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            Prologue

          

          NOBODY'S HOME. NOBODY LISTENED.

        

      

    

    
      On June 6th at 7:15am, Parvati Bahl stepped through the 747’s doorway behind a cluster of uniformed generals and looked down, wondering if a gaudy jetway at Heathrow Airport constituted British soil.

      This felt like a moment worth honoring. How many non-military Americans had been allowed through the demarcation zone since Sherman Pope closed the borders?

      Feeling delusional, Parvati allowed herself to believe she might be the first — or at least the first in a very long time. She was a small-town mayor, barely more than a rank-and-file civilian. The US hadn’t sent many of those overseas for a while. Americans were (in the words of Parvati’s father-in-law) persona au gratin here. This from the man who called Taco Bell “Tiki Bell” and put gravy on everything … now she might never see him again. They weren’t particularly close, but thinking of her father-in-law still made Parvati sad.

      While she planned ways to honor crossing the quarantine line, Parvati couldn’t afford to think about her husband and children. Same as her friends, co-workers, neighbors, job and responsibilities, or anything from home. “I’ll be back before you know it,” she’d said upon leaving. In truth, she might be much longer than the month Nathan Regis predicted. There couldn’t be much demand for travel from safe to dangerous lands, and Public Health England wasn’t likely to charter a flight (and risk a pilot) on her behalf.

      So she looked down at the jetway’s gaudy carpet, shoving aside genuine feelings in this unforeseen wrinkle. Which moment was she supposed to honor here? Was she supposed to mark the moment of her arrival now? Or at baggage claim?

      “Are you all right, ma’am?”

      Parvati turned to see the pilot. His accent was American, same as hers. Lucky bastard. He’d been hired to ferry VIPs from the dead nation, but as a result had escaped it himself.

      He was awaiting an answer, or action.

      Parvati smiled, stooped, and pretended to pick something up from the carpet. “I just dropped something … thanks for the flight. I never thought I’d leave the country again.”

      She thought he’d say he was just doing his job or something similarly official and humble. Instead, he laughed as if she’d delivered a punchline. “Yeah. No shit.”

      He smiled as he squeezed past her. His body language radiated the same competence that came from any professional at the end of a job well done, but even more dominant was a curious impression of relief.

      Watching his departure, Parvati realized that unlike her, the pilot had no ambitions on ever going home.

      

      At 8:41, Parvati exited the terminal, deciding only once she reached its ground-floor threshold that this — a concrete sidewalk with all the cars lined up — was her official entrance to the country … and hence her ceremonious exit from the US. Good thing she’d saved the moment. The last hour and a half had been a bureaucratic pain in the ass; Parvati preferred to see it as America’s parting shot over England’s welcome.

      Like JFK Airport in New York, Heathrow had traded throngs of casual travelers for long lines of desks and flimsy partitions constituting medical customs. But unlike JFK, Heathrow had only sacrificed its international terminal. Good thing. JFK had felt like a ghost town: all domestic travel diverted to LaGuardia and Newark, leaving JFK solely for international flights — which, given the demographic of international travelers these days, meant it was devoted almost entirely to military brass, scientists, and cargo, which was inspected and irradiated. People too — as much as was possible without sterilizing or killing them. Before boarding, she had three scans (one from a scary and unfamiliar-looking machine), a blood test, and a high school PE-style medical exam.

      The process repeated in London. She’d been questioned, poked, prodded, and apparently followed. The red tape jockey she’d sat with in the airport lounge knew where Parvati had been and who she’d interacted with even though she never told anyone. A doctor inspected every one of her orifices with a fiber optic camera, injected her with unknown substances, then finally handed her a pair of pills to condition her bacterial flora in a way determined most inhospitable to Sherman Pope. One was to be swallowed. The other entered her system from the opposite end.

      Now, feeling residual lubrication where it didn’t belong, Parvati let an official-looking man guide her to a black sedan. She slipped into the driver’s side as the door was held open, then closed behind her. She was about to roll down the window and ask where she was supposed to drive her rental, but the steering wheel was on the passenger side, which explained why the car itself was on the wrong side of the road.

      Parvati’s driver was already in the car. Nathan Regis, occasional friend and longtime agent of PHE.

      “Nathan?”

      “Cheers,” he said. “It’s nice to finally meet you in person. You look different off of a computer screen.”

      Parvati was tired, jet-lagged, still with an upset stomach, and in desperate need of a shower. She managed a nod, but that was about it.

      “Apologies in advance for the rush. I’d planned a proper welcome with pints at The Blind Pig, but I’m afraid the boys at work have grown impatient.” Regis moved the shifter to first gear — so not only was the car not AI-driven, it wasn’t even an automatic. And she was trusting her life to these people? “Fasten your belt, would you? Stallard’s already rung me three times, asking if you’ve ‘bloody arrived yet.’”

      “I’m sorry. The line at immigration was short, but your people are thorough.”

      “Oh, I know that. Stallard too. He also knows very well that nobody’s fresh as a daisy when they come in, and that on first days we never get anything done. But … well … you’ll know his quirks soon enough. Too well, I’m afraid. How was your flight?”

      “Fine. Light turbulence, but no big deal.”

      “Do you get airsick?” He hadn’t pulled out yet and was looking at her with compassionate eyes. It wasn’t a random question. Parvati plucked up enough to pass the medical exam, and she’d already know if any of her tests had come up odd. But still, yes … she felt like microwaved crap. It must have been the diner food at breakfast that’d upset her stomach. She’d had her eggs sunny side up, which technically meant undercooked. Maybe they had salmonella, and she was about to spend her first days in Europe on the bathroom floor, clutching the bowl and jetting from both ends.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re sure? Stallard blows hard, but if you’re honestly not up to meeting just yet, I can⁠—”

      “It’s nothing.” Parvati forced a smile. “Just a long day. I’ll feel better after I get some sleep.”

      

      But she didn’t. At 1:45am on June 7, her phone, which she’d neglected to remove from airplane mode and hence still displayed the local time to be 8:45pm the day before, chimed its reminder for Parvati’s evening pill.

      She woke instantly and in the clutches of pain. Her head felt clapped in a vice; her neck was full of red-hot rocks; her stomach seemed intent on prolapse like a sock turned inside-out. Her sheets were soaked with sweat and the room was both too hot and too cold. She barely managed to reach a trash can before purging. A portrait of Queen Elizabeth stared down at Parvati wiping her lips with what struck her as judgment.

      It took two hours to fall back asleep, and in that time the Queen’s portrait seemed to become less judgmental and more sympathetic. Parvati got to know the portrait well. Studying it between bouts of vomiting was all she could manage to try and keep the wretchedness at bay.

      Things were slightly better in the morning. With the offending breakfast now festering in the bin because she hadn’t summoned the strength to flush its contents down the toilet, her system had nothing left to eject. She had a few dry heaves and a bitch of a headache, but by the time she’d brushed her teeth (sitting on the bowl; standing was tricky) and found herself able to drink water, the heaves stopped and the headache improved. Regis called; Parvati asked the folks at PHE for more time before their first meeting, blaming jet lag. She kept thinking of her in-flight call from Archibald Burgess, wondering less why he’d phoned and concerned more by the quarantine he’d managed to lift on her behalf. She’d eaten what was probably salmonella-laced grease ahead of a seven-hour flight. It was idiotic, and if she admitted to anyone just how much those eggs had punched her, they’d surely overreact, see Parvati as potentially dangerous, and quarantine her after all.

      She’d done quarantine before. The boredom and claustrophobia were nothing she cared to repeat.

      Parvati had met everyone at the office during her few hours there; she’d gotten her homework and a lay of the land. So she could skip today, much to Stallard’s chagrin.

      It was fine. She would be in bright and early tomorrow.

      

      On June 8, Parvati rose early and took an antacid, an anti-diarrheal, and three ibuprofen. Then she stopped at a drop-in medical clinic for an anti-nausea medication called Phenergan, which was, unfortunately, also a suppository. Never before in her life had Parvati shoved so much up her own ass.

      Duly doped, Parvati felt better. Her nausea subsided. She drank two glasses of water and filled a bottle to force down her throat later. That made things better still, and by the time she was briefing PHE on Nettington’s spread and containment protocol, she felt almost normal. Enough to accompany Regis to lunch at The Blind Pig. The fish and chips were apparently not to be missed, so Parvati, eager to prove her rebellious system wrong and a sucker for peer pressure, took his suggestion.

      But the dish didn’t sit well with a barely-recovered system, and by quitting time Parvati was barfing again. No big deal. After the initial briefing, she wouldn’t be needed in the office for a week. After two days of communicating with Regis by email, text, and phone, a kerfuffle (Regis’s word) at PHE diverted attention from the American situation and demanded everyone’s full regard. The office distraction further extended her grace.

      Would it be okay, Regis asked, if we circle back with you in two weeks instead of just one?

      She feigned annoyance, but in truth she was relieved. By June 10th the rumble inside her still hadn’t gone entirely, but even if it had, Parvati knew from past experience that it could take a while, even post-recovery, to regain her strength after food poisoning. Two weeks sounded lovely.

      She’d managed to keep her temporary setback from Regis and the others, but this little furlough would ensure her full recovery by the time she rejoined them. Self-isolating in her hotel was better than government quarantine. She could walk once her stomach felt better. Maybe shop, and see some sights.

      After a few more days, with dwindling energy yet no other symptoms, Parvati had to admit that it was an awfully long bout of food poisoning.

      But at least she wasn’t suffering from any new symptoms.

      

      On June 12th, Parvati returned to the clinic with complaints of pain she could only describe as “someone gripping my stomach in their fist.” In addition to that worsening of her gastrointestinal health, she’d manifested a laundry list of new symptoms: fatigue, muscle soreness, mental fogginess, and night sweats. She’d taken to inviting housekeeping inside while slouching in a chair and trying not to move, ignoring their sideways glances. Her sweat smelled funny; housekeeping had to think she kept peeing the bed.

      The doctor told her she had the flu, then sent her home with compresses and instructions to drink water and supplement with tea. English people and their goddamn tea. As if that was the answer to everything.

      Unconvinced, Parvati made an appointment with a physician’s office she found through an online search. They were booked for a week solid, unable to offer an earlier appointment even for emergencies. Parvati declined to visit the hospital as the receptionist suggested.

      How the hell had she gotten the flu? That didn’t seem right.

      But what else could it be? By now sanity had surpassed the worst of her stubbornness, so with shaking fingers she retrieved screen-capped images from her phone and considered the possibility that she’d contracted something worse. All the charts and lists gave her nothing. Despite her fear, Parvati couldn’t have Sherman Pope. She hadn’t been bitten, but even if something strange had happened, her symptoms were all wrong. She was foggy, but not forgetful. She was tired, but none of her limbs felt like they were going numb, and she didn’t drag any of them when she walked. She didn’t crave red meat. Her speech wasn’t slurring.

      She called her husband. He didn’t answer. She called Brie Sereson. Brie didn’t answer. She called Brie’s partner Ramon, and her own assistant Lyle, and she called her neighbors on both sides even though she had to look up their numbers. Was the entire town dead somehow?

      She’d seen nothing in the news, and had been visiting The Nettington Register compulsively. The little burg was barely holding on according to the website, but still there. Mischa had said he’d likely take the kids back up to the family cabin now that Parvati was gone, so maybe that explained their absence — and it wasn’t like cell service was stellar in the mountains. But what about Brie? What about Mr. Worthington next door, who, with his cane and near-blindness, surely hadn’t gone anywhere?

      She called Nathan Regis. He’d spent the last nine days dealing with his unspecified kerfuffle, and seemed to have assumed Parvati was better because he didn’t bother to ask. She whispered the entire conversation to keep her voice normal, and blamed a sleeping visitor. She would have told Regis the truth, but there was no reason to disabuse him of his assumption. The barfing had stopped, and though full-body effects had replaced it, they only needed time to pass. She still had ten days.

      “Nathan,” she whispered, “I keep trying to call home but nobody’s answering.”

      “That’s too bad.”

      “No. I don’t mean they’re just ‘not answering.’ I mean … Something’s wrong. A problem with the connection, or maybe a problem at home. Mischa lives by his phone. I’ve called over and over and over, and still nothing. Have you … Have you heard anything?”

      “Like what?”

      “As in …” Parvati didn’t want to say … entire cities burning to the ground. “As in new problems in the US.”

      “They aren’t doing well, of course, but no worse than when you left. We’ve not gotten anything from Panacea that indicates more unrest than before, or a dramatic rise in cases.”

      Parvati read between the lines. There was no more unrest than before, and there hadn’t been a dramatic rise in cases. Of course there was still the baseline unrest, and of course cases were sky high. Over fifty percent of America infected, according to the census. And maybe more troubling, news sites linked from the Register suggested that while the total number of necrotics was more or less stable, an increasing number were “converting” to the new V-11 strain.

      No one seemed to know how that was happening, but it made her skin crawl. V-11 had been in check just days ago. They’d obliterated Bakersfield, which was supposed to be the hotbed, and they’d contained the infected in other cities. The method of spread was still unknown — and that was strange, because after that farewell breakfast, it had seemed that Brie and Ramon, who’d raided confidential files on the matter, believed they were close to understanding its origin. The clarifier Ramon had dispatched to hog heaven had repeatedly visited Henry Pulois’s pig farm, and Ramon, using feelers into Hemisphere, was convinced that meant something.

      But what would pigs have to do with V-11’s spread?

      “Are …” This felt like a disaster movie cliché, but Parvati said it anyway: “Are phone lines down or something?”

      “Around Nettington, you mean?”

      “Yes.” Although really, she hadn’t been able to reach anyone, in or outside Nettington. It was as if her phone was broken, or blocked. Although that couldn’t be it, because she’d also tried the hotel’s phone, adding the long-distance charges to her bill, and had also purchased a burner and an international phone card. Both attempts had come up just as empty, so if something was blunting her attempts to reach the U.S, it was happening on the level of Parvati rather than her phone.

      But how would someone or something block her? And why?

      “Nathan, can you do me a favor?”

      “Certainly.”

      “Can you call someone for me?”

      “Yes, of course, but⁠—?”

      Parvati rushed on, her fear rising. “Mischa Bahl. He’s my husband.” She gave Regis the number, then waited for him to retrieve pencil and paper to write it down.

      “Okay. Got it. But if you can’t contact him, what makes you think I can?”

      “Just … please … if you can reach him, tell him I’m okay and find out if he and the girls are okay. Ask him to call me on my cell.”

      “Okay.”

      “But be sure to ask if he’s okay. Just in case he can’t call me.”

      “Why wouldn’t he be able to call you?”

      In that instant, Parvati became darkly convinced of a half-dozen impossibly terrible things. Things she’d considered only in the shadows of her mind, but now all came screaming back as she spoke careful words with a hand over her face, eyes pressed so tightly it felt like she could flatten steel between her lids.

      “Are you okay?” Regis asked her.

      “Let me know what you hear.”

      

      On June 19th, a Friday wetter than the inside of a sponge, Parvati dragged herself to the doctor’s office, finding once she was en route that many of her aches and pains had finally abated. In the fresh (if humid) air, she felt so much better. Enough to make the five-block walk without a raincoat or umbrella.

      Twice along the way, courteous Brits offered her extra umbrellas they seemed to have on them for unknown reasons, but Parvati declined. The rain felt good. Just like standing in front of a butcher shop’s window, which she did for five transfixed minutes before finally realizing she’d lost all awareness. There she was, staring at all the meat.

      But, feeling better and with meat now on her mind, she decided to stop at a Taco Bell, aka Tiki Bell, half for nostalgia for her father-in-law but half because it was so culturally absurd. She ordered the family pack of tacos, then noticed that pulled pork was on the menu in London — something the US had never tried. That made her order a second family pack of tacos. And a chicken quesadilla, too, because you could add vegetables to quesadillas here. So strange, the small things between nations.

      The doctor’s appointment was routine and largely moot. Parvati told the doctor how she’d felt rather than how she was currently feeling. A nurse took her pulse and blood pressure, found both nowhere near normal, then the entire complex went about trying to convince Parvati to book herself into a hospital room.

      She returned to her hotel instead. Once there, she ordered four steaks from room service. Rare.

      

      Between June 19th and June 21st, the Hotel Madrigal in Piccadilly Circus fielded several strange requests from Room 420. The guest (a Ms. Parvati Bahl) ordered so much steak that at first the day manager (a man named Jonathan, with a prissy little pencil-thin mustache) thought she was hosting parties, against hotel policy. She ordered each one rare, and each time called to complain that what they’d sent her was overcooked. The kitchen was delicate in handling these complaints, trying at first to singe the meat less and raise its internal temperature less, but after enough follow-up calls they finally sent one raw as a joke. When the raw steak was not returned, the problem appeared to be solved, and over the next three days, Ms. Bahl ordered £651 of uncooked beef that could have been obtained for a fraction of the price if she’d simply gone downstairs and walked three blocks to the butcher. Jonathan, who enjoyed the new revenue source, refused to point this out.

      In addition, the guest in 420 called regularly to complain that her neighboring rooms were too loud, but each time someone was sent up, the floor was entirely silent, same for the ones both above and below. 420 requested service on her thermostat, arguing that the room was too cold. On arrival, maintenance recorded the room’s actual temperature at 32 degrees C and returned sweaty, convinced the guest had modified the thermostat to get it that high. Maintenance added that the room was in disarray and had a strange smell, either like feces or spoiled food. Housekeeping was sent and turned away at the door. They reported that the guest seemed to have an animal in her room. Shouts had turned them away, yes. But more troubling were the sounds of what struck them as a large and perhaps rabid dog.

      In the morning, Jonathan stormed upstairs ready to eject the guest for an unauthorized animal, but found himself stopped at the door.

      He knocked and twitched his little mustache, hearing no response.

      He pounded again, but still got nothing. He shouted to no avail.

      So he used his key, finding as soon as the door opened that the security latch had been engaged. He couldn’t get in without force, and the guest was, despite her unresponsiveness, playing possum. He shouted through the gap but was rewarded only with a scent that nearly knocked him off his feet.

      He decided to call in the professionals. Jonathan had smelled that stench before, and was in no hurry to see what was causing it.

      

      At 4:18pm on June 21st, Jonathan surrendered a well-bred sigh and nodded, giving a pair of bobbies the go-ahead to slam a rather pricey security door with a handheld ram.

      The door buckled; the slide latch broke from its screws and hung unsecured, ball-in-slot, like a jangling brass tongue. A second, lighter strike blew the door against the opposite wall, at which point all parties in the hallway covered their noses and mouths while turning away.

      The odor was bad enough, but even the police lost their cool at the sight. Instead of hanging herself or opening her wrists in a hot bath, she’d somehow placed a set of open scissors pointing up, held firm in a closed drawer. Using what must have been tremendous willpower and abdominal strength, she’d then rammed her face into the scissors. One of the points had entered her eye to the hilt, with its tip peeking out through the back of her skull.

      He threw up. The bobbies gagged, but managed to clap hands over their mouths to hold it in, perhaps so as not to sully the evidence. The body was bad, but Ms. Bahl’s wounds had also bled enough to pool and congeal around her like Jell-O. She’d clearly voided herself, judging by the reek of ammonia and shit in the putrescent mix.

      It seemed a horrid way to die. An even worse way to commit suicide, if that’s indeed what it was. Ms. Bahl had left a note. Nobody’s home. Nobody listened. This is the only way.

      “What’s that mean?” Jonathan asked.

      One of the cops shook his head, surveyed the scene, and gave the only sane answer. “She’s shit out of her mind, mate. Probably doesn’t mean anything.”

      Jonathan never got a better response; the bobbies hustled him out of the room as they called for detectives. Eventually her brain would be examined, and that examination would find that her gray matter had been obliterated. It was a wonder she’d been able to leave a note at all. A wonder that she’d been able to set up such an elaborate death. The deli-like slices of her brain would be frozen, but never inspected again until it was too late. At the time, England didn’t think to test for Sherman Pope, and it had no test for V-11. Her disease, of all things, was ruled to be rabies.

      As she spiraled into insanity, Parvati hadn’t thought to call Public Health England and report an unfortunate turn of events. But she had accepted her true disease in one of her final moments of clarity, and in that same window had done her best to destroy her brain and the spread. To say she’d been noble wasn’t exactly correct. Suicide, in the moment, had been barely more interesting than watching a commercial or looking out the window at people she increasingly wanted to eat. Good thing she’d gone too crazy for that. Good thing, even as she’d found herself able to slam her face into scissors, she’d forgotten how to open the hallway door.

      For the most part, Parvati’s plan had worked. But she hadn’t known about the Hotel Madrigal’s well-concealed rat problem, or counted on the little buggers having twenty-four hours alone with her corpse ahead of the cavalry’s arrival.

      

      Rats, unlike pigs, turned under the V-11 virus’s thumb, same as humans. While Parvati’s body was autopsied, studied, then cremated, a small family of seventeen living in the Madrigal’s three-hundred-year-old crawlspace ingested a dragged-off finger of infected flesh and began their transformation into tiny little four-legged walkers.

      While authorities were discussing funeral plans with Mischa Bahl (who’d been in Nettington the entire time, wondering why his wife didn’t call or answer her phone), the disease was changing their brains into something else. While Bahl was shouting at the English to return his wife’s body — and while the English explained that it was impossible, right now of all times — the Madrigal rats were biting.

      The gestation period abbreviated in rodents, so by the time PHE connected enough dots and cut away a suspicious amount of red tape to reveal the truth, the rats who’d eaten Parvati’s finger had burned hot, gone mad, and died in their dens.

      But the second generation fought and bit others, who bit others, eventually reaching those who ran in gutters and sewers, visiting the poorest humans in their domiciles at night. Normally, the rats made their parasitic homes without incident, but the disease turned them aggressive. Enough to start biting people.

      London’s population was dense, close-quarters, and completely unprepared.

      There’d never been a case of Sherman Pope outside of America.

      V-11 burned hotter and faster than the normal disease. In America, where people watched for such things and emergency services were trained to keep an eye out, the strain could sometimes be contained.

      In England, the opposite was true.
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            Chapter 1

          

          ROACHES

        

      

    

    
      Before knocking on the door of Elise Lefebvre’s office, Marcel Bisset squared his tie and the small French flag pinned to his lapel. It felt important, in this moment, to be as composed and as French as possible. The European Union had never truly stopped being a handful of nations in order to become a cohesive whole, and that meant a good minister should hold his national identity and watch his back.

      Sure, they had common currency and a common ruling body, but it wasn’t like the Italians. Same for the Germans and everyone else. The elimination of lire and deutschmarks hadn’t suddenly made everyone a happy club with a singular mission. The EU was a miniature UN. Bitching and ardent patriotism warred with decorum, and even the most forward-thinking ministers negotiated with daggers behind their backs.

      Marcel paused, even after squaring his headspace. Lefebvre’s term as council president was less than two weeks old. She’d never said more than hello to Marcel in the three years they’d both served as their country’s minister, and only now did she request a conversation off-council. The timing — two months after the UK blockade and quarantine and two weeks after the Belgian gained the presidency and home-field advantage here in Brussels — was highly suspect.

      Best to keep his guard up. Maybe put on some of that snootiness the rest of the world always accused the French of having. He knocked.

      “Come in.”

      Marcel entered, not surprised that the minister was alone. Her assistant had gone home for the day. The Europa building was mostly quiet, ominous in its strangely lit architecture.

      Marcel waited for the Belgian to speak, but she merely shuffled papers and looked at him innocently, smiling as if she’d doubted he’d actually come.

      “De quoi vouliez-vous parler?”

      Rather than answer, she spoke in English. “Please. Have a seat.”

      Marcel sat. Belgium had three official languages, and none were English. Her choosing the language as discourse over the more familiar tongue between them was clearly a power play. Marcel’s English was rusty, but Lefebvre’s, having been practiced during her abundant, pre-plague time as an ambassador, was superb. She’d have him at a disadvantage and he couldn’t force the issue without appearing confrontational. Or suspicious.

      “What did you wish of me, Madam President?”

      “Please,” she said in a voice full of soft vowels, every bit as seductive as French. “Let’s drop the titles.”

      “Minister, then.”

      “Elise,” she corrected. “May I call you Marcel?”

      “Of course.”

      “Marcel, may I ask you a question? You must answer completely honestly. Please trust me when I say that ‘telling me what you believe I wish to hear’ will not be what I wish to hear. I want your honest opinion, whatever it may be. Do you understand?”

      More suspicious than ever, Marcel nodded. “Yes.”

      “What are your feelings about today’s session?”

      Marcel swallowed his reply. As far as inflammatory subjects, today’s had been the mother of them all. Nobody had known which configuration was most appropriate for the topic, so they’d settled on EPSCO (Employment, Social Policy, Health and Consumer Affairs) simply because “health” was in the title. But it could just as easily have been Foreign Affairs (FAC), General Affairs (GAC), Environment (ENV), or even Agrifish — Agriculture and Fisheries. There was no configuration of the EU Council for plague. No configuration for an ex-member state suddenly going rank with zombies.

      Marcel opted to pull his punch, softening his opinion rather than outright lying. Elise might want the truth, but realities in politics worked on a sliding scale. Everyone had three opinions on the issue of the US, the UK, and Sherman Pope. There was what they believed, what they actually believed, and what they said. Right now, Elise and Marcel were agreeing to drop the third, but there was still a question as to which of the other two applied.

      “I know it’s a delicate matter.” Elise stood, seeming to decide Marcel wouldn’t answer without another nudge. “These issues are difficult. Even when we are all thinking the same thing, nobody has the guts to be the first to say it aloud, or agree when someone else is finally bold enough to speak his mind.”

      “So you say, nobody was honest today?”

      “Were you?”

      More silence from Marcel. The same question wearing a different suit.

      Elise sighed and began to pace the small room. “Because we have privacy, I will roll the dice first. I’ll say what I feel, and you can choose to agree or disagree. Does that seem fair?”

      Marcel took a beat to nod. The only reason to invite him here, alone, would be to shock or trap him.

      “All right, then.” She moved back to her desk, sighed, then sat on its edge. “The United States is lost. Nobody wants to admit it, but Necrophage appears to have stopped working, no matter what Hemisphere says. Their continued participation at the UN means nothing. The ambassador is no more American at this point than I am, and no more in-touch with what’s happening there. He lives in Luxembourg City, not five miles from the UN building, and hasn’t been inside US borders since they closed. He won’t admit that a new strain is to blame for this latest round. One that Necrophage can’t stop, and spreads like fire.”

      “This we know,” Marcel said.

      “Britain and Ireland are worse. America at least had Hemisphere. And Archibald Burgess.”

      “Had. But even Burgess⁠—”

      “Containment is now the only protection the world has left, and no one wants to face it. I believed in American preparedness, since they always pretended to be ready for disaster. When their National Guard and Army failed to contain the outbreak, I at least knew I could have faith in the blockade. It was impervious. Rigorously watched and enforced. But then they let something slip through, and now I see the weakest link: They controlled the blockade. Not us. I supported the initiative to add our ships, but others said, ‘No, no, let’s not make enemies of the afflicted. Let’s not kick them when they are down. They will guard their own borders. We do not need to point our weapons while they are hurting. Let us turn our efforts toward helping instead.’”

      “Madam President, I still do not⁠—”

      “Elise.”

      “Elise, I⁠—”

      “For a while, it seemed like the American situation might be solved, or at least brought to equilibrium. I entertained the possibility that one day, trade might resume. We would adjust as they did, and protocols would be made to let the world keep turning without compromising safety. Now, it’s clear that not only has the American situation continued to devolve, it now appears unsolvable.”

      “We do not know that,” Marcel said.

      “As I am telling you my unpopular truth, I hope you will do me the courtesy of sharing yours. Nobody can hear us, and I won’t tell anyone what you say here if for no other reason than doing so would force me to admit my own opinion. So let’s drop the pretense. I believe you are intelligent and sensible enough, like most if not all of our fellow ministers, to know we’ve done all we can. I believe, as the world stands today, that you feel as I do. I believe that you know our English-speaking allies are beyond saving, and that waiting and hoping for things to turn around is a symptom of denial. I invited you here because I think you believe in what I’m saying. So, Marcel, was I wrong?”

      Marcel considered, looking into the room’s corner before meeting her eyes. He’d been in government his entire adult life, a place where it was rare to drop the mask. Acknowledging her truth and knowing it was political suicide to do so grated against his every instinct.

      The room was too silent. Holding his tongue made him a coward. “You’re not wrong.”

      “So you agree with me.”

      “It depends what I am agreeing with.”

      “From a European standpoint, the issue was almost academic when it was just the US with the disease. We could afford to step back and let them try to fix what Hemisphere’s little oops had broken, seeing as they were an ocean away on both sides. And they did fix it, for a while. Even when this new thing, this V-11, showed up, I wasn’t terribly concerned because it was still an ocean away, and we had the blockade. But when it first appeared in London …”

      “So you wish to strengthen containment.”

      “Marcel.”

      He had been looking down. She was waiting for him to lift his head, and wouldn’t proceed until he did.

      “I am speaking straight with you. Shall we continue this conversation in good faith, or would you prefer to end our meeting and return our discussions to the full council?”

      She waited again, boring into Marcel with her intensity.

      “All right,” he said. “You are correct, if I am honest. Containment is not what I wish, either.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it is temporary, dangerous, costly, and changes nothing.” The words came quickly — a relief to say what he’d been thinking for weeks. What every one of his fellow ministers surely had to be thinking. “We are containing for the sake of containment, because we are too timid to solve the problem.”

      “I’ve heard US estimates of nearly sixty percent infection, but I’m more troubled by what’s happening in Britain. A report yesterday suggests that as much as thirty percent of citizens have the disease, but last week it was twenty. Their epidemic is growing exponentially without America’s infrastructure, or any of their disease protocols well-practiced and already in place. Did you see the WHO bulletin predicting that the UK will rise to eighty percent within the month?”

      Marcel had. It was the primary reason he’d been harboring subversive thoughts — or perhaps not subversive at all, given this conversation.

      He nodded.

      “Do you believe the estimates?”

      “It is the World Health Organization. What agenda could they have? I have no reason to not believe.”

      “If Britain will be overrun within the season and the US is incapable of stopping the spread of V-11 as they did with ordinary Pope, I see an impossible world in our future. A year from now, if we stay our current course, I believe a significant portion of the planet’s resources will be dedicated to containing something that can only be contained. We cannot help the afflicted countries. And they cannot help themselves. If it were an ordinary disease — and if the spread in the affected countries were this inevitable — we’d at least be able to wait for the disease to die out. But in this case, waiting solves nothing. Do you see a future here?”

      He’d been pondering that question for weeks, and the picture Elise painted was as grim as the one he’d imagined. Right now the afflicted countries were walled off, but the walling-off could never end. In two decades the undead would still be wandering. Fifty years from now. Maybe a hundred. Eventually some would probably fall into the ocean and float — or, if they were muscular enough, ambitious zombies might make their way across the bottom.

      “I do not believe what’s happening in these places can be reversed,” Marcel finally said.

      Elise nodded grimly. “Exactly. And confidentially — you cannot say this to others, and I will deny I’ve said it to you — Panacea agrees.”

      “You have spoken with Panacea?”

      “Quietly. Confidentially.” Elise was still nodding. “It’s true what fellow ministers have guessed: I will be advocating a seat for Panacea on the council, and I believe I have enough support to ratify. It will not be a voting seat. They will be advisors. Panacea, more than anyone, understands the plague and can help us determine our optimum course in dealing with it.”

      “And what does Panacea believe?”

      “That V-11 is too virulent and already too widespread for any vaccination program to be worth pursuing. That at some point this summer, it evolved from a superbug to a super-superbug, and its population has reached critical mass, meaning it’s no longer possible to slow the spread. I am assured that the rumors about its healing abilities are at least somewhat true as well. They cannot be slowed, only killed outright, by destroying the brain. Clearing areas is almost impossible, because soldiers must be incredibly accurate. UN troops were overtaken immediately and had to retreat.”

      “There must be some sensible⁠—”

      “We have taken all sensible measures, Marcel. Where there is ‘due diligence,’ we have abundantly done it. The conclusion remains inescapable. This plague, in the affected countries, cannot be ‘cured’ or even waited out. The Panacea ambassador shared their thoughts prior to Bakersfield. You know about Bakersfield, California?”

      Marcel nodded. Bakersfield had been the world’s biodome throughout the honeymoon between American plagues. An experiment to show the world what happened when the undead were left to their own. The city was eventually declared lost and the US itself had wiped it from the map.

      “Their entire country is now Bakersfield.”

      “What do you want from me?” Marcel asked.

      “Support.”

      “Support for what?”

      “France is the only country on the council designated by the 1970 Non-Proliferation Treaty as a nuclear state. If we can get an audience with⁠—”

      “You want to use nuclear weapons?”

      Elise patted the air, calming him down, seeming to have anticipated his reaction. “They used napalm in Bakersfield. I have heard since, but cannot verify, that weapon was also used in several affected national and state parks for the same reason, including Yosemite. We cannot napalm one of the world’s largest countries. If we are to act, it must be with a larger bludgeon.”

      “But, warheads⁠—”

      “There is an additional concern. The two nations most affected by SP and its variants are also nuclear states. Panacea has presented credible evidence to suggest that the American arsenal is crippled, NORAD at Cheyenne Mountain somehow invaded and overrun, possibly from the inside out. We believe, but cannot verify, that a nuclear strike against the US would go unanswered. Again, we have only rumors, but it is believed that those with the V-11 variant retain much of their intelligence and can psychically communicate. Further rumors suggest that those with V-11 recover more of their intelligence with age. It creates a difficult situation.”

      “You think they might nuke us?”

      “I think we’re dealing with two chaotic states in which anything might happen. Right now, Panacea’s best intelligence suggests that arsenals are unmanned and potentially unguarded. That may change, and in the meantime Britain is falling fast and only a ribbon of water away. The disease managed to cross an ocean; even Panacea doesn’t know how. Who’s to say it won’t cross the Channel? We’re facing a plague and destabilized regimes with enough warheads to end civilization. What’s more dangerous? Their out-of-control infection, or the juggling of nuclear footballs as their societies crumble? It feels like a choice between the fat or the fire.”

      Marcel forced himself to breathe. Deep down he’d considered much of this. The idea of nuking a problem to solve it was so 1980s, but you didn’t stop a roach infestation by walling it off and hoping for the best. Nobody wanted to think about all the uninfected people in both nations, but putting them first was choosing two hundred million people over the planet’s eight billion. An impossible choice, but by the numbers, it was clear.

      Elise stopped pacing and considered Marcel with one eye more than the other. “So are we nearing an agreement, or have I wasted my time?”

      After a long moment, Marcel nodded so slightly, he might not have done it at all. “So what now?”

      “For now I’d like the Panacea ambassador to start meeting with whichever junior ministers you feel may be willing to listen. In secret, for the world’s own good. Popular opinion has the luxury of outrage, and I daresay we’ll be hated for what we must do.”

      For the world’s own good.

      The kind of things tyrants claimed … and here Marcel was, about to join them.

      “Come,” Elise said, moving toward a bar built into one end of her office. “I have a splendid jenever I’ve been dying to open. Sober as it is, this occasion demands a drink. Will you join me?”

      Marcel had never been much of a drinker, but now was a good time to start. He swallowed a hard knot in his throat and said, “I’d be delighted.”
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      The decision to firebomb Yosemite was made eight days prior to the loading of planes with flammable liquid, and igniters, and pilots who’d been screened by Panacea using an empathy test not unlike the Voight-Kampff assessment Deckard used in Blade Runner. The test measured respiration, pupillary dilation, and blush response in the subject, yet the questions were all about skinning deadheads alive. Those who passed were deemed suitable to fly the planes and burn the park to cinders. They were also deemed psychopaths by popular media.

      By then, “popular media” had devolved into a handful of roving watchdogs in radio vans about whom only the richest and most cloistered citizens gave a shit. Those lower on the hierarchy of human needs had stopped caring about political correctness long ago. If it didn’t stop when you told it to stay back, you shot it in the face. Indignation and righteousness had become hallmarks of safety and wealth. If you had either, it was only a matter of time before your house was raided and your fences were smashed for spite.

      Most believed that the only thing worse than ferals were people who wanted to save them at the expense of the uninfected poor. Mobs had been ruling for weeks and police were self-appointed: exactly the types of folks inclined to declare themselves in-charge, packing enough firepower to deter all challengers.

      On the day the decision was made by what remained of Congress, a congressional aide named Aimee Underwood entered her boss’s office too early and overheard that the idea of burning Yosemite had been on the agenda since Bakersfield.

      In the past, when anyone proposed destroying the overrun city, they were shouted down by bleeding hearts. Once Bakersfield went lousy with V-11, most hearts stopped leaking. Bakersfield happened at the perfect time. At the start of the outbreak, before V-11 became more widespread than unaltered SP. Back then, most everyone thought it was a blip. The city’s destruction felt like a victory.

      The senators behind Bakersfield parlayed, rolling pro-solution sentiment into the new Yosemite initiative. Pilots were screened and planes were launched. The park burned and necrotics died in the flames, feral or not.

      But before that, by a day and a week, Aimee Underwood heard whispers and then announced her presence with a throat-clearing lest she trespass on something confidential. There were three senators in the room, plus the Speaker of the House. They all looked at her, nodded acknowledgement, then continued. Discretion barely mattered. Nobody cared what Aimee knew because the nation was now a piss pot.

      The idea became a proposal became an emergency convening of the HHS subcommittee became all those steps in the Schoolhouse Rock song about how a bill becomes a law, and at the same time Aimee went to bed each night dreaming of humans on fire and screaming. She’d visited Yosemite just two weeks earlier; her father was connected and she’d insisted on seeing her favorite aunt one last time despite her therapist’s multiple warnings. Dr. Sparring had been right to try and stop her, because Aimee had been suffering nightmares ever since. They encountered three different groups of hunters during their special tour. Her group was greeted with smiles and boasts about how many feral skulls they’d each blown to pieces. Aimee tried not to hear and kept her head down.

      Aimee had been obsessing, and obsessing, and obsessing. In her mind’s eye she kept picturing her aunt, pressing her eyelids so tightly in concentration that she could have smashed pebbles between her eyelashes. After enough of this, she swore she heard an internal voice acknowledge her vision like a request.

      Not five minutes later, Aimee saw Aunt Georgia slouching across a slab of orange rock exactly as she had imagined. Not sixty seconds after that — after all attention was on Georgia rather than on their surroundings — a gang of ferals sprang from the bushes on all sides like an ambush.

      Aimee ran. Within a hundred feet, she collided with a man who appeared to be awaiting her arrival.

      “Please,” she said. “Don’t hurt me.”

      The man was a deadhead. Not visibly decayed, but scuffed and filthy, with the same rancid odor that wafted her way when any of them passed. She stared into intense blue eyes, knowing her mistake, knowing that deadheads didn’t speak English after rounding the bend. Her only hope was the unhealed bite on her wrist. She’d heard ferals didn’t attack the infected, Necrophage or not. Now, she could only hope it was true.

      I’m not going to hurt you.

      The voice didn’t come from his lips. It came from somewhere else. She’d heard rumors that some of the deadheads were psychic, but the dumb stuff was rarely true.

      Maybe she had imagined the voice.

      You’re not imagining it.

      The dead man was doing something else to her with his mind as well. She felt her adrenaline tamp to coals, her logic returning. He wasn’t so scary now, was he?

      “You look familiar,” she said, unsure why she’d gone so calm.

      You’ve seen me on TV.

      “Wait.” She studied the man: big blue eyes, strong jaw, and a devilishly handsome face missing a sly grin she swore she’d seen on this particular face before. “You’re …” But no. Was it possible? She tried again: “Are you⁠—?”

      Not anymore.

      “Are you going to hurt me?”

      No. But we will speak again.

      Aimee prepared herself for discussion. It no longer mattered that she was in the middle of an undead park, separated from her group. Or that she was unarmed, and her viscose shirt hung loose enough on her slight frame to expose her skin. The soldier escorts might be dead. But still she was ready to sit with this man. To fall into those blue eyes, and hear his every word.

      But instead, he nodded and left her. Something lingered, a sort of tiny internal presence with a signal of its own. Aimee asked herself: Why did I want to come here? Was it really for Aunt Georgia, or because I’d been invited?

      The question left her mind, and she didn’t think of it again until that day in the senator’s office, hearing plans to burn the park. She remembered her encounter, then her wondering, and suspected that her life might be choreographed.

      Did she have any free will, or had the Sherman Pope in her system always been in control?

      “They can fly next Tuesday,” she heard one of the senators say. “Once we’ve taken the first step, we can take another.”
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      It was impossible to get them all out.

      Bobby had been frustrated that his change was so different from what he’d expected, but as Napalm Day neared, he saw that difference for the gift it was. Golem had sewn some sort of mental network into the residents of this place, before heading off to Vegas. He drew whatever mental energy was left from the deadheads around him, then sent it back out, altered, as a blanket of stability.

      Golem’s difference had given him the ability to calm Yosemite’s residents like the horse whisperer to a stable of stallions. Even with Golem gone, the network of pacifying energy remained, held there by the rest of his lieutenants. Winsome; Charm; Clever and Nimble and Dashing. There were rank-and-file deadheads beyond them, each with their place in the order.

      Bobby couldn’t believe he used to think they were all independent and random. Having spent over three months infected, he could now see the population for the ordered machine it was. Golem had sentries and gatherers and decoys and guards. The decoys, he realized, were probably all he’d met before coming here to turn. They acted the way normals expected deadheads to behave: slouching, shambling, growling and drooling. Many were that way naturally, but Golem’s decoys were performative. They circled the inner ranks, always at the outer edge so hunters and drone surveillance would see them first … and report back that all was well; the zombies were falling to pieces according to plan.

      In addition to the mental network — hard-wired into Yosemite’s undead command structure, and hence seemingly hard-wired to the park itself — Golem’s top lieutenants had been focusing all their energy on Bobby from the start. Now that he had been necrotic for far, far past the day when he should have gone feral, he thought he understood why. All that psychic energy — plus a growing V-11 presence in the park, which itself seemed to make brains grow brighter — had burned into Bobby during his first weeks. It’d kept him calm when he should have been afraid, cogent rather than mindless.

      And now, three and a half months later, it seemed to have kept him from spiraling down the necrotic slide. At three weeks, he’d hit his inflection point, but felt only awareness of the minds around him as it happened. At six weeks — right when he should have gone mindlessly feral — a new level of mentality opened to him. It was like wiping grime from a filthy windshield, or perhaps cracking the ugly shell of a succulent nut.

      Bobby had to be necrotic. But he felt more whole than before — more acute and able. He could see things far far away, and hear minds that were nowhere near him, able to reach into millions upon millions if his focus tuned just right.

      Beyond it all, he could feel Golem’s guiding hand. But with the big boss occupied in Vegas, Bobby understood that leadership of the horde had fallen to him.

      Something — Golem, maybe — had sent that necrotic girl into the park on a mission no sane person would ever undertake. Bobby had seen it coming, had assumed its purpose, and had found her. He’d then reached into her mind and planted a small, unsolvable logic puzzle that part of Aimee Underwood’s mind would never stop working.

      When she heard about the planned firebombing, so did Bobby.

      He sent orders. His mind obeyed the disease’s intelligence, following its suggestions without question. Bobby fought it for days, trying with brute cognitive force to find another plan. He considered rushing the fences, capturing and converting another drone as a weapon (impossible now that Yosemite had reprogrammed the OS), and elaborate plans (like tunneling) that would require too much time, even if they weren’t so impractical.

      Bobby kept circling back to the original suggestion, but felt bothered every time.

      It mattered that he kept on living — such that he still had “life” inside him. And the movement had to survive. Golem and the woman (the harbinger; the first of the new kind) had escaped alone that first time, because back then nothing else mattered. Their flight, Bobby saw now, was more like opening a franchise. Golem hadn’t needed to get out of Yosemite for his own sake; he’d needed to build a colony outside of Panacea control, and that couldn’t be done in the park.

      Golem seemed to have predicted the haj so many necrotics had recently undertaken. They needed a destination, and a leader to rally around. Maybe he had seen V-11 for what it was right away, and maybe that’s why he’d needed to strike out for a new home. Inside Yosemite, even the best decoys wouldn’t stop Panacea from seeing Golem methodically turn all the standard necrotics he could find into V-11s. To do that — to shift the disease’s course to Jordache’s new strain — Golem would need somewhere hidden. So they’d gotten him out, known the bones of the old colony would run just fine with Bobby at the helm.

      But now things were different. Whatever stayed in the park would burn … and Bobby could not allow the flames to take him.

      Bobby.

      The movement.

      Everything else was icing on top.

      So they searched for remains of the truly-dead — those who’d perished as hunters, rather than prey. It wasn’t easy; families of those killed inside were insistent on recovering remains for funerals. But every once in a while a hunter’s body was lost or impossible to retrieve: dead beneath a fallen horde, or on the floor of some bottomless chasm. In one week, they found only three. Bobby could attempt his escape, and two others could come with him. Winsome and Charm, because even after Golem, those two had stayed at his side.

      They dressed in the hunters’ clothes after washing them in a hidden pool, hanging them to dry and beating softness back into them after their infusion with hard water. When the next group of hunters came through, three days before the bombers were scheduled to arrive, Bobby, Winsome, and Charm waited for them to leave the Jeeps and spread out.

      The group was five vehicles large. It was simpler than it should have been for the three of them to slip inside the crowd. Bobby was certain they’d be inspected, maybe checked off on a list once the Jeeps returned to base. But nobody inspected the group or checked them off. Park management would see that all of the issued tracking chips returned with none missing. Nothing mattered after that. Nobody checked groups on the way out, because why would they? Ferals attacked humans. They most certainly did not sit quietly among them, keeping their sleeves long and hats pulled low, saying nothing and staying on their best behavior.

      Once out, Bobby, Winsome, and Charm called into the network, found a group of desert ferals hiding under a rock shelf beyond the fences, and took shelter until they heard the roar of engines.

      They watched Yosemite burn until the flames had all died.

      The first planes were only a wave. A second came, followed by a third. Helicopters swooped in to drop a white powder that made Bobby’s head pound even from miles away. He didn’t know what it was, but there was no mystery as to what it did.

      What now? Winsome asked, when they couldn’t sense a single necrotic in the ashes.

      And Charm thought at them both, Will we go to him? Will we travel to the new city?

      Bobby shook his head. Las Vegas, where Golem had made his camp after the riots left it deserted of authority and law-abiders, wasn’t impossibly far. They could walk through the nights. But despite this, Bobby was sure the head (Golem) had separated from the body (his army, now reduced to three) for a reason.

      Everything, these days, seemed to happen for a reason.

      We will not go to him. We will re-trace her steps.

      Her? Their mental bond made Winsome’s question irrelevant; they’d all known who “her” meant the second Bobby had thought it. Why her?

      Because it is right. And because it is my decision to make.

      Behind a sort of mental firewall, Bobby had another reason. One he’d believed once, then never quite lost track of despite all the changes. He had no reason to believe his pursuit mattered, and he wasn’t even sure what he’d do with what he sought in the event that he found it — or the man who’d made it.

      But just as the disease had intuition, so did Bobby.

      If Winsome and Charm found the order odd or bothersome beneath their shared thoughts, they offered no sign. Both gave a twitch of their heads, each with a new subtlety of movement by the changing disease inside them. The three of them were all evolving.

      Well, Bobby thought, turning away and raising his sleeve to inspect the plant-like growth that now covered his arm from shoulder to elbow, his evolution was … different.
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      Jordache took a step, then fell.

      The growth on her right leg had been an on-and-off problem for weeks, today it felt like it’d grown roots into her thigh. She barely raised her hands in time to save her face. Not that it mattered. Her nose would heal if she broke it. She was still pristine wherever there weren’t any growths, and still able to survive just about anything other than severe brain trauma without a scratch or scar.

      She was alone in the dark apartment she’d chosen at the top of the Luxor pyramid, overlooking the Strip. She was alone more and more these days — something Golem didn’t like, or likely understand. He’d come for community, not solitude.

      But maybe this place could give them both.

      As the nation fell to ruin, fewer and fewer authorities had tried for law and order. Jordache had been sure Panacea would chase her and Golem, and for a while they had … but then there’d been a series of bombings, and the police riots, and the tumult of Black Fifteenth, and of course the mess in Vegas that, interestingly, had zero to do with the plague and everything to do with people acting like animals.

      Within a week of their arrival, all signs of pursuit had stopped. The city became Mecca for the undead.

      They came, and came, and came. Most arrivals were Necrophage-treated, not even feral. Gangs still feared the “safe” ones, and those safe necrotics feared the gangs. There’d been a day when necrotics and non-necrotics had lived in harmony, but that felt like history already. Now it was Us versus Them in the good old US of A.

      After it became apparent that nobody was coming to reclaim Vegas, Golem had sent his first wave of pilgrims into their new home in its belly. The Necrophage-treated with short incubation periods chose the best real estate and settled uneasily, reading books left behind by former owners. Ferals lived in shadows and corners, except when Golem reached inside to augment their minds.

      In time they made one like the world they’d had a year ago, only now without uninfected to ruin the party.

      New travelers came every day. The sick arrived because they heard Golem’s swan song calling them forth, and those who were still more human than zombie came because they had nowhere else to go. Final Exit had become religion to the uninfected, and those behind the anti-necrotic group were determined that their side — Humanity — would sin.

      For many among the infected, Vegas felt somehow more certain. A new society rose. The ferals and the treated lived without conflict. All were told about the new strain Jordache had given to them in the way parents tell fairy tales to their children. They were told what it could do, how it changed them, and the many ways it made them better than the old ones — and perhaps better than the humans.

      To stay in Golem’s Vegas, you had to let a Spreader bite you so plain old Sherman Pope could grow into something more. It took both diseases, hybridized within a single body, to make the change that would lead to their collective survival.

      Golem was building a clan again, already over fifty thousand strong. Where they were headed as a society, nobody knew — but it was clear, from something unknown, that they were all headed somewhere.

      But the “salvation” of V-11 might not be all it was cracked up to be. Jordache had lived for months before infecting the first of the others, and even if the infections that’d popped up far away were still somehow her doing, she had several months on them, too.

      She’d felt unstoppable at first. New synapses had woken as old dormant ones returned to life. She’d become stronger, and faster, and harder. She could hear other people’s thoughts — and, in the beginning, that last one had made her a kind of avenger; she could feed without remorse because she only killed the villains. It had gone on that way all through her trek westward, and her new abilities had shown her the way to liberate Golem, and all along it felt like following destiny.

      But after leaving Bakersfield, her strain showed new colors. Sores appeared, creating flaps of skin that looked like half-furled plant leaves, sometimes supple and occasionally freezing her muscles in spasms and rigor. At first they’d been strange, but in time the sores restricted her movement. She wasn’t as fast or as strong, and increasingly harder to look at without long sleeves and long pants.

      She started staring at her reflection in the long, hotel-style mirror on her bathroom door, wondering what she’d become and where she was headed. It wasn’t fair. She’d brought this thing into being, and together she and Golem had spread it to make them more than they were.

      But there was a dark side. She let Golem believe what he wanted, covering her growths and pretending they didn’t affect her. She’d never convince him to stop spreading the disease, even if she’d been sure doing so was right. He had access to her thoughts unless she buried them.

      There was a knock on the door. Jordache stood, took a moment to ensure her legs wouldn’t betray her again, and walked over expecting Golem, but getting Danny instead.

      Jordache groaned.

      “Can I come in?” he asked.

      “I can’t stop you.”

      “You could stop me. You stopped Weasel.”

      Yes. Weasel. Jordache suspected Golem had helped her deal with him, though she couldn’t be sure. Weasel had always had an uncanny grip on her even after dying for the second time, popping up as an unwelcome and unforgiving delusion. He was the voice of her doubt and inadequacy, the undying echo of her ever-present self-hate. But after they’d arrived in Vegas, after Jordache had confessed his presence to Golem, she’d spotted Weasel’s tiny form out her window one day, standing atop the MGM Grand. He was much too far away to properly see, but Jordache knew it was him.

      She watched him march to the building’s edge. She watched him fall. He’d been a figment of her imagination, but in her mind’s eye, he’d painted concrete in gore all the same.

      There’d been no Weasel since. Only Danny — just as unreal, but far more welcome — remained.

      “Please,” Jordache said. “Come in.”

      But he was already seated in the leather chair by the eastmost of the big, slanting windows.

      She sat beside him. For a while, Danny’s appearance had reflected the damage she’d done to him. Now those wounds were gone, but her guilt remained. Jordache had killed many people, but he was the only one she regretted. He hadn’t had a speck of badness in him. The only man who’d ever treated her so much better than she deserved, and he’d gotten an ice pick in the brain for his trouble.

      “You saw the new wave arrive?” he asked.

      She was used to this. Danny couldn’t know anything that Jordache didn’t already know, and that made his fact-based questions pointless. She wasn’t sure why her mind insisted on this ritual, though it might be a guard against a new and ever-present threat of atrophy. Without Danny’s constant
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