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            Chapter One

          

          SOMETHING NEW

        

      

    

    
      Eli Clark counted biohazard signs outside the laboratory he was, apparently, supposed to enter. There were six, with one in French, which Eli didn’t speak. Politicians sometimes either threatened or promised to re-open U.S. borders (threaten or promise depended on your leanings), but in Eli’s opinion such statements were grandstanding. Even its placement seemed political. What was the point of being bilingual here, when the French liaisons would never visit?

      “Officer Clark,” said a voice. “Please. Come in.”

      Eli looked up. A small speaker was mounted in a corner festooned with cobwebs. There was also a camera, but both looked ancient. The entire hallway seemed intentionally antiquated. Panacea hadn’t just taken over Hemisphere; they’d settled in and made the building their home in the way only government could. The agency’s motto was officially To safeguard and defend. But safeguarding was defending. A more appropriate verb might have been “to demoralize.”

      Eli wasn’t sure if he could talk to the speaker. It seemed to predate video and might be powered by someone turning a hand crank behind a curtain somewhere.

      He looked up and tried anyway. “Where is the decon unit?”

      “You won’t need decontamination, Officer. I have put away all my goodies, and been given green.”

      Still Eli hesitated. When he’d gone into the field, plenty of those he met insisted on seeing his badge. He should do the same, insisting to see the all clean status relayed to the dust-caked monitor beside the door’s magnetic lock. If he was meeting anyone else, he would. But something about that voice stopped him.

      The lock buzzed. Eli, taking a subconscious breath, pushed to enter.

      The basement hallway outside looked like a tenement, but Eli had still pictured the room beyond as a palace. Despite their subterranean location, he pictured big windows that looked out across the sprawling grounds. A massive power desk, not a bland lab even though that’s what the door had promised. He’d seen the magazine features and expected a different bearing from this man. He’d seen Alice Frank’s press photos. Eli had never met Archibald Burgess in person, but the man was a legend already. The pomp and circumstance surrounding him just months ago had painted him as larger than life … now the hero was humbled in a lab coat while cleaning beakers. It was like watching Superman make mac and cheese.

      Burgess set a beaker in a sinkside rack to dry, then laced his fingers in front of his waist. Eli startled with embarrassment after realizing that he had been gaping … but Burgess only laughed dryly.

      “I know what you’re thinking: How the mighty have fallen.” The old man smiled, like a fox to prey. “I did prefer greeting visitors in my old office upstairs, but that’s just ego. In the end, we need only what we need, am I correct? We should never feel entitled to what we want.”

      “I was surprised to find out you were still working in the building, Mr. Burgess.”

      “Yes. I am paid in freedom. It’s not quite the salary I was used to, but I could be on a chain gang somewhere. Please. Sit.”

      Eli looked. The offered chair was a low stool with no back. The old man’s chair wasn’t much better.

      They sat.

      Burgess said, “I would say that you’re no doubt wondering why I called you here, but that would be such a cliché.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “But that is what you’re thinking.”

      “It is, sir.”

      “I no longer outrank you, if indeed there ever was such a thing. I’ll spare you my embarrassment, admitting that we both know just how little my public image is worth these days. I’m barely worth a sir, Officer Clark.”

      The polite thing for Eli to do would be argue — Lies! You’re as beloved as ever! — but doing so would insult them both. Of course Eli had followed the fall of Hemisphere’s former CEO. The entire nation had, with the flip-flop venom of angry people needing someone to blame. In Eli’s mind, the anti-Burgess campaign was somewhat unfair. He had invented Necrophage … and even if it was his escaped bug that had caused the plague, most people understood that it had been an accident. Sherman Pope’s history was largely irrelevant. What might be coming next mattered more than anything else. Necrophage was still the nation’s best hope for normality.

      It seemed to Eli that all the folks who’d vilified Burgess since the bloodbath at Hemisphere’s Family Picnic (especially that spotlight-seeker Ian Keyes and Burgess’s holier-than-thou ex-partner August Maughan) had forgotten all the good Burgess and Hemisphere had done by keeping the disease at bay, and providing a cure for anyone who needed it — and always for free. Panacea’s takeover had punished the company out of indignation, handicapping its ability to do its job just because public opinion had soured. An emotional move, socially mandated American justice.

      “You deserved better, sir. I mean, Mr. Burgess.”

      A tiny smile from the old man. “That’s kind of you to say. But as the expression goes, I made my bed and now must lie in it. I am well, and not in captivity. I won’t complain.”

      Eli wondered at that, too. The legal maneuverings that’d sprung Burgess from prison mere weeks after getting locked up would have spun anyone’s head. The panic happened fast, and people either hadn’t noticed or had laid one more layer of hypocrisy atop the rest, feeling better after Burgess was released to resume his plague-fighting work while still claiming to loathe him. Hated or not, he alone had battled SP better than anyone else. His release had been half grudging acceptance, half PR stunt.

      Eli took in the room, unsure of what to say. The lab itself was large and well-appointed. Perhaps depressing without natural light, but it sure looked to Eli as though the facility shined in all the ways that mattered.

      “So were you?” Burgess asked.

      “Was I what?”

      “Were you wondering why I called you here?”

      “I was, sir.”

      “But you know, Officer … I did not call you here.”

      “Sir?” Eli had grown up military, served for a decade before becoming a cop, then eventually a clarifier. A respect for the chain of command was in his blood. If Burgess meant to keep rebuffing his sirs, they’d get very little done.

      “Literally speaking, I did of course ask you to come. But you will find no record, electronic or otherwise, of this visit. I’ve already erased your appearance on my hallway camera, and the message I sent left no trail. My new bosses forget that I built Hemisphere, and in the doing made Aberdeen Valley. My official security access is need-to-know. But I have ways to know pretty much whatever I’d like.”

      Eli waited, unspeaking. Burgess’s conversational style was legendarily intimidating. If he really had contacted Eli on the sly, then this wasn’t anything official. One more trap to heed as he stepped forward.

      “So let me ask you: Does this feel safe enough? Did I do comprehensive enough duty to ensure our ongoing privacy — not just today, but in all the tomorrows to follow? Does our meeting feel to you like it has no loose ends that might ensnare either one of us?”

      Eli heard the old man’s tone, saw the trick, and thought: He’s asking a different question than his words might imply. He’s testing you, so don’t insult his intelligence.

      Eli squared his shoulders. “Except for me, sir. I am a loose end, sir.”

      The old man’s face registered mock surprise. “Whatever do you mean?”

      “Every employee of this company is given the same rules and instructions, sir. The most consistent is a constant restatement of Panacea’s leadership. They want us to know that we no longer work for Archibald Burgess. This is Panacea’s Hemisphere.”

      “Indeed. And of course Panacea’s Hemisphere has all the innovation, efficacy, and financial stability one would expect from a de-privatized, government-run company. Although, perhaps my sarcasm is unfair. We are quite financially stable, aren’t we? One more unbalanced line item on Congress’s travesty of a budget. Hemisphere is safer than ever. It cannot fail now, no matter how many lucrative high-end formulations its new owners discontinue. No matter how assiduously our overlords attempt to drive us into the ground.”

      “They keep telling us that our bosses now are the citizens first, the president second, and William Arkase third. You are mentioned as a cautionary tale. They talk about you like the disgraced former leader … and a man with a snake-charmer’s tongue.”

      “They feel I might try to corrupt weaker employees? Turn them against the government?”

      “Something like that, sir. We’re told to avoid you. Not to take any meetings unless orders come through the chain from Mr. Arkase himself. There are punishments for fraternizing with you. Including dismissal.”

      “Does that mean you are weak-minded, Officer? Have I corrupted you? Have you experienced a total and complete loss of judgment?”

      Eli gave a half-smile. “What is the reason I’m here, Mr. Burgess?”

      The old man returned his smile, then stood and crossed the lab, stopping beside a gray metal panel. He opened its simple latch, revealing an electrical panel and a quadruple line of circuit breakers: maybe as many as a hundred. The former CEO was in a utility room. This was less than undignified.

      Burgess flipped five of the breakers to their off position. The selection seemed random, but no lights died and nothing powered down. The switches must control power somewhere else in the building.

      His hand moved again, then stopped. He looked back at a still sitting Eli.

      “I’ve erased my tracks, but you might still decide to tattle on me. Does that strike you as an oversight on my part?”

      Eli felt a strange shadow overtake him. Yes, that would be a massive oversight. Yes, it was a big risk for them both. Eli had looked into the regulations before answering his summons. Not only were employees forbidden from speaking with him, there was no way they could. The basement labs were abandoned except for this one — well-stocked to allow his plague-fighting work, but locked-off and isolated. This wasn’t in lieu of detention; Hemisphere’s basement was his prison.

      And yet Eli’s card had opened every door.

      The chance that Eli might fink would ordinarily feel like an oversight, yes. But everyone knew that Burgess missed nothing.

      “No, sir, it doesn’t feel like an oversight.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I won’t say a thing. You were railroaded. The whole country has been.”

      “How so?”

      Eli felt rhetoric spilling forth, but now under Burgess’s spell he found it impossible to stop. “We’ve surrendered our freedoms in the name of safety. Nobody will call the current state martial law because this is America, but that’s exactly what it is. We made peace with the disease instead of trying to fight it — like you always did, sir.”

      “In many ways, I agree. The infection is the enemy, but I waver on whether the infected are as well. I would not go as far as you do in Final Exit, but the sentiment is nonetheless appreciated.”

      Eli’s insides turned to ice. The media portrayed Final Exit as terrorists, somehow more of a threat than the zombies living among them. There was seldom time for trials when Final Exiters were caught. The solution was usually summary execution.

      “I’m not sure what you mean, sir.” Eli forced his voice to stay steady.

      “Of course you do,” Burgess said, still standing beside the breaker panel. “You were with Eagle Society during your deployment to South America. You went undercover with the KKK as part of a joint campaign with the FBI upon your return. I won’t insult you; I know you found the KKK detestable.”

      His heart hammered harder than a hummingbird’s. Burgess was speaking as if reading off a menu, but none of this was publicly known. Eli’s Marine records had been lost in the first wave of Rip Daddy, and his feelings about the KKK, let alone his involvement with the organization, were not a matter of public record.

      “But the KKK liaised, naturally, with several other fringe groups with compatible agendas,” Burgess continued. “That’s where you met Matthew Rainard and Coyote Jax. I believe you even lived for a time with Jacqueline Bay?”

      Eli didn’t trust himself to speak.

      “Personally, I feel that your group’s agenda is far too aggressive and, in my scientific opinion, entirely unnecessary. There are ways to contain Sherman Pope’s spread without harassing and murdering the infected.”

      “Sir, I⁠—”

      “It’s all right, Officer.” Burgess raised a hand to stop him. “I’m not here to tattle on you any more than you are here to tattle on me. I won’t begrudge you or your friends’ choices. We hold a fluid sort of morality these days, and there is seldom a single right answer. Your ‘moral fluidity’ is one of the reasons I’ve called you here today.”

      “I don’t do that anymore, sir. I toe the Panacea line, not Final Exit’s.”

      “Do you now.”

      There was a long, quiet beat. Eli felt cold. Burgess resumed, changing the subject.

      “I know your entire history, Officer. You received several commendations during your time on the police force, then several more after becoming a clarifier.”

      “I retired as a clarifier last week, sir. To join Hemisphere.”

      Burgess shook his head. “You will find that your retirement was a clerical error. Your cruiser will be in its usual spot when you return to the depot tomorrow morning, fully charged, with whistle guns in the weapons compartment. Your badge will again be recognized by scanners. You see? One big mistake.”

      “You want me to go back to my clarifier job?”

      “Is it really so satisfying to work behind a desk? Do you really not miss the thrill of the chase?”

      Yes, of course he did. And he’d only given it up officially. It wasn’t like Eli planned to stop killing deadheads or correcting the minds of those who supported the mainstreaming of monsters.

      Burgess went on without waiting for a reply. “I know about your commendations. I’ve read your psych evaluations. I know your record and have seen all of your progress reports. I know, Officer, what an excellent investigator you are. You have an uncanny facility for detective work and for hunting necrotics. I’ve only run across one person with tracking abilities better than yours appear on paper, and I’m quite sure he’s not worth asking for help after his split with Maughan and polite society as a whole. But your … extracurricular interests … tell me that you are very much worth asking.”

      Asking or blackmailing, Eli hadn’t worked out which this was.

      “Clarifiers have suffered too much criticism. Despite the recent scare, people still complain that your brethren are too eager. Some claim that clarifiers often select-against people near to their inflection points but not yet beyond. They might be treatable with Necrophage, but are sent to Yosemite instead. How do you feel about that?”

      Either Burgess already knew about Eli’s record, or wanted him to hang himself by admitting it. Yes, their work was supremely unpopular. Eli had many scars, and none from deadheads. All were from family and friends of those he’d selected-against. Many of those folks felt Eli’s clarification had been wrong by a week or more, and that he was sentencing their loved ones to death in Yosemite rather than giving them a chance to live on in America as twitchers. Many of those people had backed up their opinions with knives, bats, and many times guns. His body was a map of their malcontent.

      A long silence laid like veneer atop the lab. Finally Burgess shrugged and returned his attention to the still-open circuit panel.

      “Well, then,” he said in an if-you-won’t-talk-I-will voice, “may I show you something? A prized possession I have a feeling you’ll appreciate?”

      Despite himself, Eli sat forward.

      “Panacea believes they busted me down to this dungeon laboratory. In truth, I arranged for my presence here. In war and business, one must always think several steps ahead of one’s foe. As I have, in this place — with a secret behind its walls.”

      He pushed a hidden latch. The entire panel, presumably unlocked by those five switch-flips earlier, swung out of the wall to reveal a black rectangle.

      “If you please?” Burgess gestured through the hole.

      Eli stood and came forward to see an airlock-type space with a second door five feet ahead. Thick and metal. Behind it, dimly heard and previously soundproofed, were shouts and banging.

      Eli stepped past Burgess, peering through a thick Lucite window in the new door. He had to cup his hands to see inside. At first there was nothing … then a ruined face was gibbering at him with gnashing teeth, three inches distant and smearing the Lucite with chocolate-colored blood.

      Eli flinched back. Then the feral wandered away from the window, pacing the room and losing interest. It was male, 30s before turning, tall and lanky. Strangely dressed, for a captive: a filthy sleeveless white dress shirt caked in blood, a tie that was only slightly askew, dress slacks, and shoes crusted with gore. Fit to file TPS reports if his boss didn’t mind the mess.

      “What do you see?” Burgess asked, startling Eli out of his trance. “If you were asked to assess this man as a clarifier, what would you tell me about him based on visual inspection alone?”

      “It’s necrotic, obviously. Short incubation time. But then …?” Eli squinted, confused by something he couldn’t quite identify. But then he realized it was the confident movement, no slouching or drooling like most ferals. That confounded his otherwise confident diagnosis, because “short incubation time” usually meant it hadn’t been long between infection and the first disease-halting dose of Necrophage.

      “Then?” Burgess repeated. His voice had a lilt to it now, as if Eli had picked up a necessary clue.

      Eli looked closer, feeling the edge of an odd revelation.

      If the thing was on Necrophage, it wouldn’t have tried to attack him through the window. So this one was clearly feral, and not dosed with the drug.

      But that wasn’t right either, because ferals sloughed skin, oozed bile, and moved like animals. This one did none of that. It looked like a man with a severe head wound, cranky because his brain was showing.

      A collision of opposites. Somehow, Burgess’s captive zombie had gone feral without decaying.

      Eli snapped his fingers, suddenly understanding. “So this one is like the kind of deadheads that got loose at the Picnic. The fast ferals that caused all the panic. The gremlins, I guess they’re calling them.”

      Burgess shook his head. “I’ll let you in on a secret: Gremlins aren’t a threat that occurs in the wild. They’re made. The gremlins at the Picnic — and at the Grover Mall before it — were created by Panacea, then released specifically to give Hemisphere a black eye while the world watched. They are plenty dangerous, but barely more than animals. But this one, when calm, can solve puzzles. His speech centers have been damaged, but I get the distinct feeling that if they were not — and if I could somehow sate his bloodlust — he could hold a conversation.”

      “So what is he?”

      “He’s something new.”

      Eli peered back inside, keeping his distance.

      Burgess gestured to the cell. “Meet Daniel Francis Almond, one of our former co-workers here at Hemisphere. Daniel went missing after the Family Picnic and was assumed among the dead. But then AVPD, in conjunction with a Panacea sweep, found him in a local trailer park. Apparently dead, with an ice pick in his brain. Interestingly, his impaler missed the mark. His motor cortex was paralyzed, but little else was damaged. When a coroner’s assistant pulled the pick, Daniel’s neurons seem to have repaired themselves more or less instantly. He sprang right back up. Not good for the coroner’s assistant. The man was, of course, discretely retired on the scene.”

      Retired. Eli had heard that term before. A clarifier standby that invoked thoughts of sunny beaches, but more often than not meant dispatching someone with an impact weapon, somewhere out of sight.

      Eli’s jaw had gone slack. He’d barely heard more than the second sentence. The Hemisphere Family Picnic had been three months ago, making Daniel Almond a quarter-year dead. He should be ambulatory meat — not this focused, sharply moving thing in the cell before him.

      His voice now intimate, and too close. “I will level with you, Officer Clark. I think you’re the right man for a job that utilizes abilities your current position has required you to ignore. A job perfectly suited to a talented investigator and clarifier like you, that pays three times your current salary.”

      Burgess put something in his hand. A pistol-size whistle gun.

      “What’s this for?” He didn’t need to ask.

      “Daniel here has served all the purpose he can while still functional. I would like you to clarify him for me.”

      “And then?”

      “An autopsy, I imagine. In the name of science. Of battling the disease we both loathe so fully.”

      Eli was about to say that “clarifying” was a waste of time; the deadhead was clearly feral. But his instincts prickled in the other direction — the thing was up and aware with cunning in its eyes. That, paradoxically, suggested he wasn’t feral at all.

      “Get me a clarifier kit and I’ll do what you ask.”

      “I am a prisoner in my own company, and my supplies are monitored. I’m afraid I don’t have one.”

      And yet, you had a weapon.

      Those skirting the law were so often armed. But in the end, that was all Eli needed. There was no point to a kit. Burgess had already announced his intentions for this particular clarification.

      “Legally, dispatching a subject without a full-kit clarification is⁠—”

      “—murder,” Burgess finished.

      He took Eli’s gun hand, using both of his to wrap Eli’s fingers around the device.

      “You do this rather unusual clarification for me and I’ll know I can trust you. And for this, I must trust you, Officer Clark. What Daniel here represents, though I will guard the secret with my life and you must do the same, is a Sherman Pope mutation that is resistant to Necrophage. He’s the only one we know about … but someone turned him, and that Typhoid Mary is still out there. What I’m asking of you is essential to the mission you so eagerly champion.”

      The mission. The Final Exit war cry.

      Eli stepped forward, seeing Danny Almond for what he was — no longer human, nor a feral deadhead.

      After one look back at Burgess, Eli opened the door and did his job.
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      “No.”

      “Yes.”

      “No, I said.”

      But of course Ramon put the cage on Brie’s desk anyway.

      They’d developed quite the complex banter, and like anything, that banter had rules. Even when she seriously meant it, the rules said Brie couldn’t just tell Ramon “no” when he was doing something cute, or that played into what he seemed to think was cute (or quaint, or naive, or insultingly adorable) about Brie and her eccentricities.

      The animal’s temporary home didn’t have a catch tray, so the second the trapper’s cage touched her desk, Brie’s new mammalian visitor soothed its nerves by shredding the paperwork beneath it to ribbons. Great. Now the field rangers would never know which trash cans were supposed to be emptied on Wednesday.

      “Seriously, Ramon. That raccoon just cost me half a day’s work.”

      The scoundrel’s smile on Ramon’s square jaw vanished like a magic trick. He practically leapt for the cage. It was up again in seconds, relocated to the floor where the raccoon could do less damage.

      “Shit, Brie. I’m sorry. I was just kidding around.”

      “Yeah, well,” Brie said, collecting her ribbons.

      “I didn’t realize it’d do that.”

      “It’s a raccoon.”

      “It’s not just a raccoon.”

      Brie looked up. She was trying to be angry, but Ramon was like a kid with a movie star’s face and stubble he seemed unable to fully shear from his face.

      “It’s a sick raccoon.” His smile was all perfect white teeth.

      Brie squatted in front of the cage, suddenly full of career vertigo. The girls she’d run with at age eleven had all sworn two things to each other: First, they’d promised not to marry Jason Wilkers because you had to always put Chicks Before Dicks, though they’d used different words in fifth grade. And second, they’d all vowed to become veterinarians. Only Brie came close. Jamie Royce was now an entertainment lawyer, Emma Kyle had started her own company that made fittings for machine parts, and Maeve Donner had OD’d on opiates and whiskey when it seemed like an especially aggressive horde might overrun the ranch where she’d been hiding during the plague. Brie now had a raccoon in her office and Jamie had gone so incredibly far right-wing that Brie was frightened of her. If Jason Wilkers wasn’t gay, she’d have called him right now.

      “I don’t see how it’s my problem,” Brie said.

      There was silence. She’d made a mistake, and Ramon had called her bluff. Brie could almost feel his shit-eating grin from over her shoulder, but if she looked up and saw it, she might have to knock out some of his perfect teeth. Not that she ever would. The parks department was more governmental now than when she’d joined, and most of her co-workers were bureaucrats whose sex sounds were probably like dial tones. At least Ramon had some life inside him.

      Ramon still hadn’t spoken. Brie couldn’t keep squatting forever, looking in at the raccoon. She’d have to stand eventually, and needed to look angry — or at least annoyed — when she did. But it wasn’t happening. The raccoon was, as Ramon had known it would be, irresistible to Brie. It had little lesions on one side. The poor thing looked like he’d taken fire from the forest police after committing an adorable little crime. She would have fed the full-grown raccoon milk from a bottle if it wouldn’t rip her face off for trying.

      “I named him Rocket,” said Ramon from above her.

      Brie turned and looked up. “You did not.”

      “You’re glad I brought him in.”

      Brie stood. “I’m not. Seriously, Ramon. This animal needs a vet, not a ranger.”

      “I already took him to a vet. Now he needs a place to heal before being released into the wild.”

      Curious, Brie picked the cage back up and lifted it to eye level. The lesions looked different now that she knew a vet had seen them. The raccoon was still adorable, but now she noted an odd glint in its eyes.

      The animal was terrified. Or worse.

      “What vet?”

      “Sandeep. He thinks it has that wasting disease.”

      Brie almost dropped the cage.

      “It’s okay. It’s not communicable.”

      “Wasting disease is very communicable!” The only thing that stopped her from shouting and running away was the reality that if the animal really was wasting, the entire office had already been exposed.

      “No, no, it’s okay.” Ramon rushed to take the cage and set it on the long table by the window, giving their ring-tailed visitor a view of the valley and the small town of Nettington. “I picked this guy up on Monday and he’s been with Sandeep ever since. He gave him something. A vaccine or cure or … who knows. Sandeep said he’s perfectly safe. Just needs time in recovery, and the vet’s back room is full.”

      Brie sighed, then had an idea. She projected her voice and addressed the intern. “Hey, Zoe! Do me a favor.”

      “What?” She was listening to music on the job and had to pull out one earbud to hear.

      “Grab Jessica for me.”

      “Jess went to the south meadow to clean up a mess some hikers left.”

      “Call her up. Tell her I’ve got a new animal for her menagerie.”

      Ramon tapped Brie’s shoulder. “Jess has rabbits, right?”

      “She’s a bleeding-heart. Jess has two of everything, just like Noah.”

      “I already suggested Jessica. Sandeep said no.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because Jessica has rabbits. This raccoon can’t be around rabbits while he’s recovering.”

      “That sounds arbitrary.” Brie raised an eyebrow. “That sounds like Sandeep making things up because he thinks Jess has too many animals to properly care for them.”

      “Or because he hates you.” Ramon reached out to push the cage closer to Brie. “He said no rabbits. No Jess. He suggested you.”

      Brie sighed. “I don’t know how to nurse a raccoon back to health, Ramon.”

      “It’s easy! Look.” He pulled papers from a faux-leather satchel at his hip and held them out for her. “These are the instructions. I thought you’d think it was fun. Give you something to do that isn’t all wasting disease and checking the cabins for kids having sex. I didn’t mean to freak you out. I can absolutely handle it if you’d rather not.”

      Brie looked at Ramon for several long seconds. He was too handsome to appear that penitent. She rolled her eyes, snatched the papers, and stepped toward the table, window, and verdant view. “Fine. I’ll do it.”

      “Are you sure?” He looked so pathetic. So sad.

      “Stop pouting, Ramon. I still like you.”

      His sour expression vanished, replaced by a surprisingly wide smile.

      “Can you stay?” she asked.

      “I do have some gravel that needs spreading out by Oak Hill. It’s both pressing and thrilling.”

      “Sit.” She pointed to what looked like an electric chair without the head cap or restraints. “You want coffee?”

      “Did you make it in Mr. Murderer?”

      Brie’s head turned toward the office pot. It looked like something from the Cold War, possibly because bottom-of-the-line Mr. Coffee machines were so incredibly expensive. She’d asked over and over if she could replace it, but red tape stymied her like something out of a Terry Gilliam film. Now they only used the coffee pot when Panacea or DCC reps came to visit. Every time, Brie was shocked by their survival.

      She shook her head. “I brought in my Keurig. I leave too early to ever use it at home.”

      “Then yes,” said Ramon.

      Brie brewed him a cup by pushing a button, then wheeled over in her desk chair and handed Ramon his coffee, before sitting forward elbows to knees. “There’s a cure for wasting disease?”

      “Cure might not be the right word. Sandeep said it just keeps the thing from spreading.”

      “Is there a reason we’re not sending rangers out to dose all the animals?”

      Ramon sipped. He must have gotten one of Larry’s special K-Cups. One he doctored for himself, cutting a small hole in the foil to add more grounds. “It’s an injection. Limited supply. Brand new.”

      “From Merck?”

      “Hemisphere, actually.”

      “I don’t suppose you asked Sandeep about doing a round of catch-and-release. Vaccinate the biggest bucks and does, at least?”

      “I’m talking out my ass; I don’t actually think it’s a vaccine. Sandeep said an animal has to have the disease before it’s worth giving, then you have to monitor and isolate it for a week or so afterward. Sounds really impractical for use in the field. A euthanizing sweep is probably far more effective.”

      Brie nodded. That was the part of the job she hated most, but as a ranger, she had to always think of the ecological balance as a whole, not individuals within the population. With something like wasting disease, it was usually better to amputate the gangrenous limbs and save the rest.

      “This guy fell into one of our hose wells and couldn’t get out because of all the algae on the walls.” Ramon nodded at the raccoon. “He didn’t seem too advanced, but we followed your procedures and trapped him without contact just to be sure. Sandeep wanted to try the new drug, so here we are. But seriously, Brie, if it skeeves you out …”

      “I’ll watch the raccoon. But don’t think just because you brought me a pet, you’re off the hook for reporting. I don’t suppose you filled out your census?”

      Ramon looked like a kid who’d been asked to take out the trash.

      “Do it now, then,” she said. “There are forms behind you.”

      With a long-suffering sigh, Ramon reached for one of the census forms and, after a few pleading looks at Brie, eventually began to fill the tedious thing out. He took census in the least responsible, least efficient way possible, grabbing photos of animal populations with his phone, then going through the pictures and counting. They used to do representative tagging with radio chips, but after the new Sherman Pope scare, DCC had cut their budget even further. They already knew SP could live in vector animals, and that it was more dangerous than the human version when it did, so the decision seemed shortsighted to Brie.

      She busied herself with inane paperwork for a half hour while Ramon filled out his form from the electric chair beside Mr. Murderer. When her usual sense of workday futility reached its usual limit, she stepped onto the wrap-around porch circling the elevated station and took in the view.

      It was beautiful up here, surrounded by enough greenery to sometimes forget how fucked up the world was. Once or twice a week she even dragged a surplus cot from under the deck and slept up here. She lived in the outskirts of Aberdeen, with a view of the Skin District and the now-shuttered Grover Mall. Civilization was depressing. It reminded her that people, as a whole, had never really been able to make society work. The fire engines always took their time when something in Grover was burning. Necrotic sentiment never returned to normal after the outbreaks — if there even was such a thing.

      Ramon came through the door to her left, then plopped down into the deck’s second plastic chair. Its flimsy legs spread as he sat, and she thought for a moment that the thing might collapse.

      “Done?” Brie asked.

      “Done.”

      “As if it matters. The diseased animals will stay and the healthy ones will migrate into the canyon. I don’t know why we bother counting who goes where.”

      “You didn’t see the trucks?” Ramon asked.

      “What trucks?”

      He pointed. “Down there, by Cliff’s Rise.”

      “What trucks, Ramon?”

      “I’m sorry. I assumed you knew.” He sighed. “They won’t send the drugs you need or let us tag them with RF chips. But there’s one thing the government is still very willing to do.”

      The cold hand of dread grabbed her by the throat.

      “They’re walling off your park,” Ramon said.

      “What? Why?”

      “So they can stop the spread by burning it if they need to. Three layers. Two runs of normal chain-link topped with barbed wire, and an electrified screen between them.”

      “But if the healthy animals can’t get away …”

      “I know. I already called in. Twice.”

      Brie softened, despite the news. “That’s not your job, Ramon. Poke those assholes too hard and they’ll fire you.”

      “I know that, too.”

      “Why? This isn’t Pope. The animals will stay in the veldt. Containment isn’t a threat.”

      “Tell that to the pigs.”

      “What?”

      “The pigs. There’s a big farm just past Nettington, and the guy who owns it is making some kind of a stink. I think his brother’s a senator or something. You believe that? We can’t get enough appropriation to wash our uniforms, but some dick wants to build a wall, they build a wall.”

      “The best way to protect livestock is through tagging and study, not further disrupting the park balance … If they start jackhammering and sawing in here …”

      “I know.”

      “And if it’s an electric fence …”

      “I know.”

      “The animals stampede through town if the work here spooks them enough.”

      “I know.”

      “I have to do something, Ramon.”

      He leaned back and laced his hands behind his head. “Can’t fight city hall. I’ve tried — for you and for myself. Maybe the best bet is to let it⁠—”

      Brie spun on him. “Is that what you think? We just give up? We’ve got this one spot of protected nature left around here, and now we’re just supposed to step back and let it eat itself alive?” Again she addressed the intern. “When is Jess supposed to be back?”

      Zoe shrugged.

      “I’ll deal with this as soon as my junior ranger gets back and I can take off.”

      “All right,” Ramon said. “What exactly do you plan to do?”
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      Parvati’s desk phone rang. It had buttons instead of a rotary dial, but it still struck her as a holdover from another age. Its once-white case had turned that curious breed of yellow that seemed only to come from a lifetime’s exposure to cigarette smoke. A stretched-out curly cord dangled over the side to make a tangled pool on the floor. There were sixteen lines and a big red button Parvati had never pressed.

      “Are you going to answer that?” asked her assistant, Lyle.

      “No.”

      It was meant to be a wiseass remark, but Lyle took it as an assignment. Parvati didn’t want the phone answered by anyone.

      “Mayor Bahl’s office,” Lyle said. Then: “Yes. Yes, of course. No, she’s not available right now. Yes. No, she’s pretty booked. Yes.” He laughed. “Yeah, no kidding. Well, someone has to do it. Thank you. Goodbye.”

      Parvati watched Lyle after he hung up.

      “Your mother,” he explained.

      “And she’s telling you jokes?”

      “She’s of the opinion that winning re-election is more of a sentence than a prize. She says it’s not too late for medical school.”

      “My major was economics. I’m just knowledgeable enough about money to know how terrible of a deal medicine is.”

      “Tell her that,” Lyle said.

      Parvati didn’t reply. She’d told her mother that repeatedly. She only fought so hard, because the argument itself was sad. Her parents had always wished a more “dignified” career for Parvati, but mostly to impress the extended family living outside New Delhi. But she had been born in the U.S. and had never met those relatives. Given the state of the world, she probably never would.

      The phone rang again. Parvati wheeled over, grabbed the receiver, and hung up again.

      “I’m not here, Lyle. Got it? Mom rules now apply to everyone. For the time being, either let my calls go to voicemail or tell everyone I’m not here.”

      “When are you going to be back?”

      “I’m never coming back.”

      “Going to be kind of hard to win re-election without talking to your constituents.”

      She didn’t literally mean for Lyle to stick his head in the sand for her. Being Nettington’s mayor annoyed and frustrated Parvati, but she did mostly like it. More importantly, she didn’t know how to like anything else. She was a career politician, and had been since college. She’d been mayor for only one term, but it was probably the worst possible one in Nettington’s history. Her approval ratings were in the sewer, but so was every politician’s everywhere. The country was a dumpster fire.

      The phone rang again.

      “Not here,” Parvati said, then nodded at Lyle to answer.

      When he hung up, Parvati raised her eyebrows.

      “Some ranger up at White Falls. She didn’t want to leave a message.”

      “That’s a relief.”

      “She’s coming down in person instead.”

      Parvati sighed. “What does she want?”

      “Something about the fence they want to build.”

      “That’s DCC business. Tell her to talk to them.”

      “I did. She said that Nettington owns the land on the south side where they want to run the fence. I think she knows they didn’t take it for eminent domain, and that you still have a say in its usage.”

      “Did you tell her that if I tell them no, they will declare eminent domain and build their fence anyway?”

      Lyle nodded. “She still wants to talk. Something about the animals. Says that the fence is actually more of a health threat to us than leaving the park alone. And good luck bluffing with the eminent domain thing. I got the feeling she understands the politics.”

      Parvati swore. There were, as with anything, politics aplenty. Pissing off the farmers put her re-election in serious jeopardy. But if she charmed them — especially old Henry Pulois, who made his own stink while also riling others — her campaign stood an excellent chance. Either way, the Department of Clarification and Containment would be walling off White Falls State Park and there was nothing anyone could do about it. So why shouldn’t Parvati give her consent to build the fence on Nettington land instead of forcing the DCC to take it from her and build it anyway? Old Henry wanted the fence and so did the farmers.

      The phone rang again. They repeated their hustle and dodge, except this time by the end, Lyle was taking notes. And instead of hanging up, he cradled the phone and tried handing it off. Insubordination. She’d have to fire Lyle again, same as she usually did.

      “This one, you’re going to have to deal with.”

      “I don’t have to deal with anything. I’m an adult.”

      “Not quite clear on what adulthood means yet, I see.” Lyle handed Parvati the tiny piece of pink paper.

      She looked down and felt a strange sense of vertigo. Their nation had suffered a literal zombie outbreak, and still some company was printing desk notes. It was either comforting or sad. She focused on his handwriting, left-handed and written in back-slant that didn’t help the vertigo.

      “No.”

      “You can avoid the citizens for a while, but it’s never a good idea to avoid the press.” He extended the phone for Parvati. She didn’t see the point. Opening herself to the public was the first step to getting yelled at in front of a crowd, and frankly she’d had just about enough of it. Nettington’s largest neighbor was Aberdeen Valley, and the town itself was split almost evenly between those who worked in the orbit of Hemisphere and those who farmed or worked in farm-supporting businesses, like engine repair, machine shops, feed stores, and distribution centers. The Hemisphere folks tended to be liberal, and the farm folk conservative. The town was oil and water, and Parvati was somehow supposed to make everyone happy.

      “I’m not talking to Alice Frank. She’s an instigator. She’s⁠—”

      “She can hear you, actually,” said a tinny voice from the phone’s earpiece.

      “Goddammit.”

      “I told you, hold stopped working months ago.”

      Parvati glared. “Then you need to do your job and get us some new phones.”

      “There was nothing in the budget range you gave me.”

      “What budget range did I give you?”

      “Six bucks.”

      Parvati snatched the receiver. Still glaring at Lyle, she snapped, “HELLO.”

      “Mayor Bahl? Thanks for taking my call.”

      Parvati narrowed her eyes at Lyle. He left the room and closed the door.

      “I don’t mean to cause you any trouble. I just had a few questions.”

      “Look, about that ‘instigator’ thing …”

      “I’ve heard much worse.”

      Parvati nodded to her empty office as if this was an apology. “What can I do for you?”

      “I just got a call from a friend of mine. A ranger at White Falls State Park. Her name is Brie Sereson.”

      “Yes. Ranger Sereson actually just called my office.”

      “Oh? Well, then perhaps I’m being redundant. May I ask what she had to say?”

      “I wasn’t here. She left a message.”

      Alice spared Parvati the embarrassment of retracing her lie. If the ranger had just called, Parvati obviously hadn’t been elsewhere. “Brie had some interesting things to say about the CDC’s proposed park containment.”

      “You mean the DCC’s,” Parvati corrected.

      “If it’s DCC, that’s news to me. My understanding is that the threat to the animals in the park is a prion wasting disease that has nothing to do with Sherman Pope. That’s either Fish and Game or CDC.”

      “What did she have to say about it?”

      “She’s concerned that the fence will drive the animals out of their habitat to avoid the construction.”

      “Fences keep things in,” Parvati said.

      “In Brie’s opinion, by the time the fence is done, everything that anyone wants to ‘keep in’ will already have fled to avoid the noise and the disruption.”

      “The fence is out of my hands.”

      “It’s actually not. If you decide to stonewall, I’m sure they’ll eventually take the land anyway. But it’ll take months, and by that time the natural arc of the wasting disease will likely have started to wither. When cooler weather arrives, she says the population will settle and the spread will slow, making it much easier to contain.”

      “So you think I should filibuster. Just drag my feet to draw it out.”

      “I’m a reporter, Ms. Bahl. I’m impartial. I just want to know what you feel about it.”

      Parvati wasn’t so sure about that. She didn’t say she’d been contacted by a random ranger; she said she’d been contacted by a friend who just so happened to be a ranger. Few reporters were truly impartial, and after the dust-up at Hemisphere and its CEO’s rather public ousting, it sure hadn’t seemed like Alice’s missives were free of bias.

      “I don’t have a comment.”

      “Come on, Ms. Bahl. I have a hard time believing you have no opinion whatsoever.”

      “I didn’t say I didn’t have an opinion. I said I didn’t have a comment.”

      Dammit. She’d just told one of the biggest media bulldogs that she had a secret, and didn’t want to share it. No way Alice was leaving now, unless it was to get a bigger shovel.

      “Mayor, I⁠—”

      “Hang on.” Lyle’s torso was at her door. She glared at him: What?

      “Deputy Rey is in the waiting room.”

      “What now?”

      “Henry Pulois and some of his friends are barricading the entrance to the Piggly Wiggly.”

      She’d cupped the mouthpiece and lowered the phone. Alice Frank did not need wind of this. “And?”

      “He says that Sheriff Deakins wants to promise them an audience with you if they’ll walk away.”

      “No. I’m not talking to Pulois again.”

      “They have guns.”

      “When don’t they have guns? They’re like handbags to those guys. It’s not like they’ll use them.”

      “Deakins isn’t so sure.”

      “Then arrest them!” Parvati hissed. She was sick of being the go-to for everything. Nobody could just do their jobs and leave her out of it. Everyone acted like she was in charge.

      “Arrest who?” said the phone’s small speaker.

      Parvati raised the handset. “Nobody.”

      “Mayor?” asked Lyle.

      “Plow the fuck through them for all I care!” Parvati shot back.

      “Excuse me?” said Alice Frank.

      “I’m so sorry, Ms. Frank. I’m going to need to call you back. I actually will, though. Not like last time.”

      “Wait!”

      She dropped the phone in its cradle and turned to Lyle. “I have a solution for you to tell Rey to tell Deakins. Are you ready?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Shoot them. That’s my answer. Deakins doesn’t know what to do when a bunch of goddamn rednecks barricade the only supermarket in town? I say, shoot them.”

      “He’s concerned that it’s technically a protest.”

      “It’s not a protest. It’s pouting. Pouting and entitlement. There’s plenty of toilet paper if everyone would just go back to buying what they need. The Piggly isn’t rationing because it wants to limit Henry’s personal freedoms. Or because the managers are commies. They’re rationing — are you paying close attention to this, Lyle?”

      “He’d just like five minutes of your time to discuss⁠—”

      “They’re rationing because people like Henry think they’re somehow above the restrictions everyone else is following. Ironically, if Henry and his clan would stop bitching so much about not being allowed to buy all he wants to buy and went home with a normal week’s worth of stuff every week, everything would be fine. Tell me something, Lyle. Why toilet paper? Four months ago, everyone seemed to feel they had enough to wipe their asses. Then some new breed of necrotics show up and everyone starts spreading rumors that Necrophage isn’t working anymore, and suddenly nobody has enough. Why is that? Why is there always a run on toilet paper and gasoline? Does everyone relieve their plague stress by going on road trips and shitting in bags along the way? What the hell do zombies have to do with having more crap on your ass than in more reasonable times? Tell me, Lyle: Do you shit more when there’s a panic? Oh. Wait. Maybe I’m answering my own question.”

      “I’ll tell him you’re busy.” Then Lyle closed the door.

      With the room suddenly quiet, Parvati sat in her chair and faced the broad maple expanse of her desk. There was a large fancy blotter atop it, but Parvati had vandalized it within her first few days in office. It was covered in doodles. Those she could hide beneath the corners when visitors came were decidedly obscene.

      She rotated 180 degrees to the window behind her. She had a hell of a view; that much the office at least had to offer. Parvati could see all the way up into the park. She had a sudden urge to go there. To simply leave her office, hike up into the hills, and pretend it was all over.

      The phone rang again. She spun back to the desk, yanked the cord from the phone’s base, and rotated back. Twenty seconds later, there was a knock on the door.

      “What.”

      “Martha Windbourne is on the phone, Mayor,” Lyle said from the other side. “All six of her cats are stranded up six separate trees.”

      Parvati sighed.

      “Mayor?”
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      Jordache turned and saw Weasel standing behind her.

      “You calm enough?” he asked. “Yeah. You about calm enough. Not quite so far as you won’t fly off your tampon when the first fucker looks at you wrong, but about. Tell you what. Maybe we go to the mall. Sit in the massage chairs. I know the Orange Julius is closed, but we’ll get you a snack. You ain’t had anything that great since Danny⁠—”

      “Don’t you talk to me about Danny,” she snapped.

      Jordache turned away, angry and frustrated. With her mind about as quasi-calm as Weasel said, she almost felt like words might be possible. Almost. In truth, it was a lie. She’d plucked an old iPhone Ruby off of a corpse during one of her manic spells. She’d propped the thing against a rock and tried to record a confession. Jordache represented a new strain of virus, and in her more sober moments she felt very aware of how much the world should know about that. She’d articulated herself perfectly on video, explaining the genesis, telling the recording all about the tall Scandinavian man in Yosemite who called himself Golem. She spoke of her strange mental connection to movie star Holly Gaynor, perhaps highly relevant, though Jordache had insufficient information to understand or explain.

      Articulated well, her little video might gain her the support of that Hemisphere whistleblower Ian Keyes, seeing as he had the company’s ears and perhaps even the attention of Panacea itself, yet had publicly proven his lack of allegiance to both. But Panacea was rumored to have a few pitch black departments, plus all those armed convoys. Maybe contacting Keyes wasn’t such a good idea. So instead she set her sights on that reporter he’d tattled to, Alice Frank.

      But in place of her articulate confession and investigative notes was a rather horrifying clip of Jordache as a raging trailer park monster. Maybe she only felt composed, but was actually an apoplectic freak. She was, it seemed, only able to speak clearly inside her own head. Only able to articulate for herself — and perhaps for Weasel, seeing as he had been dead for so long. She’d tried to talk to the living as well, keeping her distance lest she smell them and decide to attack. People always ran away screaming. No wonder, if even her most composed speeches looked from the outside like a drooling dress rehearsal for murder.

      “I can talk to you about whatever I want. You my bitch.”

      “Don’t talk to me that way.”

      “You’re the one steering, sweetheart.” Then Weasel gave her his sinister little laugh. In life it had always suggested that no matter how much she hated him, he knew she’d still let him into her panties.

      She’d reached the road. The convoys came through here, but so did a lot of regular traffic. It’d taken her a while to work out a travel routine, but by now she had a system. Jordache avoided freeways; the cars moved too fast for hitchhikers, and she was too visible while waiting on the berm. The trick was to use the country’s network of unofficial expressways: two-to-four-lane rural roads down which eighteen-wheelers could haul ass. She could hide in the bushes until she saw a good one coming. She could usually will herself into a state of calm before the driver stopped to see if she’d like a ride.

      It never lasted long; a half-hour trapped in a small space with something biology told her tasted delicious was usually about all she could take.

      One car passed. Then another.

      “Something wrong with those folks?” Weasel asked of all the passing cars.

      Sometimes, she could push down the bloodlust and blink Weasel from existence. It was frustrating that the asshole showed up at all. Wasn’t she in charge now? Shouldn’t she be able to keep his memory at bay, if she hated him so much?

      “They have families.”

      “Uh-huh. And you know that, right?”

      Jordache didn’t like to say it out loud because Weasel always mocked her, but her ability to hear minds had increased since leaving Aberdeen, and by a lot. She didn’t hear and see Golem less inside her mind, now he practically lived there. In the first days of her transformation it was always the same red fog no matter where she looked. She remembered stripping her fridge, hiding in the crawl space like an animal, and running for hours on bloody feet. She remembered waking up as if from a bender, finding the park manager Todd and what seemed to be parts of her mailman bleeding through her floor and deck. She’d cleaned up and stuffed what she could into a backpack, preparing to head west with Weasel calling her The Creature From L.L. Bean. Only on her final lap through the trailer had she discovered Danny, dead by her hand and propped on the couch with an ice pick in his brain.

      The discovery delayed her trip by half a day. She’d cried for a few hours, then spent the evening and next morning trying to kill herself. Her best attempt had involved a kitchen knife clamped against the edge of a table with the blade sticking straight up, but she’d found herself lacking the guts to slam her face into it. She’d lanced her cheek open with the first try and pierced her right eye with a second. Neither had hurt all that much, and by the time she’d finally decided to go after all, both wounds were healed entirely. She almost wished her face was shedding like a normal feral. As it was, Jordache looked more or less normal in the mirror. So she’d packed her makeup while Weasel howled at her.

      Her attempted confession came a week later. Even if they used it to catch her, she’d rather be dead than a murderer. Weasel reminded her that the authorities wouldn’t kill her — they’d dissect her body to figure out what made it different. Outbreak or cure, Jordache represented something to the disease folks.

      Must have been the PhageX Danny gave me, she thought again. It changed me somehow.

      More than anything, Jordache needed answers. And so did the world. Whatever PhageX had done to her, she’d found zero indication anywhere that it was known or discussed or considered by anyone. If she couldn’t ask Hemisphere or Panacea without being turned into a specimen, she’d have to ask the entity that kept calling her forth.

      Come to me, he said inside her manic visions. Come to me, and together we will birth the next step.

      “More like ‘cum on you,’” Weasel said with a lecherous sneer.

      She waited in the roadside brush, trying to forget him. “Shut up, Weasel.”

      He cackled.

      Another car passed.

      “Now what the fuck was wrong with that one?”

      “Also has a family,” Jordache said.

      “You can’t possibly know that.”

      But she did. The man in the car was named Alfie Loyola, a name his wife Lacy said made him sound like a superhero’s sidekick. He usually turned around and reminded her that she’d decided to become Lacy Loyola upon marrying him, and that sounded like a flat-out superhero. He’d joked that their kids, Mary and Odin, should have been named Lex and Lucinda. Or possibly “Destroyer of Worlds.”

      “So what if he has a family?”

      “What if I snap?”

      “Then he’ll be dinner, and you can stop trying to live on rats.” Trying was the operative word. For some infuriating reason, only human flesh truly stilled the hunger.

      “I won’t widow his wife. Or take away his children’s father.”

      Weasel scoffed. He’d been trying to get her naked and wallowing in mud and gore from the start. Weasel had always wanted her useless. To be sitting home, strung out, waiting for him to come over and fuck her.

      “Then just steal his car.”

      “We’ve been over that.”

      “You can control the spasms if you’re careful.”

      Jordache didn’t agree. Trying to live with her new mind, she’d practically become a yogi, finding meditation almost like a sure thing. But she couldn’t meditate while driving. Her human mind was warring for skull space with a rabid wolf. Sometimes didn’t feel feral or human. She was somehow both, and neither.

      “I steal his car, he reports it stolen. He tells the cops and the cops tell the clarifiers. How easy will it be for me to reach Yosemite then, if they barricade all the roads while looking for me?”

      “You’re not that important, sweetheart.”

      Jordache disagreed with that, too. She was quite certain the clarifiers would be interested in a feral who could think and reason — one whose body was still in excellent shape; Necrophage-resistant, with quickly healing wounds, and apparently a reader of minds.

      But she said nothing. For a figment of her imagination, Weasel was an unmitigated asshole.

      Now she was fifty miles or so outside Four Corners, waiting.

      She heard a roaring engine and stepped onto the shoulder. Seconds later, a logging truck rounded the bend. The driver was alone and single, with the feeling of a man who had picked up hitchers before — even now, after the world had turned.

      The truck stopped.

      The door opened and Jordache looked up to see the man leaning over to hold the handle.

      “You lookin’ for a ride?”

      No matter how hard she concentrated, Jordache was apparently unable to form words. She might be able to pull it off, eventually, in a calmer state that kept her hunger at bay. She nodded in lieu of language; maybe he’d think she was foreign. Too bad she looked American Trailer Trash to a T.

      “Well, hop on in.”

      Jordache climbed up with a hard-forced smile, slamming the door before Weasel could follow. But of course he was sitting right there between her and the window, anyway.

      “Where you headed?”

      Jordache affected the lilt she’d used so effectively in the past, tipping her head and raising her palms in a shrug. She pointed forward.

      The trucker gave her a satisfied nod, then rammed the shifter into gear and got the rig moving.

      “So you must be a free spirit, huh? You look like a camper.”

      She looked the man over. She wasn’t getting a good read on him the way she had on the people in the passing cars. It was only easy to read minds when they were focusing thoughts in her direction (Golem, and sometimes Holly) or vacant and daydreaming. When thought was active but not intentionally telepathic, Jordache had to read them through words and body language like anyone else. But he struck her as a camper, too. An outdoorsy type — the kind who, if she looked behind the seat, probably had a fishing rod. He wore a camouflage hat and was a few days from his most recent shave.

      She nodded again.

      “You alone?”

      “No,” said Weasel.

      Jordache nodded.

      “Not too talkative, huh?”

      She pointed at her neck, then made vague faces of surrender.

      “Sore throat?”

      Jordache nodded.

      “You really shouldn’t be out alone. I know they keep saying those fast ferals were a one-time thing, but that’s the government talking. You know they’re making armies. You know they got camps fulla them gremlins, just waiting to sic ‘em on us.”

      Jordache gave the man a noncommittal smile.

      “You hear that thing on the news?”

      That could mean anything. Jordache raised her eyebrows. It was taking effort to stay calm, clinging to her lucidity. It was so easy to slip into animal rage, and every time that happened, she lost hours and woke up sure that she’d killed someone. She hadn’t just yet — at least not in a fugue. The memories always came back eventually. A great but dangerous thing; horrid as murder was, failing to execute was so much worse.

      Jordache killed Danny and the others, but at least she’d ended them. She was the only one of her kind, but that would change if she bit others and allowed them to live, or so Golem told her. She was smart enough, still, to know just how bad something like that could become.

      The trucker gave a whistle and a Whew! big enough that Jordache pictured him pulling off his hat and using a long sleeve to mop his brow. “Buncha newly turned deadheads. Even after Phage they turned. Just like that.”

      Jordache had heard those reports. But Golem said they were lies. Only she could light the wildfire.

      “Say, you ain’t got any smokes on you, do ya? Ran out. There’s nothin’ on this road for another hour or more.”

      Again she shrugged, but this time his eyes went to the bite mark on her wrist — the one wound that wouldn’t heal like her others, because it’d been made in her initial turning.

      She pulled her sleeve down, but too late. His face changed in a strange way. Like he’d stopped seeing her as a person and started thinking of her as a thing.

      “Hmm,” he said to her, an eyebrow raising. “You just out here all alone, huh? Just walkin’ the woods all by your lonesome. That ain’t blood on your sleeve, is it?”

      She shook her head.

      “You ain’t gonna drip any shit on my seat cover, are you?”

      Jordache was desperate for words but had only gestures.

      “So you really got a sore throat? Or you just kinda fucked up up there?”

      She made a gesture, unsure what it was maybe supposed to mean.

      They rode in silence. The air had changed. Now that his thoughts were more inward, she could see their edge. He’d been happy to pick up a young chickie, but a necrotic not so much. Jordache now saw things she had missed before, like the shotgun in his footwell, sawed off on both ends. Like the sticker on his sun shade that read HUMANS FIRST.

      He reached over and put a hand on her bare leg. “You feel warm. You don’t look too messed up.”

      She forced a tiny smile, hoping that his assessment was merely curious.

      The hand moved to her chest.

      She pushed it away.

      So he moved between her legs. “Real warm.”

      She pushed that away too. “Stop the truck.”

      It must not have sounded like stop the truck at all, because he moved his eyes from the road to stare hard at her. “Oh. You ain’t a light touch at all, are you? I’ll bet when you get out, I’m gonna find a pool of shit where you sittin’.”

      She shook her head.

      “You didn’t think to say nothin’ about that? I run a clean cab here. I don’t want your crap on me.”

      “STOP.” Both the truck and his hand, now back near her honeypot.

      “Whatever the lady says.” He hit the brakes too hard, downshifting in a series of slamming jolts that nearly hurled her into the dashboard.

      She reached for the door, but he lunged to stop her. Weasel was gone. Of course.

      “I go.” If she kept her words simple, maybe he’d understand.

      “Not so fast. I think maybe we owe each other some acquaintance.”

      “No.”

      “Yes. We could both go for some company.”

      She struggled, but he struggled harder. A moment later he had her wrists in his hands and lust in his eyes. Jordache was self-effacing about most things, but knew she was attractive. She’d meant to stop somewhere and find plain old jeans and baggy sweats, but so far every place had been overwhelmed by shoppers.

      “Listen to me, honey. You gonna feel like maybe you should make a fuss, but we’re out in the middle of nowhere and you know as well as I do that your kind won’t get listened to. You can make me hurt you, but I think we know you’re whore enough to enjoy it if you want to.”

      Jordache bared her teeth.

      “Yeah. As if Phage is gonna let you do shit.”

      Quite clearly, she heard herself say, “No Phage.”

      “Uh-huh. Right.”

      His hand dove fingers-first into her jean shorts, behind the hem and down her panties in one fell swoop. His fingertip entered her as the red cloud descended. Her careful control evaporated like fog in a gale.

      Mania came with the anger.

      She lunged for the invading arm, but instead of biting it she snapped the thing backward, carpals erupting through the skin like sea buoys returning to the surface. An unholy scream filled the cab as blood spilled in an almost black flood from the severed arteries.

      She looked up, saw his wide eyes, skin already drained pale from panic.

      Eyes were her favorite.

      Dropping the ruined wrist, Jordache stabbed hard with her left hand, wrapping the fingers around the rear in half a chokehold. Her other thumb punched through skin and muscle like melted butter. Her long nail must have ripped his windpipe; he started sucking air with the sound of pulling milkshake through a straw. Her right hand was free to stab fingers through the upper parts of his eye sockets, curling back to rip one eye out from the rear. She let his remaining eye watch her devour it, then took that one as well.

      His screams were claws across rusty metal. Nails caught in a machine, grinding the gears to dust.

      One of his hands went to her blood-covered wrist to try and extricate it. The other clawed blindly for Jordache — maybe her face, maybe the perky tits he’d meant to fondle. But the bastard was losing strength fast
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