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PROLOGUE



It slithered from the dark, taking long, deliberate steps across the metal floor around Val. Val’s eyes tracked the thing’s pace, uncertainty painting her face—her body shivering with a fear so complete that Aden could almost feel it from the grating in the corridor she’d hidden behind.

Aden shuddered at the spines on its back. They pulsed and waved through the air, smacking against themselves like the quills of a porcupine. Aden had never seen it so clearly before; it had to be at least twenty feet long.

Val’s eyes found hers in the dark. Her lips trembled, tears forming in her eyes.

Aden’s fingers gripped through the grating, watching helplessly as the thing coiled around Val like a snake.

Val shook her head. “Run.”

It reared back like a wolf, ready to sink its blackened teeth into its prey. Aden covered her own mouth, trying not to scream.

From within its shadowy head, seven eyes pulsed with eerie gray light the moment before it snatched Val’s body up in its massive jaws and dragged her to God knows where.

But she did know; she knew all too well about that other place, a place that was between physical space and that nebulous void where dreams and nightmares dwell. Val’s screams filled the concrete tunnel, lingering long after her body was gone.

The lights flickered and Aden was alone.

She’d read about that place in Weber’s secret book, the one she’d stolen it from his room hours before the alarm sounded. She felt the leather cover with the tips of her fingers.

There had been a time before this madness. A time spent crawling through record stores, going to the movies, and spending entire days at the beach.

She’d give anything to return to that time now.

With tears pouring down her cheeks, Aden honored Val’s last request, limping down the stone tunnel corridor, following signs that read TO CORE REACTOR. The sounds of her bare feet slapping against the concrete floor and her shallow, panicked breathing bounced off the curved walls of the corridor.

Her heart skipped a beat every time the lights flickered, and she thought: Maybe this is it, maybe I won’t make it this time.

But each time it was only a power fluctuation, or the creature was testing her resolve, waiting for her sanity to break before it made its move on her.

At the start of the trials, the creature had seemed drawn to what they were doing. No one believed what they were seeing, and Weber waved off their concerns like they were nothing.

What had drawn it to them? She guessed that the occult nature of the experiments, and the levels of energy that they were playing with, acted like a beacon to the creature, the same way it must have been drawn to its prey eons ago when its alien masters unleashed it upon their enemies.

That too, was in Weber’s forbidden book.

Aden came to the end of the hall. The door was already open. She entered, and the hatch closed behind her with a hiss.

Doctors Wong, Weber, and Abrams had managed to make it. The three of them huddled around the pulsing cylindrical fusion core in the center of the chamber. They were nursing bruises and wounds and bloody scrapes. Trivial things compared to the unknown fates of the others.

In the pale red light of the pulsing core, Weber looked decrepit and old. He was a pale shadow of what he had been months ago.

“One of the volunteers survived,” Wong said, rising from her seat cautiously. She was little older than Aden was.

Volunteer, Aden thought. Is that really what we all were?

“It appears she has indeed,” Weber said, a yellow-toothed grin spreading from ear to ear. “We can’t wait any longer. We have to activate the final experiment protocol.”

“We don’t even know if it’ll work,” Abrams said, holding himself close, shivering. “What if that thing gets us while we’re in the tanks? You said it…you said it used shadows as a kind of gateway into—”

“It’ll get us if we stand around deliberating,” Weber said.

“You’re not suggesting it can shut down the core?” Abrams’ eyes vibrated, as if his very notion of reality had been offended. Aden understood that feeling all too well.

“I’m saying we can’t possibly understand what it can do.” Weber approached the activation terminal. The others looked apprehensive, but none moved to stop him from entering the passcode. “I will spare you the details, but know that the beings that created that thing are well beyond us.”

That at least was true. When they’d started this project, they had been five hundred, most of them “willing” volunteers from the outside. Aden remembered it well; how she had been given the generous choice of volunteering for a top-secret research project or being sent off to some prison by two MPs in an interrogation room. A death sentence, either way. All for the great crime of looting an abandoned grocery store to try to feed herself and her sister.

Now, only the four of them remained, and the last of her family was dead.

The lights in the core chamber dimmed to a hideous crimson, creating shadow where light once stood. Abrams, Weber, and Wong moved into the light.

They knew better than to linger too long in the shadows.

Nine cylindrical tanks rose from beneath the floor, gleaming metallic red in the glow of the dim lighting. Weber peeled his lab coat and coveralls off of his hairy, withered body. The others followed his lead—except for Aden.

Wong went into the tank first. She hesitated while putting on the breathing mask. “What if it doesn’t work? What if we get liquefied like Daniels?”

“Ask yourself what fate is worse,” Weber said. “Flip a coin if it makes you feel better. But the protocol has been started, and once it runs its course, all systems will cut off and there’ll be no way to reconnect them all without my passcode.” He grinned, tapping his temple with a single yellow fingernail. “And I have them all locked safely away in here—which will be coming with me to our brave new world.”

Abrams had already closed the lid to his tank, no argument, no complaint.

Say something, damn it! Aden thought. Her hand was clamped like a vise around the book in her pocket. She couldn’t stop thinking about the look on Val’s face the moment she’d gotten snatched up.

“Fine,” Wong said, putting the mask on and descending into the tank. Her final look was one of uncertainty.

Weber closed the lid to her hatch for her, locking the latch tight before she could protest.

That only left the last subject.

Aden did not think of herself as a smart woman. How could she outsmart this man? A man who had stared into the abyss and somehow survived.

She was standing before him, hugging herself like Abrams had just been doing.

Weber’s dark, sunken eyes and that look of total contempt for her was what gave her the strength to finally speak up.

“The others don’t know,” Aden said softly. “But I do. You unleashed that thing.”

“Did I?” Weber said.

She nodded, and then did something that was a surprise even to herself. She produced Weber’s tattered copy of Messages from the Abyss from her coat pocket and fanned the pages out. His eyes were wild now; she could see his heart pounding through his protruding ribcage. “The things I saw, the things you had us chant…they’re all in here. Every…maddening detail.”

Tears broke from her eyes.

“You must understand, Aden, I only consulted that terrible book because it was the only way to get us out of this place. Do you know what’s happening out there? The world of man is ending. With each passing day, the ice sheets grow nearer to covering the entire Earth, and when that happens not even this place will survive. There may yet be life remaining on this world when that happens, but it will not be human.”

She shook her head. “Then why are there only nine tanks in here?”

Weber smiled, chuckling, wheezing, falling into a coughing fit. “Even Wong and Abrams failed to question that little detail.”

“You knew that we wouldn’t survive, didn’t you?”

“Something like that.” He turned around and started walking up the metal ramp to his tank. She could see his spine protruding through his yellowing, wrinkled skin. “But, you drew the long straw, didn’t you? How lucky for you to have been one of the few to survive. I’d only intended for the best and the brightest to survive, and you certainly were not one of those.”

There wasn’t much time left. She would have to act fast. But what could she possibly do? Her eyes scanned through the chamber frantically, looking for anything that might stick it to Weber and his insane plans.

Her eyes fell on a lone fire extinguisher and the console Weber had just used to activate his final experiment protocol.

She screamed and ran to the wall, ripping the fire extinguisher out of its case, threatening Weber with it while still holding the tattered book of forbidden things in her other hand. “I could smash the equipment, I could smash everything, and then you’d be stuck here with that thing.”

“And then you’d be stuck too, wouldn’t you?” Weber chuckled. “Really now, what do you have to lose by joining us? There’s more than enough room.”

She looked back and forth, uncertainty writhing deep within her.

It seemed that Weber was done arguing, though. He submerged himself in the tank and stretched the breathing mask over his head.

Aden was walking over to the console when it broke from the shadows, pouncing like some twenty-foot hell-cat upon a reflective floor that refused to betray its reflection. Its spines shifted, and as it padded forward, its movements were jerky, almost like a stop-motion effect in some old movie. Its very presence was an affront to her sanity. Like it was both there and not there at the same time. Its pale gray eyes focused on her. Aden could feel her heart beating in her ears, the blood draining from her face.

I can’t move, she thought.

It dashed at her, carefully winding through patches of shadow to avoid the light—snatching her up in its massive jaws in one terrible sweeping motion. She screamed, tasting the iron tinge of her own blood bubbling up from her throat as its blackened teeth skewered right through her torso.

The creature slammed into the wall; she could feel its teeth grinding into her bones, sawing them and tearing at her flesh. Just before she passed through the wall, through reality, she dropped the fire extinguisher and the book.

Too late, then, she thought. He wins after all.

I’m sorry, Val.

The next thing her eyes saw was a gray sky that had the consistency of a cancerous lung. She felt the creature’s teeth dig deeper into her flesh. She could feel the blood draining from her body. Her head dropped lower, and she could see the horizon. It was an endless expanse of land, like sand dunes the texture of leather.

There were body parts everywhere. Severed hands, feet, whole torsos, each consumed by a mouth with jagged black and yellow teeth that seemed to be part of the land itself.

Then she saw two pale blue eyes staring back at her.

It was Val.

She was being chewed by one of those mouths in the earth, the soft blonde hair Aden had often caressed streaked with blood now.

At least we die together, Aden thought.

The creature stopped moving.

She looked down at a crevice in the leathery ground. It opened to reveal a mouth filled with serrated teeth, and an acrid smell like decaying flesh forced its way up her nostrils. She could see down its throat, an endless tunnel of teeth and shifting muscles.

“Please, no,” she said, grabbing at the creature as it dropped her into the pit. “No!”

Knives dug through her stomach and chest as she was impaled on a set of teeth. She stared up at the creature. Its seven eyes gave her no comfort as the mouth closed on her like an iron maiden slamming shut.

I hope he fails, she thought, as consciousness faded. I hope the abyss swallows them all whole.


CHAPTER ONE



A cold wind assaulted the frozen tundra and dark clouds broke above the snowy Southern California mountains, revealing a fading sun, struggling to find its noonday place in the dim Summer sky.

Frost clung to Ira’s facemask, accumulating on her goggles and threatening to freeze the ventilator shut. She wiped the frost away, tossing it to the snowy ground. Even with her snow gear, the cold threatened to dig deep into her bones—like death’s cold fingers. She almost wished she’d have worn more layers before embarking into the frozen wasteland she used to call home.

There was a numbness to each of her steps; the feeling in her legs had long since evaporated from her tired muscles. The frigid wind stabbed down and clawed at the layers of her clothing. She crossed her arms and tilted her head toward the ground. For a moment, she longed for a time when she could drive to the store to get what she needed, a time before the old world had been erased by miles and miles of white nothingness.

Only a little further, she thought. I know I saw a building from the other side of the ridge.

She forced her muscles to keep working for another thirty minutes before coming to a stop at the edge of a large icy hill. Her hands found her knees, balancing her weight as her breath steamed through her facemask. Her watch read the temperature at negative ten degrees Fahrenheit. She couldn’t linger here for long; her body was far too exposed to the biting cold. If the wind decided to flare up, it could flash-freeze her skin in an instant if she wasn’t careful. She checked herself over to make sure she was fully covered, all the way up to her nose.

Life hadn’t always been like this, desperately scrounging for supplies, hoping against improbability that the ice hadn’t overtaken every portion of her city. The change had been rapid. The memory was fresh in her mind. One night, the stars had gone dark, the moon had clouded over, and the sunrise had become dim and tainted—nebulous.

The next morning some scientist was on the morning news talking about something called a “space cloud” and how his career was at risk just for talking about it, that the Feds didn’t want the information out there. That program had left a terrible sickness writhing in her gut.

Life was over.

It hadn’t taken long for the ice sheets to claim most of Canada and some parts of the upper portions of the United States. Mountains, forests, rivers, and even entire cities had been crushed beneath walls of ice four times larger than the tallest building on Earth. That had been nearly three years ago. For all she knew, the glaciers could be nearing her location any day now.

Nature’s bulldozers, she thought.

She shuddered. Once that happened, nowhere would be safe—unless you were a fish.

Ira stood up, reached inside her pack for her multi-spectrum binoculars, and felt the lenses tap against her goggles. She increased the magnification by fifty percent.

There it was.

Down the hill and across a parking lot covered in about twelve feet of snow. The snow made an abnormally shaped slope over the top of the department store’s roof, but it was still intact.

That snow was going to be a problem: there was almost fifty feet of it crushing down on the ceiling. The supports probably couldn’t handle that much weight. Ira looked at her stomach and grimaced beneath her facemask. If the ice hadn’t already caused a cave-in, she probably had enough time to find what she needed.

“Ira.” Eddy’s voice called over the CB. “Ira, do you read me?”

She fumbled with the CB receiver on her belt; she held it close to her mouth. Stupid gloves. “Yeah, I read you.”

“Good, you took off so fast, I didn’t get a chance to catch up with you. What’s your location?”

“I’m outside an old department store, probably a few klicks away from you.”

“Wow, there’s a store that hasn’t been covered yet?”

“Kind of. I’m gonna go in before the roof collapses.”

There was a pause; she could almost imagine him face-palming. “How much?”

“How much what?”

“How much ice is covering the roof?”

She walked toward the building and squinted her eyes. “About fifty feet, give or take, but I think most of it’s fresh.”

“Ira, don’t risk it. If that roof collapses while you’re inside, there’s not a damn thing I can do to pull you out.”

“You’ll just have to break the bad news to Nico, then.”

“He’ll kill me!”

She paused, considering the building. Crackling noises in the ice she was standing on caused a thrill of fear and adrenaline to overtake her. She persisted forward carefully. The ice had long since shattered the front windows of the store, bending and shaping the metal to its will. There was a small hole near the top of the window frame that wasn’t covered in snow—that’s where she could get in.

She dug around in her pants pocket for a few moments; she knew she still had a few left-over from the night before. She retrieved a few bottle caps, huddled up close to the small entrance to the store and tossed them inside. She heard them slide along the ice and fade away. That didn’t tell her as much as she’d hoped, but she was still going to risk it.

She slipped her pack off the outer layer of her jacket and slid her feet into the hole. She held her breath and let inertia do its thing with her body. Next thing she knew, she’d turned sideways and impacted with an empty shelf.

Ira groaned, lifted herself off the floor, and sat for a moment; she’d move again when the agony left her side.

There wasn’t much light inside the department store, save for a small amount coming through the hole she’d slid in through. The pain finally subsided, and she decided nothing important was broken. Her pack was about five feet away from where she’d hit the shelf. She retrieved it and pulled out her flashlight.

She shined a circle of light up at the ceiling. The supports looked rusted in some parts, tiny icy stalactites forming in several sections of the ceiling, pointing down at her—ready to turn her into a kebab. A large portion of the northern section of the store had suffered a cave-in, which was probably relieving weight from the rest of the structure. She moved her circle of light down to the shelf she’d crashed into. It was on its side, and it seemed that the impact had caused a domino effect on a number of other shelves, ending with a support beam—which was bent inward.

She sighed. That had been a close call.

“Ira, come in.” Eddy’s digitized voice made her jump.

“I’m shopping,” she said. “Go away.”

“No, goddamn it, there’s a storm coming in from the west. You don’t want to be stuck in there when it does, any added weight could cause that building to come down over your head!”

“I’m almost done, just give me a few more minutes.”

“I’m coming to get you.”

“Still won’t stop me.”

“Stubborn woman!” Eddy’s final shout echoed through the dust and grime as Ira made her way down one of the aisles.

She scanned her flashlight over aisle signs; some were completely missing, probably destroyed or buried; some had ice growing on them, making them completely illegible; and others had just enough ice that they were still legible. She passed several aisles: water (which was empty, no duh), electronics (also empty, probably looted since the early days of the ice age), hardware (also useless to her this time), and finally, hygiene, the aisle she needed.

The shelves were empty, probably picked clean by panicked women, or their significant others, in the early days. She cursed, but couldn’t give up just yet. She decided to check the back room, and the loading dock, to see if there might be a misplaced package somewhere. She found herself climbing over collapsed shelves and carefully sliding over patches of thick ice to get there.

Two plastic doors separated the shopping area from the backroom, and they were frozen shut by a waterfall of ice. She gave them a few kicks; shards of ice flaked and scattered as the doors swung open. The corridor beyond was a darkened mess of metal and frosted concrete.

Click, click, click.

The clicking haunted the darkness above; she shined her flashlight up into the rafters and saw twisting frozen pipes that ran the length of the long corridor’s ceiling, with numerous areas that opened to black nothingness. Her lunch twisted in her stomach; maybe coming here hadn’t been so wise after all?

Her steps tapped and echoed through the corridor, masking the clicks. Rusted back stock-carts cascaded into the darkness, some frozen solid and others toppled on their sides. She scanned her light over them; there were a few that still had product on them. She tore through them, tossing frozen packages and boxes to the floor until, finally, she found what she was looking for.

Click, click, click.

She quickly secured the precious package inside her pack and made her way back down the corridor and through the plastic doors.

The clicking turned into a constant scraping, and Ira’s heart threatened at the walls of her chest. She quickly made her way from aisle to aisle, climbing over debris and chunks of ice, and skating, sometimes gracefully, back to where she entered.

The scraping had become an ever-present rumbling; Ira pointed her flashlight at the support beam she’d inadvertently bent earlier and tried not to panic when she noticed it was beginning to give. She assessed the hill of ice leading up to the hole she’d entered from. She tried darting up the hill, but only managed to slide back down to where she started from.

“Okay, maybe Eddy was right,” she said to herself. “This was a stupid idea.”

“What was that?” Eddy’s voice came from the light above the hill.

Her eyes found his silhouette, crouched low. “Don’t be an ass, just help me get out of here. The ceiling’s going to give any minute now.”

“Told you so.”

She tried running up the hill diagonally this time, but her efforts only resulted in her sliding back down the hill again. She heard Eddy chuckle and resisted the urge to throw a rock at his head.

“Here.” His voice echoed, and she heard a light scuttling sound. “Grab onto that and climb up, quickly.”

She shined her flashlight on the rope, resting halfway up the slope. The rumbling was getting louder. She took a deep breath and forced her fatigued limbs to rush up the slope. Once she had the rope in her grasp, she began climbing. Eddy pulled as she climbed; she felt small pieces of ice and frozen plaster flake from the ceiling and come to rest on her coat.

Then, the rumbling stopped. Her heart rate quickened; she had to hurry. 

The ceiling finally gave with a deafening CRACK! and Ira leapt out to grab Eddy’s hand, letting the rope fall. She felt his hands clamp down on her arm, yanking her forward, embracing her—then she was surrounded by blinding light. She felt a tremor in the ice, a gust of air frosted her back, and she turned her head to see part of the snow canopy give way and collapse.

“Eddy,” she said.

“Yeah?”

“Can’t breathe.”

“Oh!” He released his bear like grip on her body, and let her roll free onto her back. “Sorry…”

She sat up and nodded, then checked to make sure the contents of her pack were all there, including her precious cargo.

“Let’s see what you were willing to get us both killed for.”

Eddy snatched the box out of her hand, and Ira felt her cheeks flush with warmth.

She could almost see his facial muscles twist into a grimace beneath his facemask when he scraped the ice off of the box. “Are you fucking serious?”

“Umm, yeah?”

“Tampons! You went through all of that, almost got turned into an icy pancake, for a box of tampons?”

She tossed a snowball at his face and watched him wipe his goggles clean with his gloves. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“Like, I get needing them.” He tossed the box back to her, and she secured it in her pack as if she were handling radioactive material. She could imagine the shit-eating grin beneath his facemask. “But, couldn’t you just borrow some from Lena? You women-folk are supposed to be on the same cycle when you live together, right?”

“That bitch wouldn’t share her rations with me if I were the last person left on Earth. In fact, she’d probably eat them all slowly in front of me while she watched me starve.”

“Come on, she can’t be that bad.”

“She is, she’s the worst.”

“Well, in any case—” Eddy stretched around, and Ira followed his gaze to the approaching wall of storm clouds casting long shadows on the city. “—we gotta get moving before that hits.”

“You have my permission.”

He stood up, and then helped her to her feet. There was a moment where their eyes met; Ira could feel her heart beating in her ears.

Eddy, of course, ruined it.

“Watch it, or I’ll toss those back in the hole.”

“You wouldn’t!”

He chuckled. “Maybe not, but you get to explain to your brother why we were so late getting back.”

“I knew you’d throw me under the bus.” They began to shuffle across the frozen parking lot.

“Because it’s your fault.”

She stuck her tongue out at him, even though she knew he couldn’t see it under her mask.


CHAPTER TWO



Before they reached downtown, the snow had already started to fall. Ira watched it descend in slow swinging arcs from the snowmobile as they made their way home. She sat behind Eddy, clutching tightly at his midsection; the constant hum from the engine was almost enough to drown out the howling of the winds cutting through the frozen and crumbling rooftops.

Riverside was a husk of its former self, frozen and withered. She was almost glad that the storm had obscured the jagged, rusted and broken city from her eyes. She always thought, maybe, the memories wouldn’t come as easily that way—but they still came.

Through the falling snow, she could see bent traffic lights sticking out of hazy white hills. A swinging street sign that said COMMERCE ST dangled from beneath one such traffic light.

They weren’t far from where she and Nico had grown up. By now, the snow had probably caused the roof to cave in, leaving those familiar brown walls and floors exposed to the elements. Maybe Papa was still in his favorite chair, frozen solid, staring into the eternal winter winds as they slowly destroyed the neighborhood—wiping it from the face of the Earth.

Eddy took a turn down one of the alleys, a shortcut to the warehouse. Broken chains that once held street signs clinked and clacked in the wind, snow caking atop their bent and rusting metal poles.

Ira caught the faded and flaking blue paint from the roof of a buried bus stop bench, just like the one where she’d had her first kiss. His name was Alex Ramos, and he was most likely dead now.

There was pain on every corner.

Eddy brought the snowmobile up a large slope that led to a small snow-covered warehouse. They parked in front of the garage door. Ira watched Eddy walk up and coax the door open. He waved her on in; she slid into his seat and drove the snowmobile into the building, parking it next to the other one.

Ira turned the key and shut it off, then walked over and closed the garage door. She tore her facemask off and took a deep breath, one that didn’t taste like sweat and saliva.

Eddy let out a groan as he opened up the hatch that led to the place she refused to call home. They’d been living underground for so long that she could hardly recall what normal life was.

Eddy’s hands and feet made plinking sounds as he made his way down the ladder; she followed after him and closed the hatch behind herself.

She remembered when it had just been Nico and her; back then they were only using a small section of the vast system of tunnels beneath downtown Riverside as shelter. Those had been lonely days. If it hadn’t been for Nico’s guidance, she’d be dead—they all would. The tunnels were mainly used for city maintenance before the ice came, but some of them had been used by the Revolutionists in the Second American Civil War as well. There were still booby traps all over the place, meant to take the lives of unsuspecting Feds who came searching for the Revolutionist base. Nico told her to be very careful where she stepped, and for good reason. Sometimes they’d hear a loud pop, and days later find a cougar’s corpse, body twisted and wrong.

The cougars sometimes clawed their way past the lining in some of the barricades, probably drawn by the warmth from their generators—or looking for a tasty human-flavored snack.

They were resilient animals, but they were running low on food…Ira could empathize with them. Most of the smaller animals had already died off.

Her gaze turned to Eddy, who walked as if he knew every section of the tunnel. Eddy had been a Revolutionist in the war. She could practically feel the memories sparkling to life in his eyes as they traversed each corner of these tunnels. How many friends and enemies had he seen dead down here?

Eddy caught her staring at him.

“Your brother isn’t gonna be happy we’re late,” he said.

“Let me handle him,” Ira said.

Her nose picked up the faint smell that a hot light bulb produces when it makes contact with dust, and she knew they were home.

2

Nico’s fingers twisted the knob on the ham radio, switching back to the frequency that they used for communications. Ira and Ramirez were way past due to be back from their supply run; they hadn’t been using another frequency, as far as he could tell. He was starting to grow worried. His hand found the hilt of his combat knife, unfastened the strap, withdrew it, and spiked it into the weathered desk’s surface. The sound echoed through the chamber; he let the knife stand there, sticking out of the desk. If Ramirez got his sister killed…he shook his head.

No.

They had to be okay.

His ears perked up to the sound of shuffling feet and laughter, Ira’s laughter, coming from one of the tunnels leading into the chamber.

His eyebrows twisted together.

“Where the hell have you two been?” he asked as they entered the room. “I was just about to get the others to form a search party.”

Ramirez came forward and removed his facemask, causing his unkempt beard to unfurl—not much of a contrast from his dark brown skin. “My fault, boss-man, we got sidetracked.”

They got sidetracked. That’s it? Nico’s rough, weathered hands found the hilt of the dagger while his mind ran wild with scenarios that ended with them hooking up in some abandoned tunnel near home, just far enough out of sight for anyone to notice. His fingers clawed into the arm of his chair, his hand squeezing the life out of the knife.

“Sidetracked,” Nico said. “For five hours past your scheduled return time?”

“Yeah,” Ramirez said. “No big deal, boss-man.”

Before he knew it, he felt Ira’s hand on his shoulder, keeping him from following through on the premeditated bloodshed he’d just been imagining.

“It was my fault,” Ira said. “I left Eddy behind to enter an abandoned department store, and he had to catch up.”

Nico’s shoulders relaxed, somewhat…but still, Ira could be lying. They weren’t exactly close. “Why didn’t you radio in?”

“I forgot,” Ramirez said. “There was a storm rolling in, so, after I caught up with your sister, I had to make sure we got back before it hit.”

Just the sort of lack of discipline he expected of a traitor. “In other words, you didn’t want to get your ass chewed out for a stupid decision that could have cost both of your lives.”

“Did you not hear your sister, dude?”

“I did, and it seems like if you kept better watch over her, you wouldn’t have been separated in the first place. Maybe you’re in need of another lesson as to why it’s so damn dangerous out there? Maybe you’re just too fucking stupid to get it through your thick skull that this isn’t a game!”

He watched Ramirez remove his coat and toss it over a nearby couch. Its impact kicked up dust and filled the chamber with the smell of mold and decay.

Go on, asshole, he thought. Come at me. Let me end you, like I should have done when I first laid eyes on you.

Ramirez’s shoulders arched, his fists tightened into balls. Ira’s grip tightened on Nico’s shoulder, and she shook her head at him, as if she knew what he was thinking. That look was enough to soften his boiling rage.

“Just get out of my sight,” Nico said, tossing the knife onto the worn wooden table. “I’ll call for you when it’s time to pass out rations.”

He watched Ramirez snatch up his jacket and quickly exit the chamber in the direction of his room. “Fine by me.”

“Did you really have to act like that?” Ira asked.

“How the fuck was I supposed to act, Ira?” he said. “What the hell am I supposed to think when you’re missing for five goddamn hours.”

“He saved my life today!”

“And if I had been there, you wouldn’t have been in that situation in the first place.”

Her face twisted into a grimace. She looked away, squeezing her eyes shut to hold back her tears; he knew the look too damn well. She stomped off for the tunnel that led to her room, stopped, and turned back to him.

“You know, the war’s over for everyone,” she said. “Everyone, except you.”

Then she stormed into the tunnel, leaving him to stew in his anger.

She didn’t understand. None of them understood.
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Ira found herself sobbing into her pillow, her tears mixing with the fabric to create a smell that reminded her of glue. Her body’s hormones were starting the rapid process of making her act like a psychopath. She’d allowed herself to lie there for a while, to calm herself before attempting to rejoin the rest of their less than merry group.

So far, it wasn’t working.

She sat up and wiped her tears away with her jacket sleeve. She hadn’t removed it since getting back, even though it felt like she was cooking inside of it. She had been too distracted by her brother’s all but spoken threats toward Eddy to care.

She stripped off her layers; a loud beeping sound caused her to freeze in position. Her hands felt around for the cold sensation of acrylic, and she pulled out her thermal monitor out from her jacket pocket. The battery was low, but the charging dock was out in the hub with Nico. There was no way in hell she was going to go back out there after storming off.

There was something else, though: a small heat signature was resonating near the San Bernardino Mountains way north. She’d placed a thermal sensor near the city limits several days ago when one of their expeditions had taken them out of Riverside. She hadn’t honestly thought it would do any good; after all, it was Mathias’s idea.

The heat signature she’d picked up now wasn’t exactly within walking distance; she’d have to borrow one of the snowmobiles.

There was no way that Nico would let her go after what just happened, so she’d have to wait till he cooled off. She’d charge the monitor later, and stand guard to make sure no one else caught wind of her little discovery.

This was her find. And it could be a good one too. A heat source like that could mean there were other survivors, generators—hell, maybe even a bigger, better shelter than this dump they were living in.

Maybe, if she found something like that, then Nicola would stop treating her like a damned child?
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Nico called for ration distribution an hour later, and Ira found herself eating in silence. There they were, sitting around a weathered, dusty table, surrounded by the hum of the generators while everyone glared at the person they despised most. It was the closest thing they had to “dinner” anymore, a bunch of people that hated each other, sitting scattered around a single room, or retreating to their rooms, eating protein bars and MRE packs… When she thought about it, it almost sounded like home, minus all the dust and metal pipes extruding from a low-hanging ceiling. Their own unique, apocalyptic, deranged family.

Mathias came stalking down the hall; he was a small, skinny man, with short dreadlocks and dark skin. He made eye contact with her only for a moment, then took his share of the rations that were piled loosely on the table.

He didn’t say much, preferred to keep to himself, and that had always unnerved her about him. Not so much his antisocial behavior, that she could definitely identify with, but the constant silence, and that annoying habit that he had where he’d just ignore Ira if she spoke to him. She’d only made that mistake a couple of times.

With a protein bar and an MRE pack cradled in his arms, Mathias sulked back to his room and shut the door, where he did God knows what with himself. Mathias was a fan of scrounging through old book collections when they went out to search for supplies. Nico hated that. In her brother’s opinion, there was no use for books now unless they could teach you how to clean a rifle or otherwise survive.

Mathias had overheard him once, and grinned, baring his crooked white teeth, and said, “If books are no longer of use to humanity, then perhaps it’s time for us to lay down and accept the cold embrace of extinction.”

Those words made the frozen wasteland of Riverside, California seem a lot colder. Since then, Ira dreaded any time Mathias opened his mouth. Something about the way he spoke. He just seemed…unhinged.

Lena and Hugo came out moments later and they each took a seat across from Ira. Lena tossed her a bitchy look and flipped her stupid bottle-blonde hair back. Ira wondered where Lena kept her stash of hair color boxes, so she could trash it. That’d show her.

“So.” Lena reached forward, clawing at one of the protein bars; her nails were covered in dirt and grime like everyone else’s, and yet she still had the nerve to paint them red. “I heard that you and Eddy got lost today.”

“We didn’t get lost,” Ira said. “I took a detour to find supplies.”

“A detour.” Lena chuckled. “Is that what you kids call it these days? I hope you grabbed a pregnancy test while you were at it.”

Ira slammed her hands on the weathered table, causing the packages in the center to hop several inches in the air. “Look bitch, I—”

“Enough!” Nico raised his hand into the air, and at once they were silent. “We have enough problems trying to survive in this world without you two constantly fighting like a couple of children.”

“I was only trying to help,” Lena said, grinning like the devil-woman she was.

“Help less, eat more,” Nico said.

“Yo, this reminds me,” Hugo said, spitting bits of protein bar out his mouth. “I was rereading The Minotaur of Chaos again, and I noticed that the hero’s group is a lot like us. You know, it’s weird. Like. Everyone fulfills a role, you know? And there are these two girls that wanna kill each other, just like Ira and Lena.”

“Imagine that,” Ira said.

“No, really.” Hugo started waving his hands around enthusiastically. “The hero’s the leader, and he’s real quiet, like Nico, then there’s his oldest friend, an elven princess who’s tough, like Ira—”

Lena rolled her eyes. “If anything, I’m the tough one.”

“Only thing tough about you is how much you can fit inside you,” Ira said.

Lena’s mouth dropped open. If there were any forks on the table, Ira was sure Lena’d have tried to stab her in the eye.

“No, baby—” Hugo wrapped his arms around Lena, not missing a beat. “—you’re the cleric, the woman who steals the minotaur’s heart and tames him at the end.”

Nico sighed. Hugo saw the look in his eyes and went silent.

“Uh, sorry, B,” Hugo said.

That was how Nico always reacted to things that weren’t grounded in the here and now. He hadn’t always been like that; the war had changed him, made him distrust anything that wasn’t, as he put it, real.

It wasn’t the first time Hugo had brought the book up, and it probably wouldn’t be the last. He was obsessed with it.

Ira knew that he hadn’t been much of a reader before the ice came. Apparently, he’d been a big YouTube star back before the big freeze started. He’d avoided the war, of course. Wasn’t his thing. Nico had discovered him at the Riverside Public Library, huddled in the corner, clutching the book tight to his chest; he’d been living off the leftover junk food from nearby vending machines.

Hugo didn’t have many skills, unless you considered talking into a camera enthusiastically a skill.

Nico didn’t.

It didn’t seem like her brother to take someone in that he couldn’t readily use. Even Lena had been a nurse before the ice came. Ira figured Nico just felt sorry for him. No man left behind, that sort of thing.

Everyone turned at once when Eddy walked into the chamber. “What’d I miss?”

“You’re late, as usual,” Nico said.

“Oh, you’re still here? I was hoping you’d have gone back to your cave to spend the night brooding already.”

Nico’s eyes narrowed. The temperature seemed to shoot up several degrees.

“Take a seat,” Nico said.

Eddy took a seat next to Ira and grabbed at his share of the rations. Nico watched him like a predator might watch its prey before the kill. Eddy unwrapped his protein bar and chewed it with a big sheepish grin on his face. He enjoyed getting under Nico’s skin; Ira worried that one day he’d go too far, and she’d lose either of the men closest to her.

“Hugo was just telling us that the people in his fantasy book are a lot like us,” Ira said. “I’m apparently an elven princess.”

“You’re not a princess,” Eddy said. “You’re the loud village girl that calls the villain a dumb jerk and gets tossed in jail or something.”

“There’s no one like that in the book,” Hugo said.

“There should be,” Eddy said. “Cause that’s what she’d do.”

“Can’t argue there,” Ira said.

“What are you trying to say?” Nico clasped his hands together. “That Ira would enter into seditious behavior, become a rebel?”

Eddy grinned. “You tell me, you’re the big soldier, right? Aren’t you used to spotting rebels, detaining them?”

“I could tell you were resistance scum the moment I saw you,” Nico said. “Ira would never join the Revolutionists.”

Eddy’s grin faded. “Are you so sure?”

“Guys—” Ira stood up and wedged herself between them at the end of the table “—you’re both manly men, and I love you both equally.”

“I’ll bet you do,” Lena said.

Nico glared at Lena and stood up, brushing Ira’s arm away. “I’m going to bed. Ira, you have first watch tonight, followed by Hugo.”

And then Nico was gone. Eddy started laughing. Ira smacked his arm.

“Did you have to do that?” she asked.

“What?” Eddy said. “He’s been an asshole to me all day!”

“Come on, Hugo.” Lena stood up and pulled Hugo by his collar. “The lovebirds need their privacy.”

“Bye, Lena,” Eddy said, waving like a fool and talking in what he called his special voice. “It was so nice talking to you!”

Lena rolled her eyes and dragged Hugo back to her room. Ira often wondered why she’d latched onto Hugo. She guessed that it was because he was easy to control.

Ira noticed that Lena hadn’t touched her rations.

“You gonna eat those?” Eddy said.

“I don’t know, I’m not really hungry.”

“Why? Because of what Lena said?” Eddy opened up his MRE and dug at it with his fingers. “You shouldn’t listen to her, you’re giving her exactly what she wants.”

“Ugh.” Ira leaned back in her chair. “I hate her so much.”

“You should really just ignore her.”

“Like you?” Ira sat back up and made a flailing gesture with her arms. “‘Bye, Lena, it was so nice talking to you.’ God, I could puke.”

“I was being ironic, if you’d have noticed. I didn’t share one word with her. You should try being overly nice to her, it’ll totally throw off her game with you.”

“Oh, like you were doing with Nico?” Ira said, glaring at him.

“That’s different,” Eddy said with his mouth full.

“How?”

“I’m right.” He grinned, chocolate staining his teeth.

“Why do I hang out with you?”

“Because I’m awesome.” He shoved a big piece of chocolate in his mouth and started chewing with his mouth open. “And you’d be incomplete without my wisdom.”

“Chew with your mouth closed!” Ira laughed, punching his arm playfully.

They sat together, eating quietly for a while. As soon as she was done with her rations Ira retreated to her room and checked the monitor’s battery life. She waited another hour for the others to sack out for the night before she attempted to charge it. It was her turn to stand watch, though she was surprised Nico hadn’t made Eddy do it as punishment. Maybe he knew he was in the wrong for snapping at him? It didn’t matter anymore; Nico would never apologize, and Eddy would eventually forget about the whole thing. He never held a grudge.

Ira watched the battery charge progress bar slowly increase over the course of several hours, and she mulled over how long she might have to wait before taking the snowmobile out. How long would Nico play the overprotective brother and keep her locked up tight?

After the battery was charged, she moved the monitor back to her room. It was getting close to time for Hugo to start his watch, so she went to wake him up. He was in his room, of course, and Lena was huddled up next to him. She tried not to enjoy waking her up with him, and failed. Hugo ran his hand through his short black hair, yawned, and took up point somewhere where he would likely fall asleep on watch—and get yelled at by Nico in the morning when he was discovered.

Ira retreated to her room, crawled into bed, and curled up into a ball.

Soon, she let the darkness take her.
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Nico found himself in the ration storage chamber, taking inventory of their remaining supplies. In the early days, they’d managed to scavenge together enough freezers and refrigerators, and a few generators, to sufficiently store all of the food that they needed to survive—at least until the stuff broke down, or the supplies in the city ran out. There was a separate room for water and liquid storage. In the past three years, he’d been forced to cut daily rations by fifty percent due to their inability to replenish them fast enough. If it had just been him and Ira, their supplies would have lasted much longer, but having to feed so many mouths was costly.

He found himself opening and closing each refrigerator, each freezer, and notating how much of everything they still had. After his check on the dry food storage, the results were less than pleasing. If he had to guess, their current supplies would last them about six months.

He’d have to start pushing their search patterns further and further out of the city if there was any hope of survival, but that also meant that their supply runs would take longer, perhaps even days, and that was a risk that could prove fatal, even with every precaution taken.

In the beginning, when the ships were finally boarding regular folk to the equator, Nico and Ira’d had to deal with lots of looters, with people who were as ravenous as they were vicious in their need to survive. Those people died quickly when the real cold set in, when the world froze over for good and the city became a frozen necropolis. They hadn’t run into a stranger in quite some time, but that didn’t mean that there weren’t others out there still. People just like them, who thought that there was a possibility that they could be the last ones left alive on the whole Earth.

The sad truth of it was, the longer they progressed into this modern ice age, the more likely it became that any food sources would become spoiled or get looted by other unknown parties, animal or otherwise.

Water was another issue. Mathias had developed a means to recycle their bodily fluids—based on a type of water purification that had been proposed for long-term space flight—but it was an ad hoc pile of shit, and they lost a small amount of water from each attempt to recycle their fluids. They had other means of getting fresh water, one of them being collecting fresh fallen snow and melting it, but as soon as it came down to boiling snow and ice that could contain harmful bacteria, or worse yet, Measure 86—the bioweapon his government had forced him to use during the war, which would see them dead in a matter of days after exposure—it was probably just wiser to let dehydration kill them instead.

Without a steady supply of medicine or antibiotics, every risk, even one as innocent as drinking boiled snow, had to be carefully considered. Eventually, without a better means of recycling, or a large source of fresh water, they’d run out completely.

The lengths of time that the human body could survive without certain things were determined by a rule of three: three minutes without air, three days without water, and three weeks without food. That rule said nothing of the resilience of a person’s sanity.

Their whole group was a ticking time bomb in that regard.

His hand was shaking. He tightened his fingers into a fist and started to count down from ten.

No, he thought. Not again.

His heart used his rib cage as a punching bag; his head hit the cold concrete floor. He felt himself hyperventilating. He knew the symptoms well, but he hadn’t actually had a panic attack in over three months. Why now?

His vision blurred, and he could have sworn that he smelled the distinct aroma of blood…

The concussive force from each bullet, shot from the barrel of his AR-15, left his ears ringing. It was the very embodiment of chaos, but, despite that chaos, they did have a strategy. The enemy was using an abandoned building as cover; he was laying down cover fire, while Hernandez flanked the Revolutionists. Before he even knew it, dirt and rubble exploded from within the abandoned building, and the firing stopped. For a second, he froze.

Those were once our people, he thought.

He couldn’t help but be mesmerized.

A single enemy combatant had managed to avoid Hernandez’s grenade.

The Revolutionist was trying to flee, pumping her legs and screaming bloody murder.

Three shots in the back stopped her legs and she collapsed in the dirt, silent. He never even saw her face, or the expression she might have made as her body went limp.

“Holy shit,” Boyd said. “They didn’t even have a chance, right, Hartman?”

Nico nodded. “Yeah…”

“What’s wrong, man?”

He shook his head. “Nothing, Boyd, I’m good.”

“All right, let’s get back to base camp,” Boyd said. “Drinks are on me tonight!”

“Fuck yeah, they are!” Martinez said. “You still owe me for that bullshit you tried to pull on poker night.”

“I wasn’t cheatin’,” Boyd said. “I swear on my mother’s grave.”

“Shut up, both of you,” Nico said. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

The war had already been on for several months, but until now, there hadn’t been any actual fighting. California, Oregon, and Washington State had each attempted to secede from the union, and had been met with warnings of civil war. Nevada, Arizona and New Mexico joined the rest of the west in response. At first, politicians from each state got together to try to negotiate a peaceful exit from the union, but the Federal Government, the corporations that had vested interests in keeping the Union whole, and the new president just weren’t going to let that happen. It wasn’t long after those meetings that the California Republic had declared civil war on the United States. From the couple of battles Nico had been involved in, it was obvious that the California Republic, or the Revolutionists, as the internet was starting to call them, were in way over their heads.

When they got back to base, Nico found himself taking off his Talos armor. He had the upper layers stripped, and was just about to open up the exoskeleton, when he heard a deafening explosion.

He rushed out to see what had happened, still half covered in armor. Unarmored soldiers scattered, running from a large cloud of smoke rising up from the barracks.

Fire raged from inside, and he could hear screaming…

“Nico.” Hugo’s hand was on his shoulder, shaking him back to consciousness. “Man, wake up.”

Nico sat up and slapped Hugo’s hand away. He didn’t need anyone’s help. It took a few moments for him to get his bearings back. He knelt there for a moment, his head in his hand.

“You okay?” Hugo asked.

“Yeah,” Nico said. “Get back to work, it’s your turn to make sure the generator exhaust ports are clear of snow. If those get clogged, they could blow.”

Hugo shook his head and exited the food storage chamber, mumbling obscenities.

His watch read 0400. The others would be up soon, so there was no time to sit around feeling sorry for himself. With one hand on his knee, he forced himself to his feet and got back to work.
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