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The fire falls into coals and
ash,

But if some other traveler
came,

To stir the coals he yet might
find,

Some flickering vestiges of
flames

But looking at the flickering
light,

That lives again as flames flare
higher,

It could be asked by one who
sees,

“If this is the same – or
another fire?”


Chapter One


The small, powerful car raced along the main
highway out of Seattle, a seventeen-year-old boy at the wheel. His
young face set in grim lines as he drove, his mind awash in
memories that now and again struck hard enough to leave a tear
crawling its slow way down his face. The car stereo was belting out
Bryan Adams’ “All for Love.” It had been the song his parents
danced to at their wedding, and he hoped it would lift his spirits.
Naturally law-abiding, he was mostly keeping to the speed limit,
but on a longer, straighter stretch, his foot pressed down
gradually, and the speedometer needle drifted over. He was brought
to notice that when from behind him, a siren sounded, and flashing
lights in the rearview mirror underlined his lapse.

He pulled over obediently. Behind him,
the police car halted, and an officer approached the driver’s
window.

“License and registration, sir?” The
last word had a sudden edge to it. A kid of this age wasn’t likely
to own such a car, so maybe she had a thief here, someone taking
ad-vantage of the turmoil. She looked down at the registration,
then her gaze went to the license. The photo matched the boy’s
face, and the names on both pieces of paper caught her attention.
Could this be…?

“What’s
your mother’s name?”

“Kerry Trevalen.”

“The orthopedic specialist? This is
her car?”

“Yes, Officer.” Jason might be young,
but he wasn’t stupid. This woman knew his mother, which could buy
him a break. “If it’s okay, can I show you a photo?” The officer
nodded. Jason dug out his wallet, opened it without quick or jerky
movements, and extracted the photo of him and his mom at the zoo.
Behind them, four otters reared up, paws against the glass window,
looking keen to be part of the photo too. His mom was laughing,
Jason had a wide grin, and her arm hugged him against her. He held
it out.

The officer looked. That was Doctor
Trevalen all right, and the boy in the photo and the one right here
were the same. Okay, this was the doc’s kid, and she owed the doc.
That operation the doc had done on her arm had meant she could stay
in the job instead of having to take medical retirement, and she
wasn’t the only officer who owed her. She handed the photo back,
watched it carefully stowed away, and relaxed slightly.

“Okay, Jason Trevalen, so
why are you and your mom’s car heading out of town and breaking the
speed limit?” She saw sudden tears well up. “The doc?” Jason
nodded. “Oh, hell!” Officer Lefau said softly. “The virus?” Jason nodded again.
Linda Lefau took in a slow deep breath. If the kid had been told to
get out of town, things were only going to get worse. Likely a lot
worse. “What about the rest of your family? Did your mom say to
leave? Where are you going?”

Jason steadied his voice to reply.
“Family’s all gone. Grandparents went first, then Mom. The last
thing she said was to take the car and anything I didn’t want never
to see again and go to my dad’s place down in New Mexico.” That was
a condensation of hours of discussion. Mom had known a lot more and
told him what she knew, but he wasn’t sure it would be a good idea
to tell the officer just how bad things were going to get. He saw
the woman’s face tighten and understood he wouldn’t have to, that
this was a woman who picked up on hints and context.

“What sort of death toll?” Linda Lefau
asked quietly.

Jason shivered. His mother had once
said you should never take away a person’s hope completely. He
doubled the figure, doubled it again, and then added a bit for
luck. “Maybe five thousand per million’ll make it,” he said in a
small quiet voice.

The officer froze, face,
body, rigid, motionless, almost unbreathing. Seconds passed before
she spoke again. “It’s going to be that high? You’re sure?”

“Mom was sure.”

“And if anyone knew, she’d likely be
the one,” Lefau agreed. “Okay, kid. I owed her, and if she’s gone,
I guess any debt goes to you. So you move out now.” She turned
abruptly, looked back at the car, and swayed slightly. “Whoa, guess
hearing that’s knocked me for a bit of a loop. You get off
now…”

“Officer?” The woman had been polite,
and well … maybe a debt should go both ways.

“Yeah, kid?”

“Get all your money out of the bank.
There’ll be power cuts, buy food that won’t go bad quickly, buy
ammunition, pharmacy stuff, and seeds, and do it now, then go
home.”

Linda Lefau straightened, meeting the
serious gaze, and understood a few more things. “I will; you be on
your way. I hope you make it, and – thanks.” She walked back to her
police car, watching as the powerful car pulled back onto the road.
A momentary faintness struck, and she wavered where she stood. A
wave of fear washed through her, and she knew something else. She
dived into the car, drove recklessly to the nearest mall, and
bolted into the bank. There she emptied the family account,
crisscrossed the mall’s shops buying with hasty care – particularly
at the pharmacy – and with her loaded car, she headed home. She
barged through the door and shouted.

A single voice answered. “Linda, that
you?”

She found her husband alone in the
kitchen. He, too, was a police officer but currently on leave.
“Where are the kids?”

“Out, why?”

“Where?” He recognized the tone as
suggestive of a dire emergency and asked no more
questions.

“Steve’s at the playground, Mike’s
next door with Scotty, and Ali’s taken Tiger to the vet for his
shots.”

His wife nodded. “Okay, now listen,
because we may not have a lot of time,” her smile was a rictus of
anything but genuine amusement. “I was patrolling the main route
when this kid came speeding past. I pulled him over, and he’s Doc
Trevalen’s kid.” She told the story, adding deductions, and Jimmy
listened in silence. He was a practical man. If what this kid said
to Linda was right, and he had a feeling it was, then they didn’t
have a lot of time, and for once in his life, he set the law
aside.

“Your granddad’s cabin up in the
mountains, good place for us to go. What did you buy?” He listened
to the list and nodded. “Go down the road and take old Mr.
Malcolm’s campervan. I know where the spare keys to that and the
house are. Take all the food, his guns, and ammunition, any money –
he keeps a stash in a pocket behind the puppy picture – and in the
cellar, he’s got a portable wind generator; get that. Pack the
campervan with anything else we’ll need from our house.”

“Where are you going?”

“Bank, mall, kids, in that order.” He
was grateful Alison was old enough to drive and had her license.
The best thing to do would be to leave Linda’s police car behind.
When they left, he’d drive the campervan, Ali could drive the
family car with the trailer, and Linda could sack out in the back
of the campervan. He thought she was right; she had the virus. It
remained to see how bad off she was, but if some of what the kid
had suggested and Linda had added to was right, she should make it
even if she were sick a while. The boy had said that having the
virus made you immune, but you still had to survive it first, and
most wouldn’t. Mr. Malcolm had been taken to the hospital the
previous day and, he thought, wasn’t likely to make it; he could
square taking the older man’s stuff with his conscience. He heard
the car pull into the driveway then and his daughter’s cheerful
voice.

“Tiger’s up to date. Vet says he’s a
big healthy boy. I see Mom’s home.”

Linda Lefau took the heavy cat
carrier, set it down, and looked at her daughter. “Sit down and
listen, don’t ask questions until I’m done, and then understand we
don’t have a lot of time. We act now, or we may not … well. Just
listen.” Eighteen-year-old Ali listened, her eyes widening, her
face going pale, but when her mother finished, she asked one
question only.

“What should I do first?”

“Give Dad your PIN number and card.
He’ll get your money. Help me here. If you finish before Dad gets
back, I’ll want you to go and find Steve, bring him home, then get
Mike. Don’t say anything of this to anyone.” She fixed Ali with a
hard stare. “I mean it, no hints, nothing. If anyone asks, Uncle
Mack is sick, and we’re going to see him. Got it?” Ali nodded.
“Good, go now. Dad should be back in an hour and a half at the
most.”

For the Lefau family, there was a
concentrated effort for several hours, but by then, they had a
packed car towing a packed trailer, the stolen campervan filled
with supplies, gassed up and ready, and with Ali trailing the
campervan, Tiger in his carrier beside her, the tiny convoy drove
down their street, turned left at the end of it and headed at a
little under the speed limit towards the mountains. Linda Lefau, by
then, was definitely unwell. But they’d picked up items that might
help, and a brief phone call to a fellow officer at the hospital
told Jimmy that she’d no hope of being seen there.

They passed the outskirts of the city
as he listened and relayed the information. “Gary says it’s a
madhouse. A lot of the staff are off sick; they’re getting so many
patients in the hospitals that they can’t even treat them. When
people find that out, they’re attacking staff. He says many shops
are closing early, some have been looted, the boss is calling in
everyone to do overtime. I said to say I’m sorry, but I’m sick
too.”

Linda nodded. “The kid was right. By
the time they realize I still have the car out and come to our
place, it won’t matter.”

“No.” He hoped it wouldn’t. He’d taken
all the police gear from it, emptied the gas tank into spare cans,
and added the riot gun along with the radio. His grandfather had
been a radio enthusiast, what they called a ham. His old radio was
long gone, but some of the setup remained. He could hook the police
radio into it so that with luck, they’d be able to sit quietly in
the cabin and listen to what was happening back home.

His mind turned to the cabin. Linda’s
grandfather had bought the land when it was almost worthless, just
over a hundred acres of plateau partway up a mountain and off along
a single-car track. Her grandpa had built a cabin there, one that
started as two rooms, expanded to four and then six with two sheds
and a barn. The barn was currently filled with timber that’d been
cut a year and a half ago and left to season after they’d had in
the guys with a portable mill that made planking out of the logs.
Nails were there, yes, and all the other things needed to extend
the cabin further. In a few months, it was to have been a
productive vacation as he and Linda did that; but now, it could be
a lifeline.

They stopped at a small town halfway
to their destination and raided a garden store for hand-gardening
tools, a battery-powered cultivator, fruit tree seedlings, berry
cuttings, and a few other things. They managed to stuff everything
into the campervan and drove on again.

Sixteen-year-old Steve was still
whining that he hadn’t been allowed to tell his friend’s family and
ask them along. Twelve-year-old Mike was silent. They kept going,
and by daybreak, they turned off onto the narrow road to the cabin.
Linda staggered out and looked at what could be their haven, then
at Jimmy and her kids.

“If it gets as bad as I was told,
this’ll be our home for the rest of our lives. We’re lucky to have
the place and the land and be away from the city. Jimmy,
sweetheart, I guess you’ll have to take charge. I don’t think I can
do much more.”

She stopped speaking abruptly, and her
husband nodded. “Ali, take Tiger into your bedroom, put out his
litter tray, give him food and water and let him out, and
everyone’s to be careful he doesn’t go outside for a few days.
Steve, Mike…” He gave the orders. Linda managed to reach the cabin,
crawl onto their bed, and collapse there. He placed the medications
they had on the cabinet beside her, left a filled carafe of water
from the well, and started making lists. What they still needed,
what they had, what they should – or shouldn’t – do.

And that was how it went from then on.
In later years, Jimmy would bless his wife for her quick thinking,
and she’d bless the boy she’d stopped for speeding. Jason would
never know he’d saved them, and they would never know what became
of him. She only hoped that wherever he was now and whatever he
did, he’d lived and was happy. He deserved it.

****

With no idea of the magnitude of the
good deed he’d done for one family, Jason drove on until up ahead,
he saw a sprawl of cars and trucks. He pulled a hard right, slowed
to a crawl, and stopped where there was room, taking out the
binoculars he had on the seat beside him. One quick look, and he
knew he wasn’t going to get past that lot today. There was nothing
behind him, so he gambled, turned the car, and drove back in the
direction he’d come from, to where, a few miles back, he’d passed a
turn-off. He was watching in the rearview mirror, but no vehicles
followed. He stopped some distance down the side road, picked up
the map, and looked over that section.

His mom’s words rang in his ears.
“When things go really bad, so do some people. When there’s no law,
there are more outlaws. It becomes everyone for themselves, and if
it’s them or you, they’ll kill you without hesitation. Remember
that, because you may have to face the same choices, and if you do,
stay alive; let them be the ones to die.”

He’d never thought his kind, gentle,
doctor mom could say something like that, but she had. She’d seen
his astonishment and managed a smile.

“One of the things I did
just before I met your father was a rotation in Doctors Without Borders. I saw what
could happen to people who wouldn’t fight back. They died, and some
of them in ways that weren’t pleasant. You know where the guns are;
take them and all the ammunition. Keep one on you at all times, and
have one to hand in the car. If someone comes for you, don’t think
about it. Just do it.”

One hand left the wheel and crept
across to touch the gun that lay under maps and by the opera
glasses. It was loaded, ready, and he would be ready, too, if he
had to be – at least he hoped so. His grandpa had left the guns at
Mom’s place last week for checking by the gunsmith. That’d been
done, and he could only be thankful for both events. He saw the
indications that he’d come to a small town in another mile or two,
and he slowed, went around the bend, and saw it ahead.

He stopped and used the binoculars.
Nothing much moved in the hot sun; there were a few people in the
main street, and he could see the banners of a used car lot. He’d
remembered something else his mom had said, so he drove on
cautiously and took the street that would bring him to the back of
the lot. He left the car locked and entered the place from a side
alleyway.

A big, jovial-looking man came walking
towards him, beaming, as he thrust out a hairy-backed
hand.

“How are you, young man, and what can
I do for you? I know, you’d like a jeep. I’ve got just the one,
ex-army, so it’s genuine, hardly used, A1 condition, and a steal at
the price I’m asking. Of course, it depends on how much you know
about vehicles, but I guess a man like you would know what to look
for…”

Jason did know what to look for. He’d
seen that the man’s eyes, above the broad smile, were like cold
gray pebbles. He kept his voice low and quiet; it often paid to be
underestimated. “I need a small trailer, one of the ones with an
automatic release from the car. You’ve got one in your lot, sir.
How much?”

The smile stretched. “Well, a good
trailer like that doesn’t come cheap, but then you’d know that.
Let’s go and look at it, shall we?”

He went to put an arm around the kid’s
shoulders and got a look that stopped the movement. The little
bastard had looked dangerous for a minute for all his preppy
appearance. He pasted the grin on again and led the way to where
the small shabby trailer stood. Although he’d only been flattering,
he was right in that Jason did know something about vehicles. Once
he’d gone over it, he knew that the trailer, while shabby, was
sound and the tires had decent tread still. However, Jason also
knew bargaining; he looked discouraged, mentioned the worn paint,
the minor rust, and made an offer. The car-lot owner gave an
excellent impression of a dying duck in a thunderstorm and
countered with a far higher figure.

They settled on an amount
that reflected cash in hand. Jason signed papers, wheeled the small
trailer down the narrow alley to where his car waited, attached the
trailer, and drove off, aware that the lot owner was watching. He
recalled a frequent saying of his mom’s, that the easiest way to
get out of trouble was not to get into it, and drove down the next
alleyway he saw that was open at the far end. After that, he dodged
about, circled, and ended up back on the side of town where he’d
driven in. He consulted his map and headed off in the direction he
wanted but at a tangent. He stopped twice, each time using his
glasses to look all around; both times, he saw a rusty truck
circling like a shark that had temporarily lost the scent of
blood.

He waited until it was going the
opposite way, then tramped on the accelerator, spun around a
corner, and headed for the next town. No one seemed to follow.
There he purchased food, filled prescriptions given him by his
mother, added three pairs of comfortable boots and a good coat that
made him look twenty pounds heavier. He rubbed a pinch of dirt
around his chin. If he looked less like a kid, it’d be safer for
him.

He circled the block, and on the way
back to his car, he passed a Goodwill shop. In the window, he saw
something that slowed his steps. Like the trailer, it was shabby,
but he knew what it was, an earlier and simpler model of a portable
wind generator. They’d been made first in 2033, they were sturdier,
and that model would plod on for a decade or more before it needed
maintenance. It was six years old now, so it’d been long since
superseded. That didn’t mean it wasn’t a good piece of machinery.
He drifted in through the doorway, looked at it, poked a finger
into the works, shrugged elaborately, and only turned when he was
directly addressed.

“It’s in good working order. I can
show you a certificate.”

By then, Jason had noticed something
else. His tone was deliberately doubtful. “Yeah? How much?” He
frowned at the answer. “That’s a fair amount. Old stuff, sometimes
it falls apart with no warning.”

He allowed the volunteer to see his
gaze wander to where a small camp stove sat. It, too, was shabby,
the kind that could be run on just about anything, including wood,
so long as you knew what you were doing. Jason did; his grandpa had
taught him. The volunteer’s gaze followed his, and the man
brightened.

“Tell you what. That stove goes with
the generator, least ways they came from the same place. I think
there’s a sleeping bag, too. What say you take the generator, and
I’ll toss in the other couple of things?”

Jason kept his look worried, allowed
the man to persuade him, and demanded the use of a trolley once he
agreed to the deal. The volunteer was only too happy to oblige. He
loaded the items on that, wheeled it to the car, helped Jason to
load them, and grinned at him. “Have a good trip. Nice weather to
camp out. Where’re you going?”

“Up Seattle way.” After all, the car
was currently pointing in that direction, and if anyone came
asking, it’d put them off.

He waited until his temporary friend
left with the trolley, drove north, turned two streets down, and
circled to travel south again. He was pleased with himself and
still more pleased when he saw a booth by a farm gate offering
fresh fruit some miles into the countryside. He stopped and bought
two 40-pound boxes, one of apples, the other of loose-skinned
mandarins. The sort of thing that could be eaten as he drove. To
those, he added five two-liter bottles of water, just in
case.

He did eat and then drank some of the
water while driving, pausing any time he was on higher ground to
look ahead with the glasses. It was the third time he used them
that he saw the truck again. If that belonged to the man from the
car lot, then he wasn’t out for a Sunday drive. It wasn’t Sunday,
and Jason figured that seeing the same truck three times in
different places suggested the driver was looking for him, and it
wouldn’t be to ask him to dinner. Jason dodged down another side
road, found himself on the main highway again, and put his foot
down. If that truck was as old as it looked, he should be able to
outrun it.

He stayed, pushing his
speed, on the main road for an hour before switching to side roads
again, paused to scan the countryside on another rise, and said
something his mother or the Grands would have scolded him for. The
truck was back on his tail. He didn’t want trouble. Why did the guy think
he was worth all this? He shifted in the seat, and the explanation
popped into his head. He’d emptied all the family accounts before
he left the city, and he had a real wad. And … he glanced at the
pocket in the door.

He was an
idiot! Sure, he’d taken
only some of it to the car lot, but he’d left the rest in there.
The edge of one bill could be seen if you stood by the car at just
the right angle, as the car-lot man had when insisting on helping
him attach the trailer. The man must have put together that bill
and the way the pocket bulged under it and come up with an idea of
just how much Jason had. If Jason disappeared in some empty place
and wasn’t found, or if he was, but not for a while, and if the
only thing missing was that wad of cash, then who were the police
going to suspect if they didn’t even realize what was missing? His
mind pointed out that if his mother was right in what she’d
believed, there probably wouldn’t be any police anyhow.

He glanced back. How was he going to
sleep with someone on his tail? It wouldn’t be safe … his mind
added something to that, and Jason’s foot lifted slowly from the
accelerator. The car-lot man didn’t know he’d been seen. His father
had had a saying for that one; he slowed further, watching the
roadside. It was empty hereabouts, but an old, falling-down barn
with an overgrown track to it came up. If he parked the car in
there, if he left a clue…

He slowed, drove up the track, and
parked his car and trailer so a corner of the car showed, just a
flash of chrome bumper. He set up the stove, enjoyed hot soup and
ham sandwiches, fruit for dessert, and a mug of strong, sweet
coffee, then settled for the night after making preparations. Only
a sliver of the moon gave light. He moved to where he was
comfortable and began to sort events. It felt strange knowing he’d
never see his mom or grandparents again. And he hadn’t seen his dad
for years. Would he even be welcome? The night was quiet, the air
warm, and little by little, he slipped into a drowse.


Chapter Two


In general, younger hearing is better, and Jason
had excellent hearing anyhow. Half-asleep or not, he heard the
brush of feet through the long, dried grass, woke completely, and
froze, waiting. The steps stopped, then started again, followed by
the faint squeak of his car door handle being tried, and opened.
Against the moon, he saw something raised and brought down, swung
again at an angle with savage force.

Jason had been coming to a slow boil
for some time. He didn’t like being hunted. He didn’t like that
some man who didn’t even know him would be happy to kill him for
money. His mom had worked hard to buy that car and save the cash
he’d withdrawn. The car-lot man was hitting the sleeping bag again
where he assumed his victim’s head would be, and something burst
inside Jason Waterhawk Trevalen. He brought out the gun from the
holster in the small of his back, leveled it, and spoke
quietly.

“That’s my property you’re beating to
death.”

There was an incoherent sound. The man
turned on him, swinging up the thing he’d been using. He took a
half step towards Jason, the whatever he was holding started down –
and involuntarily, the boy fired. The car-lot man staggered back,
snarled, and brought his weapon around. Jason stepped away and
coldly, deliberately, shot again. His enemy fell, twitched, and
went still in a way that said he’d never again be a threat to
anyone. Jason stood there watching, uncertain if what he felt right
now was horror at what he’d done or a warrior’s triumph.

After a minute, he moved silently.
He’d looked over the ancient barn when he drove into it, and he’d
seen that in the back right corner, there was a shallow pit. He had
a shovel in the car. He got that, deepened the hole, rolled the
car-lot man into it, and checked his pockets, finding a reasonable
amount of cash, a bank card together with its pin number. He
shoveled the earth back, leveling the top and tamped it down,
taking some of the bits of rusty discarded metal and dropping them
in a casual heap on top. He felt sick by now but ignored it; there
was too much to do.

After another hour, he got into his
car and drove away. Behind him, the barn (with a bit of
encouragement) had finally fallen, something, he thought, that
would surprise no one. Nor was it evident that under the collapsed
building, there was a rusted truck. He drove for two hours at right
angles, found the town marked on his map, and leaving the car, he
slipped down the street towards the money machine. He took some of
the money from the card, wiped it clean, and stuck it back in such
a way the machine retained it. There, if the man had a family,
they’d get it back. He’d taken only a fifth of what was there, and
he thought it a reasonable payment for attempted murder. He drove
off again as quietly as possible, regained the main road, and
continued for another hour.

Up ahead, he saw the blinking lights
that advertised a motel. He pulled in, paid at reception, and
crawled into the single bed after parking the car and trailer right
under his window and removing the rotor arm. He slept with the gun
at hand and slept well. He left midmorning after a large breakfast,
and while his stomach was at peace, his mind stayed
restless.

He’d noticed no one wearing a mask,
not anywhere he’d seen people. His mom had mentioned that. It
wasn’t any use; people had been infected long before any symptoms
showed. Masks were more of a talisman than a genuine preventative,
and he was immune anyhow. It looked as if the general populace had
heard that masks were a waste of time and money, didn’t realize how
bad the pandemic was becoming, or just didn’t care.

The waitress where he ate hadn’t been
busy, so she’d lingered by his table, telling him about her plans
to travel next year.

“My sister’s working in England. She
can because our grandparents were English, so we have a right. She
wants me to join her; it’ll be great. I can see London. The prince
just got engaged, and my sister says there’s going to be all sorts
of celebrations.”

She wouldn’t shut up, and
Jason was too polite to be rude and ask her to go
away. He ate quickly,
however. He bought more cooked food to take with him, thanked her
for the meal, left a generous tip, and got out of there. He
wondered as he drove away if she’d be one of those that
survived.

He drove all that day, the tires
humming steadily against the road, keeping hunger at bay with the
fruit. He stopped twice for gas, each time, buying a couple of
extra cans that he also filled. He dared not buy too much at any
one time in case people noticed, but he had no clear idea of how
much time it would be before people started locking themselves away
and locking up every business as well. He saw signs of it in the
first small town after the motel; half the shops had been shut even
though it was barely past lunchtime. He’d found a shop open and
bought a good-sized pair of insulated coolers. Meat or anything
uncooked, including the fruit, would last longer in those. He might
have to slow down soon and didn’t want to do that before he had
to.

That time came as he rounded a bend
towards five o’clock that evening and saw ahead a big car wedged
nose first into the bank. From it came a frantic barking, and he
saw a dog’s head at the part-open window. Jason glanced about
quickly; he saw no one, and through the partly open window, he
could hear no other vehicle. He slowed, passed the crashed car,
pulled in, and stopped. Far enough away that if someone hit it, he
should be clear. He got out and walked, conscious of everything
around him, to the vehicle where he could see inside.

The dog’s a young
animal was his first thought. The next that
it was a breed he’d never seen before. And then he saw the
occupant. A small, huddled figure, white-haired, dressed in a neat
floral suit. As he stared, her eyes opened slowly, glazed with
shock as they stared at each other. The dog went mad, licking her
and then pawing at the window and barking, seeming to ask for help.
Jason, who loved animals, couldn’t ignore the desperate look and
nodded.

“All right, boy, hang on,
and I’ll see what I can do.” What he could do, was, he found,
nothing helpful initially. The impact seemed to have jammed the
driver’s door. Okay, what about the
passenger door? He tried that, and with
protesting screeches, it opened about halfway. He heaved several
times more to no effect and gave up. The dog had moved back,
standing protectively over its owner, but now he’d stopped causing
those strange sounds. The dog came forward. Jason scratched under
the animal’s chin.

“Good dog, okay, we can’t get this
door open any further. Let’s see about your owner.”

The owner spoke now in a thin, weak
voice. “Thank you, young man.”

Jason nodded. “I’m Jason Trevalen.
Look, I’ll do what I can, but you do know if I call for help, no
one’s going to come?”

She smiled faintly. “I know. My house
is back about a mile, down the driveway on the righthand
side.”

Jason looked back and could see a roof
in the distance. “Okay, if I help you, do you think you could get
into my car, and I’ll take you and the dog home?”

“I had my seatbelt on. I don’t think
I’m hurt; it was just such a shock. Oh, and her name is Stormy.”
Jason giggled involuntarily, and the old lady looked surprised.
“Sorry,” he told her. “It’s just that my dad’s name is Storm,
Shandiin Storm.”

“You said Trevalen?”

“That’s my mom’s name. I used it after
her divorce. She’s…” He paused and felt a flood of sorrow. “She was
Kerry Trevalen.”

There was a brief silence. Then,
without speaking, the old lady raised herself slowly and slid
towards the half-open door. Jason reached in to help her. Stormy
bounded past him and stood on the road, wagging her tail madly and
watching as little by little, the old lady came at last to sit on
the end of the seat, her feet on the road, while she caught her
breath. She looked up.

“I’m Mrs. Emma Hayer. Stormy’s things
are in the back of my car, if you could bring them,
too?”

Jason nodded. He forced open the back
door, finding that it was less jammed, and collected a dog’s
blanket, two bags of dog biscuits, several large cans of dog food,
and a leash to go with the collar Stormy was already wearing. He
moved them to his car, spent five minutes rearranging the contents
to make room for a dog and an old lady. With anxious care, he
helped Emma Hayer move the short distance to his vehicle. With her
and the dog comfortable, he trotted back to the crashed vehicle,
retrieved the handbag he’d seen on the floor, took the car keys,
checked the trunk, and found both tools and gas. He considered that
so quickly it would have looked like no time at all, and decided
against taking anything.

He returned to his car, climbed into
the driver’s seat, and pointed to the distant roofs. “There?” Emma
inclined her head. “Okay.” Her seatbelt was done up, and he started
the car, turning, and heading back. He drove down the indicated
driveway and came out from the tree-lined avenue into a gravel
circle before a large old house. “Let’s get you inside. I can try
calling anyhow. If no one answers, well, Mom was a doctor, and I do
know a few things that may help.”

Emma Hayer eyed him with some
amusement. About seventeen, she judged, a well-brought-up child,
respectable, decent, and besides, it was likely she had no choice.
She sighed inwardly. It was bad enough to outlive all your
contemporaries, worse still when you didn’t like the generation
after, and worst of all when you had no more choices. He would have
stopped at the front door but then swung the car towards the back
of the house instead. She appreciated his common sense. The front
had a flight of steps up to it; the back door was more likely to be
ground level – as her backdoor was.

They pulled up there; she handed him
her keys, indicating which one. He got out, opened the house door,
and held it open. Emma extricated herself from the car, called
Stormy, and made her way into the house. Jason, she noticed, stood
ready in case she faltered but kept his hands to himself when she
managed alone. More and more, she appreciated who the fates had
sent her. She slumped into a kitchen chair and looked
up.

“The power’s still working. A cup of
tea would be pleasant, and there are biscuits and cake in the tins
up there.” She pointed. Jason started the kettle, laid out cups,
saucers, and plates, fed Stormy when she nudged him and sat at the
table with the items he’d gotten from the tins on a plate for each
of them.

“Um, don’t say if you’d rather not,
Mrs. Hayer, but where were you going? Is someone expecting
you?”

Emma Hayer decided to be brutally
honest. There was no time to wrap things up in fancy words, and she
wanted something from the boy. “Yes,” she said. “I was taking
Stormy to the veterinarian to be put down.”

He drew one of the dog’s ears through
his fingers. “Is she sick?”

“No. You know there’s some sort of
virus out there?”

“Mom told me about it. She had a
friend overseas; he knew a lot and phoned her.”

“Yes. Do you know if you’re immune,
and if so, why?”

Jason nodded and recited the
information Kerry Trevalen had been told. “Mutated virus, a form of
Staph A. Long incubation period, very high mortality rate. To be
immune, you have to have had a minor form of the infection and been
treated by a particular antibiotic. And the intensity will depend
on when that happened. If it was in the last couple of months,
you’d be completely immune. The longer back in time, the worse
you’ll be until if it’s around five to six months, you could still
survive, but you’d need intensive care in a hospital.”

Emma took in a long slow breath. “And
there aren’t any or not for much longer.”

“No,” Jason agreed quietly.

“That’s why I was taking Stormy to the
vet, to be put down.”

His gaze jerked up to her face.
“You’ve got it? You’re sure?”

“Yes. I knew this morning. I can’t
leave Stormy or even let her go free to starve or be shot by
someone. I was going to stop at a friend’s home and ask if they’d
take her. That’s why I have her food and things. If they couldn’t
or wouldn’t, I’d have gone on to the vet.”

Jason spoke without
thinking. “If he’s still alive.”

She looked up in shock, then gave a
small chuckle. “You know that never even occurred to me. What about
you, Jason? Where are you going?”

Over another cup of tea – he’d never
really liked the stuff before, but she had an odd variety, a clear
red tea that was gently tart, and he found it refreshing, the
biscuits and cake were good, too – he told her his own
story.

“Dad has a ranch in New Mexico. He and
Mom met when she was at a hospital there doing a residency. She
said it’s the only time she ever did something without thinking.
They were married in six weeks, and they were happy for three
years. Then she needed to go elsewhere for her work. They had a row
about it, but she went. She said her work was as important to her
as his to him, and that was that.” He could hear his mother’s voice
in his mind as she’d sounded when she told him the
story.

“How did your father feel about
that?”

Jason squirmed. He could see both
sides. “I know what she was saying, but he wasn’t wrong either. I
mean, you can’t just walk away from a ranch, and his tribe’s there,
too.”

“Tribe?”

“Yeah, Dad’s part Navajo.” Jason
laughed. “Mom said maybe that’s why they understood each other so
well to start with. Her parents were old Cornish from Cornwall, and
they’re sort of tribal too. Her dad – my grandpa – came over to
work with IT. Grandma was pretty good at it as well, and they had
Mom quite late. They took citizenship, and she was born here, so
she already was one.” His face lit, remembering.

“They were great. They had this old
house outside the city, and when Mom came back to live there, they
built her a cottage, like a guest house. Mom hadn’t even known she
was pregnant when she left Dad. She told him when she had me,
though, and went back a year later when she had time. By then,
she’d bought a house on the other side of the city near a good
school for me.

“She’d take me to Dad’s ranch for a
couple of weeks every year after that, but they had a big fight
when I was eleven. He wanted me to live there, and she said she
couldn’t. He said he’d only asked me, that I should know the ranch
and the people because they’d be mine one day, and she said time
enough for that. I was in a good school and doing well … anyway, it
was a real fight, and after that, I didn’t go to the ranch
again.”

“Why?”

“I’m not sure. I think Mom worried
that he’d get a court order while I was there and try and keep me.
She said she didn’t want me to be only a ranch hand or even an
owner. If Dad kept to what he said and left the place to me, I
could run it with a foreman or sell it if I wanted, but it wasn’t
the only career choice, and she didn’t want me
restricted.”

“What did you want?”

“The option, I guess. I wanted to keep
going there every year, but, well, I liked Seattle, I had friends
at school, and I didn’t want to be without Mom or the Grands. I was
studying. I wanted to be a doctor, and I had a head start with her
being one and having friends who were, too. They’d talk to me about
medical stuff. In another year, I’d have gone to a university.” He
looked up, sudden tears in his eyes. “I guess I can forget all that
now.”

“No,” Emma said softly. “Now, they’ll
need doctors more than ever. If you make it to New Mexico, remember
that. Find someone who’s done the training and learn all you can.
You’ll be valuable, and you said it yourself, you have a head
start, find books…”

Jason grinned wryly. “I have. I’ve got
all of Mom’s books in the car. She kept them from her first year of
study and told me to take them, so I did.”

Emma didn’t ask about his mother, or
what he’d called his “grands.” She could guess; he was driving
alone; she thought the car had been his mother’s, and she’d seen
the sudden tears when he spoke about his mom. She got carefully to
her feet. “I’m going to go and lie down. Help yourself to food, and
there are a couple of bedrooms ready. Maybe I’ll see you in the
morning.”

“I won’t leave without saying
goodbye,” he assured her, and she smiled.

“Good, Stormy wouldn’t like
that.”

He grinned, patted the dog, and stood
as the old lady walked slowly but steadily out of the kitchen, and
he heard her climbing the stairs. She reminded him of Grandma
Trevalen; he remembered how he’d spoken to her that last time and a
pang of grief shot through him. To blot that out, he went looking
through the house. It was big enough; it must have been something
in the olden days. It had one and a half floors the top floor
didn’t cover the whole of the first one. She couldn’t have kept it
so clean by herself, and she seemed to live alone.

That set him thinking. Someone must
come in every day to clean, so where were they? She’d been taking
Stormy either to friends or the vet. Why hadn’t someone driven her,
or was she that independent? Even when she knew she was sick? And
had she had the accident because she was ill? If so, she was worse
off than she appeared. That sent his questions off on a tangent,
and he was still thinking hard when he found a suitable bedroom and
crawled into the bed.

Jason was up early the next morning,
made coffee, and started breakfast. He looked up to see her coming
through the kitchen door wearing a dressing gown and looking frail,
with Stormy at her heels. He’d scoped out the fridge already.
“Toast, bacon, and eggs? I can do them scrambled if you’d
rather?”

A brief discussion saw them sitting
down to scrambled eggs with bacon and a stack of buttered toast. He
had coffee, while she had more of the red tea. With the food eaten,
he placed the dishes in the sink, sat down again, and asked, “Does
someone usually come in to do housework?”

Emma nodded. “They did. The road here
goes on and loops back to the main road. If you go down this one
another two miles, there’s a little farm. It belongs to the
Sorensons. Maidee comes in every day to do housework, and her
husband does some of the heavy work if I need him.” She paused, and
her voice came slower. “They just stopped coming two days ago. I
phoned, and no one answered. I drove down and knocked, and no one
came to the door. I went back the day after, and their animals
needed to be moved to another paddock. I knocked again, and I let
the animals out. They didn’t have a cat or a dog, and I wouldn’t
break in, and so I came home. You see?”

Jason saw. “Look, I’ll go there. If I
have to, I can get in and see if they’ve just left the place. I can
open other gates so their animals will be okay. At least that way,
you’ll know for sure. What about you? How are you?”

Her head came up proudly. “I can
manage.”

“Okay, I’ll go now.”

He drove to the Sorensons and checked.
Both doors were locked, but one of the windows wasn’t. He forced
that up and leaned in to call. As Mrs. Hayer said, no one answered,
but he could smell… He climbed in and walked through to the
bedroom. They were both there, laying together, a Bible in the
man’s hands. A photograph in hers, their wedding photo from the
look of it. He went back out of the window, shut it again, and
headed for the back. There was a handful of sheep and two cows, so
he opened the gates, a lot of them. He also opened the doors to the
barn so they could find shelter if necessary, and there was hay
they could get. He couldn’t do any more. On the other
hand…

He returned to check the drawers,
their wallet, and purse, and found money and gold jewelry. His
mother had said it could be weeks before everyone understood money
and gold had little value anymore, but until everyone knew that, he
could buy what he might need so long as he had money or gold. He
found unopened cans and packets and took those. In the bedside
cabinet, he found a gun, and on the shelf in the closet, there was
ammunition for it. He took those too. Then, he looked at the silent
figures, remembering something his father had told him

“Forgive me; what I’ve taken was taken
from necessity, not from greed. I won’t waste anything, I’ve freed
your animals, and they have food and shelter. Wherever your spirits
have gone, be at peace.” He left, knowing Mrs. Hayer would accept
what he told her. Older people knew about death, and she’d like the
way they’d gone.

He drove around the back of the house
again when he returned. If anyone came stealing, he’d rather it
wasn’t Mom’s car that was taken. He entered silently to find the
old lady bent over the table, her face twisted in pain. Jason
jumped to support her.

“Are you okay? What is it? What can I
do?”

She managed to straighten and smiled
wryly. “No, I’m not okay, I’m afraid. And we both know what it
is.”

Jason whirled. “Sit down; I’ll be back
in a minute.” He dived into one particular box in his car,
extracted a card of pills, and went back, striding quickly. “He
snapped two items out of the card and handed them to her with a
glass of water. “Take them.”

“What are they?”

“Painkillers. Mom gave me everything
she had in the house, plus she wrote me a bunch of prescriptions.
She’s on any doctor list, so I’ve been stopping at open pharmacies
and getting one of them filled out each time. I’ve got all sorts of
stuff you need a prescription for.” He saw them starting to work as
the pain eased from her face.

“Thank you.”

He flushed. “I should have thought of
it before.”

She changed the subject. “And the
Sorensons?”

“I found them in their bedroom. He was
holding a Bible, and she had their wedding photo. I opened the hay
barn for their animals and all the gates.”

“Thank you. Yes, they were married for
more than thirty years and still loved each other. In many ways,
they’d have been happy to go together. They never had children –
nor did my husband and I – and at times like these, I’m not sure if
I don’t prefer it that way. It’s not going to be a good world when
this thing dies out.”

She sighed. “My husband wouldn’t have
been able to deal with things here and now. He was a very rigid
man, but I loved him, and he was always kind. He died five years
ago, and soon I’ll be with him.” Stormy, hearing the note in her
voice, came and thrust her head into the older woman’s hand. “Yes,
good girl, you’re the one I’ll miss.”

Jason took a deep breath. He knew she
wouldn’t have more than another day or two, and he couldn’t bear to
leave the dog – or shoot Stormy either. He reached out and patted
the dog and met the old lady’s imploring look.

“It’s okay, Mrs. Hayer, I’ll take her.
She likes me, and I like her. If we do make it, my dad won’t mind;
he’s got the ranch, and he likes dogs.”

He saw peace flood her eyes and knew
he’d done the right thing. He was sure of it the next day when he
got up early and she couldn’t. But he had the pills, and he made
sure they overlapped, so no pain broke through. He winced for all
those that were dying without them. He made a jug of the red tea,
and now and again, she drank a mouthful. It was late that night she
called his name, and he came to sit by her.

“I left everything I had to charity
and keepsakes to friends,” she said slowly. “None of them have
answered my phone calls, and after this, organized charities won’t
exist. When I’m gone, Jason, go through the house, take anything
you want, anything you can use. There’s money in my handbag, take
it. Anything of Stormy’s too, and put that quilt over me,” she
pointed to the faded folded quilt on the window seat. “My mother
made it for me when I was a child. Then set fire to the house, and
don’t look back. I don’t want my body eaten by scavengers; I don’t
want my things stolen by those who take just because it’s there.
Will you do that for me, Jason?”

He remembered what he’d said at the
Sorenson’s bedside and nodded. She smiled. “I’ll sleep now, and if
I don’t see you in the morning, I want you to know how grateful I
am that you found us both. Love Stormy for me. I hope you get where
you’re going and that you both live long and happy lives. Good
night, Jason.”

He stood and walked to the door, and
there he turned to look at her, giving her the only comfort he had
to offer. “Good night Mrs. Hayer, and if we survive and I have a
daughter, I’ll call her Emma.” He saw the smile, went out, and
closed the door, knowing what he would find in the
morning.

He woke at seven, fed Stormy, and
walked step by step to the bedroom. He spread out the old faded
quilt as he’d promised. Spent several hours scouring the building
for what he might use, returned to the crashed car and added the
gas and tools he’d seen there to his trailer, and then, as he left
just after midday with the dog beside him, he looked back at the
old house. Flames were rising in the still air; a promise given had
been kept.


Chapter Three

 The next time he halted for
the night, he looked at the papers he’d taken from the desk in the
lounge. Stormy’s papers. Somehow, he’d never got around to asking
about her. Now he was surprised and interested to read them. It
looked as if someone had decided to create another of the designer
breeds. They’d started with a Doberman, added in a collie, and then
bred back to a poodle. They ended up with a forty-pound dog that
could handle both hot and cold weather. It was smart, sensible,
mostly hypoallergenic, didn’t bark too much, easily trained,
usually okay with other animals, and – this was the kicker – with
an average lifespan of twenty-five years. The papers said she was
just three now.

No wonder he hadn’t recognized the
breed. It had been provisionally known as a Docopoo, presumable for
Doberman/Collie/Poodle. If Mrs. Hayer had wanted to show Stormy,
she was eligible for the “Specials” section, reserved for dogs of
the designer but not yet fully established breeds. Like the
Pomshee, he thought. He’d seen one on TV, a lovely little mix
between a Pomeranian and a Shetland sheep dog. He glanced at
Stormy. Shortish coat, but he thought the outer, slightly longer
layer was probably shed at the start of summer, a rich pale gray
with black markings, a collie’s tulip ears, alert eyes that watched
everything. From the list folded into the papers, she was able to
recognize and obey a substantial list of commands.

“Stormy?” She cocked her head at him.
“I’m sorry about Mrs. Hayer, I liked her. She wanted you to come
with me and be my dog. I hope that’s okay with you, too?” She
whined softly, and he ran a hand gently down her head. “I’ll do my
best for you. We’ll have something to eat, and then I’ll see how
good you are at what you do.”

He stopped at a tiny motel a couple of
hundred yards off the main road. There was no one there, no
vehicle, but there was food in the fridge. He went looking further
and found the safe unlocked and the cash drawer in the office. He
took the notes from both; he didn’t think the owners were coming
back, and in the morning, he’d take some of the uncooked food. On
second thought, if he started it cooking in the big crockpot he
had, he could have dinner tonight, breakfast tomorrow from the
lighter stuff in the fridge, and have a crockpot of cooked steak,
peas, corn, and potatoes to take with him. If he found other places
with the electricity still on, that pot’s worth would do him
several days.

He fed Stormy, ate, went out the back
of the buildings where anyone driving by wouldn’t see them, and ran
Stormy through her commands. He wondered who’d trained her. Had she
come
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