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It was supposed to have been a slow,
relaxing, two-month holiday in Peru. Victor Martinez-Silva and his
wife, Amy, had retired early, both in their fifties, and had
decided to take a long trip to the country Victor's family had left
when he was just a baby. Victor's work as a library historian had
always left him itching to visit the ancient places of the world,
and this was a first step into the unknown for them. When they
left, their three kids, now grown, had wished them a fun vacation
when they dropped them off at the airport.

They rented an old yellow Volkswagen Beetle
to get around, the elderly owner of the car smiling brightly at the
trim, gray-haired couple as Victor negotiated in his rusty Spanish,
and they had spent a few weeks driving all over, visiting a bunch
of different sites. Today, they had made the harrowing drive up the
switchbacks leading to Choquequirao, in southern Peru, and had just
started the hike through the forests leading to the ruins. But,
after walking for a while, Amy had suddenly cried out in pain and
surprise.

Victor turned around and saw Amy rubbing her
forehead. “What happened, dear?” he asked.

“Oh, nothing, I must've
snapped myself with a branch.” Victor looked around, but he
couldn't see anything sticking out that might have hit her. He
walked to her and gently lifted her hand from her forehead, where
there was a small scratch and a tiny puncture. It didn't look bad.
He knelt down and got the first-aid kit out of his travel bag, and
sprinkled some alcohol onto a piece of gauze. He motioned for her
to sit down and he carefully cleaned the wound and covered it with
a bandage. Good as new.

“How are you feeling?” he
asked, gently helping her to her feet.

“Oh, I'm fine, don't worry
about me.” She smiled, and Victor smiled too. He had always admired
how strong she was, and sometimes he was astonished at how much she
loved to travel. She was always dragging him from place to place,
but her love was for big old cities, so this trip was a first for
her, too. They kept walking, until a few minutes later, when Amy
slowed down and murmured Victor's name. He saw her standing there
and knew that something was wrong. Her legs were shaking like she
could barely stand. He put his hand on her forehead and realized
she had a serious fever.

“Honey, you're burning up,”
he said. “We should go back and check with a doctor.” She nodded
with a sorry smile on her face, and held his hand. As they walked,
Victor became more worried when Amy leaned on him more and more,
until he had her arm over his shoulder and was practically dragging
her along the trail. They had made it more than halfway back to the
car, but they were slowing down.

Amy coughed and shuddered,
and then she convulsed and tore away from Victor, falling to the
ground. She was groaning or mumbling something he couldn't
understand, maybe some kind of a fever dream, he thought. Her
breathing was fast and shallow. He scooped her up in his arms and
started running toward the car, as fast as he could. She was
shivering in his arms. He was by no means a strong runner--his
hours spent alone in libraries had kept him thin, but he had never
been much of an athlete. But the feeling of holding his wife's limp
body, burning hot and soaked in sweat, in his arms pushed him
forward. He struggled down the trail, gasping for breath, sweat
soaking through his clothes. Then he realized--she wasn't moving.
The words pounded through his head like a jackhammer.
She wasn't moving.

Finally, the last line of trees gave way, and
he saw that little Beetle parked on the side of the dirt road where
they had left it. It was only a few hundred feet, now. He stumbled,
and nearly lost his grasp on Amy, but managed to catch himself and
keep moving. He had made it a few more steps when she seized up and
wrenched out of his grasp. He fell and rolled, sliding in the dirt,
as she laid on the ground a few feet away, twitching and crying out
in agony, and still muttering something. He tried to stand up to go
back to her, but his legs refused to obey.

A man emerged from the tree line. Victor
stared in disbelief as the man walked toward him. He was
fair-skinned, lean, and had slightly wavy auburn hair combed back.
He was dressed like something out of an old movie, with a
charcoal-colored vest over a dark blue shirt and slacks that
matched the vest. The man walked over to Victor and put out his
hand. Victor pulled himself up to his feet, and the man asked him
if he could get to the car. Victor nodded and loped toward the car
as the man walked toward Amy.

Or that's what Victor thought he was doing.
Instead, Victor got into the driver's seat and was leaning over to
the passenger side door to open it, but the man was already there,
without Amy. The man grabbed the handle and yanked open the door,
and Victor protested, loudly and desperately. “I thought you were
going to get my wife!”

The man didn't answer, but instead got in and
sat down, keeping his eyes on Amy. Victor started to get out of the
car, but the man grabbed him by the sleeve and said in a serious
voice, “You need to drive, now.”

Victor stared at him in disbelief. Here he
thought this man was going to help him get his wife out of here,
and instead he looked like he was ready to hijack him. He glanced
past the man at Amy, who was still convulsing on the ground about a
hundred feet away. The sound of her voice was getting louder, and
more distinct. He could almost start to make out some of what she
was saying.

Then she stood up, her knees bent at odd
angles. The man shouted, “Drive, now!” but Victor still hesitated.
Amy took a step toward them, and now he could hear what she was
saying, but it wasn't English. He knew a few languages, and had a
passing familiarity with a few more, but he didn't know what this
was.

“Yas el trei ga min xa ko...” she
began to chant in a guttural tone. She took another step. Her eyes
were blank white, rolled back up into her head.

“Damn!
Drive!” the man yelled again, and suddenly there was a gun in his
hand, a jet-black revolver, pointed at Amy as she took another
step. Before Victor could say anything, a few shots rang out, too
close together for Victor to count, and he saw Amy's body bend
backward, shudder, push forward, and then fall. Then he saw her
start to struggle to get back up.

The man slapped the dashboard and yelled
again, “Drive, drive!” Victor saw Amy stand back up, and there were
five holes in her stomach, and around each of them, he watched as
coiled cords of pink flesh erupted, punching more holes in her
shirt, and covered each one. Finally, Victor slammed the
transmission into gear and stomped on the gas pedal, making a tight
turn and heading back down the road, toward civilization. Whatever
was happening to Amy, she was a danger to them. Victor glanced to
his side and the man had sat back in his seat and was reloading his
gun, one bullet at a time. It was like an old cowboy gun.

The best Victor could manage was to stare
out the windshield and try to stay on the road. There was too much
happening, and what had happened to Amy? He tried to speak, but the
best he could do was stammer out, “What-what was that? What
happened to Amy?”

The man was sitting, looking forward through
the windshield, a practiced calm on his face. “Andalusian Brain
Worm,” he said, as if those words meant anything together. “First
discovered in southern Spain, they appear occasionally in South
America. Probably a small colony brought over by accident, hundreds
of years ago. The colonies in Andalusia are even older.”

Victor shouted impatiently, “What is going
to happen to my wife?”

“How long
ago did she get infected?”

“Infected? What do you mean?”

“Did she
get injured or complain of a... pain any time
recently?”

Victor was having trouble recalling
anything. He was silent for a few seconds. “A branch or something
hit her... about half an hour ago.”

“Did you
see a puncture wound?”

“What?
Uh... There was a little wound, yes. I--I cleaned it with alcohol
and put on a bandage.”

Both of them were silent for a minute as
Victor made a sharp turn on the narrow, downhill-sloping road. The
little tires of the Beetle kicked dirt up into the air around
them.

“You did
your best,” said the man, “but you couldn't have been expected to
have the right treatment for it. Speaking of which...” He pulled
two yellow pills out of a pocket and popped them into his mouth,
swallowing them in one smooth movement. “Anti-parasitic,” he
explained. “Want some?” Victor shook his head frantically. “If you
say so.”

The man hunched over and gritted his teeth.
Victor looked over at him, but he tapped on the dashboard and
pointed forward. Victor put his attention back on the road.

After a minute, the man took a deep breath
and leaned back in his seat. “That stuff hits hard,” he said.

“Who the
hell are you, and how did you find us?” Victor finally found the
strength to say.

“Lawrence
George Samson,” the man said. “Pleased to meet
you.”

“Victor
Martinez-Silva,” Victor replied, almost
involuntarily.

“I wasn't
looking for you specifically,” said Lawrence. “I had read some
things that suggested a colony of Andalusian Brain Worms might be
in the area, and was trying to find and exterminate them before,
well, before that
happened. I happened to see you carrying your
wife, and thought I'd make sure... well...” he trailed
off.

“What are
we going to do?” Victor pleaded.

“You said
she was infected a little over a half-hour ago?” Lawrence glanced
at his watch. “If you can get me to Abancay, I might be able to do
something.”

“That's
the nearest big city. It's about two hours away.”

“Yeah.
But we'll need to be faster than that. It should be about
thirty-five miles. We'll need to make it in one hour or
less.”

“On these
switchbacks, in this little car?”

There was a rumbling somewhere behind them.
Lawrence glanced back over his shoulder. “Like it or not, we may
not have a choice,” he said.

A tree--a whole tree,
roots and all--slammed into the road a dozen feet ahead of, and
only a couple of feet to the right of them. It kicked up a huge
cloud of dust and Victor resisted the urge to scream while twisting
the steering wheel. Then he looked over his shoulder, and what he
saw nearly made his heart stop: Amy, or what used to be Amy, was a few
hundred feet behind them, and was keeping up with them. It still
had her form, more or less, but its movements were all wrong, her
arms and legs moving more like a spider or a crab than a person.
Victor glanced at the speedometer and saw they were going nearly
seventy kilometers per hour--something that could easily get them
killed on this downhill.

“See,
we're going to need to go faster,” Lawrence said with bizarre calm.
Victor glanced over, and once again saw Lawrence aiming that black
revolver behind them, and five more shots rang out. The rumbling
sound from behind them stopped. “That should keep her down for a
bit, but we're going to need to keep this pace up, at least. I only
have ten more shots.”

“Only ten
more! How did you expect to deal with a colony of these things with
that!”

“The gun
isn't how you get rid of these things. With these kinds of...
problems, bullets are rarely a solution--but they can buy
time.”

“What was
your plan, then?”

Lawrence produced a small, white ball, about
the size of a golf ball, but it was chalky and smooth instead of
dimpled. “Concentrated anti-worm serum,” he said. “One bit of this
powder will kill those worms dead.”

“Then use
it, now!”

Lawrence frowned. “I will,
if I have to, but the problem is that, under these conditions, it
would make her very dead, too.”

“And if I
get you to Abancay, she won't?” asked Victor.

With a grim look on his face, Lawrence
replied, “Maybe.”

The rumbling behind them started up again.
Victor was navigating the switchbacks pretty well, but each time he
had to brake hard to go around the hairpin. The sound of movement
behind them was still loud. Victor tried to ignore it.

“We're
coming up on Kiuñalla,” Lawrence said, pointing at
the small town ahead. “You're going to need to blow right through
it, best you can. Try not to hit anything.”

In fact, there was so little traffic there
that they went right through the town without anyone getting in
their way. But, as they zoomed
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