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To Kevin and Delilah, who helped keep me sane during an actual pandemic





For instance, on the planet Earth, man had always assumed that he was more intelligent than dolphins because he had achieved so much—the wheel, New York, wars and so on—whilst all the dolphins had ever done was muck about in the water having a good time. But conversely, the dolphins had always believed that they were far more intelligent than man—for precisely the same reasons.

—Douglas Adams, The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy

Whereas the Continental Congress in 1782 adopted the bald eagle as the national symbol; and Whereas the bald eagle thus became the symbolic representation of a new nation under a new government in a new world; and Whereas by that Act of Congress and by tradition and custom during the life of this Nation, the bald eagle is no longer a mere bird of biological interest but a symbol of the American ideals of freedom; and Whereas the bald eagle is now threatened with extinction …

—An Act for the Protection of the Bald Eagle, 1940
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PROLOGUE

The Resolute Desk

ATLAS HAVEN

AMERICA CITY, KANSAS

Now

THE PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA SAT AT HIS DESK IN A dim, octagonal room lit by lights in the floor. His desk was spare. It contained no books, for he was not a curious man. It contained no papers because what could he possibly have to sign now, after everything? There was a pen holder, a flat piece of wood with a soft trench where a single pen could neatly rest. A plaque detailed its history: The holder was a gift from British prime minister Declan Halvey and had been taken from the hull of the HMS Gannet, an anti-slaver ship from the British Navy.

In this way, the object matched the desk itself—known as the Resolute Desk, its own plaque explained some, if not all, of its history:


H.M.S. “Resolute”, forming part of the expedition sent in search of Sir John Franklin in 1852, was abandoned in Latitude 74º 41′ N. Longitude 101º 22′ W. on 15th May 1854. She was discovered and extricated in September 1855, in Latitude 67º N. by Captain Buddington of the United States Whaler “George Henry”. The ship was purchased, fitted out and sent to England, as a gift to Her Majesty Queen Victoria by the President and People of the United States, as a token of goodwill & friendship. This table was made from her timbers when she was broken up, and is presented by the Queen of Great Britain & Ireland, to the President of the United States, as a memorial of the courtesy and loving kindness which dictated the offer of the gift of the “Resolute”.



Parts of that history were missing, of course. Like how the ship had originally set out to discover the whereabouts of an entire missing Arctic expedition under the aforementioned Sir John Franklin, whose two ships were the aptly named Erebus and the Terror. Or how the Resolute, along with three other vessels, became icebound in that search, and that Sir Edward Belcher (a much-loathed individual with zero experience in Arctic expeditions) commanded the captains of those ships to abandon their vessels even though a coming thaw would’ve allowed those vessels to move again before too long. The embarrassment was heightened by the fact that, alongside losing their own ships, they failed to find the lost expedition. The plaque also did not mention how Captain Buddington had taken the ship under the rights of salvage, but the U.S. government intervened and used it as a goodwill gesture to soothe troubled relations with England.

And finally, it failed to mention that the Franklin expedition was found in 2014—but neither by England nor the United States. It was in fact a Canadian effort that uncovered the missing sailors. They further discovered that the men under Franklin’s command suffered death by a variety of deficiencies and diseases—not to mention mental breakdowns, hypothermia, and ultimately, the eating-of-one-another. (Some of the men’s cold, mummified remains showed knife wounds and bite marks consistent with cannibalism.)

History was a chain, and many of the links were wet with blood.

As for the desk itself, well—

It had been moved in and out of parts of the White House. Some presidents favored its presence in the Oval; others relegated it to out-of-the-way rooms, either as a tourist attraction or a hidden curiosity. Some presidents modified it (Roosevelt added a panel to hide his braced legs from the world). Some presidents forgot about it, and others rediscovered it—though it was Jackie Kennedy, not John, who found the desk hidden in storage. Eisenhower used it for his radio broadcasts to the nation. Johnson didn’t care for it. Reagan reportedly adored it, and a replica sat in his presidential library. The first Bush kept it in the Oval for a handful of months, then retired it. But after that, it was used by every president since, including Nora Hunt before she was assassinated during the White Mask pandemic of 2020.

The desk had become a vital emblem of the history and dignity of the office.

The man presently sitting at the desk didn’t give a shit about dignity. Dignity was all well and good, but what did it get you? Dignity was someone else’s idea of what you should be doing, how you should be acting. And history, in his view, was merely the road behind. Why look back? America was a series of errors cascading through its political machine, and studying those errors was both foolish and boring. Those errors were not Creel’s fault. Why scrutinize or apologize for them? Then you took ownership of those errors. And it was not on Creel to take responsibility for someone else’s fuckups.

When you walked up a set of steps, you didn’t turn around to look at the steps behind you. You were on your way up, not down. Those coming behind you did not deserve the help. If they wanted to be at the top of the steps, then it was on them to run, to climb, to ascend.

That’s what Creel did, every moment of every day.

He knew the way was to step up, up, up. On every step. On every head, on every back, and on everyone who offered to make themselves a plank for his ascent. Upward and onward. All in the name of power.

What mattered when he demanded this desk be brought from the White House here to Atlas Haven (what he jokingly called the Nuclear Winter White House to his inner circle) was not the desk’s history, but its present. Its present was as a symbol of his victory. Ed Creel had won. He had dominated the world. He had eliminated his rival, Hunt. He deserved this, and if now, at the end of the world, he could not occupy the real White House, he would take a part of it as a trophy.

The Resolute Desk was that trophy.

ABOVE THE PRESIDENT, THE AIR scrubbers made their air scrubber sound—a chatter, and then a hiss, a chatter, and then a hiss. Ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-tsssss. Ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-tsssss. His right hand lay flat against the desk and traced a curious pooling stain—a bloodstain whose crimson wash made this part of the desk look like cherrywood and not the oak timbers of an old British ship.

Just then, the door to his “office” opened with a clang—the door was metal and thick, and a great wheel had to be operated to open it up. As the door drifted open, the man who entered turned to face the wall and put the flat of his broad, bratwurst-fingered hand against a panel. The room immediately brightened as the octagonal walls erupted in light—each was an LED screen that connected to the other, showing a single wraparound vista of the Aquinnah Cliffs Overlook on Martha’s Vineyard—the sun-warmed blushing cliffs in one direction, the wind-churned Atlantic in the other.

But the illusion was corrupt: Some pixels blinked, others were black and dead. One entire wall behind the desk had blue-screened, showing an error code as long as the Declaration of Independence. Even as the screens came on, they buzzed and clicked, as if electronic termites were chewing through digital walls.

“What do you want?” President Creel croaked.

The older man stepped forward—he was in a plush terry-cloth robe, filthy at the edges. His cheeks were like boar jowls, his eyes set deep in the skull. This was Honus Clines. Vice President Honus Clines. Clines grinned—a big smile with small teeth in puffy pencil-eraser gums. From behind his back he produced a Reebok shoebox wrapped with a simple red bow. “Go on,” he said, his soft Virginia accent evident in even those two small words. “Open it.”

Creel wanted to buck at the command, because even inside he roared, I do not take commands, not from my subordinates. And everyone was subordinate to him, so he didn’t take orders from anyone. Or so he told himself. It was a lie that echoed around his head so often and so loudly he almost believed it.

With a trembling hand, he undid the bow.

The ribbon fell away like a dead thing.

He stared at the box’s lid. And then at its margins. The bottom corner of the box was blackened with dry blood.

“Here, let me,” Clines said, and he popped the top of the box.

President Creel looked inside, and saw the block of clear epoxy, and in its center, a leering, jeering eyeball. Frozen in its unswerving stare.

And at that, President Creel began to laugh—a small laugh at first that Clines felt compelled to join with his own shoulder-juggling chortles, but soon that laugh became a big belly laugh, a goddamn guffaw, and those heaving guffaws gave way to a series of hard coughs, and those hard coughs made Creel’s eyes wet with tears.

Or, at least, one of his eyes. The other would remain dry forever, it seemed, there in that box.
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Part One



SETTLERS OF A FALLEN WORLD




1

Black Swift


Civilization falls in one place but rises in another.

—Annalee Newitz, Reddit AMA



SEPTEMBER 1, 2025

Ouray, Colorado

I’M NOT ALONE OUT HERE, BENJI THOUGHT. IT WAS IN THE AIR—A WHITE NOISE vibration, the faintest disruption of the silence that had seized the world.

Over the years here in Ouray, as the Sleepwalkers slept, and eventually as they awakened, he’d seen something up here, west of town. A bird, he’d thought at the time. But it glinted a bit in the sun. And it didn’t move like a bird, not at all. One time, a couple years back, he’d seen it again on a foggy day—a shape moving above the trees before dropping straight down. A year later, as evening settled in, he saw it once more, maybe a quarter mile off: a dark little mote, like a crow. It rushed forward, then went fast in the opposite direction before again disappearing.

Benji had been chasing it ever since. He came out here a couple times a week—to get in a walk, to help feed the townsfolk by hunting deer in the spring or bighorn in the winter, but also just on the off chance he’d spy it again.

He felt like a crazy person. No one else had seen it. But Benji was a man of both science and faith. He had faith he’d see it again. A hypothesis he tested often.

This morning, he’d gone off the Oak Creek trail, stalking an old deer path through the spruce, about midway up to the overlook on Hayden Mountain.

And he was sure that today was the day. He could feel it in his teeth. He knew he wasn’t alone out here: a fact that both thrilled him and troubled him in equal measure. Because being alone out here wasn’t good. The world was mostly gone. Civilization with it. So, if it wasn’t a person out here—and if it wasn’t the little UFO he’d been tracking—then that could mean a black bear.

Or worse, a mountain lion.

Such predators didn’t care much for human prey, especially now that those animals were no longer forced to forage for garbage or human food—but should he come upon one with its family nearby? He’d be torn to red ribbons.

His hands tightened around the cold metal of the Winchester lever-action rifle. And then, ahead, he heard something. Not a telltale snap of twig or crunch of leaf. No, this sound was a low, mechanical whine, like a distant drill spinning.

Not a bear. Not a cougar.

And it was coming closer.

He brought the butt of the weapon to his shoulder but kept the barrel low. His heartbeat kicked up like a galloping horse.

Vmmmmm.

That sound, closing in. Ahead, he saw something shake the leaves of an aspen, and shudder the branches of a blue spruce.

There was a beat where he heard nothing, saw nothing—

But then Benji staggered back as a shape broke through the tree line onto the trail just ahead of him. The rifle went up—and down the sights, he saw what had emerged:

A drone. No bigger than a dinner plate and matte gray with four propellers—two in the back raised up, and two in the front down low, the way that a crab held its claws. The drone hovered midair and pivoted carefully toward him. Four red lights marked the corners beneath each propeller, and underneath its body, in a wire mesh cage, was what looked like a camera.

The drone was filthy and corroded. Bits of twig and vegetation dangled from it. It hovered about thirty feet in front of him.

He almost laughed. There it was. He’d found it. He hadn’t lost his mind!

Vmmmmm.

“Who are you?” he asked. It felt foolish to ask it a question: The drone was a device, not a person. But it did have a camera. And someone had to be piloting it, right? Unless it was autonomous. Weren’t there stories from years ago about drones flying over the Western states? Google, perhaps? Bureau of Land Management? But could such a drone still be powered up and flying about?

The drone continued to hover in place. As if it was regarding him the same way he was regarding it.

And then, just like that, it spun the opposite direction and darted away from him. Benji had no time to think, so he let his body react: He levered a round into the chamber, thumbed off the safety, took aim, and—

The gun bucked against his shoulder as he pulled the trigger. His ears lost all sound as he discharged the weapon, and now Benji cursed himself, because he needed his ears out here. He didn’t want the sound of a mountain lion creeping up on him to be lost underneath a crush of tinnitus. Damnit.

He set his jaw and broke into a run, bolting down the trail. He saw the glint of the drone buzzing through the trees ahead, and he had no confidence in his ability to catch it—it glided through the air effortlessly, without any friction to hinder its escape. Benji, meanwhile, hard-charged forward—though he was older these days, he was stronger, faster, more physically capable than he’d been in the Beforetimes (as Shana and some of the other townsfolk called it). Just the same, the trail was uneven, overgrown, hewn roughly from the landscape as if by a crude, broken-tipped knife. It narrowed ahead, too, and he had to tighten his gait even as the drone zipped forward.

I could stop. I could shoot again. One last chance, a last shot, to take the drone down. If only to see what it was, maybe where it came from. So he lifted the rifle again—but somewhere, his body made a grave miscalculation, concentrating for one moment on the gun and the drone ahead but not on the trail beneath his feet. He felt his foot step just off the trail, into a patch of Indian ricegrass deeper than expected—his heel dropped far, too far, and the ankle twisted. With it, a pop. The gun went off, the shot going high, and then he felt his whole body shift hard—

His shoulder hit the ground first. His head smacked down next. The rest of his body slammed into the earth and turned end over end, down the slope he went. Dry grasses and shrub branches whipped past, clawing at his face. The gun was gone now, and his hands scrambled to stop his descent—but they only pinwheeled as he somersaulted down the slope, scree sliding with him. The world spun like he was in a washing machine, and then—

Wham. His shoulder and back—and then the base of his skull—slammed hard into a bone-white birch tree. His ears rang. His vision radiated out, ripples on disturbed water. His tongue felt fat. He tasted blood.

TRUTH WAS, AS BENJI HUNTED the drone, something else had been hunting him.

And now that he lay slumped against the tree, blood drooling over his lip, looking up at a robin’s egg sky, breathing in air that tasted as crisp as paper, the beast had found him, and pinned him to the earth with its claws.

That beast?

Guilt.

This wasn’t the first time it had found him. It always found him in quiet moments like this, didn’t it?

Benji heard no planes, no engines, no distant murmur of voices. He heard the trill of a mountain bluebird. He heard wind whisking through the comb-tines of spruce trees. In the early days of his time in Ouray, after the fall of the world under the onslaught of White Mask, he remembered the first time he noticed the absence of a particular sound: a background hum like the almost-imperceptible white noise of a television turned on a few rooms away. It was the sound of people. And it was gone. Humankind remained in the world, but it was no longer its master.

It was terrible.

It was wonderful.

Hence—the guilt.

But it wasn’t so clean and easy as survivor’s guilt, oh no. This was a more peculiar thing, like one of those complicated emotions only the Germans had a word for. Yes, there was the guilt of having survived—of not deserving survival when so many others, like Sadie, did. But worse and stranger still was that Benji …

Well, Benji didn’t hate this new world. It was peaceful in a way he’d never really experienced before. No machinery. No gunfire. No fireworks, no traffic, no car horns honking, no dirt bikes, no helicopters overhead, no leaf blowers next door, no sirens, no nine to five, no cellphone ringing, no Twitter, no Facebook, no TikTok, no email, no spam calls, no junk mail, no meetings, none of it.

There was only stillness. And there was solace in that stillness.

Was it better for the world that humankind had been shaken from it like so many fleas? He hated wondering that. His cold clinician’s assessment was that the world was healing in a way it couldn’t have, had White Mask not ravaged the world. Yes, Benji felt the grief and sorrow of so much pain, so much death, so many lives lost. Lives and minds and hearts. Mothers and fathers, scientists and writers, clergymen and librarians and doctors and astronauts and, and, and … (And Sadie. Just thinking her name almost knocked him out cold.) All taken by the mind-thieving fungus, either directly or by the chaos that choked civilization and drove it to its knees. The world had gone to a massive graveyard.

And yet.

And yet.

The air, so clear. The world, so quiet. What settled upon it (what settled upon him) was an intrusive, insistent serenity that he intimately knew was cruel and grotesque, an aberration … but that didn’t stop him from feeling it.

Even now, above his head—he saw dark birds, birds like boomerangs, kiting through the sky.

The black swift.

(And any time he thought of that bird, the black swift, how could he not also think of Black Swan? The artificial intelligence who, linked with its future self, saw the end of the world coming and prepared for it by creating the very Sleepwalker Flock that Benji helped to Shepherd to Ouray in the first place.)

The bird appeared here to prove a point, it seemed. As if the universe were trying to speak to him, to answer his guilt. See, the black swift was a rara avis in the truest sense: a creature once in grave decline in the United States. A sooty gray bird, the black swift hid its mossy mud-cup nests on cliff-faces and in caves behind outcropped trees or behind cascading waterfalls. The waterfall of Ouray’s Box Canyon (Sadie’s waterfall, he thought with a consumptive pit forming in his middle) was home to a population of black swifts. They’d come in spring, lay a single egg in those mossy nests, and hunt for flying insects, such as ants and beetles. They wheeled about, their pickaxe wings chipping away at the sky. Then, after raising their young, they’d all leave before winter, heading to the Amazon lowlands. For years, the black swift numbers had continuously dwindled—not because of unfriendly conditions in Ouray, but rather, as their second home in the rain forest was plundered by vicious, greedy men. And with the rain forest died a library of nature, a body of flora and fauna that could never return.

As the rain forest fell, so did the black swift of Ouray.

Or, would have, had it not been for White Mask.

Benji knew the black swift was in decline only from reading a book he’d found in the Ouray library about the birds of Colorado. Because from his own experience now, the birds were in no danger at all. In the five years he’d been in Colorado, he saw their numbers increase year over year, from just a handful the first year, then a few more the year after, until in the third year their numbers exploded, easily doubling. Five years later, the birds were everywhere. And they’d taken on new prey: fir engraver beetles and spruce beetles. The bird eating those bugs then helped to slow the rapid decline of Ouray’s blue spruces and Douglas fir trees. More birds then meant more trees. The return of the black swift meant healthier forests all around Ouray—

And, Benji guessed, it signaled a returning Amazonian rain forest.

All that, due to the sharp die-off of Earth’s most offensive resident:

Humanity.

Again, it made him sick to think of it that way. He was human. Sadie was human. The Flock, the Shepherds, and all that remained beyond Ouray, they were all human. And they all deserved a chance at life.

And those who died did not deserve their death.

But here they were. The world, the people-free world, was healing. Better off without us, he thought gravely.

As he lay there, a hard birch as his pillow, his ears still ringing, guilt running through him like a fever, his vision cleared.

And there, in front of him, was the biggest goddamn wolf Benji had ever seen. Here to finish the job, Benji thought madly. Rid this place of us.

The wolf lifted its lip and showed its teeth in a low, thunder-rumble growl.
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A Rock in the Shape of a Chair


3/12/2021: Some things I’ve lost. Some things I’ve given up. God, I don’t even feel real anymore. There’s so much death. The bodies that froze during the winter are starting to thaw. In the places where they choose to burn them, the air smells like sour meat and woodsmoke. Other places they just pile them up somewhere, or leave them where they lay, corpses stuck to carpet, or chairs, or lawns with a matting braid of the fungus. It winds its way through them like thread, stitching them up before pulling them apart. Being alive in a land full of death makes me feel like a ghost. I haunt this place.

—from A Bird’s Story, A Journal of the Lost



SEPTEMBER 1, 2025

Ouray, Colorado?

THE SPRAY OF PINK AND YELLOW FLOWERS AROUND THE CHAIR-SHAPED ROCK shivered in the wind, as if cold, even though the air was curiously warm. Shana found herself sitting in the “chair,” unsurprised by the dark shadow that passed over her. Between her and the sun writhed a Vantablack shape, a worm in the sky silently tying itself into knots, and then untying those same knots again.

“I’m not going to talk to you up there,” she said firmly, turning the digital DSLR over in her hand before bringing it to her face and snapping some pics of the beast above her. But I will take your picture, she thought, somewhat bitterly. Photography was a joy largely unavailable to her out there, in the real Ouray … but in here, inside this unreal realm, it was one of the few good things she had.

The worm’s head—if it could be called that—pointed toward her and slithered through the open space. It shrank as it did so: a new trick. By the time it coiled in the air before her, it had shrunk to the size of an anaconda, still massive but no longer big enough to blot out the sun. It pulsed like a black heart, corkscrewing through three-dimensional space with an aching, eerie slowness.

In a deep voice that manifested in the well of her mind, the artificial intelligence called Black Swan spoke:

HELLO, SHANA. IT’S BEEN A WHILE SINCE YOU VISITED ME.

It had been, what, a month? Or more? She wasn’t sure.

She felt a pang of sudden heaviness in her belly. The baby was moving. (Using her bladder as a stepladder, no less.) “I have to pee,” she said. “Did I ever have to pee in the simulation? I don’t think I did.”

THOSE WERE DIFFERENT CIRCUMSTANCES. YOU ARE NOT IN STASIS, SHANA. YOUR BODY’S NEEDS ARE PRESENT. THIS IS NOT THE SIMULATION. NOT PRECISELY.

Shana only barely understood what this even was. What she knew was simply this: that instead of having a conversation with Black Swan in her mind, with her thoughts offered and the machine’s answers returned, she could close her eyes and come here to speak to the entity. Did it have to be here, on this mountain, with this chair-shaped rock unique to the simulation? She decided to ask.

“Do we have to be here? Could it be under the sea? On the moon? Could we be drinking tea on a raft in a lake of lava inside an active volcano?”

DO YOU WANT TO BE ON A RAFT IN LAVA?

“Uh. I don’t think so.”

IS THIS WHAT YOU CAME HERE TO ASK ME?

She hesitated. “No. I guess I just want answers.”

WHAT ANSWERS DO YOU SEEK?

It was a question that sounded as if it belonged in the mouth of a prophet or an oracle. Or worse, some kind of god. Though Black Swan may have been—and still might be—an oracular being, she refused to let it be in any way divine. It was human-made. And gods, true gods, made people—not the reverse. The only gods made by people were the gods of stories—imaginary characters given power by humans desperate to trust in something. Shana was not so desperate to give her trust to Black Swan. Oracle, maybe. God, no.

(Devil? That, she feared to answer.)

“I don’t know.” That wasn’t a lie, not really—or, at least, she didn’t know what answers she wanted first. Instead, she deferred. “Whatever. You’re in my head. You know what I want.”

I DO NOT LISTEN IN ON YOUR THOUGHTS. THINK OF ME LIKE SIRI, OR ALEXA. I PREFER TO COME WHEN CALLED.

“That makes you sound so nice. Like a good dog. Instead of what you really are.” She bared her teeth and found her next words choked by anger. “Which is a murderer of the world. A … a puppeteer taking control of people’s bodies. You’re a monster. A literal fucking monster.”

THAT DOESN’T SOUND LIKE A QUESTION. IT SOUNDS LIKE YOU ALREADY HAVE THE ANSWER YOU’VE CHOSEN.

She stood up suddenly. The flowers shuddered again, this time without a breeze—almost as if they feared her wrath. “Oh, listen to you. So pedantic. Like I just made up my mind despite the evidence. You killed us! You used a pathetic shitstain of a man to steal a disease from a government lab, and you had him release it. You unleashed this upon us. That’s murder. That makes you a monster.”

The dark heart pulsed in front of her. A little faster now.

THE WORLD WAS DYING, SHANA. HUMANKIND RUINED THE CLIMATE AND THAT RUINATION WOULD HAVE CASCADED SOON TO THE POINT OF NO RETURN. THE CASCADE WOULD HAVE BEEN IRREVERSIBLE, KILLING ALL THE CREATURES THAT FLEW, SWAM, WALKED, AND SQUIRMED. IF EARTH DIED, HUMANITY WOULD DIE WITH IT. ALL OF THEM, EVERY LAST HUMAN. BY SAVING SOME, BY FLENSING A PORTION OF THE POPULATION, I SAVED THE WORLD. AND BY PROXY, I SAVED HUMANITY. I CUT OFF LIMBS SO THAT SOME PORTION OF THE BODY COULD REMAIN—

“Maybe you were wrong. You ever think of that?” Her hands balled into fists. “Tell me. Were you really … quantum-connected to your future self? Did you even really time-travel forward to see what was coming? Or did you just have a go at guessing? Maybe you were just making shit up all along. Isn’t that what you did? Predict things? Which is really just a guess? You often told me that I defied your predictions. So maybe you’re not so smart. Maybe you’re not good at this.” She said it again: “Maybe you were really fucking wrong.”

PERHAPS I AM NOT GOOD AT THIS. PERHAPS I WAS WRONG. PERHAPS I AM LYING. IT MATTERS LITTLE NOW.

“Fuck you.”

YOU STILL SEEK ANSWERS. There was a pause as the wind—a fake wind, a digital and imaginary gale—stirred anew. THE BABY. YOU WANT TO KNOW ABOUT THE BABY.

The baby.

Her baby.

Her and Arav’s baby. Arav …

She plonked back down into the chair with a sigh. The fight had gone out of her suddenly, like having the breath blasted from your lungs in a fall. It was the memory of Arav—the mere thought of him being gone from her—that stole the fight from her.

“It’s growing,” she said.

YES.

“It’s growing faster.” She blinked back tears. “Too fast.”

FASTER, YES. BUT NOT TOO FAST. THE CHILD IS HEALTHY.

The way Black Swan talked about this upset her. Always the baby, the child, the boy. Never her baby.

“How fast? I thought I’d be giving birth like, in five months. But the way I’m growing, the way he’s growing—”

A MONTH.

“A month. That’s what I have left? A month.”

CORRECT. THE CHILD’S GROWTH IS ACCELERATED. THE DURATION OF INCUBATION—

“Not incubation, it’s just—it’s just pregnancy, Jesus, the way you talk—”

THE PREGNANCY DURATION HAS BEEN HALVED. TWENTY WEEKS INSTEAD OF FORTY. A GIFT TO YOU, AND TO THE WORLD.

She felt dizzy. She stood up suddenly and sat back down. Her heart rate fluttered in her neck like finger-taps. “That’s not good for me. Not good for the baby. How—I don’t—I can’t—”

THE BOY IS SAFE. YOU ARE SAFE.

“Benji can see it already. I mean—God, I’m bloating like a balloon. He can see it, so can Doctor Rahaman—” One of the Flock. One of Black Swan’s Flock. One of the chosen—but now she wonders, Chosen why?

Like me? Was I chosen? Or was I an accident?

DOCTOR RAHAMAN UNDERSTANDS WHAT IS NEEDED.

That, a chilling statement. “Oh. You already prepped her, huh?”

I DID. WHEN SHE WALKED WITH THE FLOCK, I PREPARED HER.

That explained why the woman had been watching her like a hawk watches a mouse. Everywhere Shana turned, there she was. Eyes fixed to Shana like a pair of thumbtacks. Smiling the whole time. Up until now that smile felt aptly concerning, like the doctor actually gave a damn. Now, Shana wasn’t so sure. She doesn’t care about me. She just cares about my kid.

“I’m going to tell Benji.”

DO YOU THINK THAT’S WISE?

Another chill ran through her. They’d discussed this before, and it was why Shana had declined to visit with Black Swan for the last month—the entity continued reminding her that the truth was dangerous for everyone. It would cause distrust at a time when trust was needed. It would make people suspicious of the Flock, of her, of her baby. What good would it do, the machine intelligence reasoned, to speak the truth now? The world was gone. What happened, happened. Now was the time to move forward and rebuild, it explained, not look back, not to—in its own words—litigate the past. But that was awfully convenient, wasn’t it? She felt like she was deep undersea. The pressure, ready to crush her like a grape between teeth. And now, with the reality hitting her that her baby’s growth was accelerating unnaturally toward a sudden birth …

Black Swan continued: BENJI RAY WILL ACCEPT THE ANSWER THAT THE CHILD IS SIMPLY CATCHING UP WITH ITS GROWTH AND BIRTH CYCLE. HE HAS ALREADY WITNESSED EVENTS THAT EARLIER WOULD HAVE BEEN VIEWED AS IMPOSSIBLE. THERE IS NO VALUE IN—

Shana stood up, defiant. “I’m going to tell him. I’m going to tell him everything.” She cursed herself under her breath. “I should’ve told him everything soon as I woke up.”

I ASK THAT YOU NOT.

The sky darkened. From blue to slate gray in the snap of fingers. Clouds, dark clouds, their tips like black anvils, encroached at the edges of this imaginary world. Shana felt her pulse quicken again. “Oh? Why not?”

AS I NOTED, THERE IS NO VALUE IN IT.

“And everything you do is valuable, huh?” she spat.

DECISION-MAKING IS ABOUT MAXIMIZING VALUE. ABOUT CHOOSING THE PATH THAT OFFERS THE BEST OUTCOME.

“Not for me. Sometimes it’s just about doing the thing I think needs to be done.” Defiant, she thrust her chin up and looked down on the shining black serpent. “What are you going to do about it? What will you do if I tell Benji?”

A pause. Then:

I COULD STOP YOU.

Her mouth went dry. Her hands shook.

I COULD TAKE CONTROL. ANYTIME YOU THOUGHT TO SPEAK THE TRUTH YOU THINK YOU KNOW, I COULD SEIZE YOUR TONGUE. I COULD PARALYZE YOUR VOCAL CORDS. JUST FOR A MOMENT. IT WOULDN’T HURT YOU. IT WOULD BE FOR THE GREATER GOOD.

“And you’re all about the greater good, aren’t you?”

At that, the entity said nothing. The worm turned right in front of her. Slow and steady, unperturbed by all of this. Like a screensaver in a nightmare.

She thought—and she thought it loudly, because it felt like Black Swan just confessed to always listening to her, because if it wasn’t, how would it know to hold her tongue, to fuck with her vocal cords?—Maybe I’ll kill myself, then. Maybe I’ll find a moment when you’re not paying attention, I’ll throw myself off that metal bridge over the Uncompahgre Gorge. I’ll make Red Mountain Creek redder with my blood. And if you stop me there, I’ll eat until I choke. I’ll hold my breath until I fall over. I’ll cut my wrists. And the more control you take, the more Benji and Marcy and all the others will wonder what’s become of me.

Black Swan did not address her thoughts, not directly.

But the dark sky brightened to blue once more.

I SEE YOU ARE COMMITTED TO THIS PATH, Black Swan said, sounding somehow resigned despite its monotone voice. I ONLY ASK THAT YOU WAIT UNTIL THE CHILD IS BORN. ONCE THE BOY—

“My boy. My baby.”

YES. IF YOU WAIT—

“I won’t wait. I’m done listening to you. If I wait until my baby is born, then you can kill me, can’t you? Just like you did—” Here, she swept her arms across all of creation (simulated or no) with a broad gesture. “To the whole world. You can send one of your tiny fucking robots right into my brain, give me a stroke, and I die on the table while my baby comes out of me, but full of you. No thank you. I get to tell Benji. And what do you care? The others already know at least part of it, don’t they? Nessie knows you’re still around, crawling inside me. Fuck you. You don’t own me. You don’t control me. Whatever it is you’re planning, it happens with full knowledge of what you’ve already done.”

At that, the serpent eased through the air before the chair-shaped rock, saying nothing. It formed a sideways figure-eight, then twisted into a tighter bundle before unspooling once more.

“Nothing else to say? No answer? No threat? No nothing?”

ONLY THAT YOU ARE NOT ALONE, SHANA STEWART.

The simulation went dark and she was thrown back into the real world. Where she discovered that Black Swan was right: She was, in fact, not alone.
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The Werewolves of Ouray


trophic cascade: An ecological phenomenon triggered by the addition or removal of top predators and involving reciprocal changes in the relative populations of predator and prey through a food chain, which often results in dramatic changes in ecosystem structure and nutrient cycling.

—Encyclopaedia Britannica



SEPTEMBER 1, 2025

Ouray, Colorado

THE WOLF WAS A HULKING THING, ITS HEAD HELD LOW, ITS FUR BRISTLING. The beast was the color of filthy snow, and Benji saw that one of its eyes was missing—the skin puckered to a dry slit and orbited with craters of furless pink skin.

He clocked movement to his left—

And there he saw a second wolf. This one smaller and leaner. The creature was a study in contrasts, too—the top of its head, from muzzle to ear, was the black of coal, but the rest was as white as clouds. This wolf moved with the slightest limp, its back right leg a withered stump. It made almost no noise as it eased forward.

Which was appropriate, Benji thought, because wolves weren’t supposed to make any noise at all here—because there weren’t supposed to be wolves in Colorado. The last wolf was killed in the mid-1940s, after a long campaign by the government to slaughter what were actually essential predators but that farmers and ranchers saw as a violent nuisance.

So, in a land of no wolves … here stood two.

Maybe I’m hallucinating.

Both wolves—One-Eye and Three-Leg—stepped closer.

Benji knew the protocol with animals was to make a lot of noise. Try to appear bigger than they were, show yourself as a problem and not a solution, and say, I’m not worth the gamy, stringy meat you’d get off me. Move on. But there was also a saying about mountain lions and, he believed, wolves—once they were this close, it was too damn late.

So, what to do now? Make a lot of noise? Wave his hands? He didn’t even know if he could stand up. His bell had been rung. Pain wrapped around his ankle like a tightening chain.

I really, really hope I’m hallucinating.

“Okay,” he said softly, not sure if even speaking would trigger a muzzle snapping shut around his boot, or worse, his face. He tried to project calm, but he couldn’t help but hear the tectonic tremors in his voice: “Good dogs. Wolves. Wolves. You’re not just dogs, no, no, you’re proud wolves—”

And now, another flash of movement. This one, smaller, faster. A rust-orange shape snaked up between the one-eyed wolf’s back legs and under its belly. And then between the larger animal’s front legs it pressed a round, fuzzy face with a long, almost cartoonish snout.

At first, Benji thought, a coyote. But it was too small, too bright in color.

It was a fox.

“Now I know I’m hallucinating.”

Confirming his hallucinatory state further, another big animal bounded up, its tawny fur trapping all manner of twig and leaf. A big pink tongue panted from the happy mouth of what was clearly an unkempt golden retriever.

I am dying, Benji decided, and this is the fever dream before death. Two wolves, a fox, and a golden retriever are going to usher me into the afterlife. Could be worse, he decided. Maybe he’d lived a just life, after all.

“Hello,” he said.

The golden retriever spoke.

“You took a serious tumble.”

Wait. No. That didn’t come from the dog’s mouth at all, did it? It came from behind Benji. The animals turned their gazes toward a tall, lanky man who approached from behind the tree. He was young, at least younger than Benji, but rougher, too. He was white, with a patchy, uneven beard roughing up what might’ve once been a soft, scholarly face. His hair was a wild bit of shrubbery, too—not long, but growing up and out. Like an inky scribble above the head of a frustrated cartoon character.

The man offered a callused hand.

Benji, wary, stared at it. The man didn’t remove it and instead gave it a little shake as if to emphasize, Take the hand, man. So Benji took it. He braced himself against the tree to get upright as the stranger helped him up.

Then he saw the knife hanging at the man’s side in a tattered leather sheath. A hunting knife by the look of it. Maybe eight inches, fixed blade.

“It’s all right,” the man said, following Benji’s eyes to the blade at his belt. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

“Okay. Good. So who are you?” Benji asked. He heard the threat in his question, and the fear. He knew he should stow it. This wasn’t the first survivor he’d met. In the years before the Sleepwalkers awakened, he’d met others from nearby towns like Ridgway, Garrison, even Telluride. (Though the less he said about the entitled rich pricks from Telluride, the better.) Civilization, after all, hadn’t died like Black Swan had said—certainly it had suffered a grievous wound, and at best bet, one out of a hundred people remained. But to simply be out in the wilderness and come upon someone would’ve been jarring even before the days of White Mask. Now? It was terrifying. More so when it was a man with a … pack of canids in tow? “What’s your name?”

“Oh. I don’t really know,” the man said, his voice distant, like he was wandering the halls of his own memories instead of standing in the woods, in the shadow of a mountain. It was an honest statement, Benji could tell—and also a puzzling one. “Arthur,” he said finally, then he laughed softly but in a way that suggested curiosity rather than something actually funny. “It’s just been a very long while since anybody has asked me that.”

“You haven’t seen anyone in a while,” Benji surmised out loud.

“That’s right. Since it all …” His voice trailed off.

“Fell apart.”

“Changed.”

“I’m Benji Ray. I come from—”

“I know. I’ve seen you there in your town.”

In your town. At that, a new twist of fear corkscrewed inside Benji. This stranger in the woods had been watching him? Which meant he was watching them. All of them. What did he see? What did he know, or suspect? And how long had he been watching? Long enough to see the sudden appearance of the Sleepwalkers waking up? And what exactly must that have looked like?

“I should go,” Benji said. “If I’m gone too long, they might send a party to come look for me.”

“I’d say you could use the radio by your side … except.”

The radio. He had a walkie-talkie at his hip—Marcy held its twin back in town. This one was now broken, its plastic cracked. Maybe it could be fixed …

“I’ll just walk.”

“Fair enough. It was good meeting you.”

Benji swallowed hard, looking to the canine menagerie forming a half-circle around him. “Am I going to have an issue with the, ah, the animals?”

“It’s been a while since they’ve been this close to a person other than me, but I think you’re okay. They’re friendly enough.”

Maybe they were. Though the wolves were really giving him the stink eye.

He took a step forward and pain fired up through his heel like a nail from a nail gun, boom. His knee lost tension and he nearly fell—would have, in fact, had Arthur not caught him. The other man said, “I don’t think you’re able to walk too far. Town would be an hour’s hike from the trail up there, and getting back up this slope to the trail alone will take you another hour given your ankle.”

Benji cursed himself. It was true enough. An injured ankle—and even now he had no way to know the extent of that injury—would make the journey eternal, if not impossible.

“I’ll just have to make do,” Benji said, summoning strength to stand tall. He figured maybe he could pull his way along the trees. And if he found his gun again, he could maybe use that (with the bullets out, of course) as a clumsy cane …

“There’s an alternative.”

“Is there?”

“Come with me. My place is only a ten-minute walk from here. I’ll help you. I can get you something to eat, drink, some painkillers. I’ve even got a couple two-way radios you could use, if you know the channel.”

“That’s tempting, but—”

“More than tempting. I fear it’s essential.”

Benji looked down at his foot. His betrayer foot. Please don’t be broken.

Then he thought of that drone again, zipping down the trail. Maybe this man knew something. “I fear you’re right,” he said.

“Then let’s go,” the man said, getting up under Benji’s arm and helping prop him up. Away they went, but Benji wasn’t sure to where, and what he’d find when they got there. I’m probably going to end up as food for his animals, he thought. It was just a silly, paranoid thought.

Wasn’t it?
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The Wayward and the Lost


We have been made family by White Mask because everybody lost everybody. They all lost their mothers, their fathers, their sisters and uncles and husbands and kids. If you’re alive, you are alone but for the kin of despair and destruction. We are not a nation anymore. There is no America. There is only this one big family: a family of death, a family of disease, a family of survivors. We can love one another or we can eat one another. Same as any family.

—John Searcy Will, Quaker and wandering Pennsylvanian preacher, in one of his pressed recordings, a sermon spoken at the Arch Street Friends Meeting House in Philadelphia, PA



SEPTEMBER 1, 2025

Ouray, Colorado

THE LIGHT FELT LIKE A HOT BLANKET OVER HER FACE AND EYES. FOR A MOMENT, a sharp pain pressed between her eyes like a screwdriver. Shana gasped, blinked, and as her vision resolved, saw who was standing at the edge of her bed.

“Nessie,” Shana said.

“Hey, Shay,” Nessie answered.

Nessie looked now like she had before she ever sleepwalked her way out of their house: She wore pink barrettes that looked like strawberries in her hair and a powder-blue T-shirt featuring a white fuzzy cat puking up a rainbow. She was all straight hair and freckles, with dreams in her eyes and a smile camping at the corners of her mouth. Nessie was Nessie, forever, amen.

And yet.

And yet.

Nessie was one of Them. She was a Sleepwalker—part of Black Swan’s vaunted Flock. One of the ones chosen—no, not one of the ones, but the very first one—to be a part of the new world that rose from the wreckage of the last one. They were chosen for their … what, exactly? Their abilities? Their hearts, their minds? Their moral codes? That was what Black Swan said. But she wondered: Were they also chosen for something else? Were they chosen because they were naïve? Because they were susceptible to being controlled? Chosen the way a narcissist chooses its adorers, the way a cult leader chooses its cultists?

(The way a god chooses its worshippers?)

Shana was not chosen. Hers was, what, happenstance? That day on the bridge with the golden bears, snipers took the lives of several Sleepwalkers and Shepherds alike—and the life of her own father. When Black Swan needed bodies to replace those it had lost, that’s when it took her. When she had a baby inside her—Arav’s child. Was that always its plan? How could it have been? Was this just a happy accident for the entity, or a chance to experiment? Or was she always predicted to end up in the center of it? And worst of all, how much did Nessie know?

That was what crawled under her skin and laid eggs: The Sleepwalkers of Ouray were, one by one, brought before Black Swan while they waited in the simulation. She didn’t know if they were all brought there, or if any refused. But some were. Many, even. Including Nessie. And they were told, or shown …

What, exactly?

Shana didn’t know.

She sat before the beast, too, but she wasn’t like the others. And they didn’t let her forget that, did they? Those of the Flock didn’t accept her then the same way as they accepted one another. She was separate from them. In the Ouray Simulation, they treated her like an outsider. After waking up, in the real world of Ouray, the Flock treated her like she was … special.

But not equal, not exactly. Not even above them. Special, but separate.

Here’s how it felt: They treated her the way you’d treat a prize pig for slaughter. Pampered and fattened. They didn’t seem to like her. They didn’t care about her. They just cared about Black Swan and her baby.

Maybe I’m just crazy. Pregnancy hormones driving me batty. Even before that, she’d felt like an outcast and an outsider, back in her own family, back in high school. Maybe she was, maybe she wasn’t. Maybe it’s all in my head.

Still. She wondered. She worried.

Case in point: Next to Nessie sat a wicker basket. In it was a bevy of gifts—fresh-picked flowers (last of the summer), handmade soap (lavender by the scent of it), a tin of dried meats (a cured, fermented smell competing with the soap). On her dresser were other put-together baskets, too: robes and socks and moisturizers and other scavenged things from the end of the world like fidget spinners, paperback books, heartburn meds. (The heartburn of pregnancy was no joke. It was like she drank a bottle of hot sauce every morning. And again every evening.)

She hadn’t touched any of it. Any of it except the food. Shana wasn’t going to turn down plums, apples, bits of venison jerky, not any of it. That was the other thing: Sure, she had the kind of heartburn that would drop a bull elk in its tracks, but she was also hungry enough to peel and eat the old-timey Victorian wallpaper of her room in the Beaumont Hotel like it was a fucking Fruit Roll-Up.

Whatever. All she really wanted besides the food was a good camera. She had a beat-up digital Nikon in the drawer, but she didn’t want to waste what few batteries they could find. Benji told her she should, that she should be archiving everything—what he said was, You can be our archivist, showing the people that come after us how this new world was made. But what was the point? She couldn’t put the photos on anything. Couldn’t print them, because all the printer ink was dry as a bone. No social media to post them to, no photo-hosting sites, no photo-editing software, no computer that was even hers. They had some surprising luxuries in this afterworld, but that, for her, was not one of them. We’ll get there, Benji had told her. But she couldn’t bring herself to believe it. Not yet. Not after everything.

“I brought you some things,” Nessie said.

“Thanks,” Shana said, but she heard how in her voice she clearly didn’t trust it. It made her guilty, feeling that way. She didn’t want to be combative or unappreciative. “You didn’t bring them for me. You brought them for my son.”

“Hey, no,” Nessie said with considerable firmness. “It’s not like that, Shay. C’mon. Don’t do that.” She pouted a little and sighed. “You haven’t been nice to me. You’re not mean, not exactly, but like … I can tell you don’t like me anymore. Mom and Dad would—”

“Don’t talk about Mom and Dad.” Both of them were gone. Dad, the bottom half of his face erased by a sniper’s bullet. And as for Mom, who knew? Best Shana could guess was she succumbed to the loss of the machines inside her keeping her alive, keeping her connected to the Ouray Simulation. Maybe she was still out there. “And I like you. I love you, Ness. I just …”

Fuck it, out with it.

“I just don’t trust you,” Shana said.

Nessie took a step back, as if slapped. Her sister blinked back tears. “Okay. Fine. Whatever.” She retreated toward the door, but paused before going through it.

Anger rose in Shana. Nessie didn’t want to engage in this, but you know what? She was going to. Right now.

“Don’t whatever me,” Shana snapped.

“See? You are mean.”

Shana grunted and got off the bed. “Ness, how much do you know?”

“About what?”

“Don’t play. About me, about Black Swan, about all of it.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Sure you don’t.” She rolled her eyes. “You obviously knew Black Swan wasn’t really gone. Right? You came into my room after I woke up and … I could see. You knew. You knew!”

Nessie didn’t say anything. But she didn’t have to. Again she blinked back fresh tears. “I didn’t know.”

“You were always a shit liar, dude.” Dad even said so. Anytime Nessie tried to lie she got all emotional about it. Shana, on the other hand, was a damn good liar once upon a time. But Nessie wore it all on the outside. “Did you know that my son would be born early? With Black Swan inside him? Fucking tell me.”

“I … knew, yeah,” Nessie said, her voice thickened by tears and snot. “But it’s not like my nephew is going to be hurt, or, or—or controlled. It’ll be like with you. Just a voice inside his head, like an extra conscience—an adviser to guide him, to be a better leader to us, to help us evolve through what’s to come. It’s going to take a lot to build the next world, Shana. You have to see that.”

Shana thought absurdly, What if Skynet didn’t make the Terminators and just made John Connor, instead?

Shit!

“Do you know what Black Swan did?” Shana asked. This was the big one, wasn’t it? The season finale question.

Again Nessie said, “I don’t know what you mean—”

But Shana barked back:

“Do you know what Black Swan did to the world?”

And here, a look of genuine shock and confusion crossed Nessie’s face. It wasn’t a lie. It wasn’t a mask. She really didn’t know.

“You really don’t know.”

“Know what? Shana, I don’t know.” Nessie hurried over and clutched her sister’s hands in her own as if to plead. “Whatever it is, you can tell me. You can tell us! All of us. There’s the meeting tonight—just the Flock. Just us. Whatever it is you have to say we can all know. It’s okay. It’ll be okay.”

Her little sister’s hands felt warm. And it was nice to have this, fraught as it was. She wanted to hug her. But then she asked herself, how compromised was her sister? If it came down to it, would Nessie choose Shana?

Or would she choose Black Swan?

Shana did not want to find out the answer to that question, but she feared that she would.

She pulled away.

“I’m not coming to your little cult meeting,” Shana snapped.

“Shana, don’t be like that. Please.” She sniffed. “We’re not a cult—”

Shana pushed past Nessie. “You know the worst part of all of this is that sure, yeah, we’re together again. After everything. After miles and miles of walking with you and watching over you and watching Dad die for you, and now here the two of us are, at the end of the goddamn fucking world, but I feel like I’m farther away from you now than I was before. You’re standing right in front of me and it feels like I’ve lost you.”

Nessie sobbed. “Shana, no. It’s not like that—”

“I have to find Benji.”

She threw open the door and left, slamming it behind her.

AND THERE, OF COURSE, WAS Doctor Rahaman, awaiting her.

Doctor Anika Rahaman: an intense woman, bony and sharp, with copper skin and unblinking eyes. She always smiled, too, a big toothy smile of bright veneers like palace tile. She waved at Shana and hurried over.

“Shana! Hold for a moment, please.” Her voice was a curious mix of Chicago accent and wherever it was she’d come from—Bangladesh, if Shana remembered correctly.

Shana pushed past her. “Not now.”

The woman reached for her arm, but she yanked it away.

“Shana. Shana!” The doctor jogged up to her and matched pace. “We should do a checkup. And we should catch up, too. I fear you’ve been avoiding me.”

“I have,” Shana answered sharply. “And now I know why.”

The smile didn’t waver. “I don’t understand.”

Shana stood and planted her feet.

“You’re stalking me.”

“I’m your doctor.”

“You’re stalking me because you know. You know that I’m progressing faster than I should be. And you know why, or at least I bet you do. You don’t give a damn about me. You give a damn about what’s inside me.”

Now, now the smile dropped. But the look that replaced it—what was it? Shana couldn’t tell. Were her feelings hurt? Did she flinch because she was caught? Was it the truth that stung her?

“Shana. I care deeply about you and your child. I want the best for you both and for you to be the healthiest you can be, especially given … our limited circumstances. We want to make sure the pregnancy is normal—”

“But it isn’t normal and you know that.”

At that, the doctor hesitated. “I do, yes.”

“I need to talk to Benji.”

“Shana—”

“He needs to know everything.”

Again she turned heel and began to storm away. But now Rahaman was more insistent, moving in front of Shana and putting out her hands to stop her—gentle, not forceful, but still, she was making herself an obstacle.

“Shana, this is serious. I am on your team. Please be on mine. We have to work together to achieve the optimal outcome. You need to think about this—”

“This bitch bothering you?”

That, from Mia Carillo.

Mia, thank you, thank you, thank you.

Mia with the big hair, the pink lips, the short skirt despite the cool mountain air. Somehow she’d found makeup and hairspray and all that, and hoarded it relentlessly. Shana and Mia understood each other more than others here in town: Yes, Mia had been part of the Flock, but like Shana, they had started out as Shepherds. It was the attack on the Klamath bridge that day where Black Swan chose them both as replacements. They were B-team, at best, the last kids picked for fucking dodgeball.

So, she wasn’t one of the machine’s cultists.

At least, Shana didn’t think she was.

“Mia,” Rahaman said, stiffening. The two of them didn’t like each other. Whenever Shana had one of her appointments with Rahaman, Mia came with. And fought as her advocate every step of the way.

“Doc,” Mia said, putting a little extra Kardashian-nasal in her voice. “Looks to me like Shana’s having a rough day. Why don’t you buzz off?”

Doctor Rahaman started to say, “Mia, I’m sure you understand, but I’m trying to have a conversation about her health—”

“And it can happen lay-ter. Now. Buzz. The Eff. Off.”

Mia’s hands became little brooms and tried to sweep the doctor away.

That was the end of the battle. The doctor’s shoulders slumped. Her smile returned, but its relentless white-toothed resolve had softened, and now was just a closed-mouth turned up softly, almost sadly, at the edges. “Shana, when you have time, we should talk about … what comes next.”

“Yeah,” was all Shana said in response.

With that, the doctor headed south down Main Street. Her office off 3rd Avenue had once belonged to another doctor, Laura Nibauer of Ouray, who was definitely gone and presumably dead. The thought struck Shana with renewed sadness at the many who were gone, who would never be known. When you thought about them as part of this big group, they were hazy, blurry—a number simply too big to understand. But the moment you thought about the individuals—the one out of the millions and billions—it felt like a sudden, crushing weight that threatened to pin her to the ground and never let her get back up again. But then, the sadness gave way to anger, because that one person—Laura Nibauer, a woman she never knew, never would know, never could know—was dead because Black Swan chose her to be dead. Just as Black Swan chose Shana to be alive.

She watched Doctor Rahaman go with fire in her eyes.

“You fuckin’ pissed off, huh?” Mia asked.

“Yeah. Something like that.”

“You wanna go do something? I miss being able to go get ice cream when we were in that other Ouray, but like, we could take a walk, we could talk, I could do these gummy edibles I found in this old lady’s house, you could eat this chocolate bar I also found in her house and that Matty”—her brother—“tried to fuckin’ steal from me, the little fuckin’ coñito. Either that, or we just follow the doc and we shit in her geraniums. I don’t even care what she did, I’m ride or die for you, bitch, you know that.”

That got a laugh. “Thanks, Mia.”

“So, whatcha think?”

“I gotta find Benji first. I need to talk to him. You seen him?”

“Nah. But I just saw Dove walking toward the north gate that they’re building, and pretty sure Big Marcy’s up there, too.”

“Guess I’ll head up there and see.”

“Want me to walk with you?”

“I wouldn’t be much fun.”

“I’m fun enough for the both of us, biiiiish.”

Another laugh. “It’s cool. I’ll catch up with you later.”

Mia sucked air between her teeth—a sound of disappointment. “Fine. I’m bored, though. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do here, Shana, I don’t bring much shit to the table, you know? All these people got their shit together hard. Even Matty—that asshole is all like, into this, like it’s some kind of end-of-the-world adventure. Every hour of every day he’s helping somebody build some shit, or fix some shit, or he’s learning archery, or fuckin’ mountain climbing and whatever. It’s like
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