.

‘What are you talking to him about?’

‘Oh, you know,’ Chelsea said. ‘Flowers, and my pink dress, and what’s the best cartoons, and basketball and gravity and ice cream and God and dollies and—’

‘Okay, honey,’ Mommy said, cutting Chelsea off. Mommy was laughing a little. Chelsea didn’t know what was so funny.

‘You keep talking to Chauncey,’ Mommy said. ‘Are you drawing on all your dolls? Is that a permanent marker? Don’t ruin them, honey.’

‘I’m not ruining them, Mommy,’ Chelsea said. She picked up a blonde Barbie with blue triangles on her arms, legs and face. She held it up so Mommy could see. ‘They’re not ruined. I’m making them better. I’m making them pretty.’

‘Okay, honey,’ Mommy said. ‘You come get me if you need anything, okay?’

‘Okay, Mommy.’

Mommy closed the door. Chelsea set the Barbie on the right-hand pile, then grabbed another doll from the pile on the left.





Betty Jewell’s Face

Betty Jewell picked the worst possible time in the history of mankind to wake up.

Eyes still closed, she wondered how many flavors of pain there were. Baskin-Robbins didn’t have shit on her.
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She didn’t know where those words came from. Not her ears. With her ears she heard the clinking of instruments and the muffled voices of a man and a woman. Those voices were connected with one of the new flavors.

They were cutting into her face, for fuck’s sake. Agony, pure hell, but was it any worse than the fire rippling through her entire body? Shit, did it even matter which was worse? Either one was enough to make her put a gun in her mouth and pull the trigger if it meant the pain would stop.
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Her soul? Couldn’t she just save her face? You don’t need a soul for senior pictures.

Oh, gawd, did it hurt. So much pain.
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That voice. So beautiful. Was it the voice of God? If not, how else could she hear it? But really, it didn’t matter who was speaking, because the voice promised her that the pain would stop.

For that, Betty would do anything.

Her right cheek rested on a hard pillow. They had put her on her right side, left arm still behind her in the cuff. The man and the woman hovered over her, fucking with her face, her once-beautiful face. She felt them cutting.

Which one was hurting her this bad? Dr. Braun? That Mexican bitch? It didn’t matter, they were in it together. They would pay together.

She slowly opened just her right eye. She saw nothing but blue. They had covered her face with a napkin or something. It felt as though the napkin also covered her left eye. Could she open it? She decided not to – she had an advantage only as long as they thought she was out. Whatever the napkin was, it didn’t quite reach to the table. If she looked down the table with only her right eye, she could see just under the napkin all the way down her right arm, all the way down to the leather cuff that held her fast.

She moved her left foot very slowly – they had uncuffed her feet to turn her on her side.

With all her weight on her right shoulder, she couldn’t pull her right hand without making her whole body lurch. But she could pull the left hand if she did it very, very slowly.

Just a little bit at a time, real slow, a steady, gradual increase of pressure.

‘This doesn’t make sense,’ the man said. The rubber suit muffled his voice, but she could make out his words. He sounded very close, like he was leaning down right over the top of her covered face.

‘She doesn’t have triangles,’ the man said. ‘She doesn’t have the colored fibers of Morgellons. So what’s causing this excessive cell death?’

Betty kept pulling. It hurt. A new flavor added to the dessert bar. She felt a tearing sensation. Without a sound, she kept pulling, kept applying constant pressure. Skin slowly sloughed off her hand, allowing her to pull the hand through the cuff, like sliding off a bloody black glove. She felt chunks of ruined skin bunching up on the cuff’s far side. She knew she should have been horrified, but it was too late for that.

God helps those who help themselves.

She needed to act.

Without her skin, things would be slippery. She’d have to get it exactly right.

‘Margaret, look at this!’ the man said. ‘I . . . oh my God, I see something. There’s something moving in here, something really tiny. Put the magnifiers on, look.’

He took the Lord’s name in vain. Sinner. Betty heard the zip-zip of a rubber suit as the woman moved to stand next to the man.

‘What the hell is that, Amos?’ The woman’s voice. Also right in front of her, also hovering right over her face. ‘It looks like . . . it looks like a nerve cell.’

‘This is amazing,’ the man said. ‘You can see it moving. It’s hard to tell with all the damage, but I think it’s following the V3 nerve toward the brain.’

Betty felt her left hand slide all the way inside the cuff. She didn’t pull it out, not yet, but now she could anytime she chose.

‘Cut it out of there,’ the woman said. ‘Maybe these things are what’s causing the rot. If we can get them out, maybe we can stabilize her.’

‘Sample tray, please,’ the man said. ‘Crawling organelle isolated and removed. Examining. Object tears into smaller pieces. . . . Margaret, look! These pieces look sort of like . . . muscle fibers. They’re . . . they’re moving on their own.’

‘Get another one out of her face,’ the woman said. ‘Let’s get some side-by-side video of these.’

Betty waited. She waited until she felt the scalpel slide in again, waited until she was sure she felt it hit her cheekbone.

She waited for that, so she knew exactly where it was.

Keeping her head and body as still as she could, Betty Jewell slid her hand out of the cuff.



Margaret watched Amos’s deft, delicate technique as he cut away the rotting flesh, searching for another crawling nerve.

The high-powered magnifying goggles mounted in front of her visor showed Betty’s open wound with amazing detail, a super-closeup landscape of blood vessels, muscle, veins, bone and black rot. And amid all that, something moving. So tiny. Dendrite-like arms seemed to stretch out like an amoeba’s pseudopods. The arms contracted, pulling the body forward, the tail dragging behind.

Just like the camera mounted in Margaret’s helmet, the magnifying goggles would record their own feed. Judging by the rapid rate of rot, watching that video might be the only way she could study these things because they wouldn’t be around for long.

And neither would Betty, unless they could do something drastic.

‘This isn’t like Dawsey at all,’ Margaret said. ‘Unless this is some larval stage, something that was already over before we examined him.’

‘You’ve got me,’ Amos said. ‘Wait, here’s another one. Look at that, crawling along the afferent nerve. Let me get it out of there.’

Margaret watched closely. Amos’s scalpel danced around a second patch of black rot, cutting it out in a neat circle.

Then a flash of red. A blur, something that looked huge through the high-magnification glasses. That sudden movement, like it was flying at her face, made Margaret rear back.

She heard a snap and a gurgling sound.

Margaret whipped her right hand up and under the magnifying goggles, knocking them off her head.

Betty Jewell sat up.

Not all the way up – her right hand remained locked in the cuff, but her bloody, skinless left hand waved free, holding a scalpel.

Amos’s gloved hands clutched frantically at his suit-covered throat, grabbing, trying to claw through the black PVC. Blood sprayed against the inside of his visor. Drips of it leaked down the black suit’s outer surface, leaked from the small hole in his suit.

He took a half step back. Betty lunged forward again with the scalpel, her restrained right arm making the movement awkward and off balance. The scalpel’s tip sliced through his suit, just above his left pectoral.

Betty gathered her strength for another strike.

Margaret grabbed Amos’s shoulders and yanked him away from the trolley. She pulled far too hard for the confined space – they smashed into the trailer wall and fell to the floor. Amos landed on top. He kicked and kept grabbing at his throat, gloved fingers trying to reach inside the hole and tear it open, but the blood-slick PVC fabric wouldn’t give him purchase.

‘Amos! Get off me!’ Margaret pushed and pulled at the small man, trying to free her legs.

She looked up to see Betty slide her knees underneath her body. The girl rose up, kneeling on the autopsy trolley, right arm still trapped by the cuff. She leaned toward the cuff, then crossed her skinless left hand over the inside of her right elbow.

‘Oh, God . . . ,’ Margaret hissed.

Betty yanked backward, twisting to the right, throwing all her weight against the cuff.

Her right hand slid free. Chunks of sloughed skin fell to the floor with a wet slap. Momentum carried her over the trolley’s left side. She hit the white floor, droplets of blood splattering across the autopsy chamber.

Amos’s movements slowed.

Margaret managed to kick her legs free. She pushed Amos off, then stood, her back against the trailer wall.

Betty leaned her right shoulder against the sink and pushed herself up with wobbling legs. Blood streaked her blue gown, the only clothing on an otherwise-naked body. The right side of her face was mostly cut away, black-and-white cheekbone blazing under red smears, bits of jellyish rot still clinging to what little skin remained.

Margaret just stared. She couldn’t move a muscle. She wanted to run, to scream, but she couldn’t even draw a breath.

Blood dripped from Betty’s skinless fingers. She still held the scalpel in her left hand, cradled it more than gripped it, trying to keep the stainless steel steady against exposed, blood-slick muscles.

Betty smiled. Only with the left half of her face, of course, because the muscles on the right side were mostly gone.

‘You bish,’ she slurred. ‘Lesh shee how you like it.’

She shuffled forward, trying to keep her balance, bare feet leaving bloody streaks on the white floor.

The autopsy trolley was the only thing separating her from Margaret. Betty reached down with her right hand and rolled it out of the way. She pulled her hand back, but her right pointer finger stayed behind, stuck to the trolley in a red and black mess of rotted meat and jutting bone.

Betty half-smiled again.

She stood only three feet away.

She took a small shuffle-step forward.

Margaret still couldn’t will her muscles to move, not even a bit. Her breath returned in a sucking gasp, then shot out in a ragged scream that sounded impossibly loud inside her suit helmet.

But not so loud that she didn’t hear the gunshot.

The right side of Betty’s head, the undamaged side, exploded outward in a fist-size hole that sprayed blood, brains and bone on the back wall and into the sink. She dropped like a cloth puppet.

‘Margaret!’

Clarence’s voice, muffled.

‘Margaret, are you okay? Did she cut you?’

She turned to his voice. He wore his black biohazard suit. Gitsh and Marcus, also wearing suits, were right behind him. Clarence’s gloved hand held a pistol, still smoking. He knelt by her side, the gun pointed down and away from her.

Gitsh’s gloved right hand held a knife, much larger than Betty’s scalpel. He cut away at Amos’s suit, slicing it open at the chest and neck. Blood sloshed out of the cut suit as if someone had wrung out a soaked towel. It splattered on the floor and on Gitsh’s feet as he reached in to apply pressure. Marcus grabbed Amos’s legs.

‘Clarence, get him on the table,’ Marcus said. ‘His jugular is cut. Gitsh, keep pressure there. Margaret, get his helmet off!’

The men lifted Amos and set him on the already bloody trolley.

Margaret found herself standing, pulling off Amos’s helmet. Gitsh’s gloved hands stayed pressed down on Amos’s neck. Blood covered Amos’s face, matted his hair, pooled in his eyes.

His wide-open eyes.

She looked at Gitsh’s gloves. There was no blood oozing up from beneath the fingers.

Amos. Margaret’s thoughts snapped back into place.

‘Do exactly what I say,’ she ordered. ‘Remove your hands on a count of three, then be ready to reapply pressure as soon as I say go. One . . . two . . . three.’

Gitsh pulled his hands back a few inches, where they hovered, ready to be put back into use.

No blood flowed.

The scalpel had punched in just to the right of Amos’s windpipe, then slid outward, slicing open the whole right side of his neck.

She couldn’t check his pulse without taking off her gloves, but she didn’t need to.

Amos Braun was dead.





Applebee’s

Perry Dawsey had never thought normality could seem so surreal.

Or so goddamn uncomfortable.

He sat in an Applebee’s in Gaylord, Michigan, waiting for his burger to arrive. Kitsch lined the walls. Some Top 40 shit played on the sound system. There were tables filled with fat men, fat women and fat kids. Dew sat to Perry’s left. Perry sat across from Claude Baumgartner. Baum had lost the metal brace, but his nose was still a mess. Jens Milner, whose eye remained quite black, sat on Perry’s right, across from Dew.

Add in Perry’s nasty facial cuts and they looked like a foursome back from a fight club – a fight club that Dew had clearly won, since all he had was a little Band-Aid on his head.

Baum and Milner just sat there, staring at Perry, not saying a word.

This was another of Dew’s brilliant ideas. Sure! Why the hell not? Let’s sit down for lunch with a couple of guys I fucked up before I walked into a house and slaughtered a family. Why, a lunch like this is so damn normal it should be in a fucking Applebee’s commercial.

‘I don’t get it,’ Baum said. ‘Why don’t we just go to the Jewells’ house?’ Baum’s right hand hovered near his left lapel, next to his tit. Sometimes it rested on the table, sometimes Baum pretended to scratch his chest, and sometimes the hand just hung there in midair. His hand seemed to orbit around the pistol in his shoulder holster. Perry didn’t mind so much. He kept his own hand on the table’s edge – if Baum made a move, he’d jam the table into the fucker’s chest and drive him right to his back.

Baum kept staring at Perry, staring with that attitude. It was hard enough to keep things under control without some motherfucker calling you out with his eyes. Perry wanted to smash his face in, but Dew expected more of him. So Perry would hold it in. For now, anyway.

‘We can’t go near the house,’ Dew said. ‘Murray’s orders.’

Milner huffed. ‘That’s to keep Mister Happy here from killing the family, and you know it. We’ve got the address. Baum and I can go.’

Like Baum, Milner just kept staring. Didn’t anyone teach these CIA guys any manners?

‘No way,’ Dew said. ‘We can’t go near it until Ogden arrives and sends some boys with us. Believe me, Murray was really specific. Seems the new chief of staff has it in for him. If we show our faces at the Jewell house before Ogden arrives, Murray is screwed. And if Murray is screwed, he’ll make sure everyone at this table is even more screwed. Trust me on that. So we might as well get some grub while we wait. And incidentally, Baum, if you don’t get that hand away from your gun, I’m going to shove it up your ass.’

‘The gun or the hand?’ Baum asked without taking his eyes off Perry.

‘Both,’ Dew said. ‘But I’ll surprise you with the order of entry. And quit staring. Jesus. You’d think you two had never sat down to eat with a guy that kicked your ass before.’

‘Sure,’ Milner said. ‘All the time. It’s like a regular outing with my buddies back home.’

Perry smiled at him and held up one hand, waving his fingers toward his palm. Come on, the gesture said, let’s go.

‘Knock it off, Dawsey,’ Dew said. ‘All three of you, just can the shit. Perry is here because he wants to work with us, ain’t that right?’

Perry nodded.

‘As for you two’ – Dew looked at Baum and Jens in turn – ‘stop being pussies. This is too important for you guys to be all bitchy because he got the drop on you.’

Dew stared at Baum. ‘Well?’

Baum kept looking at Perry for a few more seconds, then let out a sigh and shrugged his shoulders. ‘Fuck it,’ he said. ‘He’s not the first prick to break my nose.’

Dew slid his stare over to Milner. ‘How about you?’

Milner finally tore his glare away from Perry to return Dew’s stare. ‘Your boy here is bad news, Dew,’ he said quietly. ‘You could track this guy just by following the trail of corpses. He murders people.’

‘They’re not people,’ Perry said. Why couldn’t anyone understand that?

‘Save it,’ Milner said. ‘He’s a fucking psycho, Dew, and I’m not eating with him.’

Jens stood up and dropped his napkin on his plate.

‘Sit your ass down, Milner,’ Dew said.

‘You got a problem with it?’ Milner said. ‘Then fire me. Otherwise, I’ll be in the car.’

He turned and walked out of Applebee’s.

Perry looked down at his plate. Was Milner right? Was he just a psycho? No. Those people were not people at all. They were infected. They had to die. All the infected had to die.

‘Don’t sweat it, Perry,’ Dew said. ‘He’ll come around.’

Maybe he would, maybe he wouldn’t. Perry didn’t give a shit what two peons thought. But . . . maybe he should. Dew seemed to think their opinion was important.

If Dew thought it mattered, well then, it mattered.





Beck Beckett, Third-Grader

Chelsea watched the last car drive down her long, winding dirt driveway. She watched that car very carefully, just as she had the last three. She pushed her thoughts out, wondering if this car might bring the boogeyman.

She could tell that the boogeyman was very close, maybe even in Gaylord. And he would kill her . . . unless she could kill him first.

Chelsea hated the boogeyman.

She let out a long, slow breath as she connected – he wasn’t in that car. The car stopped behind the others. Two people got out, a man and a boy.

It was a good thing she’d called everyone here. Mr. Beckett had a blue triangle on his cheek. Another one peeked out from beneath his collar, just the point visible past the neckline of his sweater.

Beck Beckett looked fine.

He was a third-grader at South Maple Elementary, the same place where Chelsea was a second-grader. Beck was older. People might listen to him.

She couldn’t have that.

Daddy went out and shook hands with Mr. Beckett, then led him into the house. Beck followed along. The front door led into the kitchen, where Daddy and the Becketts joined Old Sam Collins, Ryan Roznowski and Ryan’s wife, Marie.

Marie was dead, but that was okay.

Mr. Beckett waved his hand in front of his face. ‘Whoa,’ he said. ‘Someone leave the stove on?’

‘Hello, Mister Beckett,’ Chelsea said. ‘Welcome.’

Mr. Beckett stopped waving his hand when he saw her. ‘Hello, Chelsea. It’s an honor.’ The change in his voice was so funny. Grown-ups used to talk to her like a kid. Now they sounded like they were the kids, and she was the grown-up.

‘Thank you, Mister Beckett. Sorry about the smell. We had to get some things ready for God.’

Why are you using your mouth?

She looked at Beck. He was smiling at her. It wasn’t a nice smile, either.

You think you’re so smart, Chelsea thought back. You better realize God loves me the most.

Beck nodded. For now.

‘We have to get out of Gaylord,’ Chelsea said. ‘Daddy thinks they will come for us.’

‘That’s just stupid,’ Beck said. ‘How would they know to come to your house?’

The adults seemed to freeze in place, as if they were afraid to breathe. They all had wide eyes.

‘Don’t you call me stupid,’ Chelsea said. ‘You’re in my house.’

‘It’s not your house,’ Beck said. ‘It’s God’s house. We should stay right here until the hatching.’

‘We’re leaving,’ Chelsea said. ‘You do what you’re told.’

Beck Beckett was going to get such a spanking.

Mr. Beckett took a step forward. ‘Maybe . . . maybe we should listen to Beck, Chelsea. He is older, after all.’

Mr. Beckett would have to be spanked, too. That was okay. She’d planned for that all along, but it made her feel better to know that Mr. Beckett deserved it.

‘Mister Beckett is a spy,’ Chelsea hissed. ‘So is Beck.’

Mr. Beckett’s face blanched. ‘No! No, Chelsea, we’re not spies.’

‘Shut up, Dad,’ Beck said.

Mr. Beckett looked at his son, then took a step back.

Beck smiled again. ‘God doesn’t want us to argue, little Chelsea,’ he said. ‘We’re not spies, and we’re going to stay here.’

Chelsea smiled her sweetest smile. ‘You want to stay here? Okay, Beck. You can stay as long as you like.’

She took a quick, deep breath, then thought as hard as she could. Get them!

It was Beck’s turn to widen his eyes. Chelsea knew why. She was much, much stronger than he was. He hadn’t realized how much stronger, and now it was too late.

Daddy stepped up and kneed Mr. Beckett where it counts. Mr. Beckett let out a painful groaning noise and fell to the floor. Old Sam Collins ran up and kicked Mr. Beckett in the face over and over again as Daddy pulled a knife out of the knife drawer and fell on Mr. Beckett.

Kick, stab, kick, stab, kick, stab.

Mr. Beckett screamed, but that was okay.

Beck shook his head, as if he didn’t want to believe what he was seeing. He turned to run, but Mr. Roznowski tackled him from behind.

Chelsea heard Beck’s mental scream. Stop it! God, save me!
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Mr. Roznowski held Beck’s head on the linoleum floor and started kneeing him in the face. It made a weird crunching sound.

He was dangerous, Chauncey.
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‘You’re not the boss of me, Chauncey,’ Chelsea said.

Beck still kicked a little after the third knee in his face. He twitched after the fourth. He stopped altogether after the fifth. Mr. Roznowski stood up. Beck’s face looked very funny.

Then Daddy stood, covered in Mr. Beckett’s blood. Old Sam Collins was limping. Looked like he’d hurt his foot kicking Mr. Beckett in the face.
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She shook her head. I’m a big girl now, Chauncey. Beck was dangerous. It’s for the best. Someday, you’ll understand.

That was a lie, of course. Beck wasn’t dangerous, but Chauncey might have loved Beck more than her. Chauncey was Chelsea’s special friend. With Beck gone it would stay that way forever and ever.

‘Okay, everybody,’ Chelsea said. ‘Time to go play at Mister Jenkins’s house. Someone make two trips so we can get rid of Mister Beckett’s car. Mommy, you can take me in a snowmobile. Daddy, you clean up here and then come over on a snowmobile, too, okay?’

‘Yes, Chelsea,’ Daddy said.

Chelsea, Mr. Roznowski and Old Sam Collins got their coats and walked out the front door, while Daddy got the box of matches.





Betty’s Autopsy

Betty Jewell’s autopsy was a disaster.

Margaret could barely think after Amos’s horrifying death, let alone focus on the job. By the time she’d dragged herself into the biohazard suit and started working on Betty, the girl’s body had mostly dissolved.

Margaret approached the trolley, Clarence beside her in his suit. Gitsh, Marcus and Dr. Dan stood next to Betty’s blackened corpse. It made for tight quarters, but Clarence refused to leave her side. Gitsh and Marcus had done an amazing job cleaning up. The autopsy room looked spotless. The trolley carried a steady, slow, thick stream of black goo down the runners and into the white sink.

Margaret wanted a look at those crawling things. They were the key to everything now, but she’d waited too long. Any crawlers in Betty’s body had already dissolved. Even the samples that Amos had taken were now nothing but chunky black liquid.

She’d let her grief get in the way of her work.

Margaret felt weak. She put a hand on the autopsy trolley to steady herself – when she looked at the table, her mind’s eye saw Betty Jewell’s skinless hands stabbing the scalpel at Amos. When Margaret looked down, she saw Amos clawing at the throat of his biohazard suit, unable to get his hands at the cut, unable to stop the blood from sheeting the inside of his visor. When she saw the drainage sink, she saw Betty’s brains splattering against the white epoxy and dripping toward the drain.

Clarence’s hand on her shoulder. ‘Margo, you okay?’

She nodded. ‘Yeah, I’m fine.’

A lie anyone could see through.

‘Dan,’ Margaret said, ‘have you watched the video from my helmet? The video of the autopsy?’

‘Yes ma’am,’ Dr. Dan said. ‘Several times.’

‘And what did you see?’

‘Something crawling in her face. Doctor Braun thought it was crawling along the V3 nerve toward the brain.’

‘Do you agree?’

‘It certainly looked that way,’ Dan said.

Too bad they didn’t have a brain to look at. No chance of that, thanks to Clarence’s bullet and rapid decomposition. When that crawler reached the brain, then what?

Then it would come apart.

It would split up into those muscle fibers Amos saw, split apart . . . reorganize . . . come together again.

In a mesh. Just like in Perry Dawsey’s brain.

‘The crawlers,’ Margaret said. ‘They want to replicate what we’ve seen in Dawsey’s CAT scans.’

Dr. Dan stared at her. ‘That’s a pretty big leap. We haven’t seen anything like these crawlers before. I read your reports on the hosts found in Glidden; the father, mother and little boy. You had fresh bodies, yet they didn’t have these crawling things.’

‘It’s something new, obviously,’ Margaret said. ‘I don’t care if its a leap. It’s right. These things infect a human body, maybe replicate somehow, then crawl toward the brain. If we can stop them from crawling, we just plain stop them.’

‘It’s got a structure,’ Dan said. ‘A shape. It can move. For that it needs a cytoskeleton.’

‘The little things have skeletons?’ Clarence asked.

‘Cytoskeleton,’ Dan said. ‘It’s like microscopic scaffolding that lets a cell hold a shape.’

‘Without it, a cell would just be a membrane holding fluid,’ Margaret said. ‘Without a cytoskeleton to hold structure, it would be like a water balloon. Amos thought the crawlers looked like human muscle fibers. If these things are some kind of modified muscle cell, and we disrupted their cell structure, then the cells couldn’t contract. They couldn’t move. They couldn’t crawl.’

‘So you dissolve this cytoskeleton,’ Clarence said, ‘and that stops it? That’s it?’

‘It’s not that easy,’ Dan said. ‘Our normal cells also have cytoskeletons. Anything that would kill the crawlers would also kill our cells.’

‘But it’s something,’ Margaret said. ‘A human body can regrow lost cells, eventually repair damage, but these crawlers are so small, just a few cells. If we disrupt their cytoskeleton, they might just die. At any rate, we can stop them before they reach the brain.’

‘I can order a screen,’ Dan said. ‘We can get all the drugs that might work and have them ready when we get another host.’

‘If we get another host,’ Clarence said. ‘Let’s hope there aren’t any more.’

‘Oh grow up, Clarence,’ Margaret said. ‘You know
















APB on Clan Jewell

Dew Phillips sat in the MargoMobile’s computer room. He and Perry had the room to themselves. Gitsh, Marcus, Margaret and Clarence were all in the Trailer B containment cell, locking down a feisty Bernadette Smith.

Dew wanted to hit a certain chief of staff, then rub her face in broken glass and finish up with a nice saltwater spritz on the fresh cuts.

‘Dew, you okay?’ Perry asked. ‘You’ve got veins pulsing in the top of your big bald head.’

‘I’m not okay,’ Dew said. ‘Fuck, we had them.’

Vanessa Colburn was the reason the Jewells had escaped. If she’d just let Murray do his thing, Dew would have that family in custody right now.

‘We almost had who?’ Perry said.

‘The Jewells. Those bodies we found in the fire? Not the Jewell family. We don’t know who the woman is. The man was Wallace Beckett. Identified from dental records. They’re guessing the dead kid is his son, Beck. They searched the Beckett house, found Nicole Beckett chopped up and stuffed into a laundry hamper.’

‘But Margaret said the man had triangles.’

‘That’s what’s fucked up,’ Dew said. ‘Wallace Beckett did have triangles. The Jewell family was a man, a woman and a kid. We found the bodies of a man, a woman and a kid, and the man had triangles. Sounds familiar, right? Man gets triangles, goes gonzo, whacks his family.’

‘Wait a minute,’ Perry said. ‘You’re saying the Jewells killed three people, including a host, so we would think it was a nice neat package while they skipped town?’

‘Try to keep up, college boy,’ Dew said. ‘Clan Jewell pulled the switcheroo on us. We didn’t even bother to search the fucking area.’

‘Then who is the woman?’

Dew shrugged. ‘Who knows? It’s not Candice Jewell, though. They know that from dental records, too. So we have three bodies, none of which belong to the Jewells. The Jewells, who are nowhere to be found. If they took off right when they started the fire, we’re talking a fifteen-hour head start. They could be fucking anywhere.’

‘What if they didn’t leave right away?’ Perry said. ‘Maybe they’re still in Gaylord.’

Dew scratched his chin. ‘Maybe. Or maybe they were part of that attack on the roadblock.’

‘Which had another triangle victim.’

Dew flipped through the paperwork. ‘Yeah, Ryan Roznowski. He killed three soldiers and wounded Private Dustin Climer. Climer returned fire, killing Roznowski.’

‘What the fuck,’ Perry said. ‘Was this Roznowski, like, a Special Forces Rambo guy, or what?’

‘A plumber,’ Dew said. ‘Roznowski is married, but the FBI can’t find his wife. That’s not a cause for alarm in itself, because this whole town just bugged out, but there are signs of a struggle at the Roznowski house, blood on the living-room carpet, so do your college-boy math.’

‘Roznowski’s wife is the burned woman in the Jewell house?’ 

‘Probably,’ Dew said. ‘We’ll see if they identify her, but that all adds up. Roznowski kills or hurts his wife, then brings her over to the Jewells’ house.’

‘And the Becketts either go there or are brought there.’

‘Nicole Beckett was murdered,’ Dew said. ‘So maybe someone kills her and kidnaps Wallace and his son, but I’m thinking that maybe Wallace killed her, then went to the Jewell house on his own, just like Roznowski.’

‘Went on his own,’ Perry said. ‘Or maybe was called. Summoned.’

‘Like the triangles put you and Fatty Patty together?’

Perry shrugged. ‘Maybe. So what do we do now?’

‘We get some pictures of the Jewell family, for starters, and put out an APB on them. Hell, we’ll use the media again, say the Jewells are carrying the flesh-eating bacteria.’

Perry nodded. ‘Okay, that will work, but what about their cars?’

‘All the cars registered to the Jewells burned up in their garage.’

‘So they took someone else’s car?’

Dew nodded. ‘Probably. They had three snowmobiles registered, two of those are gone. If they stashed them in the woods somewhere, we won’t find them for weeks. So maybe they did take someone else’s car, but this whole town just evacuated – we have no way of knowing what cars should be here and what cars were taken by the evacuees. We can search neighboring houses for signs of a struggle, though, maybe get lucky and find a body. But if we don’t find one, there’s no way to connect them to a specific vehicle.

‘Bottom line? The Jewells got out. All we can do now is circulate their pictures and hope they fuck up.’





All You Need Is Love

Colonel Charlie Ogden stood in the command tent, looking over the maps and satellite photos spread across a central table. Corporal Cope sat on a stool. He had the forward-leaning posture of a bird of prey, waiting to pounce on Ogden’s next order.

Ogden wondered if he’d get even his customary four hours of sleep that night. Probably wasn’t time for it. And if he couldn’t sleep, neither could Corporal Cope. Poor guy. But Cope was a young man; he didn’t really need sleep. Sleep was for pussies.

Ogden checked his watch: 2130.

‘Corporal.’

‘Yes sir?’

‘Any word from Doc Harper about private Climer?’

‘Nothing yet, sir,’ Cope said.

‘How long ago was Harper in here?’

‘About twelve hours, Colonel.’

‘How long does it take to wake up from being shot in the fucking shoulder?’

‘I wouldn’t know, sir,’ Cope said. ‘I can look it up online if you like.’

‘It was a rhetorical question, Corporal.’

‘Yes sir.’

Maybe the kid did need some sleep after all.

‘Corporal, any hits from the satellite search?’

‘No sir,’ Cope said. ‘I’m all over them, as you requested. I’m on a first-name basis with the squints now, sir, although the name they have for me when they take my calls every fifteen minutes isn’t Jeff, if you know what I mean.’

The squints were annoyed with thoroughness? Well, fuck ’em. They weren’t on the front lines.

Ogden sipped lukewarm coffee, staring, thinking. He’d expanded the search area, applied every available resource, and still no sign of a gate. All the previous outbreaks had resulted in a construct somewhere within about a hundred miles. Granted, a hundred-mile radius made for a huge area, but they had dozens of air assets and dedicated satellite coverage. If something was there, they should have found it.

What really worried him, however, was the Jewell family. Ogden had no doubt the Jewells were at least partially responsible for the deaths of his men. Thus far the APB hadn’t turned up a thing.

So where had they gone?

The tent flap opened. A soldier walked in, shirtless, wearing boots, fatigues and a white bandage around his left shoulder. In his right hand, he carried his M4.

‘Speak of the devil,’ Corporal Cope said. ‘Dustin, how you feeling?’

‘Fine,’ Dustin said. ‘I’m here to see the colonel.’

Ogden put down his coffee mug. ‘You’re wounded, son, and you’re out of uniform. I told Doc Harper I’d come see you.’

‘That’s okay, Colonel,’ Dustin said. ‘I came for you. You’re the one we need.’

‘You get your ass back to bed, Private Climer,’ Ogden said. ‘I’ll talk to you there. I don’t want you out of Doc Harper’s sight, understood?’

Climer stood tall and gave an exaggerated salute. ‘Sir, yes sir! Doc Harper is right outside, sir!’

The kid was acting strange. Painkillers? Climer walked closer to Corporal Cope. The tent flap opened again and two men entered: Doc Harper and Nurse Brad. Doc Harper’s nose was broken, white bone jutting up from a red gash. And yet he was smiling. Nurse Brad was smiling as well, his mouth hanging open at a strange angle. Drool dripped from his jaw, swinging in a long, glistening strand when he moved.

‘Sir!’ Climer screamed. ‘We are here on a recruiting trip, sir! We want you to be all you can be!’

It all clicked home. How could he have been so stupid? Roznowski had let Climer live. The gunshot to the shoulder had just been camouflage to keep Climer under the radar as the disease took him over. That meant the disease was now contagious.

Charlie Ogden reached for his sidearm.

Nurse Brad and Doc Harper rushed forward.

Dustin Climer whipped his M4 in a horizontal arc, catching the slow-reacting Corporal Cope in the throat. Cope fell off his stool, coughing.

Ogden fired two shots. The first one went wide. The second one hit Doc Harper right in the forehead just as Brad connected with a flying tackle. Nurse Brad was a big, strong, young soldier, and the hit rattled Ogden’s middle-aged body. As they crashed to the ground, Ogden heard Climer rushing toward them. Ogden tried to bring the gun around, but Brad grabbed his wrist with both hands. With his free hand, Ogden jammed his thumb into Brad’s right eye. The eyeball popped, spilling clear fluid onto Ogden’s hand.

Nurse Brad didn’t let go.

He didn’t stop drooling.

He didn’t even stop smiling.

Another hand tore the gun free and pinned Ogden’s arm to the ground. Something slammed into his stomach, and he suddenly found himself unable to draw a breath. Ogden tried to kick, tried to pull, but he couldn’t breathe, couldn’t fight against the two young soldiers pinning him down.

Climer’s face seemed to float over his own, backlit by the tent’s lights.

‘Sir, yes sir!’ Climer said. ‘I want you to get your mind right, sir!’

Ogden felt hands on the sides of his head, holding it so he couldn’t turn in either direction. Climer straddled his chest. His right hand held Ogden’s forehead, pinning his head to the ground. Climer’s other hand grabbed his chin – hard – and pulled his mouth open.

Then Climer leaned forward, leaned close.

Ogden would have said, What the fuck are you doing? if he could have breathed, if he could have moved his mouth, but he couldn’t do either. All he could do was growl from deep in his throat.

Colonel Charlie Ogden saw Climer’s tongue. Swollen. Covered in blue sores.

Triangular blue sores.

Climer’s lips closed around his own, and Climer’s tongue dove into his mouth. Wide-eyed in shock and confusion, Ogden tried again to get away. He tried to bite down but could not – Climer’s strong hand held his lower jaw open.

Ogden felt the hot wetness of Climer’s tongue fishing around inside his mouth. He felt the sting of a hundred needles.

Then he felt the burning.

Climer sat up, looked down at him, wiped his lips with the back of his hand and smiled.

Ogden’s mouth was on fire.

‘It won’t be long now, sir,’ Climer said. ‘Not long at all.’





B61 Makes Bingo

The order came through.

Captain Paul Ward asked them to repeat it.

They did.

Paul said nothing.

His weapons officer, Lieutenant Colonel Maegan ‘Mae’ Breakall, sat right behind him. She was one of the few female crew members of an F-15E, and she’d achieved that position by being a team player and never questioning an order.

While Paul sat speechless, Mae also asked them to repeat it.

They did so, this time with a bit more force.

Captain Paul Ward then did something he hadn’t done in his entire military career – he refused to obey.

No sir.

No sir, I will not drop a ten-kiloton B61 nuclear warhead on the Motor City.

Fifteen seconds later, air force general Luis Monroe came on the line. As if that weren’t enough, President John Gutierrez joined in as well. One hell of a conference call.

Monroe explained, quite calmly, considering the situation, that if Paul and Mae disobeyed a direct order, it was an act of treason. Gutierrez added some motivation of his own – if Captain Paul Ward did not drop the bomb, like right fucking now, he would be directly responsible for a disease spreading across the United States of America, a disease that could potentially destroy the country, its people, and if they were really unlucky, the entire human race.

Paul and Mae had no idea how much of this was true, but then again, it wasn’t their job to question orders. Their job was to follow orders, from any commanding officer – and when those orders came first-person from the air force’s top man and the commander in chief, it was impossible to disobey.

Paul pulled back on the yoke, bringing the F-15E to fifteen thousand feet. As he did, the rest of his squadron kicked in the afterburners and headed out. The radio filled with chatter: the Ospreys, Black Hawks, A-10s, F-15s and every other aircraft turned away from downtown Detroit and flew at maximum speed.

Paul and Mae were alone.

About to drop a nuke on America.

Mae fought back tears as she entered information into the computer.

A B61 Model 4 tactical nuclear warhead is a kiloton-range weapon with a ‘dial-a-yield’ feature. Dial-a-yield allows aircraft crews to change the B61’s output while in midflight. As ordered, Mae set in a yield of ten kilotons. She set the detonation point at one thousand feet, armed the weapon, then told Paul that it was ready to fire.

He flipped open the covering plate on the nuke trigger. He thought of his three sons back at Mountain Home Air Force Base in Idaho, wondered how many sons like them were down there in Detroit, how many daughters, mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, nephews, nieces and cousins. And dogs. How many dogs were down there?

His finger gripped the trigger. His hand felt weak. He hoped that maybe, just maybe, he’d have an unexpected stroke and lose the ability to squeeze it.

Mae said, ‘Do it, Paul.’

He squeezed.

He didn’t have a stroke.

The trigger clicked home.

The twelve-foot-long B61 rocket fired, launching away from the F-15E at 750 miles per hour. As the bomb streaked toward the target, Paul went full throttle and shot away from Detroit at supersonic speed.

The seven-hundred-pound B61 dropped toward the city. The guidance computer tracked a signal emitting from near the corner of Franklin and Riopelle. The B61 wouldn’t actually hit the ground, but if it had, it would have landed only twenty feet away from the satphone in Perry Dawsey’s hand.

At twelve hundred feet, a gas generator fired, ejecting a twenty-four-foot nylon/Kevlar-29 ribbon parachute. In just three seconds, the B61 slowed from 750 miles an hour to 35.

It drifted down until it hit eleven hundred feet, where barometric pressure activated a firing mechanism that began a nuclear chain reaction.

Detonation.

In a millionth of a second, a fireball formed and heated the air to 18,000,000 degrees Fahrenheit, nearly twice as hot as the surface of the sun. This heat radiated outward at the speed of light, expanding and dissipating. Dissipating being a relative term, however, as the heat caused instant first-degree burns as far as two miles away. The closer to the detonation, the worse the burns. Inside a quarter mile of the blast, flesh simply vaporized.

Every spore within a mile of the detonation point died instantly. Those between one and two miles out lived for as long as two seconds before they burned up in infinitesimally small puffs of smoke. The five-mile-per-hour wind had carried some lucky spores as far as two and a half miles away – those took almost five seconds to cook, but they cooked just the same.

The plasma ball was really the whole point of the nuke, to create instant, scorching temperatures that would kill every spore, and it worked like a charm.

The rest of the nuke’s effects were a bit of unavoidable overkill.

The Renaissance Center stood less than a mile from the detonation point. Star-hot heat radiated down, turning metal, glass and plastic into boiling liquid. Some of these liquids evaporated instantly, but the building didn’t have time to completely melt and burn.

The shock wave came next.

The explosion’s power pushed the air around it outward in a pressure wave moving at 780 miles an hour, just a touch over the speed of sound and twice the speed of an F-5 tornado, the most powerful wind force on Earth. The wave smashed into the melting glass, metal and plastic of the RenCen, thirty-five pounds per square inch of overpressure splashing the molten liquid away in a giant wave and shattering the still-solid parts like a sledgehammer slamming through a toothpick house.

The RenCen’s main tower had seventy-three stories, the four surrounding towers thirty-nine stories each. Less than three seconds after detonation, all of it was gone.

The shock wave rolled out at the speed of sound, losing energy as it moved. It shattered Comerica Park, home of the Tigers, ripping the concrete stands to pieces and hurling chunks of them for miles. In the days that followed, three seats from Section 219, half melted but still bolted to their concrete footings, would be found in the parking lot of Big Sammy’s Bar in Westland, twenty miles away. The curved white roof of Ford Field, home of the Detroit Lions, caved in like an eggshell stomped by a fat man.

A mile outward from the detonation point, the pressure wave smashed any building smaller than ten stories, broken pieces flying farther outward in a lethal, hurricane-class shrapnel cloud of brick and wood and metal and glass.

That same pressure wave picked up cars and flung them like Matchbox toys, spinning them through crumbling buildings, each Ford or Toyota or Chrysler its own whirling missile of death. As far as a mile away, the blast knocked burning cars onto their sides and roofs.

Detroit wasn’t the only city to feel the effects. Across the river the fireball scorched most of Windsor. The shock wave tore through the city, leveling houses as far as a mile from the shoreline.

Everywhere people died. The lucky ones, close to the detonation point, evaporated in the initial flash, their shadows instantly burned onto sidewalks and walls. One woman was in the middle of drinking a Coke – the flash vaporized her, leaving a perfect silhouette with arm bent, head tilted back, can in hand. Farther out from the detonation point, you didn’t vaporize; your skin just bubbled as the sudden heat caused the fluid in each cell to boil, expand and burst the cell membranes. Survivors would later describe the feeling as being dunked deep into a vat of boiling water. Most of those who lived through the initial fireball effects died from the pressure wave or were killed by building wreckage and various car parts traveling at five hundred miles an hour.

If you lived through all that, you had to deal with second- and third-degree burns, burning buildings and dead as far as the eye could see.

And if you lived through that, your body would feel the effects of radiation for years to come. The cancer rate in southeast Michigan would skyrocket.

The initial blast caused an estimated 58,000 deaths. Another 23,000 died within days as a result of burns and shock-wave-related injuries. Combined, the blast caused 81,000 deaths. In the five years that followed, another 127,000 would die of persistent injuries, cancer and other radiation-related causes.

In those years, through all the scandals and congressional inquiries and public outcry, President John Gutierrez, his staff, the Joint Chiefs, Murray Longworth, Margaret Montoya and Clarence Otto would ask themselves every day . . . 

Was it worth it?

As brutal as it sounded, it was.

They had destroyed the spores, killed Chelsea and brought down the Orbital. They still didn’t know what was supposed to come out of those gates, what the angels really looked like and what damage they might have caused.

They didn’t know, and thanks to those who gave their lives, they never would.



In the weeks after the explosion, as FEMA, Homeland Security and a dozen other agencies and charities converged on the Motor City and its suburbs to help the survivors and bury the dead, two small, manned submarines began picking up the only solid enemy remains.

The pieces of the Orbital.

Nine hundred feet below Lake Michigan’s rough surface, the Orbital’s wreckage lay spread across the lake bed, a collection of twisted, warped and broken rubble.

One piece, however, remained mostly intact. This object had been engineered to survive such crashes, to endure almost any type of damage in order to ensure delivery of its contents.

That particular object was about the size of a soda can.
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And finally, to my die-hard fans, aka ‘The Junkies.’ All of this is for you. The novel you hold in your hands brings us closer to the Sigler Ascension. Spread the faith, for soon the plaid tanks will roll...



E-mail the author at: scott@scottsigler.net.
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