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Robert Heinlein said one man’s ‘magic’ is another man’s engineering, and Frank Herbert said he who can destroy a thing can control that thing. Both true. But my favorite line is from Victor Hugo who said to learn to read is to light a fire.
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All I am saying is: 

“Step aboard. Hope you enjoy the ride.”

—Rod Little
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Editor’s note: This box set has been meticulously edited and should be error free. However, if you do find a typo, please send it to the author for a free Thank-you gift!
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Earthweeds

Part I

––––––––

“Nothing is so painful to the human mind as a great and sudden change.” 

― Mary Shelley, Frankenstein
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​Chapter 1

[image: ]


A curved ribbon of dirt split the forest and formed a thin, uneven path to the lake. At the end of this path lay a portly man from the city. His body rested slightly askew in a seated position at the base of a maple tree, his back pressed against the trunk. One lifeless eye stared blankly at the peaceful lake; the other eye was gone. The right hand grasped a rolled-up piece of paper that now trembled in the breeze. The other hand still held the gun.

Two brothers, a high school student and a college student on summer break, stood over the dead body for several minutes, studying it. After camping in the woods for over a month, this disturbing scene was the most interesting thing to happen all summer.

“I guess this ends our vacation,” said Shane, the older brother. “Soon the woods will be crawling with cops. All the game will be scared off.” He didn’t really care; the trip had been lousy from the start.

“Jeez, man, the guy is dead,” Sam spoke in a half-whisper, the way one instinctively lowers his voice in front of the dead. “Think of someone besides yourself and your vacation.”

“I didn’t mean it that way.”

Shane’s younger brother, Sam, crouched down and took the piece of paper from the man’s hand, trying not to touch the skin of the dead fingers. He unrolled it and read aloud: “If anyone finds this, I saved another bullet in my pocket for you.”

“That’s creepy,” Shane said, resting his hands on his hips, but keeping his distance.

Sam squinted up at his brother against the morning sun. “Why would he save a bullet for us?”

“I guess he’s saying whoever finds him will want to kill himself, too.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” said Shane. “Why don’t you look him in the eye and ask him? He’s only got one.”

“Weird,” Sam mumbled. He stood up and pushed his bangs out of his eyes.

The dead man wore a business suit and tie, immaculately pressed and clean, except for splatters of blood across the tie. This was no hunter. This man came from the city to end his life outside in the open air, here at the lakefront.

“Do you suppose this lake meant something to him? He came up here to look at it before he... you know, cashed out?” Sam asked, but it was more of a statement than a question. He stood up and backed away from the body. The paper clung to his hand.

“Maybe we should put his body in the jeep. Take him back. Animals might drag it away, or pieces of it. They might eat it.” Shane grudgingly stepped forward and rifled through the man’s clothes for a wallet or ID, but all he found were two dimes and a quarter.

“I don’t think so.” Sam bit his lip, thinking. “We shouldn’t touch it. This might be a crime scene. Maybe the cops should look at it as it is.”

“You watch too much TV.” 

“Maybe. But don’t move the body. Okay?”

Shane was happy to comply. He certainly wasn’t looking forward to carrying a dead body anywhere today.

They passed the man’s Prius on the way back to their campsite and peered through the windows. The seats were empty and clean. A new box of bullets sat on the dashboard, minus two. Sam still held the man’s crumpled note.

I saved another bullet in my pocket for you.

Sam folded the note and slipped it into the pocket of his shirt. Then he reconsidered and slipped it under the windshield wiper of the man’s car. 

Let the police find it, he thought.

The boys pulled up the tent and packed their gear. Surrounded by the green of the forest, Sam stopped to look around one last time. The trees, rich with life, filled the air with clean oxygen while their leaves chatted back and forth in the wind. He took a deep breath of fresh air, maybe the last pure air for a while.

Sam Summer was a tall boy, an inch over six feet, but slim. Being the tallest boy in class made him uncomfortable in a way that only abnormal kids can understand, whether they are fat, short, handicapped... or tall. He avoided attention at all costs, and craved solitude. Rarely caught wearing anything beyond his jeans and white sneakers, and usually a rock band t-shirt with a blue flannel over it, he blended as best he could. His thick brown-blond hair was always a bit too long for his mom’s liking. She said he looked too much like one of the Hardy Boys, whoever they were. Often going out of his way to make himself smaller, either by sitting or hunching his shoulders, he received more than one scolding from their mom when she was alive. She wanted him to stand tall and stand out; he just wanted to fade into the wallpaper.

Shane Summer was two years older, sturdier, but not as tall. At five-eleven, he had a strong, athletic build, and Sam envied him for that. While Sam’s hair was always long, Shane’s was forever cropped short. Shane wore hunting boots and jeans, and always a flannel shirt. His color palette was wider than Sam’s, but the material stayed the same—and his sleeves were perpetually rolled up a few inches to the elbow. When he found something he liked, he stuck with it.

Both boys had tan skin year-round from spending most of their time outdoors. Their mother often complained they should use sunscreen. She worried about sunburn, cancer and everything else, from poison ivy to pollen. She nagged out of love, and they had only fond memories of her. And the problems of sunburn would seem absurdly minor in a few days.

Changes in the world had already begun three days before the boys stumbled onto the dead body. Before the next sunrise, Shane would shoot a number of bullets and arrows to save the lives of his brother and others. Sam would do much more. They didn’t know it yet, but these would be the last restful moments of their lives. It’s funny, since we never know such events are in motion, we never take the time to enjoy the calm before the storm. Sam was no different, and failed to fully appreciate their last few minutes of tranquility deep in the woods.

Soon they would drive back to Shane’s college campus and find it empty. The mystery would take them down a dark road. For now, that road was miles away.

The boys’ two-month camping trip was supposed to be a last attempt at clinging to their youth. This marked the end of a school break for Shane—soon to start his third year at the University of Pittsburgh—and the start of Sam’s freshman year at the same school. The recent high school graduate was eager to be rid of his elementary years, but was nervous about going to a new school. Things hadn’t always gone so well in high school, partly because he wasn’t the same as other kids. 

Sam wasn’t just tall. Sam was different.

For several days, they had seen no deer—and few other animals, for that matter. The hunting had been slim this year, and the woods a bit too quiet. The boys always hunted by longbow, so as not to scare the game. If anything had spooked the animals, it was something or someone else. Nothing felt right today. They had sensed it was time to get back home, even before the dead body. Finding the suicide victim merely clinched their decision to head back a week early.

They hopped in the jeep and drove out of the woods on a bumpy path made up of dirt and rocks. The ride was rough and uncomfortable, but the path eventually became a paved road. It would take a few hours to get back to the city.

“Can I drive?” Sam asked.

“Yeah. That would be, No,” his brother said smugly. “I drive my sweetheart. She only responds to me.” Shane thought of his jeep as his best friend. In a peculiar way, maybe even his girlfriend.

Sam gave in and leaned back in his seat. He watched the trees flick by, one after another like a filmstrip, as the wind flipped his hair back and forth in his eyes. He played with a spark of electricity between his thumb and forefinger, then rolled it into a small sphere, like a marble, over the back of his hand and in between his fingers. 

“Be careful with that,” Shane said. He always said that. More mature, he kept an eye on his younger brother, partly because he had promised their mom, but mostly out of his own concern. 

“Yup.”

“I mean it, someday you’re gonna forget people are watching.”

“Yup.”

“That would be bad. You got that, right?”

“Yee-up.”

“I’m gonna kick your ass someday.”

“Yup. I look forward to it.”

Shane growled, took a deep breath, and cranked up the car’s MP3 player. Rush sang “Closer to the Heart” as they broke out of the woods and cruised onto the main road. The lake and green forest disappeared behind them, too quickly gone from the rear-view mirror.

They passed a ranger station along the way and stopped to report the dead body, but the small two-room shack was empty. Budget cuts had most of the park services on a shoestring.

Ahead lay an open road. The boys exceeded the speed limit, and their jeep ate up pavement like a hungry hippo. Sam closed his eyes and went to sleep, trying not to think about the gruesome scene back at the lake: the dead man and his neatly pressed blood-splattered tie.
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A pain in his ear roused Sam back to life.

“Hey, wake up,” Shane said, flicking his brother’s ear again.

“What?” Sam shook the sleep from his head and brushed the dirty blond hair from his eyes. “How long was I out?”

“A couple hours. We’re almost on the turnpike. We’ll be there soon. But hey... look.”

Sam looked around at the empty road. 

“Yeah? Not much traffic.”

“Exactly. No other cars. The only car we passed in the last two hours was a breakdown left on the side of the road.”

Up ahead, the Pennsylvania turnpike was deserted, except for half a dozen stalled cars parked in various skewed positions along the shoulders.

“Is that the turnpike? Jeez Louise.”

“Yeah. Where the hell is everybody?”

“Steelers game? I guess we’ll see people soon enough. Cheers if they win, riots and fire if they lose.”

“Funny. Hey, try to call the cops about the dead body. You should have a signal now.”

Sam dialed 9-1-1. The phone rang, but no one answered. “I’ll try again in town.”

They spun onto the ramp and entered the turnpike. At less than 20 mph, their jeep eased past the first parked car. The driver’s door was propped open, and they glanced inside. No one. The car looked empty, but a splash of burnt red stained the seat. Shane sped up faster to put more road behind them. The sooner they got into the city, the sooner they could shower, relax, and report the suicide victim.

“You think it’s a curfew?” Sam wondered. “I mean, like a virus, that SARS thing, or something like it?”

“Yeah, maybe, but why would everyone need to stay off the road? Earthquake warning? Tornado watch? What would keep people from coming out?”

“Terrorist attack? Remember how empty the streets were on September 11?”

“Not really. Anyway, it wasn’t this empty.”

“Beats me. Let’s get back home.” By home, he meant their grandparents’ house. They wanted to check in before going back to the dorm. 

Sam and Shane’s parents had died two years earlier in a car accident. While on vacation in Colorado, touring the mountains by car, their brakes went out. They slid off the side of a steep road and into the canyon below. The car exploded on impact. There were no survivors. 

After that, the boys moved in with their grandparents in Schaler Township before heading off to college. Grandpa’s house was only twenty-five miles from school, but this year, they had opted for dorm life instead of living at home. As college students, they needed more freedom. And Sam needed a private room. Sometimes he generated an electric cloud when he slept. Not even their grandparents knew about that.

Sam wasn’t normal. He had an unusual ability that, to his knowledge, no one else shared—the ability to generate electricity at will. He could contain it in a ball in his hand or throw it like lightning in any direction. His power could start a car, heat any object, or even light a room, if he was so inclined. And if he was careful to control it. It was a useful tool at times, but not always easy to manage in his young hands. He was far from a master of the spark, and much more inclined to suppress it than use it.

With a little tweaking, it could also be a weapon. That’s what usually got him in trouble. He rarely hurt anyone, but an electric ball hurled at someone’s chest wasn’t about to go unnoticed. And secrecy about his ability was key to his happiness. He didn’t want to be known as the freak again, not at the new school.

His older brother knew, but no one else did. Even his parents hadn’t known about his ability, and certainly not Grandma or Grandpa. Shane alone knew about Sam’s gift, and he carried the weight of that secret like a backpack of snow in summer. That was part of the reason for the annual camping trips. They both felt relaxed and comfortable in the woods and mountains. The pressures of life, school and classmates were far away. The birds didn’t care if Sam started a campfire with his electric fingertips. There was no one out there to judge him.

Shane had always made an effort to help Sam keep his spark a secret. The two brothers would be roommates this year on campus. Normally, freshmen stayed in a separate dorm, but when your parents have died recently, universities are willing to bend the rules. It was bad publicity to create any extra hardship on grieving students. The faculty consented to everything the boys wanted, and they wanted to stay together.

Shane turned up the road toward Grandpa’s house, still seeing no one alive, or at least awake, in the suburbs. Several driveways had cars parked in them, but no sign of people. Another abandoned car lay sprawled in the street, blocking their way home. Shane steered the jeep around it and rode up onto a neighbor’s lawn. They crushed a small shrub to get back on the road, then turned up their grandparents’ driveway.

“Try not to kill any cats or dogs,” Sam scolded.

“Hey, I’m trying to get us home. And by the way, do you see any freaking cats or dogs? Or hear any?”

“I guess not.” 

The emptiness was more than the absence of people. They had seen no pets or wild animals, either. Except birds. They heard scores of birds chirping and squawking, and saw a few flutter around the trees in the yard next door. Nothing else stirred. 

One page of a newspaper swirled across the lawn, and Sam bent down to catch it. He lifted and straightened the front page, half expecting to see a headline: Evacuation of Pittsburgh. But there was no such headline, only a report of a senator caught in a Russian bribery scandal. Same old news, with no hints about any catastrophe. Sam folded the page and stuffed it into the newspaper holder under the mailbox.

They peeked through the garage window. Grandpa’s car was parked inside, same as always. They reached the front door to the house and found it unlocked. That wasn’t so odd; sometimes Grandma just forgot. The boys crept single file into the living room and listened for any signs of life. Several creaks lived in the floorboards and sounded especially loud today.

Shane called out. “Hey, Grandpa. Anyone home? It’s Sam and Shane. Grandma?”

Sam grabbed his brother’s elbow. “If Grandma’s a zombie, you gotta stake her. I’m not doing it!”

“Stop joking around.”

“I’m just saying...”

“Cut it out! Look, you check upstairs. I’ll look down here.”

“I’m not doing the basement, either.”

“Sam, go!” Shane ordered. “Look for any clues about where they are. Anything at all.”

Like the floors, the old stairs creaked under Sam’s feet. His sneakers felt heavy, and every step betrayed his rise to the top, with no chance of surprising anyone. Or anything.

The two upstairs bedrooms were perfectly kept, but vacant. The bathroom still had a few toiletries strewn around as if in the middle of being used. An open bottle of after-shave lay by the sink. He absently screwed the lid back on. He thought of Psycho as he pulled back the shower curtain. It revealed an assortment of soaps and a water bug that now dropped from the shower head and scurried along the edge of the wall.

Back downstairs, Shane hadn’t found any answers or clues on the ground floor. A box of cereal had spilled on the table, and when he started to clean it up, a cockroach crawled out of the box. Sam reached down and zapped it with a tiny shock from his finger. It fried and curled up dead.

“Did I scare you?” Sam asked.

“No. I could hear you on the stairs from a mile away.”

“No one’s upstairs.”

“Yeah. This is freaky. Not like a video of dogs playing the piano. That’s a different kind of freaky. This is more like, the body is buried in the backyard, freaky.”

Sam pointed to the basement stairs. “You go down yet?”

“I was waiting for you.”

The basement stairs sounded even worse than the steps leading upstairs. Under the weight of the two trespassers, each stair groaned as if about to give way. They stopped one step from the bottom and looked around. Weak light shone in from two small window wells and cast delicate rays filled with dust particles all the way to the concrete floor. 

A strange oblong mass caught their attention. Packed into the far corner, it looked like a giant butterfly cocoon roughly the size of a dog. Shane aimed his flashlight in its direction. The motionless cocoon shimmered between black, dark green and blue, depending on how the light hit it... shiny, silky, and creepy.

Sam stepped forward and nudged it with his foot, but there was no reaction.

“Weird, man. Looks like the neighbor’s dog.”

“Yeah, but I don’t wanna meet the spider mom who’s saving it for later. Let’s get outta here. I want to go check out campus.”

“Weird,” Sam repeated.

Sam’s intrepid spirit was waning. He just wanted to solve this mystery and get back to normal. He backed away, turned and climbed the stairs two at a time.

“I want to shower before we go.”

While Sam showered upstairs, Shane used the downstairs bathroom. He screamed the moment he stepped under the water. It was ice cold. There was no electricity or hot water.

Sam dressed and came back downstairs to find Shane eating cereal and putting on a new shirt. He was talking to himself, complaining about the cold shower.

“Oh, sorry about that,” Sam said. “I heated mine up, you know...”

“Yeah. You couldn’t do that for me?”

“Actually... I don’t know how to do that for someone else. Unless I’m in there with—”

“No, no. Never mind. I shower solo.”

“Good to know.” 

Sam picked up the phone receiver. Grandma still had an old-fashioned wall-mounted phone, the beige ceramic kind usually only found in the suburbs of the 70s. He heard a dial tone and dialed 9-1-1. It rang, but no one answered.

“Nothing? Cops on holiday, too?” His brother talked while scooping handfuls of cereal into his mouth.

“Or too busy. Uh, is that the cockroach cereal?”

“I’m hungry.” Shane grabbed another handful. “C’mon. Let’s go.”

“Hey, look, there’s a cat,” Sam pointed out the window. A gray cat stared back at them through the neighbor’s kitchen window. It was the first live mammal they had seen since leaving the woods. “You see? We’re not entirely alone.”

“You think the Willards are home?”

They crossed the lawn and knocked on the neighbor’s front door. When no one answered, Shane tried the door handle. It rattled in the frame, but the lock held. He pounded harder and called out to Mr. Willard by name. Nothing but wind and birds replied.

“Should we at least see if the cat’s okay?” Sam asked.

“You mean break in? No way. Let’s go. We need to find someone who can help us.”
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​Chapter 2
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The drive to the University of Pittsburgh campus rolled out the same as the trip from the mountains. They had the streets to themselves, with no one else to share the route. No people, no animals, no moving cars. A few more derelict vehicles littered the streets, some partly blocking access ways. They drove through an empty downtown block. Nothing but ghosts now stood at the bus stops. Pigeons scattered as the jeep drove up Fifth Avenue.

“Isn’t this a one-way street?” Sam asked. “In the other direction?”

Shane ignored him and kept driving. The traffic lights were all dark, no longer fed by any power.

A chill raced up Sam’s spine. It was one of those moments when you realize your life has now changed. The moment the doctor comes in with your test results, and you can see the sympathy in his eyes. The moment you hear your parents have died. The point in time when you discover body parts in your neighbor’s back yard. These are the moments that turn our lives in a new direction. For better or worse, the train is derailing.

The suburbs were deserted, and now the city appeared to have been forsaken, too. Only the pigeons and crows remained, scavenging for the last bits of food left behind by humans. Sam guessed that cockroaches and rats must also be around somewhere.

“Well, the pigeons survived the apocalypse,” Shane noted with a degree of satisfaction. “Good for them.”

“You think it’s the apocalypse?”

“Not to be too dramatic, Sammy, but... it’s not looking good. If everyone evacuated because of a flu, we’re right in the hot zone. It means we’ve got it. But it’s probably something else.”

“So, what is it? Invasion?”

“Well, I doubt it’s the Russians. Despite the hype, they couldn’t wipe out a city. They couldn’t find sand in a desert with two shovels and a map.” That was their dad talking. Shane agreed with Dad on everything, back when Dad was alive.

“It happened while we were camping. Something happened here, Shane. All while we were up there in the mountains.” 

“There’s not much sign of gunfire. Or blood. That means they didn’t fight anyone. At least not here.”

“That man at the lake, he saw something here... something that made him kill himself.” Sam paused and lowered his voice, looking out over the empty streets. “What did you see, ol’ man?”

An empty shopping cart rolled across the street, pushed by the wind. It rested a moment, then rolled back, as if some phantom shopper couldn’t decide where to go. It was likely not the only ghost haunting the street today. They waited for it to roll out of the way—on the ebb of its constant journey back and forth—and then quickly drove around it.

They passed a shattered store window. A mannequin lay headless and lopsided, half inside the store, half out. Broken glass littered the sidewalk. A crow picked at something inside the display box. It looked like a human organ but could have been a dead mouse. Sam hoped for the latter.

Shane stopped the jeep and rifled through their gear. He pulled out his longbow and a quiver of lead-tipped arrows, then leaned them against the front gearshift next to his leg.

Sam looked surprised. “Really?”

“Just in case. And yours?”

“No. I’m good.”

They parked in front of the Litchfield Towers dorm, halfway across two parking spots, and made their way into the lobby. Shane carried his bow, but Sam—always the optimist, and, some would say, foolishly upbeat—remained unarmed. The front glass door was ajar and cracked top to bottom. A jagged piece was missing. When they pulled the door open wider, the rest of the glass fell from its frame. The crash of splintered glass reverberated through an otherwise hushed campus. Pieces cascaded across the floor and bounced all the way to the other side of the lobby.

They stopped to see if anyone, or anything, would respond to the ruckus. They waited for the last clatter to land, but when no reaction came, they continued inside.

Shane’s dorm offered no surprises. Like the rest of the city, it was vacant, lonely and hollow. The only difference was blood and glass in the lobby leading up to the elevators, which no longer worked. The fresh blood, at least, hinted at signs of life. The boys worked their way up the long winding stairs to their dorm room on the fifth floor. Only a few floors were occupied during the summer session, but fall classes were to start in two weeks, so the building should be teeming with students carrying boxes, moving in.

“Hey, anybody!” Shane shouted in the stairwell. He rapped on the banister, but only a metallic echo replied.

In Shane’s room, he gathered some of his belongings in a backpack. He stuffed an extra shirt, socks, and underwear into the bag.

“Get some things together, just the necessities.”

“Where are we going?” Sam asked.

“To find people. To find answers. We kind of need to find out what’s happening, don’t you think? What if our friends are just a few miles away?”

“Like they evacuated?”

“Maybe to Cleveland or Chicago. Maybe all the way south to New Orleans. I don’t know, Sammy. But we need to find out.”

“What should I take?”

“Whatever you can’t live without. I get the bad feeling we’re not coming back.”

Another chill ran down Sam’s spine. This was the second moment of realization. Their lives had splintered again, and the derailed train wasn’t getting back on the tracks.

In that instant, a gunshot rang out. It clapped like thunder from somewhere outside. A second shot cracked the campus wide open. The boys ran to the window and peered out from an uncomfortable angle. They were careful not to show themselves, to avoid becoming a sniper target.

A shadow flew overhead and blocked the sun for a second, then passed out of view. They couldn’t see what it was, but it was silent. A plane without the roar of engines. Someone fired a gun again, but they still couldn’t see who or where. 

Shane stuck his head out the window and looked up, but the glare of the sun blinded him. It was impossible to tell exactly what had caused the shadow, but he did see something in the sky. A dark blue object disappeared into the sole cloud.

He turned back to his brother. “Spaceships from Mars, Sammy.”

“Stop kidding. What was it?”

“I have no idea. But there aren’t many clouds up there, so it’s gotta show itself again soon. You can’t fly in a cloud forever.”

This time they both stuck their heads out and looked up. More clouds were moving in their direction, and a storm loomed not far away. Shane scanned the ground to see if the gunman might show himself. Or herself.

A quick glint of metal flashed from the lobby of the University Inn, less than two blocks away. That’s where the shooter is. The boys backed away from the window, waited and listened. They hesitated, unsure what to do next.

The gun fired again. They chanced another peek through the open window just in time to see a black creature running up the street toward the Inn. It looked like a monitor lizard, about three feet in length. Although resembling a Komodo dragon, it had the speed and agility of a large dog, with longer legs than a normal lizard. The creature maneuvered fast around the parked cars. Its shiny black skin shimmered with an array of dark colors under the sun, and its long white teeth stood out when it opened its jaws, the fangs of a killer. The creature ran toward the sound of the gunshot.

A teenage boy stepped out of the Inn, a rifle in his right hand. He had just killed a similar creature, its body now lying motionless in front of the hotel. The boy had knelt to examine the dead animal’s hideous form, when he noticed the second creature screaming toward him, fast and agile. It made a horrible hissing sound. Shane readied his bow, unsure if he could help at this distance, but willing to try. Fortunately, there was no need. The boy raised his rifle with both hands and fired a single shot at the animal’s head. It dropped to the ground just a few feet from him.

The boy stood up and looked around. He said something inaudible at this distance and rubbed his head, then went back inside the hotel. The street fell quiet again. It was the unsettling silence of an empty tunnel after a truck has barreled through. The scene held a surreal, hypnotic effect over them. 

Sam was first to break them from their stupor. “We have to go talk to him. He knows something about... all this.”

Shane agreed. “He knows more than we do, that much is a safe bet.”

“He looks like he’s just a student, though.”

“Yeah. Get your bow.”

They returned to the jeep, where Sam strapped on his bow, and Shane loaded a pistol they’d always kept in the glove compartment. At this point it was unclear who they might be fighting, the boy or more new creatures. They took precautions and loaded everything that passed for a weapon in their possession.

The jeep drifted toward the University Inn at a slow 10 mph. The hotel wasn’t far, but it seemed to take forever to get there. It was vital not to surprise the gunman, but equally important not to stir up any new animals lurking in the streets. They didn’t want to be eaten or shot before getting answers. Sam’s eyes darted back and forth, checking for any signs of more creatures, while Shane kept his focus on the hotel door.

They parked in front of the Inn and got out of the jeep, their hands held up, with no weapons drawn.

“Hello,” Shane said clearly, but not too loud. “We need your help. We... We’re not armed.”

“Well...” Sam pointed to their bows and the gun.

“I mean, we won’t shoot. We need help.”

The gunman threw open the hotel door. “Stop making so much damn noise. Get in here. Now.”

His rifle was raised to his shoulder and pointed at their heads. It didn’t waver, and followed their every move with its barrel. They took slow steps into the building, arms raised. Once inside, he closed the door and started to question them.

“Where did you come from?”

“I’m Sam. This is my brother, Shane. We’re students here—”

“I didn’t ask who you are. Where have you been?”

“In the mountains. Hunting. We just got back.”

The boy studied them a full minute, not moving. He wore an army camouflage jacket and matching fatigues and had incredibly long brown hair, nearly to his chest. He resembled a 60s Vietnam War draft dodger. Finally, he relaxed the gun against his side, so it pointed to the floor. He aimed a finger at Shane.

“I know you. I saw you at school.”

“Really? Sorry, I don’t remember...” Shane lowered his arms.

“I’m Jason Briggs. We had Econ 101 together. But I almost never went.” He sat down at a table and began reloading his gun. His fingers worked fast; this was not his first time.

“Oh, yeah. I remember you now.” Shane remembered the kid was usually late, absent, or high. “Where the hell is everyone else?”

Jason finished loading the gun and pulled his long straight hair back behind his shoulder. “No clue.”

“So, where have you been?”

“I was drunk,” Jason said in a matter-of-fact tone. “After Cheryl Russet’s party, I was wasted. I barely made it back to my room. I woke up the next day and didn’t even open the shades. I ate cold pizza and went back to sleep. A couple days might have slipped by. And then... I went outside and found everyone gone.”

“And those lizards?” Sam asked. “Someone flush an alligator down the sewer or something? And it had babies... or what?”

“They’re new. They started popping up today, from outta nowhere. I killed one out back while getting food from the place next door, this morning, maybe almost noon. And then those two just now. Ain’t got no idea what they are, or where they come from.”

“You think... they ate everyone?” Sam asked. 

Jason shrugged. “Could be. I mean, something got rid of everyone, and I ain’t seen no sign of a body, blood, or guts anywhere. So, if these things are what’s eating people, then... they clean their plates well. They don’t leave anything behind.”

There was a pause while the brothers drank that in. They don’t leave anything behind.

“Awesome,” Shane said sarcastically. When he said that, it usually meant we’re screwed.

“On the bright side, they seem easy to kill,” Jason offered as a consolation prize. “One bullet to the head will do it.”

“But they’re fast. Damn fast,” Shane said. As an experienced hunter, he knew fast game. These things would be hard to hit from a distance. Still, if only a few roamed the city, defending themselves wouldn’t be that hard, especially with a team of three watching each other’s backs.

“We should stick together,” he said. “More eyes, more weapons.”

Jason nodded. “Fine with me. I’ve been talking to myself for a week. About to go crazy.”

“You’ve been here a week?” Sam asked, his eyes widening in amazement. “The city’s been empty like this for that long? You’re saying all this went down more than a week ago?”

“I think so. Seven or eight days, at least.” Jason stared into space, suddenly preoccupied with counting the days backward.

Something occurred to Sam. “Back at our house, there was a cocoon of some kind in the basement. Maybe these lizards... or whatever, maybe they created it. Maybe they cocooned all the people.”

“I didn’t check any basement,” Jason said. “It’s creepy enough up here. I’ve been staying on higher ground for safety and to keep an eye on the street.”

“Does this place have a basement?”

Sam looked around for a door. The hotel lobby was sparsely furnished with cheap chairs and a couch covered in plastic. A metal card table stood in the middle of the room. That’s where Jason now finished reloading and checking his rifle. A poster hung on the wall for a concert by a Pink Floyd cover band called Pink Bricks, with a subheading: “Pink Side of the Moon, a charity event for world hunger.”

“Yeah, they have a storage cellar,” Jason said. “Stairs are in the back. Why?”

“We should check it out.” Shane drew his revolver.

Jason shrugged and hoisted his rifle to his shoulder.

The three boys tiptoed down the first few stairs with their weapons drawn and ready. The steps were dusty; the air smelled dank, like this cellar hadn’t been aired out in months. Shane took up the front with a pistol in one hand, a flashlight in the other, and a good mixture of curiosity and fear in his head. The flashlight’s narrow beam pushed against the darkness, which reluctantly parted only a few feet ahead. They moved lower, listening, squinting into the gloom. The boys descended to the bottom step, all the way down to the musty cellar’s concrete floor. What they saw surprised them. 

And what they realized horrified them.
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​Chapter 3
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A muffled bang broke above their heads. The boys recognized the sound of the front doors slamming shut. They waited and listened as a chair scooted across the floor. Another noise, muted footsteps. They strained to hear who or what might be in the lobby. They hadn’t thought to lock the front door. 

If one of those creatures has managed to get inside, Sam thought, we might be trapped.

Softly they crept back up the dirty staircase. Sam was happy to leave the musty smell behind but felt foolish now that at least one of them had not stayed upstairs to guard the door.

We have to think smarter, or soon we’ll be dead... or worse.

At the top of the staircase, they could see shadows move across the wall, but nothing more. Then a voice muttered words in an irate tone, and a second voice answered. It sounded like a girl. The voices were too low to make out specific words, but at least they were human.

“People,” Sam whispered.

Caught between the horrors of the basement and the unknown voices in the lobby, the boys stood motionless for a full minute. Shane was first to move, taking up the front again. He stepped over the top stair and into the lobby, gun raised at eye level. Sam noticed sweat trickling down his neck.

At the lobby table sat a boy and a girl, university students. They were intently poring over a map. When they saw Shane, they jumped up and spilled a chair. The girl pulled out a large knife, and the boy brought a shotgun to his waist and leveled it at Shane.

“Take it easy,” Shane said, lowering his own gun.

The other two boys appeared behind him. He motioned for them to lower their weapons, too.

“Look, we’re in trouble, same as you,” Shane said. “We’re not a threat to you. We didn’t know if one of those things had gotten in.”

The boy lowered his shotgun. He had short black hair and wore a skin tight t-shirt with a cartoon that said: I’m not drunk, I just act that way. “I’m Ken. This is Tina.”

The girl had long blond hair. She was beautiful. That’s all Sam noticed for the moment. That and she had a great knife—a ten-inch hunting blade and a leather sheath on her belt. She wore a blue flannel shirt that roughly matched Sam’s, a pair of pink sneakers and tight blue jeans. He felt a tiny spark at his fingertips and fought to suppress it.

“We heard gunshots,” she said.

“Yeah. My girlfriend and I came over as soon as we heard. Been trying to find more people.”

Tina flinched at the word girlfriend like it wasn’t entirely mutual, but she said nothing. She sheathed her knife, brushing aside a small feather dreamcatcher that also hung from her belt.

“You seen any more of those lizards?” Jason asked.

“Yeah, we’ve been running into them for a couple days now,” Ken said, sparing a glance out the window. “We killed four already, over on the South Side. We came back to check the dorms. That’s when we heard your gunshots. What about you?”

“We’ve only seen two, so far,” Shane said. 

“Three,” Jason corrected him.

“But the basement is full of cocooned people. There must be forty or fifty of them. All lined up, like some kind of animal is saving them for a rainy day.”

“It’s messed up,” Jason said. “Total freak show.”

Shane looked back toward the stairs. He closed the basement door and secured the lock.

“I don’t think three of those things could have done all that,” Jason added. “Must be more of them around here.”

“What do you mean: done all that?” Ken asked.

“I mean, three lizard mothers couldn’t have cocooned fifty people. I don’t think so, anyway. Must be more of ’em out there somewhere.”

Ken shared a curious frown with Tina and then stared back at the others. A look crossed his face, like he knew something they didn’t. “You know the creatures don’t cocoon people, right?” He looked back at his girlfriend for a nod of support.

“So, what does?” Shane asked.

“Those cocoons are the creatures,” Ken said. “They hatch from the silk wraps and become those unholy hell hounds, or hell dragons, whatever you want to call them. And they’re hungry at birth! Hungry and mean.”

That took a moment to process.

“You mean the people down there, our classmates...  are gonna hatch into... those?” Shane pointed outside. “Our friends and relatives are gonna become lizard things?”

Ken and Tina both nodded.

“We’ve seen it,” she said. She raised her hand to her hair, and Sam noticed she wore ten or twelve leather bracelets of various colors. “We saw a few hatch.”

“Holy hell,” Sam murmured. Again he felt his hands warm up, but this time for a different reason. He palmed a marble of electricity behind his back, then quelled it. This was his coping mechanism.

“If that’s true, then who is cocooning them?” Shane asked. “Who, or what, is doing all this? What could put a million people into cocoons, in basements, and cause them to hatch as a totally different... thing?”

“Some serious genetics bull going on here,” Jason said. “It’s the damn government! I knew it!”

“We don’t know who, what or why,” Ken said flatly, dismissing Jason’s conspiracy theories as ridiculous. “We just saw them hatch. We have no idea what’s causing any of this.”

Jason continued his rant. “The government, it’s a covert lab experiment gone wrong. Or maybe it’s the Russians! Yeah... I bet a million bucks.” 

“What about us? Why didn’t we get... you know, mutated?” Sam asked. “Why are we still human?”

“Because we weren’t around, or awake, to get stung,” Jason spouted. He was on a roll.

“Maybe some of us are immune,” Sam said. “Like to a virus.”

“And what stung them?” Shane asked. “If that’s the running theory. Some giant insect from Mars?”

“We saw something big in the sky,” said Sam. 

“Tina and I didn’t see anything like that,” Ken said.

Jason shook his head. “I ain’t seen nothin’ up there, either.”

“I watched a dozen classmates go into the cellar of my dorm and fall asleep,” Ken told them. “I watched them go, like in a delusional state. They crawled into a ball and slept. Then the cocoons formed. After about a week, they hatch as... whatever these are. But I had no urge to join them. I wasn’t affected by whatever made them do it.”

“And I was away,” Tina said. “I was locked in the...” She interrupted herself. “I was in a hospital for evaluation. And after all this happened, Ken came and got me out. The staff had been gone for days. I was left alone, locked in a room.”

“You were locked up? In a hospital?” Sam asked. He imagined a straight-jacket and padded walls. This was probably no ordinary hospital. He sent a look to Shane, who sent it back: Loonies! Be cool.

Tina blushed, and an awkward silence fell.

“So, we’re immune,” Shane said to break the moment. “Or we were away at the right time, when the super-virus was released, the dust mites attacked, or whatever. That’s good news. But we won’t be alive for long if all those people hatch.”

“We should find other people,” Ken said. “Real people. I mean, the whole world can’t be like this. It’s just this area, right?”

“Sure,” Sam said, trying to sound positive but not feeling it. “But where? Any ideas where to start looking?”

Ken pointed to the map. “Maybe a bigger city. Chicago. Or New York. We’ll have a better chance of finding people.” He paused, then added, “Human people, that is.”

Shane shook his head. “No. That’s the opposite of what we should do. We need to get out of the city, go to the country.”

“He’s right,” Sam agreed. “Pittsburgh is bad enough, a few thousand raptors ready to hatch. Maybe a couple hundred thousand. But imagine Chicago with three million lizard creatures. New York with six million lizards. All trying to eat us.”

“We need to get away from people. Far from any city.”

“But we won’t get answers in the countryside,” Tina argued.

“For now, answers take a back seat to survival.”

“Regardless of where, we gotta move now,” Ken said. “More of them are gonna hatch soon. By tomorrow, I’d guess. They have a six- to eight-day gestation period. This is all just by my observation. No science to it. But it seems a week is all they need to transform.”

“Damn. Then tomorrow the streets might be
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