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Before Dawn

In the pre-dawn darkness, Jia could hear odd noises. They sounded as if they were coming from the tiny, cramped kitchen. Mama had always hated it, that kitchen, the whole house for that matter, and Jia was surprised that she hadn’t wanted to move to Auntie’s after she passed. Cheng had told them both that they could have it, and Jia couldn’t understand why they had stayed in their tiny house. Cheng’s house had been nearly twice as big, something that Xiao Wang had long coveted and envied her younger sister for having. 

Jia had asked Mama and received no genuine answer. The older woman had simply muttered about spirits and continued stuffing her face with greasy Chow Fun. She had welcomed no further discussion on the matter. 

A sound of glass breaking blasted through the quiet, and Jia jumped up. Mama had been acting weird, well, weirder than normal. Jia’s phone lit up as she fumbled for it. It was earlier than she had initially thought, just after three in the morning. What was Mama doing up?

She slipped on her house shoes and reached for the wall to help guide her in the gloom. A light would be too bright, and she was far too tired to have it shining in her eyes. She hadn’t fallen asleep until after one, anyway, what with the craziness that was going on outside and all around them. Her neighbors, people she had seen every day of her life for the past sixteen years, were acting as if possessed. A desperate hunger in their eyes as they devoured anything they could lay their hands on or fit into their mouths. It was like something out of a horror movie.

Seeing their next-door neighbor eating a rat raw, that had been the last straw for both Jia and Xiao. They had closed the doors and windows to the house, preferring the smothering, fetid, greasy air to that of the insanity that was just beyond their walls. Mama had locked the door, then insisted on moving the couch against it.

“Everyone has gone mad,” she muttered and then headed for the kitchen to polish off the Xiao Long Bao that Jia had made for her the day before.

She had doubled the recipe on Mama’s request, and it should have lasted them for days. The large pot had been full to the brim of the tasty dumpling soup, enough to feed a family of five with leftovers. Instead, it had quickly disappeared, the bowls filling the tiny sink and then spilling onto the counter. Jia shook her head at the thought. Mama was eating like the neighbors, like the rest of Guiyang, as if it were a compulsion. Their cupboards were looking bare, and Jia dreaded having to shop later in the morning. She inched her way down the hallway; rustling noises continued to guide her way.

Xiao Wang was seated on the cracked and peeling linoleum floor, the refrigerator door wide open, lighting the small, dingy kitchen in a weak yellow light. The sound of breaking glass had come from the jar of fish sauce on the door. It was now on the floor, shining sharp shards mixed with the dark brown liquid that spread quickly across the floor. Xiao looked up then, her eyes shiny and desperate. Food dribbled down her chin and her hands appeared covered with fish sauce. She paused in mid-lick, her mouth working on processing the salty mess, throat convulsively swallowing.

“I’m so hungry, Jia, so very hungry.”

And with that, she reached into the puddle and pulled out a piece of glass covered in sauce. Jia screamed and ran forward to stop Mama, but she was too late. Into her mouth went the piece of glass. And as blood sprayed from Xiao’s mouth, and Jia looked at the few pieces of glass remaining, she realized with horror that it was far from the first piece her mother had swallowed.

Jia screamed.

The Road Out

Jia peered out of the window, her stomach rumbling, aching. It had been four days now, and the world around her was silent. Her mother had died there in the kitchen, a pool of blood slowly spreading from her mouth, her eyes sightless and staring. It had been mere minutes after the last piece of glass was consumed. 

Xiao’s hands were remarkably strong as Jia had tried to pry a piece of jagged and sharp glass from her hand. Her blood had mingled with her mother’s and she had screamed over and over as Xiao’s body convulsed, her back arcing, the sound of her head slamming against the cracked and dirty floor. It had taken seconds, but each one had felt like an hour. 

Jia had sat there, unmoving, overcome by it all, until the sun had risen and Xiao’s blood had congealed, her body cold, rubbery to the touch. Jia had covered Mama with her favorite blanket, fingers shaking, tears dripping in great fat drops.

Outside, the bright morning sun had been at odds with the horrifying sights visible from the smudged glass window in the front door. Jia had kept the curtains drawn, the door locked, and the door blocked with the couch. On the first day after Mama’s death, the door had shaken and cracked under the pounding of feet and hands. The couch in front of it, however, had held it fast and whoever was on the other side eventually gave up and tried another house. This was repeated time and again on the first day, and again on the second. By the third day, as Jia sat in the gloomy living room, her stomach growling with hunger, there had only been one person who had tried to get in. A neighbor, one she knew slightly, a friend of Mama’s. He had scrabbled at the door, called for Xiao and Jia, and cried. She had almost opened the door. She had stood up, grabbed ahold of the couch to hoist it out of the way, when she heard his next words: “I’m just so hungry. So hungry.”

Jia was hungry. But it wasn’t the same as what was happening to the others, and she knew it. Why did the virus not touch her? Before the vidcast had stopped transmitting live, the newsvid anchor had described the virus in excruciating detail. The city outside was in a frenzy of consumption, desperate to put food into their bellies, and finally, anything else, food or otherwise, that could fit inside their mouths.

She had watched numbly as the newsvids showed vids of Guiyang residents eating vegetation, small animals, non-food objects, glass and metal, and even chemicals. It made what Mama had done almost tame. She had sat there hunched in a chair, watching the newsvids until a stark black and white viral contagion symbol, the Chinese and English symbols replaced the broadcasts that instructed everyone to stay inside.

She had stayed. The smell of Mama’s corpse had grown, and the streets had been quiet, eerily so, for over twenty-four hours now. Jia had slept, poorly, there in the living room, unwilling to go into the kitchen and look for any scraps left from Mama’s rummaging through the cupboards. The flies, how they had found their way inside a closed house was beyond her, were thick and buzzing. Jia could barely stand the smell. Her stomach roiled now, not just with hunger, but with nausea. She had to leave, had to find a way to food, to other survivors. If there were any. The silence was thick, cloying, and overwhelming. She had never felt more alone.

It was difficult to move the couch. She panted, straining to move it. Just days ago, with Mama helping her, of course, it had been easy. It was more than it being just her moving it, and Jia knew that. 

If I don’t get food soon, I’ll die. 

And despite her fear, her terror at the thought of stepping into a city empty of inhabitants and life, the urge to survive took hold, and she heaved at the couch again, felt one leg catch on the worn wood floor and gouge a deep scratch in it. Mama would kill me if she saw that. And then she laughed. It was small, dry, and sounded as if it were someone else, someone unfamiliar. A bark of sound in the silence. She shook her head, and the movement caused the world to dance and spots of light to appear before her eyes. She strained, pushing again at the couch, and it moved away from the front door enough for her to slide behind it, unlock the locks, and open it. She pushed again, one last time, and the couch gave way, giving her enough space to open the door further, slide out of the opening and into the bright sunshine overhead. 

She blinked, shading her eyes and weaving slightly as she stood upright on the doorstep. The street was empty, preternaturally so. The trees that adorned the tiny front lawns of each house were all denuded of leaves from the ground to over six feet in height. The grass was gone, only dirt and the occasional root showing. Everything looked odd, barren, as if a mad landscaper had removed every last leaf and laid the world bare. There was no sound, not a voice, not the twittering of birds, the sound of traffic, nothing. It was as if the city was empty of its inhabitants, but worse, stripped of every animal and plant as well. 

Jia walked down her block, past another, the sickly-sweet smell of rot the only constant. She saw bodies then, scattered, lying where they had fallen, clawing for food, eyes staring, flies buzzing. Jia swallowed down nausea, sick at the sight of death at every turn. It took an hour for her to reach Hequn Road and when she did, she wished hadn’t. 

The road was littered with bodies, the open-air market where she had loved to share a bowl of Hot Pot with Cheng before he had left for Hong Kong, where she shopped each week for their meals, was in tatters and bodies lay among destroyed stalls, pots, and swarms of green flies.

It was here, however, that she found other survivors. Hollow-eyed and unsmiling, she joined them as they left the city, stumbling as they moved away from the city and into the countryside. In the countryside, there was some nourishment to be found. As day faded to night, Jia and a group of other survivors skinned, cooked, and ate a goat from the remains of a farm. She felt slightly guilty as she sat by the fire and gorged on a haunch of poorly cooked, unseasoned meat. The family that had worked this land were dead, their corpses swollen and rotting in a field 200 meters away. As her hunger pangs subsided, it startled Jia and the others to see jets streaking across the sky. They watched as each of the aircraft dropped their deadly cargo and enormous explosions lit up the sky. Beside her, a young man stared at the fire blooming in a column in the sky.

“They’re too late to stop it. Everyone is dead.”

“We’re not,” Jia said, softly.

“We might as well be. They will shoot us on sight, I think. I saw them do it when riots over food broke out.” He shook his head. “They’re too late. Far too late. All that’s left are the dead.” His eyes slid over her and towards the city in the distance, the flames reflected in his dark eyes. “They’ll come for us as well. Or we will eat ourselves to death, just like the others. We are the walking dead.”

Five days later, they stopped on the outskirts of a town. The population sign showed it had been a town of over five thousand people. The wind shifted as the ragtag group of survivors stood on the tarmac, and the smell of decay blasted them. Jia stayed on the road with the others while two of the men walked through the town, calling out. The next morning, one of them was dead, a handful of pills in his hand. He had been the one who told Jia they were the walking dead.

Six Months Later

“Just a pinch, now, Jia.” The technician’s face was round, kind. “Folks tell me I’m the best at this.” She slid the needle into Jia’s skin and released the flexible tubing from around Jia’s arm. 

Jia watched as the blood filled the ampules with a thick red froth. “What do you hope to find?” She said it haltingly. English was still new, and she had been struggling to learn the language for nearly four months now, ever since she had arrived with other ESH survivors to the new city of New Athens. 

The woman smiled at her. “You are a rarity, Jia. And we are doing some genetic testing to find out your profile and see why you, and not any of your other family, survived the virus. AB negative blood in the Asian population is incredibly rare, less than one in one thousand have it.”

She filled a second and the third ampule. “We will do a full profile and you can pick up the results tomorrow if you like.”

Jia nodded, smiling tentatively in return. “Yes, thank you.”

The next day she returned, struggling to remember the words in English to describe what she needed. “I ah, I pick up, um, the...” The woman manning the front desk stared at her and Jia felt embarrassed. 

A voice from down the hall spoke up. “Ah, Jia! I see you returned for your lab results.” It was the kind technician, the one who had taken such care of her the day before. She had been right. The blood draw hadn’t hurt a bit. “Come in, come in!”

Jia heaved a sigh of relief and followed her down the hallway and into a small office. The woman pointed to a chair. “Sit, please. I want to talk with you a moment.” She waited until Jia sat down and then plopped into the chair opposite and handed over several sheets of paper. “What can you tell me about your father?”

“My father? He died five, no, six years ago now. We were not close.” Jia toed her chair rung. “I am sorry, I should not say that.”

The woman nodded thoughtfully. “You noted here that your parents were both full-blooded Chinese.”

Jia nodded, confused. “Yes, of course. Why?”

“Well, according to these results, Jia, your father was not Chinese. He was of European descent, probably from Germany or possibly Austria.” She tapped the bottom of the first page. “Those genetic markers right there are quite clear. You are only half-Chinese, which means the secret to your survival was in your genetic heritage. I’m sure your father possesses the AB blood type, and if so, chances are that he may have survived the virus. Have you logged into the Survivor Network yet?”

Jia blinked at her, at a loss for what to say. Bao Wang was not her father? How was this possible? She opened her mouth, then closed it. The words in her head were all in Mandarin, not English. She did not know what to say.

The woman looked concerned. “I am so sorry, Jia. This must be a deep shock to you!” She put a hand on Jia’s shoulder and squeezed it lightly. “Look, if you need anything, the Survivor Network can help. Not only is it a way to reconnect with family, but it also provides counseling and support groups for people who are still struggling with our new world and reality. I hope you will consider signing up and taking advantage of the services. Who knows, you might even find him.”

“Find...him?” Jia’s voice sounded hesitant, stretched.

“Your father.” She smiled. “After all this, wouldn’t that be a miracle?”

Jia walked from the Med Center in a scattered fog, her mind replaying moments of her childhood in a fast loop of memories. Her mother and father fighting, her father staring at her with something akin to hatred, and him never, ever holding her or loving her. She had seen other dads with their daughters. Her friends had loved their fathers, and their fathers had obviously loved them. But hers? She had never understood it and, even as she felt traitorous and unworthy thinking about it, she had been relieved when he had passed away shortly before her eleventh birthday. His absence from their home had allowed it to feel less like living in an enemy camp and more like a home. Even if it was filled with a mother who did not understand her. 

She stared at the papers in her hand, shocked at her new reality. Her father wasn’t her father. Her father, the only one she had known, the one who lay in a casket deep in the ground thousands of miles away, wasn’t her biological father. So... what? Mama had an affair? Just imagining it was mind-boggling. 

She walked back to the comfortable suite of rooms they had given her in the large apartment block on the west end of New Athens. Here she was alone, free to decorate the walls in a way she saw fit, and eat and live how she wanted. It was such a far cry from living with Mama in Guiyang or the internment camps that she had found herself in for over two months before she had qualified to go to the Reformed United States of America. She sat down on the couch and absentmindedly poured herself some tea as she stared at the papers and pulled up the Survivor Network on her tablet.

She blinked as the screen splashed a message of welcome and prompted her to enter her information. She typed it in and clicked the Search button, hoping for it to match her with someone just as much as she hoped it wouldn’t. A moment later, it chimed softly with a match. Her genetic profile, listed in a standard identifier on the papers the technician had given her, had found a match in the system and it displayed a photo next to the details. He lived in New Munich, the report listed, and he had included a request to be identified to any potential genetic matches, which meant that he might very well have been looking for her. Possibly? Probably. She sucked in a breath and let it out slowly. 

A question appeared on the screen: “Notify Genetic Match?” She could log out now, walk away, and never have to talk to him, never meet him. Her finger hovered over the button, hesitating.

Jia clicked it. He was, after all, the secret of her survival.
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Lick Observatory

11.13.2099

Stefan sipped his coffee, choking on it as he realized it wasn’t just cool, it was stone cold. And what was that black speck? A fly? How long had he had his eye fixed on the array? Far too long, obviously. The blurry image was disturbing. An anomaly. It wasn’t an object he expected to see there in the night sky. He couldn’t help but stare at it. Apparently, he’d stared long enough for his hot coffee to cool. 

He stood up, massaging his already stiff neck. According to the clock on the wall, it was just past two in the morning and the last time he had checked it was eleven p.m. Every muscle in his back and legs complained. He really had been sitting that long, though he couldn’t imagine how. 

Ms. Frizzle, an ancient Golden Retriever, groaned and shifted in the bed nearby. She was deaf now, and mostly blind. The dog bed was thick and perfect for her old bones. She rarely moved from it these days.

He added the data from his notes into the large tablet, dictating the exact location of the anomaly. Short of Bates, who was holed up in the UP city of Sanctuary, locally referred to as Mirepoix, no one particularly cared. The ESH virus had taken people’s eyes from the stars. Earth was their focus now. Well, that and the newly discovered issue of the lingering effects of ESH on the reproductive system. Jim Bates had been a professor, mentor, and, until recently, Stefan’s boss. He had been hiking the Appalachian Trail when the virus hit. And now he was one of the rare few Uninfected Persons, which was no stroke of luck.

More like the guillotine hanging above you, just waiting to fall. 

There was no cure, after all. No immunity. No survival unless you had the rarest blood type in the world, like Stefan had. And now, as if humanity hadn’t been dealt enough of a blow, now those that were left were likely infertile. 

Myra, if she were still here, would have had plenty to say about that. Then again, his wife had always been clear about her wishes–she hadn’t wanted children. And Stefan had wanted her too much to care, although as the years passed, he had certainly had his moments of doubt. Myra was so kind, so maternal, that he had never quite understood her child-free stance. In the end, well, close to the end, he had resented her for it. If only because she was leaving him alone, with no one to hold, no one to love as she withered before his eyes, a victim of a rare form of bone cancer. It had taken her quickly. Just three months from diagnosis to death, but they had been hard ones. Sitting by her side, day in and day out. He had become a fixture first in the hospital and later on a couch adjacent to her bed in the living room of their rental. With its plain, unadorned walls, it had been a place for her to die. Rather than where she belonged, on the mountain, and at the observatory that they both had loved.

She had passed weeks before the world dissolved into chaos. The rumors and whispers of some odd virus causing people to eat until they died, growing into a crescendo in days before she succumbed. 

In a sense, her death had been muted, made almost irrelevant, in the face of such a calamity as the world had ever seen in human memory. Not the Collapse, nor the myriad of diseases that had run their course through the world from medieval to present had stood up to something as lethal as the ESH virus. The loss of her–sometimes Stefan felt as if he were the only one who really missed her. 

She would have died from ESH if she hadn’t already been gone. It was small comfort, really. 

After she had passed, quietly, her breath rattling out a final farewell, he had cremated her remains and gone back to the observatory. There on the mountain, high above their ravaged world, he was alone, at peace. And because he was alone, with only her urn as company, he had found himself talking to her as he had when she was alive. Simple, run-of-the-mill things. Those unimportant details that no one but your life partner cared about or particularly wanted to hear.

They had been together for nearly twenty years, longer if you counted those first two years of unrequited crush in high school that resulted in him following her across the country to a strange college and changing his major from art to astronomy. It had worked out, no matter what others thought of the oddity of an art major turned astronomer.

“I’m worn out.” His words echoed in the empty room. “The next few weeks are supposed to be clear, plenty of time to figure out what in the world I’m looking at.” He glanced at the urn. At first, he carried it everywhere, even on long walks along the mountainside. Somehow, he felt less alone when he did it. Occasionally, if he saw something truly breathtaking, a fiery sunset, a shooting star, or a majestic deer with its full spread of antlers, he would take out a pinch of ashes and let it float in the breeze. In that way, it was as if a part of her spirit accompanied him everywhere. 

Sometimes though, the dreams were far too real with her ashes close to him in the night, sitting on the nightstand. He would wake up and think she was still alive, lying next to him. Those were the hardest moments. He had settled instead on giving it a place of honor on the small desk in the observatory. Here she was with him, by his side, as he continued their life’s work.

“You keep an eye on it for me, Myra, while I get some rest.”

He kissed his fingers and pressed them against the top of the cool metal that housed his wife’s remains. “I’ll see you late in the evening for more star-wandering.”

He glanced at Ms. Frizzle. Her muzzle was shot with white and her eyes, although closed now, were rheumy and clouded with cataracts. She hadn’t moved a muscle since he stood up. He figured she would be fine. Leaving her here for the night was better than waiting for her to hobble along the long walk down to the cabin. He left the door open a crack, in case the old dog needed to relieve herself. She was nearly eighteen years old, far beyond her breed’s life expectancy, and if he didn’t give her an opportunity to relieve herself outside, she was sure to do it there on the observatory floor. 

Besides, she’d keep Myra company. Ms. Frizzle had always preferred his wife’s company to his own anyway.

Despite his efforts, a large puddle of urine greeted him the next evening, inches from the door. Ms. Frizzle avoided looking at him, her head hanging low as she watched him mop the mess up. Stefan finished up, walked over, and patted the old dog. She couldn’t help it, and he knew it. He imagined her waking up in the night, her joints stiff and painful. The door was heavy, so even though he had propped it open with a brick, it had likely been too hard for her to move. 

“Old girl, I’m sorry. I should have left it open more.” The dog’s tail thumped twice and she licked his hand, her soft, warm tongue conveying apologies the only way she knew how. “You are a good girl. Never forget that.” The tail thumped again and she lay back down and closed her eyes.

It wouldn’t be long now. He hated the thought of it, though. Myra had picked her out when she was a fluffy scrap of a thing, sitting there in a cage with her brothers and sisters crawling all over her. They had been full of teeth and wiggles and sharpness, all while she lay there quietly. She had been a fine dog over the years and Myra had loved her so. She had treated the dog like the child she never had, lavishing her with specially formulated food, toys, and treats, and even costumes each Halloween.

They had a picture of Ms. Frizzle as a clown, as Beetlejuice from that old film Myra loved so much, and even dressed up as a big yellow bus after The Magic School Bus cartoon they had both grown up watching. The cartoons were ridiculously dated, but Myra had clearly loved them. Whereas Stefan had enjoyed them, Myra had been a hardcore fan. It was where the name Ms. Frizzle had come from. 

He set down the dog’s bowl, a can of soft dog food dumped into it. They had stopped feeding the old girl dry food years ago and by now, he doubted she had more than two teeth left in her head. Ms. Frizzle’s tail thumped, and she slowly stood up and walked over to it and began to eat. Well, at least she will live a little longer. “One day at a time, Ms. Frizzle, one day at a time.”

The night was clear and as he stared down through the telescope, checking the image on the screen, he zeroed in the distant blur. “Whatever you are,” he muttered as he adjusted the controls, “you are new. And you don’t belong there.”

He spent the rest of the evening taking measurements, logging them meticulously, and cross-referencing all known Kuiper Belt Objects. There were hundreds of thousands of KBOs, likely millions, but most were nowhere near this size. And that was what concerned Stefan most. To be showing up now, where it was, and moving as fast as it had to be, meant that it was something significant, if only he could see it better!

When Ms. Frizzle whined to go out, Stefan was surprised to see that it would be dawn soon. He had enough information to be concerned, but not nearly enough to raise an alarm. Most concerning to him was the fact that he couldn’t see Ultima Thule, despite the KBO being in prime viewing position. Known more formally as Arrokoth 486958, the asteroid resembled an upside-down peanut with a wasp-like waist. The larger lobe was 21 kilometers across and the smaller lobe on the opposite end was 15 kilometers across. With an orbital period of around two hundred ninety-eight years, Arrokoth had been classified as a cold classical Kuiper Belt Object. He should have been able to see it. The fact that he couldn’t, combined with the presence of a “new” object now heading into this way, was unsettling. He really needed to talk to Bates. He knew from regular messages back and forth that his mentor had been in the process of building an observatory on a mountain with excellent viewing, just a few miles from Mirepoix. Even if the observatory wasn’t finished, Bates could take a look at his data and give him some kind of opinion.

He turned to his tablet, the sudden movement causing a muscle in his lower back to spasm painfully, and he reached down to rub it. Sitting all night didn’t help. You need more exercise, even if it is plodding along at a slow pace so an aged mutt can keep up.

His fingers flew over the keyboard.

Dumas,Stefan@LickObservatory to BatesJim@SanctuaryTUPG

/BEGIN TRANSMISSION

Anomaly detected heading for home. Possible fracture of Arrokoth 486958? See data packet for measurements and further data. Please advise as to next step.

*AttachDoc

/END TRANSMISSION

Stefan clicked Send, leaned back, and massaged his tight muscles. 

“Bates might take a while to respond,” he said aloud, his words echoing in the enormous room. “The old man might be working, but more likely he is sleeping. I think he said something about the observatory being several months away from completion.”

Ms. Frizzle groaned from her bed in the corner at the sound of his voice. She didn’t move, though. The aged mutt was used to Stefan talking aloud to no one in particular.

The data was far from complete. It would take at least a few weeks of study before he could validate any of his suspicions, and possibly a month or two to ascertain whether or not the object would possibly come within range of impacting Earth. 

Still, Stefan mused, being able to see Ultima Thule’s demise would be rather thrilling. 

Since its discovery in 2014, and the New Horizons flyby that had sent back detailed pictures, it had long been bantered back and forth as to when the object would break apart. The tenuous connection that the larger lobe, Ultima, had with the smaller lobe known as Thule had brought plenty of speculation as to not if, but when, it would break and what would happen next.

It seemed that they might actually have their answer. Stefan wasn’t worried. At least, not really. Not until he had a whole lot more data logged. Space was vast. The possibility of something impacting Earth was so ridiculously small in the bigger scheme of things. He stood up, the vertebrae in his back popping. Nearby, Ms. Frizzle groaned again, her legs stretched and one long claw scraped the concrete floor. She opened one eye and stared at him blearily.

“C’mon, old girl, let’s take a little walk, watch the sun come up, and then toddle off to bed.”

The dog slowly made her way to her feet, giving a small shake as she stood, wobbled for a moment, and nearly sat down again.

He turned toward the urn that sat on the left side of his desk. “Good night, darling. Keep an eye on that anomaly for me, will you?”

He walked out of the door, Ms. Frizzle limping behind him. 
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Sanctuary, Reformed United States of America

01.06.2100

The city was brimming with Uninfected Persons. It gave hope to May as she walked down the last of the muddy streets. The 3D printers had been hard at work replacing churned mud with sidewalks, gravel with macadam, and slowly houses rose in place of the trailers, RVs, and tents. Another month, possibly two, and their new city would rise from the Kansas plains. 

Could she even call it a city? The City Council seemed to think so, and they had voted on naming it Sanctuary. Peter thought it was silly, and perhaps it was. Perhaps they should have kept the name Mirepoix, since they had such an international soup of residents here now. At last count, there were at least thirty different languages spoken and over fifty nationalities. May wasn’t sure who had been the first to label the moldering ruins of a Midwestern farm after a soup, but it was that name that stuck. 

By the time she and Peter had arrived over three months ago, the town was already called Mirepoix. Their faces had been obscured with fabric masks, and then they were questioned at length, and a fair amount of distance, as to their travels and whereabouts over the past few months.

They had stayed in quarantine, patiently waiting for the full six weeks to pass before being accepted into the Uninfected Persons new city. 

May wondered if her grandmother had felt like May did, with the entire world in upheaval during the COVID-19 outbreaks some eighty years prior. Or did she even remember? She had been young, not much older than preschool age. Still, she could imagine her grandmother’s generation growing up with the fear of a deadly virus that could shut down the world never too far from their thoughts.

It is a shame we do not carry racial memories; if we did, we could avoid repeating the same mistakes.

May and Peter had been on a dig in Arizona, on the southern edge of the Petrified Forest, when the world came apart. First had come the rumors–nothing to worry about–a weird eating disorder, one that some folks were actually dying from. Then the newsvids had turned grim, advising social distancing, masks, and avoiding any social gatherings. It had been surreal to be sure, especially as they had run low on their food supply and contemplated having to go to town. 

Peter had wanted to go on his own, but for May, that was unacceptable. She wasn’t a delicate flower, and she didn’t need his protection. 

Sleep with a man and they think they have to be your white knight and chief protector.

Instead, they had both made the trek into town, only to discover that the tiny town of Tusayan, Arizona, already small to begin with, was now empty of everyone but the dead. It had been a tiny town of less than five hundred, slowly whittling itself down as the newest generations left for Flagstaff or Phoenix and beyond. But now? The bodies were mainly in their homes and the tiny grocery store was empty of mostly all foods, the meat rotting in the refrigerated units. The glass had crunched under their feet, the way inside of the store open, a door hanging open.

That had been in late summer. By October they had made their way northeast, following the instructions on the radio to head for Kansas if they had remained unexposed to the ESH virus. 

May was safe, oddly enough. From what she learned as she listened to the vidcasts and the radio, her AB negative blood would save her life if she were to be infected. But Peter? And all the rest of the refugees in the barracks that she had befriended in the past two months? They would all die horribly. 

“May!” Peter’s voice called from behind her, and May forced a smile on her face and turned to greet him. May had thought of their affair as short-lived, a summer fling, before she returned to school. She had just one year left to finish her degree in botany. She had intended for the added classes in paleontology to fill out her resume, not define it. 

But the world crashing down and disintegrating around them had thrown them together, for better or worse. Peter seemed to think it was some kind of cosmic sign that they were meant to be together, whereas May was pretty sure it was a cosmic joke at her expense.

“Hey there!” He grinned at her. “I was calling your name and you must have been deep in thought because you didn’t respond.”

Sure, let’s go with that. It’s better than me admitting I ignored you the first two times.

College was supposed to be a time for experimentation, freedom, and exploration. Not a “we slept together and now, thanks to ESH, it must be true love” kind of future. And sure, she had encouraged it, she knew she had. She didn’t have the family connections he had. Growing up in foster care had hardened her, and she questioned everything. She knew she did. When the world had come apart, she’d panicked, clung to him. After all, it had felt as if they were the last people on Earth. Especially when they had walked through Tusayan, looking for life and finding nothing but death. Not a single soul left alive.

“Sorry, I must have been a million miles away,” May answered, batting her eyes at him.

Peter reached out and touched her arm. She wanted to pull away, wanted to tell him to stop touching her all the time, but she didn’t. He liked her. That was obvious. That he seemed to think she was “the one” had her twitchy and overwhelmed. He wasn’t her type, not at all. 

“There’s a new batch of refugees at the gate, and Reese was asking where you were.” He pulled her closer, wrapped an arm around her even as she stiffened in response. “I told him I’d find you and have you talk to them.”

My blood is both a blessing and a curse.

The inhabitants of Mirepoix depended upon her to provide the safety net they so desperately needed. Because she wouldn’t get sick with ESH, they had her meet all new incoming refugees. If any of them had the ESH virus, she would survive contracting it. This meant that they tapped her for gate duty, and the limited amount of contact allowed for those wishing to join the new Uninfected Person’s city. The powers that be, such as they were since the government was devastated by the plague as well, kept promising that a vaccine was in the works. Their promises seemed empty.

It has been a year and still no proposed vaccine for the virus.

The 3D printers, cleaned and disinfected remotely, arrived two months ago, just days before Peter and May approached the city. They had begun work–churning out the basics necessary for Sanctuary to rise and house the UPs indefinitely. 

Face it, girl, whatever this virus is, however it is mutating, we won’t be leaving soon.

She gently disengaged herself from Peter’s embrace, ignoring the hurt look on his face. He was sensing her reticence. It had been different on the road than when it had just been the two of them. It had been edgy, even desperately romantic, how they survived together, just the two of them. But it wore thin, eventually. She wasn’t ready to settle down, to commit to Peter.

He’s sweet, kind, but he’s not the one.

“Right, well, I’d better get over there.”

His hand fell to her arm, sensing the widening gap between them. “Dinner, later?”

May scrunched up her face. “If I’m delayed, eat without me. I’ll catch the last rations run or some snacks that were just airdropped.” She pulled away from him, and Peter’s hand fell back to his side. There, that look, he was like an open book. Her stomach turned. She didn’t want to hurt him. She really didn’t, but she didn’t feel the connection. It had been fun, exciting even, but it was over. She just didn’t know how to tell him that. 

She waved at him, her pathetic attempt to disengage from him gently falling flat as she turned on her heel and jogged back toward the front gate. Walls of thick steel had surrounded the entire city, twenty feet high, with razor wire on top. It stopped people from entering, and from leaving. It was necessary. At least, that’s what the people in charge said. The only way in or out was through the front gate. 

Although the term front gate infers that there is also a back gate, and there is not.

The massive steel doors were the last bastion of defense. Beyond the opening was a maze of razor wire with armed sentries in towers above. It was an ugly view. It felt as if they were in a violent backwater town instead of a sanctuary, but it kept the ESH positive out, and that was important. On the last leg of road, Peter had been ready to turn back, especially after he took in the menacing sentry towers. A series of low-slung, prefab buildings had welcomed them in, all of them staffed by people in hazmat suits and the full respiratory gear. From one building to the next, would-be inhabitants found themselves poked, prodded, and tested–often at the business end of a carbine. They weren’t taking chances, after all. The people here were uninfected, and they planned on staying that way until they developed a vaccine.

And it was here in front of these gates that she could finally enter, with Peter and a handful of others by her side, into the safety of Mirepoix. 

She couldn’t think of it as Sanctuary. The name Mirepoix was firmly embedded into her brain thanks to the extraordinarily cute Matthew, whose French accent made her wiggly in the knees. He was taken, however, claimed by a bone-thin, pinch-faced girl, Lilou, who spoke little or no English and looked as if she were surgically attached to Matthew’s hip. She glared at any girl who dared to come within five meters of Matthew and seemed especially antagonistic of May.

I’ll find out what “fille américaine sale de demi-sang”1 means. I know she isn’t saying anything nice!

May’s father had been black, her mother white. That much she had learned from her birth certificate, and nothing much more than that. Her skin was a warm mocha color, and most didn’t seem to mind, but occasionally she ran into the racists. The look on Lilou’s face was clear, even if her words were in French.

Just my luck that here, in this UP city, I would end up face-to-face with some white-bread bitch who fears losing her man to me.

Matthew, Lilou, and two large Greyhound busses full of European tourists had wound up here, isolated, thousands of miles from their homes, on the last leg of their tour of Middle America. And here they had stayed until the newly formed Terran United Planetary Government had stepped in and offered them protection from the outside world. From the stories they had shared, it had happened just in the nick of time. How they had avoided infection was mind-boggling when May thought about it. They had stayed together, working the farm, the owners absent and likely dead from the virus. 

That had been some dumb luck. From what Matthew explained, a full half of the French contingent grew up on farms outside of Moulins. As the news reports had spread, and people became increasingly concerned, roadblocks were erected and cities locked down. The soldiers at the roadblocks had ordered their busses to turn around, to leave, although there was nowhere to go. A few wrong turns, and eventually they had ended up in the middle of Kansas, with prairie stretching as far as the eye could see. The first abandoned farm they found had become the base of Mirepoix, and more refugees had quickly joined them. 

And here she was, with Peter, and nowhere left to go. 

Although, technically, I could leave here. I’d be safe unless the virus were to mutate again.

Back in the ’20s, that was what had made the coronavirus so damn scary. Just when they thought they had an effective vaccine, the damn thing had mutated. It had changed the world, if only for a short time. And the current fear on everyone’s mind was the question–could the ESH virus mutate to include AB negative blood types too? And that was what had stopped May from leaving. It would be just her luck if she left this uninfected place and found herself in a mutated virus hotbed. Besides, they had shut her college down. They had shut down New York City, bombed the bridges and tunnels that led out into the surrounding boroughs. Word was that the Big Apple would never reopen. The cities quickly filled with the dead. Now the future was in new cities rising to take the place of the old. They were prefab, white-spired, ultra-modern, and they planned to take the scattered remains of humanity into the new century and beyond.

May reached the gate and waved up at the guards. The doors slowly opened, groaning as they did, and she slipped into the outer perimeter and entered the nearest low-slung prefab building on the right. She donned a hazmat suit. A new batch of refugees, three of them, waited in a room beyond. They had passed the forty-five-day mark and were clear of any symptoms. Their faces, tight and weary, showed little expression as she explained she would assign them bunks in the communal living space that a majority of Mirepoix’s inhabitants were currently sharing. 

“The 3D printers are working at capacity, and we expect you will have more permanent housing assigned within the next twenty days, give or take a day.” She looked them over. “You all wish to stay together?”

The woman wasn’t much older than May, and the child who clasped her hand couldn’t possibly be her own. The woman was far too young. From the way the girl was clinging to the woman, she doubted the girl was related to the older man, either. The man stole a glance at the woman before asking, “Will it slow our chances of getting housing if we don’t?”

May smiled and shook her head. “No, not really. We just need to tell the printer what size home to produce. Currently, the 3D printers limit us to two-, three-, and four-bedroom models. For those not already in familial groups, we advise separate housing.”

I haven’t told Peter that I requested a two-bedroom unit independent from him. I’m not looking forward to that discussion.

The man looked relieved, whereas the woman’s mouth compressed in a thin line of disappointment and hurt. 

Perhaps she had been hoping for more–an instant family complete with child and husband. Huh.

May settled the three refugees in the northwest barracks on the second level. By the time she left them, the man had requested a one-bedroom unit for himself and May noted it in the tablet she carried with her. 

No happily-ever-after pandemic-style for the woman. What about me? How do I tell Peter I don’t see us staying together?

It wasn’t a conversation she ended up needing to have. Instead, two days later, Peter exhibited the classic symptoms of the ESH virus. His temperature rose slightly, to 98.6 from his baseline norm of 98.2. Even within the relative safety of the city walls, everyone was monitored closely and their temperatures taken three times daily, right before meals. When it stayed at the elevated temperature and his appetite increased, well, by then it was too late. Too late for Peter, and too late for the rest of Mirepoix. The ESH virus spread like wildfire thanks to Peter, who was assigned shifts at the cafeteria after he hurt his back lifting the airdropped cargo. 

How had he become infected? It was never clear, but likely it had come from the airdrop. They disinfected all incoming cargo both at point of origin and upon arrival, but the ESH virus was virile, aggressive even, single-minded in its mission to find new hosts. Whether it had mutated enough to survive the disinfecting spray, or a spot had been missed, no one ever really had a suitable answer. They isolated Peter immediately, and May too, in the glassed-in prefab next to him, but it was far too late to make a difference. 

In the years to come, she wished she could scrub her mind clear of the memories, erase what she saw from her organic data bank, and go back to the pre-virus world she had lost. Her reluctance to stay with Peter, her wish for independence and adventure, all of it subverted and dulled by what unfolded over the next few weeks. 

It was Matthew who came and released her from the isolation room when it was clear there was no longer any need for her to be there. His eyes were red from weeping, and his long, delicate fingers shook. It took several tries before he got the lock open and when he did, May hadn’t known whether to come outside or invite him in, so she had simply stood there and stared at him. 

His eyes finally focused on her. They were alone, surrounded by the dead. There was no sound, except the raucous calls of the crows that flew overhead in lazy arcs.

“Elle est morte. Ils sont tous morts.2”

“I’m sorry, Matthew, I don’t understand.” She stepped forward and took his hand. It was cold, and she closed her hands over his to warm them, to comfort him perhaps, or just to touch another. “I have AB negative blood. Do you as well?”

Matthew just stared at her for a moment, his eyes sliding over her as if he were staring at a stranger. 

“On devrait être morts aussi.3” 

He pulled his hands from her, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a black handgun. 

May stepped back, heart suddenly jackhammering in her chest. “Matthew, no. Please put that down.”

He stared at her. The cute, artistic college student with the disarming smile had vanished. 

“Fuir le. Maintenant.4”

He stepped to one side, gestured with his free hand towards the door, and May wobbled past on shaky legs.

“Fuir!” Matthew shouted, and May felt a surge of adrenaline. Her legs transformed from wobbly sticks barely able to hold her to machines that powered her journey away from the isolation chambers towards the front gate on the opposite end of Mirepoix. She had made it halfway when she heard a single gunshot ring out. She didn’t turn around; instead, she ran faster.

Translation: 

1. American girl dirty half-blood.

2. She’s dead. They are all dead.

3. We should be dead too.

4. Run away, then. Now.

5. Run!
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