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Chapter 1: Voluntary
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The radio on Jeanie's desk had been saying the same thing since six that morning, in the same patient voice, as if saying it often enough could make it smaller.

Hurricane Mercedes. Category three and strengthening. Landfall expected tonight somewhere south of the city, with the outer bands arriving by midafternoon. Mandatory evacuation for the parishes below the levees, voluntary for everyone else, and contraflow on Interstate 10 since dawn, every lane running out of town.

Voluntary. Jeanie had learned a long time ago that in New Orleans, voluntary was a word for people who had somewhere to go and the money to get there.

She turned the volume down and went back to the motion on her screen, which said what every motion said, only with more words. Outside the second-floor window the sky over Carrollton Avenue had gone the color of old dishwater, and the live oaks along the neutral ground had begun to hiss, far off, like something being poured.

She had a hundred and forty-one dollars in checking. She had half a tank of gas and a Kasuga Meridian sedan whose tires she had been promising to replace since August. Rent was due on the first. Payday was Friday, and Friday was the day after the storm, if there was an after.

After Katrina she had spent nine days in a Houston motel she could not afford, watching on television what the water did to her street, and when they finally got home the carpet had been black to the knees. She had sworn she would never do that again. She had also sworn, privately, that she would never be that broke again, and one of those promises had held up better than the other.

Her mother had called twice since the morning news. Come to Bayou Lafleur, Jeanie. The house sits on the high ground. It always has. Both times Jeanie had said the same thing: tonight, after the filings, as soon as the boys had the car packed. It was her father's birthday on Saturday, and she had promised to bring the boys long before anyone had heard the name Mercedes. She had been saying not yet to her mother about most things for years, but this one she meant.

The frosted glass of the inner office door read SNOW & MCHALE in gold leaf, a joke most clients only got halfway through the retainer. The door opened, and she knew who it was before she looked up, the way you know the sound of your own car.

Richard's walk had a rhythm to it, even and a little off, a step that landed slightly harder on the right than the left, with a half beat of pause at the end of each stride, like a man who had learned to walk twice. He never used a cane. Years ago she had joked about buying him one, and he had looked at her so flatly that she had never raised it again.

"You're still here," he said.

"So are you."

"I own the place. It's different." He stopped at the corner of her desk and bent to tug his pant leg down over his shoe, a quick pull and a pat, the way he always did. It was so habitual she had stopped seeing it years ago. He straightened and set a bottle of water in front of her. "Drink that. You've been at that screen since seven."

"Since six-thirty."

"Worse."

He shifted his weight off the right side. She knew he had been an Army JAG officer, that he had come home from overseas hurt, and that he did not discuss it, and she felt the old nudge to ask anyway. "Is it bothering you? The pressure drop?"

"I'm fine." He grinned, the crooked grin he used on juries and on her, the one with nothing behind it she was meant to see. "Just old battle scars."

She laughed, because he wanted her to.

He lowered himself onto the edge of her desk. In six years he had never once sat on it. "Seventeen of my clients are in Orleans Parish Prison tonight," he said. "You remember what happened to the ones left behind after Katrina."

"I remember."

"The clerk's office is taking emergency filings by hand until five this afternoon, and then it closes for the storm. McHale's on vacation in Destin until Monday, so it's you and me. I want a motion on file for every one of them. Bail review, transfer notice, a lawyer's name on the record so nobody can say later that they didn't know who to call. After that I don't care if the sky falls." He glanced at the pile of folders on her desk. "And I'm paying you through the end of the week whether this building is standing or not."

"You don't have to."

"I know."

She did not say thank you. It was the kind of kindness you could only accept by pretending it wasn't one.

His eyes drifted to the frames lined up beside her monitor. Steven in safety goggles, holding a circuit board like a trophy, a second-place ribbon pinned crooked to his shirt. Anthony in his school picture, mouth open mid-joke, the photographer's flash catching the exact second before he was told to hold still. And the third frame, which had not been there last week.

"Steven got a ribbon," Richard said.

"Second place. He says the judges were idiots."

"Was he right?"

"He's twelve. He's always right."

Richard picked up the third frame. A young woman in a desert-pattern Army uniform, chin lifted, eyes narrowed against a sun the camera could not show. She had Jeanie's jaw. She had never learned to smile for a photograph either.

"I don't think I've met this one."

Jeanie took a breath. "Angie. Andromeda. My oldest."

"You never told me you had three."

"I never tell anyone much." It came out lighter than she meant it to. "My mother mailed me that picture last week. It had been living in my drawer."

Richard waited. He was good at that. It was what made him good in a courtroom: he let silence do the asking.

"She left four years ago," Jeanie said. "Eighteen years old, a week after graduation. She packed a duffel, left a note on the refrigerator, and the next thing I knew a recruiter was calling to confirm my address for her paperwork." She straightened the frame he handed back, nudged it a quarter inch to the left. "She's a medic now. 173rd Airborne. She's in Afghanistan. I get an email when she remembers I exist."

"That's hard."

"It's the Army. They teach them to leave."

"It's not the Army," Richard said, not unkindly. "I left home at nineteen and sold used cars to pay for college. My mother didn't hear my voice for six months. Eighteen is old enough to run and too young to know what you're running from."

She looked at the photograph rather than at him. "She has her father's temper," she said, and then, because she heard how it sounded, "That's all I'm going to say about him."

"That's all I asked."

A small silence settled between them, the comfortable kind. He glanced at the unopened casebook on her shelf, the one with the cracked spine she had never been able to throw away. "You'd have made a hell of a lawyer, you know."

"Eleven years ago I'd have made a hell of a lawyer." She smiled, and it cost her something. "Now I make a hell of a paralegal."

"Same hell."

"Better dental."

He laughed, a real one. Then the radio on her desk crackled, and the patient voice came back in, a little less patient.

...and in east Texas, state police are asking drivers on Interstate 10 near Beaumont to avoid a rest area after multiple reports of assaults. Authorities say the situation is developing and no further details are available at this time. Evacuees are urged to remain in their vehicles and...

Richard had gone still. It was only for a moment. It was the stillness of a man listening for something under the sound, and she would remember it later, though she did not know yet what she was remembering.

"Evacuation traffic," Jeanie said. "People get stuck in it for ten hours, and then they snap."

"Yeah," Richard said. He reached down and tugged his pant leg over his shoe again, though it had not moved. "Probably."

He slid off the desk and stood, favoring the right side without seeming to, and switched the radio off. "I'll take the first stack down at noon," he said. "You finish the rest. Whatever the clerk has stamped by five is what the court sees. Then you go home, you get your boys fed, and you're on the road to your mother's before dark. Deal?"

"Deal."

He walked back toward his office, that even, slightly uneven rhythm, and she watched him go and wondered, as she sometimes did, what a person had to lose to walk like that and still make a joke about it.

On the window beside her, the first fat drop of rain struck the glass and began to slide, slowly, like something deciding.

She did not think about Texas. She did not think about the assaults, or the rest area, or the way Richard had gone still. She thought about water, and about the car, and about a hundred and forty-one dollars, because those were the only things she knew how to be afraid of.
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Chapter 2: Free Refills
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The thing about free refills was that they were never actually free.

They cost you twenty minutes of breaking down cardboard behind Jin's store while the heat sat on your neck like a wet dog. They cost you your dignity. Anthony paid both prices gladly, because the machine in the corner dispensed blue raspberry, and blue raspberry was the only thing in his life that had never let him down.

"Remind me," he said, tearing the tape off a box the size of a refrigerator, "why I'm the one doing manual labor on the day the world ends."

"It isn't ending," said Steven, who was folding his own boxes into perfect flat rectangles and stacking them by size. "It's a Category 3. Sustained winds of a hundred and eleven to a hundred and twenty-nine miles per hour. It would have to get two categories stronger before you could say anything was ending."

"You're twelve. You're not allowed to say 'sustained winds' to me."

"They're called sustained winds."

"Everybody has to be good at something, I guess."

School had let out at noon. The principal had gotten on the intercom and said take care of yourselves and each other in the voice of a man reading from a card, and then four hundred kids had poured out onto the sidewalk and into the heavy, green-gray air as if the storm were a holiday somebody had finally remembered to declare. Half of them were gone by one o'clock, folded into back seats and pickup beds with their lives in trash bags. The other half were the ones like Anthony, the ones who didn't have anywhere to fold into.

He did not say that to Steven. He said most things to Steven, but not that one.

They hauled the flattened cardboard to the dumpster behind the store, Anthony with a stack that went up to his chin, Steven with a stack he'd measured in advance. The sky over the alley had gone the color of a bruise two days old. Somewhere over by the river a siren started up, ran out of breath, and quit.

When they came back through the rear door, Jin was waiting by the slush machine with two clean cups.

He was a compact man in his early fifties with reading glasses on a cord and forearms like fence posts. He wore a short-sleeved shirt buttoned to the collar even in August. He talked as if every word had to pay rent, and he ran the store the same way. Nothing on the shelves was out of place. Nothing on the floor was ever sticky. In four years of coming here, Anthony had never once seen him raise his voice, and he had seen him hand over a free pack of diapers to a girl who was short on cash and pretend not to notice.

"Cardboard is good," Jin said. He filled the first cup to the brim and handed it to Steven. "Straight, no wrinkles. You do it like an engineer."

"Thank you," Steven said, with total seriousness.

"And you," Jin said to Anthony, filling the second.

"I did it like an artist."

"You did it like a man who doesn't want to do it." But the corner of his mouth moved. "Drink."

Anthony drank. Cold sugar and blue dye hit the back of his skull and for about four seconds all the other things in his head went quiet. The bald tires. The half tank. The look his mother got on the first of the month, when she'd sit at the kitchen table with a pen and a calculator and not talk. He had learned to read that look the way other kids learned to read weather. The jokes came out of it. That was all they were, really. Little sandbags.

He wandered up to the front. The little television bolted above the register was turned down low, a woman with a tight smile standing in front of a swirling white pinwheel, a red cone stretching out from it toward the coast.

"That's us," Anthony said. "We're the cone."

"We are always the cone," Jin agreed.

"You staying?"

Jin did not look up from the register. "I'm staying."

"It's mandatory. Below the levees. Well, not us, we're voluntary. But still."

"I don't live below the levees."

"Jin. There is a hurricane."

"A hurricane is weather," Jin said. "Weather I can board up." He tapped a stack of plywood sheets propped against the end of the counter, already cut to size and numbered in marker. "The storm is one night. The night after is what you worry about."

"The night after?"

"When the doors come open." He shrugged, a small, economical motion. "People are very good, in a bad week, right up until they are not. I have seen both. I stayed here for Katrina. Three nights on this roof with a hose and a baseball bat. The water did not touch me. The people who came after the water, that was a different thing."

Anthony glanced at the end of the counter. There was an aluminum bat leaning there, which was not new. Next to it, tucked just below the register where only someone looking would see it, was something long and dark wrapped in a moving blanket, which was.

"Is that a—"

"It is a lawful item," Jin said, "and it is not your business."

"Yes sir."

"Before this store, I had another store." Jin said it flatly, the way you'd give directions. "In Los Angeles. After the verdict, in nineteen ninety-two, it burned in one afternoon, and nobody came. No police. No firemen. Just the people who lived there, standing on the roof with whatever they had." He folded his glasses and set them on the counter. "I left California with a duffel bag. I came here, and I started again. I do not leave this one."

There was nothing to say to that, so Anthony said the thing he was best at. "Well. If it makes you feel better, you'd win. You've got the bat and the blanket. That's like, a whole defensive strategy."

Jin looked at him for a moment. Then the corner of his mouth moved again. "Go sit."

He sat. Steven had claimed the stool by the ice freezer, where he'd set his drink on a napkin so it wouldn't leave a ring. He wasn't drinking it. He was staring at the television.

The weather woman was gone. In her place was a shaky clip, shot from a phone, a long gray stretch of highway under a bruised sky. Blue and red lights bounced off the windshields of a long row of stopped cars. In the foreground, a state trooper in a campaign hat was shouting at something outside the frame. A strip of text crawled beneath it. Reports of assaults at Interstate 10 rest area in Southeast Texas. Authorities urge evacuees to stay in vehicles.

"That's Texas," Steven said quietly.

"Yeah."

"They said it was people fighting."

"People fight," said Jin from the register. He had not turned around. "Ten hours in a car with the windows up and a baby crying. A man gets stupid. That is all that is. Stress makes monsters out of ordinary people." He shook his head. "It is always the traffic."

On the screen the trooper was gone. A different video, farther back and blurrier, showed somebody sprinting across the asphalt between the cars, arms loose and strange, too fast for the angle the camera was holding. Then the picture cut back to the weather woman and her pinwheel, her smile a little tighter than before.

Anthony took a long pull on the straw. He didn't say anything. For once he couldn't think of a joke that was the right size.

His phone buzzed against his leg. He pulled it out, a cracked prepaid thing held together by a rubber band, and read the message from his mother. Get home by 6. Start packing the car. Pop Pop's birthday Saturday, no excuses. Love you. Make Steven eat something.

"Mom," he told Steven. "We're packing the car. We're going to Pop Pop's."

"In the Meridian?" said Steven. He sounded doubtful. "Its tires are bald."

"Its tires are character. They've been through a lot."

Once, a long time ago, Anthony had been ten years old in a Houston motel room that smelled like bleach and other people's cigarettes, and he remembered it as a good week. Free ice. A pool with no one in it. His mother lying awake on the other bed with her eyes open in the dark, doing arithmetic. He hadn't known that was what it was. He'd thought she was thinking about the weather.

He knew now.

Jin came out from behind the register and set two paper bags on the counter, one small, one large. "Water," he said, tapping the larger one. "Six bottles. Fill your bathtub when you get home, and every pot in the kitchen. Tonight the water is still clean. Tomorrow, maybe not." He nudged the smaller bag toward Steven. "And these. For your flashlights."

Steven opened it. Inside were a dozen packs of batteries in assorted sizes, some of them with dented packaging, the kind of thing a store marked down and then forgot about. His whole face changed.

"I can't pay you for these."

"They are damaged," Jin said. "I cannot sell damaged." He did not smile, but his eyes did. "Take them. Build something."

Anthony had a hand in his pocket, thumbing the three crumpled dollars he'd planned to offer, and he left it there. Jin saw, and he gave him a look that said put it away so plainly that it needed no words.

"Be inside before dark," Jin said as they gathered the bags. "And if anybody knocks tonight, anybody, you do not open the door. Not until you know who it is. Not even then, if you have a bad feeling."

"Yes sir," said Anthony.

"I'm serious."

"I know. That's what's freaking me out a little."

Jin almost laughed. "Go home."

They walked out into air that felt like breathing through a wet towel. Behind them, the metal gate came down over the glass with a long rolling crash, and Anthony looked back.

Through the last gap in the shutters he could see the inside of the store, lit by the blue glow of the slush machine, and Jin standing very still behind the counter with the aluminum bat in his hand, not holding it like a threat, just holding it, the way you'd hold a hand you wanted to be ready to shake.

Then the gate hit the pavement, and the picture was gone, and Steven tugged his sleeve and they started home.
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Chapter 3: Eight Thousand Miles
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By the time the Humvee finished unloading, the kid on the litter had stopped screaming, and Angie liked that a lot less than the screaming.

"Dominguez," she said. "Hey. Dominguez. Look at me."

His eyes found hers after a second. He was twenty, maybe twenty-one, a private first class with a gap in his front teeth and the start of a mustache he had obviously been proud of. The right leg of his trousers had been cut away at the knee. Below the knee there was not very much left.

"Is my foot there?" he asked.

She had been a medic for three years, and she had learned that there was a right answer to that question and that it was not the true one. "You're not going to look at it right now," Angie said. "You're going to look at me. Can you do that?"

"Is it—"

"Eyes on me, Dominguez."

Her hands were already moving. The tourniquet high on the thigh, cinched until the windlass bit. The time scrawled on his forehead in black marker, T-2214, because the paper tags always got lost and a forehead never did. A second tourniquet below it, just in case. Gauze packed hard into the wound with her whole weight behind the heel of her hand. His blood came up warm through her gloves, and she kept her face calm, because that was part of the treatment too.

The aid station was a plywood room inside a ring of sandbags and HESCO barriers, a combat outpost clinging to the side of a mountain in the east. A generator coughed in two different keys. A red lamp threw everything into the color of the inside of an eyelid, so that nobody's night vision got wrecked. The air tasted of diesel and copper and, underneath, something sweetish she had stopped noticing after her first month.

"Pressure's holding," said a voice behind her. "Talk to me, Doc."

Staff Sergeant Newman. Of course. In the year Angie had known her, she had never once been late to a casualty and never once arrived early. She just appeared at your shoulder at the exact moment you needed her and not a second before.

"Right traumatic below-knee amputation," Angie said. "Tourniquet at twenty-two fourteen. Second applied for redundancy. Bleeding controlled. Pulse one-twenty and thready. He's cold, but he's talking."

"What's your next move?"

"Fluids. Warm blankets. Pain control. Get him on the next bird."

"Do it." A hand settled on Angie's shoulder, light, there and gone. "Breathe first."

Angie breathed. Then she did all of it.

The medevac came in forty minutes later, a thudding shape against the stars, and the dust it kicked up got into everything. Dominguez's fingers closed around her sleeve as they lifted the litter. "Thank you, Doc."

"Go home, Dominguez."

"My foot," he said, and his voice cracked on it. "Did—"

"You're going to be okay," she said, and watched the rotors carry him up into the dark.

When the sound faded, the quiet came down on the outpost like a lid. Angie stood in the doorway of the aid station and looked at her hands. They were steady. They were always steady during. It was after, when there was nothing left for them to do, that they started to shake.

A steaming metal cup appeared in front of her.

"Tea," said Newman. "Real tea. I've been hoarding it for a special occasion."

"Is this a special occasion?"

"Kid kept his femoral artery and his sense of humor. I'd say so." She took her own cup and lowered herself onto the sandbags with a grunt, and after a moment Angie sat beside her.

Newman was thirty-six, a lean, weathered woman with a laugh that could carry across a motor pool and a faded wave-shaped sticker inside her helmet. She had come over from Schofield Barracks in Hawaii after five years of surf and humidity, and she said the Army had taught her patience and the ocean had taught her humility, and that she had mostly forgotten how to use the second one. She'd taken one look at Angie on her first day in the 173rd, a skinny new medic with her jaw set like a bear trap, and said, You're going to be fine. You just don't know it yet. Angie had hated her for a week. She had followed her everywhere for a year.

The mountains were black shapes against a sky so full of stars it looked spilled. Somewhere across the valley a dog was barking at nothing.

"He asked about his foot," Angie said.

"They always do."

"What do you tell them?"

"Whatever's true," Newman said, "in a quantity they can carry."

"I lied to him."

"No. You told him where to look. It's different, and you know it's different. You just need to say it out loud once, so you'll stop turning it over." She sipped her tea. "That's the whole job, Presley. Not the tourniquets. Anybody can learn tourniquets. It's knowing which truth to hand over, and when."

Presley. Her name tape, stitched in black on her chest. The first week, somebody had radioed Hound Dog across the whole net as a joke, and for a month she had thought it was a coincidence. It wasn't. It was just a name. A name, and the sound of a needle settling onto a record in the next room, which she could still hear when she wasn't careful, were all she had kept from the man she got it from.

Newman nodded at the pocket on Angie's thigh. "That thing's been in there two days. You keep touching it like it's hot."

Angie hadn't realized she was doing it. She pulled the phone out. The screen lit her face blue. She didn't have to open it. She knew the message by heart.

Angie, it's your dad. I know that's a strange sentence to read. Your grandmother gave me this address. I'm not asking you to forgive anything. I'd just like to talk, whenever you're ready. I'm not going anywhere. Mark.

He had signed it Mark. Not Dad. She had read that line forty times, and still could not decide whether it was humility or cowardice.

"Your father," Newman said.

"The man who left."

"Tell me about him."

"There's nothing to tell." She heard her own voice go flat and careful. "I was eleven. Anthony was six, and Steven was still in diapers. He walked out, and my mom never said one word about why. She just closed the house up like a crime scene. So I figured it out myself."

"What did you figure out?"

"That she ran him off." Angie turned the phone over in her hand. "She's like that. She decides who's in and who's out, and then you live in the weather of it. I got out the first chance I got."

"You ever ask her?"

"I didn't need to."

Newman said nothing for a moment. She had a way of letting a silence sit until it was heavier than any answer. "In my experience," she said at last, "the stories we figure out ourselves are the ones with the most holes. We just don't go looking, because we're afraid of what's under them."

"You sound like a fortune cookie."

"I sound like a staff sergeant who's been right about you for a year." But she was smiling. "I'm not telling you what to do. Answer him or don't. But decide. Don't just leave it in your pocket to rot."

She drained her cup, stood, and groaned at the ache in her knees. "Get some sleep, Doc. We'll have another one by morning. We always do."

Then she was gone around the corner of the sandbags, her boots crunching on gravel, and Angie was alone with the stars and the dog and the generator's two-note cough.

She thumbed the phone open. Her mother's last email was still near the top of the list, three weeks old, four lines long, about nothing, signed Mom in the careful way of someone who had written it, deleted it, and written it again. Angie hadn't answered that one either.

She opened a new message to Mark. She typed Hi. She looked at it for a long time.

Then she deleted it, locked the screen, and sat with the blank dark glass in her hand, while eight thousand miles away a sky the color of dishwater began to come apart over a city she hadn't seen in four years.
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Chapter 4: Two Kinds of Silence
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There were two kinds of silence at the base, and Mark Presley had learned to tell them apart by sound.

The first was the kind you got at three in the morning, when the dish farm hummed on its own and the desert wind leaned against the concrete and nothing was asked of you. He loved that one. The second was the kind that settled over the comms shop when something was wrong and nobody wanted to be the first to say so, and he had been hearing it, in small doses, for most of a week.

He turned up the speaker on his desk.

We can't go on together, with suspicious minds...

"Not again," said Dave Cabrera from the next console, without turning around. "Mark. Brother. It's eleven in the morning. I have a heart condition."

"You don't have a heart condition."

"I will by lunch."

Mark smiled and left it playing. It was the one concession he made to the room, an old music player in a dock and a coffee mug that said TCB in a lightning bolt, and in four years nobody had managed to take either away. He was a long, quiet man, a little stooped from the habit of leaning over circuit boards, with a gray in his hair that had come in all at once the winter he turned forty. A contractor's badge on a lanyard. A key ring with a small rubber alien head on it, bright green, with huge black eyes, that he'd bought as a joke in the gift shop of a roadside museum and never been able to throw away.

He had bought three of them that day. The other two were in a box under his bunk, along with some other things that had not been delivered.

"Has she written back?" Dave asked.

"Not yet."

"It's been two days."

"It's been a long time," Mark said. "The only people I talk to from that house are Jeanie's folks, and they only pass along what they think I can stand. I've been writing the same letter in my head the whole time. Two days is nothing."

Dave glanced at him then, the broad, kind face going gentle, and then he went back to his screen, which was the right thing to do.

Mark had sent the first message as a coin toss. He had her address because Jeanie's mother had slipped it to him over the phone like contraband, and he'd written it six times and deleted it five. He had signed it Mark, because he hadn't earned the other word. He had a transfer pending to a comms billet at Keesler Air Force Base on the Mississippi coast, ninety minutes from New Orleans, to begin when his contract rotated in the spring. He told himself that was a coincidence. He had been telling himself that for a year.

"Presley."

The voice came from the doorway, bright and crisp and pleasant. Mark felt the room's silence change kinds.

Lynn from Compliance stood there with a tablet pressed against her chest and a smile that went exactly as far as her teeth. She was somewhere in her forties, neat, sharp-shouldered, with a lanyard that had more laminated badges on it than anyone else's. She'd come up through administration on the strength of never once being wrong in writing, and she carried a quiet pride in that. People said she had memorized the directives. Mark had the unpleasant suspicion that it was true.

"Lynn," he said.

"I'm afraid I need five minutes." She tapped the tablet. "We had a flag on the network log from Monday. An outbound message from your workstation, to an external domain, fourteen minutes of session time, content non-mission. That's a violation of Section 4, subsection C of the Acceptable Use Directive."

"It was my daughter."

"I'm sorry for your circumstances." She said it like she meant it, and he realized with a small cold feeling that maybe she did, and that it made no difference at all. "The policy has no family exception. I'm not the author of the policy, Mark. I only enforce it. If I looked the other way for you, I'd have to look the other way for everyone."

"Lynn." Dave swiveled his chair around. "He sent a four-line email. The man hasn't spoken to his kid in years."

"Then he can use a personal device on his own time, off the network, like everyone else." She turned the tablet around and held out a stylus. "I just need an acknowledgment of the written warning. It's a formality, and it goes to your file for ninety days."

Mark looked at the stylus. He thought about the six drafts, the pause before sending, the three words he'd taken out. He signed.

"Thank you," said Lynn. She took the tablet back, glanced at the signature, and gave him her smile again. "Compliance isn't personal, Mark." And she was gone, heels clicking away down the corridor, perfectly satisfied.

"One of these days," Dave said quietly, "somebody's going to need a favor from that woman and she's going to quote the directive at him while he bleeds."

"Don't."

"I'm just saying."

Mark turned the speaker back up, a little louder than before.

At noon he went to find food. The base was built mostly downward, a surface shell of low prefab buildings and a vast, buried body that nobody outside it had ever been told the shape of. The comms shop sat on the first level. The mess hall that most contractors used was on the same floor, but he took the long way anyway, through the east corridor, because he liked the glass.

He was passing the cryo wing when a door banged and a small figure came barreling out of it, a tablet in one hand, a paper cup of coffee in the other, slopping a trail on the floor.

"Mr. Presley! Mr. Presley. Mark. Have you heard?"

Maeda was a slight, rail-thin man with enormous glasses, a lab coat that was clearly meant for a bigger person, and the hunted, glowing look of someone who hadn't slept and didn't mind. He had been at the base for two years, and in that time Mark had seen him walk into a glass wall, forget his own badge number, and give an hour-long lecture to a vending machine. He was also, without any doubt, the cleverest person Mark had ever met.

"Heard what?"

"We solved it." Maeda lowered his voice, which meant it went up into a squeak. "The crystallization problem. Intracellular ice, the thing that has killed every attempt at cryopreservation for fifty years. It's the water, you see, the water forms crystals and the crystals shred the cell membrane from the inside, but if you can get the vitrification solution to saturate faster than the nucleation rate—" He caught himself and took a breath. "Never mind the chemistry. What I mean is that we can, in theory—in theory—preserve living tissue. Not just cells. Living tissue."

"Living."

"In theory."

"There's a rumor," Mark said carefully, "that you've got something alive down there. Something not from around here."

Maeda's face did a complicated thing. "I cannot comment on rumors." He paused. "They're not alive. Not the ones we have. I mean—" He glanced up and down the corridor, then waved vaguely at the long window behind him. "I'm not allowed to say. Look, anyway, the pods are human-sized, which is a design constraint nobody ever explained to me, and I have opinions about that, but I would love to talk to you about the cooling profile when you have a spare hour, because honestly you're the only person here who listens."

Mark looked through the glass.

Beyond it was a cold white room, long and low, lined with what looked like a row of coffin-shaped capsules, each wrapped in conduit and frost, each one dark. They looked like something out of the old science fiction films he had watched as a boy, in the back seat of his father's station wagon. There were two that were lit. Two thin green lines pulsed on a monitor over them.

"Two," Mark said.

"Two prototypes. The only two that work." Maeda lowered his voice. "The rest are being refitted, new tubing and new piping, all of it, rated for the cold we actually need. The old lines would crack. The parts are coming from Taiwan, on a ship somewhere. Never mind. Don't tell Lynn I told you any of this."

"Wouldn't dream of it."

"She'd cite me." Maeda shuddered, and the coffee slopped onto his shoes. "Oh, hell."

Mark walked him toward the end of the corridor, helping him mop at his lab coat with a napkin from his pocket. Past the cryo wing the passage bent once and ended at a stairwell, and the stairs ended at a steel door, painted institutional gray with a red band across it at chest height. Beside it was a keypad, a badge reader, and a placard.

LEVEL 3. PRESSURE DOOR. HERMETIC SEAL IN EFFECT.

NO AIR EXCHANGE BEYOND THIS POINT. CLOSED-LOOP ENVIRONMENT. BADGE AND ESCORT REQUIRED.

"Everything below the seal is closed circuit," Maeda said, following his glance. "They won't let any ventilation cross. No intakes, no exhausts, nothing but one fire-code damper, locked shut from the control room, because whatever's down there is supposed to stay down there." He gave a nervous laugh. "Or I suppose it's supposed to keep whatever's up here from getting down. I've never been sure which direction it's meant to protect."

"What's on Level 3?"

"Labs. Storage. The big dining hall, for the deep staff. Worst meatloaf in the state." Maeda shook his head. "They put everything down there. It's the safest place in the world, if you don't mind that you can't get a breath of fresh air."

Mark thought of the little green alien head on his key ring and almost laughed. Then he thought about why the base needed a door like that, and he didn't.

When he got back to the comms shop, Dave had pulled up a second monitor and wasn't saying anything.

"What?" Mark said.

"Look at the request queue."

He looked. The satellite relay queue, the one that carried emergency traffic for half a dozen civilian and military agencies, usually ran at a lazy few dozen tickets in an afternoon. Today there were hundreds, and they were stacking up faster than the system could clear them. Highway patrol requests out of Texas. A state hospital network in Houston, flagged urgent. A DHS advisory, two lines long, that said nothing at all. Along the Gulf Coast, small orange pins were popping up and not going out.

"That's a lot of evacuation traffic," Mark said.

"That's what I said." Dave scratched his jaw. "But look at this one."

He clicked on a ticket. A text field read, in the flat bureaucratic shorthand of an overworked dispatcher: Multiple subjects non-responsive to commands. Reported to bite. Requesting medical and law enforcement at rest area MM 855, I-10 EB.

"Non-responsive to commands," Mark read.

"The traffic out there is awful. People snap."

"People snap," Mark agreed. But he was already scrolling. There were more of them. Not hundreds, not yet. Fifteen. Twenty. A scatter of reports from three states, in the same flat language, the same odd words.

On the other monitor the storm map was running, the red cone of Hurricane Mercedes swinging slowly toward the Louisiana coast. The cone covered New Orleans like a hand over a mouth.

Somewhere outside the shop the second kind of silence was settling in.

Mark sat down. He didn't look at the queue. He looked at the screen where the email program sat open and blank, with the cursor blinking in the address field. Angie. He thought of Jeanie, in that office on Carrollton, at that desk, arguing with the clerk's office over a motion, not leaving. She never left. She would give the storm a week to talk her out of it, and then she'd pack the car.

He typed four lines. I saw the storm on the radar. I don't know where you are, but I know where they are, and I'm thinking about all of you. No need to answer. —M.

"Mark," Dave said, very gently. "Compliance."

"I know."

"They've got a flag on you for ninety days."

"I know."

He hit send.

On the speaker, behind him, the old song ended and started over, and neither of them reached to turn it off.
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Chapter 5: Where the Good Signals Live
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Steven Presley was twelve years old and had never once been afraid of the dark, because the dark was where the good signals lived.

He sat cross-legged on his bed with the desk lamp clamped to the headboard, the soldering iron cooling in its stand, and the whole tangled guts of the radio spread across a towel in front of him. It had taken him three weeks to build. A kit receiver, a salvaged antenna coil, a power board from a dead alarm clock, and a pair of earphones with the foam coming off. It did not look like much. It looked like something a raccoon had built.

But it worked. That was the thing that mattered. He thumbed the dial and the static rose and fell like surf.

"You're doing the thing," Anthony said from the doorway.

"What thing?"

"The thing where you stare at a pile of wires like it owes you money."

Steven didn't look up. "It's a receiver."

"It's a hazard." Anthony came in anyway, stepping over a shoebox of resistors, and dropped a paper bag from Jin's on the bed. A dozen packs of batteries rattled out, half of them dented. "You're welcome. Jin gave us those for free because they were damaged, and because I'm, quote, a respectful young man. I told him it was the first time anybody had said that and he should get it notarized."

Steven picked up one of the packs, turned it over and read the label with great care, and felt something in his chest unclench. "These are the right ones."

"I know they're the right ones. I can read."

"You get the wrong ones half the time."

"That was one time, and the packaging was misleading."

Steven almost smiled. He loved his brother the way you love a weather system: loudly, from inside it. Anthony talked when he was happy and talked when he was scared, and the trick Steven had learned at about nine was that the talking got louder in the second case. It had been loud all week.

Outside, the wind was beginning to find the building. It hit the side of the apartment complex in long soft shoves, and the window frame hummed. Hurricane Mercedes was still hours off, but the sky had gone the color of an old bruise, and every few minutes the lights in the hallway flickered and came back.

"Mom called," Anthony said, and sat down on the edge of the bed. "She's still at the office. Some emergency filing thing for the jail. She said pack bags. She said it twice."

"She never says it twice."

"That's what I said."

They looked at each other, and neither of them said what that meant.

Steven slid the batteries into the radio's housing, and the little red light on the board came up steady and bright. He felt the same small private thrill he always felt at that moment, the moment a thing he had made came alive. He put on the earphones.

Static. Then a tide of voices, far away and layered over each other, the strange chorus of the shortwave bands at night. A man reading numbers in Spanish. Two truckers arguing about a weigh station. A preacher. A woman's voice, flat and distant, saying the same four words over and over until they stopped meaning anything.

He turned the dial a hair at a time, the way Pop Pop had taught him.

He could still see Pop Pop's workshop: the green steel radios stacked to the ceiling, the smell of solder and pipe tobacco, the big brass key. You don't tune a radio, Pop Pop had said, the summer Steven turned nine. You listen to it until it tells you where to stop. He had let Steven sit on a milk crate and hold the headphones and wait. And somewhere in the hiss, a man in Norway had said hello to a man in Peru, and Steven had understood for the first time that the world was a lot bigger and a lot smaller than it looked.

Pop Pop's callsign was written on a strip of masking tape under Steven's desk. He'd put it there himself. He wasn't licensed yet. He was studying for it.

"Anything?" Anthony asked.

"Just noise."

"So not a Mexican wrestling match? Because I would pay for that."

"Be quiet a second."

He had stopped on a voice. It was close, not a trucker or a preacher, but someone speaking low and fast and flat, in the clipped way people talk when they're reading from a card.

...repeat, all units, all units. Do not approach. I say again, do not approach. Subject is non-responsive to commands. Subject is...

A crackle swallowed it. Steven nudged the dial.

...Interstate 10 eastbound at Beaumont, mile marker...

"What is it?" Anthony said.

"Police. Maybe highway patrol." Steven pulled one earphone off and held it out. "Listen."

Anthony bent his head to it. For a few seconds his face did what it always did when he was working out the punchline. Then it stopped.

...requesting backup at St. Brendan's in Houston, requesting any available unit. They are... they are biting each other. I don't know how else to say it. Over.

Anthony took the earphone away from his ear as if it were hot.

"It's a riot," he said. "There's always some riot. Somebody got a bad batch of something at a hospital."

"They said biting."

"People bite."

"Not that many."

"It's the hurricane. It makes everybody crazy. Remember Katrina? Jin said the news was all, like..." Anthony waved his hand. The joke wouldn't come. Steven watched him reach for it twice, and fail twice, and lower his hand.

"I'm going to check the TV," Anthony said at last.

He went. Steven put the earphone back on, listened a while longer, and discovered a thing he did not like: the voices had begun to overlap. Different stations, different cities, and every one of them was using nearly the same words. Non-responsive. Do not approach. Biting. It was like hearing the same sentence said in a dozen rooms of an enormous house.

He wrote it all down in his notebook, because that was what you did. The notebook was graph paper, the pencil a stub. Frequency. Time. Location. Content. A neat column of numbers and place names, climbing down the page: Beaumont, Houston, a county in East Texas, a hospital in Lake Charles. He drew a rough map on the facing page and marked each one, and when he finished, the marks formed a loose line, creeping east along the highway toward them.

He stared at it.

From the living room, the television murmured: a weatherman, tense and cheerful, pointing at a swirling red cone. ...mandatory evacuation for low-lying parishes... residents are urged to...

His phone buzzed on the nightstand. He grabbed it, hoping it was Mom, and it was only the carrier: Network congestion. Your call may not go through. He set it back down.

He sat for a moment longer. Then he did what he always did when he was scared and didn't want to say it. He picked up the soldering iron and went back to work.

The antenna was short. That was the problem. A receiver could hear, but a transmitter needed a long wire, a good ground, and a lot more power than his little board could give. He had the parts for it, though, in an old shoebox under the bed with Pop Pop's handwriting on the lid: Steven, for when you're ready. Pop Pop had mailed it to him last Christmas without a note.

He wasn't ready. He knew that. You needed a license to transmit, and a license meant a test.

But he took the lid off anyway and looked at what was inside. A transceiver, old and heavy, with dials as big as bottle caps. A coil of copper wire. A hand microphone with the cord wrapped in electrical tape. He laid them out on the towel beside his own half-finished radio, and sat looking at the two of them side by side, the raccoon's and Pop Pop's.

"Steven."

Anthony was in the doorway again. His face was very still.

"The TV went to the emergency broadcast thing," he said. "The tone. And then it just kind of... went to a picture of a cartoon. Like they forgot to change the channel."

"Okay."

"And the internet's out. Both our phones just say 'searching.'" He ran a hand through his hair, and the gesture was so much like their mother's that it hurt to look at. "I'm going to go pack the bags. I'm going to be useful. You're coming with me, and you're bringing that." He pointed at the shoebox. "The big ugly radio. Whatever it is."

Steven looked up. "Why?"

"Because you looked at it like it was the only thing in this room that mattered." Anthony's mouth twisted. "And because somebody ought to hear what everybody else is saying."

Steven nodded slowly. He closed the lid, wedged the shoebox under his arm with the notebook, and followed his brother down the hall.

Behind him, in the dark, the little red light on the receiver glowed steadily, and in the earphones, lying where he'd dropped them on the bed, a very small voice went on speaking to nobody at all.
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Chapter 6: Snow & McHale
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The storm arrived the way bad news did in Jeanie's life: first as a rumor, then as a draft under the door, then all at once.

It was a little after four in the afternoon, and the sky over Carrollton Avenue had gone the color of wet slate. The wind had been climbing for an hour, leaning on the old building until the frosted glass in the front door buzzed against its frame. Somewhere above the ceiling tiles, a loose sheet of flashing was banging a slow, patient rhythm. Snow & McHale, said the gold letters on the glass. Backward, from where she sat. elaHcM & wonS.

She had stopped noticing the sound of her own typing an hour ago. Now she noticed it again, because everything else in the office had gone quiet.

Seventeen emergency motions. That was what stood between her and her sons. Seventeen men and women in Orleans Parish Prison with a hurricane coming and a cell block that had flooded in the last one, and the firm had taken every case nobody else wanted. Release on recognizance. Transfer for medical necessity. Each one needed a signed order, a certificate of service and a stamp from the clerk's office, which was still taking filings by hand until the doors shut. Richard had gone down at noon with the first nine. The second stack lay in front of her, squared and clipped.

Four more to print. Then she could go.

The lights flickered. The printer coughed, shuddered, and went on.

"Mrs. McCarthy?"

Mr. Boudreaux stood in the doorway, a big gray man in a security jacket, with a flashlight clipped to his belt and his reading glasses pushed up on his forehead. He had worked the night desk in this building since before Jeanie moved to the city. She was not married, and had told him so a dozen times. He called her Mrs. McCarthy anyway, because that was what he believed a woman who worked this hard had earned.

"Ms.," she said, not looking up.

"Ms. McCarthy. They're closing the building at five. Management's orders. I got a call from the property office." He glanced at the window. "Honestly, they should've closed it at noon."

"I know. I'm nearly done."

"Your boys at home?"

"They're packing." She said it firmly, as if the saying could make it so. Her phone sat face-down by her elbow. She had called the apartment eleven times. Four of them had gone through. The last, ten minutes ago, had given her the flat three-tone chime and a recorded woman's voice: All circuits are busy.

Mr. Boudreaux nodded slowly. "Well," he said. "I'll be at the desk."

He left. Jeanie listened to his shoes go down the corridor, a heavy, unhurried, fatherly sound, and for a moment she thought about her own father in his workshop in Bayou Lafleur, and the birthday on Saturday, and the cake she had promised to bake from the recipe she'd been given at nine and had never once gotten to taste right.

The printer finished. She stapled the last motion, tapped it square, slid it into the folder.

That was when the lights went out.

There was a second, perhaps two, of true dark. Then the emergency fixtures came up along the ceiling, a dim sick amber that made the office look underwater, and the whole building seemed to let out its breath.

"Great," Jeanie said, to nobody.

She stood. Her knees hurt. Her feet, in the pumps she had stopped being able to feel at lunch, felt like two large bruises. She crossed to the window and pulled the blind aside.

Carrollton Avenue was a river.

Not a flood yet, not the kind that came later, black and waist-deep and full of floating cars. This one was a creeping, shining sheet of brown water, six or seven inches deep and rising, with the rain driving across it in white ropes. The streetlights were dead. Down at the corner the traffic signal swung loose on its wire. A car had stopped dead in the intersection with its hazards pulsing and its door hanging open, abandoned, and she watched a plastic trash can float slowly past it as though it had somewhere to be.

She let the blind fall.

When she turned around, Richard was in the doorway.

She hadn't heard him come in. That was unlike him. He usually announced himself, the tick of his stride, that faint mechanical sound at the end of each step, the sound
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