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            Chapter One

          

          HELL ON EARTH

        

      

    

    
      THE HELICOPTER RIDE WAS BUMPY enough to make Alice spill her coffee, but not her lunch. The way the pilot was acting, this particular ride was no big deal, and if she threw up now, Alice could forget about keeping anyone’s respect. She was already a woman heading into what had (of course) become a male-dominated sector of the government, society, and even the specific geographic area. If she tossed her cookies on the chopper floor, no one would take her seriously — not the pilot, not the on-site leadership at Yosemite, not Bobby Baltimore, who’d met her before. Even the undead might laugh and point, such as they were still able. 

      “This your first time to Hell on Earth?” the pilot asked, projecting his voice above the thumping rotor. The helicopter’s side door was open, maybe for breeze, and the idea of plummeting to her death made Alice uneasy. She couldn’t help glancing at the ’copter’s gaping mouth before turning back to the pilot. 

      “Officially, I’m supposed to pretend you didn’t say that.” Then, when the pilot seemed unwilling to fix his politically incorrect faux pas, she answered his question. “I’ve talked to Bobby in Aberdeen Valley. But this is my first time to Yosemite.”

      “Pfft. Then you’re in for a treat. How many ferals they run across out there in Dead City?” 

      “It happens in the sticks, not in the city. But I’ve never seen one in person.” 

      “The idea of being here freak you out?” 

      “I visited some scary places before the borders were closed. It takes a lot to freak me out.” 

      “You’ve been abroad?” The pilot seemed impressed. Alice, for her part, was amazed that he could fly without looking forward all that often, even though his inattention made her nervous. Yosemite’s wide expanse yawned ahead — all granite and trees. She’d asked for a flyover of the park section before entering the contained zone but now felt too ill for proper appreciation. The duty sergeant’s response had been acceptable but not conciliatory. Her request had been granted, but Alice had the distinct impression it was only because what the military said went around here, and she’d happened to request the same approach route air traffic always entered the restricted northern section — reporters’ preferences notwithstanding.

      “When I was younger,” she said. 

      The pilot turned fully in his seat, one arm slung conversationally over the back. He was chewing gum and wearing a flight helmet. He looked maybe twenty years old. Nearly young enough to be her kid, if Alice ever had any. 

      “You don’t say? Tell the truth, Ms. Frank. What was worse? Baghdad in the middle of the conflicts, or this?” 

      Alice watched the park crawl beneath the ’copter, the first bits of Yosemite vanishing at the windshield’s bottom from her vantage in back. Soon, if she scooted toward the open door, she’d be able to see the open park below. If she fell after that, a parachute wasn’t likely to save her. The hunters did fine in Yosemite, but an unarmed woman plunked among the nation’s oldest ferals wouldn’t last long. She might as well be wearing meat-flavored perfume. 

      “Are you my pilot on the way back?” 

      The pilot pretended to tip a cap, touching his helmet with a glove. “Yes, ma’am. Fresno to Hell on Earth, at your service.” 

      This time, Alice didn’t bother to correct the pilot. Everyone knew the name that even the highest officials used for Northern Yosemite, non-politically correct or not. If she was going to break any big secrets today, that wouldn’t be one.

      “Then I’ll have to tell you after my tour,” Alice said, trying on a companionable smile.

      The pilot turned back to the windshield. 

      “Don’t get bitten, and it’s a date,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          CALAIS

        

      

    

    
      THE OFFICER WHO GREETED ALICE was tall and broad, with an action hero’s square jaw. His face looked midfifties but seemed to have maintained his body like a trophy. He shook her hand before Alice felt comfortable standing fully upright, so their greeting, from the outside, might have looked like a penitent bowing to meet the pope. Alice had disembarked from many choppers while covering stories abroad, before she was official, back when unofficial, paired with the name Alice Frank, meant less than nothing. But it had been a long time since she’d needed to fly like this, and her silly fears were back with their old stripes: that she’d grown several feet overnight, and if she stood fully near the whirring blades, she’d find herself halved.

      “Col. Thomas Calais,” he said. “C-A-L-A-I-S. It’s French. Officially, I’m ‘Colonel Calais’; unofficially, my superiors call me The Frog, and I pretend not to hear them.” He smiled. To Alice, his square jaw seemed stuffed with too many teeth. 

      “Thanks for meeting me.” 

      “You’re welcome, but you can thank Mr. Haydock’s producers for setting it up. I just work here.”

      “Mr. Haydock?” Alice asked. They were both still speaking overly loud, the helicopter’s rotors winding down behind them. The engine was off, but the sound of metal cutting the rare Sierra Nevada air was like the whoosh of a circling broadsword. 

      “I’m sorry. I meant Mr. Baltimore. Please tell me I didn’t blow his cover.” 

      “Everyone knows Bobby’s real name, Colonel. It’s no worry.” 

      The big man nodded and continued to smile his excessively toothy smile. 

      Alice’s experiences with the military had been mixed in the past, but Calais seemed friendly enough. Everyone here was at least nominally Department of Clarification and Containment, and the DCC was as adjunct to the CDC as it was within the purview of Panacea, or under its wing, or funded by it, or some other complicated government contrivance. Alice doubted that anyone other than the on-site bosses knew how the agencies were related or how the army fit into its command structure. It didn’t matter. The outbreaks hadn’t clarified government itself. The fact that nobody seemed concerned that the DCC beside the CDC might be confusing was but one obvious example of how much America still had its head up its own ass, plague containment aside. And hence the reason the country only talked about Panacea. It was easier that way.

      “For the record, if my name was Rupert Haydock, I’d change it too.” The colonel nodded toward a low-slung, utilitarian-looking building across a tarmac from the helipad. “Right this way, Ms. Frank.” 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          BLOWBACK

        

      

    

    
      “WHAT’S YOUR BRA SIZE?” 

      ALICE looked at the kid dressed in green fatigues, barely old enough to drive. 

      “Excuse me?” 

      “Apologies, ma’am. I thought you’d been briefed by the colonel. All visitors to the park’s contained section are required to wear a long-sleeved viscose shirt and gloves, but we all wear specialty fit body armor, front and back, as well. They’re specialty fit, ma’am. Because you’ll be wearing it for so long.” 

      Alice shook her head. 

      “Specialty fit. You know.” He gestured across his chest.

      “Someone finally started putting boob indents in body armor.” 

      “Um. Yes, ma’am. Our female colleagues say they’re much more comfortable for long-term wear.” 

      “Fine. I’m usually a 42C. Unless you use Victoria’s Secret sizing.” 

      “Ma’am?” 

      “Never mind.” 

      Alice looked around the supply room. It was nothing but gear. She’d watched Bobby Baltimore’s several shows many times and met him on a handful of occasions. He’d dominated YouTube since before landing his first network deals, and she’d seen a lot of those, too. She’d never once seen Bobby wear a helmet. There were helmets in the room now — some with visors and some without — but nobody on TV ever wore them. Maybe they never came for the head. Or maybe they made it harder to aim and fire. 

      “And for your viscose shirt, ma’am?” 

      “How old are you, Private?” 

      “Eighteen, ma’am.” 

      “Let me tell you something about women. The first is that you should never ask a girl her size. The second is that you should never, under any circumstances, call a woman ma’am.” 

      “I’m sorry.” 

      “Call me Alice.” 

      “If you wish, ma’ … of course, Alice.” 

      “I guess I’ll take a medium, if they’re small, medium, and large.” 

      “Of course.” Now the kid seemed flustered. He began to search, and Alice decided conversation was warranted, to de-embarrass him over the ma’am, size, and tits remarks. 

      “Why are they called viscose shirts?” she asked as he rummaged through shirts. “Are the shirts particularly slow-running, like molasses?” 

      “Not viscous, ma’am. ‘Viscose.’ It’s a semi-synthetic blend sometimes known as rayon.” 

      “Fashionable.” 

      “It’s what attack dog training shirts are made of.” 

      Humor drained from Alice like a plug had been pulled. “Oh.” 

      He handed her a long-sleeved gray shirt and a pair of thick gloves. “You want a helmet?”

      “Do I need one?” 

      “It’s optional. You’re not likely to encounter a horde our spotters don’t see coming, but it’s possible you’ll get blowback.” 

      “‘Blowback’?” 

      “Blood or tissue. From a close-quarters kill.” 

      “Oh. No.” Alice forced a laugh, even though the idea was equal parts revolting and terrifying. She’d covered Sherman Pope and Hemisphere almost exclusively for years now and knew the realities, but being this close to the disease’s rotting face made her heart beat harder than she cared to admit. “I guess I’ll turn my head if guts start flying. And hey, if I get infected, I can always go on Necrophage, right?” 

      She said it as a joke, but the kid was nodding, probably ready to tell her about their on-site clinic. Ma’am. 

      “This will do,” she said, stopping him before he could speak.

      “Did you bring boots, ma’am?” 

      “They’re in my bag. Do I need leg viscose?” 

      “Denim should be sufficient,” he said, gesturing toward Alice’s jeans. “Once the inhabitants reach the rage phase and start to rot, it doesn’t take long before their teeth become unstable in their gums. The state of living death allows them to experience tooth decay in a way a normal corpse can’t, until it’s fully arrested. But even subjects who’ve managed to lose all their teeth — and those are few and far between — often bite rocks and other objects to force bone back through the gums. Still, you’d be hard pressed to find one that could bite through jeans quickly enough that your escorts wouldn’t be able to intervene.” 

      Alice supposed that was supposed to be comforting. It was the opposite. 

      “What about weapons?” 

      “Only licensed hunters are allowed weapons inside the park. Would you like to apply?” 

      Alice shook her head. 

      “Just as well. We don’t supply anything, so you’d need to have brought your own guns and blades.” He nodded. “Right this way. You can change in that room there, ma’am.” 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          HUMAN CONTAINMENT

        

      

    

    
      CALAIS STOOD AT THE FRONT of a small room, gesturing at a projection on the wall. He’d dimmed the lights as if for an old-fashioned slide show even though the display was electronic, but Calais was older than Alice. He might remember slides. He might even miss their blunt honesty, before the razzmatazz of digital had swallowed everything. 

      “Yosemite Containment Reserve spans approximately a quarter million acres at the north end of Yosemite National Park,” the colonel was saying. “The reserve is about one-third the size of Rhode Island and composed of everything north of the Tuolumne River and Hetch Hetchy Reservoir. At the east end, its border follows Tioga Road. There are approximately — ”

      “I’m sorry. Colonel?” Alice said. 

      “Yes?” 

      “I mean no offense, but I already know pretty much everything about the reserve. And about Sherman Pope’s phases, for that matter.” 

      “My apologies, Ms. Frank, but this is required briefing for all park visitors.” He smiled a little to show he knew how stupid it all was then added, “Panacea regulations.” 

      “Okay. Then let me ask: Why Yosemite?” 

      “You mean for containment?” 

      Alice nodded. 

      “I think it was the simplest resolution to a complex problem that needed an immediate solution, and minimal red tape. The national parks are government land, and converting use was surely a lot easier than co-opting anything privately owned. We needed a place for those past their inflection points and hence selected against to graze before turning in the interest of humane containment.” 

      “Humane containment,” Alice repeated. “You mean before they’re allowed to be hunted.” 

      The colonel could have been defensive, but Alice was getting the distinct feeling that she and he were copacetic, on the same wavelength despite his uniform and her reputation as a pot stirrer. He answered with the most straightforward possible answer.

      “Hunters are only allowed to take down ferals — those who have already entered the rage phase. But if those who are hopelessly and inevitably infected with Sherman Pope are simply allowed to develop-out at home with their families … ”  He shrugged. 

      “I understand the necessity,” Alice said, to let him partly off the hook. She was a blogger and reporter first but wasn’t unrealistic. There were many, even today, who were diagnosed as incurable. The current system was questionable, but probably the least of evils — certainly a better option than letting fatally infected patients wait to turn in the presence of friends and neighbors. Even the hunting might feel like necessary population control (they were already dead and clearly dangerous; might as well end it quickly) if not for the world’s Bobby Baltimores. Alice liked Bobby. She was maybe even a bit attracted to Bobby. But there was no question that making entertainment out of shooting things that were once people’s friends and family was morally wonky.

      “There are some, in all quarters of the DCC, Panacea, and even the army, who see the Yosemite Reserve as the best we can do. It’s a beautiful spot, and a quarter million acres is plenty of room to move around. They get to live out their last cogent days in nature, and despite what you may have heard, the vast majority of coherent necrotics survive without ever getting attacked by ferals.”

      “I know better,” Alice interjected. In truth, infected never attacked infected. It was the ultimate double-jeopardy scenario — the single benefit of having the disease.

      Calais nodded. “They seem to know who’s on their way to join the club and leave ’em alone. I agree it’s all very ugly. But the impact, all things considered, is minimal. The park’s chief attractions, from El Capitan to Half Dome and all the major trailheads, are still accessible outside the reserve itself. Honestly, given the relative proximity to Bakersfield, it’s ideal.” 

      “What do you think about the Bakersfield solution?” 

      “Regrettable. But if you’re asking if I agree with the people who say infected should go there instead of Yosemite because it’s already lost, then no, I don’t agree. The city is quarantined and will eventually die off. Adding new residents will only delay a time when we can go in, clear the streets, and take the city back as we were able to in San Diego, LA, and San Francisco.”

      Something occurred to Alice — the kind of aggressive reporter question she should ask to put her interviewee off balance, but she hesitated because she liked Calais. He turned back toward the screen, and Alice found herself asking anyway. 

      “Do you have anyone working here who’s Sherman Pope positive?” 

      “I’m sorry to be stubborn,” the colonel said, looking at a time display in the corner of a park map projection on the wall, “but the clock is ticking, and we’ll get you to your appointment faster if I can just press on and get you through this briefing ASAP.” 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          MPS

        

      

    

    
      CALAIS HANDED ALICE OFF TO a sequential chain of three different people in uniforms — all men, as Alice had figured, even in the modern army — before she ended up in the custody of two MPs (one blessedly a woman, though she was the most stone-faced and least friendly of the five). The MPs asked Alice for her reserve guest permit and, when she said she didn’t have one, sent her back two people up the chain to an annoyed-looking man with thinning hair who seemed to have thought he was done with her. The man acted like the mistake was her fault, asked Alice to sign her name on a tablet after pretending to read something far too long and legalese to actually be read, then stamped something onto her hand. 

      This all seemed to be a terrible inconvenience. At first, Alice thought she’d received a hand stamp like kids got for reentry to a fair, but it turned out to be an implanted GPS chip. “You’re hotter than the rest of them, so we’d find you regardless,” the annoyed-looking man said. 

      Alice figured he was hitting on her until she saw him enter something into a computer and realized “hotter” referred to body temperature and “we” referred, at least in part, to satellite tracking. This finished, he waved a small device, like a cell phone, over her hand, and its screen flashed green. Alice, unimpressed with the stamp-as-permit, asked sarcastically why he didn’t just give her a bright plastic wristband like they do at water parks. The man didn’t realize it was a joke. He said, “We used to, but it just gave them something more to grab onto.” 

      Once her pass was apparently in place and her duty was duly logged, the man sent Alice back to the MPs. They must have been waiting specifically for her because they seemed annoyed by the delay as well.

      Alice looked from the female MP to the man. The woman was larger, stronger looking, and generally more impressive. Both wore two weapons, one on each hip. On the right for both was some sort of handgun. On the other side, where she was used to seeing other utility-belt peripherals on civilian cops (handcuffs, pepper spray, maybe something to summon the Batmobile or hold screwdrivers and pliers), was an apparatus that resembled a length of pipe. If pipes had triggers. 

      Before Alice could ask (she was the reporter here, after all), the female MP, who had the surname Hayes stitched on her breast, gestured through a door and nudged Alice to follow the other MP, seemingly named Burrows. In the room beyond, they found a large depot space filled with vehicles. Most were ordinary army Jeeps, but a few were specially reinforced carriers Alice had never seen despite her extensive coverage of disease and cure. 

      “We’ll be in this Jeep here, Ms. Frank,” Hayes said, opening the rear door. “Watch your head.” 

      Alice looked up. She was watching her head so she didn’t hit the roll bar, not the door frame. But there was barely a half door, and almost no top.

      “The vehicles are open?” 

      “Safari practice, ma’am. We’ll be traveling mostly empty land and sat recon shows it mostly free of deadheads. There may be some in the bushes, but that’s likely the worst of it.” 

      “And for those in the bushes?” 

      “Easier to shoot without encumbrances, ma’am. Don’t worry.” 

      “I’m not worried. I’m — ”

      “Did Colonel Calais tell you roller coaster rules?” 

      “I’m not sure.” 

      “Keep your hands and legs and head inside the vehicle at all times,” Burrows recited, “lest you get them bitten off.”  

      Hayes reached across to buckle Alice into the seat like an infant. Her long-sleeved undershirt shifted, and Alice found herself staring at an old wound on the woman’s neck. There were suture lines around the wound as if the thing had been stitched, but the whole area had the look of something deflated, like rotted fruit. The skin was still gray and soft looking despite the wound clearly being years old. 

      “I apologize if I’m being overly personal,” Alice asked, “but do you mind if I ask you a question?” 

      The woman saw where Alice was looking, shifted her shirt to re-cover the wound, and straightened to full height before closing the door with Alice inside. 

      “It’s not a problem, ma’am.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          BIVOUAC

        

      

    

    
      BY THE TIME THE JEEP pulled up outside what looked like a massive, heavily armed survivalist’s tree house with a fence thirty or forty yards circling its base — a place she’d seen Bobby call Bivouac — Alice felt an intense moment of relief. She could see Bobby Baltimore’s tall, quickly moving form stalking the area, pointing at a camera crew and shouting orders. She’d only met Bobby a few times, but right now he seemed like her port in the storm. She’d been up since 4:30, caught a one-stop flight — Aberdeen-Atlanta-San Francisco — before taking a military shuttle plane to Fresno Air Force Base for a helicopter ride so she could get ping-ponged all over the Yosemite incoming center, fitted, tested, chipped, and briefed. It was barely afternoon Pacific time. She hadn’t reached her purpose, yet the trip had her wiped and ready for bed already. 

      Adrenaline — both from nerves and the kind that stemmed from excitement — had been bolstering her like a boost of strong caffeine, but now she was running low. She’d seen a few accommodating faces but none that weren’t in a rush to get her on to the next thing. Ironically, this fortified station in the middle of the country’s prime undead reserve couldn’t help but feel to Alice like an oasis, a place to finally rest her weary feet. 

      The gate dragged open then closed. Only once it was seated did a second, inner gate roll back on wheels. The MPs handed Alice off like a package being delivered, nodded their good luck, and left. The incoming building complex where Alice first arrived by helicopter had been on the reserve’s edge behind an enormous fence-and-guards infrastructure. This outpost was surrounded by hostile territory. The MPs looked brave but clearly didn’t like being out here any more than Alice’s guts told her to be. 

      The trip’s final leg lasted only about fifty feet. The woman who’d accepted her from the MPs (Sydney or Cindy; Alice hadn’t heard which) seemed to be one of Bobby’s assistants or possibly show producers and practically dragged her over to Bobby — who, blessedly, seemed just as delighted to see Alice as Alice was to stop moving for ten seconds. 

      “Alice Frank! Imagine my shock in seeing you here!” Bobby extended a hand and gave her the smile that charmed a nation. His blue eyes actually sparkled. It was impossible to not be a little in lust with the man if you were compatibly inclined, which Alice was. 

      She held out her hand. Bobby shook it. 

      “Nice trip?” 

      “Horrible.”

      “Really? Which part?” 

      “The part where some asshole booked me an interview in the middle of zombie central.” Then she smiled because they’d already had this discussion on the phone. Nobody booked for Alice but Alice. She hadn’t had help when she’d been a nobody blogger and didn’t have any now that she’d become the go-to source on Sherman Pope or the company that had rescued the world from its menace. She’d told Bobby that it was hard to consider yourself well known or wealthy when your job was essentially gumshoe reporting, even though Alice, these days, was technically both. 

      “We don’t like that word around here. You know that, Ms. Frank.” Bobby made a shame-shame gesture, wagging a finger. 

      “Interview?” 

      Bobby smiled. There was a rusty chair nearby on the decaying grass, so he slouched into it and, again, flashed his famous smile. “Oh, no. I only hire people who are total whores, so that’s a word we like plenty.”

       Bobby gestured to a second chair. Alice took it just as something, somewhere out in the trees past the fence, started to scream. Alice ignored it. This situation called for airplane turbulence rules: if the stewardesses (Bobby and his crew) didn’t react as if something was unusual or wrong, she’d better pretend it didn’t scare her shitless even if it did. 

      “Not yet, though,” Alice said. “I’m honestly not in the right state of mind for an interview.” Meaning: She needed rest. Just a few minutes of meaningless chat to put the odd world around her into some sort of order. Sleep would be best, but even a beer would do.  

      A large vehicle pulled around from the back of the massive, multi-platform, high-rise observation fort behind them. Unlike the Jeep, this one was covered, armored, and serious business. 

      “Not yet,” Bobby agreed, standing. “First, we hunt. Then we talk.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          HULKA

        

      

    

    
      THE RESERVE-SCOUTING VEHICLE WAS a cross between a troop carrier and a party RV. They loaded through the back and sat in racks with harnesses. Alice kept irrationally expecting the back to open at any moment to shouts of, DISEMBARK! DISEMBARK! while some military cliché (Alice imagined Sergeant Hulka from Stripes, an old comedy her grandfather once showed her on his antique DVD player) waved his arms for them to fall out and kick some ass. But instead of loading with armed troops, Bobby Baltimore’s carrier filled with a few hunters who’d booked passage … but mostly mild-looking camera operators, sound men, production assistants, and a woman in a severe gray suit that might be an executive on the network’s worst assignment. Instead of Sergeant Hulka shouting to disembark, it was Bobby who, once they were clear of the fence, motioned for anyone who wanted to climb a ladder and ride. Bobby was alone in his desire, but he grabbed Alice by the sleeve and forced her to go topside as well. 

      The day was warm. They were seated like tourists atop a bus with the interior hatch closed (maybe locked; that made her nervous in a new and horrible way). Bobby gave Alice a tip of his head and another winning smile. They weren’t moving terribly fast. It was slow enough, she thought, that anyone who wanted to jump onto the thing and start climbing after the hors d’oeuvres up top could do so. But the engine was loud — surely diesel and manually steered because it needed the torque and computers still weren’t smart enough to navigate through reanimated bodies wanting to eat the passengers. Bobby shouted to be heard over the roaring engine and howling wind.

      “Did Calais give you the incoming speech about the park, about the people who are sent here, blah blah?” 

      “Yes. It was very 101.” 

      “That’s government for you,” Bobby said. 

      Alice reached into her pocket. If she were a pro, she’d travel with a team, as Bobby did to make his shows, but at her core she was still a hack working solo behind a computer. Besides, humility made for superior journalistic integrity. These days, you didn’t need professional sound and video to make it as an investigator. Gonzo journalism almost demanded shaky work and sub-par quality. No need for a team when a camera app would do. 

      “Are we on the record?” he said, still projecting his voice. 

      “Probably should have been on the record from the beginning. It’s okay. I’ve got it here.” She tapped her head. “Do you mind?” Her finger hovered over the big red record graphic on her screen, waiting for permission. 

      “It’s why you’re here.”

      Alice started recording. She had a small prehensile tripod in her trip bag, so she scanned the landscape then attached the camera to the railing, focused on Bobby. 

      “Did you ask why the reserve is in Yosemite?” 

      “I did. You know me so well.” And he seemed to. Bobby got along with everyone, a friend to all. It’s why his shows were so successful. They’d only met a handful of times, but deep down, Alice had to admit he seemed like an old best friend. It was dangerous to trust, but trust was definitely something that Bobby Baltimore routinely inspired. Just as Alice, for most of the nation, inspired trust. 

      “Part of it’s the official answer. But part of it’s climate. There’s a fair amount of sun and warmth here, but not always. Some people argued for Bakersfield since it had to be walled off anyway. Why not just toss people in there if they’re too far gone? But the problem is that SoCal weather’s too perfect. There’s a lot of outrage from leftists about what people like me do — not as a quasi-celebrity, but as a hunter — but the truth is we’re a drop in the bucket. There are still thousands of newly infected brought here every month, all selected against and deemed incurable. Hunters can’t kill that many. But the cold does it fine.” 

      “Cold kills them?”

      “Not always. But did you ever freeze a steak?” 

      Alice nodded. “Cooks up fine after you thaw it.” 

      “Sure. If you wrap it up right. But once these things rage, they don’t know how to wrap themselves up anymore for the winter. And then guess what happens?” 

      The vehicle came to a sudden stop. They were in an area like all the others they’d passed, but this time the back gate lowered and the hunters in their company began to casually unload, as if preparing for a Sunday picnic. 

      Bobby must not have realized they were going to stop. He looked surprised then rapped on the hatch. It was opened from below by a bland-faced PA. 

      “Wait,” Alice said. “What happens to the rage-stage deadheads when winter comes and they’re not ‘wrapped’ well?” 

      Bobby was halfway down the ladder. Someone was pushing a giant weapon into his hands. One that Alice, who’d watched a lot of Bobby’s hunting shows like everyone else, recognized as “the BFG” — short for “Big Fucking Gun.” 

      “They get freezer burn,” Bobby said then extended a hand to Alice. “Come on down. This is where things get fun.” 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          BIG FUCKING GUN

        

      

    

    
      SEEING BOBBY HUNT IN PERSON was little like seeing it on TV. The BFG, while large and multi-barreled, was smaller than it looked onscreen. Bobby’s calm (which Alice had always thought must be put on considering the tense situations he was always in) now appeared genuine, even as they strode into the brush with all its granite outcroppings and excellent hiding spots. There was nothing nervous about him. Alice, on the other hand, was plenty tense. She knew this song and dance in theory — considering all the reporting she’d done on Hemisphere BioTech, Archibald Burgess, and the sticky ethical issues that came with overprotective government agencies and a blended, perhaps aggressively mainstreamed society — but being in the hot zone was so much more nerve-racking than sitting behind a computer. 

      “There,” Bobby said, pointing. “You see?” 

      Alice did. There was one man shambling along what seemed to be an old hiking trail, climbing over boulders, intermittently stumbling, moving with an unsteady gait. Alice had a neighbor who moved just like him, but Kelly Pulombo didn’t share this man’s vacant, bloodthirsty stare. 

      Alice looked at Bobby. She knew his shows were best-of reels by definition (Bobby said it took forty hours of hunting to get enough good footage for twenty-two minutes’ worth of show), but she still hadn’t been prepared for how much missed nuance was in front of her now. The devil might be in the details, but apparently it wasn’t in the aired show, the outtakes, or the bonus footage.

      “Why is nobody taking aim?” She looked at the other hunters — those who were part of Bobby’s team and those who’d booked paid charter on his bus. None were raising weapons to sight on the deadhead across the rock scree. There were hunters scattered across the reserve, but those who chose to ride with Bobby Baltimore were supposed to be the richest — and, supposedly, the best at bagging game. 

      “Because he’s not raging yet.” 

      “How can you tell?” 

      “Years of hunting.”

      “But if you got closer, maybe he’d⁠—” 

      “He wouldn’t, and he’s not. Trust me. That one’s still grazing. I’ll bet if we went over there, we could even have a simple conversation.” 

      That gave Alice the chills. It had often occurred to her that Panacea clarifiers had the worst jobs in the world, choosing who was curable and who was bound for Yosemite. Or rather, they had the worst jobs in the world if they were psychologically healthy … which, now that Alice considered it, wasn’t a condition that clarifiers were likely to maintain if they stayed on the job long. And if they were sadistic bastards, then clarifying was a dream job. Who lives? Who dies? I get to decide! Because if they got one wrong, who would know? 

      Alice’s neighbor Kelly seemed safe, but with her shambling gait, forgetfulness, and penchant for the rarest beef, she had to have been in the ballpark of her inflection point when initially clarified. But even the newly infected would eventually turn if left untreated, and then ultimately vanish in the Yosemite wilds. 

      “How long does it take for the greenest of them to turn?” Alice asked.

      Bobby looked at her with amusement. Alice returned the look, feeling jealousy at his easy calm. The smug bastard wasn’t even breathing heavy. He certainly wasn’t watching every tree and boulder as if a group of deadheads was about to spring out and rush forward. But Alice couldn’t help it. 

      “I thought you were an expert.” 

      “I’m just asking for an on-the-ground account,” Alice replied, her tone more defensive than she’d intended. “I’ve heard rumors that the disease is evolving, with shortened incubation times. Plus, the chatter I’m getting from every Tom, Dick, and Harry who visits my blog. Some are legit and plenty are wackos, ranging from conscientious objectors to tinfoil theorists, but most are saying that clarifiers are erring on the side of selecting-against way too often for new infections. I figured that since you spend so much time in the wild, you might have some insight into aspects of SP-terminal behavior that we, who aren’t in the trenches, couldn’t possibly have enough perspective to — ”

      “Look out!”

      Bobby shot a hand toward Alice mid-rant, the heel of his palm striking her chest hard enough to knock her backward. His weapon came up in one fluid motion, like a reflex. Alice heard a guttural roar, like an animal’s, and suddenly saw three half-decayed things coming toward them too fast, seemingly having sprung from nowhere like macabre jack-in-the-boxes. There was a loud, booming report, flat and hollow like a cannon fired into an enormous pillow. 

      The sound echoed five times in rapid succession as flashes and activity strobed from the right. A great glut of something exploded from where Alice had been standing, and by the time she’d drawn another two breaths, she found herself looking down at her shirt, now covered in semi-congealed blood and clots of gore. 

      She looked up at Bobby, who was entirely covered in red. He lowered his weapon, as did the two hunters to his right who’d unloaded into the sneak attackers. All three guns were smoking at the ends, but the deadheads were now invisible: carcasses on the ground ahead, maybe, or burst like water balloons. 

      “Three weeks,” Bobby said. 

      Alice was still on her back, her heart pounding out of her chest, panting like a dog. 

      “What?” 

      Her eyes were everywhere at once, unable to focus. How many tens or hundreds of thousands of deadheads had Calais said were wandering the park? And of those tens or hundreds of thousands, how many were in the rockfall ahead of them now, waiting to tear Alice in half?

      Bobby pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and casually wiped his face. “You asked me a question. The answer is that it takes three weeks for those dropped here, closest to their inflection points, to rage.” 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          PURGATORY VALLEY

        

      

    

    
      CALAIS AND THE OTHERS (NOT to mention Bobby Baltimore’s producers, before she’d left home) had promised that although the act of hunting ferals in Yosemite was a high-risk experience by nature, Alice would be perfectly safe as long as she stuck with the crew. During the pop-up horror show that had just occurred, the camera operators had never flinched even when Alice realized she may have been screaming. They’d merely hung a few paces back, waiting. Apparently, spring-ups like that happened all the time — and, in fact, were highly coveted action sequences that viewers loved. While Alice had been on her back, mentally making her will, much of the crew had been silently cheering.

      The trick was to stay back from the frontline hunters. Yosemite had a lot of terrific hiding spots. It was even a selling point for the family and friends of those who needed to be briefed: during the grazing period, their loved ones, who’d still have some of their right minds, would have plenty of places to stay low and out of sight. Nothing would get those people before their time, and hunters were only allowed to shoot what came at them. And when they turned and lost most of their interest in hiding? Well … at that point, they weren’t really people anymore, no matter what they looked like. 

      So Alice hung with the unarmed civilians. From back here, things were tolerable, though only barely. Maybe the crew had grown used to being in the hot zone, but to Alice it was as if the air itself was soaked in adrenaline. Deadheads might not try to hide, but there were enough obstacles that they did it accidentally all the time. As the group moved around, hunters in a wide outer perimeter and unarmed citizens in the center, surprises kept happening. Most were macabre discoveries: forgotten corpses from previous hunters who hadn’t cleaned their messes, deadheads who’d been devoured by animals, detached limbs and occasionally heads that refused to stop moving. But a few were targets, and the cameras grabbed more for their precious broadcast minutes. 

      Mostly, though, the hunt was tense but uneventful. Despite Alice’s early start, the time change meant she’d barely reached Yosemite by lunchtime, and Bobby’s group seemed to have saved what promised to be the more interesting hours for Alice to witness, record, and report. On the surface, she tried to be a pro: taking photos, taking video that could later be supplemented by his crew’s video, scribbling notes, asking questions when the mood didn’t seem to call for quiet. But deep down, Alice never unclenched. Every moment was life or death — or, depending on how you saw Yosemite’s residents, perhaps somewhat dead or more dead.

      When they were high up with land sprawling below, Bobby identified vast herds of ferals roaming like wolf packs below them. They occasionally stopped, but never appeared to rest. There were three reasons for their breaks: They got bored by a zombie’s definition of ennui or forgot where they were going, they found something to tear apart, or they simply got stuck. That’s what had happened with the three who’d attacked earlier. They were in a small dip in the land with slippery sides to the rear, and had only found their way out when the approaching humans had called their attention to the dip’s other side, where egress was easy. 

      “The trick,” Bobby told Alice as they walked in the open, “is to outsmart them.” 

      “Okay.” That sounded somewhere between a platitude and a ridiculously obvious truism.

      “It’s not hard. They’re only feral once they have virtually no brain left. You know that kids game, where you stick out your thumb and pretend you’ve grabbed the kid’s nose?” 

      Alice nodded. 

      “That would work on a deadhead. Except with one difference.” 

      “What’s that?” 

      “They don’t care if it’s their own nose; they’d want to eat it anyway. Come on. I want to show you something.”

      They crossed a rise. Once upon a time, Alice supposed much of what they were traversing must have been spectacular hiking ground. Now it was a fenced-in reserve for mad dogs needing to go madder. There was debate — particularly within higher-functioning levels of the SP-positive (or “necrotic”) community — whether euthanasia would be more humane than the Yosemite solution. For necrotics, it wasn’t an entirely hyperbolic discussion; before Necrophage, they’d have been shipped to Yosemite as well. But the problem with euthanasia always came down to the same sticky issue: Clarifiers (or perhaps doctors) would need to look still-coherent human beings in the eye and tell them it was time to die. They’d need to inform friends and family that Cousin Joe, who everyone had figured was curable and could still play backgammon, needed to be put down like a dog. There would be footage, if things went that way, of SP-terminal patients who disagreed with their clarification and had to be dragged, screaming, to their executions. 

      As places to go slowly insane before dying went, Yosemite wasn’t bad. And to think: after you died, you got to keep on going … until you rotted in the sun, freezer-burned in the cold, or a hunter ended you for good. 

      “Jesus,” Alice said when they reached the lip of a rise. 

      Below, in a shallow valley, was a collection of rudimentary lean-tos cobbled from fallen limbs and covered with pine branches. Some of the structures were elaborate, as if they’d taken months to construct and perfect. Milling between the makeshift shelters were twenty or thirty people who looked like they had palsy. All were slow and shambling but otherwise mobile, passing one another with acknowledgements and greetings. Even from high up, Alice could see intelligence on their faces through her binoculars. 

      “We call this Purgatory Valley,” Bobby said. “There’s a large, flat, clear space over there where they drop off new arrivals, and a kind of delta in the land funnels them in this direction. For some reason, there aren’t many ferals around here, and they leave the new arrivals alone anyway, though you’d never know it from the way newbies spend all their time looking around, trying to build barriers to defend against nothing.” 

      Alice scanned the group with the binoculars, feeling sad. 

      “It’s like a little village,” she said. “The houses are so … elaborate?” 

      Bobby nodded. “The shelters have been here almost from the beginning. Each new wave takes them over and makes them a little bit better. This is where they hide at first, a lot of them, hoping for something to save them.” 

      “Three weeks,” Alice said mostly to herself, remembering Bobby’s earlier words. 

      “They’ll stay one week at most,” Bobby said. “After that, the highest logic seems to leave, and they stop thinking of society and start thinking only of a more primitive form of self-preservation.” 

      “What’s that?” 

      “Going somewhere else. Then they turn. And then they die.” 

      Alice watched the small group of ramshackle structures. One of them seemed to be significantly taller than the others, as if it were the village’s center. 

      “Is that Town Hall there in the middle?” 

      “That’s Golem’s house,” Bobby said with something like wonder in his voice. He sat up straighter and, as if cued by Alice’s question, scanned the horizon. Behind him, the crew started to mumble as if anticipating what was coming and not liking it even a little. 

      “We don’t have time today, Bobby,” said the severe-looking woman in the gray suit. She still looked ready to attend a board meeting, and here was Alice, covered in crusting blood and guts. 

      “What’s Golem?” Alice asked as Bobby sighed, disappointed.

      The woman answered, her voice thick with eye-rolling indulgence. “Golem is Bobby’s white whale.” 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          THE MAN WHO SAVED  THE WORLD

        

      

    

    
      MORE SHOOTING. MORE KILLS. 

      ONE of the non-team hunters tried sneaking up on one of the deadheads he’d ended to cut something off as a trophy, but Bobby yelled at him. Maybe it was for Alice’s benefit as a reporting journalist, but she didn’t think so. Bobby was a curious fellow, famous for killing undead things that were once US citizens, but strangely respectful. The official line on Yosemite hunting was that it was about population control, like deer hunting, but most of the people who contacted Alice through her blog argued that it was sadistic, macho bullshit: killing made legal so psychopaths could finally come out and play. But she didn’t think that was true of Bobby, even as sensational and famous as Sherman Pope had made him. He played the game with respect. And for that, Alice found her already entrenched regard for Bobby deepening.

      By the time they piled back into the troop carrier recreational vehicle, the sun was setting. Bobby reclaimed his position on the roof for the ride back to the outpost, and Alice joined him. He seemed almost wistful, his deep-blue eyes watching the passing scenery like a sailor staring out at the sea. 

      She waited for him to speak first, not wanting to break the mood. In the between time, her mind moved to the vehicle below, and the landscape around them. Colonel Calais and the PFC who’d equipped her had said there were all sorts of control systems and safeguards observing the reserve: cameras everywhere linked by a rudimentary, experimental AI hub to follow and predict movements, tags like the one in her hand meant to keep watch on the movement of inmates both dead and alive, satellites in the sky watching for rogues here like the satellite network kept an eye on the nation’s cities and farmland.

      But despite all of that — despite assurances that even if Alice somehow became separated from Bobby’s crew, there were armed rangers always at the ready who’d storm in to save her — Alice couldn’t help thinking of the vehicle, its rubber tires, its gas tank with a finite capacity, its engine that was as susceptible to breakdown as her own temperamental Prius X. They were perhaps a half hour from twilight, an hour from full dark. And no matter what safeguards existed, this wasn’t a place Alice wanted to be when light fled the sky.

      “So,” said Bobby. “Did you get what you needed?” 

      Alice blinked, her thoughts slow to return from the horrors of a monster-filled darkness. 

      “For this part, yes. But we still have the interview.” 

      “How will it be different from the other interviews we’ve done?” Bobby wasn’t annoyed. His charming smile was back, his expression bright in the waning light. Despite being covered in guts, he remained camera friendly. He had two days’ stubble on his face and wavy brown hair that was too long for Alice’s taste but still worked well on the handsome Bobby Baltimore. 

      “Now I’ve been hunting with you.” 

      “And how was it?” 

      “Gruesome.” 

      “So then,” said Bobby. “What kinds of questions do you have for our interview?” 

      A parade of inquiries marched through her mind. She was as eager to ask as he was to know:

      Do you ever wonder if people tune in and watch you blow away their family members? If so, does it bother you? 

      Have you ever interacted with a deadhead who hadn’t yet raged, who might still seem harmless, like a slow human?

      How interested is Hemisphere in what they do here? Is it a testing ground, or something else?

      Who is Golem, and what does he mean to you?

      And perhaps most niggling of all: Does it strike you as conflicted that some of the staff here at Yosemite Reserve, where deadheads are hunted, are themselves Sherman Pope positive? 

      “I can’t tell you that,” Alice said. “It will give you time to prepare. I need a genuine reaction, when I ask my questions on the record.” 

      “Shock reporting? Cornering the interview subject? I thought you were better than that, Ms. Frank,” he said with a winning smile to blanch the sting. Another lighthearted jibe, as expected from a guy like Bobby, who could get away with anything. 

      “Nothing so sinister. But if you answer me now and I’m not recording, the little details will all be lost, and you may not give them again later, when they matter.” 

      “Fine. Spoilsport.” He looked into the distance, where moaning noises seemed to come from the rocks themselves. Alice had heard that: In areas with large feral populations (and these days, there were really only two left: Yosemite and Bakersfield), undead groans were as much a part of the aural landscape as chirping crickets or hooting owls. “Then tell me this: Will Archibald Burgess like the report you’ll give about this little trip, or will he hate it?” 

      The man who saved the world? The hero who came to the rescue when all seemed lost? That was the official line on Burgess, but Alice had a few rather unpopular opinions to the contrary. There was no question Hemisphere was all too aware of her thoughts, and Alice Frank’s fly in their ointment. 

      “Archibald Burgess,” Alice said, finally feeling less uneasy and more herself as the well-lit tree house outpost loomed ahead. “Yes, Bobby. Let’s talk about him.” 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          DEAD CITY

        

      

    

    
      “I’M JUST SAYING,” TED DOYLE said from across the table, “I’d still do her.” 

      Ian laughed. He wasn’t supposed to think that was funny, but hell if it wasn’t. The official Hemisphere stance on SP-positive individuals — casually termed “necrotics” but more unfortunately known as “twitchers” — was to act like nobody knew who had the disease and who didn’t. More realistically, the polite stance was to treat affliction like any other handicap or condition — hopefully with respect and understanding, albeit with some resistance. But in practice, most people were like Ted … and, Ian thought, like himself if he’d laughed. Nobody afflicted wanted the disease, and they surely weren’t to blame, but that didn’t change the fact that only four years ago, anyone infected for long enough would eventually try to eat you.

      Gennifer gave Ian a glance. He was the executive vice president; he was senior to everyone at the table to the tune of a quadrupled salary; he, if anyone here, should be reinforcing proper company behavior. But Gennifer had always been this group’s den mother, and that made her the human embodiment of Burgess’s evolutionary theory: When something provided artificial assistance, natural mechanisms relaxed and stopped trying so hard. Gennifer was like antibiotics for the unruly crew. The more she tried to control Ted, the less he stopped trying to control himself — and the less Ian found himself needing to intervene. 

      “Knock it off, Ted,” Ian said. 

      The table suffered a lull. Kate, as usual, seemed thoughtfully uncomfortable. Gary wore his usual expression of polite concern — he didn’t approve but would roll with the punches. Ian sat amused by it all, and Gennifer kept staring, urging Ian to follow up. Maybe he should chastise Ted for being a bigot. Issue a formal reprimand.  

      Instead, Ian laughed again, unable to contain himself after his oddly stressful morning. 

      “Ted!” Gennifer barked. Then, when Ted finally quieted: “Holy shit, Ian. You’re an awful example.” 

      “You could ride the spasms, is all I’m saying,” Ted added.

      Ian wanted to snicker again, imagining Sarah the temp succumbing to Ted’s wiles, unable to control her reflexes. In reality, the scene would be uglier than Ted was joking it would be. Sarah wasn’t just limping and jerking; she was also sloughing. It wasn’t uncommon to find blood all over the coffee station after she’d visited. You’d point it out, and Sarah would realize she’d lost most of the skin from a finger again. 

      “She’s right, Ted. Knock it off.” 

      Ian tried to straighten his face. It wasn’t hard now that Gennifer had tossed cold water on the irreverence. But once Ian’s mood had dampened, his mind turned to the other thing and began to wander. To the oddly disquieting happenings on his computer. To guilt over nothing at all. To his morning spent reacting to someone’s meddling, his gut twisting into a knot. 

      “Fine,” Ted pouted, breaking Ian’s spell. “I was just trying to be UNprejudiced, despite what you bigots seem to be implying.” He gathered his tray and stood then dropped his garbage in the black trashcan after almost depositing it in the biohazard barrel. 

      The others stood to follow. But lunch couldn’t be over; Ian had done nothing more than eat and make small talk. Somehow, this group of scientists was supposed to miraculously shed light on the mystery that had been poking Ian all morning. The mystery that Ian somehow felt he needed to hide, even though he’d done nothing wrong. 

      Ian stood to follow. When the group reached the cafeteria’s edge, Ian grabbed Gennifer’s shoulder before she could wave her card over the scanner.

      “Gennifer. You got a minute?” 

      “Sure.” She looked at the others then apparently decided Ted, Gary, and Kate could be trusted to go on without her. For five minutes, at least. 

      “I’ll catch up with you,” she told the group. Then to Ian: “What’s up?” 

      “This might sound kind of strange, coming from me,” Ian began.

      “Damn. Don’t tell me you already had dibs on Sarah, and now I have to intervene.” 

      “I’m being serious.” 

      Gennifer practically snapped to attention. She could joke, but adherence to protocol was closer to her style. 

      “I’m sorry. You’ve seemed distracted all through lunch. I actually meant to ask about it, but … well … Ted happened.” 

      Ian inhaled, then slowly exhaled, trying to decide where to start. He hadn’t been kidding; the questions he wanted to ask, given their stations, weren’t typical. But he had to start somewhere, so he decided on the issue’s far side — not delving into the meat of the matter, but into the way it had surfaced. 

      “Have you assigned me any tasks in the system lately?” 

      “That’s not that strange a question. And no, I haven’t. You asked me not to assign you tasks. I think your exact words were, ‘I’m the boss, so stop fucking micromanaging me, Gennifer.’” 

      Ian wanted to laugh as she’d no doubt intended, but he couldn’t. The need to get this out and be done with it had him rushing on.

      “Who else might give me tasks?” 

      “Just look at the assignee, Ian. That’ll tell you who gave them to you.” 

      She was looking at him with a quizzical expression. His heart was beating too hard, and his palms were sweating. This wasn’t normal behavior when discussing to-do’s, and her eyebrows were already rising. 

      But the truth was, he’d already looked at the assignee, of course. And according to the company software, the person who’d assigned all those odd, sticking-his-nose-where-it-doesn’t-belong tasks to Ian was Ian himself. 

      As if he was being framed for something. Something he’d had nothing to do with.

      It’s just a glitch, he told himself. 

      But he’d repeated that refrain over and over in his office before coming down to lunch, and it hadn’t helped. It sure hadn’t felt like a glitch. The strange to-do’s had come at him like unrelenting pillbox fire, each task burdened with accompanying attachments. 

      The material he was being sent, so far as Ian could tell, was all public data — nothing wrong with having or reading any of it. Except that everything was wrong with it. They were the kinds of questions a troublemaker like Alice Frank might ask because she had an agenda against the company … which, of course, Alice Frank always had. If anyone saw the list Ian had apparently given himself for the day, they’d have had plenty of questions, about loyalty and suitability for his current job. 

      Why so curious all of a sudden, Ian? What are you trying to prove that has no basis in reality except for insinuations made by muckraking journalists, Ian?

      “I’ll do that. I’ll just check the assignee.” He turned. 

      “Wait.” This time, Gennifer grabbed Ian’s shoulder. “That’s not weird enough.” 

      “What?” 

      “That’s not really what you wanted to ask me. What is it, Ian? You look like you saw a ghost.” 

      “I was just curious.” 

      “About what?” 

      “Virology.” He had to spit the word out to get it past his lips.

      Gennifer laughed. Then she said, “Seriously?” 

      “Never mind.” 

      “Wait. Is this for the designer formulation tweaks Burgess wants? For Nice and Pretty?” 

      “Yeah,” Ian said. In reality, he had no idea what made any of the designer versions of Necrophage (Nice, Pretty, or any others) different from the plain old base Phage that anyone could get for free. That was something for scientists, not executives. But if it opened the conversational door with Gennifer in a way that didn’t make him look guilty, all the better.

      “What about virology?” 

      But that was exactly the problem. Ian had no idea. All of those to-do’s had been vague, and he didn’t so much as know what to ask.

      Research virology.

      Research cell receptors. 

      Research vascular decay as a mechanism for crossing the blood/brain barrier. 

      None of which Ian understood. All of which Ian knew practically nothing about. He understood business, not biology. None of those things or the others that kept coming up were any of his concern … and yet, taken as a whole, they sure looked like Ian had big doubts about the company — the kind of doubts a mole or anonymous source for certain troublemakers might have, for instance. 

      “Never mind, Gennifer. Seriously. It’s nothing.” 

      “You’re sure?” 

      Ian almost laughed. Before, she’d been trying to pry information out of him. Now, having heard Ian ask (rather nervously) about a word he could barely pronounce, she seemed perfectly willing to let it go. That, more than anything, proved that his concerns had been judged and found unworthy. 

      “I’m sure.” 

      “You seem overworked.” 

      “I’m always overworked.” 

      Gennifer bit her lip, put her hand on Ian’s arm, and watched him for a long second. Then she said, “All right. Well, tell Bridget hello for me, okay? And we’ll see her at the Family Picnic, right?” 

      “Sure thing.”

      “Gary’s bringing his wife. I wouldn’t bring your daughter, though.” 

      Ian wanted to roll his eyes. It was like she thought he was retarded. The Hemisphere Family Picnic was the biggest PR event of the year, and he’d been to two of them in the past. He knew the drill just fine. Why would anyone bring kids? It was a picnic, yes, but it was a photo op for the necrotic cause more than anything else.

      “I won’t,” he said instead. 

      Gennifer smiled, turned, and headed through the door. Ian followed. And as his shoes echoed down the corridor, he grew increasingly certain that no matter what he’d just learned or failed to learn, something was wrong — or, perhaps more accurately, that anyone who glanced at Ian’s computer would think Ian Keys believed something was wrong.

      With the Sherman Pope virus, now kept in check save the occasional outbreak in the sticks. 

      With Hemisphere, the company that rescued the nation from a plague when things had seemed hopeless.

      And, maybe, with the drug that saved the world. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          TO BE READ

        

      

    

    
      IAN TOOK THE LONG WAY to reach his office in Alpha Building. It required him to take the sprawling hallway past the accounting department on the first floor then take the elevator up on the far side. Usually, he rode the first elevator, just past the security doors, but that route required him to walk through the cubicle farm. For some reason, he didn’t want to do that today. It wasn’t elitism, about not wanting to mingle with the rank and file. It was something deeper, tinged with nerves, unease, and perhaps even guilt. 

      Why had all those new to-do’s shot to the top of Ian’s list, assigned by a ghost? And he hadn’t even told Gennifer the rest — about the to-read information that had risen to the top of his list. Why would the EVP care about virology and epidemiology? It had to be a simple mistake on par with someone clicking the wrong box — Oh, sorry, Mr. Keys. I was supposed to assign those tasks to Paul in R&D — and that was likely all there was to it. But Ian couldn’t shake the feeling that he was sticking his nose where it didn’t belong even if he wasn’t sticking it anywhere. 

      Ian arrived in his spacious office and found that his queue had been stocked with several Alice Frank articles bookmarked in his to be read list. 

      Ian felt his pulse rise. Frank’s articles weren’t any more
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