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	Prologue

	 

	 

	 

	When humans proclaim the end of the world, what they mean to proclaim is the end of humanity. The world will consume our ashes and forget we were ever here.

	A gentle breeze crept over the northern rim of the Grand Canyon. The morning sun clung to the eastern sky, shrouding the Colorado River beneath a grim shadow. The portrait was brutal and unrepentant, as if painted with sweeping strokes and left to bleed. An eagle sliced through rays of sunshine and called into the darkness as if to curse its presence.

	A narrow outcrop stretched into the gorge from the upper rim, like a knife hanging over the edge of a counter. Gusts of wind rushed around the blade, creating a howling vortex. Large juniper trees peppered the surface. Their twisting branches gifted sweet aromas to the passing breeze and shaded the area from the beating sun.

	The evergreen canopy enclosed a rustic picnic table. Planks of tempered wood attached to a metal frame that rested on a slab of brown stone, one of several along the terrain. Their offset patterns created rocky stairs that vanished at the canyon ledge. The table was perched on the highest slab, like a throne overlooking one of nature’s greatest wonders.

	A sun-bleached human skeleton sat at the table, its white bones serving as a stark contrast to the earthy surroundings. It lay facedown on the parched wood with arms fanned out. Tattered fabric clung to the hunched frame. The clothes were faded and threadbare, for death had taken their owner a long time ago.

	The corpse sat on the eastern side of the table, facing every glorious sunset for an untold number of years. A reasonable choice, given the allure of the land it occupied. Perhaps a final vision of perfection before yielding to a mystery ailment.

	In any regard, it was a creature long forgotten.

	A rugged path departed from the table and snaked through the thick foliage, leading back to the mainland expanse. Twigs and roots littered the ground, covering an access route long devoid of care. Desert creatures maintained it now as they sought to escape the midday heat. They paid no mind to the grisly resident, a fixture as placid as the table it guarded.

	A twig snapped from afar.

	Then silence.

	Another snap, louder and closer.

	A crow leapt from the canopy and flapped away.

	An older man emerged from the foliage, wearing stout boots and practical clothes. His coarse beard and leathery skin declared his age, a mid-sixties gentleman with a wealth of mileage. A backpack hung from his sturdy frame, as the years had failed to dampen his resolve.

	The man studied the area with slow pans, taking in the immediate surroundings with each calculated step. Every rock, every tree, a silent and deliberate hunt. When his gaze landed on the picnic table, he stopped dead in his tracks. His body hardened, but carried no fear or disgust. He just stared at the bones, lost inside an abyss known only to him.

	His lips began to quiver.

	An unknown torment stole the air from his lungs and yanked his gaze away. He gasped and wheezed as a black fog invaded his headspace. Tears rolled down his cheeks and fell to the dirt, creating muddy splotches on the copper canvas. His eyes pinched shut, cloaking his mind in a sea of soothing darkness. After a bout of steadied breaths, he wiped the anguish on a sleeve and continued towards the pale remains.

	The man stepped onto the upper slab and slowed to a stop at the weathered table. He stood there for a time, looming over the skeleton with a cold detachment. The skull lay on its cheek and stared back at the man through vacant sockets. The jaw was closed and held in place by splintered wood, forming a permanent grin. A spinal serpent slithered through a tunnel of frayed fabric and down to a pelvis resting on the bench.

	With a heavy sigh, the man pulled his gaze across the majestic landscape and nodded with understanding. He unhooked the backpack from his shoulders, placed it on the table, then settled beside the skeleton as if to greet an old friend. His weary gaze locked onto the wooden planks as his brain struggled to digest the moment. After a brief silence, he reached into his backpack and withdrew a few items.

	An old tablet with a scratched screen.

	A solar charging mat.

	A timeworn book.

	He unraveled the mat and placed it face-up on the table, covering a square foot of space. A quick swipe powered the tablet, which connected to the mat and pinged with confirmation. The screen flickered to life and offered a sparse array of applications. He tapped a media icon, which opened a simple audio recorder. The man exhaled a measured breath, eyed the ragged book, then tapped the start button.

	“Well,” he said, “I guess I should start at the end.”

	
	 

	 

	 

	Part I: The Fallout

	 

	 

	 

	“There is no escape. Go, be with your family. Hold them now and mend your broken bonds.”

	 

	- Thomas Beacham, KGFX News

	
	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	 

	My name is Jonas.

	Today is March 30th, 2621. I use the Gregorian calendar because it’s what I know from childhood. I could also say that the year is 485 of the Eternal Age, but that world ended on November 7th, 2580.

	I haven’t seen another living person in over 40 years.

	To be perfectly honest, I have no idea why I am even recording this, as I don’t know who could listen to it. I am 65 years old and sitting at a picnic table overlooking the Grand Canyon. It’s a magnificent sight, and one that I always wanted to see in person.

	Although, I might have chosen a different companion than the one beside me. The skeleton is human, that much is clear. The bones give ‘em away.

	That was a joke, by the way.

	But yeah, I guess that warrants an explanation.

	Eternals ruled the world for the better part of four centuries. They were an immortal race that overthrew humanity and conquered the planet. When an eternal dies, they disintegrate, bones and all. For that matter, I’m not sure why I still call them “eternals.” That’s their word. Old habits die hard, I guess. It’s easier on the mind to call them vampires.

	When that reign ended, it left a void. The world got quiet. Humans were already on the verge of extinction and we depended on the vampires to survive. We lived like benign parasites, feeding off the host while trying to undermine its rule. The last of us were scattered across the northern latitudes, about two dozen families. We stayed in contact through hidden proxies, but our locations remained secret. It was a strategy aimed at keeping us alive, as none of us could be pressured into divulging the whereabouts of others. But when the coms died, we died with them. The remnants of humanity uncovered a new kind of isolation.

	I know this person next to me.

	And they know me back.

	Just a factor of numbers, really. I doubt that names even matter anymore. But in any case, this is the first legitimate conversation I’ve had since the bombs dropped.

	The Solar Fusion Bomb, or SFB, was a weapon developed by NExUS in order to curb a wave of uprisings back in the early days. The device ignited a fusion reaction that covered hundreds of square miles under a blast of ultraviolet radiation. It was meant as a deterrent, which worked a trick. The bomb was decommissioned after the coalitions surrendered, or so the public thought. NExUS continued its production in secret.

	Centuries later, a terrorist broke into a storage facility.

	I watched the first one explode over Seattle.

	I was 23 at the time, and the blast killed my wife. I was holding her in my arms when she disappeared. Yes, she was a vampire. But, she was also a victim of circumstance, as most of us were. She didn’t choose that life, but she lived it as best she could. I admired her for it. I loved her more than anything, and I miss her to this day.

	We met in Seattle. I was living there as a spy for the human resistance. The vampires called us “transients,” due to our inability to mask our age indefinitely. She worked ... Anna, worked as a clerk in my best friend’s store. He, Doren, was also a vampire, and I do not use the phrase “best friend” lightly. He was my best friend. And she was the love of my life.

	I was part of a global effort that sought to destroy the vampire society by releasing a plague. We almost succeeded, if not for my own betrayal. I saw great value in the eternal culture, and I saw great evils in our plot to overthrow it. During this time, I fell in love with Anna and she fell in love with me. The foundation of our relationship was constructed on a lie, but we managed to rebuild it with a shared desire to sow peace. We escaped the city and went into hiding. We fled to the Yukon where we began to build a new world from the ground up.

	We were making progress.

	And then the Axeman came.

	This man, this one human being, managed to topple a global empire with a pair of logging axes. It baffles the mind. He accomplished in one week what the whole of humanity failed to do for hundreds of years. And what he did was actually quite simple. He realized that exposing the rot was far more powerful than fighting the reign.

	While the world was distracted, he and his brother hijacked a pair of stealth ships, stole an arsenal of SFBs, and bombed every major city on the planet. And the world let ‘em, because the rulers were too afraid of the dregs. When you threaten a superiority complex, it will fight every enemy but the one that matters. And that’s exactly what it did.

	The brothers also released the very plague that I had fought to prevent. I surrendered it to NExUS to save the world, their world, and they thanked me by mass-producing it. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Power does not relinquish power. But it does get complacent, which is how the Axeman worked his magic. The sheer efficiency of the grand annihilation was almost inspiring, like an orchestra conductor giving the performance of a lifetime.

	The devastation was utter and absolute.

	Passionate and complete.

	Perfect.

	I ...

	I tried to stop it.

	We confronted the terrorists up at the storage vault on Mount Rainier. And by we, I mean myself and some government agents. They had coerced me out of hiding to try and stop the attack, but the entire operation spiraled out of control. A lot of good that did. The agents were killed and I was left alive to witness the carnage. I learned at the last minute that the terrorists had kidnapped my wife. They, um ...

	When the first bomb dropped, I ... we were standing on an external landing platform that overlooked Seattle. It was all over in a flash of light. A million vampires vanished in an instant, every single individual within a 200-mile radius. That’s what the device does, so I assume it did just that. No specific numbers were confirmed, of course, as I was the only one left to survey the aftermath. Half a million vampires lived in the city and another half lived on the outskirts. With some simple addition, you had the single greatest mass murder in history.

	At least for a few more hours.

	The world went truly silent when Moscow was hit. That was headquarters for NExUS and the Russian Alliance. I cannot begin to fathom a number. Sometime later, I uncovered archive footage from the local press. They knew it was coming, and the horror on their faces haunts me to this day. I shuddered to imagine what the streets were like.

	I watched the sunrise from that landing platform, my very first daybreak over Seattle. I spent years inside that city and never once saw the sunlight hit the towers. Walls of glass glistened as beacons in the distance, like mothers waving their children home. It was a beautiful sight, and a strange thing to admit with Anna’s ashes staining my clothes.

	I spent the morning on the concrete pad, clutching her yellow blouse in my hands, sitting quietly as the sun crested the mountain. A blanket of light brushed the treetops as it wandered towards the vault. It crept onto the platform and began to warm the ground beneath me. When the rays touched my skin, I flinched and recoiled like a frightened animal. The nibble of heat jolted me from a state of shock, but it was still a strange reaction. So much of my life had been spent with the vampires. I was in no danger, and yet my body shrank away. At that moment, I realized that my entire life had been a conflicting amalgam. My body said one thing and my mind said another. They were both right, but one remained immutable.

	And then my stomach grumbled.

	Ah yes, food. I hadn’t eaten since I left my, um ... our homestead in the Yukon. The fallout was so fast that I failed to register hunger. My body had nourished itself on fear and adrenaline over the previous 24 hours, but it wasn’t like I could mosey down to the nearest blood bar for a pick-me-up. I was stuck on the mountainside, about 60 miles south of the city. On better days, I could have foraged through the forest, but I was beyond depleted. Crossing the tree line was too big a risk. I may have never returned.

	The vault was a vault, so a no-go there.

	But, there was a Raven ship just down the road.

	The one I came in.

	The one with a murdered pilot.

	Ravens were built for lengthy missions, so I could rightly assume that they carried food stocks. I should clarify that when I say food, I mean blood. It’s not the best nourishment for humans, but it would quell the hunger pains until I returned to the city. At least, that was the default plan at the time. I knew the downtown corridor, and I knew where I could find proper food and supplements. I mean hell, I survived there for years and I could survive there again. I was a transient, after all.

	I lifted my weary body off the pavement and began the slow trudge down the access road. The yellow blouse hung from my limp grip and fluttered in the breeze. The blazing sun battered my neck and scalp the entire way. It was only a mile, but it seemed like a marathon. I hugged the forest line as best I could, taking refuge beneath the canopy shade. The rays that punched through were like sledgehammers to the brain. I cringed at every one and pawed them away like the poser I was.

	I turned a final corner and found the ship right where we had left it, dead center in the road and blocking the entire passage. I had only seen the ships at night. Their jet-black hulls fused to the darkness and wore it like a cloak. Now it looked like a charcoal box with wings, acutely out of place inside a natural setting. It was almost sad in a way, like a lost puppy.

	As I neared the vessel, I could hear the tips of branches scraping across the wings. It was a ceaseless melody of scratch, tink, tink. Scratch, tink, tink. Even the trees knew it didn’t belong there. Dirt and leaves had already resettled under the frame, erasing the landing circle from the night before. The engines were cold, but the dark exterior sizzled beneath the sun. Heat waves radiated from the surface and I knew right away that it was going to be uncomfortably hot. My stomach didn’t much care, though.

	Using the blouse to buffer my hand, I gripped the searing bay handle and yanked it open, releasing a fog of trapped heat. Despite my nagging hunger, I convinced my gut to wait it out while the oven cooled. And so I stood there under the wing, gazing into a black coffin while the never-ending scrapes and tinks needled my sanity. The hunger won out after a few minutes and I climbed into the vessel.

	The lights clicked on when I entered the bay, illuminating the stark interior. I had no idea where to begin, so I tucked the blouse into my waistband and opened the nearest wall lockers. Rifles, gadgets, suits, everything a good soldier needed. Everything but food, of course. I sighed and walked up to the cockpit in search of clues. The main console was still active, awaiting the pilot’s command. Lauren, I believe her name was. Her flight suit rested in the seat with empty sleeves dangling from the armrests. Ash soiled the fabric. One of the terrorists had popped her with a UV flare. I doubt she saw it coming.

	As I scanned the control panel, a sudden infirmity seized my body. My knees weakened, forcing me down to the co-pilot seat. I had realized, much to my dismay, that the universe had gifted me a potent retribution. I was sitting in a flying death machine, an angel of wrath primed to avenge the planet. And yet, I could only stare at the console like an idiot child. The need was well outside the bounds of foresight, but having it at the ready was nonetheless demoralizing.

	How hard could it be? I thought to myself before my brain kicked out of the madness. I actually grabbed the yoke for a few seconds. That’s hope for you, always dodging reason for a shot at something stupid.

	With my sanity restored, I ventured back to the bay to resume the blood hunt. Trial and error eventually uncovered my prize, about ten gallons worth in quart-sized containers. They were all attached to a reclamation system to keep them fresh. The units mirrored the blood bar cylinders, down to the latex patches used to simulate flesh. I snatched one from the supply, unscrewed the housing cap, and drank the entire thing. Bovine blood. I could tell by the scent, even after years

	cover.jpeg
~ _BOOK THREE of the IMMORTAL WAKE

/ACHRY WHEELER





