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For Richard Curtis, who started me on this mad journey.


“Out—out are the lights—out all!

And, over each quivering form,

The curtain, a funeral pall,

Comes down with the rush of a storm,

While the angels, all pallid and wan,

Uprising, unveiling, affirm

That the play is the tragedy, ‘Man,’

And its hero, the Conqueror Worm.”

- Edgar Allan Poe
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AFTERWORD


1.

Jordan Mintz was already dying when he boarded the southbound Amtrak train at the Albany-Rensselaer station.

At the very least, he felt like he was. Every muscle ached. His chest felt tight as a drum, and occasionally, a sharp pain ran through his stomach like someone was digging into him with a dull blade. He put his suitcase on the overhead rack and took a seat by the window, wincing once more as the pain jabbed through him. Whatever it was, it had come upon him suddenly last night. He supposed it could be nerves. After all, he had a big decision ahead of him. One that could cost him his job, and if he wasn’t careful, his entire career.

In some ways, he was amazed he had a career at all. There was a time when he never thought he’d amount to anything. In college, he’d chosen environmental science as a major mostly because it involved learning outside in the open air, which was an irresistible draw to someone like him who always had trouble paying attention in stuffy classroom settings. He took to it surprisingly quickly. After a youth spent aimlessly flitting from one interest to another without any real commitment, it turned out he’d found his calling, and now here he was, a real-life scientist in his thirties trying to save the world. If only his parents were still around to see it. They would be in awe that their son, who’d always been more concerned with what he wore to school than with doing his actual schoolwork, who’d papered his bedroom walls with posters of George Michael, Madonna, and Prince, and who’d avoided going to synagogue like it was one of Egypt’s ten plagues, had made something of himself.

The train lurched out of the station, and he winced again as the sharp pain in his stomach bit into him. Thankfully, the seat next to him was empty. Normally, on a Friday night like this, the trains were so crowded and the seat wouldn’t stay empty for long, but this time, with Jordan looking like a weirdo, wincing and sweating and clutching his stomach, it was a safe bet the seat would stay empty for the rest of his trip south to Sakima. Who wanted to sit next to someone who looked like he was jonesing for a fix?

His phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out and saw a new text message had arrived from Nathan Hightower, the president of Moxxon Oil Company, where Jordan worked. He could guess what Hightower wanted. How close was Jordan to finishing the study? When could Moxxon finally move forward? They were the same questions Hightower asked him every week. He put the phone away again, message unread. Let the old bastard stew for a while. Let the whole goddamn company stew. He had more important things to think about.

The decision he had to make—it hung over his head like the sword of Damocles, suspended by only a single horse hair, ready to drop at any time. Ignoring it wouldn’t make it go away.

Jordan looked out the window at the passing office buildings, all of them dark except for a few illuminated windows here and there. The lights from the nearby highways flowed like a blazing river, white in one direction, red in the other. It was only April and the branches of the trees that sped by his window were still growing their new spring leaves. The pain in his stomach faded like a muscle unknotting, but he knew it was only a temporary reprieve. The pain would be back. It had come and gone all day. If it really was just a case of nerves, it was the worst he’d ever had.

For someone who thought he was going to save the world with his environmental science degree, the last place he ever expected to work was for an oil company. Moxxon had sought him out last year, making him an offer he couldn’t refuse by adding more zeroes to his paycheck than he’d ever seen before. They’d discovered a new oil field in Alaska and were impatient to start drilling, only they’d been forced by Congress and considerable public pressure to conduct an environmental impact study first. They put Jordan to work in a private lab in Albany to study the effects of carbon emissions on permafrost core samples shipped from Alaska, but it quickly became clear the whole thing was just for show. The pressure from Hightower to deliver the right kind of results started on day one and only grew stronger as the months passed. He and his lab partner—a bitter, dull woman named Millie Squires—were expected to report there was no connection between carbon emissions and the melting of the Alaskan permafrost, regardless of what their tests might actually show. Moxxon wanted the go-ahead from the Federal Government to start drilling sooner rather than later, and they didn’t care if it meant falsifying test results. They knew Congress wouldn’t look too closely.

Millie seemed all too happy to go along with the charade, which was disappointing, but Jordan would be lying if he said there weren’t times when he, too, was tempted by all those zeroes to keep his head down and his mouth shut. After all, he had plans for the future. Big plans. Expensive plans. He and his fiancé Nadeem had talked about throwing a blowout wedding that would be the party of the century and buying a townhouse together in Center Square. Neither came cheap.

Lately, Jordan’s conscience had gotten the better of him. The more Hightower tightened the thumbscrews, the more tempted Jordan was to blow the whistle on Moxxon. He had the emails and internal documents to back it up, but being a whistleblower would open a can of worms he wasn’t sure he was prepared for. Losing his job was a given. Then there would be threats, first financial threats, then physical ones, considering how much money was at stake with the Alaskan oil field. Moxxon would drag his name through the mud every chance they got. They wouldn’t leave Nadeem out of it, either. The company would shine a spotlight on every aspect of their relationship, digging for any dirt they could go public with to make both of them look bad. Nadeem already told Jordan he had his back if he decided to blow the whistle, but could Jordan put the man he loved through all that?

It was a lot to think about, with a lot riding on whichever choice he made. He needed time away from everything, with no distractions so he could clear his mind and figure out what he wanted to do. Spending the weekend at his sister Dahlia’s house in Sakima presented the perfect opportunity.

His phone buzzed in his pocket again. Annoyed, he took it out, expecting to see another text from Hightower. Instead, it was an alert for a video call request from Nadeem. Grinning, he hit the Accept icon.

Nadeem Ramzi’s handsome, neatly bearded face filled his phone’s screen. “Hey.”

“Hey,” Jordan replied. “Are you on your way to your parents’ house?”

“I’m about to leave,” Nadeem said. “How are you feeling?”

“Still not good. The pain comes and goes. Hopefully, I’ll feel better after a good night’s sleep.”

“You need to eat something bland to settle your stomach,” Nadeem said. “When you get to Dahlia’s, tell her to make a ginger, chicken, and rice soup. It’ll make your stomach feel a lot better. I can send her a recipe if she wants. Here, let me look it up.”

Jordan chuckled, then winced as the sharp pain came back in his gut. “You’re procrastinating, aren’t you?”

Nadeem sighed. “Was it that obvious? I’m not looking forward to talking to my parents about this. About us.”

“They already know about us,” Jordan pointed out.

“But they don’t know that we’re getting married,” Nadeem said. “That’s a whole different thing for them.”

To call Nadeem’s family conservative would be an understatement. Devout Muslims, they were loving parents, but they didn’t approve of their son being in a relationship with another man. Maybe it would have moved the needle a tiny bit if Jordan were Muslim too, but he was Jewish, which only served to complicate matters further. He could already imagine what they would say tonight when Nadeem told them about their engagement, but he hoped they would eventually come to accept it. Neither he nor Nadeem were backing out.

“What if they cut me off?” Nadeem asked. “You know how much my family means to me. I’d go crazy without them.”

“They’re not going to cut you off,” Jordan said. “They would never do that. They love you.”

“Maybe so, but they won’t come to the wedding, that much I know already.”

“It would be their loss,” Jordan said. “It’s going to be one hell of a party. And you’re going to look hot as hell in a tux.”

“You’re damn right I am,” Nadeem said. Jordan was glad to see him smiling again instead of fretting. “Okay, I’ve put this off long enough. I should go see them. Safe travels. Call me when you get to Sakima.”

“I will. I love you.”

“You better love me. I’d hate to think I was giving my mother an ulcer for nothing.”

Jordan ended the video call. The screen went black, mirroring his own face back at him. His reflection looked wan and bleary-eyed. He hadn’t slept well last night. The pain kept him awake long after Nadeem had fallen asleep beside him. At times, it had hurt enough to bring tears to his eyes.

A wet, red spot appeared on the black screen. Then another, and a third.

Oh, God!

He wiped at the blood that dripped hot and slippery from his nose. He got up quickly and hurried to the restroom at the back of the train car, one hand over his face to hide the bleeding. Inside the restroom, he slid the door closed, engaged the lock, and turned to look at himself in the small mirror over the sink.

A hoarse scream tore from his throat.

The sink, the mirror, everywhere he looked in the tiny train restroom—everything was covered with worms. There were hundreds of them. As fat and white as maggots, they writhed and squirmed on every surface. They wriggled across the toilet seat, and splashed and churned in the toilet bowl. They covered the floor at his feet, twisting and slithering over his shoes.

The worms of the grave.

He wasn’t just dying. He was already dead.

Then the worms were gone and he was looking at his own reflection in the unblemished mirror. The sink was empty again. Nothing moved on the thin plastic toilet seat or in the water of the bowl. There was nothing on the floor but stray scraps of toilet paper and paper towels.

He felt dizzy.

It’s got to be the blood loss, he thought, but that couldn’t be it. No one lost so much blood from a nosebleed that they hallucinated, did they?

In the mirror, he saw twin streams of blood running from his nose to his upper lip. He grabbed a fistful of toilet paper and dabbed at his nose, trying to stop the bleeding. He applied pressure, even tried sticking wads of paper up each nostril, but the blood kept coming. He tossed the clump of toilet paper, now soaked red, into the trash. As he reached for more, the dizziness hit him again.

The room tilted and spun around him. Fearing he might fall, Jordan held on to the sink to keep himself upright. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Blood gathered at the back of his nose and dripped down his throat until he tasted copper.

He opened his eyes once more to a room undulating with thick, white worms.

His eyes rolled back in his head, and he fell unconscious to the floor.


2.

Dr. Laura Powell shifted uncomfortably in her auditorium chair. For some reason, the heat in the basement of the Sakima Public Library was on full blast. She took off her cardigan and fanned herself with the thin, Xeroxed program, but nothing helped.

On the stage in front of the small crowd, under a sign that read SPL SUNDAY LECTURE SERIES: IS BACTERIA IMMORTAL?, the lecturer, a visiting professor from Cornell University dressed in a turtleneck and sweater vest, seemed unaffected by the excessive heat. A middle-aged Black man with a salt-and-pepper beard, his face was illuminated by the open laptop on the lectern before him. The laptop’s monitor was mirrored on a big screen behind him. He seemed barely able to contain his excitement as he spoke.

“Throughout this presentation, I’ve given you examples of the resiliency of bacteria, but this final story really takes the cake,” he said. “In 2010, Expedition 329 of the Integrated Ocean Drilling Program sailed out to the center of the South Pacific Gyre, a barren patch of ocean between South America and Australia that’s widely regarded as Earth’s largest oceanic desert. It’s also known as the ‘oceanic pole of inaccessibility,’ the farthest point on the planet from any continents.”

He tapped a button on his laptop, and on the screen behind him appeared a photograph of a research vessel on the open ocean.

“Once they reached the South Pacific Gyre, they drilled six thousand meters deep to the seafloor,” he continued. “On board was a team of microbiologists. Their intent was to find out if microbial life could exist in such a nutrient-deprived environment, and if so, how long it could remain alive in the absence of food.”

Laura’s stomach rumbled, making her wonder how long she could remain alive in the absence of food. She’d overslept and skipped breakfast to get to the morning lecture on time. Luckily, Booker had managed to wrangle up some food for Meredith and Rebecca while Laura ran out the door. Life had gotten a lot more hectic since she and Booker adopted the two teenage girls from Valley Grove. It had been nearly a year, and Laura still wasn’t used to living in a house so full of noise, clamor, and commotion. She’d lived alone for so much of her life, always keeping things tidy and clean, that she wondered if she would ever get used to the chaos.

The lecturer’s voice pulled her from her thoughts. “The expedition hauled up a big sample of mud and silt from the seafloor, a sample that contained bacteria that had been buried there for more than one hundred million years.” He grinned breathlessly like a comedian who couldn’t wait to get to the punchline. “As an experiment, they presented the inert bacteria with food in the lab, and to their surprise, the bacteria woke up. These bacteria—which, just for context, dated back to when dinosaurs roamed the Earth—came back from the dead and began to eat.”

He hit a button again, and the image changed to a slide of bacteria viewed through a microscope. They were nothing more than white squiggles on a black background, but the sight caused Laura to stiffen. Her heart started racing. For a moment, it wasn’t bacteria she saw, it was snakes—a teeming crush of slithering, hissing snakes swarming relentlessly toward her in a dark cave. Laura took a deep breath and glanced nervously around the audience, hoping no one had seen her jump in her seat.

The basilisks are dead, she assured herself.

She ought to know, she’d helped kill them. It had been a long and grueling job, and she’d checked the cave afterward to confirm that none had survived. She knew this, and yet sometimes she still woke with a start, convinced the deadly snakes were writhing all over her.

“As time went on, the team of microbiologists continued to feed the bacteria.” The lecturer paused with a grin. “I know what you’re thinking. You’ve seen this movie before and it doesn’t end well.”

Polite laughter rippled through the audience, from everyone except Laura. She’d seen too much, been though too much, to find the humor in it. A mutant fungus whose spores dominated people’s wills and forced them to infect others. An aberrant breed of copperhead, called basilisks, whose venom not only killed but petrified their victims. Yes, she’d seen the movie before, only it wasn’t a movie, it was real, and it had ended in death. A lot of death. It weighed on her.

“After two months, this once-inert bacteria they’d rescued from the seafloor had replicated ten-thousand-fold,” the lecturer continued. “All these years later, the team still doesn’t know exactly how the bacteria managed to survive dormant in such harsh environments for so long. They theorize—and I must stress that it’s only a theory—that the bacteria found ways to continue living and replicating with no source of energy. Or perhaps an energy source that has yet to be discovered.”

He paused, took off his glasses, and let his gaze run across the audience.

“Before I bid you good day and send you back out into the world, I’ll remind you that I gave this lecture the title, ‘Is Bacteria Immortal?’. However, I wonder if that title might be too narrowly focused. What if it’s not just bacteria? Think about it. If the bacteria they brought up from the seafloor could survive for millions of years without food, only to be fully resuscitated in the presence of food, who’s to say other microorganisms can’t? In fact, who’s to say even more complex organisms can’t? Humankind has been searching for the secret to immortality since we first became aware of death. We’ve looked to pharmaceutical drugs and superfoods, but what if we’ve been looking in the wrong place all this time? What if it’s actually the smallest organisms among us, the ones we overlook every day, too small to notice, that hold the true key to immortality?” He put his glasses back on and grinned. “I’d like to thank the Sakima Public Library for having me, and thank you, kind people, for choosing to spend your Sunday morning with me. I hope you found this topic as interesting as I do.”

As the audience applauded and rose from their seats, Laura slipped quickly out of the auditorium. Initially, she’d hoped the lecturer would have a minute to talk afterward, but between the heat of the room and the unexpected reminder of the basilisks, she just wanted to get back home. Outside in the parking lot, she found that the sun had burned off the spring morning chill. She tossed her cardigan in the back seat of her car and drove away.

Home wasn’t where it used to be. After her house was destroyed in a fire set by the same arsonist who’d burned down the church in Valley Grove, she and Booker had moved in together, taking over the house Booker’s friend Victor Cunningham had left to him in his will. It had taken a lot of work to make the house hospitable, especially for two teenage girls. Victor had kept an arsenal of guns throughout the house, secreted away in everything from locked cabinets and chests to broom closets and kitchen cupboards. She’d even found a handgun taped to the inside of a toilet tank in one of the bathrooms. Then there was Victor’s cellar garden of homegrown psilocybin mushrooms. That had to be cleared out as well, along with a chest of drawers filled with vials of cocaine and freezer bags stuffed with marijuana. If she hadn’t known Victor personally, she would have guessed he was a drug dealer, rather than the sweet, eccentric old man who had been like a father to Booker. He had put up with Victor’s drug problem and paranoid delusions that the government was after him because he saw the generous, selfless person beneath it all. It had taken time, but eventually Laura had, too. She wished she’d had more time to know him before he died.

Ever the recluse, Victor had built the rustic wooden split-level house deep in the woods on the outskirts of Sakima. As Laura drove up the secluded, tree-shaded dirt road, it occurred to her that she didn’t miss being in the center of town anymore. The mornings out here were particularly nice, with only the sound of the birds in the trees and not a single blaring car horn to be heard. She thought the quiet might drive her crazy. Instead, it was like a balm for her soul.

She parked in front of the house and went inside. Rebecca, who’d just turned fifteen last month, was sitting on the floor of the living room, her legs tucked under her as she leafed through a high school chemistry textbook open on the coffee table. She was a pretty girl, with striking blue eyes and dark hair pulled back in a ponytail. Although Laura had bought her a nice wardrobe of jeans and tops, today Rebecca was wearing an ankle-length blue dress with a muted floral pattern. She seemed more comfortable in modest dresses like the ones she used to wear in Valley Grove, so the modern, more fashionable clothes Laura bought her tended to stay in the closet. Laura didn’t press the issue. Rebecca had grown up in the Church of the Divine Chariot, a fundamentalist religious sect where, as a girl, she never got to choose anything for herself, so Laura figured she should at least get to choose what she wore from now on.

Booker Coates, Laura’s boyfriend, sat on the couch, tapping away on his laptop. It occurred to her that maybe “boyfriend” wasn’t the right word anymore. They’d been together long enough that the term struck her as too casual, especially now that they were living together. Lately, he’d taken to calling Laura his partner instead of his girlfriend, and she thought that made more sense, especially considering how much they’d been through together.

Booker looked up at her and smiled. The sunlight through the window cast a golden light on his dark brown skin and handsome features.

“How was the lecture?” he asked.

She sat down beside him and gave him a kiss. “It was interesting.” She almost told him how she’d jumped at the sight of the bacteria on the screen thinking they were snakes, but she held back. In hindsight, it felt stupid and she just wanted to forget about it. “What are you working on?”

“A pop quiz for my class tomorrow.” Booker taught science at the Sakima public high school, the same school Rebecca and Meredith attended, though they had a different science teacher in order to avoid any conflicts of interest.

“Cousin Laura, come see this,” Rebecca said, looking up from her textbook.

Laura moved over to her. She thought it was sweet that Rebecca still called her Cousin Laura. They were cousins, of course. Rebecca Ponder was the daughter of Laura’s deceased aunt Gwen, making her a cousin Laura didn’t know existed until she met the girl last year in Valley Grove. Rebecca’s father, Francis Ponder, had been an elder in the Church of the Divine Chariot, a good man who had unfortunately perished in the same church fire that killed the rest of the community, leaving Rebecca an orphan. When Rebecca came to live with them, she told the girl to just call her Laura, but Cousin Laura had stuck, almost as a term of endearment.

Rebecca turned her chemistry textbook to show Laura what had caught her attention. “Have you heard of chemical bonds?”

“Is that what you’re studying?”

“Yes,” Rebecca said. “A chemical bond is how atoms are brought together to form molecules. It brings two different, separate things together to make a third, completely different thing. A new thing.” Her blue eyes flashed with excitement as she wove her fingers together to illustrate her point. “Isn’t that fascinating? A whole new thing!”

“Just wait until you see The Fly,” Booker said.

Laura shot him a look. “You know, Rebecca,” she said, “I always liked science class. It’s one of the reasons I decided to become a doctor. It sounds as if you like it, too.”

“I think I do.” Rebecca chewed her pencil for a moment, collecting her thoughts. It wasn’t unusual for her to grow quiet at times and think about what she wanted to say before she said it. She was an unusually serious girl. “School here is different. In Valley Grove, we used to study the Bible in the morning, and then in the afternoon the boys and girls would go to separate rooms. The boys would learn about the history of the Church and the elders, and we would learn how to sew and cook. I wasn’t very good at it, but still, sometimes I miss that. Other times, I think I like this school better.”

It made sense. There were parts of Rebecca’s religious upbringing that were still with her, like the way she wanted to say grace before every meal and how she prayed every night before bed, but Laura was happy to see she was adjusting well to being in a secular high school. That she’d taken an interest in science was the icing on the cake, although Laura couldn’t help wondering if she had something to do with that. It was obvious how much Rebecca looked up to her, and with the girl’s parents gone—with her whole community gone—it was no surprise that she’d latched so tightly onto Laura.

“What’s The Fly?” Rebecca asked.

“It’s a movie about a scientist whose experiment goes wrong, and he becomes half human and half fly,” Booker said.

Rebecca laughed. “That’s ridiculous.”

“You tell him,” Laura said. “The movie’s not only ridiculous, it’s gross.”

“That’s not what you said when Jeff Goldblum takes his shirt off,” Booker pointed out.

Rebecca blushed as red as a beet and buried her nose in her textbook again. Booker quieted, realizing he’d taken it a step too far. There were still things Rebecca wasn’t comfortable with in their secular world, and anything even remotely sexual topped the list.

Suddenly the front door burst open and Meredith ran into the house. Like Rebecca, she was fifteen, but being the same age and hailing from the Church of the Divine Chariot were the only similarities between them. They’d been best friends their whole lives, but they couldn’t have grown into two more different people. Rebecca was quiet, introspective, a rule-follower. Meredith, on the other hand, was a rule-breaker. She’d spent the past months acting out, testing boundaries, and pushing the envelope now that she was out from under the thumb of the fundamentalist sect and her own strict, domineering father.

“You’ll never guess what I found!” Meredith announced, tucking a strand of frizzy red hair behind one ear. Her big brown eyes and the freckles on her small, upturned nose made her look younger than her fifteen years. They also gave her an air of childlike innocence, although Laura had butted heads with her enough times to know the girl was anything but. “There’s a huge concrete pipe in the woods behind the house. It’s big enough to go inside. I couldn’t tell, but I think it extends all the way into the side of a hill.”

“I know. It’s a storm drain pipe,” Booker said. “I wouldn’t go inside. It’s not safe.”

Meredith shrugged. “It seemed safe enough. I came out in one piece, didn’t I?”

There it was. The sass. The pushback. It was becoming more and more predominant.

Meredith’s shoes were caked with mud, leaving a trail of dirty footprints across the living room floor.

“How many times have I told you not to track mud into the house?” Laura said. “Come on, Meredith, you know better.”

Meredith rolled her eyes. “Does it even matter?”

“You should do what Cousin Laura says,” Rebecca said.

Meredith put her hands on her hips. “We’re not in Valley Grove anymore, Rebecca. We don’t have to do whatever we’re told.”

“In this house you do,” Laura said. “Take them off.”

“Ugh, fine.” Meredith rolled her eyes again, as if this was all just insufferable foolishness, and sat on the floor to pull off her shoes.

Laura’s cell phone buzzed. She was grateful for the distraction before she lost her cool with Meredith. She didn’t recognize the phone number on the screen. Curious, she tapped the Accept icon.

“Hello?”

“Laura?” The voice on the other end was familiar. “It’s Dahlia. Dahlia Mintz.”

“Dahlia?” She hadn’t heard from Dahlia Mintz in years. The young woman used to work the front desk at Sakima PD’s central police station, where Laura’s morgue was located. Dahlia, along with most of Sakima, had been infected by the mutant fungus known as the God of Dirt, and though Laura had been relieved to hear she’d survived the ordeal, Dahlia had never come back to work. “It’s been a long time. How are you?”

“I’m calling about my brother, Jordan,” Dahlia said, her voice thick with worry as she skipped the pleasantries. “I think something’s wrong with him. Really, really wrong. Can you come over?”

“Wait, slow down. What’s wrong with your brother?”

“Please.” Dahlia sounded on the verge of tears. “There’s no time and I didn’t know who else to call. You’ve got to come right away. I think—I think he’s dying.”


3.

Two years ago, Dahlia Mintz, dressed in a torn and stained police officer’s uniform with twigs and leaves tangled in her hair, had joined a group of townspeople, all of whom were infected by the God of Dirt just as Dahlia was, to capture Laura in the shadow of Sakima’s Jack M. Haringa Bridge and blow toxic fungal spores in her face. Even all this time later, Laura remembered the feel of those spores burning through her skin, infecting her body, her mind. Booker had come to her aid and very nearly died for his trouble. If the CDC hadn’t shown up when they did with medical help, Laura didn’t know what would have happened.

That awful day by the bridge was the last time she’d seen Dahlia.

Rumor had it Dahlia never came back to work at the station because her injuries were too severe. Now, as Laura walked up the accessibility ramp that led to the front door of Dahlia’s single-story, ranch-style house, she wondered just how severe. Beside the front door was a metal push plate affixed low to the wall with an image of a wheelchair on it. Laura rang the doorbell instead, figuring it was the polite thing to do. It also gave her an extra moment to think.

She’d thrown together a bag of basic emergency supplies—a stethoscope, a penlight, a tourniquet, a handful of empty disposable syringes, small vials of epinephrin and penicillin, as well Naloxone nasal spray, in case Dahlia’s brother had overdosed on opioids. She hoped the contents of her bag would be enough. Dahlia had been in a panicked state on the phone and unable to give her any helpful information.

The front door swung slowly inward on automated hinges, and on the other side was Dahlia Mintz, sitting in a motorized wheelchair. Both of her legs had been amputated at the knees, which were hidden under the folds of a long, dark skirt. A black eyepatch covered her right eye. She looked like she had aged forty years since that day by the bridge…

It’s almost time, Laura. If you’re lucky, you’ll get to see it happen.

See what happen?

See the children of the God of Dirt being born.

Laura’s throat tightened at the memory. She would never admit it to anyone, not even Booker, but deep down she was still scared that some part of the fungus was still inside her, waiting to take control again.

“Laura, thank God you’re here,” Dahlia said.

“Yes—yes, of course,” Laura replied, pulling herself out of her thoughts. She stepped inside. “Is your brother—”

“Jordan’s inside,” Dahlia said. She used a push pad identical to the one outside to close the front door behind Laura. “This way. Please hurry.”

Manipulating the joystick on the wheelchair’s arm, Dahlia turned her wheelchair around and led Laura deeper into the house. The wheelchair made a soft whirring noise as it moved. The interior of the house had been designed to make life easier for her, with low kitchen counters and lots of cabinets and storage units along the floor rather than high up. There were wide spaces between pieces of furniture so she could maneuver through without any sharp turns or narrow passages. The floors were bare hardwood, with no rugs or carpets to get caught in the wheels.

She led Laura down a hallway with walls that were covered with framed photographs. There were several of Dahlia in her officer’s uniform, seated behind the front desk or standing by the station door with other officers. There were photos of her with friends at Heuler’s Tavern, a group of young women seated at around a table with cocktails raised in their hands. Dahlia was smiling. Vibrant. Happy. They were pictures of the woman she used to be before the God of Dirt took it all away from her.

There were other photos, too. An older couple Laura took to be Dahlia’s parents. Dahlia and her brother as children, splashing each other in an inflatable pool; as teenagers at their high school graduations; and as adults with their arms around each other’s shoulders at a family event, Dahlia in a gown, Jordan in a tux. He was handsome, Laura thought. He shared Dahlia’s thick dark hair and olive complexion. He had broad shoulders and the kind of strong jawline Laura usually associated with movie stars.

“Can you tell me what happened to your brother?” she asked.

“I wish I knew,” Dahlia said. “Jordan came down from Albany to stay with me Friday night. It was only supposed to be for the weekend, but he’s been getting sicker and sicker the whole time he’s been here. He’d planned to go back to Albany today, but…”

“But?” Laura prodded.

“He locked himself in his bedroom last night and hasn’t come out,” she said. “I’ve been knocking all day and calling his name, but there’s no answer. I even called his cellphone, but it went right to voicemail. I’m really worried about him. I think he might be… I mean, what if he’s…?” She trailed off again, unable to voice her fears.

Dahlia stopped in front of a closed door and banged on it loudly with her fist.

“Jordan!” she shouted. “Jordan, can you hear me?”

There was only silence from inside.

“See?” Dahlia looked up at Laura with frightened, desperate eyes. She fidgeted nervously with the small, golden Star of David on her necklace. “He’s dead, I know he’s dead.”

“May I try?” Laura asked.

Dahlia nodded and reversed her wheelchair away from the door.

Laura knocked loudly. “Jordan, my name is Dr. Laura Powell. Are you all right?”

She listened carefully at the door for any sound from inside, the rustling of sheets or labored breathing, but there was nothing. She tried the handle, just in case, but Dahlia was right, it was locked from the inside.

“I want you to call 911,” Laura told her. “Tell them we need an ambulance.”

“Oh God…” Dahlia wheeled quickly back down the hallway.

Laura knocked again. “Jordan?”

When there was no answer, she thumped her shoulder into the door. It shuddered in its frame, but it didn’t open. She tried again, harder, putting more weight into it, and thought she heard the wood crack. A third time, and her shoulder began to ache. She wished Booker were here. He was much bigger than her, and she guessed it would only take him one try to get the door open. Finally, after hurling herself into it one final time, something snapped in the doorframe and the door burst open.

Jordan lay sprawled on the bed in nothing but a sweat-stained pair of boxers. Laura could tell right away he wasn’t just sleeping. Even in sleep, people moved. They twitched, they turned over, their chests rose and fell with their breathing. Jordan was absolutely still. She hurried to the bed, the air in the guest bedroom thick with the pungent odor of sweat. She quickly put on a pair of nitrile gloves from her bag, then pressed two fingers to the carotid artery just under his jaw to check for a pulse. She yanked her hand back in surprise.

Her gloved fingers came away wet with a slimy green liquid.

Whatever it was, it was all over
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