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PART ONE: THE EMPTY CONTINENT


Chapter One: Cornfield Awakening
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The first thing Marcus noticed was the silence.

Not the gentle quiet of a country morning, with birdsong and the distant hum of machinery. This was a void—an absence so complete it pressed against his eardrums like a physical weight. He lay motionless in the narrow bed of the truck stop sleeper cabin, staring at the water-stained ceiling, waiting for the familiar sounds of civilization to return.

They didn't.

He'd been driving for three days straight when exhaustion finally claimed him somewhere outside of Omaha. The kind of exhaustion that turned the world into a blur of gray asphalt and endless cornfields, where the white lines on the highway seemed to writhe like snakes. He'd pulled into the first truck stop he'd seen, too tired to care about anything except the promise of a horizontal surface.

That had been... how long ago?

Marcus swung his legs over the edge of the bed and sat up slowly, his body protesting every movement. His mouth tasted like copper and old coffee. The truck stop's fluorescent lights still hummed overhead, casting everything in that sickly green pallor that made even the cleanest places look like crime scenes. The diner area beyond the sleeper cabin's door was littered with overturned chairs and abandoned cups, the coffee long since turned to sludge in the bottom of pots.

He checked his phone. Dead. The charging cable was still plugged into the wall, but nothing happened when he pressed the power button. He tried the light switch. Nothing. The hum he'd assumed was electricity was just the dying gasp of backup batteries.

"Hello?" he called out, his voice cracking. The word hung in the air, swallowed by the silence like a stone dropped into deep water.

No answer.

He'd been driving from Colorado, from the crumbling remains of his parents' house in the suburbs of Denver. They'd been dead for three weeks by then—three weeks of watching the news grow increasingly dire, of hearing about "unprecedented global events" and "mass die-off events" in tones so clinical they might have been discussing quarterly earnings reports.

His father had gone first. A stroke, the doctors said, though they'd seemed confused about why a healthy fifty-eight-year-old man would simply collapse while making coffee. His mother had followed two days later, her heart giving out in the night. Marcus had found her in the morning, still wearing her bathrobe, her hand reaching toward the phone on the nightstand.

He'd buried them in the backyard because the funeral homes had stopped answering their phones. He'd said words over their graves that he couldn't remember now, words that had felt hollow and inadequate in the face of such absolute finality.

Then he'd gotten in his car and started driving east.

Why east? He wasn't sure. Maybe because west meant mountains and isolation, and he'd had enough isolation to last several lifetimes. Maybe because east meant oceans, meant the possibility of escape. Maybe because he'd seen a map once that showed the population density of the United States, and the eastern seaboard had glowed like a second sun—millions upon millions of people clustered together in cities that had seemed so permanent, so unshakeable.

He'd driven through empty towns and silent cities, past cars abandoned in the middle of highways, their doors still open, their radios still playing static. He'd seen bodies, of course—everyone had seen bodies by then—but he'd stopped looking closely after the first week. Stopped counting. Stopped wondering who they'd been.

Now he stood in the truck stop's diner area, looking out through windows that hadn't been washed in what looked like years. Outside, the Nebraska landscape stretched endlessly in every direction, a sea of corn that had gone wild in the absence of human intervention. The stalks were taller than he remembered, thicker, their leaves curling toward a sky that seemed impossibly blue.

No traffic. No distant sirens. No contrails from airplanes. Just the wind moving through the corn, a sound like the ocean he'd never seen.

Marcus opened the diner's door and stepped outside.

The air hit him like a living thing—warm and humid, heavy with the smell of earth and vegetation. It was the kind of air that made you feel like you were breathing through a wet cloth, that clung to your skin and made you conscious of every pore. He'd grown up in the arid climate of Colorado, where the air was thin and dry and the sun felt like a personal insult. This was different. This was air that wanted to be part of you.

He walked across the parking lot, his footsteps echoing in the emptiness. The truck stop had been moderately busy when he'd arrived—there'd been a dozen or so rigs parked in long rows, their diesel engines rumbling in that distinctive way that had once been the background music of the American highway. Now they sat silent and still, their tires beginning to soften, their paint jobs fading in the relentless sun.

Inside one of them, he saw a shape slumped against the steering wheel.

He didn't go closer.

He'd learned that lesson early. The shape would be a man or a woman, frozen in their final moments, their skin drawn tight over their bones, their eyes—if they were still there—staring at nothing. He'd seen enough of them to last several lifetimes. He'd seen entire families in their living rooms, holding hands as if they'd known what was coming. He'd seen people in their cars, their hands still gripping the steering wheels, their foot still pressing the brake pedal long after the engine had died.

He'd stopped wondering what had killed them. The news had called it a pandemic, but the symptoms had been too varied, too strange. Some people had simply fallen asleep and never woken up. Others had gone mad first, wandering the streets in states of paranoid delusion, attacking shadows and screaming at the sky. Still others had died of ordinary things—heart attacks, strokes, accidents—but without hospitals or doctors, those mundane tragedies had become death sentences.

The government had tried to maintain order, at first. There'd been emergency broadcasts, martial law declarations, promises of aid that never came. The military had been deployed to major cities, but the soldiers had died like everyone else, their bodies found in Humvees and helicopters, their weapons still clutched in their hands.

And then the broadcasts had stopped.

Marcus reached the edge of the parking lot and looked out at the highway. Interstate 80 stretched into the distance, a concrete ribbon cutting through the endless corn. There were cars everywhere—some crashed, some abandoned, some just sitting in the middle of the road as if their drivers had simply vanished mid-journey. He could see a semi-truck jackknifed about a quarter mile ahead, its trailer split open like a tin can, its cargo of what looked like electronics scattered across the asphalt.

The silence pressed in on him again, heavier now than it had been inside the truck stop. Out here, with nothing but corn and sky and the ghosts of a million journeys, the quiet felt like something alive—something that was watching him, waiting for him to make a sound so it could pounce.

He turned back toward the truck stop.

Inside, he found what he was looking for in the convenience store section. The shelves were mostly empty—others had been here before him, obviously—but there were still bottles of water in the refrigerated cases, their plastic slightly warm from the dead compressors. He grabbed an armful and carried them back to the diner, where he sat at a booth and drank until his stomach ached.

Then he ate. Canned chili he found in the back, cold and congealed but edible. Crackers that had gone slightly soft. A candy bar that had melted and re-solidified into an unrecognizable lump. He ate like a man who'd forgotten what food was for, who'd been running on adrenaline and fear for so long that his body had become an afterthought.

When he was done, he sat back and looked at the world through the diner's grimy windows.

He was twenty-six years old. He had a degree in mechanical engineering from the University of Colorado, a job he'd hated at a defense contractor, and a life that had been progressing toward something he'd never quite been able to picture. He'd had friends, once. He'd had a girlfriend, once. He'd had parents who loved him, once.

Now he had nothing but silence and the ever-present smell of decay.

"What now?" he asked the empty room.

The room didn't answer.

He thought about driving east again. New York was still out there, or what was left of it. So was Washington D.C., Chicago, Boston—all the great cities of the eastern seaboard that had once pulsed with the heartbeat of a nation. Maybe there were survivors there. Maybe he wasn't alone.

But the thought of getting
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